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Various Methods of Introducing a New Character
in Hebrew Bible Stories

BARBARA RZEPKA
Monastero della SS. Trinita, Poppi, Italy, barbarabasamon@yahoo.it

To Professor Jean-Louis Ska, S]
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Abstract: The introduction of a character in a biblical narrative is intimately linked to that character’s
narrative function, a connection that is reflected in the stylistic strategies employed by the biblical au-
thors. This study aims to identify the primary stylistic techniques used by biblical writers to bring new
characters onto the “stage” of their narratives. The first part of the study, employing narrative analysis,
explores the various modes of introducing the protagonist in relation to the plot structure, the stylistic
constructions adopted by the authors, and the presentation, characterization, and narrative function of
the protagonist’s name at the moment of their entrance into the narrative. The second part of the re-
search focuses on the entrance of secondary characters in relation to the plot, and on how they are
presented and characterized at the moment of their appearance into the narrative. The analysis reveals
that protagonists are typically introduced at the very beginning of the narrative, generally through one
of three principal methods: narration, plot exposition, or in medias res. In contrast, secondary characters,
as the analysis demonstrates, appear at various points in the narrative, depending on their narrative
function. Unlike protagonists, they are not usually given an extensive narrative introduction; rather, they
are allotted limited space within the exposition or are inserted directly into the dramatic action through
their activity. Their introduction is typically accompanied by minimal descriptive elements and is often
connected to an already-present character within the narrative plot.

Keywords: main character, protagonist, secondary character, type scene, exposition, narrative program,
stylistic constructions, characterization

A character in a literary work is not given to us in an immediate synchronic totali-
ty, as in a painting or a portrait (Vignolo 2003, 21). In fact, each character appears
at a precise moment in the storyline; he appears and then disappears, according to
his role in the plot. A narrative without characters would be like an empty picture:
indeed, “events without existents” (Chatman 2010, 117)—that is, without charac-
ters, cannot exist. In the universe of the story, even a biblical story characterized
by the “predominance of action and a lack of interest in the psychological evolution
of the characters” (Ska 2012, 131), the events are determined by the presence of the
characters who act, or are acted upon by others, and thus determine the evolution of

This text is a revised version of an article originally published in Italian under the title “Le diverse modalita
di introduzione di un nuovo personaggio nei racconti del’Antico Testamento” (Rzepka 2025).
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the plot. In the life of a character, his appearance in the story, that is, his first encoun-
ter with the reader, is particularly relevant. It therefore seems legitimate, almost to
the point of being “intriguing,” to wonder how a new character is introduced in the
plots of biblical stories.

This question is the subject of the present study: it will focus first on some pro-
tagonists in the Hebrew Bible stories, primarily on some of the main characters,
and secondarily on some of the major characters, whom we will identify as second-
ary characters, because of their lesser importance with respect to the protagonists
(Ska 2012, 136). In analysing the text, we shall attempt to discover the relationship
between the entrance of the main character and the plot of the story, by indicating
and examining the typology of the introduction of the main character. We shall also
examine the different modalities with which the characters are introduced into the
story. We shall pay attention to the stylistic constructions used by the biblical authors
to introduce the character and characterise him at the moment when he comes on
the scene. The goal of the present study is not to examine the introduction of all the
Hebrew Bible characters, because the list would be too long, but rather above all to
seek to present the principal strategies used by the biblical authors to bring a new
character onto the stage of their stories.

1. Introduction of a Main Character in the Plot of a Story

The main character is indispensable to the plot. The entire story revolves around
him, and it is he who guides the course of events, often taking on the role of a “hero”
(Ska 2012, 136). Our objective, however, is not to examine the whole evolution
of the story, but to analyse only the first moment, that is, the protagonist’s entrance
on the scene. How does the story of a hero begin in the Bible? What characteristics
of the hero emerge at this point?

In biblical stories, the main character is usually introduced at the beginning of
the story concerning him,' but not always in the same way. From the analyses we can
see that sometimes the biblical authors dedicate an entire narrative to the main char-
acter, while others give him only a few sentences in the exposition of the plot, and
still others introduce him in medias res, with a direct discourse that is often a divine
order. A synthesis of the analyses is shown in Table 1.

1 One exception is Esther (Esth 2:5-7), who, as the main character, is introduced when the action is already
underway, that is, when Queen Vashti refuses to appear in the presence of Ahasuerus (Esth 1:12).
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Table 1. Method of introducing the main character and the plot of the story

Entire narrative Brief exposition In medias res (direct discourse)

Isaac (Gen 21:1-3) Abraham (Gen 11:26-32) Jonah (Jonah 1:1-2)
Jacob and Esau (Gen 25:19-28) Noah (Gen 6:8-10) Joshua (Josh 1:1-9)
Moses (Exod 2:1-10) Joseph (Gen 37:1-2) Elijah (1 Kgs 17:1-4)
Samson (Judg 13:3-24) Jephthah (Judg 11:1-3) -
Samuel (1 Sam 1:1-20) Saul (1 Sam 9:1-2) -
David (1 Sam 16:1-13) Naaman (2 Kgs 5:1-2) _
Gideon (Judg 6:1-21) Ruth (Ruth 1:1-4) .
Elisha (1 Kgs 19:19-21) Esther (Esth 2:5-7) .

- Job (Job 1:1-5) -

Source: Author, based on texts of the Hebrew Bible.

The main characters are usually announced, and their entrance into the story
is prepared by the narrator. Table 1 shows, however, that the biblical authors do not
always follow this pattern. For example, when the main character is introduced in
medias res, his first appearance is sudden, that is, without any information about the
situation or any preparation for the reader. The question therefore arises as to why
an entire narrative is dedicated to certain main characters, to others only a brief ex-
position in the text, while still others are thrown into the story without any specific
reference.

1.1. Introduction of the Protagonist by Means of a Narration

Among the main stories in which the protagonist is introduced with a narrative,
we can cite the following: in Gen 21:1-3, Isaac is presented with the narrative
of his birth; analogous are the cases of Jacob and Esau (Gen 25:19-28), Samuel
(1 Sam 1:1-20), Samson (Judg 13:3-24) and Moses (Exod 2:1-10). On the other
hand, there are protagonists such as Gideon, David and Elisha, who are intro-
duced with a narrative that is not that of their birth: David is introduced with the
story of his anointing as king (1 Sam 16:1-13); Gideon is introduced with the nar-
rative of his vocation as judge in Israel (Judg 6:1-21); Elisha is introduced telling
the story of his prophetic vocation (1 Kgs 19:19-21). At this point it is interesting to
digress and ask ourselves why the biblical authors do not recount the births of the
great king David, of the prophet Elijah or of Gideon, but rather introduce them as
adults? We can see that often the life of each of these main characters is introduced
at a precise moment in a story that is larger than the individual, and which there-
fore must include different characters (typically judges, kings or prophets) in their
respective functions. What interests the author, however, are the specific conditions
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in which the character finds himself when he enters the story and takes on the mis-
sion assigned to him by God.” Another question: why are the patriarchs Isaac, Esau
and Jacob introduced with a story about their births, while this treatment is denied
to the first great patriarch, Abraham? The answer to this question requires an in-
depth analysis of the role of the protagonists who have received a divine order, and
which we will explore later (see section 1.3.1).

Returning to the case of David (1 Sam 16:1-13), he is introduced with the story
of his anointing as king in the place of Saul. It is this fact which is central and which
gives the character his importance, as it deals with the history of the monarchy in
Israel. After having described some aspects of his physical appearance and thereby
creating a pause in the main action, the narrative reaches its climax at the moment of
anointing by Samuel and the irruption of the Spirit of God. It is interesting that the
name of David is revealed at this moment: “The Spirit of the Lord came upon (‘el)
David from that day forward” (1 Sam 16:13). The preposition el basically introduces
the concept of movement, direction or orientation, but it can also indicate a given
position, a gesture, a manifestation or a perception (Alonso Schokel 2013, 45). In this
stylistic construction we note the principal elements: verb—subject—preposition el—
terminus, that is, the new character. In the sentence “The Spirit of God came upon
David” (v. 13), the subject of the verb “came upon” (wattislah) is the Spirit of the
Lord, who carries out an action directed toward David. We can therefore observe that
David appears as the object of the movement expressed by the verb sih.

In the case of Gideon, he is introduced with a narrative of vocation, and he is
the only judge to be presented in this fashion. The story of Gideon begins with an
exposition containing the usual outline of succession of the various judges. Inter-
estingly, the stylistic construction used by the biblical author has Gideon appear for
the first time in a secondary position, while carrying out a prolonged action over
time (Judg 6:1-21). The author uses the stylistic construction w*—X—participle
after a wayyiqtol that describes the action of another character in the foreground:
“The messenger of the Lord came (wayyabo’) and stopped under the oak tree that
was in Ophrah and which belonged to Joash, of the family of Abiezer” In the mean-
time, Gideon, son of Joash, was “threshing” (hobeér) wheat in the winepress in order
to keep it out of sight of the Midianites. In this narrative, while the messenger car-
ries out a precise action in the foreground (“came,” wayyiqtol), Gideon comes on
stage, “threshing” (participle) grain that is, carrying out a prolonged action, but in the

2 The introduction of the judge Samson with the story of the announcement of his birth (Judg 13) could be
considered an exception. The narrative of the birth of Samson breaks with the usual pattern with which
the other judges are introduced, because “according to the usual pattern of the stories of the various
judges, a verse such as Judg 13:1—which denounces the corruption of the Israelites—should be followed
by a description of the oppressor, then by the cry of the people and finally by the intervention of God
who sends a saviour. Not here. The narrator surprises us with the story of a man, Manoah, whose main
characteristic is that he has a barren wife” (Rzepka 2015, 351)
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background. Only later, when entering into dialogue with the messenger of the Lord,
does Gideon come into the foreground.’?

In the case of the vocation of Elisha, he appears after the introduction of the
prophet Elijah, and the tie between Elijah and Elisha is reflected in the stylistic
construction used by the author to introduce Elisha. In fact, in 1 Kgs 19:19, Elisha
appears as the direct object of the verb masa’, while the subject of this verb is the
prophet Elijah: “Elijah departed and found (masa’) Elisha* Note that when the di-
rect object is a definite noun or the proper name of a person, it is preceded by the
direct object marker et. In addition, the vocation of Elisha is accompanied by a sym-
bolic gesture of Elijah, who throws his cloak over Elisha (v. 19).

1.1.1. Stories of the Birth of a Protagonist

In ancient Greek and Latin literature we find numerous stories of the birth and child-
hood of illustrious men, announcing their future greatness and fame.> In Parallel
Lives, Plutarch writes, e.g., with regard to Cicero:

It is said that Cicero was born, without travail or pain on the part of his mother, on the
third day of the new Calends, the day on which at the present time the magistrates offer
sacrifices and prayers for the health of the emperor. It would seem also that a phantom
appeared to his nurse and foretold that her charge would be a great blessing to all the Ro-
mans. And although these presages were thought to be mere dreams and idle fancies, he
soon showed them to be true prophecy; for when he was of an age for taking lessons, his
natural talent shone out clear and he won name and fame among the boys, so that their
fathers used to visit the schools in order to see Cicero with their own eyes and observe the
quickness and intelligence in his studies for which he was extolled, though the ruder ones
among them were angry at their sons when they saw them walking with Cicero placed in
their midst as a mark of honour. (Plutarch, Lives [LCL 99, 85])

An attentive reader can see that in the Hebrew Bible there are a number of narratives
concerning the birth of a hero: Isaac (Gen 21:1-3); Jacob and Esau (Gen 25:19-28);

3 Eliis introduced in the same way in 1 Sam 1:9: “Hannah rose after eating and drinking in Shiloh, while
the priest Eli was seated was sitting on his seat beside the door of the temple of the Lord” Hannah’s action
is part of the foreground. She rose, while Eli continued to be seated, that is, he remained in the back-
ground. He comes into the foreground only afterwards, when he enters into dialog with Hannah (v. 14).

4 “Man” is introduced with the same stylistic element in the creation story in Gen 2-3: “And the Lord God
formed man of the dust of the ground” (2:7). In this sentence man is the direct object of the verb “formed,”
the subject of which is God. Cf. also Esth 2:7.

5 The stories of the birth of a future leader and of the trials he must overcome is a common element in an-
cient literature. Often, the founding hero of a people is abandoned by his parents or relatives, is saved by
somebody, becomes the origin of a new dynasty and founds a new city, as e.g., the Assyrian hero Sargon,
abandoned on the river Tigris and saved by a farmer.
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Moses (Exod 2:1-20); Samson (Judg 13:3-24); and Samuel (1 Sam 1:19-20).° These
stories have certain points in common, and can be considered as “twin” passages,
because of their resemblance. Therefore particular attention to this group of texts
seems justified.

1.1.2. The Use of a Formula for the Birth of a Son

From a stylistic point of view, in the biblical stories of the birth of a protagonist, we
note the sequence of information, the principal elements of which are: (a) the news
of a marriage; and (b) the following actions, marked by the verbs wattahar, wattéled,
wattigra’ (“she conceived, bore and called...”). In different stories this formula is ap-
plied with variations regarding either the description of the marriage of the couple
who afterwards will give birth to the protagonist, or with the distribution within the
story of the three verbs “conceived,” “bore” and “called,” which describe the concep-
tion, birth and choice of a name for the baby.’

The formula appears and is repeated many times in Gen 29:15-30:24, which re-
counts the birth of the eleven sons of Jacob. The two marriages of Jacob take up sev-
eral verses (29:15-30), but afterwards the story accelerates in synchrony with a kind
of race between the two wives, Leah and Rachel, in bearing sons, so that it seems like
a summary. The concise nature of the formula itself adds to the speed of the story,
since the three verbs include the long interval from conception to birth, and from the
birth of one son to the birth of another. The sequence of the three verbs, wattahar,
wattéled, wattiqra’, appears for the first time with the birth of Reuben, the firstborn
son of Jacob, born of Leah (Gen 29:32): “Leah conceived and bore a son and called
him Reuben....” The formula recurs ten times in the story with the birth of the other
sons of Jacob.

The three verbs of this formula (wattahar, wattéled, wattiqra’) can also be woven
into the development of the action of the story and not listed one after the other as
in Gen 29:15-30:24. We find an example of this type in the story of the birth of Moses
(Exod 2:1-20). The life of the newborn is threatened from the beginning, but thanks
to his mother’s actions, he escapes the danger of death (Czerski 2000, 35).® In this

6 The formula of the birth of a son can also be found in Gen 38:3 (Er, son of Judah); in 1 Sam 1:19-20 (Sam-
uel) and 2:21 (sons and daughters of Hannah); in 1 Chr 7:23 (the birth of Beriah, son of Ephraim); and in
the prophecy of Isa 7:14.

7 The story of Cain also begins with his birth (Gen 4:1), but the verbs that announce it are different: “Adam
knew Eve, his wife, who conceived and bore Cain, saying: ‘T have gotten a man from the Lord”” We note
the use of the three verbs, yd’, hrh, yld, in which the subject of the first verb (yd’) is Adam, the father of
the protagonist, whereas the subject of the other two (hrh and yld) is his mother, Eve, who conceived and
gave birth to Cain. A wordplay links the name of Cain with the verb “acquire.” In recounting the birth
of the second son, Abel, only one verb is used yld, the subject of which is Eve: “Then she gave birth (yld)
again to his brother Abel” (v. 2). The same verbs are used to describe the birth of Enoch in Gen 4:17.

8  According to the author the stories of the births of illustrious men often have the following pattern:
the announcement of the birth (sign, vision or dream); the newborn finds himself in danger; Divine Prov-
idence protects the baby. Janusz Czerski maintains that the birth of Moses is presented according to this
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story, the formula of the birth of a son creates a kind of inclusion in the story. In fact,
one can see that the elements of the formula are distributed throughout the story at
strategic points. Verse 1 tells of the marriage of Moses’ parents. In the following verse
there are two verbs from the formula, wattahar and watteled: the woman conceives
and bears a son (v. 2); but we need to wait until verse 10 to find the final element of
the formula, the verb wattiqra’. In fact, it is only after the description of the rescue
of the newborn Hebrew son in verse 10 that Pharaoh’s daughter gives the baby, drawn
from the water, the name of Moses.” We also note that along with the story of the
birth, in which Moses is introduced into the biblical story, we also have the story of
his vocation, which begins his true and definitive mission (Exod 3:1-4, 18).

1.1.3. The Use of Type Scenes in the Narratives of the Birth of a Protagonist

The biblical authors use conventions known to the ancient reader, thus providing
keys to their interpretation, which, with the distance of time, are no longer part of
the cultural baggage of the modern reader.”” The narratives in which the biblical au-
thors introduce certain protagonists reveal, in fact, the use of so-called “type scenes”
These literary conventions were analysed for the first time by Walter Arend (1933) in
his study of Homer. He identifies a series of repetitive patterns, which, according to
him, are consciously used by the author in the composition of stories that represent
the same situation (e.g., arrival, voyage, assembly, hospitality, clothing of the hero).
A “type scene,” therefore, must contain a certain number of fixed elements arranged
in an order that can be changed, but the number of the characteristic elements must
be sufficient in order for the “type scene” to be recognizable as such (Ska 2012, 64;
Aletti et al. 2006, 82; Britt 2002, 37-59).

pattern (Exod 2:1-20) and, in the intertestamental literature, the same pattern is used to present the births
of Noah, Abraham, Samuel and Elijah.

9 The author of the story of the birth of Isaac uses the same formula in a similar way in Gen 21:1-3. Verse 2
announces that Sarah “conceived and bore” a son, but only afterwards, in verse 3, does it say that Abra-
ham “called” his name Isaac: “And the Lord visited Sarah as he had said, and the Lord did unto Sarah
as he had spoken. For Sarah conceived, and bore Abraham a son in his old age, at the set time of which
God had spoken to him. And Abraham called the name of his son that was born unto him, whom Sarah
bore to him, Isaac” We find another example in Gen 25:19-28, in which Isaac’s wife remains pregnant
until verse 21; then in verse 24 the time comes for Rebecca to give birth. In verse 25 the first of the twins
is born and is given the name Esau, and in verse 26 the second twin is born, and is called Jacob. In this
way the three verbs of the formula of the birth of a son are distributed throughout the strategic points of
the story in verses 21-26. Similarly, in the story of the birth of Samson, in Judg 13:3-24, the event is an-
nounced twice: first by an angel to the mother of Samson (v. 3), and the second time by her to her husband
Manoabh (v. 7); it is only in the conclusion to the story, in verse 24, that we learn that the woman really gave
birth to a son whom she called Samson.

10 The fundamental study of the topic scenes is that of Alter 2011. The author cites typical scenes as exam-
ples: the meeting of the future wife next to a well (in Gen 24; 29:1-4; Exod 2:15-22; the announcement of
the birth of the hero to a barren woman (Gen 16; 18; 1 Sam 1; Judg 13) and also three stories in Genesis
in which the patriarch presents his wife as his sister (Gen 12:10-20; 20; 26:1-12).
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An example of a narrative of the birth of a protagonist particularly rich in the
diverse elements of type scenes can be found in the story of the birth of Samson,
in Judg 13:2-24 (Alter 1983, 115-30; 2011; Ska 2012, 63-68; Rzepka 2015, 351-74;
Assis 2014, 1-13). In fact, the story has some very particular traits, because the au-
thor uses three type scenes, to wit: “the announcement of the birth of a son,” “the
appearance of an angel (announcing) a future saviour;,” and “hospitality” (Ska 2013,
38-39; Rzepka 2015, 366). The formula of the birth of a son in this case contains
only two verbs: wattéled, wattiqra’ (“the woman bore a son to whom she gave the
name Samson,” v. 24). A comparison between Judg 13 and other stories of “the birth
of a son” reveals both common elements and differences: Judg 13:2b presents a bar-
ren woman, which corresponds to 1 Sam 1:2b.5; in Judg 13:3, the woman receives
the announcement of the birth of a special son and of his particular destiny, which
corresponds to what is reported in 1 Sam 1:11, 17, as well as in Gen 16:9-11; 17:19;
18:10-14 (Niditch 2008, 142). In Judg 13:24 the woman gives birth and the baby
is given a name. This element finds a correspondence in 1 Sam 1:20; Gen 21:1-3;
and Exod 2:1-10. In addition, both Samson and Samuel are Nazirites. The original-
ity of the story in Judg 13 is found in the differences present in the narratives: the
woman in Judg 13, in contrast with Hannah (1 Sam 1), is not named, but is called “the
wife of Manoah”; she doesn’t have a fertile rival as in the other stories; the mother of
Samson doesn’t ask God for a son, whereas Hannah prays to God and makes a vow
to the Lord (1 Sam 1:11); in Judg 13 the name of the baby is revealed only at the end
(v. 24), as in the case of Moses (Exod 2:10) (Rzepka 2015, 364-68; Reinhartz 1992,
25-37; Mollo 2014, 90-91; Exum 1980, 47-48; Crenshaw 1978, 129). The narrator
insists on the story of the Nazirite, because it is a means by which the extraordinary
physical strength of Samson acquires a religious significance. At the end of Samson’s
story, we find out that his only real failing consists in his inability to maintain the ob-
ligations of a Nazirite (Judg 16:17) (Rizzi 2012, 365). The scene of “the appearance of
the angel of the Lord” in Judg 13:8-25 recalls the narrative of the vocation of Gideon
(Judg 6:11-23), while certain traits of the scene of “hospitality” in Judg 13:15-21, are
also found in Judg 6:18-19 and in Gen 18:6-8 (Savran 2003, 119-49).

We note that the narrative of the birth of Samson (Judg 13) is particularly elabo-
rated. An analysis of the different type scenes in Judg 13 reveals a particular intention
of the author, namely that of creating connections between the person of Samson and
other biblical characters. The author presents Samson as a “hero” on a par with the
patriarchs Isaac, Esau and Jacob and the judges Samuel and Gideon. The portrait of
Samson in Judg 13 contrasts with the picture that emerges from the other stories
of the cycle (Judg 14-16). The author, recalling such characters, intends to reinforce
the idea that the power of God is also at work in the life of Samson. The result, how-
ever, is ambiguous, because in recalling these illustrious figures, Samson’s inglorious
end and failure in the role of judge stand out (Rzepka 2015, 368; Blenkinsopp 1963,
65-73; Block 1999, 396).
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The analysis of the use of the type scene in narratives of the birth of a protagonist
reveals its extraordinary flexibility. It constitutes an exceptional tool both for the con-
struction of the plot and the characterisations of the individuals. The juxtaposition
of the protagonists in the stories of their births allows their different personalities to
emerge. The similarities between the type scenes create multiple relationships and
mutual references, illuminating a number of particular elements, which offer depth
and color to the facts and to the protagonists who are introduced into the story with
the narrative of their birth. Comparing the texts allows us to discover their singular
expressiveness, the play between the fixed elements of a type scene and their varia-
tions, and between what they have in common and what is specific to each narrative
and each character.

1.2. Introduction of the Protagonist with an Exposition of the Plot

From the analyses of the texts, it is clear that there is a group of protagonists to whom
the biblical authors dedicate one or more verses at the beginning of the narrative
in order to introduce them. Think e.g., of the introductory formulas in 1 Sam 1:1,
where Elkanah is introduced, or 1 Sam 9:1-2 where Saul appears, or the introduction
to the Book of Job (Job 1:1-5), which alerts the reader to the fact that the story con-
cerns a righteous man, but that he will suffer. In summary, at the beginning of the
storyline constituting the exposition of the plot, the author gives the reader informa-
tion about the initial situation, indispensable for the full understanding of the story
(Ska 2012, 42; Zappella 2010, 52). The information includes the circumstances, the
everyday and historic settings of the lives of the main characters, their relationships,
and the presentation of the protagonist in the story. In this type of exposition, e.g.,
we meet for the first time in the story: Abram (Gen 11:26-32), Noah (Gen 6:8-10),
Joseph (Gen 37:2), Jephthah (Judg 11:1-5), Saul (1 Sam 9:1-2), Naaman (2 Kgs 5:1-2),
Ruth (Ruth 1:1-4), Esther (Esth 2:5-7), and Job (Job 1:1-5).

During the exposition, the author can also give the reader a key to a better un-
derstanding of the story; this is true in particular for information that creates a kind
of pact between the narrator and the reader and generates a certain atmosphere at
the beginning of the story. The expositions, as we have observed above, contain gen-
eral facts, but also serve to create the context of the situation, which is often static and
repetitive. For this reason, we find in the expositions stative verbs, noun phrases or
frequentative verb forms, that is, yigqtol and w*qatalti.

To introduce the protagonist in the exposition of the story, the biblical authors
use different stylistic constructions, which are represented in Table 2.

VERBUM VITAE 43/4 (2025) 849-878 857



BARBARA RZEPKA

Table 2. Examples of stylistic constructions with which the protagonist
is introduced in the exposition of the story

Stylistic construction Protagonist
Noah (Gen 6:8); Jephthah (Judg 11:1);
W—X—qatal N::mifiz Ii:s) 5]; 11; e ety
The formula t6ldot and the verb yalad Abram (Gen 11:26-27); Noah (Gen 6:9)
X—hayah—participle Joseph (Gen 37:2)
The direct object indicator et Esther (Esth 2:7)
The formula of the name: $¥md; t15ma; ismah Ruth (Ruth 1:4); Saul (1 Sam 9:1-2); Job (Job 1:1)

Source: Author, based on texts of the Hebrew Bible.

The protagonist of the story of the flood, Noah, enters the scene in Gen 6:8 with
information that contrasts with God’s perception of the situation in the world that
He had created (cf. Gen 1). Indeed, God looks at the earth, sees the wickedness (v. 5),
reacts (v. 6), and consequently, although regretful, decides to destroy it (v. 7). Here,
the author informs the reader that “nevertheless Noah found grace in the eyes of
the Lord,” using the construction we—X—qatal, which often begins a story or a new
scene.' Its usual function is to emphasise the introduction of a new character onto
the stage, whose presence will be decisive for the action that follows. In addition,
through the use of this construction, the narrator highlights the position of the pro-
tagonist. The exposition in which Noah is presented is more complex (Ska 2000,
74-79),'* because it continues with a second introduction to the story, which begins
with the tél‘dot" formula for Noah, followed by information about the human and
religious qualities of the protagonist: “These are the generations (t6/‘dot) of Noah.
Noah was (X—qatal) a just man and irreproachable among his contemporaries. Noah
walked with God” (v. 9).

The tél°dot formula also begins the story in Gen 37:2: “These are the genera-
tions of Jacob.” The protagonist Joseph is introduced right after the formula of the
tol‘dot, together with his brothers: “Joseph, being seventeen years old, was shepherd-
ing (hayah roeh) the flock with his brethren” (v. 2). The author uses a stylistic con-
struction, the principal elements of which are: X—hayah—participle. Here, the verb

11 Other protagonists are introduced into the story in the same way, e.g., the serpent (Gen 3:1), Jephthah
(Judg 11:1) or Naaman (2 Kgs 5:1).

12 The construction is complex because it contains two different introductions of the protagonist. In fact,
the story combines two redactional layers.

13 The toldot formula, which belongs to the priestly source, can introduce either a genealogy (Gen 11:10;
25:12; 36:1) or a narrative section (Gen 6:9; 11:27; 25:19; 37:2).
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“to be” (hayah) followed by the “participle” (roeh) expresses with precision that the
long-term, habitual action unfolded in the past, i.e. that Joseph “was shepherding”
the flock. The new protagonist is therefore introduced into the story with the de-
scription of his age, the relationship with his brothers and his habitual work.

A frequent way of introducing the protagonist in relationship with other charac-
ters is the formula of the name, sém; $°ma; t1s°mé; fis*mah, which we find with respect
to Ruth (Ruth 1:4), Saul (1 Sam 9:1-2) and Job (Job 1:1), among others. In the exposi-
tion of the Book of Ruth (Ruth 1:1-5), e.g., we glimpse the principal facts: the famine
in Israel during the time of the judges; the sojourn of a man of Bethlehem in the land
of Moab, together with his wife and his two sons; the revelation of the names of some
of the characters: Elimelech, Naomi, Mahlon and Chilion; the death of Elimelech;
the marriage of Mahlon and Chilion with two Moabites, Orpah and Ruth; and the
death of the two sons of Naomi. The revelation of the names of the characters and
their meaning is a frequent element in the exposition. In stories in which the author
introduces the names of two characters together, the noun phrase is usually coordi-
nated with a simple waw: $ém ... we$ém, as in the case of Ruth and her sister-in-law:
“The name of the one was Orpah, and the name of the other Ruth” (1:4). Other in-
formation appears later on, at strategic points, to stimulate the interest of the reader,
e.g., the existence of a close relative, Boaz (Ruth 2:1); of another even closer relative
(3:12); and also of a field that belonged to Naomi (4:3).

A typical example of an exposition can be found at the beginning of the Book of
Job (Job 1:1-5), in which the protagonist is introduced with a formula that contains
his name:

There was in the land of Uz a man named (41$°md) Job; and that man was perfect and up-
right, and one that feared God and eschewed evil. And there were born to him seven sons
and three daughters. His substance also was seven thousand sheep, and three thousand
camels, and five hundred yoke of oxen, and five hundred she-asses, and a very great house-
hold; so that this man was the greatest of all the men of the east. And his sons went and
feasted in their houses, every one his day; and sent and called for their three sisters to eat
and drink with them. And it was so, when the days of their feasting were gone about, that
Job sent and sanctified them, and rose up early in the morning, and offered burnt offerings
according to the number of them all; for Job said, “It may be that my sons have sinned, and
cursed God in their hearts” Thus did Job continually.

In this exposition, the narrator does not simply let the reader know the name of
the protagonist, but tells him who Job was, where he lived and the composition of his
family; he speaks of his possessions and his usual behaviours, but above all, he reveals
his moral qualities. In this way, before the action even begins, the reader has a very
positive image of this fully righteous man, who soon will lose everything and will
have to endure extreme suffering.

VERBUM VITAE 43/4 (2025) 849-878 859



BARBARA RZEPKA

In conclusion, we can observe that the protagonist introduced in the exposition
occupies an important space, because in addition to his name, the authors from the
beginning of the action provide the reader with more complete information, neces-
sary for understanding the story.

1.3. Introduction of the Protagonist in Medias Res

From the analyses of the biblical stories, we can see that some authors decide to
introduce the protagonist in medias res, without any exposition of the facts or cir-
cumstances. In this case, the hero appears all of a sudden, called by God, who gives
him a very specific order. Once the protagonist is introduced, the author places a few
elements of the exposition at strategic points in the story, thus arousing the curiosity
of the reader. Characters introduced in this way include Jonah (Jonah 1:1-2), Joshua
(Josh 1:1-9), and Elijah (1 Kgs 17:1-4). The practice of beginning the story with the
entrance of the protagonist in medias res and its variations is analysed in Table 3.

Table 3. Introduction of the protagonist in medias res

Stylistic construction: Protagonist
the verb wayyiqtol; preposition ~’el &
“The word of the Lord came to (‘) Jonah” Jonah (Jonah 1:1-2)

“After the death of Moses, the servant of the Lord, the Lord spoke Joshua (Josh 1:1-9)"
(wayyo'mer) to (%l) Joshua”

“Elijah the Tishbite, of the inhabitants of Gilead, said (wayyo 'mer) Elijah (1 Kgs 17:1-2)
to Ahab, As the Lord God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, there
shall not be dew nor rain these years, but according to my word”
And the word of the Lord came to (‘e/) him saying...”

Source: Author, based on texts of the Hebrew Bible.

It is worth focusing on the examples shown in Table 3, because they present a few
interesting variations worth exploring. The classic example of a story that begins in
medias res is the Book of Jonah: “The word of the Lord came to Jonah, the son of
Amittai, saying: Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry against it; for their

14 Tt is worth noting that Joshua is introduced in the same way when he appears in the story about the fight
against Amalek in Exod 17:9: “Moses said to Joshua....” Joshua appears in the story for the first time as
the interlocutor of Moses, who speaks to him with the order to choose men and go out to fight Ama-
lek. It is only afterwards that the reader discovers that Joshua was able to conquer the enemy thanks to
the prayer of Moses. We must point out, however, that the protagonist of the story in Exodus is Moses;
Joshua, on the other hand, is introduced as one of the secondary characters.
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wickedness is come up before me” (Jonah 1:1-2).” The story begins with the phrase
in which the subject, that is, “the word of the Lord” came to (‘el) Jonah. The protago-
nist of the story appears for the first time in the story as the interlocutor of God, with
an indirect presentation that emerges from the action: God gives Jonah the order to
go preach to Nineveh and Jonah gets up, but instead of going to Nineveh, he goes in
the opposite direction, to Tarshish. This introduces an element of surprise for the
reader. Other information about Jonah and about his being sent to Nineveh are scat-
tered throughout the narrative in exposition form: the religious beliefs of Jonah (1:9);
the description of Nineveh (3:3b); the nature of God according to Jonah (4:2); and
other details about Nineveh (4:11). “These different elements of the exposition ap-
pear in dramatic moments, allowing them to have a major impact on the action and
to reveal new aspects of the relationships between the three principal characters:
God, Jonah and Nineveh.” (Ska 2012, 48) Note that the preposition el introduces
the name of the protagonist in close relationship with God. In oral expression, the
preposition ‘el is normally used to indicate the interlocutor. In this case, the stylistic
construction is as follows: verbum dicendi or the noun “word” with the verb wayhi—
subject—preposition ‘el—interlocutor, that is, the name of the new character, in this
case, Jonah.

In Josh 1:1, Joshua enters on the scene, taking the place of Moses, and in in-
troducing him, the author uses the same stylistic device, that is, the preposition el.
From the point of view of analysis of the plot, however, his appearance differs slightly
from that of Jonah. Indeed, in Josh 1:1 we read: “After the death of Moses, servant of
the Lord, the Lord spoke to Joshua....” We observe that the introduction of Joshua,
whom God is addressing, is preceded by a brief element of exposition concerning
a circumstance, that is, “the death of Moses, servant of the Lord.” The story pres-
ents a variation on the norm, since it does not begin exactly in medias res.

Elijah, on the other hand, is introduced rigorously in medias res in 1 Kgs 17:1.
The text begins with the direct discourse of Elijah: “Elijah the Tishbite from Tishbe in
Gilead said (wayyiqtol) to Ahab...” Elijah thus enters the scene by accomplishing the
action expressed by wayyigtol. We therefore have two direct discourses: (1) the proph-
et addresses king Ahab saying: “As the Lord God of Israel lives, whom I serve: there
will be neither dew nor rain these coming years unless I give the word” (1 Kgs 17:1);
(2) God addresses the prophet: “The word of the Lord came to (el) him....” In this
verse, Elijah is indicated by the pronominal suffix to the preposition el. We note that
in the first verse there is also a brief element of exposition, that is, the information
that he was “the Tishbite” (v. 1).

15 In the Book of Jonah the protagonist is introduced in medias res; one might think, however, that he is
somehow already known to the reader, because he is mentioned in 2 Kgs 14:25-27.
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1.3.1. The Introduction of the Protagonist in Medias Res
and the “Narrative Program”

At this point in the analyses of the introduction of a protagonist in medias res, we
must make a few important observations concerning the literary elements common
to the plot of these stories. In the first place, we note that the entrance of the protago-
nists is accompanied by an order from God: Jonah must get up and go to Nineveh and
preach against the wickedness of its inhabitants (Jonah 1:1); Joshua receives the order
to cross the Jordan and lead the people into the promised land (Josh 1:1); the prophet
Elijah on the other hand must go eastward and hide near the river Cherith.

The divine command, with which all the above stories begin, contains a “nar-
rative program.” Its actualisation arouses the interest of the reader, who wonders
about the ability of the protagonist, and the manner in which he will accomplish his
mission. In this model of the analysis of the plot, the actualisation of the “narrative
program” is called a “performance” and closes with a report, called a “sanction” (Ska
2002, 157). It can involve a task, a plan, a mission to accomplish or a conflict to re-
solve. The model also uses other categories like the “subject,” that is the protagonist,
who must possess certain abilities in order to accomplish the “narrative program”
In the “performance,” the “subject” accomplishes the program, or not; the “sanc-
tion” follows, which is the final assessment of the accomplishment of the program
(Ska 2012, 57).

In the stories that begin in medias res, the divine order is usually followed by its
execution. Indeed, Joshua immediately carries out the order of God in commanding
the people to prepare themselves to cross the Jordan (Josh 1:11). Similarly, Elijah
“went and did according to the word of the Lord; for he went and dwelt by the brook
Cherith...” (1 Kgs 17:5). This is not, however, the case with Jonah. Jonah is sent on
a mission to Nineveh and leaves, but flees to Tarshish; therefore the “narrative pro-
gram” of the story fails. Not only does he not go to Nineveh; he flees and goes in the
opposite direction, “far from the presence of the Lord” (Jonah 1:3). In Jonah 3:1, God
entrusts the same mission to Jonah a second time, which he will eventually accom-
plish successfully.

We can conclude that the decision to introduce the protagonist in medias res
allows the biblical authors to emphasise the mission entrusted to him, as well as the
“narrative program” revealed by the order of God that the protagonist must accom-
plish. In addition, we note that beginning the story in medias res and introducing the
protagonist in this way involves the virtual absence of action at the start. This will
follow with elements of the exposition, in the strategic moment of the development
of the action.
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1.3.2. An Intriguing Case of Protagonist Introduction:
Abraham and the Divine Command

An interesting case of the introduction of a protagonist to whom God addresses
a command is found in the narrative of the patriarch Abraham. In this case, the
initial question concerns why the first patriarch is not introduced through a birth
narrative, as is the case with his son Isaac, his grandsons Esau and Jacob, or even
Moses. It is, in fact, striking that the entrance of the major protagonist Abraham
into the biblical narrative is not prepared, but is instead encapsulated within a brief
summary (Gen 11:27-32).

In answering this question, we must observe that Abraham’s case presents cer-
tain peculiarities. Although Abraham first appears within the genealogy (t6l°dot) of
Terah (Gen 11:26) and in the exposition of Gen 11:27-32, a closer analysis of the text
reveals that this exposition is not dedicated to Abraham as the central protagonist of
the narrative, but rather to a group of persons, represented by Terah and his family,
of which Abraham is a part. In Terah’s genealogy, Abraham is only briefly mentioned
alongside his brothers Nahor and Haran, and it is only later, in Gen 12:1, that Abra-
ham clearly emerges as the protagonist of the unfolding narrative.

It is important to recognize that the literary strategy of the author is to place em-
phasis on Abraham precisely at the point when the action is set in motion (Gen 12:1),
preceded by an exposition that does not foreground the protagonist himself, but in-
stead presents the contextual and factual elements that influence the narrative’s ini-
tial movement. The analysis thus reveals that Abraham’s introduction as protagonist
bears certain similarities to Jonah’s entrance in medias res, yet it is in fact preceded
by an exposition of the plot. Conversely, the exposition in Gen 11:27-32 does not
introduce the protagonist in the manner of the classical example of Job, but rather
frames the family from which the protagonist will emerge at the onset of the narra-
tive action.

In conclusion, the distinctive feature of Abraham’s introduction into the narra-
tive lies in the combination of two elements: the exposition, in which Abraham is
merely one component of the narrative setting, and the sudden divine command—
characteristic of narratives that begin in medias res—through which Abraham steps
onto the scene as the protagonist of the story that follows (Gen 12:4-25:11). In the
divine speech addressed to Abraham in Gen 12:1-3, he is presented as God’s direct
interlocutor and the recipient of divine promises, which in turn elicit in the reader
an expectation for their fulfillment. It is precisely this feature that reveals how the
divine command contains, as in the case of Jonah, the “narrative program,” which
consists of two main elements: (a) the command to undertake a journey (Gen 12:1),
and (b) the promise of a great posterity that will become a divinely blessed nation
(Gen 12:2-3).

The narrative invites the reader to ponder how Abraham will accomplish his mis-
sion and how God will fulfill His promises. Immediately afterward, in Gen 12:4-9,
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we witness the realization of the first step in the “narrative program”: “So Abram
went, as the Lord had told him...” (v. 4). Yet from the very moment of its proc-
lamation, the second part of the “narrative program” faces two significant obsta-
cles: Sarah, Abraham’s wife, is barren (Gen 11:30), and both Abraham and Sarah
are advanced in age. Indeed, Abraham enters the narrative scene at 75 years of age
(Gen 12:4b). This allows the reader to grasp the magnitude of God’s promise and to
wonder how these obstacles might be overcome for the narrative program to reach
fulfillment. The birth of Isaac (Gen 21:1-3) constitutes the first step toward this ful-
fillment, demonstrating that God is capable of overcoming even the most formidable
barriers—such as barrenness and old age—in order to realize His promises.

We may thus conclude that the “narrative program” initiating Abraham’s story
not only characterizes the protagonist and serves as a narrative thread throughout
much of the Abraham cycle, but also introduces from the very outset a dramatic
tension that determines the author’s literary strategy.

In final analysis, it becomes evident that the introduction of a new protagonist
in biblical narratives is not limited to a single method—such as presentation in the
exposition or sudden entrance in medias res—but rather involves a functional com-
bination of multiple strategies. These are shaped in accordance with the communica-
tive goals, the theological message, and the literary design of the author.

1.4. The Presentation and the Characterisation of the Protagonist
at the Moment When He Enters the Story

A character in a narrative can present himself or be introduced by another character,
or by the narrator, or they can be presented in many ways together. From the anal-
yses, it is clear that in the biblical stories the protagonists are always introduced by
the narrator himself, independently of the type of stylistic construction and other
strategies that the author uses to introduce them. “After his entrance on the scene,
the dramatic progression of the character depends on how he acts, reacts and is in-
fluenced by events, as well as his ‘name.” (Ska 2012, 135) We can, however, ask our-
selves whether, at the moment of his entry onto the scene, we can already identify
some typical traits of his characterisation. In this regard, it seems particularly rele-
vant to observe the relationship between the characterisation of the protagonist and
the stratagems that the biblical authors use to introduce him, that is, in beginning the
dramatic progression of the story.

The characters can be described directly, that is, with reference to the charac-
teristics and information attributed to them by the narrator, or indirectly, by their
speech or actions. From the analysis it appears that both types are present in the
biblical stories, as summarised in Table 4.
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Table 4. Description of the protagonist
and the use of different stylistic constructions to introduce him

Direct description Indirect description

The formula of the birth of a son: Isaac (Gen 21:1-3); Jacob and Esau
(Gen 25:10-28); Moses (Exod 2:1-10); Samson (Judg 13:3-24); -
Samuel (1 Sam 1:19-20)

The formula t61°dot and the verb yld: Abram (Gen 11:27);
Noah (Gen 6:9)

The formulas of the name w*sém; $*'ma; 1s°mo; is*mah:
Ruth (Ruth 1:4); Saul (1 Sam 9:1); Job (Job 1:1)

Wayyiqtol: Elijah (1 Kgs 17:1);
Joseph (Gen 37:2b)

We—X—gqatal: Noah (Gen 6:8); Jephthah (Judg 11:1);
Naaman (2 Kgs 5:1)

The direct object marker ~et: Elisha (1 Kgs 19:19); Esther (Esth 2:7) -

The preposition ‘el: David (1 Sam 16:13); Jonah (Jonah 1:1);
Joshua (Josh 1:1)

We—X—participle: Gideon (Judg 6:11); or X—hayah—participle:
Joseph (Gen 37:2a)

Source: Author, based on texts of the Hebrew Bible.

From Table 4, it is clear that the biblical stories favor a direct description of the
protagonist. Indeed, in the vast majority of cases, the stylistic constructions used to
introduce the protagonist give a direct description, and only some employ an indi-
rect modality, e.g., when a new character is introduced performing an action ex-
pressed with a wayyiqtol.

It is worth noting that in some stories the authors combine different stylis-
tic constructions, either direct or indirect. For example, in Gen 37:2, the author
combines the stylistic construction X—hayah—participle with a simple wayyiqtol
(cf. also Exod 3:1). In this mixed description of the character, from the direct char-
acterisation of the narrator, we know that the young Joseph at 17 years of age was
a shepherd (participle) along with his brothers; on the other hand, from his telling
(wayyiqtol) his father about the bad reputation that was circulating about his broth-
ers, we learn indirectly that he was an informer.

We need to emphasise that from the characterisation of a person and the events
in the story, we can distinguish his way of “being” and his “attributes,” the distinc-
tive traits of his “actions,” his “speech,” or of his way of “seeing” reality. The author
may delineate the physical, personal, demographic, socioeconomic, ideological or
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psychological traits of the character. These last allow the characterisation of the per-
son to be traced back to different typologies, identifying him as someone who is
“well-rounded” or “flat,” “kinetic” or “static” (Zappella 2010, 145). The present study,
concerned with the analysis of the introduction of a character in the story, does not
identify the typology from a psychological point of view, as “well-rounded” or “flat,”
etc., because this is fully revealed only at the end of the story.

Descriptions of the physical aspects of the characters in biblical stories are
rather rare at the beginning, and when they are present, they are significant. For
example, at the moment of the birth of the twins, Esau and Jacob (Gen 25:25), we
learn that the first one was “reddish and all over like a hairy garment,” and there-
fore he was called Esau. Of Moses on the other hand, it is said that he was beau-
tiful at the moment of his birth; therefore his mother hid him for three months.
Of David, in the story of his anointing as king, the author says that he was a red-
head, with beautiful eyes and a beautiful appearance. The reader can also learn
immediately about the social situation of these protagonists, e.g., we learn that
Moses was of the tribe of Levi; that David was from Bethlehem, that his father was
named Jesse, that he shepherded his flocks, that he had seven brothers and that
he was the youngest. Also, with respect to Saul, we find the following description:
“Saul, a choice young man, and a goodly: and there was not among the children
of Israel a goodlier person than he: from his shoulders and upward he was higher
than any of the people” (1 Sam 9:2).

The traits of the protagonists that are described in the exposition can involve
not only personal data, as e.g., in the case of Joseph, of whom we learn that he was
17 years old (Gen 37:2), or their character traits, as in the case of Job, a just man,
“perfect and upright, and one that feared God and eschewed evil.” The author of-
fers us also various socioeconomic data: we know that Job was the richest of all the
men of the east and that he was from Uz, the father of seven sons and three daugh-
ters. He is also described from a cultural point of view, revealing his religious habits
(Jobl:1-5). Another portrait of a protagonist at the moment of his introduction is
that of Naaman. We learn not only about his social position (he was, in fact, the
commander of the army of the king of Aram), but also the fact that he was very
influential and esteemed by his lord and that he was a brave soldier, so much so that
he managed to guarantee the safety of his people. Only later do we learn that he was
also a leper (2 Kgs 5:1).

We recall that the protagonists introduced into the story in medias res can be
characterised either by a direct or an indirect description. In the first case, it is the
narrator who describes the protagonist’s response to the order of God, as in the
cases of Joshua (Josh 1:11) and Jonah (Jonah 1:1-2). In an indirect description,
on the other hand, the biblical authors have their protagonists appear in action,
as in the case of Elijah, who addresses King Ahab: “As the Lord God of Israel lives,
whom I serve, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, unless I give the word.”
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Elijah’s words reveal him to be a powerful man, capable of commanding even the
rain (1 Kgs 17:1).

In conclusion, while the author has a large space for characterisation when the
characters are introduced both with an entire narrative and an exposition of the plot,
the entrance of the protagonist in medias res limits this space, but emphasises the
characterisation of the hero as an interlocutor of God himself and recipient of his
orders, thus constituting the pivot of the entire story which follows.

1.5. Ways of Introducing the Protagonist and His Name

One of the “characterising” aspects of a person is his name, which is a summary of
his unique character. For this reason, it seems useful to revisit the question in the
larger context of the different modalities with which the protagonist is introduced.
The name can have a “proleptic” function, as, e.g., in the case of Esau and Jacob
(Gen 25:25-26). Indeed, later in the story we will find that the development of their
characteristics is already summarised and revealed in their names. The anticipatory
function of the name of the person is evident above all in the case of the change of
a name, which usually reveals the change in the character’s destiny and opens the way
to a new orientation of the plot, as e.g., in Gen 17:5, 15 (Abram and Sarai); Gen 32:29
(Jacob); or in Num 13:16 (Joshua) (Ska 2012, 138). The development of the charac-
ter’s story is in some sense determined by his name and anticipated in it. It therefore
seems that the moment in the plot in which the name of the protagonist is intro-
duced is of strategic importance. One can also observe that, through the stylistic con-
structions used in the direct description of the character, the “formula of the name”
(wesem; $'mo; t1s°mo; 11s*mah) occupies a privileged position.

The analysis reveals an element common to all the stories analysed above, i.e.
that the character begins to exist only from the moment when his name is revealed.
Independently of the modalities by which the protagonist is introduced into the
story, he does not exist until his name is revealed, because we do not know about
whom the story is talking. For example: we do not know the identity of the newborn
around whom the rescue action takes place until the daughter of Pharaoh calls him
Moses (cf. Exod 2:1-20). We do not know who the boy is, “ruddy, with beautiful eyes
and handsome,” chosen by God as the future king, until his name, David, is intro-
duced by the narrator (cf. 1 Sam 16:1-13). The same can be said of Samson, whose
name we learn only at the conclusion of the story of his birth (1 Kgs 19:19-21), or
of the prophet Elisha, whose name is introduced, by contrast, with the first words of
the story of his vocation (1 Kgs 19:19-21). Similarly, we learn to whom God’s order
is addressed at the moment when the narrator reveals his name to the reader (e.g.,
Jonah in Jonah 1:1). This shows the importance of the moment of revelation of the
name of the protagonist, which often seems to be thrown into the story like a seed
into the ground that conceals the DNA of the life that will develop from it in the
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future.'® From this moment he will bear his name like an “identity card” throughout
his existence in the story. Thanks to this element of recognition, the reader is able
to attribute to the character the actions that characterise him and the events that
concern him.

In the stories of a birth, the name of the protagonist is introduced by the verb
wattiqra’, which is part of the formula for the birth of a son, that is, the sequence of the
three verbs wattahat, wattéled, wattiqra’. It is worth noting that in this case, the revela-
tion of the name of the protagonist constitutes the final element in the formula of the
birth of a son. In this context, the name concludes the narrative dedicated to the in-
troduction of the protagonist. We can observe a similar situation in the story of the
anointing of David, where the revelation of his name appears as the final element
in his introduction. The appearance of this new character can be sensed first with
Samuel’s relentless search for him, and then with a description of his youthful nature.
Finally his name appears, after the anointing and when he is invested by the Spirit.

When the protagonist is introduced with the exposition of the plot, the revelation
of his name is prepared by information that is part of the initial picture. In this case,
the biblical authors use the typical stylistic constructions w*sém; s‘mo; 6is‘mo; tis*mah,
as e.g., in the cases of Ruth (Ruth 1:4); Saul (1 Sam 9:1); and Job (Job 1:1). Elsewhere,
on the other hand, the name is introduced as the first element of the presentation of
the protagonist, so that the stylistic construction can be, e.g., we—X —gatal, as in the
cases of Noah (Gen 6:9); Jephthah (Judg 11:1); and Naaman (2 Kgs 5:1).

The introduction of the name of the protagonist in medias res is very interesting.
In this case the only information about the protagonist, whose name we will soon
learn, is that God addresses his word specifically to him. This stratagem on the part
of the author highlights not only the name of the protagonist, but also the fact that
he is the interlocutor of God and recipient of his orders, as in the cases of Joshua
(Josh 1:1-11), Elijah (1 Kgs 17:1), and Jonah (Jonah 1:1).

1.6. The Specific Effects of the Use of Diverse Stylistic Constructions
in the Introduction of a Protagonist

In the course of the analyses we observed that the stylistic constructions allow the
author to obtain specific effects in the story. In fact, the way of presenting a character
changes according to the type of stylistic construction used by the author. The for-
mula of the birth of a son, e.g., has the new character emerge gradually during the
course of the story. From the time of the baby’s conception, to the moment of his
birth and up to the giving of his name, time passes, and this allows the introduction

16 As, e.g., the names of the characters at the beginning of the Book of Ruth, chosen for their meaning:
the two sons who die, Mahlon—“sickness” and Chilion—“fragility”; Orpah—“who turns her back’; Nao-
mi—“my sweetness/gracious one” and the protagonist Ruth—“friend”
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of other information about the character, e.g., in the cases of Moses (Exod 2:1-20)
and Isaac (Gen 21:1-3). In the latter situation, much time passes and different events
occur between the promise of a son given to Abram and its fulfilment, with the an-
nouncement of the name of the unborn child, and all of this prepares the entrance
of Isaac into the story,"” thus creating an atmosphere of anticipation. Similarly, in the
story of the anointing of David (1 Sam 16:13), the author describes the appearance
of the boy before revealing his name, introduced by the preposition e, when the
Spirit of the Lord descends on David. The same happens with the use of the formula
of the name (s‘md), which also introduces the characterising element represented
by the name, but must be preceded by other information about the character, in
order to be able to say “his name is,” e.g., Job (Job 1:1). On the other hand, some
formulas used to introduce the protagonist create in the reader the impression that
the new character lands in the story out of nowhere, e.g., Elijah (1 Kgs 17:1), intro-
duced by a simple wayyigtol; or Noah (Gen 6:9), Jephthah (Judg 11:1), and Naaman
(2 Kgs 5:1), who are introduced with the formula w*—X—qatal.

We can conclude that the use of stylistic constructions in the introduction of
a protagonist depends on the type of characterisation of the protagonist (direct or in-
direct) and appears to have the function of creating a particular effect desired by the
author in order to communicate to the reader some essential elements of the story.

2. Introduction of a Secondary Character in a Biblical Story

In general, secondary characters occupy less space in the story, appearing only as
they participate in the action of the protagonist, although their role is often essen-
tial. The greater or lesser presence of a secondary character in the story depends
on his tasks. Once these are achieved, he exists the scene. One example is found in
Gen 24, where the servant of Abraham is introduced in medias res and receives a pre-
cise order from his master (“and Abraham said to his servant...” v. 2). In the cycle of
Abraham, this servant appears only in Gen 24. The order of Abraham, confirmed by
the swearing of a solemn oath on the part of the servant, involves a journey, which
constitutes the “narrative program” in the story. His objective is to find a wife for
Isaac, and once the action has been completed, he disappears from the story.

2.1. Introduction of a Secondary Character and the Plot of the Story

While the protagonist is introduced at the beginning of the story, a secondary char-
acter can be introduced at different moments of the plot, depending on his function.

17 Other examples: Jacob and Esau (Gen 25:19-28); Samson (Judg 13:3-24); Samuel (1 Sam 1:19-20).
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But the question arises as to the stylistic strategies used by the biblical authors to
make a character appear at a given moment in the story. A summary of the treatment
of these aspects can be seen in Table 5.

Table 5. Stylistic constructions and the introduction of a secondary character
in the plot of the story

The beginning of the story

Stylistic element [ p—

In the middle of the story

The formulas of the name: Sarai (Gen 11:29); Hagar Laban (Gen 24:29);
wesem; Semd; iisemé; its'mah | (Gen 16:1); Goliath (1 Sam 17:4); Leah (Gen 29:16);
Nabal and Abigail (1 Sam 25:2-3); | Boaz (Ruth 2:1);

Hannah and Peninnah Mordechai (Esth 2:5);
(1 Sam 1:1-7a) Shiphrah and Puah (Exod 1:15)
Wayyiqtol Korah (Num 16:1); Balak Miriam (Exod 15:20);
(Num 22:2) Rehoboam (1 Kgs 11:43);
Michal (1 Sam 18:20)
Wehinneh—X—participle Three men (Gen 18:2) Rebecca (Gen 24:15);
Rachel (Gen 29:6);

Aaron (Exod 4:14)

The directo object marker ez | Sarai (Gen 12:5); Joash (2 Kgs 11:2) | Zilpah (Gen 29:24);
Jezebel (1 Kgs 16:31)

Source: Author, based on texts of the Hebrew Bible.

From Table 5 one can see that the biblical authors use the same stylistic con-
structions to introduce a secondary character at the beginning of the plot and in the
middle of the dramatic action, indicating their rather universal character. From the
standpoint of analysis of the plot, it is interesting to note that, e.g., the revelation of
the name of the character, whether at the beginning or in the middle of the story,
remains a crucial element of the exposition. More precisely, the introduction of the
secondary character at the beginning of the plot with the formula of the name belongs
to the classic type of exposition, as in the cases of Sarai (Gen 11:29); Hagar (Gen 16:1);
Goliath (1 Sam 17:4); Nabal and Abigail (1 Sam 25:2-3); and Hannah and Peninnah
(1 Sam 1:1-7a). For example, in Gen 16:1, Hagar appears for the first time in the story:
“Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children, but she had an Egyptian slave named
Hagar” This sentence creates the framework for the action of the episode that begins
in the following verse, in which Sarai proposes to Abram to take her slave as a wife.
We note that Hagar is introduced into the story with the formula of the name as part
of the exposition, which is usually found before the action and which prepares it.

On the other hand, when the character is introduced with the same formula of
the name in the middle of the dramatic action, his entrance creates a pause in the
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action, as in the cases of: Laban (Gen 24:29); Boaz (Ruth 2:1); Mordechai (Esth 2:5);
and Shiphrah and Puah (Exod 1:15). When, e.g., the author in Gen 24:29 has Laban
enter the scene, the dramatic action is in full swing and everything happens with
a certain speed. Indeed, the author says that Rebecca “ran to her mother’s house and
told them all these things,” namely, what had happened at the well. At this point, the
author introduces the element of the exposition in which he has Laban join the ac-
tion: “Now Rebecca had a brother whose name (§md) was Laban.” As we can see, the
name of Laban is preceded by another element of the exposition, i.e. the information
that he is the brother of Rebecca. After a moment’s pause to update the picture, once
Laban is introduced, the action resumes at the same speed and includes him. Indeed,
the narrator affirms that “Laban also ran out to that man at the well” (Gen 24:29).
Thus we see that the introduction of the secondary character, together with the in-
formation about him, creates a pause when they are introduced during the course of
the action.

Another way of introducing a new secondary character into the action is the
use of a simple wayyiqtol. The narrator can assign some specific actions that consti-
tute the underlying theme of the story to different characters, including secondary
characters. Very often in the Hebrew Bible stories, the action that takes place in the
foreground becomes the occasion for a character to appear, who, by his own action,
becomes involved in the chain of events. One of the many examples we can cite is
found in Exod 15:19-20, when Miriam enters the stage:

For the horse of Pharaoh went in with his chariots and with his horsemen into the sea, and
the Lord brought again the waters of the sea upon them; but the children of Israel went
on dry land in the midst of the sea. And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took
a timbrel in her hand; and all the women went out after her with timbrels and with dances.

In the action praising the victory, recounted by the author, Miriam appears, and with
her action the celebrations begin (v. 20). The author inserts Miriam into the story in
medias res, giving her an action to accomplish: “Miriam took... a timbrel in her hand...”
(Exod 15:20). In Hebrew the sentence begins with a wayyiqtol (wattiqqah) followed
by the name of the character, who is the subject of the verb. The elements of this con-
struction are the following: wayyiqtol—X—direct object. This manner of introducing
a character creates an impression of his coming into the story out of the blue, without
preparation. In this case, the narrator provides a single element of exposition, that
is, the information that Miriam is Aaron’s sister. Characters in other stories are sim-
ilarly introduced with a simple wayyiqtol, e.g., Korah (Num 16:1, wayyiqqah qorah);
Balak (Num 22:2, wayyar’ balak); Rehoboam (1 Kgs 11:43, wayyimlok rehab ‘am);
and Michal (1 Sam 18:20, watte '¢hab mikal).

The stylistic construction whose main elements are w*hinnéh—X—participle
creates an effect of surprise with emphasis. According to Luis Alonso Schokel, the
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principal function of the particle hinnéh is to draw “attention, with a certain empha-
sis, to a character, an object or an action. It serves to present and to identify” (Alonso
Schokel 2013, 215) We can easily see that its presence at the moment of introduction
of a new character creates an effect of surprise; its precise function depends, howev-
er, on the context in which it is used. Rebecca is introduced into the middle of the
action with the use of w*hinneh—X—participle in: “Before he had done speaking,
behold, Rebecca came out...” (Gen 24:15). In this case, w*hinneh, followed by the
subject, Rebecca, and the verb yasé t (participle) create an effect of surprise, drawing
the attention of the reader to Rebecca, that is, to the fact that at the very moment
when the servant finishes speaking, Rebecca comes out.'®

There is another interesting stratagem, namely that of a secondary character who
first appears in the background and only afterwards comes into the foreground. This
involves the use of a “participle,”” as in the case of w*hinnéh—X—participle. For ex-
ample, when Rebecca appears on the scene she is in the background (Gen 24:1-67),
following the action expressed by the “participle,” while in the foreground the servant
is still praying.*

The same device is used to introduce Rachel in Gen 29:6; the shepherds, speak-
ing to Jacob, say she is coming.?! To obtain the effect of surprise by introducing Ra-
chel, who appears suddenly and in the background, the biblical authors use the con-
struction w*hinnéh—X—participle, in which two elements intersect: w*hinnéh, which
produces an effect of surprise, and the participle, which expresses the action in the
background. It seems evident that the particle w*hinneh is used as an expression of
surprise by the biblical authors to draw the attention of the reader to the new charac-
ter who enters on the scene.

In Gen 18:2, three men appear in the story in the background, while the fore-
ground is occupied with the specific action of Abraham, who “lifted his eyes and

18 The effect of surprise, obtained by the use of w*hinneh, is also evident in the story of the birth of the twins
Esau and Jacob in Gen 25:24. The particle hinnéh, however, is used here in a different way: “And when her
days to be delivered were fulfilled, behold, there were twins in her womb.” Only at the moment of birth
does everything become clear, that is, that Rebecca was carrying twins in her womb. One must note, how-
ever, that in this case w*hinnéh is not followed by a participle, but introduces a noun phrase. Therefore
it does not serve to attract attention to a present action, but to identify that which was unknown up to
the moment of birth, that is, the two twins.

19 Cf. e.g., the case of Elijah in 1 Sam 1:9.

20 In this case we can note that when introducing the heroine Rebecca into the story, the author dedi-
cates an entire narrative (Gen 24), using the type scene of the meeting with the future bride at the well.
We can conclude that the introduction of Rebecca with an exceptionally long narrative in which she is
the objective of the “narrative program” underlines the importance of her role as heroine in the history of
the patriarchs.

21 Aaron is introduced in a similar manner in Exod 4:14: here God, speaking with Moses, informs him of
the arrival of his brother. In this case the construction is presented differently than in the other cases,
because Aaron is named first, while the personal pronoun is used in the announcement of his arrival and
the particle hinnéh creates an effect of surprise.
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looked and lo, three men stood by him....” In this case, however, the use of the
construction w*hinneh—X—participle creates a variation, because it is preceded by
the verb of perception rad: “and he looked and lo, three men stood by him”: Here
wehinnéh introduces a sort of object of the verb rag, i.e., “three men.” Indeed, while
the reader of Gen 18:2 was expecting the appearance of YHWH, announced in the
preceding verse, surprisingly three men appear before Abraham (cf. also Gen 33:1).

From the analysis of the relationship between the introduction of a secondary
character and the plot of the story, we can conclude that they appear for the first
time at different moments of the plot and that they are introduced both with the
elements of exposition and in medias res. In the case of a secondary character, con-
trary to that of a protagonist, the biblical authors do not dedicate much space at the
moment of his entry into the story; he is not the subject of an entire narrative and
therefore we do not find introduced by the formula of the birth of a son, e.g., which
by contrast occurs frequently in the presentation of a protagonist. We can conclude
that in the case of both protagonists and secondary characters, the biblical authors
use different formulas and stylistic constructions, depending on the effect they wish
to achieve.

2.2. The Presentation of a New Secondary Character in a Story

The analysis shows that in the biblical stories, not only the protagonists but also
the secondary characters are introduced by the narrator himself at the moment of
their entry into the plot. There are, however, some exceptions, e.g., the case of Ra-
chel (Gen 29:6). Her introduction, in fact, occurs in the dialogue between Jacob and
the shepherds, whom he questions for information about Laban. By way of an an-
swer, the shepherds announce the arrival of the daughter of Laban, Rachel, who is
introduced not through the voice of the narrator, but by other characters, that is, the
shepherds. Another exception concerns Aaron’s entrance on the scene (Exod 4:14).
God, seeking to convince Moses of his mission in Egypt, announces the arrival of
his brother Aaron, who is to accompany the protagonist in his task. In this case also,
the new character, Aaron, is presented not with the narrator’s voice, but with that of
another character, in this case, God.

2.3. The Characterisation of a New Secondary Character
and the Use of Stylistic Constructions

At this point in the analysis, it seems particularly relevant to observe the charac-
terisation of a new secondary person at the moment of his entrance into the story
and the stylistic constructions used by the biblical authors to introduce him. These
authors have different ways of describing the characters, the most common of which
are the revelation of the name of the character; the description at the beginning of or
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during course of the story; dialogues with other characters or with God; and oracles,
dreams or visions (Ska 2002, 162).

As in the case of the protagonists, the characterisation of a person can be accom-
plished in two ways: through a direct description, that is, in a narrative mode (“tell-
ing”) with the characteristics attributed to him, usually presented by the narrator, or
else by an indirect description, that is, in a scenic mode (“showing”), by way of the
character’s speech or actions (Sternberg 1985, 101-3, 122), as exemplified in Table 6.

Table 6. Comparison of direct and indirect descriptions of secondary characters
and the use of various stylistic constructions

Direct description Indirect description

Formulas of the name wesém; $*mo; tis‘mo; iis*mah:
Sarai (Gen 11:29); Hagar (Gen 16:1); Laban (Gen 24:29);
Shiphrah and Puah (Exod 1:15); Nabal and Abigail (1 Sam 25: 2-3); -
Elkanah, Hannah and Peninnah (1 Sam 1:1-2);

Goliath (1 Sam 17:4); Boaz (Ruth 2:1); Mordechai (Esth 2:5)

Wayyiqtol: Balak (Num 22:2);
Korah (Num 16:1);

Miriam (Exod 15:20); Rehoboam
(1 Kgs 11:43); Michal (1 Sam 18:20)

Wrhinneh—X—participle: three men (Gen 18:2);
Rachel (Gen 29:6); Aaron (Exod 4:14)

The direct object marker ~et: Sarai (Gen 12:5); Zilpah
(Gen 29:24); Jezebel (1 Kgs 16:31); Joash (2 Kgs 11:2)

Source: Author, based on texts of the Hebrew Bible.

From Table 6 it is clear that the authors favor direct description of the character.
As we have observed in the study of protagonists, in the case of secondary characters
it is the narrator himself who outlines the portrait of the character by attributing
some characteristics to him. In fact, the formulas and stylistic constructions used
(e.g., $mo; wehinneh—X—participle; or ~’et) are elements of the exposition and
therefore constitute a direct description of the new character.

It should be noted that the descriptions of secondary characters in the Bible are
usually short, and that we rarely find out other information concerning them. For ex-
ample, when the two midwives commanded by Pharaoh to exterminate all the male
Hebrew babies are introduced, we know only their names, that “the name of one was
Shiphrah and the name of the other Puah” (sém ... w*$ém, Exod 1:15); only later do
we learn that they feared God. When Bathsheba first appears, we learn that she was
“very beautiful to look upon” (2 Sam 11:2). Sometimes the narrator gives additional
information about a secondary character, as in the case of Nabal (1 Sam 25:2-3).
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Before we learn his name, we are told that he was a Calebite from Maon, but that he
had property in Carmel; his socioeconomic status was that of a very rich man, while
his psychology was said to be “surly and mean.” His wife was named Abigail, and at
the moment when he appears on the scene, he was in Carmel, shearing his numerous
sheep. We need to emphasise that the name Nabal, announced in the exposition with
the formula w*$ém, has a proleptic character. In fact, nabal means “fool, senseless,
idiot, stupid, mean” (Alonso Schokel 2013, 522-23) and later in the story, Nabal will
show himself to be exactly what his name says, that is, stupid. The direct description
of his personality by the narrator in the exposition finds its confirmation in the in-
direct description that emerges from his behaviour: the insulting lack of hospitali-
ty toward David and his servants. Abigail's own words describe her husband when
she asks David for mercy for him: “Let not my lord, I pray thee, take notice of this
wretched man, Nabal: he is just what his name Nabal means: ‘Churl’ is his name and
churlish his behaviour” (1 Sam 25:25).

One of the longest physical descriptions of a biblical character is that of Goliath
(1 Sam 17). Beyond giving his origin in Gath, the description is totally dedicated to
his physical aspect, mostly involving his armour:

A champion came out from the Philistines, a man named Goliath, from Gath; he was
over nine feet in height. He had a bronze helmet on his head, and he wore plate armour of
bronze, weighing five thousand shekels. On his legs were bronze greaves, and one of his
weapons was a bronze dagger. The shaft of his spear was like a weaver’s beam, and its head,
which was of iron, weighed six hundred shekels. His shield-bearer marched ahead of him
(1 Sam 17:4-7).

Table 6 presents a few cases in which the indirect description occurs only when
a secondary character, when coming on stage, accomplishes a specific action, ex-
pressed with a wayyiqtol. For example, Michal is introduced into the story with
the news that she “fell in love (wayyiqtol) with David” (1 Sam 18:20), which at the
same time constitutes an indirect description of her personality, that is, that she
was a woman in love. The same mode of indirect characterisation at the moment of
entrance on the scene, can be seen with other characters such as Balak (Num 22:2);
Korah (Num 16:1); Miriam (Exod 15:20); and Rehoboam (1 Kgs 11:43). We note
that when a secondary characters enters on the scene following an action repre-
sented by a wayyiqtol, his characterisation is very short, because it is expressed in
a single action, but as the story unfolds, it can prove essential for understanding the
character himself.
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Conclusion

To answer the initial question as to how the biblical authors introduce new charac-
ters, we have examined a few biblical texts in which different characters appear for
the first time on stage from the point of view of analysis of the plot and style. The first
part of the study was dedicated to the ways of introducing a protagonist and seeing
how he is usually introduced into the biblical story from the beginning of the plot by
means of three main modalities:

1) Dedicating an entire narrative to the entrance of the protagonist, in which the
character appears slowly and is awaited. We have analysed the particular traits
and the singular expressiveness of the stories of the birth of a hero which, being
type scenes, may seem repetitive on first reading, but which in their most inti-
mate aspects can conceal a unique intensity. A comparison of these type scenes?
reveals both the similarities, that is, the underlying pattern, and the unique ele-
ments in the stories of the birth of a protagonist.

2) Using the initial part of the plot called “exposition,” with a range of information
necessary for the understanding of the action which follows. In this case, the
characterisation of the hero is given by the narrator in a direct description and
also includes the circumstances in which he appears.

3) Introducing the protagonist in medias res, in which the hero meets the reader
without previous preparation. We note that in all the cases studied, God gives an
order to the character that includes a “narrative program.” When the protagonist
enters the story, the reader already recognises that he is the interlocutor of God
and learns of his reaction to the divine order given to him.

As to the secondary characters, the analysis shows that, in contrast to the protag-
onists, they appear for the first time in different parts of the plot according to their
function. They can be included from the beginning of the story, but ordinarily an
entire narrative is not dedicated to them, as in the case of the protagonists. Instead,
they are given a limited space in the exposition, or they can be inserted directly into
the dramatic action through their actions or brief parts of the narrative picture.

Furthermore, one can see that the introduction of a new character can be made
up of different elements. One of these, whether for a protagonist or for a secondary
character, is the revelation of the name, which gives the character his identity. His
naming can be identified as the moment of his “birth” in the story, independently of
the type of character and his role; often this name also has a proleptic value.

During the course of the analysis we have observed that the biblical authors use
different stylistic constructions to introduce a new person into the story, constructions

22 For type scenes of the birth of a future hero, see Isaac (Gen 21:1-3); Jacob and Esau (Gen 25:19-28);
Moses (Exod 2:1-20); Samson (Judg 13:3-24); Samuel (1 Sam 1:19-20).
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that present themselves as real and true formulas or conventions. Generally, the same
construction is found in various stories. There is therefore no single stratagem for
introducing a new character in the biblical stories; rather, the authors have created
a variety of stylistic constructions, formulas and conventions. The study also asked
why an author chooses a particular construction to introduce his character. From the
in-depth analysis a plurality of reasons emerge: the use of a specific option seems to
be determined in part by the moment in the plot and the dramatic action in which
the character is introduced; by the role which the character himself plays in the plot;
and above all, by the particular effect that the author wants to achieve in presenting
the new character to the reader. In each case, the biblical authors seek to guide the
reader to identify the essential elements of the character’s characterisation, which are
instrumental in understanding his role and the construction of the plot.

Translated by Sheila Long
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Abstract: This article examines Evagrius Ponticus’s spirituality, centering on the metaphor of “the place
of God” (tomog @eod). It argues that Evagrius defines this “place” not as a geographical location but
as the “formless state” of the intellect (vo0c), attainable through practices such as “pure prayer” and
the acquisition of impassibility (andBewa). The analysis employs close textual and biblical exegesis
(Exod 24:10-11; Ezek 1:26; 10:1) to demonstrate how Evagrius’s thought highlights the inner transfor-
mation of the intellect. This purification, in turn, facilitates a direct, contemplative encounter with God, il-
lustrating the profound integration of lived spiritual experience with his method of interpreting Scripture.

Keywords: Evagrius Ponticus, biblical exegesis, spirituality, divine light, Exod 24:10-11

The purpose of this article is to explore Evagrius Ponticus’s core spiritual concepts,
focusing on his complex understanding of the “place of God” (tomog @eod), the trans-
formative state of impassibility (dnaBeia), and the culminating experience of the vi-
sion of “formless” divine light (¢@¢/ @éyyog). The primary intention is to provide
an in-depth analysis of how these interconnected elements form a coherent spiritual
system within Evagrius’s ascetic and contemplative framework, offering a nuanced
perspective on the journey of the human intellect (vodg) toward union with God.

Thearticle’s methodology involves a comprehensive textual analysis of Evagrius’s
works, guided by his definitions and descriptions of these theological concepts. This
includes identifying and explaining key Greek terms from Evagrian writings to sup-
port the interpretations. The analysis also utilizes scriptural sources, particularly the
Septuagint (LXX) and Masoretic Text (MT) (Exod 24:10-11; Ezek 1:26; 10:1), to
emphasize Evagrius’s allegorical exegesis and the internalization of biblical topogra-
phies. Furthermore, it integrates a comparative and exegetical approach to trace the
spiritual understanding of these concepts, along with historical and philosophical
contextualization (e.g., Alexandrian tradition, Stoicism).

Through detailed textual analysis, this article aims to significantly enhance the
academic understanding of Evagrian spirituality by highlighting the originality of his
experiential approach, particularly his direct descriptions of luminous visions. Un-
like the veiled accounts provided by other early Christian authors, Evagrius explicitly
describes the light observed during prayer, acknowledging its spiritual significance
while noting the dangers of demonic delusion and the necessity for discernment.
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This unique specificity makes him an exception in the Christian literature of his
time, as contemporary ascetic writings often lack such detailed accounts. It also em-
phasizes his ongoing relevance for early Christian thought and contemporary theo-
logical dialogue on spirituality and mysticism.

1. The “Pure Intellect”

Evagrius Ponticus (345-399 AD) is considered one of the notable speculative mys-
tics, viewing the intellect (vodg) as an intuitive faculty essential for aquiring divine
knowledge and attaining union with the divine (de Andia 2005, 73). The intellect
is the core of personal identity (Dysinger 2005, 177-78), the seat of the indelible
image of God, and the organ through which humans know God (Tobon 2011, 54).
While Evagrius mainly emphasizes the intellect, he consistently regards the whole
person, explicitly seen as the “image of God,” as being oriented towards a personal
encounter with God through knowledge (yvaoig) (Bunge 2022, 136). For Evagrius,
knowing God is not a dialectical process but a direct intuition: “The knowledge of
God does not require a dialectical soul, but one who sees.” (Capita Gnostica 4.90, S2
[PO 28, 175])" In Capita cognoscitiva 34, Evagrius states: “The intellect is a temple
of the Holy Trinity” (Nodg ¢ott vaog tjg ayiag Tptddog) (Muyldermans 1931, 377)
It is precisely this intrinsic quality of the intellect that enables it to know God (Liber
practicus 49 [SC 171, 613]).

Evagrius asserts that God is not a being like other and therefore cannot be exam-
ined or defined through philosophical or scientific ways (Fragmentum ex libro Gnos-
ticus inscripto 41 [SC 356, 166-67]).> Just as God is “beyond all sensory perception
and conception” (bnép mdoav aioBnotv kai évvolav) (De oratione 4 [PG 79, 1168]),
being immaterial (vkog) (De oratione 67 [PG 79, 1182]), without quantity and
shape (&4mooog kai aoxnuartiotog) (De oratione 68 [PG 79, 1182]), and without form
(popeny) (De oratione 114 [PG 79, 1191]), so too, the true nature of the intellect is

1 In the Platonic tradition, dialectic was regarded as the first and highest expression of philosophy (so that
the philosopher had to be StaAektikwtatog—“perfect in dialectic”). Nevertheless, the knowledge of God
transcends philosophical knowledge, as it represents a mystical vision that occurs in the presence and
union with God. See Capita Gnostica 4.89, S2 (PO 28, 175); cf. Ramelli 2015, 245.

2 “Every proposition has as [its—D.]J.] predicate a kind, a difference, a species, a property, an accident,
or the compound of those things: but one cannot accept anything that has been said about the Holy
Trinity. Let the indescribable be worshipped in silence (Zwnfj mpookvveicBw 10 dppnrov)” (Young
et al. 2024b, 133) See also Fragmentum ex libro Gnosticus inscripto 27 (SC 356, 132-33): “Do not speak
about God thoughtlessly, and never define the divine. Definitions, after all, are for things that come into
being and are composite”; Capita cognoscitiva 20 (Muyldermans 1931, 376): “In what concerns God, this
is something evidently impossible—since the knowledge of Being is un-revelatory and has no parallel to
knowledge of being” (Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 525) Cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001a, 524, n. 90.
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formless and immaterial (Kephalaia Gnostika 3.31, S2 [PO 28, 111]).* That which
was made to receive the immaterial and formless God is, by its very essence, imma-
terial and formless (Tobon 2011, 50): “Never give a shape (oxnpati{ne) to the divine
as such when you pray, nor allow your intellect (vodg) to be imprinted (tvmow)
by any form (popen)), but go immaterial to the Immaterial and you will under-
stand (&AM ddAog T@ &bAw mpooldy, kai ocvvioelg).* (De oratione 67 [PG 79, 1182];
ct. Casiday 2006b, 193)

“Having come to be in prayer (mpooevxn), [the intellect—D.].] enters into the
formlessness (¢v dvetdéog), which is called the ‘place of God’ (tém0g @00).”* (Capita
cognoscitiva 20 [Muyldermans 1931, 376]; cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 525)

“The place of God” is, by definition, “formless” (aveid¢og), which means that
the intellect® itself, when it becomes “the place of God,” is freed from any form of
self-generated imagery. The term dveidéog also appears associated with yvwoug (di-
vine knowledge), indicating an immaterial and formless knowledge, in contrast to the
false visions induced in the intellect by the demon through phantasms (¢avtacia).”
Evagrius equates the attainment of the “formless” state with the “place of God.” (Cap-
ita cognoscitiva 20 [Muyldermans 1931, 376])

In De malignis cogitationibus 41 (13-5 [SC 438, 292]), the “pure vodg” is called
“the throne of God” (810 kai Bpovog Aéyetat Beod vodg kabapog), “since God is
said to be ‘seated” where he is known” (ékel yap Aéyetar kaBéleabar 6 Beog €vBa
ywwoketat). Evagrius chooses the opening verse from Isaiah’s vision of God (Isa 6:1:
“I saw the Lord”). The key to interpretation should not be literal, because there is no

3 “Itis possible to speak of the unity of the intellect; but of its nature one cannot speak, for there is no
knowledge of the quality of a thing composed of neither form nor matter.” (Young et al. 2024a, 271)

4 Seealso De oratione 114 (PG 79, 1191): “Do not seek at all to receive a form (pop@nv), shape (oxfjpa) or
colour (xp@pa) at the time of prayer (tfjg npooevyiig kap®).” (Casiday 2006b, 198)

5 See also Capita cognoscitiva 22 (Muyldermans 1931, 376): “The intellect (vodg) sometimes goes from
one representation (vorua) to other representations (vorjpata), sometimes from one contemplation
(Bewpripa) to other contemplations (Bewprpata), {and again from a representation (vorua) to a con-
templation (Bewprpua)} and from a contemplation (Bewprjpa) to representations (voruata). But there is
a (time) when it runs from an imageless state (aveidéov kataotdoews) to representations (vorpata) or
to contemplations (Bewprpata) and back again from these to the formless state (aveldéov kataotdoew).
This thing happens within it in the time of prayer (ntpooevyijc).” (Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 525)

6 Regarding the concept of the “formless intellect,” in the state of pure prayer, see Antirrhétikos 7.31 (Fran-
kenberg 1912a, 535): “Against the thought of vainglory (kevodogia) that appears to us in the condition
of pure prayer (mpooevyiic kaBapdc) and likens the intellect (vodg) to the form (popen) that it wants,
although the intellect (voig) is invisible (ddpatog) and formless (deideog), and depicts it [the intel-
lect—D.].] praying (mpocevyopevov) to the divine (8edtng)” (Brakke 2009, 154)

7 See De oratione 69 (PG 79, 1182): “When the envious demon is unable to set the intellect in motion by
memory (pviun) during prayer (tpooevyq), then he forces the temperament of the body (cwpatog) into
making some strange apparition (¢pavtaciav) in the intellect and shaping (pope@oau) the intellect. And
the intellect will bend easily since it has the habit of being linked with representations (vofipact), and
the intellect that was rushing toward immaterial (4dAov) and formless (aveideov) knowledge (yvaow) is

>

cheated (dmatdrat), accepting smoke (kamvov) instead of light (pwtdg).” (cf. Casiday 2006b, 193)
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physical throne in Isaiah’s vision. What Isaiah saw with his “prophetic eye,” Evagrius
says, was his most authentic self (his “rational nature”), which became “the throne of
God” by “receiving in itself the knowledge of God.” (Casiday 2006a, 115)® Evagrius
writes about the “throne of God” in the same way he writes about the “place of God.

2. The Mental “Representations”

Following the Greek philosophical tradition, Evagrius identifies the intellect (vodg)
as the seat of “representations” (vonuata). Spiritual knowledge (yv@otg mvevpatikr)
occurs through the means of “representations.” As Antoine Guillaumont points out,
the Evagrian term vonpa refers to the image evoked by the perceiving a sensible object
(aioBnTOV Mpaypa), similar to what the Stoics called gavtaocioa, a term usually trans-
lated as “representation.” The verb tvmodv signifies the “imprinting” or “impression”
(TOnwotg) left by this image on the intellect, thus echoing the Stoic idea mentioned by
Diogenes Laertius (Vitae philosophorum 7.45.10-7.46.1 [Hicks 1925, 154-55]).

In Aristotle, vonua is based on the image produced by perceiving a sensible object
(pavtaopa), but it differs from this in that, once received by the intellect, the image
is in a sense “conceptualized.” (De anima III, 431b-436a [Polansky 2007, 481 sq.])
Probably, this conceptual dimension explains Evagrius’ preference for the Aristo-
telian term vonua over the Stoic one, pavtacia. The Stoics distinguished between
gavtaoio (the representation resulting from the direct perception of sensible objects)
and gdvtaopa (the image of an absent object, recalled from memory, or of an unreal
object, like one in a dream) (cf. Vitae philosophorum 7.50.1-9 [Hicks 1925, 158-59]).

In this context, Evagrius’ terminology aligns more with Aristotle’s, who used the
term @avtaoia to refer to imagination. Evagrius uses this term, in the plural, to denote
the “imaginations” (pavtaciat) that occur during sleep (Liber practicus 54 [SC 171,
624, 626]), as well as for images of objects stored in memory (De malignis cogita-
tionibus 4 [SC 438, 162, 163]; 2 [SC 438, 154, 156]). Evagrius distinguishes between
representations that leave an imprint on the intellect and those that do not (Guillau-
mont 1998, 24-28): “Among representations (vonuata), some imprint (tvnéw) and
shape (oxnuati{w) our governing faculty (10 fyepovikov), and others only provide

8 See Schol 300 ad Prov 25.5 (SC 340, 392): “... his own intellect (vovc), which is said to be the throne of God
(Bpdvog @eod). For nowhere else is it natural for wisdom and knowledge and righteousness to dwell, ex-
cept in a rational nature (¢pvoet hoyukfj); but all these things are Christ (tadta 8¢ mavta éotiv 6 Xplotog).”
(SC 340, 393)

9 Regarding the vovg or its contemplative activity understood as the “throne of Christ,” see Schol 1
ad Ps 9.5 (2); Schol 4 ad Ps 46.9 (2); Schol 1 ad Ps 88.5 (2); Schol 8 ad Ps 131.11 (2). Cf. Stewart 2001, 200,
n. 125. For Evagrius, as with other ancient Fathers, the Old Testament theophanies are, in fact, Logopha-
nies. See Capita Gnostica 4.41, S2 (PO 28, 155). Cf. Bunge 2022, 164, n. 162.
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knowledge (yv@oig), without imprinting (tvméw) or shaping (oxnuartiw) the intel-
lect (vodg).” (De malignis cogitationibus 41.1-3 [SC 438, 290]; cf. Casiday 2006¢, 115)

In his work De malignis cogitationibus 40, Evagrius employs the term “imprint-
ing” in a unique way. He explains that during “pure prayer” (mpooevyiis kaBapdc),
a divine light (p@g) appears in the intellect and “imprints” (¢ktumow)™ “the place of
God” (tomog 100 Oeod) (De malignis cogitationibus 40.9 [SC 438, 290])"" The use
of the verb éxtvmodv here (De malignis cogitationibus 40.9)'* is especially surprising,
considering that in the following chapter, 10 vonua tod 6o is listed among the “rep-
resentations” that leave no form in the intellect (De malignis cogitationibus 41.27-9
[SC 438, 294])."

In the phrase 10 vonua tod @eod (De malignis cogitationibus 41.17 [SC438,292]),"
the term vonua no longer means a “representation,” but instead signifies the “idea,”
“concept,” or “thought” of God—1} pvijun tod O¢od, “the memory of God” (Capita
cic auctoribus discipulis Evagrii 61.6 [SC 514, 162])"*—as explained in the Chapters to
Evagrius’ Disciples (cf. Guillaumont 1998, 21-22).

This divine ray restores the true “state of the intellect” (vod kataotdolg), en-
abling it to self-contemplate, much “like sapphire or sky-blue—which Scripture also
calls ‘the place of God, seen on Mt Sinai by the elders.” (cangeipw fj ovpaviw xpopatt
Tapep@epi), fvtiva kai 1omov Beod 1| ypagr) dvopdlet h1d T@V TpeaPutépwv 6@BEVTA

10 Theverb éktunow (derived from éktumog) primarily means “worked in high relief” (Liddell et al. 1996, 524)
For another unusual use of the language of “imprinting”: tvnéw = “form by impress,” “form, mould,
model” (Liddell et al. 1996, 1835); see Capita Gnostica 5.41 (Hausherr 1939, 231): “The one bearing the in-
telligible cosmos (vontog koapog) imprinted (tumodpevov) in himself ceases from all corruptible desire
(¢mBupia @Baptn); and he is ashamed at those things he first he enjoyed; his thought (Aoytopoc) fre-
quently reproaches him for his earlier insensibility” (Young et al. 2024a, 380) Cf. Stewart 2001, 198, n. 118.

11 The final part [from éxeivov, line 8: “at the time of prayer which imprints (¢ktvmodvtog) the place of
God (t0v tomov tod Be0d)”—D.].] is missing in the parallel text in Capita cognoscitiva 23 (Muyldermans
1931, 376).

12 Which also appears in 25.40 (SC 438, 242): “But, pay attention to yourself (npooexe oeavt®d) and see how
the intellect (6 vobg) puts on the form (évSvetat thv poperv) of its own body without the face, but again
imprints (éktonoi) the neighbor entirely by means of discursive thinking (kata Stavotav), since having
grasped beforehand and seen such a one entirely” (SC 438, 291)

13 Itis also worth noting that the verb éktumow has no correspondent in the parallel Syriac text. Cf. SC 438,
290-291, n. 6.

14 The expression 10 vonpa tod Beob—which appears only here and in the Schol 1 ad Ps 140.2(1)—may seem
strange: the word vonpa takes on the meaning of “notion,” “idea;” or “concept” here rather than that of
“representation.” (SC 438, 293, n. 7)

15 The formula 1} pviun tod Oeod is another way, biblically inspired, of designating the state of prayer.
See Schol 22 ad Ps 118.55: “for the evil thought (Aoytopoc), lingering in the reason/discursive thought
(T} Savoiq), distracts the intellect (tov vodv) and separates it from the memory of God (tig pviung tig
100 0e00).” (SC 514, 162, n. 61) “The memory of God” plays an important role in Evagrian spirituality, as
evidenced by Admonitio paraenetica 3. This expression stands in opposition to “passion-laden memories”
(cf. Liber practicus 34.1 [SC 171, 578]): (Qv tag pvipag Exopev eunabdeis), which include bad thoughts and
the distractions arising from people and worldly affairs. Cf. Muyldermans 1952, 87, 126, 157.
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émi Tod dpovg 2ivd) (De malignis cogitationibus 39.3-6 [SC 438, 286]; cf. Casiday
2006¢, 114) What it perceives possesses brilliance and colour, but lacks form.'¢

This “formless light” (Conway-Jones 2018, 271; cf. Guillaumont 1984, 256)
through which the intellect perceives itself, is not its own, but the light of God
Himself."” When it sees itself as light, resembling the sky’s azure, the intellect rec-
ognizes its likeness to God. Simultaneously, it perceives and knows—indirectly, as
in a mirror—the immaterial, uncreated light that is God (Harmless and Fitzgerald
2001a, 519). However, it does not see God Himself in His essence; what it sees is,
like those of ancient Israel, the “place of God”—that is, itself clothed in divine light
(cf. Guillaumont 1984, 260).

3. The “Place of God” Metaphor

Evagrius’ use of the metaphor “the place of God”* has been interpreted by researchers
(Guillaumont 1984, 260; Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001a, 520; Stewart 2001, 195) as
stemming from his own mystical experiences and reflections on Holy Scripture.
Evagrius’s starting point is Exod 24:10, a verse highlighting the differences between
the MT and the LXX. According to the MT, Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the
seventy elders “saw the God of Israel” (2%7%? 72§ X, X771 ). In contrast, the LXX
translates the text as follows: “And they saw the place where the God of Israel stood”
(ko €idov TOV oMV, 0D eioTrkel O Oedg Tod "Iopand). The LXX translators based
their interpretation on the MT’s description of God’s feet, under which “there was

16 See Capita cognoscitiva 2 (Muyldermans 1931, 374): kai 16Te Syetat Autov can@eipw i ovpaviw xpwpatt
napepgepii— “then he will see the intellect appear similar to sapphire or to the color of the sky” (cf. Harm-
less and Fitzgerald 2001b, 521); 4 (Muyldermans 1931, 374): Nob katdotaois éoty Hyog vontov odpaviw
xpwpatt tapepepic—“The state of the intellect is an intelligible height, comparable in colour to the sky”
(cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 521) Cf. also Stewart 2001, 197-98.

17 Thus, in moments of “pure prayer;,” the intellect sees itself because it has become luminous; however, this
light that enables it to see itself and perceive its “state” is the divine light that envelops it. This divine light
is God Himself, as Evagrius states, adopting the Johannine formula (cf. 1 John 1:5), “God, in his essence,
is light” Cf. Capita Gnostica 1.35, S1 (Frankenberg 1912b, 79): “Just as light (pwg) itself, while showing
everything to us, does not need another light (¢wtog) by which to be seen, so also God, although he shows
everything, does not need another light (¢wtog) by which to be known. For, in his essence (ovoat), ‘He is
light (¢wg).” (Young et al. 2024a, 169)

18 For the expression “place of God,” cf. Capita cognoscitiva 20 (Muyldermans 1931, 376): “Having come to
be in prayer, it enters into the formlessness which is called the ‘place of God (témo¢ @eod)” (Harmless
and Fitzgerald 2001b, 525); 23 (Muyldermans 1931, 376): “The intellect would not see the ‘place of God’
(tov T0D ®e0d toMOV) in itself...” (Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 525); 25 (Muyldermans 1931, 377):
“From holy David we have clearly learned what the ‘place of God’ (6 t6m0g T00 @¢0d) is” (Harmless and
Fitzgerald 2001b, 526); and De oratione 58 (PG 79, 1180): “Even if the intellect comes to be above the con-
templation of bodily nature, it has not yet contemplated the perfect ‘place of God (tov 00 Beov TOTTOV).”
(Casiday 2006b, 192) See also De malignis cogitationibus 39, 40 (SC 438, 286-90).
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something like of a paved work of sapphire stone, and the like of the very heaven
for clearness” (1aby, D nWa DXy, 1°H9T N137 ARYRI, 1P7), transforming it into “and
under his feet was as it were a work of sapphire bricks, and as it were the appearance
of the firmament of heaven in its purity” (woet €pyov mAivBov cangeipov kai domep
€ldog otepewpatog Tod ovpavod tf) kabaptotntt). The Hebrew word livnat, derived
from levenah, means “brick” and suggests a decorative pavement of bricks or tiles.

Sappir, translated as “sapphire,” does not refer to the modern blue gemstone (co-
rundum), which was unknown in the ancient Near East, but rather to dark blue lapis
lazuli, which was oftens used. In the vision of the prophet Ezekiel (Ezek 1:26; 10:1),
God’s throne is made of this material, and the use of lapis lazuli in a palace is men-
tioned in Ugaritic literature. In Exod 24:11, the MT replaces the general verb “to see”
(7%, raah) with the stronger verb “to behold” (717, hazah), a term from the vocabu-
lary of prophetic vision that suggests much greater intensity and emphasizes that the
encounter goes beyond natural eye perception (cf. Sarna 1991, 153). The Septuagint,
however, employs the passive form (d@Onoav) of the verb “to see” (0paw): “they
appeared/were seen in the place of God” (d¢pOnoav év 1@ tonw T0d Be0d). Thus, in
the LXX, the “place” no longer represents what is seen but rather indicates the loca-
tion of those who experienced this vision (cf. Conway-Jones 2018, 267-68).

The Alexandrian translators, to soften the claim of a direct vision of God, re-
placed the Hebrew phrase “they saw the God of Israel” with “they saw the ‘place’
where the God of Israel stood” This change is supported by the fact that the He-
brew word maqom (oipp = “place”) also functions as one of the substitutes for the
divine name. Therefore, the term “place of God” arises, playing a key role in Eva-
grius’s interpretation of Exod 24:10, explaining the vision the intellect has of itself
“during prayer”: the intellect then perceives itself as the “place of God.” This shift
from a direct vision of God to a vision of the “place” where God is present highlights
an important theological subtlety, creating a distance between humanity and divin-
ity while acknowledging divine presence at the centre of the spiritual experience
(cf. Guillaumont 1984, 258). Evagrius follows the careful translators of the Septuagint
in choosing the euphemism, referring to the “place of God” rather than God. “It is
a place of visitation rather than a location of essence.” (Stewart 2001, 198)

The image of the sapphire pavement beneath God’s feet, echoed in the theoph-
anies of the prophet Ezekiel (Ezek 1:26; 10:1), becomes a symbol in Evagrian writ-
ings. Evagrius interiorizes this biblical topography, transferring “the place of God”
from the geographical space of Sinai into the human intellect (cf. De malignis cogi-
tationibus 39 [SC 438, 286-88]; 40 [SC 438, 288-90]; Capita cognoscitiva 25 [Muyl-
dermans 1931, 377]), aligned with an exegesis influenced by the Alexandrian tra-

>«

dition. He supports this interpretation linking verses about God’s “place” in Sion"

19 For the “place” of God in Sion, cf. Ps 75:3 LXX: “And his place has been in peace, and his dwelling-place
in Sion”; cf. Capita cognoscitiva 25 (Muyldermans 1931, 376). In Epistulae 39.5 (Frankenberg 1912¢, 593),
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and Jerusalem,” emphasizing that seeing this “place” requires going beyond ordi-
nary mental processes and can only be achieved through pure, “imageless prayer.”
(cf. Stewart 2001, 196)

Evagrius intentionally combines elements from different scriptural traditions,
choosing the “place of God” from the Septuagint (¢i§ov Tov TOmOV, OV €ioThKEL EKET
0 0e0¢ 100 Iopan)), and the “colour” (xp@pa) (of heaven) from Symmachus’s trans-
lation (cf. Wevers 1990, 385-86, n. 10)—where the elders saw “by a vision [opdparti]
the God of Israel” By abandoning the “firmament” (otepéwpa) of the sky, which
implies a physical image, he prefers “colour” (xp@pa) (cf. Guillaumont 1984, 258),
which more accurately reflects the inner and contemplative aspects of spiritual expe-
rience (cf. Conway-Jones 2018, 268-69).

In De oratione, Evagrius equates “the place of God” with “the place of prayer”
(tomog mpooevxig) (cf. Conway-Jones 2018, 269),% linking it to the vision of divine
light. Inspired by the Sinaitic theophany, Evagrius compares human existence to a life
spent at the foot of Mount Sinai, where one stays vigilant over their thoughts while

Evagrius calls this “place” also a “vision of peace” (6pdotg eiprivng), in which “one sees (opat Tig) in it
(ev avtwt) that peace which surpasses all understanding and guards our hearts (cf. Phil 4:7). For in a pure
heart (kaBapat kapdiat) another heaven is formed (aAAog ovpavog evrvmovtat), where the vision is light
(ov 1 opaotg @wg eott) and the place is spiritual (o Tomog mvevpatikog), in which the meanings of beings
(ou TV ovTwv evvolat) are seen (opwvtan).” (cf. Icd Jr. 2022, 275)

20 For the “place” of God in Jerusalem, cf. Ps 134:21 LXX: “Blessed in Sion be the Lord, who dwells in Jeru-
salem”; Ps 67:30: “Because of thy temple at Jerusalem shall kings bring presents to thee” For the Evagrian
interpretation, see Scholia 1, 2 ad Ps 75:3 (PG 12, 1536C): “The practical soul is the place of God (Tomog
Be0d yoyh mpaktikr). The contemplative intellect is the dwelling place of God (Katowntriptov 6eod vodg
Bewpnrikog)” Thus, Ps 75 is read as a commentary on Exod 24. This reading will lead Evagrius to em-
phasize that the interior Sinai is also an interior Sion. The true “temple” is not in Jerusalem, but in the in-
tellect, cf. Capita cognoscitiva 23 (Muyldermans 1931, 376): “The intellect could not see the place of God
within itself” (Ovk &v ot 6 vodg TOv 10D @e0d TéMOV €V £auT®). In other words, God’s eternal dwelling
place is man; the human person is the true place of divine presence and illumination. Cf. Harmless and
Fitzgerald 2001a, 519.

21 See De malignis cogitationibus 39.2-6 (SC 438, 286): “The intellect (6 vobg) ... will see its own state
(éavtod kataotaoty) in the time of prayer (katd TOV KapOv TG Tpooevyis), resembling sapphire or
the colour of heaven (ovpaviw xpauat); this state scripture (1] ypagn) calls the place of God (tomov
Beod), that was seen by the elders (bn0 t@v mpeaPutépwv) n Mount Sinai [cf. Exod 24:9-11] (émi t0d
opovg Zwva).” (cf. Sinkewicz 2003, 180)

22 See De oratione 57 (PG 79, 1180): “Even when the intellect (voug) does not abide among the bare rep-
resentations of things (vofuact t@v mpaypdtwv), it has not ipso facto attained the place of prayer”;
72 (PG 79, 1181): “It is not possible for one in chains to run, nor is it possible for an intellect (vodg)
enslaved to the passions to see the place of spiritual prayer (tpooevyig mvevparikic)”; 102 (PG 79, 1189):
“In the holy place of prayer (mpocevyov v 1 iep® TOMW), pray not as the Pharisee, but as the tax collector,
so that you too may be justified by God”; 152 (PG 79, 1200): “In proportion as you are paying attention to
the body and your intellect (vovc) is busy with the Tabernacle’s delights, you have not yet beheld the place
of prayer (tov Tiig Tpocevyis éwpakag tomov).” Cf. Casiday 2006b, 192, 193, 201. See also De oratione 58
(PG 79, 1180), where the term témog ®eod (“place of God”) appears in immediate juxtaposition with
tom0g mpooevyiis (“place of prayer”) from chapter 57. Cf. Stewart 2001, 197, n. 114.
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waiting for the call to ascend (De malignis cogitationibus 17.36-9 [SC 438, 212, 214]).%
Moses serves as the model of the perfect prayerful person who speaks directly with
God* but must first remove his sandals before approaching the Burning Bush
(De oratione 4 [PG 79, 1168]).” To see “the place of God” and to speak with God in
“the place of prayer” is equivalent to “ascending” beyond all impassioned thoughts®
and any representation,” including non-sensory ones.” Therefore, the “place of God”
(tomog @eod) is the rational soul (yvxr Aoyikr)), and His dwelling is the “luminous
intellect” (voidg gwtoetdng), which has given up worldly desires and has been taught
to contemplate “the reasons of the soul” (tovg tig Yyvxiig Adyouvg) (Capita cognosciti-
va 25 [Muyldermans 1931, 376]; cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 526)

23 “Then once more let us graze the sheep (mpoPata) on Mount Sinai (Zwvaiov 8pog), so that the God of
our fathers (8e0g T@v matépwv Nuav) may call us (even us!) from out of the bush (Batov) and grace us
(even us!) (xapiontou) with the reasons of ‘signs’ (onpeia) and ‘wonders (tépata).” (Casiday 2006¢, 101)

24 See Epistulae 27.2 (Frankenberg 1912¢, 583): “and ‘he spoke with God face to face’ (npoowmov kata
npdownov ENdAnoev petd tob Oeod; cf. Exod 33:11) and learned the reasons of existing things by sight
and not allegorically (dyet kai 00k dAAnyopikdc).” (cf. Ica Jr. 2022, 255) According to Bunge, knowledge
is a deeply personal act expressing an intimate communion between Creator and creature. Moses is pre-
sented as a model of the perfect one, who reached that “face-to-face vision” while still on earth, a vision
that St. Paul the Apostle reserves for the eschaton (1 Cor 13:12). Due to his unique gentleness (mpavg)
more than all people, Moses was granted a direct vision in which God made His ways (tag 6500g adtod)
known to him (1@ Mwboet) (Ps 102:7; cf. Epistulae 56.3 [Frankenberg 1912c¢, 605]) and he learned the rea-
sons of existing things (\dyovg T@v dvtwv) by sight (dyet), unlike the indirect vision “in a mirror dimly”
(8t éoomTpov v aiviypart) experienced by others (cf. 1 Cor 13:12). Cf. Bunge 2022, 153.

25 “If Moses was turned back when he tried to approach the burning bush (fdtw @Aeyopévn) on earth, until
he took the sandals off his feet [Exod 3:5—D.J.], how can you—who wish to see the one who is beyond all
perception (tov Omép ndoav aiobnotv) and conception (¢vvolav) and to be in communion with him—not
put off from yourself every impassioned representation (mav vonua éunabéc)?” (Casiday 2006b, 188)

26 See De malignis cogitationibus 40.3-4 (SC 438, 288): “unless it had put off the passions (ta mabn)” (Casi-
day 2006¢, 115); De oratione 72 (PG 79, 1181): “nor is it possible for an intellect enslaved to the pas-
sions (voig mdBet SovAebwv)” (Casiday 2006b, 193); Capita cognoscitiva 25 (Muyldermans 1931, 377):
“the luminous intellect, which has renounced the pleasures of the world” (vod¢ gwtoetdng Tag koopkag
¢mBopiag dpvnodapevog) (cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 526); De oratione 152 (PG 79, 1200): “In pro-
portion as you are paying attention to the body and your intellect is busy with the Tabernacle’s delights.”
(Casiday 2006b, 201)

27 See De malignis cogitationibus 40.4-5 (SC 438, 288): “that bind it to sensible objects (toig npdypaot Toig
aioBnroic) through representations (St t@v vonpatwv)” (cf. Casiday 2006¢, 115); Capita cognoscitiva 23
(Muyldermans 1931, 376): “unless it has been raised higher than all the representations of objects (¢v toig
npdypacty vonudtwy)” (Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 525); De oratione 57 (PG 79, 1180): “Even when
the intellect (6 voug) does not abide among the bare representations of things (vorfpact t@v npaypdtwv).”
(Casiday 2006b, 192)

28 See De oratione 57 (PG 79, 1180): “for it can still be in contemplation (Bewpiq) of things and talk idly
about their reasons. Even if they are bare words, insofar as they are contemplations (Bewprjpata) of things,
they imprint (tvodot) on and shape (oxnpatilovot) the intellect (tov vodv) and place it far from God”
(Casiday 2006b, 192); 58 (PG 79, 1180): “Even if the intellect comes to be above the contemplation of
bodily nature (0ngp thv Bewpiav TG cwpatikis PVoEwS), it has not yet contemplated the perfect place
of God (tov 10D Beov ToMOV); for it can be among the knowledge of representations (¢v Tfj T@v vont@v
elval yvaoet) and can be diversified by that knowledge (mowiAeaBat mpog adtrv).” (Casiday 2006b, 192)
Cf. Stewart 2001, 197.
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4. Impassibility

To achieve contemplation, liberation from passions and the attainment of what Eva-
grius, using a Stoic term (cf. Guillaumont 1972, 36),% calls andBeio® (“impassibili-
ty”?!), are necessary. Impassibility does not mean apathy or a lack of emotions but
signifies “a tranquil state (katdotaoig fpepéa) of the rational soul (Yyvxig Aoykig),
resulting from gentleness (npaiitng) and self-control (cw@pootvvn).” (Capita cognosci-
tiva 3 [Muyldermans 1931, 374]; cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 521)

Evagrius identifies two levels of impassibility: “imperfect impassibility” (or “little
impassibility”—oAiyng anabeiog) (De malignis cogitationibus 15.2 [SC 438, 202]) and
“perfect impassibility” (H peév teheia andbewa) (Liber practicus 60.6 [SC 171, 640])
The ascetic reaches the first level by overcoming the passions of the appetitive part.
From there, he develops greater impassibility by restraining the impulses of the iras-
cible part.** Perfect impassibility is only achieved after fully mastering these latter
passions. The latter is proper to angels and remains, for man, a supreme limit toward
which he ceaselessly strives (Guillaumont 1972, 42-43). Therefore, impassibility re-
stores the natural order of the soul and returns each part to its proper function.”

29 Richard Sorabji argues that the Hellenistic Jewish philosopher Philo (ca. 20 BC-50 AD) was the first to
philosophically engage with Stoic thought in his writings. These writings, in turn, became the primary
source of Stoic influence on the spiritual theology of the Early Church Fathers (cf. Sorabji 2010, 343).
The Fathers generally defined andbeia as the soul’s freedom from passions, a perspective closely mirror-
ing that of the Stoics. Cf. Nguyen 2018, 8.

30 According to Guillaumonts, Clement of Alexandria is, in reality, Evagrius’ predecessor and master on this
point. Clement was the pioneer who proposed dnabeia as an ideal for the Christian ascetic, thus bringing
the Stoic notion into Christianity. Crucially, impassibility occupies an entirely analogous place in both
Clements ascetic ideal and Evagrius’ system, possessing the same fundamental connections (cf. SC 170,
101-2). In contrast to Clement and the Stoic philosophers, Evagrius does not regard andBeta as an abso-
lute state. Consequently, Evagrius’ dndBeta begins within terrestrial life and involves numerous stations or
grades. This path’s perspective tends towards other-worldly happiness, with its grades being more detailed
than those described in Clement’s Stromateis. Cf. Somos 1999, 372.

31 Evagrius argues, in Capita cognoscitiva 2 (Muyldermans 1931, 374), that the intellect cannot contemplate
its own state (t1|v T00 vob katdotactv) unless it is “free from passions™ “But to do that without being
passionless is impossible (totto §¢ motjoat dvev anadeiag, T@v advvdtwy éotiv).” (Harmless and Fitzger-
ald 2001b, 521) It is a “state” of perfect simplicity that Evagrius calls “pure prayer” (kabapda mpoaevyr),
cf. De malignis cogitationibus 43.1 (SC 438, 298); De oratione 97 (PG 79, 1188-89). In Capita cognosci-
tiva 25 (Muyldermans 1931, 376), he associates this “state” with luminosity, referring to the “luminous
intellect” (voig dpwroetdiic). Cf. Conway-Jones 2018, 269.

32 Impassibility, an expression of the soul’s health, is established gradually within it. The first passions to
yield are those related to the appetitive part; in contrast, those from the irascible part are much more dif-
ficult and require a long time to be healed, cf. Liber practicus 36 (SC 171, 582). On the thoughts (Aoytopoi)
of the concupiscible and irascible parts of the soul, see Misiarczyk 2021, 127-219.

33 Once dnadeia is achieved, the soul regains, along with health, its natural functioning across its various
parts. In each of these, the virtues proper to it are established: in the rational part—prudence (¢povnoic),
understanding (ovveot), and wisdom (cogia); in the concupiscible part (¢mBountik®d)—self-control
(éykpatewa), love (dydmn), and abstinence (cw@poovvn); in the irascible part (Bupik@d)—courage
(&vOpeia) and perseverance (Liber practicus 89 [SC 171, 680 sq.]). Cf. Guillaumont 1972, 41-42.
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Reaching impassibility does not mean that the continuous flow of thoughts
stops, but only that they lose their ability to undermine self-control.** Thus, the as-
cetic lives in a tranquil state of balance during the waking hours: “the ascetical in-
tellect (mpaxTtikog) is one that always receives passionlessly (dnab®g) the represen-
tations (vorpata) of this world” (Capita cognoscitiva 16 [Muyldermans 1931, 375];
cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001b, 523) However, impassibility can also extend to
the unconscious realm, including experiences during sleep: “The proof of dnd6eta is
that the vodg has begun to see its own light, remaining tranquil in the presence of ap-
paritions (pdopata) during sleep, and regarding objects (mpaypata) calmly.” (Liber
practicus 64 [SC 171, 648]; cf. Young et al. 2024c, 77)

For Evagrius, being passionless signifies spiritual progress, but it does not guar-
antee holiness. He was aware that, although monks faced the risk of falling, they
could achieve a genuine state of inner peace and tranquillity through extended ascet-
ic efforts (cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001a, 515-17).

However, impassibility, while representing the ultimate goal of the ascetic life
(mpaktikn}), does not constitute an end pursued for its own sake; it is sought only
because it signifies the condition for a higher purpose: contemplation (Bewpia)®.

5. The Vision of the Divine Light

In the Gnosticus 45, Evagrius states that those who have attained dmnd0eia “are able
to contemplate (Bewpéw) the light or splendour (géyyog) (Liddell et al. 1996, 1920)

34 Through the practice of discernment (Stdkpiotg), the ascetic (or mpaktikog) learns to use two parts
of the soul—the concupiscible (¢émBuuntikév) and the irascible (Bupkév)—in a useful and natural
way. These two faculties of the soul are meant to support the rational part, Aoyiotikov, cf. De malignis co-
gitationibus 17 (SC 438, 101). When the two “assistants” (Bopikov and émBupuntikov) are misused—that is,
when they engage in behaviours that separate them from or oppose Aoytotikév—they overwhelm the soul
with passions. Cf. Prassas 2022, 279.

35 For the monk striving to perceive God’s presence and divine light, merely practicing dvaxwpnoig—with-
drawing into the desert and severing ties with people and material objects—is insufficient (cf. Misiarczyk
2023, 266-67). Exterior stillness, called fovyia, does not automatically guarantee the interior stillness
of dndBeia—the latter being much more difficult to obtain. Between the two is what Evagrius calls
npakTik, a concept he defines (cf. Liber practicus 78) as the “spiritual method clearing out the passionate
part of the soul” (TIpaktikr éoTt péBodog mvevpatikn 10 mabnTikOv pépog Tig Yuxig ékkabaipovoa)
(SC 171, 666; cf. Young et al. 2024c, 84) This involves the acquisition of fjovyia and aims ultimately at
andBeta. Cf. Guillaumont 1972, 35-36.

36 In Evagrius Ponticus’ view, dnabela is intrinsically linked to knowledge and contemplation. This state
facilitates undisturbed prayer, leading to contemplation of the Trinity and “formless union” with God. Im-
perfect dnadeta, furthermore, offers knowledge of created things, an essential tool in the struggle against
the demons. However, perfect dndBeta and undisturbed prayer are not the ultimate aims. The true goal is
love, deemed the “daughter of dndBeta” Cf. Bocher Rasmussen 2005, 147-62.
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proper to the intellect (vod¢) shining upon them during prayer.” (Fragmentum ex libro
Gnosticus inscripto 45.6-8 [SC 356, 178]; cf. Evagrius of Pontus 2024, 138) Similarly,
in the Liber practicus 64, he shows that “a sign of and0eta is the vodg beginning to see
its own light or splendour (oikeiov @éyyoq).” (Liber practicus 64.1-3 [SC 171, 648];
cf. Young et al. 2024b, 77)

In other writings, Evagrius emphasizes that this light (¢éyyoc”) has a divine

origin, linked to the Holy Trinity or the Savior.® Generally, Evagrius describes the
knowledge of God as light,* believing that the intellect, created to know God," is
meant to become like light, “shining like a star” (vodv dotepoeldi dyet) (De malignis
cogitationibus 43.7 [SC 438, 298]; cf. Stewart 2001, 193-94)
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The term @éyyog is also used in Tractatus ad Eulogium 29.37 (SC 591, 392-93): “and for the light of
prayer to shine forth (kai éNAap@Bivar g evxfic 10 9éyyog).” Other texts employ the more common
term for light, g@c. It is possible that Evagrius’s choice to use the term ¢éyyog was inspired, at least
in part, by the theophany appearances in the Book of the prophet Ezekiel; cf. Ezek 1:4 (kai @éyyog év
avt® = “and brightness in it”); 1:13 (ki g€yyog tod mupds = “and the brightness of fire”); 27 (kai 0
@€yyog avtod kOkAw = “and the brightness thereof round about”); 1:28 (1} 0tdo1g 100 @éyyouvs kukAdBev
= “form of brightness round about”); 10:4 (0D @éyyovg i §6&ng Kupiov = “the brightness of the glory
of the Lord”). Cf. Stewart 2001, 193, n. 93.

See De malignis cogitationibus 15.14-5 (SC 438, 204): “again, being elevated by prayer (kata tv
Tpooevyiv), we may see (¢émontedopev) the clearer light (10 ... @) of Our Saviour (100 cwTtijpog fHp®@v)”
(Casiday 2006c¢, 100) Light, as a reflection of God’s face, cf. Schol 6 ad Ps 4.7 (Pitra 1884, 453-54): “men
see the light of His face” (oi 8¢ d&vBpwmol 10 ¢dg 10D Tposwmov avtod).

“Light” is a symbol of God and His knowledge, and the intellect (vodq) is receptive by its nature, cf. Capita
Gnostica 1.74, S1 (PO 28, 52); (Frankenberg 1912b, 113): “The light of the intellect (10 0D vodg ¢®c) is
divided (Staxpiverar/pepiletan) into three: into the knowledge of the Holy and adored Trinity (tnv yvwotv
™G aytag kat tpookuvitng Tptadog); nature (¢botg) incorporeal (dowpatov) and corporeal (¢vowpatov);
and the understanding of the natures of created things (kat € v ouveoLv Twv PuoewV TV KTIOUATWOY)”
(PO 28, 52); 1.81 (Hausherr 1939, 230): “The glory and light of the intellect (Ad&a 0dv kai g@¢ TOD
v006), then, is knowledge (1} yvaaig), but the glory and light of life (§6&a 8¢ kol @dg {wijg) is impassi-
bility” (Young et al. 2024a, 200); Epistulae 28.1 (Frankenberg 1912¢, 585): “And ‘lamp’ (Aapnada) here
I call the intellect (tov vovv) made (nemownpevov) to grasp (kataapetv) the blessed light (10 pakapiov
9®q)” (Icd Jr. 2022, 257); 30.1 (Frankenberg 1912¢, 587): “Sleep of the rational nature (§mvov tijg Aoyikiig
@voewg) he calls sin by deed (tiv 8t €pyov apaptiav), because it deprives (dmootepodoav) the soul
(v yoxiv) of the holy light (tod ayiov pwtdg).” (Icd Jr. 2022, 261) See also Schol 2 ad Ps 12.4 (PG 12,
1204B): “Illumine yourselves with the light of knowledge” (®wticate éavtois 9dg yvwoews); Schol 3 ad
Ps33.6 (PG 12, 1308B): “Draw near to Him and be enlightened” (mpocé\Bate npog adtov kat pwtiobnte);
Schol 3 ad Ps 36.6 (Pitra 1883, 10): “The light of righteousness is knowledge” (g Sikatoovvng yvaotg);
Schol 7 ad Ps 37.11 (Pitra 1883, 23): “The light of the eyes is contemplation” (To ¢@g T@V 6@OaAu®Y éoTIv
1} Bewpia); and Schol 79 ad Prov 6.20 (SC 340, 180): “The light, which is the very knowledge of God”
(10 9@G, Omep €07l 1) yvwolg avtod Tod Oeod) (SC 340, 181)

Even though the intellect, in its quality as the image of God, is oriented by creation towards its Prototype,
nonetheless, “it is not the intellect (vodg) [as such—D.].] that sees God, but the pure intellect (xaBapog
voig). ...For purity (kaBapotng) is the impassibility of the rational soul (amabeia Aoywkig yoxic), but
the vision of God (dy1g 8e0D) is the true knowledge (&AnBivi) émiyvwotg) of the one essence (fuag ovoiag)
of the adorable Trinity, which is seen by those who have perfected their way of life here and have purified
their soul (yvxnv kabapicavteg) through commandments.” (Epistulae 56.2 [Frankenberg 1912c, 605])
Cf. Bunge 2022, 153-54.
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Evagrius was not the only early monk to describe experiencing light during
prayer. He explains how he traveled with Ammonius,” one of the Origenist “Tall
Brothers” from Nitria, to meet John of Lycopolis, “the Seer of the Thebaid,” in Middle
Egypt,”” to ask whether “the inner light of the voig,” seen during prayer, is a reflec-
tion of divine light or if it comes from the inherent brightness of the intellect itself.*’
John tells them that the question goes beyond human knowledge** and that “the in-
tellect cannot be illuminated, in prayer, without the grace of God.*

In Capita cognoscitiva 2, Evagrius states that anyone wishing to contemplate
the “state” (katdotaoig) of his intellect (vodg) will need God’s help (xpeia Oeod),
which breathes into him (tod dvanvéovtog avt®) the “kindred light” (ovyyeveg
@®g)* (Capita cognoscitiva 2 [Muyldermans 1931, 374]; cf. Harmless and Fitzgerald
2001b, 521). The light of the intellect is “kindred” to the light of the Holy Trini-
ty;"” however, God is the one who initiates the illumination, and although “kindred,”
the two lights are distinct (cf. Tobon 2011, 51).* Thus, “the light of God, like the

41 About Ammonius, Evagrius said: “I have never seen a man more passionless (dnabéotepov) than him?”
(Palladius Helenopolitanus, Historia Lausiaca 11; 1034B.11-2 [Butler 1904, 34])

42 The journey from Kellia, in Lower Egypt—where Evagrius and Ammonius lived—to Lycopolis
(present-day Asyut), the city where the philosopher Plotinus was born a century earlier, was a long
one. In Historia Lausiaca 35 (Butler 1904, 101), Palladius, who lived alongside Evagrius in Kellia for
several years, recounts that he made this journey, which took him eighteen days, sometimes walking and
sometimes traveling by boat on the Nile. “It must have been a question of great importance to Evagrius if
he undertook such a pilgrimage!” (Guillaumont 1984, 256)

43 Upon reaching John, Evagrius asked him if the light he saw originated from the very nature of the in-
tellect (votg) and emanated from it, or if it was something external that appeared and illuminated it.
Cf. Antirrhetikos 6.16 (Frankenberg 1912a, 525): “whether it is the nature of the intellect (vodg ¢vo1g)
to be luminous (@wtetviy) and thus it pours forth the light from itself (10 @@¢ 8¢ avtod ¢kdidworv) or
whether it [the light—D.].] (10 ¢@g) appears from something else outside (¢ktobev) and illumines it [the
intellect—D.].] (adt0v @wtilov).” (Brakke 2009, 137) Cf. Guillaumont 1984, 256.

44 TJohn, likely practicing synkatabasis and epikrypsis did not provide a clear or definitive answer to the ques-
tion, preferring not to commit to a firm conclusion, cf. Young et al. 2024a, 196.

45 See Antirrhetikos 6.16 (Frankenberg 1912a, 525): “No human being is able to explain this, and indeed,
apart from the grace of God (Beod xdpttog), the intellect (votc) cannot be illumined (wtioBfvar) in
prayer (év Tfj mpooevyfj) by being set free (amehevBepwOeic) from the many cruel enemies (moAAwv
Kkat Sevwv exBpwv) that are endeavoring to destroy it (eig v anwlelav avtov omevdovtwv).” (Brakke
2009, 137) Cf. Stewart 2001, 193-94.

46 With whom is this light “kindred,” A. Guillaumont asks: with the intellect or with God? “Evidently, it is
the divine light, poured out upon the intellect” (Guillaumont 1984, 258)

47 If “the intellect (vodg) is a temple (vaodg) of the Holy Trinity,” cf. Capita cognoscitiva 34 (Muyldermans
1931, 377), then the Trinity illuminates the intellect through its presence. The light originating from
the Holy Trinity, illuminating the intellect, becomes the “common property of God and the creature”
(Casiday 2013, 183)

48 See Liber practicus 64 (SC 171, 648): “an indication of impassibility is that the intellect begins to see its
own light (10 oikelov g¢yyog).” The stripping away of corporeality by the intellect is a return to its true
nature, becoming more aware of its own light in the process. See also Chapters to Evagrius’s Disciples 78
(SC 514, 174): “When the intellect progresses in mpaxtikr), the representations it has of sensible things are
light; when it progresses in yvaaotg, the contemplations it will have will be varied; when it progresses in
prayer, it will see its own light (10 {§lov ¢@®¢) becoming brighter and more luminous.” Besides having its
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sun, ignites the light of the intellect, just as a mountaintop shines in the sun’s rays.”
(Harmless and Fitzgerald 2001a, 518)

The frequency with which Evagrius mentions the “light” during prayer shows

that this kind of spiritual experience was valued by him. However, he also recognized
the risk associated with it.* In De oratione, Evagrius points out that demons might
manipulate the brain to produce an illusion of light,*® which can easily be mistaken
for the glory of God or “the place” of divine knowledge.’! Therefore, angelic interven-
tion is needed to restore the proper functioning of the light of the intellect.>

In early Christian writings, veiled references to theophanic experiences involv-

ing light are common. However, Evagrius stands out as one of the few authors to
describe them directly.” The ascetic texts related to Egyptian monasticism in the
4th century™ reflect Evagrius’s connection to this cultural setting; yet, their notable
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own light, Evagrius concludes that the intellect can also be illuminated from without. See Capita cognosci-
tiva 2 (Muyldermans 1931, 374). Cf. Tobon 2011, 230, 52.

In Historia Lausiaca 73.1-5 (Syriac version), Palladius recounts the story of the monk Eucarpios, who
lived in isolation for eighteen years, renouncing communion with the brethren, avoiding the Eucharist,
and dedicating himself exclusively to prayer. Due to pride, he came to believe he had attained perfection.
One night, Satan appeared to him in the guise of an angel of light, claiming to be Christ and convincing
him that he must leave Sketis and introduce monastic reforms. These reforms involved abandoning Scrip-
ture, Psalms, and fasting in favour of “superior” forms of prayer. Following these instructions, Eucarpios
fell into delusion, and when he bowed down to the false Christ, he lost his judgment, and his mind was
disturbed. Cf. Draguet 1978, 239-41.

Regarding the manipulation of light around the intellect, see De oratione 74 (PG 79, 1184): “I think that
the demon (Saipova), by touching the place just mentioned (eipnuévov tomov), manipulates the light
(@g) around the intellect (10 mepi TOV vodv) as he wishes (kabwg fovAetal) ... and through the brain
(81& oD éykepdlov) changes (&Alotodvtoc) the light that is joined to it (10 cuvelevypévov @@g), and
gives it a form (popgotvtog avtov)” (cf. Casiday 2006b, 194); Capita Gnostica 6.87, S2 (PO 28, 255):
“The intellect, according to Solomons word, is united with the heart; and the light that appears to it is
considered to come from the sensory head.” Regarding light as a biblical symbol of rational nature, see
Schol 2 ad Ps 148.3 (PG 12, 1677D): “Light (To ¢®c) now symbolically (ovppolikq) signifies a rational
nature (Aoytiy gvotv).”

See De oratione 73 (PG 79, 1184): “When at length the intellect (0 vodq) is praying purely and imperturb-
ably (kaBap@g Aomodv kai dnabdg), then the demons (oi Saipoveg) ... suggest to it (OnotiBevtar) the glory
of God (86&av Beod) and some shape familiar from perception (oxnpatiopév tva t@v T aloBnoet
@ilwv), so that it would seem (wg Soxeiv) to have attained the perfection (téAeov tetedyBar) of its goal
with respect to prayer (o0 nept npooevyilg okomod). This happens (yiveoOat) because ... the demon (100
daipovog) who, having attached himself to the area around the brain (100 xata tov éyképalov tomov),
plucks the veins (¢v taic @Aeyi maAAovtog).” (Casiday 2006b, 194)

See De oratione 75 (PG 79, 1184): “God’s angel, when he is present, stops with a single word all the op-
posing activity for us and sets in motion the light of the intellect (10 @@¢ T0d vod) to work unwaver-
ingly” (Casiday 2006b, 194) Regarding authentic and false experiences in prayer, see De oratione 67-76
(1181B-1184C). Cf. Stewart 2001, 194.

The oldest account of a vision of light, prior to Evagrius, appears to be that of St. Paul the Apostle regard-
ing his conversion, found in Acts 9:3: “When Saul had almost reached Damascus, a bright light (¢®)
from heaven suddenly flashed around him”

For example, the Epistulae Sancti Antonii (ca. 251-356 AD) (Rubenson 1995), Vita Antonii (Gregg 1980),
the writings of St. Pachomius (ca. 290-348 AD) (Pachomiana [Veilleux 1980; 1981]), and the collection of
the Apophthegmata Patrum (4th and 5th centuries AD) (Wortley et al. 2019).
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lack of descriptions of states of grace sets them apart. This pattern continues in later
writings: although some draw on Evagrian themes,” none include detailed accounts
of luminous visions,*® making Evagrius an exception in Christian literature of that
period (cf. Konstantinovsky 2009, 77-78).

Conclusion

This article examined key aspects of Evagrius Ponticus’s spirituality, focusing on his
concept of “the place of God” and the vision of “formless light” Evagrius states that
God, being immaterial and formless, can only be known by an intellect that has also
achieved formlessness, especially during “imageless prayer.” The “place of God” sym-
bolizes the highest potential of the intellect for divine contemplation, a state reached
through strict ascetic practices that lead to impassibility.

In Evagrius’s teachings, the divine light is a crucial experiential phenomenon
linked to a purified intellect. It is seen not just as the light of the intellect but also as
sharing in divine illumination—a “kindred light” from God. This vision represents
the peak of the contemplative journey. Evagrius’s openness in describing these lu-
minous experiences, despite recognizing the risks of delusion, highlights the deeply
personal and experiential nature of spiritual ascent.

In conclusion, Evagrius’s comprehensive approach guides the intellect toward
inner transformation, aiming to restore it to its true, formless state. In this state of
divine grace, the intellect becomes the receptive “place” for the formless God and
experiences His presence. As a result, this journey ends in union with the divine,
embodying the ultimate goal and core of Evagrian monastic spirituality.

55 For example, the Conlationes of St. John Cassian (360-435 AD) (CSEL 13; Luibheid 1985), the Histo-
ria Lausiaca of Palladius (Butler 1904), the correspondence between Barsanuphius and John of Gaza
(6th century AD) (Epistulae Barsanuphii et Ioannis Gazae [Chryssavgis 2006]), and the Scala Paradisi of
John Climacus (ca. 579-ca. 650 AD) (Ioannes Climacus [PG 88, 631-1154]; Luibheid and Russell 1982).
Some of these works contain Evagrian reminiscences. Thus, Liber practicus 5 and 6 are found in the Scala
Paradisi of St. John Climacus Ioannes Climacus [PG 88, 744b; 872b-c]). Additionally, Liber practicus 6
appears in the Conlationes (5.2; CSEL 13, 122) of St. John Cassian and in De virtuibus et vitiis of St. John
Damascene (Ioannes Damascenus, PG 94, 92¢-93a).

56 Another important figure of light mysticism, who was a contemporary of Evagrius, is the author of
the Macarian Homilies (Homiliae spirituales quinquaginta, Maloney 1992), whose writings are rich with
references to visions of light. See Bitton-Ashkelony 2013, 99-128. Although comparisons have been made
between the spiritualities of the two authors, the aspect of the theology of light in Evagrius has not been thor-
oughly analysed in relation to the Macarian tradition. See Horyacha 2013, 113-47; Golitzin 2002, 129-56.
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Abstract: The aim of the article is to show how moral relativism has become a defining feature of con-
temporary American culture, influencing individuals’ attitudes toward ethics, marriage, family, and social
order. Additionally, the article aims to highlight the challenges facing the Catholic Church in fulfilling its
mission in a society immersed in moral relativism. The problem of this study can be expressed through
the following questions: What impact does moral relativism have on the moral beliefs of the people of
the United States? What challenges does it pose to the Catholic Church in the 21st century? How is
the Church to fulfill its mission in American society? The answers to these questions will be based on
an analysis of the content of the documents of the universal Church and the Church in the United States,
as well as publications by American theologians and sociologists. After a short introduction, the impact
of moral relativism in the sphere of sexual ethics will be analyzed. Subsequently, the effects of moral
relativism on marriage and family will be examined, along with relativism in the sphere of social order and
organization. The final section of the article will analyze proposals for the pastoral activity of the Church
in the United States in response to the challenges posed by moral relativism. The conclusion of this study
is as follows: the more a society moves away from traditional norms and belief in God, the less happy
individuals become. The Church must navigate the moral complexity of modern society while offering
a compelling vision of human life rooted in the Truth.

Keywords: moral relativism, Catholic Church, 21st century, ethics of sexual life, marriage, family, organi-
zation of social life, common good

Moral relativism is the meta-ethical view that moral principles are shaped by cultur-
al, historical, and individual contexts rather than being universally binding. It asserts
that morality is fluid, with no absolute right or wrong, and that ethical beliefs are jus-
tified only within specific social frameworks (Gowans 2021). This contrasts sharply
with the Catholic Church’s teachings, which uphold a universal moral law rooted in
divine truth and natural law. The Church affirms that moral principles transcend
cultural boundaries, grounded in the eternal wisdom of God as revealed through
scripture and tradition.

In contemporary American society—marked by pluralism, individualism, and
secularism—moral relativism poses significant challenges to the Church. The rise of
postmodern thought and the decline in religious affiliation have led to widespread
rejection of objective moral standards. The Church must respond with pastoral strat-
egies that reaffirm universal moral truths and engage a culture increasingly shaped
by relativistic narratives.
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While relativism acknowledges that values differ across cultures, it does not deny
internal consistency within societies. This differs from moral individualism, which
centers morality on personal choice. The Church, by contrast, maintains its mis-
sion to interpret moral law for all people, beyond cultural and personal preferences
(Abun, Galat, and Guzon 2022, 102-11).

This tension is evident in American history. In 1978, Billy Joel’s song “Only the
Good Die Young” sparked backlash for its portrayal of Catholic sexual ethics. Though
Joel later clarified the song was about lust, not anti-Catholic sentiment, it highlighted
how Catholics were perceived as morally distinct from mainstream society. Yet over
time, even Catholics have felt the influence of moral relativism.

The Church continues to teach that moral truths are objective and unchanging,
grounded in natural and divine law. The Catechism emphasizes that moral law pre-
supposes a rational order, guiding individuals toward their final end through God’s
wisdom (CCC 1951-52). This stands in contrast to a society that increasingly values
freedom of thought and moral pluralism. A 12% decline in Christian affiliation and
a drop in Catholic identification from 23% to 20% reflect this shift (Pew Research
Center 2019).

Pope Benedict XVI identified moral relativism as a defining issue of our time,
warning that it reduces morality to opinion and undermines truth (CiV 2). Its roots
lie in thinkers like Friedrich Nietzsche and Michel Foucault, who rejected universal
truth and emphasized the role of power and culture in shaping values. These ideas
gained traction in the United States amid cultural revolutions and movements that
challenged traditional norms.

This paper explores the challenges moral relativism poses to the Catholic Church
in the United States, focusing on three areas: sexual ethics, marriage and family life,
and social organization. Through theological, sociological, and philosophical analy-
sis, it examines how relativism contrasts with Church teachings and proposes pasto-
ral strategies to engage the faithful and uphold universal moral truths.

1. Sexual Ethics Under Scrutiny:
The Catholic Church’s Stand Against Relativism

Sexual ethics have become one of the most contested societal spheres affected by
moral relativism, which directly challenges the teachings of the Catholic Church.
Moral relativism, rejecting absolute norms, confronts the Church’s positions on is-
sues such as premarital sex, contraception, same-sex relationships, and pornography.
Over time, human sexuality has come to be viewed through a relativistic lens—con-
sidered a personal choice rather than subject to universal moral laws. This marks
a significant divergence from Catholic teaching, which upholds sexuality as a sacred
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gift intended exclusively within marriage, ordered toward both procreation and the
deepening of the marital bond (CCC 2366).

The rise of these relativistic perspectives can be attributed to various social, phil-
osophical, and scientific developments. Modern Western thought, emphasizing indi-
vidualism and personal autonomy, has fostered the belief that moral decisions—par-
ticularly those concerning sexuality—should be left to individual discretion rather
than dictated by universal moral principles (Catalano 2000, 217-21). Additionally,
advancements in psychology and the social sciences have highlighted the fluidity and
complexity of human sexuality, challenging traditional absolutist viewpoints (Ham-
mack and Manago 2025, 375-88).

The expansion of social technologies has further reinforced these shifts by en-
abling individuals to shape their identities based on personal narratives of authentic-
ity, often prioritizing lived experience over traditional moral frameworks (Hammack
and Manago 2025, 375-88).

Relativism has gained traction through cultural movements that empha-
size self-authorship and a rejection of rigid moral hierarchies. The legalization of
same-sex marriage, the growing recognition of nonbinary gender identities, and the
acceptance of diverse forms of intimate relationships—such as polyamory and asexu-
ality—reflect broader societal trends toward sexual and gender diversity (Hammack
and Manago 2025, 375-88). While some ethical systems may diverge from Christian
perspectives without being strictly relativistic, the prevalence of cultural narratives
advocating personal choice over traditional moral constraints underscores the ongo-
ing influence of relativism in contemporary sexual ethics.

The Church considers these views to be rooted historically in civil law and theo-
logical principles, which both historically in Western society recognized marriage
to be a sacred union between a man and a woman. In more than any other sphere of
societal life, this historic definition of sexuality, in the context of marriage, has been
challenged. Increasingly theologians, sociologists, psychologists, and other scholars
have advocated for an inclusive definition of marriage and, by extension, expansion
of the morally accepted boundaries of human sexuality considering modern cultural
and social dynamics.

American theologians often engage with the Church’s teaching on sexuality and
offer critiques based on the cultural changes and the overall rigidity of the Church’s
stance. One main critique of Catholic teachings is that they are antithetical with the
lived experiences of modern Catholics, failing to understand the legitimate need for
responsible family planning within the modern world (Curran 2006, 135). The teach-
ings are perceived as rigid and do not take into consideration the complex realities
of marital life, including external pressures, such as economic or social, on a cou-
ple. Critics further argue that the Church lacks compassion and fails to recognize
the dignity and value of committed same-sex unions, overlooking the importance of
love, companionship, and mutual support in human relationships offered by these
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unions (Gaillardetz 2015, 92). These critiques contrast the Church teachings with the
contemporary understanding of marriage, which prioritizes emotional and relational
fulfillment.

Responding to this criticism, Catholic thought leaders argue that the ethical
framework developed by the Church is not merely a set of rules but a call to live in
accordance with God’s design for human sexuality, uphold the integrity of the mar-
ital act, and be open to life. Contraception, conversely, undermines the unitive and
procreative purposes of sexual relations, which distorts the true meaning of marital
love (J. E. Smith 1991, 68). Sociologists, on the other end, have explored the ethics
under the broader cultural shifts and evolving norms of American society. In fact,
a survey of American Catholic teens, age 15-19, conducted from 2006-2010 found
that 39% were sexually active, which was similar to other Christian denominations
(Ayers 2022). Clearly, this level of sexual activity among Christian denominations,
including Catholics, demonstrates a volitional lack of buy-in to the Church’s Teach-
ing of ethics in sexual life.

Many American Catholics do not fully adhere to the Church’s teaching on human
sexuality, reflecting broader shifts toward secularization and evolving moral per-
spectives within American society. Individuals often prioritize personal conscience
and autonomy, challenging the Church’s moral authority (Massa 2010, 156). Surveys
indicate that approximately 61% of Catholics disagree with the Church’s stance on
contraception, while 60% believe it is acceptable for teenagers to use contraception,
including birth control (Kissling 2004, 12). This divergence of opinion is not nec-
essarily a reflection of moral relativism but rather a considered disagreement with
what some believers perceive as an inadequate teaching by the Magisterium.

Similarly, most Catholics in the United States support at least some access to
abortion; only 23% agreed with the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops’
(USCCB) position that abortion should be made illegal. Regarding restrictions on
abortion, 33% felt there should be none, 75% considered it acceptable in cases of
rape or incest, and 87% supported it when pregnancy threatens the health of the
mother (Kissling 2004, 17). Only 11% believe that the moral authority for practicing
birth control rests with Church leaders, while 61% view it is an individual choice.
Furthermore, 71% of women agree decisions regarding reproductive health should
be between the doctor and the patient, unimpacted by hospital religious affiliation,
64% believe that the teachings of the Church are outdated and 49% believe Church
leaders are out of touch (Kissling 2004, 21-23).

Most young adults view sexual decisions as personal and subjective. This shift in
attitude is a significant challenge to the Church, as young Americans are increasingly
inclined to prioritize personal fulfillment over adherence to the teachings on chastity
and marriage (C. Smith and Snell 2010, 183). While the Church’s ethics are theoreti-
cally coherent, they struggle to resonate with a generation that is shaped by a culture
of individualism and self-expression (C. Smith and Snell 2010, 183). In contrast, the
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Church’s teaching on sexuality offers a countercultural narrative to the permissive
norms of contemporary society.

The sexual revolution that was fueled by the widespread availability of contra-
ception led to many social problems, including the breakdown of the family, the rise
of single-parent households, and the objectification of women (Eberstadt 2013, 102).
Only 47% of all households are made up of married couples, down from 71% 50 years
ago (United States Census Bureau 2024). Statistically, the rate of practicing Catholics
who marry for life is higher compared to the general public: 74% have never been
divorced, 25% have been divorced, and 9% are remarried. In contrast, in the general
population, 69% have never been divorced, 30% have been divorced, and 13% are
currently remarried (Pew Research Center 2015). These statistics suggest that adher-
ence to the Catholic moral norms regarding marriage, while regarded as outdated by
secular society, results in a higher probability of a stable nuclear family.

Psychologists are divided on the Church’s sexual ethics, particularly regard-
ing same-sex attraction, gender identity, and psychopathy. Critics argue that the
Church’s teaching on homosexuality as intrinsically disordered can lead to internal-
ized shame, guilt, and distress. This view holds that sexual preference is an inherent
aspect of an individual’s personality and suppressing it can have harmful psycho-
logical consequences (Greenberg 1990). Similarly, psychologist Gregory M. Herek
(2009, 94) argues that condemning same-sex relationships fosters social stigma
and discrimination, negatively affecting emotional health. Experiencing prejudicial
events, expecting rejection, and hiding one’s identity can cause stress and internal-
ized homophobia (Meyer 2003, 674-97). Conversely, some psychologists support
the Church’s moral teachings on sexuality, arguing that these teachings are critical
for promoting psychological well-being by fostering healthy and stable relationships
and encouraging individuals to lead lives based on moral convictions. They contend
that the Church’s teachings promote self-discipline, emotional maturity, and the de-
velopment of authentic love, which might not be achievable without these teachings
(Nzioka 2022, 19-40).

While the Church advocates for a traditional understanding of marriage and sex-
uality, there is often a lack of clarity in addressing complex moral decisions in con-
temporary society (Cahill 1996, 125). Critics argue that the blanket condemnation of
premarital sex does not consider the social and economic realities that lead couples
to cohabit or engage in relationships outside of marriage. Modern ethicists see this
not as a rebellion against Christian morality but as a reflection of evolving relation-
ship dynamics in modern society (Cahill 1996, 125).

The Supreme Court decision on same-sex marriage marked a significant cultur-
al shift, with many Americans, including Catholics, supporting same-sex unions as
personal freedoms and civil rights. In the United States, nearly 61% accept same-sex
marriage, and Pope Francis has voiced a willingness to extend blessings to indi-
viduals in same-sex unions (Diamant 2020). Additionally, 76% of Catholics in the
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United States support societal acceptance of homosexuality without discrimination
(Diamant 2020). Modern Catholic theologians, such as James Martin, SJ, encour-
age a more compassionate and inclusive approach to human sexuality, focusing on
dignity and respect for all individuals (Martin 2017, 52). This approach, while not
challenging the Church’s doctrinal teachings, calls for introspection and adaptation
to cultural shifts.

Another area of crisis is pornography, which the Church considers a grave sin as
it violates human dignity, objectifies individuals, and distorts the purpose of human
sexuality (CCC 2354). The Church views human sexuality as a sacred gift meant
for love, family, and marriage. From a moral relativistic perspective, viewing and
producing pornography are seen as personal choices linked to individual freedom.
Technological advances have made access to pornography easier. Beyond its spiritual
and moral implications, exposure to pornographic material can create guilt, internal
conflicts, and psychosocial stress, potentially leading to addiction. Studies show that
stressful experiences, anxiety, and depression are strongly related to pornography
consumption (Privara and Bob 2023, 641). Christians who use pornography report
a worsening relationship with Christ, with 20% of men and 9% of women losing
interest in spiritual matters as a result (Rose 2023). These findings indicate that por-
nography consumption harms individuals emotionally, morally, and spiritually, con-
tradicting the supposed benefits of moral relativism.

Regular churchgoers are less likely to view pornography, but its consumption has
been increasing. Approximately 13% of all Christians watch pornography, with the
largest demographic being males aged 13-24 at 41% (Rose 2023). Christians gener-
ally feel worse and more depressed about viewing pornography compared to others,
exacerbating mental health problems, relationship issues, and identity challenges,
which some believe is distancing them from the Church (Rose 2023). The psycho-
logical impact of pornography includes a decline in healthy relationships as individ-
uals become desensitized to the emotional and relational aspects of human sexuality
(Zimbardo and Coulombe 2015, 98). The Church fundamentally critiques moral rel-
ativism by arguing that individual choices, detached from moral principles, can have
far-reaching negative consequences for both individuals and society.

The Church has been highly critical of moral relativism, aiming to reassert its
teachings while reaffirming dignity and respect for all individuals. Efforts to recon-
nect with disenfranchised Catholics, including divorced and LGBTQ+ individuals,
have been made. To counter the challenges of moral relativism, the USCCB has
played a crucial role through pastoral letters, conferences, and education programs
to address the complex realities faced by American Catholics (Schroeder 2015, 5-26).
At the same time, the Church understands the need for pastoral sensitivity. Pope
Francis, in Amoris Laetitia, called for a compassionate and understanding approach
to those struggling with the Church’s teachings (O’Collins 2016, 905). He empha-
sized the need for empathy and love, particularly in a culture promoting relativistic
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values. The sphere of sexual ethics presents a significant challenge for the Church in
American culture, where there is growing acceptance of premarital sex, contracep-
tion, pornography, and same-sex relationships due to a shift towards moral flexibility
and personal autonomy. Theologians, sociologists, psychologists, and other scholars
provide valuable insights into these broader cultural and social implications.

2. Marriage and Family in Flux:
The Role of Moral Relativism in Contemporary Society

The impact of moral relativism on marriage and family structures poses a signifi-
cant challenge for the Catholic Church. The Church views marriage as a sacramental
union ordained by God, rooted in love and procreation. According to the Catechism,
marriage is a covenant in which a man and woman establish a lifelong partnership,
ordered by nature for the good of the spouses and the procreation and education of
children (CCC 1601). This emphasizes the dual purpose of marriage and underscores
its indissolubility, meaning it cannot be dissolved except by death. This teaching is
grounded in Scripture, specifically Jesus’ words: “What therefore God has joined to-
gether, let no man separate” (Matt 19:6).

Marriage, as perceived by the Catholic Church, is a spiritual and social institution
reflecting Christ’s love for His Church. This contrasts with moral relativism, which
views marriage as a human construct subject to individual preferences and societal
trends. The Church’s defense of traditional marriage is countercultural, emphasizing
sacramentality and indissolubility, in stark contrast to modern transactional or con-
tractual conceptions of marriage (Cahill 1996, 89).

Moral relativism has led to the deinstitutionalization of marriage, transforming it
from a stable social institution and religious obligation to one of many possible life-
style choices (Cherlin 2004, 848). This trend is evident in the rise of cohabitation and
the decline in sacramental marriages. Nearly 44% of United States Catholics have lived
with a partner, while 55% have never cohabited. Additionally, 15% of Catholics report
being remarried without Declaration of Nullity of Marriage or cohabiting (Pew Re-
search Center 2015). Furthermore, only 68% of Catholics in the United States marry
in the Church, and among ex-Catholics, only 15% do so (Pew Research Center 2015).

The understanding of traditional marriage as the foundation for family forma-
tion is at risk, with 70% of Catholics and 76% of non-Catholics expressing that it is
acceptable for couples to choose not to have children. Additionally, 55% of Catholics
believe cohabitation before marriage is acceptable, and 46% accept same-sex rela-
tionships. Overall, Catholics are less accepting of non-traditional relationships than
non-Catholics. White Catholics and college-educated individuals tend to be more
liberal than Hispanics and high school graduates (Pew Research Center 2015).
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When it comes to parenting arrangements, 90% of Catholics believe that
a mother and father married to each other is ideal, though single parenting is also
deemed acceptable. Additionally, 43% believe that homosexual couples should not
be precluded from parenting (Pew Research Center 2015). While the traditional
nuclear family is still viewed as ideal, these statistics show an increasing openness to
non-traditional relationships and family units among Catholics in the United States
and American society.

Moral relativism has diminished the role of traditional marriage, but the accep-
tance and prevalence of non-traditional families do not necessarily serve the best
interests of children. Children of divorced parents are more likely to experience
emotional, behavioral, and academic challenges (Amato 2010, 653-64). They also
tend to face issues like lower educational attainment, higher levels of depression,
and difficulties in achieving stable relationships themselves (Amato 2000, 1274).
The Church supports traditional families, not out of bigotry, but from the recogni-
tion that the traditional nuclear family is in the best interest of children. This moral
stance is backed by science. The Church teaches the importance of marital stability
for the well-being of spouses and children, though this teaching finds little reso-
nance in a society where divorce is often seen as an acceptable solution to marital
differences.

Cohabitation before marriage reflects a broader cultural shift that emphasizes
individual autonomy and personal happiness over traditional moral norms. While
some argue that cohabitation serves as a trial period to assess compatibility before
marriage, research suggests that it may contribute to less stable unions—a phenome-
non known as the “Cohabitation Effect” (Woods and Emery 2002, 101). Couples who
cohabit before marriage may transition into marriage due to convenience, financial
pressures, or emotional attachment rather than a deliberate commitment to its long-
term implications (Stanley, Rhoades, and Markman 2006, 499-509). Moreover, co-
habitation fosters a sense of impermanence, making dissolution easier and potential-
ly carrying over into marriage, resulting in lower stability. Additionally, individuals
who cohabit before marriage tend to be more accepting of divorce as a solution to
marital difficulties (Kuperberg 2014, 352-69). While these findings indicate statis-
tical correlations, they do not establish direct causation between cohabitation and
marital instability.

Several factors contribute to the argument that cohabitation may reduce the like-
lihood of a successful marriage. One consideration is the selection effect, where indi-
viduals who choose to cohabit often hold more liberal and non-traditional views on
marriage, potentially making them more open to divorce and less committed to the
notion of a lifelong partnership (Lichter and Zhenchao 2008, 861-78). Additionally,
cohabitation can create differing expectations regarding marriage. While one part-
ner might see it as a step toward long-term commitment, the other may view it as
a way to delay or avoid marriage, leading to tension and conflict. These mismatched
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attitudes can contribute to relationship dissatisfaction and, in some cases, divorce
(Manning and Smock 2002, 1065-87).

However, some argue that the presumption of marriage’s indissolubility may
also foster complacency or diminish mutual respect, as one partner may feel secure
in the permanence of marriage regardless of their treatment of the other. Ultimately,
the impact of cohabitation on marital success depends on the individuals involved
and their shared understanding of commitment and communication.

The decline in marriage rates and the rise in personal freedoms have led to a shift
in societal structures, where traditional milestones no longer carry the same weight.
While this shift offers greater autonomy;, it also coincides with an increase in mental
health struggles, exacerbated by the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.
The pandemic intensified preexisting crises, including youth mental health issues,
untreated serious illnesses, and substance use disorders, leaving many Americans
feeling isolated and uncertain (Insel 2023). Relativism, with its erosion of shared
values and institutions, may further contribute to this disconnection, as individuals
grapple with a sense of instability in an increasingly fragmented society. As marriage
rates have dropped nearly 60% over the past 50 years, the reduced social pressure to
marry has altered perceptions of adulthood and stability (Pandey 2023). To address
these challenges, there must be a renewed focus on strengthening social connections,
ensuring access to mental health care, and fostering a sense of purpose that extends
beyond individual freedoms to collective well-being.

Happiness in the United States has declined markedly over the past 50 years,
with sociocultural shifts—particularly the erosion of faith and family structures—
playing a significant role. In 1972, data from the General Social Survey indicated
that approximately 30% of Americans described themselves as “very happy,” a fig-
ure that remained relatively stable through the late 20th century. By contrast, a 2023
Wall Street Journal and NORC at the University of Chicago (2023) poll reveals that
only 12% of Americans now identify as “very happy,” representing a dramatic decline
in subjective well-being over five decades. Notably, 68% of those who report being
“very happy” affirm belief in God, and 67% emphasize the importance of marriage,
underscoring the enduring correlation between faith, family, and personal tran-
quility. While happiness is not reducible to marital status alone, other contributing
factors—including economic stability, community cohesion, and existential fulfill-
ment—also shape one’s overall sense of well-being. The steep decline in reported
happiness reflects not merely economic or demographic shifts, but a deeper cultural
transformation in which traditional sources of meaning have been relativized or dis-
placed. This trend suggests that moral relativism, by weakening shared values and
communal identity, may be a significant—though often underexamined—driver of
diminished happiness in contemporary American life.

In recent years, the Church has softened its stance on the Declaration of Nullity
of Marriage, which was previously perceived as a cumbersome process. In Amoris
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Laetitia, Pope Francis encouraged the Church to show mercy and understanding to
divorced and remarried Catholics, though he did not change the fundamental teach-
ings on the Declaration of Nullity of Marriage. Despite this softening, critics argue
that the Church’s refusal to fully embrace divorce and remarriage continues to alien-
ate many Catholics. Additionally, there has been a decline in religious marriages,
troubling for the Catholic Church. Many Catholics perceive the sacramental nature
of marriage as diminished, and the need for the Declaration of Nullity of Marriage
as too intrusive. Conversely, the Church views the decline in sacramental marriage as
detrimental, as it sees the sacrament as a vehicle through which married couples find
God’s grace.

The Church’s teachings are seen as critical in maintaining societal balance and
family structures, but moral relativism and individualism have spread with little hin-
drance. This spread has demonstrably harmed the nuclear family, familial structure,
and the stability of society and mental health.

3. Social Life and Order: The Impact of Moral Relativism

The rise of moral relativism in social organization poses a significant challenge for
the Catholic Church in the 21st century. The shifting nature of social, political, and
economic institutions driven by relativistic attitudes has created growing inconsis-
tencies between the Church and prevailing social ethos. Historically, the Church
held moral authority to shape social institutions and promote values based on objec-
tive moral truths derived from Natural Law and Divine Revelation. However, with
increasing pluralism and democracy, individual autonomy and subjective morality
are now central to social organization, often opposing the Church’s teaching on the
common good.

Modern political systems clearly show the influence of moral relativism. Political
pluralism, while fostering dialogue and development, has sometimes eroded tradi-
tional values. For example, the legal recognition of same-sex marriage in the Unit-
ed States and other countries symbolizes growing moral relativism in governance.
The landmark Obergefell vs. Hodges case legalized same-sex marriage, affirming
that individuals have a constitutional right to marry regardless of gender (Coker
2018, 35-52). This decision sparked conflicts about its impact on religious liberty in
the United States.

In Burwell v. Hobby Lobby, the Supreme Court upheld the right to religious liber-
ty for closely held Christian corporations, particularly right to not be forced to com-
ply with laws that contradict their deeply held religious convictions, in this case being
compelled to pay for contraception coverage for employees (Corrigan 2016, 138-47).
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Following Obergefell, many legal battles have focused on the Religious Freedom Res-
toration Act and state-level religious freedom bills. Some religious figures argue that
the acceptance of same-sex marriage, viewed through a moral relativistic lens, is det-
rimental to people of faith (Coker 2018, 35-52).

USCCB president Archbishop Joseph Kuntz voiced concerns about the rul-
ing, suggesting it could harm the common good and vulnerable populations
(USCCB 2015). While public opinion has shifted in favor of same-sex marriage, the
Church continues to uphold its teachings on the indissolubility and complementar-
ity of marriage. This stance diverges from societal values, highlighting the influence
of relativism in political life.

The teachings emphasize the importance of the common good and the moral
duty of the government to promote justice, peace, and human dignity. In his encyc-
lical Caritas in Veritatae, Pope Benedict XVI expressed that truth and the search for
it are central to human dignity (CiV 2). When political systems adopt relativistic
stances, they prioritize individual autonomy over universal good or moral principles,
undermining the foundation of the common good.

Pope St. John Paul II, in his encyclical Centesimus annus, critiqued both commu-
nism and unrestrained capitalism for failing to respect human dignity. He warned
that moral relativism in political governance could create a culture where radical in-
dividualism is prioritized (Abela 2001, 107-16). The Church maintains that democ-
racy and pluralism are not incompatible but should be developed on objective moral
truths rather than relativistic ideologies, which can erode the fabric of social life.

Abortion is a stark example of how moral relativism has influenced governance.
Since the 1973 Supreme Court ruling in Roe v. Wade, which legalized abortion in
the United States, the debate over abortion rights has become a contentious politi-
cal issue. Proponents argue, from a relativistic standpoint, that women should have
complete autonomy over their bodies. In contrast, the Church asserts the inviola-
bility of human life from conception to natural death, advocating for the rights of
the unborn child. Pope St. John Paul II, in Evangelium vitae, stated that abortion is
a crime against life and called for society to protect the most vulnerable, especially
unborn children (EV 58).

Despite a recent ruling that overturned Roe v. Wade, returning decisions regard-
ing abortion to individual states, the number of abortions in the United States in-
creased in 2023 (Maddow-Zimet and Gibson 2024). Additionally, 61% of Catholics
favor keeping abortion legal (Fahmy 2020). Despite the Church’s teaching, a plurality
of Catholics in the United States view abortion as an individual woman’s autono-
mous choice. However, among Catholics who attend Mass regularly, 68% say abor-
tion should be illegal in most cases (Pew Research Center 2015).

The influence of relativism extends to legal frameworks, particularly in areas like
gender identity, euthanasia, and reproductive rights. Modern legal systems in the
West have adopted a relativistic approach, which often conflicts with the Church’s
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understanding of human dignity and natural law. For example, euthanasia and
physician-assisted suicide have been legalized in countries like Belgium, the Neth-
erlands, and Canada, framing it as a matter of individual choice and human dignity
(Kortes-Miller and Keri-Lyn 2022).

The Church, however, considers life sacred from conception to natural death.
In Evangelium vitae, Pope St. John Paul II stated that euthanasia is a direct violation
of God’s law, emphasizing that true compassion involves caring for those who suffer,
not ending their lives (EV 65). This opposition is based on the belief that human
dignity is inherent and cannot be diminished by suffering or illness.

Economic systems are also not immune to the influence of moral relativism.
The negative effects of these economic policies and practices are shaped by relativist
values, which prioritize profit over the common good, thereby increasing inequality
and leading to environmental degradation, and exploitation of workers. The Church
has been critical of both capitalism and communism, as well as neoliberal economic
policies which emphasize the free market, deregulation, and individualism and pro-
mote a realistic view of economic justice where success is measured by profit instead
of the well-being of all members of society. In the encyclical Laudato Si’, Pope Francis
critiqued neoliberalism and its impact on the environment as well as on humans, em-
phasizing the need to stop the pursuit of profit which has led to a throwaway culture
where both people and the environment are being treated as disposable (LS 2). The ac-
celeration of wealth inequality in contemporary America cannot be attributed solely
to the mechanisms of capitalism or classical liberalism; rather, it reflects a deeper cul-
tural shift marked by moral relativism—a departure from universally binding ethical
principles. This relativistic turn has transformed economic discourse by decoupling
wealth acquisition from moral responsibility. Unlike capitalism in its regulated or
socially-conscious forms, market relativism permits profit-maximization strategies
devoid of shared ethical obligations. As normative commitments to fairness, human
dignity, and the common good diminish, economic actors increasingly rationalize
exploitative practices as ethically neutral or context-dependent. Consequently, the
top 1% now own more than double the wealth of 6.9 billion people combined, while
the middle class in the United States has shrunk from 62% to 43%, and the top 5%
have outpaced others in income growth (Chancel et al. 2022; Horowitz, Igielnik, and
Kochhar 2020, 52). These statistics are not causally reducible to relativism, but they
are facilitated by a culture where ethical norms no longer exert constraining force
on economic behavior. In this context, the Catholic Church’s response is not merely
corrective but foundational: through the doctrines of solidarity and subsidiarity, it
reasserts the primacy of objective moral truths in economic life. These principles
challenge the relativistic ethos by insisting that economic systems must serve the
human person and the common good, not vice versa.

Moral relativism poses a significant challenge to the Church’s understanding of
social order. Politics, economics, and family life have been significantly influenced by
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relativistic values, which often contrast starkly with the universal absolutism of Chris-
tian morality. No institution has defended universal moral laws, rooted in natural law
and the common good, more steadfastly than the Catholic Church. The persistent
trends toward moral relativism in the United States have proven to be a formidable
challenge in this modern era. To maintain its stance as the torchbearer of universal
moral laws, the Catholic Church must improve existing strategies and adopt new
ones to influence social order rooted in natural law and the common good.

4. Guidelines for Enhancing Pastoral Activities
in the Catholic Church

Moral relativism challenges the traditional family values upheld by the Catholic
Church by promoting individualism and acceptance of alternative family structures.
This trend is particularly evident among infrequent Mass attendees in the United
States, contributing to reduced Church attendance and influence. The impact of rel-
ativism extends beyond individual choices, affecting broader social structures, espe-
cially in politics and economics. The Church must respond with comprehensive and
multifaceted efforts to counter this shift and uphold its moral teachings.

The means by which the Church in the United States addresses moral relativism
should be both structured and intentional. A feasible proposition could be accom-
plished by utilizing the existing network of Catholic institutions throughout the United
States. Presently, there are more than 220 Catholic universities and over 2000 Catholic
campus ministries at non-Catholic universities, known as Newman Centers, across
the United States (Newman Ministry, n.d.). Each of these organizations, though sup-
ported by local dioceses and religious orders, lacks national-level organization.

The age group most susceptible to change, especially as it pertains to religious
beliefs and practices, is late adolescence and early adulthood (Hayward and Kraus
2023, 1480-1489). Furthermore, a large proportion of this age group will become
their generation’s “domestic church.” Because the Church’s resources are limited,
and this is the age group most vulnerable to the pitfalls of moral relativism, most
in need of finding life’s meaning and purpose, and most likely to fervently re-
spond to social, moral, and religious causes, this age group and younger must be
a primary focus of the Church’s time, talent, and treasure to stem the tide of moral
relativism (AL 209).

In its current state, the Catholic Church of the United States cannot effectively
accomplish this mission. For this reason, in a prescriptive, strategic, and intention-
al manner, the Catholic Church, on a national level, must target the existing struc-
ture for adolescents and young adults at colleges and universities. More than any
other parish or site, the Church should assign its most talented and capable ministers
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to these existing institutions, evaluate regions in the United States that are devoid
of these ministries, and deploy resources accordingly. Furthermore, the Church
should learn from those campus ministries which are most successful, for the better-
ment of those which are not.

The Church, at a national level, should develop a pastoral plan specifically for the
youth and young adults, which highlights and provides access to other relevant ex-
isting pastoral programs that are likely to foster the greatest interest and combat the
expanding tendency toward moral relativism. The following is a representative list of
existing programs which should be highlighted as part of a pastoral plan.

One critical initiative is Project Rachel, a post-abortion healing ministry that
provides compassionate support and healing for those affected by abortion. To
expand its reach and effectiveness, Project Rachel should include more online re-
sources, virtual support groups, and partnerships with mental health professionals.
By collaborating with local parishes to offer workshops and retreats focused on heal-
ing and reconciliation, the ministry can provide comprehensive care to those in need
(USCCB, n.d.).

Inspired by Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’, the Laudato Si’ Movement urges
parishes and schools to implement sustainable practices and educate communities
about environmental stewardship not simply as a practical concern, but as a moral
imperative grounded in objective truth. Developing a comprehensive environmental
education curriculum for Catholic institutions—including hands-on ecological proj-
ects and community service activities—reinforces the Church’s teaching that care for
creation is intrinsically tied to human dignity and intergenerational justice. An on-
line platform to share best practices and success stories enables communities to cul-
tivate shared moral reasoning and collaborative responsibility. In its core ethos, the
Laudato Si’ Movement directly challenges moral relativism by rejecting the notion
that ecological responsibility is contingent on individual preference, local custom, or
economic expediency. Instead, it affirms the existence of universal ethical obligations
derived from natural law and divine revelation. By rooting environmental action in
theological anthropology and the social doctrine of the Church, the movement re-
stores coherence to moral discourse and refutes the relativistic fragmentation that
treats creation care as ideologically negotiable rather than a common and objective
good (Laudato Si’ Movement, n.d.).

Catholic Charities USA is actively involved in disaster relief, poverty reduction,
and social services. To address community needs more effectively, the organization
should strengthen partnerships with local organizations and implement data-driven
approaches to track the impact of various programs. By ensuring resources are allo-
cated efficiently, Catholic Charities can better serve vulnerable populations (Catholic
Charities USA, n.d.).

The Given Institute empowers young Catholic women through leadership train-
ing, spiritual formation, and mentoring. Expanding this program to include young
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men and offering co-ed leadership retreats can foster a new generation of Catholic
leaders. Developing online courses and virtual mentoring opportunities will make
these resources accessible to a broader audience (The Given Institute, n.d.).

The Fellowship of Catholic University Students (FOCUS) engages college stu-
dents in faith formation, discipleship, and evangelization. Establishing partnerships
with more universities and offering online resources can support students in remote
and underserved areas. Creating a mentorship program that connects college stu-
dents with recent graduates will provide guidance and support in their faith journey
(FOCUS, n.d.).

Each initiative mentioned does more than serve a pastoral or pragmatic func-
tion—it collectively represents the Church’s strategic and incarnational response to
the crisis of moral relativism and cultural individualism. Project Rachel, through its
emphasis on post-abortion healing, affirms the inviolable dignity of human life and
moral accountability, challenging the relativistic view that life’s value is contingent
upon subjective circumstances. The Catholic Mobilizing Network (n.d.) disrupts
the individualistic logic of punitive justice by proposing restorative models root-
ed in the objective worth of every person, regardless of legal status or social utility.
The Laudato Si’ Movement counters the relativism of consumerist excess and envi-
ronmental apathy by restoring a metaphysical understanding of creation as a shared
moral responsibility. Catholic Charities USA, in prioritizing the needs of the margin-
alized, dismantles economic individualism by enacting the principle of solidarity—
refusing the relativistic tendency to rank lives by productivity or wealth. The Given
Institute reclaims the concept of vocation from the relativistic notion of identity as
self-constructed autonomy, replacing it with a Christ-centered understanding of
purpose rooted in truth and communion. FOCUS, finally, offers a communal model
of evangelization that explicitly rejects the relativistic isolation common to secular
academic environments, reorienting the search for meaning toward divine revelation
and moral objectivity.

Taken together, these initiatives form a comprehensive pastoral ecosystem aimed
at restoring moral coherence and resisting cultural fragmentation. They embody the
Church’s conviction that objective truth, communal identity, and transcendent pur-
pose are not merely theological ideals, but existential necessities in a world increas-
ingly shaped by relativism and atomized individualism.

A multifaceted strategy remains crucial in addressing the spread of moral rel-
ativism and its societal consequences. While pastoral initiatives play a vital role,
the Church must also refine its approach to ensure that education, outreach, and
community engagement effectively counter relativistic tendencies. Evangelium
vitae underscores the importance of affirming human dignity and moral values
(cf. EV 2), yet systemic organizations must be reassessed to ensure they actively
work against relativism rather than inadvertently allowing it to persist. Strength-
ening catechesis and fostering deeper philosophical discourse within communities
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can help reinforce objective moral principles and uphold the Church’s mission in an
increasingly relativistic world.

Conclusion

In an increasingly pluralistic and secular world, the clash between subjective notions
of truth and morality and the teachings of the Catholic Church has never been more
evident. The rise of relativistic ideologies has reshaped societal norms, particularly
in areas such as sexual ethics, marriage, family structure, and social organization.
Yet, has this shift truly enriched human existence? Statistics indicate that Americans
are not happier. While the challenges posed by COVID-19 cannot be overlooked, the
deeper issue may lie in the erosion of absolute moral truths. As society drifts further
from traditional values and a belief in God, the emptiness of moral relativism be-
comes more apparent. The Catholic Church stands at a crucial crossroads—it must
reaffirm its role as a guiding light, offering not just theological doctrine but a com-
pelling vision of human flourishing rooted in Truth. Through new catechesis, mean-
ingful engagement in public discourse, and the strategic use of digital platforms, the
Church has the opportunity to counter the tide of relativism and restore a sense of
purpose, identity, and lasting fulfillment in human life.
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1. Introduction: A Dialogue Between the Bible and Psychology

The document of the Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible
in the Church (1993) states:

In order to communicate itself, the word of God has taken root in the life of human com-
munities (cf. Sir. 24:12), and it has been through the psychological dispositions of the var-
ious persons who composed the biblical writings that it has pursued its path. It follows,
then, that the human sciences in particular sociology, anthropology and psychology can
contribute towards a better understanding of certain aspects of biblical texts. (Pontifical
Biblical Commission 1993, I.D [Introduction])

From the nature of inspiration, rooted in human community and culture, comes
the imperative to study biblical texts with reference to other discplines, including
psychology. In doing so, the Pontifical Biblical Commission draws attention to the
multiplicity of schools, sometimes in dispute, that make up psychological studies.
At the same time, it affirms that many exegetes have successfully reaped the con-
siderable benefits of practising this type of interdisciplinary research in recent years
(Pontifical Biblical Commission 1993, I.D [Introduction]).

The 1993 document essentially refers to pschylogy and psychoanalysis, recom-
mending them as a complement to historical-critical studies that “lead to a mul-
tidimensional understanding of Scripture and help decode the human language
of revelation” (Pontifical Biblical Commission 1993, 1.D.3) Psychology and psy-
choanalysis can contribute to a better understanding of biblical symbols, but not
only. Among the various examples of their use in biblical studies, the Commission
mentions: “the meaning of cultic ritual, of sacrifice, of bans, to explain the use
of imagery in biblical language, the metaphorical significance of miracle stories,
the wellsprings of apocalyptic visual and auditory experiences.” (Pontifical Biblical
Commission 1993, 1.D.3) This should be done without absolutising any school of
thought and with respect for the distinctiveness and methodological differences be-
tween biblical and psychological studies.

What the Pontifical Biblical Commission proposed more than 30 years ago has
become a reality in the dynamicly changing world of biblical studies. Today, no one
needs to be convinced of the necessity of interdisciplinary research and the posi-
tive effects of the dialogue between the Bible and psychology. The Pontifical Biblical
Commission used to describe this dialogue essentially from the perspective of psy-
choanalysis, but over the past three decades, joint research has become much more
diverse both in terms of methodology and content. They cover issues of commu-
nication strategies, trauma, emotions, personal development, the pursuit of happi-
ness, relationship building and the strengtening of moral attitudes. In doing so, they
draw on neuroscience, behavioural, positive and moral psychology. The dialogue has
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become genuinely interdisciplinary, without dogmatising any of the psychological
schools, and there is an ongoing call to expand this platform, to which the John
Paul IT Catholic University of Lublin (KUL) project “The Relevance of the Bible for
the Development of Religious and Spiritual Resources” can contribute.

The project makes part of a burgeoning body of research that has been develop-
ing rapidly for more than two decades, in which biblical scholars have successfully
drawn on the psychological resources for a better understanding of the nature and
impact of biblical texts. An example of such cooperation is the monograph The Bible
and the Pursuit of Happiness, edited by Brent A. Strawn (2012a). The project grew
out of the seminar “The Bible and the Pursuit of Happiness,” held in Atlanta in 2009,
which brought together biblical scholars and theologians, specialists in the Old and
New Testament, systematic theology, pastoral theology, and psychology. The com-
mon denominator of the conference presentations and the resulting articles is the
use of “positive psychology” in the analysis of biblical texts. It covers three issues:
positive emotions (contentment, happiness and hope), positive individual traits (ca-
pacity for love, work, courage, compassion, resilience, creativity, curiosity, integri-
ty, self-knowledge, moderation, self-control, wisdom), and positive institutions
(strengths that foster better communities: justice, responsibility, civility, parenting,
nurturance, work ethic, leadership, teamwork, purpose, tolerance). The starting
point for positive psychology is not human pathology but goodness, and the aim is
to study the strengths and virtues that enable individuals and communities to thrive,
lead meaningful and fulfilling lives, cultivate what is best within themselves, and en-
hance their experience of work, love, and play (Strawn 2012b, 19-20).!

In addition to analyses of the Old and New Testament texts (Parts I and II),
Part III of the monograph is dedicated to a dialogue between theologians and psy-
chologists, reflecting on the use of biblical texts. Of particular interest in this regard
is the paper by Steven J. Sandage, arguing that the virtues, spiritual maturity, and the
transformed and refocused vision of happiness in the Bible have much to contrib-
ute to positive psychology, pointing to places where future research can focus. They
can lead the way to an appreciation of the spiritual dimension of life and virtues in
psychological studies and to the development of more effective tools for empirical
research (Sandage 2012, 263-86).

The texts collected in the monograph are a good example of interdisciplinary
research in which, as suggested by the Pontifical Biblical Commission, biblical and
psychological disciplines respect their distinctiveness and methodological specifici-
ty. The authors refer to ancient history, philosophy, and literature, placing the biblical
vision of happiness in its historical context, treating it essentially as a socio-cultural
construct, and confronting it with the contemporary understandings of the issue.

1 On the biblical psychology of happiness, see also Strawn 2012¢, 287-322.
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This approach will dominate in similar subsequent studies, gradually opening up to
neuroscience. Importantly, the dialogue is bi-directional, as representatives of posi-
tive psychology show an interest in the understanding of happiness in ancient theo-
ries and religions, including the Bible (Haidt 2006; Peterson 2006, 80-88; Snyder and
Lopez 2020, 19-35).

The Oxford study, which in many respects can be called an exemplary one, was
followed by other scholarly projects, in which biblical studies made use of psychol-
ogy. It will be impossible to list and describe them all here, so we shall focus only on
the most important and representative ones. Let us start with the monograph edited
by Renate Egger-Wenzel and Jeremy Corley, Emotions from Ben Sira to Paul. Its au-
thors analyse emotions (joy, mourning, sadness, fear, love, anger, rejection, empathy,
shame, jealousy) in ancient Near Eastern texts, in the Old and New Testament, in
Philo, and in documentary papyri (Egger-Wenzel and Corley 2012b). The studies are
marked by a historical-comparative approach, with reference to contemporary psy-
chological theories essentially in the last two papers (Bauer 2012, 491-514; Aichhorn
and Kronberger 2012, 515-26).

Besides emotions, another intensely developing field of research is the analysis
of trauma in the Bible, with reference to neuroscience and contemporary psychol-
ogy. David McLain Carr in Holy Resilience argues for a “traumatic” environment
and motives for the emergence of biblical literature, starting with the narratives on
patriarchs, through the story of Moses and the Exodus, the Babylonian exile, the
Hellenistic crisis, finishing with the cross of Christ and the parting of ways between
Judaism and Christianity (Carr 2014).? In Trauma and Traumatization in Individu-
al and Collective Dimensions, edited by Eve-Marie Becker, Jan Dochhorn and Else
Kragelund Holt, we find numerous papers on trauma written from the perspective of
biomedical, psychological, social, literary and cultural studies, with an emphasis on
what they contribute to biblical exegesis and the reading of the Old Testament texts
(Becker, Dochhorn, and Holt 2014).? The Old Testament is also generally the focus of
the edited volume Bible Through the Lens of Trauma, by Elizabeth Boase and Chris-
topher G. Frechette, analysing the literary construction of trauma in the Prophets,
Wisdom Literature, and 2 Corinthians, with reference to their contemporary social
correspondents (Boase and Frechette 2016).*

Returning to the topic of emotions, the volume edited by Stefan C. Reif and
Egger-Wenzel, Ancient Jewish Prayers and Emotions examines them in the Old Tes-
tament, Jewish literature of the Second Temple period and in the New Testament,
paying attention to their divine-human and communal character, somatization,

2 Seealso the earlier article by Birnbaum 2008, 533-46.

3 See especially Becker 2014, 15-29; O’Connor 2014, 210-222; Smith-Christopher 2014, 223-43.

4 On trauma in the Bible, see also Romer 2012, 159-78; Garber Jr. 2015, 24-44; Frechette 2015, 20-34;
Frechette and Boase 2016, 1-23; Schreiter 2016, 193-208; Frechette 2017, 239-49.
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communicative and pedagogical functions (Reif and Egger-Wenzel 2015). The vol-
ume is marked by historical-cultural and phenomenological approaches, with
particular attention given to emotions and attitudes such as joy, happiness, con-
solation, sadness, abandonment, panic, and desire. In another volume edited by
E. Scott Spencer, Mixed Feelings and Vexed Passions, affect theory is combined
with a cultural-historical approach to emotions such as anger, fear, grief, disgust,
joy, happiness, awe, pride, shame, insatiable desire, compassion, and faith/trust
(Spencer 2017a). The authors examine the texts of the Pentateuch, the Proph-
ets, the Gospels and 1 Peter, highlighting the cognitive, motivational and rela-
tional aspects of emotions. In a comprehensive introductory article to the vol-
ume, Spencer guides readers through the history, taxonomy, textual-generic,
cross-cultural, and cross-disciplinary concerns of research linking biblical stud-
ies and psychology. The paper explains the nature of the “affective turn” in con-
temporary science and culture, and the extent to which contemporary biblical
studies draw on the developments in philosophy, psychology, classical studies,
anthropology, literature, linguistics, affect theory, neuroscience, and cognitive
studies (Spencer 2017a, 1-41).°

Affect theory is also the focal point of Reading with Feeling, by Fiona C. Black and
Jennifer L. Koosed, exploring love, desire, trauma, happiness, unhappiness, and de-
pression in the Old Testament texts and in Pauline letters (Black and Koosed 2019).
Let us also mention the edited volume on pain in the Old Testament and rabbinic
literature, Pain in Biblical Texts and Other Materials of the Ancient Mediterranean by
Michaela Bauck and Saul M. Olyan (2021), and two studies on trauma: Trauma The-
ory, Trauma Story by Sarah Emanuel (2021), and Turmoil, Trauma and Tenacity in
Early Jewish Literature, edited by Nicholas Allen and Jacob Doedens (2022). Studies
on trauma and tenacity in the Bible, while still in their infancy, have already attracted
much attention of scholars and show great potential for generating further research
(Becker 2014, 15-29; Allen 2022, 1-16). An overview of the publications from the
interface of biblical and psychological studies can be concluded with A Prototype
Approach to Hate and Anger in the Hebrew Bible by Deena E. Grant (2023) and with
When Psychology Meets the Bible, an edited volume by Heather A. McKay and Pieter
van der Zwan, whose authors apply the theories of trauma, terror management, cop-
ing, and acceptance-commitment therapy to read the Old and New Testament texts
(H. A. McKay and van der Zwan 2023).

Pauline letters and communities also have an important place in the study of
emotions, communication, relationship building and moral attitudes. One can point

5 On the affect in the Bible and Jewish literature of the Second Temple period, read essentially from
a historical-theological perspective, see von Gemiinden 2009a. On the topic of affect in the Bible
from a psychological, literary and social perspective, see also the special issues of Biblical Interpreta-
tion 22, nos. 4-5 (2014).
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to Gerd Theissen’s pioneering work, Psychological Aspects of Pauline Theology, in
which the author combines behaviourist, psychodynamic, and cognitive approaches
to describe religious experience in Paul (Theissen 1987). The letters of Paul have
long been studied from a rhetorical perspective, pointing to their cognitive and
emotive-persuasive character (Kraftchick 2001, 39-68; Thompson 2001, 127-46;
Sumney 2001, 147-60). David E. Aune, in a general study of passions in Paul, draws
attention to their use in the apostle’s rhetoric, descriptions of sufferings, treatment
of grief, anxiety, anger, and negative assessment of sexual passions (Aune 2008,
222-31). Coleen Shantz in Paul in Ecstasy explores Pauline texts describing ecstatic
experiences (2 Cor 3-5; 12:1-4; Rom 8), with the use of cognitive neurology and
social anthropology (Shantz 2009).

A new quality in the study of emotions in Paul was undoubtedly brought by John
Barton. In an important article that gave impetus to the interdisciplinary approach
in the study of emotions in the Bible, the author applied social science, historical,
cognitive, and constructivist approaches to the analysis of sorrow in 1 Thess 4:13-18,
read through the lens of the Christian “emotional regime.” In a similar way, the au-
thor dealt with joy in Philippians and anger in Ephesians (Barton 2011, 571-91;
2013, 171-93; 2015, 21-34). The interdisciplinary approach advocated by Barton
can also be appreciated in Shantz. The author, drawing on positive psychology, neu-
roscience, and the social sciences, explores the issue of “happiness among afflictions”
in Paul, which builds up the faith and moral attitudes of his communities through
a Christological reading of suffering and the use of positive emotions (Shantz 2012,
187-201). Also referring to positive psychology, Joshua W. Jipp examines the com-
ponents of Pauline theology aimed at good life and human flourishing (Jipp 2023).
More on Pauline letters will be said in the next section. Concluding, we can say that
they set interdisciplinary trends in contemporary biblical studies, creating a plat-
form where the Bible, social sciences, anthropology, psychology, and neuroscience
meet. Having generally presented the interaction between the Bible and psychology,
we now turn to an overview of biblical texts and issues that open up for potential
interdisciplinary research.

2. Texts and Areas of Research for Biblical
and Psychological Studies

In the previous paragraph, we presented the most representative publications from
the last two decades that bear witness to interdisciplinary cooperation between bib-
lical and psychological disciplines. We now turn to the texts and issues that have

6 English translation of the original German edition: Theiflen 1983.
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already been studied or still await deeper, interdisciplinary research. The biblical ma-
terial is a repository of emotions, but not only. It also describes ways of communica-
tion, solving crises, strengthening values, tools for shaping attitudes and recovering
from trauma, which can be attractive to contemporary scientific, pastoral, and thera-
peutic approaches.” In our review of biblical texts, we will follow the division present
in the Catholic canon of the Old and New Testaments, necessarily limiting ourselves
to the most important publications and topics.

2.1. The Pentateuch

The first five books of the Bible are a veritable mine of universal stories about dis-
covering human identity and place in the universe, the meaning of life, dealing
with trauma and relationship building. In the Pentateuch, scholars paid attention to
the human quest for happiness embedded in the theology of creation and the role
of the Law in this regard (Fretheim 2012, 33-56; MacDonald 2012, 57-76). They
also focused on women’s emotions and childbirth (von Gemiinden 2009d, 149-59;
Bauks 2021, 29-49), the trauma of the sterility (Steyn 2022, 227-48), the destructive
power of jealousy and anger (Schlimm 2011; von Nordheim-Diehl 2012, 431-50),
the trauma of Joseph (Grant 2017, 61-75; Focht 2020, 209-23), emotions in purity
laws, especially disgust (Kazen 2011; 2014, 62-92; 2017, 97-115), and love for God
in the Deuteronomy (J. W. McKay 1972, 426-35; Lapsley 2003, 350-369; Arnold
2011, 551-69). The proto-history (Gen 1-11) waits for more studies devoted to the
human identity, the relationship between man and woman, the meaning of suffer-
ing and death, shame and crisis in Gen 3, as well as the trauma of the broken family
bonds in Gen 4. The stories of the patriarchs open up to positive psychology in
terms of the search for one’s own path and meaning of life, the meaning of offspring
and hope, the building and maturing of family bonds. The Book of Exodus provides
valuable insights concerning recovery from trauma and violence, building commu-
nity with God and the other, and resilience in the midst of crises that Israel faces in
the desert. The Book of Numbers highlights the destructive habits of complaining
and lack of gratitude, as well as the pedagogical tools of punishment and forgive-
ness, while the Deuteronomy points to the value of laws and moral obligations in
building lasting relationships. These and other aspects await further examination
in the Pentateuch, which can be red through the lens of positive psychology and
trauma studies.

7 An example of a good collaboration between a psychologist and a biblical scholar are the publi-
cations by Kalman J. Kaplan and Matthew B. Schwartz: Kaplan and Schwartz 2008; Schwartz and
Kaplan 2004.
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2.2. Historical Books

In the Historical Books, the investigated topics comprised the mourning and grief
of parents (Bosworth 2011a, 238-55; 2011b, 691-707; Kalmanofsky 2011, 55-74),
love and desire in romantic relationships (David and Bathsheba) (Stone 2019, 13-36),
the collective experience of trauma (the destruction of Jerusalem) (Janzen 2012, 2019),
the communal aspect of joy (the restoration of the temple) (de Troyer 2015, 41-58),
and the trauma of rape (Tamar) (Claassens 2016, 177-92). Considerable space has
also been devoted to emotions, relationships, and trauma in literary, social, and psy-
chological aspects, in the Book of Esther (Ego 2015, 83-94; Emanuel 2017, 23-42;
Efthimiadis-Keith 2022, 79-98), Tobit (Portier-Young 2001, 35-54; Di Lella 2012,
177-88; Egger-Wenzel 2013, 41-76; Miller 2013, 87-106; Egger-Wenzel 2015,
193-220; Ego 2021, 187-98; Macatangay 2022, 117-28), Judith (Egger-Wenzel
2012a, 189-223; Schmitz 2015, 177-92; Hobyane 2022, 145-63), and 1-2 Maccabees
(Schmitz 2012, 253-79; Duggan 2015, 95-116; Reiterer 2015, 117-44; Jordaan 2022,
167-86). In 1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings, further research is needed on positive and
negative forms of attachment, drive for power, collective and individual resilience in
critical situations, the role of the temple in building psychological resilience, depres-
sion, father-son and master-disciple relations. 1-2 Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah
picture an interesting phenomenon of communal joy and sorrow experienced and
processed in liturgy and prayer. Ruth, Judith, Esther, and Tobit contain not only the
stories of trauma, but also of love, closeness, empathy, sacrifice, selflessness, courage,
and crossing ethnic barriers. Finally yet importantly, in 1-2 Maccabees, eschatol-
ogy and the hope of resurrection can be examined as religious resources that give
courage at the time of crisis.

2.3. Wisdom Literature and Psalms

In the realm of Wisdom Literature, the authors devoted a number of studies to
Job, exploring its emotions, narrative about suffering, trauma, and relationships
with God, relatives, and friends (Kruger 2002, 143-49; Nielsen 2014, 62-70; West
2016, 209-30; Weissenrieder 2021, 167-86; Balla 2022, 99-116). The Book of
Wisdom was examined from the point of view of divine and human emotions
(anger, mercy, liking, love, understanding, thanksgiving, admiration, shame) and
their rhetorical function (Mazzinghi 1995; Bellia and Passaro 2005, 307-28; Re-
iterer 2012, 281-315; Witte 2015, 161-76; Gericke 2022, 51-75; Zielinski 2020).
In Sirach, the scholars paid attention to empathy, the link between emotions and
prayer, fear, joy, thanksgiving, the father-son relations, the somatic, communica-
tive, and pedagogical nature of emotions, and the trauma of marginalised persons
(Wahl 1998, 271-84; Beentjes 2003, 233-40; Witte 2008, 176-202; Bradley 2012,
103-19; Anderson 2012, 121-31; Urbanz 2012, 133-58; Elssner 2012, 159-76;
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Calduch-Benages 2015, 145-60; Reiterer 2022, 19-50). The Book of Proverbs
and Qoheleth were studied with reference to the hedonic and eudaimonic vision
of happiness (Newsom 2012, 117-36; Browning Helsel 2016, 85-103). Final-
ly, Psalms drew a lot of scholarly attention concerning divine and human emo-
tions, the creative potential of trauma processed in collective prayer, and pain
in its bodily, social, and psychological dimensions (Sylva 1993; Swenson 2005;
Brown 2012, 95-116; van Grol 2012, 69-102; Frechette 2014, 71-84; Abart 2015,
19-40; Strawn 2016, 143-60; Cottrill 2019, 55-70; Black 2019, 71-94; Gartner
2021, 85-104; Chwi-Woon 2021, 531-56). In Proverbs, the topics of maturing,
discerning the way of living, constructing relationships and learning commend
themselves for future studies. The same is true for the themes of love, intimacy,
tenderness, attentiveness, emotions in the body, searching and building relation-
ships, and experiencing loss and crises in the Song of Songs.

2.4. Prophets

In the vast corpus of prophetic writings, Isaiah drew researchers’ attention with his
concepts of happiness, misterium tremendum (Isa 6; 28), self-conscious emotions,
and the punishment of Babylon (Isa 47), red as a remedy for Israel’s trauma, as
well as the ritual of fasting interpreted as a social transaction (Lapsley 2012, 75-94;
Ben-Dov 2015, 239-45; Prakasam 2017, 177-96; Lambert 2017, 139-60; Frechette
2016, 67-84). In Jeremiah, Baruch, and Lamentations, scholars have generally been
interested in shame, God’s grief, punishment as a remedy for the trauma of sin,
comfort for exiles, communal ruminations and the somatisation of sorrow and trau-
ma (Kruger 1996, 79-88; Bosworth 2013, 24-46; Boase 2014, 193-209; Holt 2014,
162-76; ElfSner 2015, 71-82; Stulman 2016, 125-39; Boase 2016a, 49-66; Bosworth
2017, 117-38; Frevel 2021, 61-84; Ngqeza 2024, 1-7). Topics of sorrow, trauma, and
depression also dominate in the publications devoted to Ezekiel (Garber Jr. 2004,
215-35; Kelle 2009, 469-90; Daschke 1999, 105-32; Poser 2016, 27-48),® Jonah
(Boase 2016b, 4-22; Graybill 2019, 95-112), Nahum (Wessels and Esterhuizen
2020, 1-6), and Micah (Groenewald 2017, 55-65). Let us also mention the study of
the moral-relational character of conversion in Hosea (6,1-3; 14,1-7), with refer-
ence to affective neuroscience and the cognitive-motivational working of emotions
(Olson 2017, 161-76). Missing from the area of prophetic literature are references
to positive psychology, analyses of prophetic call (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos),
the mechanisms of taking decisions, vision of happiness, the maturation of the pro-
phetic personalities (Jeremiah, Jonah), motivations for sacrifice and experiencing
crises and rebuilding relationships after betrayal (Hosea).

8  See also Poser 2012; Odell 2016, 107-24; Groenewald 2018, 88-102.
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2.5. The Gospels and Acts

In the Gospels and Acts, researchers studied Jesus’ vision of happiness in the Beat-
itudes of Matthew (Holladay 2012, 141-68),° as well as joy in the Acts and Luke
(Green 2012, 169-86; Wenkel 2015; Dinkler 2017, 265-86).'° Mark inspired studies
concerning faith as a cognitive-motivational act (trust), awe, trauma, and basic emo-
tions (with reference to ancient authors and neuroscience) (Hagedorn and Neyrey
1998, 15-56; Geyer 2002; Kotrosits and Taussig 2013; Spencer 2014b, 107-28; Waller
2014, 450-472; Wischmeyer 2015, 335-50; Whitenton 2016, 272-89; Lawrence 2016,
83-107; Spencer 2017b, 217-41; Vegge 2017, 243-64; Hicks 2021). John provided
material for research on Jesus’ emotions, fear, aggression, joy, and stability of the
disciples (Voorwinde 2005; von Gemiinden 2009¢, 279-306; Moore 2017, 287-309).
Still missing are the studies on the way in which Jesus instils his own habits and
mindset in the disciples, prepares them for mission and crises, communicates with
them and builds their relationships with and attitudes towards the world.

2.6. Pauline Letters

Regarding the area of Pauline letters, much interest was devoted to Philippians.
The letter was studied as an ancient consolatio, with a particular focus on the commu-
nal, socially generated, and performed joy that occurs here, which allows Paul to sur-
vive prison, and which he instills in the community (Holloway 2001; von Gemiinden
2015, 223-53; Wright 2015, 39-61; Schellenberg 2021, especially ch. 5). Anke Insel-
mann presented Paul as a model for believers, a teacher of “Affektlehre,” mature feel-
ings rooted in Christ (Inselmann 2015, 255-88). Philippians also appears in the com-
pany of other letters, like Galatians and 1 Corinthians, in the monograph Defending
Shame by Te-Li Lau, where the author examines shame as a moral emotion, used for
the formation of conscience and identity of believers (Lau 2020). Ian Jew in Paul’s
Emotional Regime, explores the different shades of joy in Philippians and 1 Thessa-
lonians, applying the sociological model of “emotional regime” to Paul (Jew 2021)."
Similarly, Ryan S. Schellenberg analyses joy and longing in epistolary prayers in Phi-
lippians and 1 Thessalonians (Schellenberg 2022, 79-98). Finally, Julia Fogg, also
focusing on Philippians, examines joy through the lens of neuroscience and, refer-
ring to “shared emotions,” describes Paul’s construction of “emotional habits” in the
community (Fogg 2024, 1-18).

9 See also von Gemiinden 2009e, 163-89.

10 On the positive qualification of fear in Luke, see also Spencer 2014a, 229-49.

11 Three decades earlier, Abram Malherbe, in his pioneering work, had very generally indicated the use of
elements of emotion (longing) to reinforce the hortatory message in the paraenetic letter that is 1 Thessa-
lonians. See Malherbe 1989, 49-66.
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An important resource for the study of Paul’s emotions, relationship building and
crisis management is the Corinthian correspondence. Maia Kotrosits highlights long-
ing and shame, as well as the whole range of affections in Paul’s relationship with the
community in 1-2 Corinthians (Kotrosits 2010, 134-51). Oda Wischmeyer examines
the rhetorical and ethical nature of emotions in 1 Cor 13, relating them to Aristotle’s
Rhetoric (Book II) (Wischmeyer 2012, 343-59). Becker analyses the topos of tears
in Paul’s “letter of tears” (2 Cor 2:4) and compares it with Greco-Roman literature
(Plutarch and Cicero) to note its rhetorical and relational functions (empathy, authen-
tication and proximity-building) (Becker 2012, 361-78). The true mine of Pauline
emotions is 2 Cor 7:5-16, where the terms splanchna and anapauo, emotions such as
pity, anger, and zeal, and the therapeutic nature of grief were studied from multiple an-
gels (Clarke 1996, 277-300; Welborn 2001, 31-60; Gavin 2010, 427-42; Welborn 2011,
547-70; Lau 2020, 156-57). Concluding, Peter Y. Clark examines the persitaseis cata-
logues in 2 Corinthians, looking for a Pauline way of dealing with trauma and perse-
cution (Clark 2016, 231-48), while in Petra von Gemiinden we find passages devoted
to affect and its regulation in Romans, Ephesians, and Colossians (lust, anger, love, the
body, the ritual aspect of emotional control) (von Gemiinden 2009a, 43-46, 132-37,
207-76). Pauline letters, which have received much attention so far, are still open to
psychological research on interpersonal dialogue, building, strengthening, and end-
ing relationships, reinforcing values and developing moral habits, in which emotions,
Paul’s authority, the Spirit, baptism and the Eucharist play an important role.

2.7. Hebrews, James, 1-2 Peter, 1-2-3 John, Jude, and Revelation

In other New Testament writings, Katharine M. Hockey analyses emotions in 1 Peter
(acognitiveapproach, combining Greco-Roman philosophywith social scienceand con-
temporary psychological theories) (Hockey 2017, 331-53; 2019), and von Gemiinden
examines frustration, jealousy, self-control and the cultivation of affect in James (von
Gemiinden 2009b, 190-204). Greg Carey points to Jesus’ model that enables his dis-
ciples to live happily amidst adversity (apocalyptic literature) (Carey 2012, 203-24),
while Stephen D. Moore highlights the role of disgust and loathing in the descrip-
tions of Rome in the Revelation (Moore 2014, 503-28). The New Testament epistles
and Revelation are still an open field for research on ecstatic experiences, symbols,
rituals and their shaping of believers’ moral life, as well as trauma, attitudes toward
the world, and the identity of early Christian communities.

The presented outline, given the vastness of the research material, out of necessi-
ty remains selective. In addition to the texts indicated, there are many others, open-
ing up to interdisciplinary research. Table 1 captures succinctly the above-presented
topics, combining conservation of resources theory by Stevan E. Hobfoll, sets of re-
ligious and spiritual resources, and the biblical texts that can be analysed as their
repository.

VERBUM VITAE 43/4 (2025) 919-958 929



M. KOWALSKI, I. NIEWIADOMSKA, M. KALINOWSKI, M. WROBEL, K. JUREK, W. WCISEL

Table 1. Hobfoll’s theory, religious and spiritual resources, and the Bible

sense of

ing process

achievement of

meaningand | goals, personal
purpose in life, | development
decision-mak-

life, sense of being
an instrument of
divine love, sense of
God-given purpose,
gift of the Holy Spirit

for one’s own life,
purpose of life,
hope, openness to
experience, courage,
humility

Research Hofboll’s Religious Spiritual Biblical
issues theory resources resources material
Happiness, Self-esteem, Hope for eternal Responsibility Protohistory (Gen 1-11),

stories of the patriarchs
(Gen 12-50),

David (1-2 Samuel),
stories of prophetic
vocations (Isaiah;
Jeremiah; Ezekiel;
Amos), eternal life

(1 Thess 4:14-17), heaven
(Phil 3), resurrection
(1-2 Maccabees;

1 Cor 15); children of
God, the Spirit and

the glory of heaven
(Wis 2-6; John 14;
Rom 8:1-39)

Resilience to Adaptability,
crisis, trauma | coping with

adversity,
psychological

resilience

Suffering in the con-
text of salvation,

the ability to
transform the heart
through grace,

the ability to see

the good in difficult

situations

Ability to accept
change, acceptance
of reality, inner
stability, peace of
mind, persever-
ance in difficulties,
patience

Protohistory (Gen 1-11),
stories of the patriarchs
(Gen 12-50), Exodus and
Israel’s journey through
the desert (Exodus;
Numbers; Deuteron-
omy), Saul and David
(1-2 Samuel), the fall of
Israel and the destruction
of the temple (1-2 Kings;
Lamentations), Tobbit
and Sarah, Judith, Esther,
Job, the Psalms, Jesus,
the hostility of his coun-
trymen and the way of
the cross, Paul in prison,
catalogues of sufferings
(2 Cor 1-2; 4; 6; 11;

Phil 1-2; 4), 1-2 Peter,
Revelation

Emotions

rage, pride,

A sense

(love, longing, | of humor,
joy, grief, fear, | optimism,

self-esteem,

courage, shame, | a sense of con-
hatred, disgust) | trol over one’s

own life

A sense of peace,

even in the midst of
chaos, strength to face
fears, peace of heart
as the fruit of trust

in God

Emotional balance,
empathy, gratitude,
inner peace

The stories of the
patriarchs (Gen 12-50),
Tobbit, Ruth, Psalms,
Jesus’ emotions, Paul’s
emotions (1-2 Corin-
thians; Philippians;

1 Thessalonians)

930
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marriage and

riage, a stable

Research Hofboll’s Religious Spiritual Biblical
issues theory resources resources material
Interpersonal | Communication Jesus and the Samar-
communication | skills, support itan woman (John 4),
from coworkers, Jesus, the sick, and the
being well-liked, - - sinners, Paul’s dialog
close relation- with communities
ship with at least (1 Cor 8-11; Philippians;
one friend Philemon)
Forgiveness, Self-identity, the | Forgiveness of sins, Isaac (Gen 26);
crisis sense of purpose | the ability to forgive David and Saul
inspired by God’s (1 Sam 24; 26),
forgiveness h Jesus’ parables, Jesus’s
cross, Paul and his
communities (2 Cor 2; 7)
Fatherhood Good rela- Abraham and Isaac
and the crisis of | tionships with (Gen 22); David and
masculinity children - - his sons (2 Sam 13-19);
Paul, the father of the
communities
Gender roles, | A happy mar- Adam and Eve (Gen 2-3),

the patriarchs and their

a religious com-
munity, loyalty,
friendship

Spirit

the family family, a close families, Proverbs 31,
relationship women in the Gospels,
with at least one women in Paul
family member, - - (1 Cor 7; 11:2-16; 14:26;
a close relation- 1 Tim 2:11-14)
ship between the
spouses, good
health of family
members

Relationships | Relationships, | Building a close Sense of responsi- Protohistory (Gen 1-11),

and community | communi- relationship with bility for the world, | the stories of the
ty building, God, motivation to do | commitment to the | patriarchs (Gen 12-50),
belonging to good, gift of the Holy | common good, love | the story of David

for others, willing-
ness to help others,
ability to share the
good, commitment
to the common good,
social responsibility
and empathy

(1-2 Samuel), Ruth,

Jesus and the disciples,
Paul and his communities
(Romans 8;

1-2 Corinthians;
Philippians; Philemon;
Gal 5-6), the letters of
Peter, James, Jude, John

Source: own research.
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In the subsequent parts of the article, we will discuss the Hobfoll’s theory, the
selection of religious and spiritual resources, as well as the research instruments of-
fered by psychological studies. They will be applied to the pioneering KUL proj-
ect “The Relevance of the Bible for the Development of Religious and Spiritual
Resources” Equipped with the tools of psychology, the project will examine how
biblical texts can contribute to human development, relationship building, conflict
management, and resilience at the times of crises.

3. The Researching Religious and Spiritual Resources:
The Religious Resources Scale and the Spiritual
Resources Scale

The second part of the article presents the results concerning the concept and
validation of two tools for studying the regulatory functions of personality in
the spiritual domain: The Religious Resources Scale and The Spiritual Resources
Scale. The development of two independent methods for examining the regu-
latory functions of the religious-spiritual sphere stems from discussions in the
academic literature, which suggest that spirituality should not be equated with
religiosity. The spiritual domain encompasses human experiences related, among
other things, to harmony with the world, openness, ethical sensitivity, altruism,
inner freedom, gratitude, ethical norms, opposition to evil, and forgiveness. Reli-
giosity, on the other hand, pertains to internal psychological processes associated
with experiencing a specific relationship with God (Transcendence)—includ-
ing aspects such as religious awareness and feelings, religious decision-making,
bonds with a religious community, religious practices, morality, religious ex-
periences, and forms of religious life. The distinction between these constructs
suggests that spirituality, which reflects a person’s pursuit of what is most im-
portant in life (the meaning, purpose, and values of human existence), is often
connected with the concept of religiosity. On the one hand, religiosity mani-
fests itself in the realm of spiritual activity, but on the other, it extends beyond
it (e.g., in institutional or doctrinal aspects). Summarizing the discussion in the
academic literature, it can be noted that both constructs—spirituality and reli-
giosity—are complex and multidimensional. For this reason, they may overlap
or be interrelated. Therefore, these terms should not be treated as synonymous
when analysing the functioning of the religious-spiritual dimension of human life
(Hill and Pargament 2003, 64-74; Emmons 2005, 731-45; Krok 2015, 196-203;
Niewiadomska et al. 2022, 479-99).

An important justification for developing measurement tools such as the Re-
ligious Resources Scale and the Spiritual Resources Scale lies in the regulatory
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functions of the religious-spiritual dimension in shaping human behaviour. This
area of personality is closely linked to an individual’s perception of the meaning
of their existence and the selection of life goals. This connection is based on the
principle that the religious-spiritual dimension of personality mobilizes individ-
uals to engage in intentional behaviours—those that distinguish proactive human
actions from merely reactive animal activity. As a result, a mature development of
the religious-spiritual sphere leads individuals to maintain hope for solving their
problems and/or achieving their intended goals. It also fosters motivation to seek
constructive solutions to difficulties and/or increases the readiness to engage in
prosocial behaviours, even in highly unfavourable circumstances. Another crucial
aspect of the religious-spiritual sphere is its role in shaping internal standards by
exerting a strong pressure to embody values and norms of behaviour derived from
this dimension of personality. The regulatory mechanisms function in such a way
that adhering to religious-spiritual values and norms leads to satisfaction and en-
hanced self-respect, whereas violating them results in guilt and lowered self-esteem
(Milner et al. 2020, 1-10; Coppola et al. 2021, 626944; Jurek, Niewiadomska, and
Szot 2023, €0291196).

The theoretical foundation of the developed tools is Stevan Hobfoll's Conserva-
tion of Resources Theory (COR) (Hobfoll, Lilly, and Jackson 1992, 125-41). Within
the framework of this theory, resources refer to factors present in the surrounding
environment as well as bio-psycho-spiritual personal elements that play a crucial
role in the following processes: (1) adaptation to diverse environmental demands;
(2) maintaining a high quality of life, including aspects such as self-esteem, close re-
lationships, and psychophysical health; (3) coping with difficulties and/or their con-
sequences; (4) constructive development in various life conditions; and (5) achiev-
ing important life goals (Hobfoll 2002, 307-24; Freund 2008, 94-106).

Cross-cultural research findings indicate that resources have a diverse na-
ture. Based on the cross-culturally validated Hobfoll's Conservation of Resources
Questionnaire (developed within COR theory), different resource structures have
been identified. Conducted analyses have shown that resources can cluster into the
following categories: material resources, personal resources, energetic resources,
state resources, which include health-related resources and resources support-
ing social environment interactions (Hobfoll 2011a, 116-22). Another classifi-
cation of adaptive and developmental assets, derived using the Conservation of
Resources Questionnaire, allowed for the identification of resource structures relat-
ed to: (a) self-management; (b) social status; (c) psychological resilience; (d) fam-
ily support; (e) material status; (f) personal growth; and (g) community building
(Chwaszcz, Bartczuk, and Niewiadomska 2019, 167-202). Thus, the resource struc-
ture identified in Hobfoll’s original tool provides a strong rationale for developing
methods to study religious and spiritual resources.
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3.1. Instrument Development

The Questionnaire for Measuring Spiritual Resources and the Questionnaire for
Measuring Religious Resources were developed to assess the significance of an in-
dividual’s internal resources related to spirituality and religiosity. The development
of the questionnaire began with the creation of a preliminary list of resources, which
included 48 spiritual resources and 54 religious resources. This list was reviewed and
validated by experts in the field. To ensure a comprehensive evaluation, input was
gathered from psychologists, sociologists, educators, theologians, and researchers
specializing in this subject. In total, 20 competent judges participated in the assess-
ment process. To evaluate the content validity of the measurement tool, the Content
Validity Index (CVI) was used. This index is applied to determine the extent to which
the test items fully represent the domain or construct being measured. The accept-
able CVI threshold should be at least 0.75. Experts were asked to assess the relevance
and clarity of each item using a Likert scale: For relevance, a 4-point Likert scale was
used: (4) Highly relevant, (3) Moderately relevant, (2) Needs major revision, (1) Not
relevant. For clarity, a 3-point Likert scale was used: (3) Very clear, (2) Needs some
revision, (1) Unclear. The CVI index for each item was calculated by multiplying the
number of expert ratings that assigned a score of 3 or 4 to the item and then dividing
the total score by the number of items on the scale. Based on this analysis, 30 spiritual
resources and 29 religious resources were selected for further evaluation. The overall
CVI scores obtained were: 0.79 for the Spiritual Resources Scale and 0.82 for the
Religious Resources Scale.

3.2. Study Design and Participants

A convenience sample of 354 respondents was recruited for the survey. All partici-
pants were enrolled in courses organized by KUL Studies for the Polish community
and Poles abroad, run by KUL Polonia Center. The courses covered a variety of sub-
jects, including artificial intelligence, speech therapy, mediation and negotiation, ef-
fective management, Polish language and culture, history of literature, reportage and
interview studies, and Christianity and Judaism. Most of the study participants re-
sided in Europe, specifically in Austria, Spain, England, Belgium, Germany, Norway,
Ireland, France, Denmark, Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, Switzerland, Scotland, Ukraine,
Belarus, the Netherlands, and Russia. Additionally, some participants were from the
United States, Argentina, and India.
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Table 2. Characteristics of the study group (N = 354)

Variable Category N/M %/SD
Female 295 833
Gender
Male 59 16.7
Age - 4524 8.91
Vocational 30 8.5
Education Secondary 218 61.6
Higher 106 29.9
Single 58 16.4
Married 238 67.2
Martial Status Divorced 42 11.9
Widowed 14 4.0
Religious Order 2 0.6
City 302 853
Place of Residence
Vilage 52 14.7
Catholicism 326 92.1
Orthodox Christianity 6 1.7
Other Religion 2 0.6
Religion
Non-Religious (Atheism, Agnosticism) 4 1.1
Christianity (General) 14 4.0
Unsure 2 0.6
Deeply Religious 124 35.0
Religious 211 59.6
Religious Belief
Rather Non-Religious 15 4.2
Completely Non-Religious 4 1.1

Source: own research.

3.3. Data Collection

Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, and their participation
was anonymous and voluntary. The research was supervised by scientists from the
Institute of Sociological Sciences and the Institute of Psychology at KUL. The study
was conducted electronically using LimeSurvey, an open-source software platform
designed for creating and administering online surveys and questionnaires. This tool
allowed researchers to customize the study to meet the needs of both researchers
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and participants. Before data entry, all collected responses were reviewed for com-
pleteness, and incomplete questionnaires were discarded. During the data collection
process, a researcher was available to assist participants in case of any questions or
concerns. All data were stored in a secure, encrypted database, accessible only to the
research team. No personal data were collected. The data presented in this study are
available upon request from the corresponding author.

3.4. Statistical Analysis

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) were used
for the investigation of construct validity. EFA made it possible to check whether
there were grounds for extracting latent structures on the basis of observed correla-
tions between observable variables. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity of the correlation ma-
trix, the Kaiser Meyer-Olkin statistic (values between 0.7-0.8 acceptable, and values
above 0.9 are excellent) were used to assess the validity of extracting hidden fac-
tors. Cronbach’s Alpha was used to assess the internal consistency reliability of the
scale. Values above 0.7 are considered acceptable. The Pearson correlation coefficient
was used to assess the relationship between the results of the scales measuring spir-
itual and religious resources and the results of the Duke University Religion Index
(DUREL) questionnaire. A significance level of p < 0.05 was considered statistically
significant. Analyses were performed using IBM SPSS 29 and IBM SPSS Amos (IBM
Corp., Armonk, NY, USA).

3.5. Construct Validity

In the first stage, the assumptions for factor analysis were verified as part of the struc-
tural validity assessment. For the Spiritual Resources Scale, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy was 0.957, indicating an excellent fit for
factor analysis. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was statistically significant (p < 0.001;
x> = 13,015.693), confirming that the data were suitable for factor analysis. During
the analysis, only factors with an eigenvalue of 1 or higher were retained. This meth-
od, commonly used in exploratory factor analysis, is based on the principle that
each principal component should explain at least as much variance as one original
variable. Using this criterion, two factors were extracted, which together explained
70.05% of the variance. Factor 1 had an eigenvalue of 20.31 and explained 67.69%
of the variance. It consisted of 17 items. Factor 2 had an eigenvalue of 1.310 and ex-
plained 4.37% of the variance. It consisted of 6 items. The factor loadings for Factor 1
ranged between 0.896 and 0.615, while for Factor 2, they ranged between 0.809 and
0.672. Items with factor loadings below 0.6 or those that had strong cross-loadings
on both factors were removed from the scale.
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Table 3. Factor analysis results for the Religious Resources Scale

Religious resources Factor

1 2
Eucharist as the source and summit of spiritual life 0.837 -
Living in the state of sanctifying grace 0.835 -
Regular sacramental practice 0.821 -
Hope of eternal life 0.783 -
Forgiveness of sins 0.752 -
Gift of the Holy Spirit 0.717 -
Viewing suffering in the context of salvation 0.715 -
Ability to transform the heart through grace 0.709 -
Remembrance of God’s miracles 0.703 -
Fidelity to the teaching of the Church 0.702 -
Faith in God 0.698 -
God’s mercy 0.688 -
Trust in God’s providence 0.687 -
Confidence that God hears prayers 0.650 -
Ability to perceive the signs of God’s providence 0.646 -
Openness to the action of the Holy Spirit in daily life 0.636 0.616
Sense of being instruments of God’s love 0.635 0.621
Confidence that God hears prayers 0.634 -
A sense of God-given purpose 0.616 0.601
Ability to grow spiritually in difficult times 0.615 -
The certainty that every situation makes sense in God’s eyes - -
A sense of peace, even in chaos - 0.809
Strength to fight temptations - 0.779
Strength to face fears - 0.777
Ability to see the good in difficult situations - 0.765
Awareness of being loved unconditionally by God - 0.753
Motivation to do good - 0.672
Peace of heart as the fruit of trust in God 0.626 0.644
The ability to forgive inspired by God’s forgiveness - -
A sense of God’s guidance - -

Source: own research.
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Based on the results of the factor analysis, two main factors can be distinguished:

o Factor 1—“Rooted in Faith and Sacraments.” This factor encompasses aspects
related to the Eucharist, sacraments, faith, hope, God’s mercy, inner transfor-
mation, and trust in Divine Providence. It represents a theological dimension,
grounded in Church doctrine.

+ Factor 2—“Personal Experience of Relationship with God” This factor includes
elements such as a sense of peace, strength to resist temptations, awareness of
being loved, the ability to see goodness, motivation to do good, and a sense of di-
vine guidance. This dimension pertains to spiritual resilience and personal expe-
rience of a relationship with God.

For the Religious Resources Scale, the KMO value was 0.874, indicating a good fit
for factor analysis. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was statistically significant (p < 0.001;
X = 6,832.766), confirming that the data were suitable for factor analysis. Three fac-
tors were extracted, explaining a total of 54.82% of the variance. Factor 1 had an
eigenvalue of 11.56 and explained 39.86% of the variance. It consisted of 7 items.
Factor 2 had an eigenvalue of 2.778 and explained 9.58% of the variance. It consisted
of 4 items. Factor 3 had an eigenvalue of 1.563 and explained 5.389% of the variance.
The factor loadings were as follows: Factor 1 ranged from 0.759 to 0.609, Factor 2
from 0.786 to 0.635, and Factor 3 from 0.764 to 0.607.

Table 4. Factor analysis results for the Spiritual Resources Scale

Spiritual resources Factor

1 2 3
Self-acceptance 0.703 - -
Self-confidence 0.689 - -
Emotional balance 0.686 - -
Ability to accept change 0.658 - -
Acceptance of reality 0.638 - -
Serenity of mind 0.635 - -
Openness to experience 0.606 - -
Perseverance in difficulties - - -
Patience - - -
Courage - - -
Seeking inner peace - - -
Humility - 0.786 -
Responsibility for one’s own life - 0.736 -
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Factor
1 2 3

Spiritual resources

A purpose of living - 0.642 -

A sense of responsibility for the world - 0.635 -

Finding beauty in the everyday - - -

Hope - - -

Empathy - - -

Gratitude - - -

Ability to pray or meditate - - -

Commitment to the common good - - 0.764

Love for others - - 0.688

Willingness to help others - - 0.658

Ability to feel gratitude for life - - 0.658

Ability to share the good - - 0.625

Commitment to the common good - - 0.607

A sense of belonging to the community of the Church - - -

Openness to transcendence - - -

Capacity to forgive - - -

Source: own research.

Based on the results of the factor analysis, three main factors can be distinguished:
Factor 1—“Inner Stability” This factor includes self-acceptance, emotional bal-
ance, peace of mind, self-confidence, adaptability to change, acceptance of reali-
ty, patience, and perseverance. These are qualities associated with inner stability,
psychological resilience, and the ability to cope with difficulties.

Factor 2—“Spiritual Responsibility.” This factor includes elements such as grat-
itude, hope, love for others, spiritual wisdom, humility, a sense of belonging
to a community, empathy, and prayer. It reflects attitudes and values related to
spiritual growth, interpersonal relationships, and faith as a force that strength-
ens bonds.

Factor 3—“Social Responsibility and Empathy.” This factor reflects commitment
to the common good, willingness to help others, and a sense of belonging to
a community. The resources associated with this factor indicate prosocial atti-
tudes, care for others, and gratitude for life and interpersonal relationships.
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3.6. Internal Consistency

For the Spiritual Resources Scale, the overall Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.975. At the
factor level, Factor 1 demonstrated a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.975, while Factor 2 had
a reliability coefficient of 0.920. For the Religious Resources Scale, the overall Cron-
bach’s Alpha was 0.903. The internal consistency for Factor 1 was 0.831, for Factor 2
it was 0.823, and for Factor 3 it was 0.856.

Table 5. Reliability analysis for the Religious Resources Scale

Cronbach’s
No. Religious resources (I:t(:i:; (t)it:::l Alpha
if Item Deleted

1 | Eucharist as the source and summit of spiritual life 0.794 0.976
2 | Living in the state of sanctifying grace 0.842 0.976
3 | Regular sacramental practice 0.831 0.976
4 | Hope of eternal life 0.823 0.976
5 | Forgiveness of sins 0.828 0.976
6 | Gift of the Holy Spirit 0.860 0.976
7 | Viewing suffering in the context of salvation 0.734 0.977
8 | Ability to transform the heart through grace 0.861 0.976
9 | Remembrance of God’s miracles 0.813 0.976
10 | Fidelity to the teaching of the Church 0.783 0.976
11 | Faith in God 0.789 0.976
12 | Gods mercy 0.823 0.976
13 | Trust in God’s providence 0.856 0.976
14 | Confidence that God hears prayers 0.815 0.976
15 | Ability to perceive the signs of God’s providence 0.862 0.976
16 | Confidence that God hears prayers 0.830 0.976
17 | Ability to grow spiritually in difficult times 0.805 0.976
18 | A sense of peace, even in chaos 0.710 0.977
19 | Strength to fight temptations 0.738 0.976
20 | Strength to face fears 0.739 0.977
21 | Ability to see the good in difficult situations 0.735 0.977
22 | Awareness of being loved unconditionally by God 0.762 0.976
23 | Motivation to do good 0.709 0.977

Source: own research.
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Table 6. Reliability analysis for the Spiritual Resources Scale

Cronbach’s
No. Spiritual resources ét::i:; (t)it::l Alpha
if Item Deleted

1 | Self-acceptance 0.577 0.897
2 | Self-confidence 0.428 0.902
3 | Emotional balance 0.541 0.898
4 | Ability to accept change 0.467 0.900
5 | Acceptance of reality 0.507 0.899
6 | Serenity of mind 0.644 0.895
7 | Openness to experience 0.425 0.902
8 | Spiritual wisdom 0.582 0.897
9 | Humility 0.612 0.896
10 | Responsibility for one’s own life 0.584 0.897
11 | A purpose of living 0.654 0.895
12 | A sense of responsibility for the world 0.529 0.899
13 | Commitment to the common good 0.651 0.895
14 | Love for others 0.626 0.896
15 | Willingness to help others 0.574 0.897
16 | Ability to feel gratitude for life 0.654 0.894
17 | Ability to share the good 0.585 0.897

Source: own research.

3.7. Criterion Validity

As part of the criterion validation, the scores of the Spiritual Resources Scale
and the Religious Resources Scale were correlated with the results of the DUREL
questionnaire.

The DUREL questionnaire consists of five questions and is designed to assess
three main aspects of religiosity: Organized Religious Activity (ORA; 1 question),
Non-Organized Religious Activity (NORA; 1 question), and Intrinsic Religiosity
(IR; 3 questions). ORA refers to public religious activities, such as attending reli-
gious services or participating in other group-based religious activities (e.g., prayer
groups). NORA includes private religious activities performed at home, such as pray-
ing, studying the Holy Scriptures, or listening to religious radio broadcasts. IR evalu-
ates an individual’s personal religious commitment or religious motivation.
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Table 7. Correlations between the Spiritual Resources Scale,
Religious Resources Scale, and DUREL Scale Scores

Variables ORA NORA IR

0.418 0.345 0.435
Rootedness in faith and sacraments

<0.001 <0.001 <0.001

0.366 0.313 0.362
Personal experience of relationship with God

<0.001 <0.001 <0.001

0.420 0.349 0.432
Spiritual Resources—overall score

<0.001 <0.001 <0.001

0.120 0.055 0.171
Inner stability

0.027 0.306 0.002

0.276 0.210 0.313
Spiritual responsibility

<0.001 <0.001 <0.001

0.302 0.181 0.275
Social responsibility and empathy

<0.001 0.001 <0.001

0.270 0.169 0.293
Religious Resources—overall score

<0.001 0.002 <0.001

Source: own research.

The correlation analysis results indicate significant relationships between the
ORA, NORA, and IR variables from the DUREL questionnaire and the various as-
pects of spiritual and religious resources. The highest correlations were observed for
“Rooted in Faith and Sacraments” and the overall Spiritual Resources score. This
suggests that individuals with higher levels of religiosity tend to have more devel-
oped spiritual resources. Personal Experience of Relationship with God also showed
significant but slightly lower correlations across all three DUREL subscales (ORA,
NORA, and IR). Inner Stability was significantly related only to ORA and IR, with
the strongest correlation found for IR. Spiritual Responsibility and Social Respon-
sibility & Empathy were clearly correlated with all three religiosity indicators, with
higher Pearson’s correlation values noted for ORA and IR. These findings indicate
that religiosity and spiritual resources are interconnected, with organized religious
activity and intrinsic religiosity playing a particularly strong role in the development
of spiritual and religious resources.
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4. Conclusions

For several decades, biblical studies have been opening up to cooperation with social
sciences, particularly psychology. Topics such as emotions, interpersonal communi-
cation, ways of coping with stress and trauma, personal development, the pursuit of
happiness, and relationship building are featured in studies that examine texts using
positive psychology, neuroscience, anthropology, and social sciences. However, it
is rare to find joint research by biblical scholars and psychologists that empirically
tests the impact of biblical content. An opportunity for such research is provided by
the KUL project, “The Relevance of the Bible for the Development of Religious and
Spiritual Resources.” It offers a real opportunity for biblical studies to enter into an
interdisciplinary dialogue with the social sciences, mainly psychology and sociolo-
gy, by examining the impact of the Bible on the well-being of individuals and com-
munities and the effectiveness of biblical models of relationship building and crisis
management (Hobfoll 2011b, 127-47; Hall et al. 2015, 561-68; Fel, Niewiadomska,
and Lenart-Kto$ 2022).

By using the Religious Resources Scale and/or the Spiritual Resources Scale to
deepen reflection on biblical texts, it can be shown that the Bible has much to offer
to contemporary society. It can enrich the network of resources necessary for ad-
aptation to various life situations, increase psychological resilience in coping with
problems, reduce civilizational stress, and/or help building relationships with other
people (Chen, Westman, and Hobfoll 2015, 95-105; Niewiadomska and Jurek 2022).

It should also be emphasized that the research approach proposed in the article
allows for the methodological distinctiveness of biblical and social studies to be pre-
served in the scientific process. The results obtained on the basis of separate meth-
odologies and studies should be confronted, compared and/or supplemented so that,
thanks to the interdisciplinary approach, innovative conclusions can be drawn in
comparison with research conducted in a single discipline. Dialogue between biblical
studies and psychology can help identify personality factors that contribute to multi-
dimensional human development and help people constructively solve the problems
they encounter (Hobfoll 2011a, 116-22; 2014, 21-32; Niewiadomska 2022).
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Spirit(s), Angels, and Virtues:
The Reception of Isaiah 11:2-3a in Early Judaism
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Abstract: This article examines the reception history of Isa 11:2-3a in Second Temple Judaism, as it
relates to pneumatological perceptions and uses of the words for “spirit” in Hebrew and Greek (rdiah and
pneuma). Isaiah 11 plays an important role in messianic expectations in both Judaism and Christianity,
but its reception in early Judaism sheds light also on early pneumatological developments and forms
the background to later, early Christian interpretations of this text. Via close readings and analyses of
(1) The Septuagint translation of Isa 11:2-3a; and relevant texts from (2) Qumran; (3) the Jewish Apoc-
rypha and Pseudepigrapha; and (4) the Targum lsaiah this study demonstrates different interpretative
lines and uses of “spirit” The main conclusions are that there are both royal or messianic and more
“democratized” interpretations and applications of the original “royal charisma” in Isa 11:2; furthermore,
that “spirit” can be used to denote the spirit of God, human dispositions, charismatic gifts or virtues,
and angelic beings—and, sometimes, the distinctions between these categories are blurry and overlap.

Keywords: Book of Isaiah, reception history, Second Temple Judaism, pneumatology

Nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible are the attributes of the spirit of God described in
such a concentrated way as in Isa 11:2." Here, the spirit of YHWH—empowering the
future Davidic king with the qualities needed to rule justly as God wills—is presented
as the spirit of wisdom and understanding, of counsel and strength, of knowledge
and fear of YHWH. When studying the early Jewish and Christian reception of texts
about the Spirit and how these relate to developments in pneumatology, it is no sur-
prise that Isa 11:2 emerges as one of the most vital texts.

This text has connections to royal psalms (e.g., Ps 72), the anointing of David
(1 Sam 16:13), and the wisdom tradition (Ma 1999, 34-39; Ringgren 1956, 31-32).

This study is part of my doctoral research and is financed by the Polin Institute for Theological Research, lo-
cated at Abo Akademi University. It also belongs to the project “Isaiah Between Judeo-Christian Borderlines,”
which is funded by the Research Council of Finland.

1 The Book of Isaiah as a whole is one of the most quoted books in both early Judaism and early Christianity
(Sawyer 2018, 2-3); in the Hebrew Bible, it is second only to the Book of Ezekiel when counting the number
of occurrences of the word mn, with 51 and 52 occurrences respectively. At least 18 times, M refers to the
spirit of God (Isa 11:2; 30:1; 32:15; 34:16; 40:7, 13; 42:1; 44:3; 48:16; 59:19, 21; 61:1; 63:10, 11, 14; possi-
bly also 4:4; 11:4, 15; 27:8; 28:6; 30:28). In Isa 11:2-3a (MT), M1 is used four times; the Greek (LXX) has
nvedpa five times. Only in two verses in the Hebrew Bible does M1 occur as many as four times: Isa 11:2
and Ezek 37:9.
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According to Tryggve Mettinger, it combines “the martial charisma of Saul and
the judicial wisdom of Solomon?” (Mettinger 1976, 253) There is evidence to suggest
that the first ten verses of Isa 11, together with Gen 49:9-11; Num 24:17 and perhaps
2 Sam 7:10-14, was part of a “core group of testimonia” in Jewish, pre-Christian,
expectations of a royal, Davidic messiah; and that these texts were, subsequently,
applied to Jesus by Christians (Albl 1999, 58, 208-15).> Furthermore, the six at-
tributes of the Spirit in the Hebrew text of Isa 11:2 become seven in the Greek
(LXX Isa 11:2-3a); by the second century a Christian tradition of the “sevenfold spir-
it,” in which the seven attributes are interpreted as denoting the fullness of the Spirit
and/or charismatic gifts,’ has already been established (e.g., Justin, Dial. 87; Iren.,
Haer. 3.9.3; 3.17.1-3; Epid. 9; Tert., Jud. 9.26-27; Marc. 3.17.3-5; 5.8.4; Cor. 15.2;
cf. Aphrahat, Dem. 1.9). Tertullian, e.g., explicitly identifies the “gifts” of Isa 11:2-3a
with the nine yopiopata of 1 Cor 12:8-10 (Marc. 5.8.8). Isaiah 11:2-3a is also as-
sociated with personified and angelomorphic perceptions of the Spirit (e.g., Justin,
Dial. 87-88) (see Bucur 2008, 201).*

This article aims to examine the early Jewish reception of Isa 11:2(-3a), to see
if and in which ways it forms the background to these early Christian interpreta-
tions, and show that the Jewish reception of this text contains different—but many
times interconnected and overlapping—interpretative lines. This also sheds light on
early Jewish pneumatological developments and perceptions of the spirit of God.?

2 See also Collins 2010, 28, 74-75; Penner 2020, 426. “Isaiah 11:1-5 was probably the most popular text of
Davidic messianism in early Judaism.” (Bauckham 2008, 193) It should also be pointed out that Isa 11 is
part of a larger context in the Book if Isaiah, and read together with, e.g., Isa 9:5-6, the “Shoot of Jesse”
can be interpreted as referring to someone who is more than just a human offspring in the line of David;
several words or concepts connect Isa 9:5-7 and 11:1-9 with each other, such as “counsel/counsellor”
(7ey/yyr), “strength/mighty” (71123/7123), the connection to David (and a Davidic rule), the Prince of
Peace (9:5) and the rule of peace (11:6-9). Furthermore, in the LXX, the child is called peyéAng fovAig
ayyeAog (the angel or messenger of great counsel), who will bring peace to “the princes” (tovg &pyovtag);
this could foreshadow some of the later “angelomorphic” Christological interpretations, and perhaps
even some of the angelic interpretations of the “spirits” in Isa 11:2-3a that will be encountered in this
article (if the spirits are understood as the angelic “princes” of the Shoot of Jesse/the Angel of great coun-
sel). This would require further research, however.

3 Alreadyin its original context, Isa 11 is a charismatic text, if by this is meant the “royal charisma” that Met-
tinger connects to “the king’s endowment with the Spirit of God and with the idea of his divine wisdom.
He defines “charismata as specific gifts of body and spirit which are conceived of as supernatural in the
sense that they are not accessible to everyone.” (Mettinger 1976, 233) This is not charismatic in the same
sense as the spiritual grace gifts Paul and later Christian writers like Tertullian write about, but, as I aim
to show, in the early Jewish reception of Isa 11:2-3a, we do find developments in that direction.

4 Ttcan also be argued that the seven spirits in Rev 1:4; 4:5; 5:6 allude to both Isa 11:2-3a and seven princi-
pal angels—or express an archaic angelomorphic understanding of the Spirit. Angelomorphic perceptions
of the Spirit are also found in, e.g., Justin, Dial. 116.1 (see Oeyen 1972, 220-221); Asc. Isa. 3:15; 4:21; 7:23;
9:36, 39, 40; 10:4; 11:4, 33; Herm. 43:9.

5 John Levison argues against the view that pneumatology started as a Christian discipline and that “the
study of the spirit as a person or a hypostasis—pneumatology proper, finds no place ... in the Old Tes-
tament,” and aims to show that “[p]neumatology began in ancient Israel with a burst—a big bang—of
creativity.” (Levison 2022, 4, 21)
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The texts are analyzed as they relate to: (1) The context and identity of the recipients
of the spirit’s endowment/attributes from Isa 11:2-3a, i.e., does the text contain royal,
messianic, or priestly expectations, or does it express a “democratization” of the Da-
vidic promise? (2) The use of the terms M7 and mvedpo: do they denote, e.g., the spirit
of God, human dispositions, charismatic gifts or virtues (in themselves), or angelic be-
ings? (3) The nature of the different attributes quoted or alluded to from Isa 11:2-3a:
are they best understood as, e.g., attributes (or names) of the spirit(s) in question, or
as human dispositions, gifts, or virtues?

This study is primarily reception-historical and includes surveying texts in early
Judaism in which Isa 11:2-3a is quoted or alluded to. By means of a close reading of
these texts, the translation, use, and interpretation of Isa 11:2-3a is examined, with
a special interest in how this relates to pneumatological perceptions. As a starting
point in the selection of texts, Armin Lange and Matthias Weigold’s Biblical Quota-
tions and Allusions in Second Temple Jewish Literature (2011) and Steve Delamarter’s
A Scripture Index to Charlesworth’s The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (2002) have
been consulted (see also Flint 2012, 389-406). These works, however, need updat-
ing, so texts have also been added to the investigation.® The categories suggested by
Matthias Henze and David Lincicum (2023) to distinguish between different uses
of Scripture have been employed in the analysis, which are: marked and unmarked
citations, verbal and conceptual allusions.” All of these are present and sometimes
overlap in the texts selected for this study.

1. From Six to Seven Attributes: Hebrew and Greek Texts

The consonantal text of Isa 11:2-3a in Codex Leningradensis and the text in the
Great Isaiah Scroll from Qumran (1QIsa® 10:20-21) are verbatim identical to each
other (1QIsa® is a proto-Masoretic text)® and will hereby only be referred to as the
Hebrew text (or MT). In this text, the spirit of YHWH is described as having six

6 This has been done when reading through Second Temple Jewish Literature, and via suggestions in re-
search seminars (primarily the Exegetical research seminar at Abo Akademi University), and conferences.
I especially want to acknowledge the advice I have received from Professor Antti Laato and Professor
Terje Stordalen.

7 Marked citation: “an explicit citation of a discrete text that is marked for the reader in some way”; un-
marked citation: “might have a verbatim agreement with a scriptural predecessor text but is not marked
as such’; verbal allusion: “a reference to a specific word or string of words without an explicit marker”
(no distinction between allusion and echo); conceptual allusion: “a reference to a theme or topic that is
not tied to a specific text in Scripture but nonetheless may plausibly seen to derive from it” (Henze and
Lincicum 2023, 7-9)

8  For more about this group of manuscripts, see Tov 2012, 24-39. Note that 1QIsa® does not con-
tain Isa 10:20-13:15.
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attributes or qualities that transfer onto the messianic figure upon whom the Spirit
will come to rest. There could, however, be a connection to the number seven even
here, if M M7 in 11:2a is counted as one of the “spirits” or attributes; also in 11:15,
1M is mentioned, together with 2°2m1 7yaw (“seven streams”). The spirit of YAWH
can then be likened to the Menorah, with one stem and six branches, having seven
lamps in total (Exod 25:31-37).° When Aphrahat quotes Isa 11:2 in his demonstra-
tions, he closely follows the Hebrew text, with the spirit of God plus six attributes,
but simultaneously states that these are “seven operations” of the Spirit (Dem. 1:9)
(Bucur 2009, 188-90).

With the Greek versions, the sevenfold pattern becomes unequivocal. The M Dk
at the end of 11:2 becomes kai edoefeiog, and a seventh attribute is added via: (1) the
integration of 11:3a, where M NX7’ becomes @oBov Oeod; and (2) the translation of
1M as derived from M instead of "7, (see Shifman 2012, 242) thus translating into
éumAfoel avtov mvedpa. The translation of Isaiah into Greek is “notorious for the
liberties it takes with its source text” (Penner 2020, 3);'° and among its mistakes,
the confusion of waw and yod is “especially common” (Penner 2020, 6).

Table 1. Hebrew and Greek Texts

Isa 11:2-3a (MT)

=1QIsa* 10:20-21

Isa 11:2-3a (LXX Gottingen)

Isa 11:2-3a (LXX Sinaiticus)"

YYD

MM

AP R0 M
TN %Y I
M DRI AYT I

A

M DR

Kal avanadoetol € adTOv
mvedpa Tod Beod,

mvedpo copiag Kol GUVESEWS,
mvedpa PovAig kai ioyog,
TVEDpO YVWOoEWG Kol eVoePeiag:
EUmAfoeL adTOV TVEDpOL

@oPou Beod

kol Emavoamaboetal En adTOV
mvedpo Tod Beod,

mvedpo ooiag Kol GUVEGEWS,
mvedpa PovAfg kai ioy oG,
TVEDHO YVOOEWG Kal evoefelog:
KO EPTARoEL a0TOV TIVEDHQ

poPou Beod

There are some textual variants in Greek, apart from the minor ones seen in
Sinaiticus in Table 1,"* such as kuptog instead of Beog, and the repetition of gofov
in 11:2b-3a. According to Chrysostom and minuscule 710, both Aquila and The-
odotion (second century CE) use goPouv instead of eboefeiog in 11:2b, and render
11:3a as oo@pavel avtov ev @oPw kvplov, which is closer to the Hebrew text. It is

9 Irenaeus, e.g., makes a connection between Isa 11:2-3a and the Menorah (Epid. 9).

10 See also Seeligmann 2004, 184; Troxel 2008, 2-4, 72; Parry 2012, 151-68. The LXX Isaiah is “a text closely
resembling the MT, but with considerable freedom.” (Dines 2004, 22)

11 Differences from the critical edition of Géttingen are highlighted in bold.

12 The tables and figures in this article are all the author’s own work.
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clear, however, that the Greek translation, with the spirit of God connected to seven
attributes, has been of crucial importance in the development of a “seven spirits” or
“sevenfold spirit” tradition, as is also reflected in the early Christian sources.

[Tvedpa is by far the most common word used in the LXX to translate mA
(277 times),” and its semantic range makes it “a remarkably appropriate term”
(Edwards 2012, 110). Both m1 and mvedpa can denote: (a) wind, breath (air in
movement); (b) the animating principle, i.e., that which animates the body of living
creatures, including humans; (c) the human soul or immaterial aspect of the human
personality, e.g., the seat of emotions and intellectual capacities (also, the mind of
God); (d) the spirit of God, his own presence and creative power as he relates to hu-
mans and the world, or a unique, transcendent divine agent; (e) the divine spirit as
agent of prophetic or mantic inspiration; (f) independent, noncorporeal beings and
intermediaries, whether good or evil, i.e., angelic spirits and demons."*

Relevant in this study, too, is that there are angelomorphic" tendencies related
to the use of mvedpa in the LXX. John Levison has demonstrated the existence of
angelic or angelomorphic perceptions of the spirit of God in early Judaism, already
in the Hebrew Bible. The choices made by the LXX translators often only make this
perception stronger: “there are indeed several instances in which LXX-translations
provide intimations that the spirit continued to be interpreted as an angelic being in
the Greco-Roman period.” (Levison 1995, 474)'¢

13 This count includes Da. ® and Sir (Baumgartel 1968b, 367-68).

14 See, e.g., “M7, HALOT 3:1197-1201; “nvedpa,” BDAG 832-36; Baumgirtel 1968a, 359-67; Kleinknecht
1968, 334-59; Edwards 2012, 93-120.

15 The definition for “angelomorphic” used in this article comes from Crispin Fletcher-Louis: “we propose
its use wherever there are signs that an individual or community possesses specifically angelic characteristics
or status, though for whom identity cannot be reduced to that of an angel” (Fletcher-Louis 1997, 14-15)

16 A few examples from Levison’s paper: “To trouble” (av9), naturally translated by tap&oow (Gen 41:8;
Ps 76:4; Dan 2:1), in LXX Judg 13:24f is instead translated as “to accompany” (cuvropevopar; Codex Vati-
canus has cuvekmopevopan); “Such a translation indicates the presence of the belief in the Greco-Roman
era that a spirit of God could be present by accompanying rather than possessing someone.” (Levison
1995, 474-75) Regarding Isa 63:14: instead of livestock going down (MT), the LXX connects “going
down” with the spirit: the spirit descends, and “the spirit is not > M7 but mvedpa Tapd kvpiov”: Tapd
“often signals an independent m7”; “Taken together, these elements suggest that the LXX translator un-
derstood Isa 63:14 to refer to a spirit which descended from Yahweh in order to lead the people of Israel
to Canaan.” (475-76) In Mic 3:8 (MT) the prophet is filled with power, the spirit of YHWH, justice and
might; in the LXX translation, however, the prophet is filled by power, justice and strength, but not by the
spirit: here the translator describes the spirit as “the means or person by which the prophet is filled with
power and justice.” (488-78) Judith 16:14c changes Ps 104:30a (LXX Ps 103:30a) from God sending his
spirit to the spirit being the subject of the verb (to build): the spirit “is no longer a vehicle through which
the creation is built but the subject which builds.” (479)
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2. Qumran Writings

In the following, texts from Qumran which quote or allude to Isa 11:2-3a are inves-
tigated; some quote the whole passage (marked or unmarked citations), while others
make verbal or conceptual allusions.'” First, two passages in which Isa 11:2 (or parts
of it) is quoted are dealt with (2.1.-2.2.); these texts also contain clear messianic in-
terpretations. Then come passages with verbal allusions to Isa 11:2 (more than one or
two keywords) (2.3.-2.5.); these present us mainly with charismatic interpretations
in which the attributes of the Spirit from Isa 11:2 are seen as virtues or gifts from
God endowed on individual humans. And finally, passages in the Two Spirits Treatise
with allusions to the “spirits” in Isa 11:2, which have been interpreted either as angel-
ic beings or as human dispositions (2.6.), and allusions in the Songs of the Sabbath
Sacrifice with angelological interpretations (2.7.) are investigated.

When studying the use of M1 (even wnp M) in the writings of Qumran, one
must be careful to keep two things in mind: first, these writings are not homoge-
nous in their uses of these terms or in their respective pneumatological perspectives
(Tigchelaar 2014, 167-240; Menzies 1994, 76, 82); second, these terms can be em-
ployed for different things even in the same writing: “the designations, holy spirit
or spirit of holiness, describe equally God’s spirit (e.g., 1QS 8:16; 1QH 7:6; 9:32),
angelic spirits (e.g., 1QH 8:12; 4QS1 40, 24, 5), and the human spirit (CD 5:11-12;
7:3-4)” (Levison 1995, 486)

2.1.1QS" (28")

In one section of the Rule of Blessings, namely 1QS" (28°) V, 21-27, the messianic
Prince is given a benediction and parts of Isa 11 are quoted, in the following order
(with commentary in between): 11:4a, 4b, 2c-d, 5 (11:2c—d is squeezed in between
11:4 and 11:5). The first part of Isa 11:2 is missing, but the rest follows with only a few
deviations (see Table 2). The benediction is written like a prayer: “May He [i.e., God]
give [you ‘the spirit of coun]sel and of eternal might, the spirit of knowledge and fear
of God” (V, 25)."® An allusion is also made to Num 24:17 in line 27 (the “scepter”),
and the context of the whole passage makes it clear that the messiah is expected to
be a warrior (Collins 2010, 68): He will be like a “forti[fied] tower” and a goring bull,
who will “kill the wicked,” and “lay waste the earth” (V, 23, 24-25, 27). This indicates
how the spirit of “eternal might” (09 nM23) was expected to operate through the
messiah (cf. how the Spirit comes or “rushes upon” judges in the Book of Judges
to give military victories, Judg 6:34; 11:29; 15:14). Military themes also exist in the

17° Many of them also connect to or have parallels in other Qumran texts, which are noted, but the parallel
texts are not handled in separate sections in this article.

18 Words in italics, in quotes from the source texts, are words that are also found in Isa 11:2-3a (MT+LXX);
this will be the case consistently throughout the article.
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close context of Isa 11, at the end of chapter 10, just before the promise of the “shoot
of Jesse” and his rule of peace: the Lord YAWH of hosts promises to “wield a whip
against” the Assyrians and cut down “the great in height” (Isa 10:24-34).”

2.2. 4Qlsaiah Pesher?

In the 4QIsaiah Pesher* (4Q161), a commentary on Isa 10:20-11:5, Isa 11:1-5 is
quoted and commented on. Table 2 shows the quotations in 1QS" (dealt with above)
and 4Q161, compared to the MT text of Isa 11:2-3a (= 1QIsa* 10:20-21). As can be
seen, the reconstructed quotation in 4Q161 is identical to the MT/1QIsa* consonan-
tal text, apart from one missing yod.

Table 2. Quotes from Isa 11:2-3a in 1QS" and 4Q161 Compared to the MT

1QS*V, 25 4Q161 8-10 111, 11b-13a Isa 11:2-3a (MT)

727 i Wy Al YA (v, 2a0)
o] (M) MM (v. 2aB)

a1 Ao M AP MY (v, 2b)
AlEy m aley mn Y MY (v, 2ca)
29w AN [AMan TN (v, 2¢P)
ny7m [n]p7 wim (v, 2da)
9% XM T RN M IRM (v, 2dB)

M (MR m T IRV (v, 3a)

In the commentary, the author of 4Q161 states that this oracle refers to
“[the Branch] of David, who will sprout in the fi[nal days...],” and that “God will sup-
port him with [the spirit of st]rength” (III, 18-19). It is emphasized that this Davidic
messiah will be powerful: he is given a “glorious [thro]ne” and will “rule over all the
Glenti]les, even Magog [and his army... al]l the peoples his sword will judge” (I1I, 20,
21b-22a). As in 1QS", this text envisions a warrior messiah, and there are parallels to
themes in the War Scroll (1QM) about an eschatological battle against Belial and the
Kittim (often used of “Westerners,” i.e., Romans or Seleucids) (Collins 2010, 62-64;
Bauckham 2008, 193-97). The “majestic one” in Isa 10:34, who will cause Lebanon to
fall, “is understood to refer to the Prince of the Congregation” (the messianic figure)

“and ‘Lebanon’ to the king of the Kittim.” (Bauckham 2008, 196)

19 Note, however, also the conclusion of Philp Sam (2025), who argues that the “shoot of Jesse” in Isa 11 is
presented as a “mimetic/hybrid figure” who both “subverts the imperial discourse” (of the Assyrians) “as
well as nationalistic hegemonic overtures of the Davidic dynasty” (in Israel).
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In the comment on Isa 11:3, rather than the messiah gaining insight and dis-
cernment in judgment from the spirit of YHWH, and therefore not judging by ear or
by eye, it is claimed that this means that the messiah will be advised by what can be
inferred to be the Zadokite priesthood: “and according to what they teach him, he
will judge, and upon their authority ... with him will go out one of the priests of re-
nown...” (II[, 24-25a). Here, the role of the spirit of God is, thus, in practice, reduced
and at least partly replaced with the priesthood.

2.3.4Q2132 (Prayer of Levi)

4Q213%is a narrative text, featuring Levi, and written in Aramaic.” There is an allu-
sion to Isa 11:2 in the following prayer:

Remove far [from me, Lord, the spirit of injustice and] evil [thoughts] and fornication; turn
away [pride from me. Show me the holy spirit, counsel, wi]sdom, intelligence and strength
[2x y7am ana[n...] [to do your will, to] find your compassion before you, [to praise
your deeds towards me, and to do] what is beautiful and good before you [... and] may no
adversary rule over me. (4Q213*11, 12b-17)

Here the “holy spirit” stands in contrast to the “spirit of injustice” and the adversary
(Tow) that Levi prays to be rid of and protected from, just as the four virtues connec-
ted with the holy spirit—counsel, wisdom, intelligence (knowledge), and strength
to do God’s will—are opposites to evil thoughts, fornication and pride. Line 14 of
this prayer is related to Isa 11:2, “the only place in the Hebrew Bible where all the
elements of [this line] are reflected (spirit, counsel, wisdom, knowledge, might)”
(Drawnel 2004, 214) The final pair of attributes from Isa 11:2 is missing, but the
prayer “to do your will>—or “to do what pleases you” in some reconstructions—is,
nonetheless, conceptually close to “knowledge and fear of YHwH”

The royal or messianic context is absent too; but, “[o]n the other hand,” Hen-
ryk Drawnel argues, “by adapting to his purposes the Isaian text, the author ... un-
doubtedly connected to Levi, to a priestly person, traits ascribed to a Davidic salvific
individual.” (Drawnel 2004, 215)*' This is not surprising: it is well-known that the
Qumran material contains expectations of both a royal-military and a priestly mes-
siah (Collins 2010, 79-109); cf. with 4Q161, where the priesthood is emphasized too.

20 This text has a parallel in the Aramaic Levi Document (ALD), and is also related to the Testament of Levi;
there are “remarkable agreements” between this Aramaic fragment (4Q213%) and the Prayer of Levi, in-
serted in T. Levi 2:3 (after adiwkia) in a Greek ms. (MS e/cod. 39) from Mt. Athos (Hollander and de Jonge
1985, 17; also Kugler 2001, 30-31, 47-56; Drawnel 2004).

21 See also Collins 2010, 99, where he states: “The formulation echoes Isa 11:2, but again it is not clear that
there is any messianic implication in this context. The attributes in question emphasize the wisdom of the
ideal priest”
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2.4. 4Qlncantation

The 4QIncantation (4Q444) is written to combat evil spirits. The author says that he
belongs to “those who fear God” (X *x7'n), directly followed by two clauses: “with
his true knowledge he opened my mouth” (*» 1nd 1K nN¥72), “and from his holy
spirit..” (WP M) (1, 1). In lines 3-4, we read: “A spirit of knowledge and under-
standing [71°21 ny7 mMA], truth and justice, did God place in [my] hea[rt ...],” so that
he can be strong in God’s precepts and battle “the spirits of iniquity”” Several words
and concepts in this passage connect it with Isa 11:2: M1 plus three of the attributes.
The “holy spirit” clearly references the spirit of God, since it is “his.” The “spirit of
knowledge and understanding, truth and justice,” however, does not appear to be
a description of the attributes of the holy spirit, but rather, in contrast to the evil
spirits, either human dispositions/virtues given by God and his holy spirit, or an
angelic spirit (Tigchelaar 2014, 209).

2.5. 1QH?

In the first parts of the Hodayot* (1QH?), the Thanksgiving Hymns, the author gives
thanks to God “for the spirits which you have placed in me” (>2 nn1 WX MM
IV, 17)* and for having “spread [your] holy spirit upon your servant” (M7 nmo°17
772y 5y qunp 1V, 26). In column 6, there are a few verbal allusions to Isa 11:2:
through the “spirit of your holiness” (w7 ™M), the author can approach the un-
derstanding of God (n12 VI, 13; cf. line 8), and he is favored with the “spirit of
knowledge” (ny7 mA VI, 25). Further down, a similar prayer is found: “And I, the
Instructor, have known you, my God, through the spirit which you gave in me
[>2 7nn1 wx mN1], and I have listened loyally to your wonderful secret through
your holy spirit [72w7p mM1]. You have [op]ened within me knowledge [ny7] of
the mystery of your wisdom [?5%], and the source of [your] strength [[73]n23]”
(XX, 11-13; cf. 4Q427). Although the links to Isa 11 are not strong or direct here,
it can be argued that the author uses language drawn from a conceptual universe
to which Isa 11:2 has contributed.

2.6. Two Spirits Treatise

In 1QS1V, 3, we read about a spirit who “engenders humility, patience, abundant com-
passion, perpetual goodness, insight [25W], understanding [71°2], and mighty wisdom
[77123 o], i.e., seven virtues. In the next line, a mwyn nawnn 2152 ny7 MM (“a spirit
of knowledge in every plan of action”) is mentioned.” Further down (IV, 20-22), it is

22 The way of numbering the verses follows Garcia Martinez and Tigchelaar 1997.
23 Parallel text: 4Q257 V, 1-6.
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said that God will refine “all man’s deeds,” and instrumental in this will be a cleansing
“by [the/a] holy spirit” (¥ 12 m12) and sprinkling (root: i11) “upon him [the/a] spirit
of truth” (nnX M1 v9Y); this, in turn, leads for the upright “to understanding” (1°27%)
“with knowledge of the Most High and [the] wisdom of the sons of heaven [i.e., an-
gelic beings]” (2°nw 12 nnom %Y N¥73). Several words, thus, connect these passages
with Isa 11:2 (MT). In both of them, however, the spirit, if indeed only one, and the
virtues of that spirit are not promised to a messianic or royal figure but rather to
every upright man and all the children of light who follow the spirit of truth.

This text is part of the Two Spirits Treatise. It has been much debated among
scholars whether the two spirits that God “put in” or “placed before” man to walk
in (02 727077 MM N 17 ow")—the “spirits of truth and of deceit” (2™ naka MMM
ITI, 18-19)—should be considered angelic beings influencing humans or simply
human dispositions (psychological interpretation).** The two spirits describe two
pathways or patterns of conduct, which humankind can choose between to walk in
(I1, 18-19; 1V, 23-24), each with its own distinctive results: virtues or vices (IV, 3-11).%
The declared purpose of this instruction concerns the “nature of all the sons of
man” and “all the kinds of their spirits” (ammA * 7137 111, 13-14); at the end of the
whole section it is stated that God has given these two spirits to the sons of man for
them to know good and evil, and that the fate of every living being will be decided
“according to his spirit” (lit. “the mouth of his spirit,” 117 *5% IV, 26). Nevertheless,
I do not think that the two spirits can be equated merely with human impulses
(similar to the 21077 7¥° and the ¥777 7¥°—the “good and evil inclinations”—in later
rabbinic literature) (Wernberg-Moller 1961, 418-34; Heger 2012, 303-5).%° Seeing
them as “spiritual influences” on the human heart, with a somewhat autonomous
agency and within a framework in which there are no clear distinctions between the
category of “spirit” (as in God’s spirit or the human spirit) and “angelic spirit-being,”

24 TIranian influence has been suggested due to similarities to the Gathas of Zarathustra (two fundamen-
tal spirits, good and bad), in attempts to identify the two spirits with cosmic/angelic/demonic entities
(Kuhn 1952, 296-316; Dupont-Sommer 1952, 5-35). Author P. Wernberg-Moller (1961) argued instead
for the two spirits being human dispositions. Arthur Sekki argued that three different interpretations of
mA coexist in 1QS III-IV: (1) the feminine gender (e.g., III, 18-19), is used in reference to human dispo-
sitions and man’s spirit; (2) the masculine gender is used when talking about angels beings; (3) the term
“spirit of holiness” (IV, 21) refers to an eschatological gift of God, the Spirit of God (cf. Isa 44:3; Joel 3:1
[LXX]; Ezek 36:25-27), partly because this kind of cleansing always is the work of God or his spirit in
Qumran texts (Sekki 1989, 193-219). For an overview of the discussion, see Levison 1995, 480-486.
James H. Charlesworth (1969, 396) notes that III, 18 does not talk of two spirits within human beings, but
of two spirits for human beings to follow. Mladen Popovi¢ (2016, 58-98) understands the spirits as dis-
tinct, created beings that influence human behavior, but also discusses their ambiguous nature. Levison
and Robert Menzies view the spirits as human dispositions, although Levison ends his discussion on an
uncertain note, lending credibility to both possibilities (Levison 1995, 486; Menzies 1994, 72-73).

25 Cf. Paul’s discussion on walking in the flesh or in the spirit and the different “fruits” of those (Gal 5:16-25).

26 Note, however, that Ishay Rosen-Zvi (2008) has challenged the scholarly consensus of two yetzarim in
Rabbinic sources overall, arguing for a “single-yetzer model” (placing sources that speak of two inclina-
tions in the margins).
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fits the context and logic of the passage better.” The two spirits are created by
God (II1, 25); they “contend” (2*7) with each other in the human heart (IV, 23), and
stand, respectively, under the dominion of the two angelic beings called the Prince
of Lights—presumably the same as the Angel of God’s truth—and the Angel of Dark-
ness (111, 20-21, 24).

The term “spirit of truth” could, furthermore, denote two different spirits: the
first, none other than the spirit of God (e.g., III, 6; IV, 21); the second, a human dis-
position or an external spiritual influence/angelic being (e.g., III, 18; IV, 23). How-
ever, the parallels between III, 6-8 and IV, 20-22, which both speak of God cleans-
ing the upright, indicate that the “spirit of [the] true counsel of God” (7% R Ny mA),
the “holy spirit of the community” (7% 7w17p M), the “spirit of uprightness and of
humility” (7111 2w mA), the “spirit of holiness” (w2 mMN) and the “spirit of truth”
(nnx mn) are closely related to each other. The image of sprinkling, “like purifying
waters” (IV, 21), resembles Ezek 36:25-27, which speaks of God’s spirit. But even if
we do not identify some or all of these spirits with the spirit of God, they, whatever
they are—human dispositions, spiritual entities, something in between, or both—
undoubtedly reflect the attributes and character of God and his spirit.

God/the God of Israel (III, 6, 15, 24)
and His holy spirit (III, 7; IV, 21?)

/ \

The Prince of Light/Angel of God’s Truth The Angel of Darkness
(111, 20, 24) = a satanic figure (III, 20-21)
I I
The spirit of truth/light The spirit of falsehood/darkness/perversity
(ITI, 18-19, 25; IV 23) (ITI, 1819, 25; TV,9, 23)
Its effect: Its effect:
humility, patience, compassion, greed, wickedness, lying, pride, haughtiness,
goodness, insight, understanding, wisdom, fraud, hypocrisy, lack of self-control,
knowledge, etc. (IV, 2-8) foolishness, etc. (IV, 9-11)

Figure 1. Spirits and Angels in 1QS III-IV

27 “It is clear, however, that a cosmic significance is not entirely absent for ruach in 1QS 3:18 & 18/19 de-
spite the author’s primary interest in it as a human disposition.” (Sekki 1989, 198) “[O]ne may argue that
in the section as a whole, spirits sometimes seem to be cosmological figures and sometimes metaphysical
entities, or again psychological traits. Some of the tensions in the Treatise may be solved if one assumes
that its present form consists of multiple layers that were edited” (Tigchelaar 2014, 179) Shaul Shaked
states that m7 is used in four ways in Qumran: (1) two spiritual entities (representing “the two poles of
the ethical dualism”); (2) two opposing qualities inherent in man; (3) the “numerous qualities and fac-
ulties in Man”; (4) as indicating “angel”; and suggests that the distinction between these can be blurred
(Shaked 1972, 436).
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In conclusion, I propose taking the lack of distinction between “spirit” as human
disposition and a separate entity/being in this treatise seriously, and view the created
spirit of truth and light as a spiritual influence, extending into—and connecting—
the human and angelic realms. Regardless of their exact nature, the “good spirits” in
this treatise reflect the character of God and are associated with attributes and word
pairs shared with the spirit of YHwH in Isa 11:2 (MT). The only attribute missing is
the fear of YHWH.

2.7. Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice

The Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (4Q400-407) consists of thirteen songs that
describe the celestial liturgy of the angels serving as priests in the heavenly tem-
ple. The idea is that through liturgical practice, the community can join the angels
in their worship and cross the symbolic boundary between heaven and earth, the
sacred and profane (von Weissenberg and Seppanen 2015, 71-97). These songs,
as far as they are extant to us, neither clearly nor unambivalently mention God’s
own spirit; four times, a “spirit of utter holiness” (lit. “spirit of holiest holiness,”
WP WP M) is mentioned,? but even this “does not seem to single out a specific
spirit” (Tigchelaar 2014, 202). The same composition, but using the plural “spirits,”
occurs many times more and refers to angelic beings in the heavenly sanctuary.

The angelic beings, of which there are many in these songs, are often called
“divinities” (2°X), “gods” (2°17X), “spirits” (M), or “angels/messengers” (2°2X7n).
The words knowledge (n¥7) and understanding (772°2) occur with high frequency
and are related to angels in constructs such as “divinities of knowledge” (ny7 *2x),
“spirits of understanding” ("2 °m"), “exalted ones of knowledge” (n¥7m1), “spirits
of knowledge and light” (71 ny7 °m"), “spirits of knowledge and understanding”
(7221 N7 °mn), and “spirits of knowledge of truth and justice” (P71 MR YT °M).
Thus, “spirits,” “knowledge,” and “understanding” often occur together; moreover,
even if they are divorced from their pneumatological meaning and the context of
Isa 11, the purely verbal connection still stands. It is also possible that the “spir-
its” in Isa 11:2 have been given an angelic interpretation; similarly, the spirit which
moves the living creatures in Ezek 1:12, 21, has been transformed into the “spirits of
living gods” (2 n >m?[X] mm ) in 4Q405 20 II, 9-11.

There are many “sevens” in these songs: seven words, seven heavenly coun-
sels, seven chief princes (high-ranking, priestly, angelic beings); clearly, this has
a symbolical meaning. Most interesting for this study are the “seven mysteries of
knowledge” (n¥7 °11 vaw) spoken by seven priestly princes (4Q403 1 II, 27).* No
spirit is mentioned here, but the princes are “spirit beings.” In another song from

28 4Q403 111, 1; 4Q404 5, 1; 4Q405 14-151, 2; 23 11, 8.
29 Asalready demonstrated, there is a basis for a “sevenfold” spirit even in the Hebrew text of Isa 11:2.
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Qumran, a connection between God’s holy spirit, knowledge (n¥7), and mystery
(1) is explicitly made (1QH* XX, 11-13). God is the God of knowledge (ny7 *m®x,
e.g., 4Q402 4, 12), exalted among the “divinities of knowledge” (4Q403 1 I, 31),
i.e., angelic high-ranking beings of which Elliot Wolfson writes: “The angels are
designated in this way not because they apprehend the inner knowledge of God
but because they are manifestations of the divine mind (mahsavah) wherein all
knowledge inheres.” (Wolfson 2004, 208) This view of angelic beings can be related
to Isa 11:2, where instead the Spirit conveys YHwWH’s wisdom and knowledge.*

2.8. Summary

The Qumran material is diverse, both in terms of its reception of Isa 11:2 (quotes
and allusions) and its different perceptions of the spirit of God and use of m". Both
1QS® and 4Q161 quote from Isa 11 and speak of a warrior messiah, to whom the
spirit of strength (or “eternal might”) will be given. 4Q161, however, partly replaces
the role of the Spirit as the source of the messiah’s insight with that of the priesthood;
in 4Q213%, the attributes/virtues of the Spirit from Isa 11:2 are applied to a priestly
individual (with no explicit messianic context). In 4Q213% 4Q444; 1QH* VI; XX, and
1QS III-1V, the charismatic endowments of the Spirit on the royal figure in Isa 11:2
are transformed, “democratized” and applied to non-kingly or non-military individ-
uals. “Spirit” (m") is used in reference to the spirit of God (4Q213% I, 14; 4Q444 1, 1;
1QH® IV, 26; possibly 1QS III, 6-7; IV, 21), but can also be understood as human
dispositions, virtues, or gifts (1QS III-IV; 4Q444 1, 3; 1QH* VI, 25)—or angelic be-
ings (4Q400-407; possibly 4Q444 1, 3). Wisdom and understanding are the most
commonly used of the attributes from Isa 11:2.

3. Jewish Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha

Writings commonly referred to as the Jewish Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha will
now be addressed.”’ While most of the following sources are undoubtedly Jewish
writings, the origins of some have been debated; the texts included here, however,
are all considered by most recent scholars to be of Jewish origin. For this reason,
the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs and its allusions to Isa 11:2-3a (T. Levi 2:3;
18:7; T. Jud. 24) are excluded: the general consensus today is that this work, as we
have it, should be considered a Christian text, and that it is hard or even impossible

30 Wonsuk Ma states that the spirit of God in the Book of Isaiah functions as an extension of YHWH’s own
being and executes his will as he relates to “human beings, nature and ... the nation” (Ma 1999, 29;
see also 16, 26)

31 The problems with these terms and their definitions are well-known in scholarship; I hereby acknowledge this.
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to reconstruct a pre-Christian, Jewish Vorlage (if such ever existed) even though it
makes heavy use of Jewish material and traditions.*

3.1. Ben Sira

In Ben Sira, three passages have connections to Isa 11:2-3a: Sir 24:23-29; 39:6-7
and 48:24. Originally written in Hebrew, this book is extant as a whole only in Greek
although many fragments in Hebrew have been found in Qumran, the Cairo Geniza
and Masada (Shehan and Di Lella 1987, 51-62; Coggins 1998, 33-41).”* These find-
ings show that at least two Hebrew recensions of the book existed. Only the last of the
passages analyzed here is found in a Hebrew fragment;* for the other two, we depend
on the Greek texts.

For the author of Ben Sira, wisdom is mainly to be found through studying the
torah (Sir 1:26; 6:37), and in 24:23-29, the personified Wisdom is even identified
with the book of the torah. However, this “Wisdom-forah” is described like a spirit
(Shehan and Di Lella 1987, 336) and shares several of the attributes of the Spirit
in Isa 11:2-3a: “This book possesses the same qualities as the Spirit of the Lord.
The allusions to Isaiah 11:2 are unmistakable: the book is full of wisdom (Sir 24:25),
understanding (24:26), knowledge (24:27) and counsels (24:29).” (Argall 1995, 56)

32 The debate has centered around the question of whether the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (as we
have it today) should be viewed as a Jewish work with considerable Christian editing and interpolations,
or as a Christian composition that incorporates Jewish material and traditions; in my opinion, we must
also consider the alternative that this work could be of Jewish-Christian origin, from when the “parting
of the ways” was not yet fully realized and the borderlines between Christianity and Judaism was still
open. See Hollander and de Jonge 1985, 1-85; de Jonge 2004, 303-15; Collins 2010, 101; Kugler 2001,
28-38. David DeSilva uses criteria set up by Robert Kraft and James Davila for determining whteher a text
transmitted by Christians should be treated as a Jewish document or not, and argues that even though the
extant text is Christian, it is not impossible to recover earlier, pre-Christian, Jewish elements; we do not
have to abandon it as a witness to early Jewish reflections, it is best to see the Testaments as a Jewish text
that was later adapted for Christian interests (DeSilva 2013, 21-68). The situation is somewhat different
for the Testament of Levi, since discoveries in the Cairo Geniza and Qumran make it possible to compare
the text to older, parallel Aramaic material (e.g., 4Q213%); as a result, a “pre-Christian, non-Greek ‘Testa-
ment of Levi’ begins to emerge.” (Kugler 2001, 48) Unfortunately, the passages relevant for this study have
no parallels in the ALD. In 2:3, Levi states that as he was tending his flocks, “a spirit of understanding of
the Lord came upon me” (nvedpa ouvéoewg kupiov f{ABev e’ épé), making him see the sinfulness and
injustice of humans; this is a moment of calling for him (cf. Amos 7:14-15). T. Levi 18:6-7 says: “the
spirit of understanding and sanctification shall rest upon him” (kai mvedpa cuvéoewg kol aylaopod
katamadoel €n’ ovTov). One Greek ms. (AP) even has yvwoewg (“of knowledge”) instead of ayiaopod; in
the same ms., however, “in the water” (év 1@ 00att) is added at the end of v. 7, revealing it as a Christian
interpolation.

33 See also Rey and Joosten 2011; Muraoka 2023. Of the two Greek witnesses, G1 is the most important one;
G2 is not an independent translation but builds on G1, with additions and changes based on the HT2
(the 2nd recension of the Hebrew text). There are also a Syriac version and the version found in the Vetus
Latina; the Syriac seems to have fused the two Hebrew recensions attested in the Hebrew fragments, and
the Vetus Latina version was compiled from a Greek text tradition (in line with G2).

34 For the examination of the Hebrew manuscript fragments, Beentjes 1997 has been used.
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Of these, only knowledge is described using a different word than Isa 11:2 (LXX):
noudeia, which could also translate as “education,” instead of yvo1g.

These connections become even stronger when turning to Sir 39:6-7. To the
scribe who has devoted himself to the study of God’s law, prophecies, proverbs and
prayer (38:34-39:6), wisdom can be given by God through the infilling of the “spir-
it of understanding” (mvebpatt cvvéoewg), which will lead to speaking “words of
wisdom” (pApata cogiag), thanksgiving, and divine guidance in counsel (fovAn)
and knowledge (¢miotApn). The use of BovAr together with mvedpa, cogia, and
obveoig indicates an allusion to Isa 11:2, but the use of émotrpn could also point
to Exod 31:3 (cf. 35:31). It is safe to say that Sir 39:6-7 seems to allude to both Isa 11
and Exod 31 (see Table 3).*°

Table 3. Connection of Key Words in Sir 39:6-7 to Other Biblical Texts

Exod 31:3 (MT + LXX) Sir 39:6-7 Isa 11:2 (MT + LXX)
R MM . ma
. - TveEDpHa . o
mvedpa Oelov nvedpo 1o Beod
anon , nonn
; o0VEDIG .
copin copin
an2an , a2
, copia ,
GOVEDLG o0VEDLG
— , sy
Pouhn Bouhd
nvy L nv7
EMOTAWN EmoTAN YVOOL§

Whereas in Exod 31, the spirit of God is equips craftsmen for practical work,
and in Isa 11, the coming king is to be empowered to rule justly, in Sir 39:6-7, the
spirit of understanding from the Lord imbues the scribe of the torah with wisdom
and knowledge® (and practical work is viewed as something for “simple people,”
very different from scribal activities).”” The lowest level of “sapiential achievement”
is for people who work with their hands (their work, however, is considered very
important, 38:25-33); the next level is for the student of the law (38:24; 38:34-39:5),

35 Parallel in 4Q365 10, 4, where there is a marked citation of Exod 31:3.

36 “This wisdom is available to anyone who can devote the requisite time to mastering it (B. G. Wright
2007, 168)

37 The link from wise/skilled craftsmen to wise scribe is, however, closer than from the messianic/royal
charisma to wise scribe, which strengthens the connection between Sir 39 and Exod 31.
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but the “the highest level of wisdom is reserved for the sage who receives the Spirit
of understanding” (Menzies 1994, 64)* (39:6-11). This finds a parallel in Philo, who
seems to think that the highest form of knowledge is “attained through an experience
of Spirit-inspired prophetic ecstasy.” (Menzies 1994, 60)*

The third passage speaks of the prophet Isaiah, who “by his dauntless spirit saw
the future and comforted the mourners in Zion” (Sir 48:24). The Greek has mveopartt
HeYGA, and the Hebrew (MS B) has 77123 m12. The echo of Isa 11:2 is thus stronger
in the Hebrew text.

3.2. Wisdom of Solomon

I have devoted another study to the spirit of wisdom in the Wisdom of Solomon
(Johansson 2025), and offer only a summary of the conclusion here. The author of
this work brings together three different concepts from the earlier Jewish Scrip-
tures—the divine “spirit of wisdom” (Exod 28:3; Deut 34:9; Isa 11:2), the person-
ified Wisdom from the sapiential literature (e.g., Prov 8-9), and the Angel of the
Lord (Exod 23:20-23)—and lets them converge in one figure. This “spirit of wisdom”
(Wis 7:7) is a mvedpa (1:6) reminiscent of the Stoic world soul (7:22-8:1), but is also
personified (e.g., 6:12-25; 9:9-11:1) and, as I argue, “angelomorphized” Wisdom is
associated with angelic motifs (such as God’s throne, fire/light, and the sun), is de-
picted as an angel in 18:15-16 (here as the Word of God), and takes on the salvific
role of the Angel of the Lord in a retelling of the Exodus (Wis 10:15-21). In this
retelling, Wisdom both behaves as a spirit (10:16; cf. 7:25, 27) and acts as a guide for
the people, being identified with the pillar of cloud-and-fire (10:17-18). I have also
shown linguistic and thematic similarities between this text and Isa 63:8-14, which
is interesting as a comparison due to its textual variants: The Hebrew text (according
to the Qere-reading) states that the “angel of his presence” saved the people (v. 9)
and seems to identify the holy spirit of YHwH with this angel; the LXX, on the other
hand, is polemical against the idea that God used an angelic agent to save the peo-
ple (in v. 9),* but simultaneously states that a “spirit from the Lord” (mvedpa mapa
kupiov) came down (katéfn) to lead the people (v. 14), which could be interpreted
angelomorphically.*!

38 Menzies here follows Davies 1984, 16-21.

39 Philo of Alexandria seems to think that there are three types of knowledge: (1) Knowledge received
through the senses; (2) Knowledge attained through philosophical reflection; (3) “Pure” knowledge, given
through Spirit-inspired prophetic ecstasy. See also Davies 1984, 52; Pearson 1973, 45.

40 In the Hebrew (Qere), it is stated that “In all their affliction he was afflicted, and the angel of his presence
saved them?” The Kethib can be read in two ways, either as (a) “In all their affliction [there was] no af-
fliction, and the angel of his presence saved them,” or as (b) “In all their affliction, neither messenger nor
angel [but] he himself saved them.” The LXX here follows (b), negating that an angel saved them.

41 See Levison 1995, 470-471; and footnote 16 above.
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In the Wisdom of Solomon, personified Wisdom is thus identified simultane-
ously with the spirit of God (the spirit of wisdom) and with the angelic presence
that led the Israelites through the desert in the Exodus. Wisdom is depicted as
a spirit with angelic features, and is, therefore, an early example of angelomorphic
pneumatology.*

3.3. Susanna

In the story about Susanna in the Old Greek (OG) version of the Book of Daniel,
a “spirit of understanding” (Sus 45) and “a spirit of knowledge and understanding”
(Sus 62b) are mentioned, before alterations in the “Theodotion recension” of Daniel
(®-Dan). The textual history of the Greek forms of the book is complex, and the
nomenclature can be confusing: The OG version is sometimes called the LXX but
was almost universally rejected in the early church, and ®’-Dan was, in fact, not
compiled by the historical Theodotion but much earlier.*’

In the OG, “an angel” (0 Gyyehog)—earlier in the same verse called Gyyehog
kvpiov—gave, as commanded, “a spirit of understanding” (nvedpa cvvécewg) to the
young Daniel (Sus 45). This is in line with passages in the Book of Daniel which
speak of angels conveying revelation to him (Dan 9:21; 10:5ff.). In ® -Dan, however,
there is no mention at all of an angel; instead, we read: “God raised up the holy spirit
of a young man named Daniel” (¢§fyeipev 0 Bedg 10 mvedpa o Gylov maudapiov
vewTépou, ¢ dvopa AavinA). God is now the subject, and the spirit in question is
none other than Daniel’s own (human) “holy spirit” being stirred up or, possibly, the
holy spirit of God he already possessed (cf. Dan 4:9, 18; 5:11) (Moore 1977, 108).
A tradition in which angels functioned as mediators, transmitting “spirits” from God
to man, has thus been replaced with a far less compelling alternative.

Something similar occurs in v. 62b/63. In the OG, the story concludes: “let us
watch out for young powerful [Suvatodg] sons; for youths will be pious [eboeprioovot],
and a spirit of knowledge and understanding [mvedpo émotipng Kal cLVEGEWG]
shall be with them forever and ever” Here, both verbal and conceptual allusions
to LXX Isa 11:2-3a are found (Collins 1993, 435) (see Table 4). This also reflects

42 Tam aware of the fact that different conclusions and interpretations can be made; for a fuller presentation
of my arguments supporting this position, see Johansson 2025.

43 Theodotion lived in the late second century CE, but the so-called Theodotion’s version of Daniel
(®’-Dan) is attested in the New Testament (as is also the OG). Scholars agree that ®"-Dan depends on
and is a revision of the OG, which in turn is usually dated to somewhere around 100 BCE. The term
“@'-Dan” is therefore a misnomer, but continues to be used by scholars to avoid creating even more
confusion. In ®-Dan, the story of Susanna is placed before Dan 1, but in the OG (and the Vulgate), it is
placed after chapter 12; in one manuscript (Papyrus 967), the story is placed after another addition (Bel
and the Dragon). The original language of the story is debated: many assume a Semitic original (Hebrew/
Aramaic), but there is no manuscript evidence for this (Collins 1993, 3-13, 426-428; 2001, 3-5; Di Lella
2001, 586-607; Moore 1977, 16-18, 78-84; Newsom 2014, 4-5).
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LXX Dan 1:17 (Knibb 2001, 27), where Daniel and his friends (all young men) are
gifted with “knowledge and understanding and skill” (¢motApnv kot cdveotv kai
@povnowv).* In ® -Dan, none of this remains, and the chapter ends with the words:
“from that day onward Daniel had a great reputation among the people”

Table 4. Allusions to Isa 11 in Sus 62b

Sus 62b (0G) Isa 11:2-3a (LXX)
Sdvvartog oy 0g
eboePéw (verb) eboéPeta (noun)
TVEDpQL TVEDHQL
tmoTiun YVWolG
OULVEDLG 00VEDLG

While the later recension of the story of Susanna contains no clear allusions
to Isa 11:2-3a, this is not true of the OG version, which mentions the/a “spirit of
(knowledge and) understanding.” The exact nature of the spirit(s)—whether it per-
tains to the spirit of God and its different attributes or to charismatic virtues trans-
ferred to the human spirit—is, however, unclear. The connection to the angelic
realm, the idea that spirit(s) can be given via angels, is notable and has parallels in
other sources (e.g., 1QS III-1V; Herm. 43:9).

3.4. Psalms of Solomon 17-18

In the Psalms of Solomon, two passages allude to different parts of Isa 11:1-5 and
mention a “spirit,” and both occur in the explicitly messianic psalms.* Their histor-
ical setting is shortly after the invasion of Jerusalem by Pompey (63 BCE),* who is
considered by most commentators to be the “foreigner” in 17:7, 13. These psalms
are extant in eleven Greek and four Syriac manuscripts, but were probably originally
written in Hebrew (R. B. Wright 2007, 1-33; 1983, 639-70).

The second half of Pss. Sol. 17, beginning with v. 21, is a prayer for God to raise up
the messianic king, the “son of David” (remarkably called xpiot0g k0plog in 17:32),
and a description of his rule. The passage contains clear allusions, both verbal and

44 In the Hebrew text (MT), only two virtues are mentioned: 25w v (knowledge/learning and skill/wis-
dom).

45 The Psalms of Solomon are extant in both a Greek and a Syriac version, and there are twelve Greek man-
uscripts. There has been a consensus about a Hebrew Vorlage, but this has also been challenged (Bons and
Pouchelle 2015, 4). In this analysis, I use Robert B. Wright’s (2007) critical edition of the Greek text.

46 Probably even after Pompey’s death (48 BCE), since the death of a foreign invader is mentioned in 2:26
(Collins 2010, 52-53).
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conceptual, to Isa 11 (Collins 2010, 58). The king will “not weaken during his reign,
[relying] on his God,” because “God made him powerful in the holy spirit and wise in
the counsel of understanding, with strength and righteousness” (6 6e0g katelpydoato
adTOV SLVATOV €V TVELHATL AYlw Kol 6oPov €v PoLAf) cuvésewg HeTd oy bog Kai
dikooabvng, 17:37). Later, it is also stated that he will be strong “in the fear of God”
(év @oPw Beob, 17:40). However, here the mvedpa [aylov] is connected directly only
to God making the king powerful, and not to the other key words from Isa 11:2-3a,
as the sentence is structured in the following way (see Figure 2, below):

- (a) strong/mighty — in/by [a] holy spirit
God makes him:
- (b) wise - in/by “intelligent counsel” - with strength and righteousness

Figure 2. Structure of Pss. Sol. 17:37

Moreover, év mvedpartt dyig can be read in two ways: instrumentally, as “by/with
[the/a] holy spirit”; or as “in [his] holy spirit,” denoting a human disposition in the
messiah. The connection to Isa 11 strengthens the first reading, but the similarities
between these psalms and Qumran writings, which have been pointed out by many,*
make this conclusion less certain, since in the writings of Qumran, WP m" or sim-
ilar terms can often denote the human spirit (e.g., CD V, 11: “they have corrupted
their holy spirit”).

In Pss. Sol. 18:7-8, the psalmist talks in positive terms about the discipline of
Israel by the Lord’s messiah, and the fear of God is a repeated theme (18:7, 8, 9, 11).
Verses 7-8 read as follows, with words also found in Isa 11:1-5 (LXX) in italics:

under the rod of discipline of the Lord Messiah in the fear of his God [010 p&Bdov maideiog
XpLoTod kvpiov €v eoP Beod avtod], in wisdom of spirit [év cogiou mvedpatog], and of
righteousness and of strength [kal Sikarosdvng kol ioybog], to direct people in righteous
acts in the fear of God [@6P Beod], to set them all in the fear of the Lord.*

The allusions are clear, but the spirits role is not emphasized, and év cogiou
mvedpatog can be read in different ways: “in the spirit’s wisdom,” “in the spirit of
wisdom,” or “in wisdom of spirit”

John Collins sees the rule of the messianic king in these psalms as “undeniably
violent” (Collins 2010, 58-59), but the texts themselves are at least ambivalent in this

47 Some scholars are even suggesting Qumran as the locale for the writing of the Psalms of Solomon
(R. B. Wright 2007, 9). They are, however, completely absent in the Qumran scrolls (Collins 2010, 74).

48 The last phrase is based on Ms. 260. The doubling of the fear of God possibly reflects the doubling
in Isa 11:2d-3a (MT). Other mss. read “to establish them all before the Lord”
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regard. It is stated that the awaited king “will not rely on horse and rider and bow” or
on “the day of war” but be merciful towards the Gentiles (17:33-34). It is also a re-
peated theme that it is with his word (and wisdom) that he will “strike,” “judge,” and
“destroy” sinners/lawbreaking Gentiles (17:23-24, 29, 35-36; cf. Isa 11:4) and disci-
pline his people (17:42-43). Antti Laato argues that it “is not the Messiah’s political
power which plays a significant role in the subjugation of sinners and gentiles but his
wisdom and righteousness.” (Laato 1997, 281-82) Thus, while the interpretation of
Isa 11 and related messianic expectations in the Pss. Sol. 17-18 show similarities to
1QS* and 4Q161, they are less explicit and clear about the messiah taking on a mil-
itant role. In a broader sense, it is, however, clear that these sources bear witness
to a common Jewish understanding of Isa 11 in the first and second centuries BCE
(cf. Collins 2010, 74). The messianic figure will be an eschatological king who will
subjugate the Gentiles, and in both these psalms and 4Q161, the role of the Spirit as
the direct source of the virtues of the messiah is somewhat toned down.

3.5. 1 Enoch—Book of Parables

The most relevant texts from the composite 1 Enoch for this study are all found
in the Book of Parables (chs. 37-71).* 1 Enoch 49:3 contains “an almost verbatim
quotation of the Davidic oracle in Isa 11:2” (Nickelsburg and VanderKam 2011, 178)
Table 5 provides English translations of 1 En. 49:3-4 and Isa 11:2, side by side:

Table 5. Text Comparison of 1 En. 49:3-4 with Isa 11:2

1 En. 49:3-4*° Isa11:2

49:3 And in him [the Chosen One] dwell The spirit o.f Yiwi wil
rest upon him;

the spirit of wisdom the spirit of wisdom
and the spirit of insight, and understanding,
and the spirit of instruction the spirit of counsel
and of might, and might,

and the spirit of those who have fallen asleep in the spirit of knowledge
righteousness. and the fear of YHWH.

49:4 | And he will judge the things that are secret, and a lying word
none will be able to speak in his presence;

for he is the Chosen One in the presence of the Lord of Spirits
according to his good pleasure.

[cf. Isa 11:3b-4: “He shall
not judge by what his eyes
see...” etc.]

49 This is probably the latest part of 1 Enoch, dated to “around the turn of the era” (Nickelsburg and Vander-
Kam 2011, 3-4) or “the end of the first century CE” (Knibb 2007, 27-28) and is only extant in Ge®ez. It is
not clear if it was originally composed in Hebrew or Aramaic.

50 Translation from Nickelsburg and VanderKam 2012.
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God is repeatedly called the “Lord of Spirits” in the Book of Parables (102 times),
which corresponds to m&ax mi in the Hebrew Bible. The “Chosen One” refers
to the messiah (also, the “Anointed One,” “Righteous One,” and “Son of Man”).
Non-angelic spirits are rarely the means by which revelation is received in 1 Enoch;
more often, as in apocalyptic texts in general, revelation is given via angelic mes-
sengers (Russel 1964, 160; Menzies 1994, 65-66). Here, however, perhaps due to the
connection to Isa 11:2, it is by “spirit” wisdom, insight, understanding, and might
are given. As shown in Table 5, 1 En. 49:3 follows Isa 11:2 quite closely in the first
parts of the verse, but deviates in the last one; this is “presumably because the author
does not consider the knowledge and, especially, the fear of YHWH, ascribed to the
human king, to be appropriate to this heavenly figure” (Nickelsburg and Vander-
Kam 2011, 178)

As in the Psalms of Solomon, the messiah is equipped to rule as king, and it is
less clear precisely what is meant by “spirit.”>' This is further complicated by the ref-
erence to the spirit (in singular) of the righteous who have fallen asleep (dwelling to-
gether with the other “spirits” in the messiah). One possible interpretation is that the
righteous are thought of as being partakers of the same spirit as the messiah; another
option is that the messiah is the one who gathers together the spirits of the righteous
when they have died, i.e., those who have hoped for his salvation (Nickelsburg and
VanderKam 2011, 178).

1 Enoch 61:11 does not quote Isa 11 but, nevertheless, contains a conceptual al-
lusion. The whole host of heaven, including many ranks of angelic beings (and the
Chosen One), is said to praise the Lord of Spirits in a “sevenfold” spirit or with seven
spiritual virtues:

And they will raise one voice, and they will bless and glorify and exalt with the spirit of
faithfulness and with the spirit of wisdom, and with (a spirit of) long suffering and with the
spirit of mercy, and with the spirit of judgment and peace and with the spirit of goodness.
And they will all say with one voice, “Blessed (is he), and blessed be the name of the Lord
of Spirits forever and ever”

Only the “spirit of wisdom” matches the “spirits” (i.e., attributes) in Isa 11:2-3a, but
the fact that there are precisely seven of them indicates a connection. These spir-
its cannot be angels, since the angelic beings mentioned in the immediate context
partake in the worship described as taking place with/in these spirits. If the transla-
tor into Geez wanted to indicate that the spirits were angelic beings, he would have

51 In the Book of Parables as a whole, “spirit” often refers to the human spirit or the whole person (e.g., 41:8;
67:8;71:1,5, 6, 11), but is also used to denote a human disposition (e.g., 56:5), evil spirits/demons (69:12),
and weather phenomena (60:16-20; 69:22). Possible references to the spirit of God, apart from 49:3; 61:11,
are found in: 62:2, where the “spirit of righteousness” is poured out on the Messiah; and 68:2, although the
“power of the spirit” experienced by the angel Michael probably refers to his emotional state.
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used mesla (together with) instead of ba (in/with).” Neither are they human spirits.
The most probable interpretation is that they refer to the different attributes of the
spirit of God and/or the state/attitude in which the worship takes place;** and, thus,
finds a parallel in the “seven mysteries of knowledge” by which the angels in 4Q403
praise and bless God.

Lastly, in 1 En. 71:11, “Enoch” himself praises God, “with aloud voice, with
a spirit of power,” when his own spirit has been “transformed”

Like so many other writings in early Judaism, the Book of Parables connects its
messianic expectations with Isa 11. Its use of “spirit,” however, is often difficult to de-
termine: It can refer to angelic beings and human dispositions, virtues, and attitudes,
but rarely in a fully unambivalent way to the spirit of God.

3.6. Joseph and Aseneth

In Genesis, Joseph is already associated with the possession of God’s spirit, extraordi-
nary understanding, and wisdom; according to Pharaoh, he is a man in whom the di-
vine spirit dwells (12 2°7%% M7 WK w°K), and there is no one as “discerning and wise”
(2om 121) (Gen 41:38-39). The much later Joseph and Aseneth, which most recent
scholars consider to be a Greek writing of Jewish origin from 100 BCE-115/117 CE,**
expands Gen 41:45 (which briefly mentions Aseneth) into a story of love and of con-
version to the true Jewish faith.

Joseph and Aseneth 4:9 describes Joseph as a man who worships God, a self-
controlled male virgin, “powerful in wisdom and knowledge, and the spirit of God is
upon him” (Suvatog év copia kal EMOTARD Kol Tvedpa Beod éotiv ¢ adt®).” This
echoes the language in Gen 41:38-39 (LXX) and also its structure: the wisdom and
knowledge that Joseph possesses is not directly tied to the Spirit but set as a parallel

52 The Geez preposition ba is equivalent to the Hebrew 2.

53 “Asthey sing God’s praise, they express the seven virtues that live in them and that are characteristics of the
deity. Perhaps this also implies that they are qualities of the righteous person.” (Nickelsburg and Vander-
Kam 2011, 252) There are similarities between this list of spirits and the fruit of the Spirit in Gal 5:22-23;
six of the seven spirits mentioned (all but wisdom) could, with some generosity, be equated to six of the
nine fruits in Gal 5.

54 This has been challenged by Ross Kraemer, who argues for a later date (not ruling out Christian origin),
but most scholars still hold to the earlier consensus and the view that it is more probable that Joseph and
Aseneth is of Hellenistic-Jewish origin. See Burchard 1983, 187-88; Chesnutt 1995, 65-93; Humphrey
1995, 30, 33; Kraemer 1998. For an overview of the debate: Humphrey 2000, 18-26. Collins argues for an
origin in (Egyptian) Judaism, with the following main points: the issue of intermarriage was more central
in Judaism than in Christianity; the absence of baptism in Aseneth’s conversion; no explicit Christian
references in the work (Collins 2005, 97-112).

55 For the Greek text, Ifollow Christoph Burchard’s critical edition (the “long text”): Burchard 2003,
which he also defends in Burchard 2005. About Kraemer’s contribution and critique of Burchard, Patri-
cia D. Ahearne-Kroll states: “Kraemer convincingly demonstrates that some of the differences between
the longer and shorter texts reflect redactions.... Nevertheless, as we have seen, redaction occurred with
most of the manuscripts, not just between manuscript families”” (Ahearne-Kroll 2020, 74)
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to having the Spirit. It seems, however, that Isa 11:2 (LXX) has influenced the phras-
ing too; see Table 6 for a comparison.

Table 6. Key Words in Jos. Asen. 4:9 and Related Texts

Gen 41:38-39 (MT + LXX) Jos. Asen. 4:9 Isa 11:2 (MT + LXX)
a2 (v. 2(:[3)
duvatog ioylog
(v. 39b) oM P pribnifigtabh] (v. 2bar)
QPOVIHWTEPOG KL CLVETWTEPOG ¢v copig coPlog Kl GLUVESEWS
kol émotAun | NYT (v. 2da)
YVWOEWG

(v.38b) 1 oK MM mw My (v. 2a)
nvedpo Ogod | kol Tvedpa Ogod | Tvedpa 100 Oeod (v. 2aB)
Evadt® | éotv & adT® | avomaboetal £ aOTOV (v. 2aa)

Other mentions of “spirit” in this writing include: (1) 8:11, where Joseph lays
his hand on Aseneth and prays for her to be “renewed by your spirit” (&vakaivicov
avtiv @ mvebpati oov), “re-moulded [avamAacov] by your hidden hand,” and
“re-made-alive [avalwomoincov] by your life” Aseneth is immediately filled with
joy and repents from her idolatry (9:1-2), and thus, Joseph’s blessing and laying on of
hands are effective, presumably by the Spirit. (2) 19:11, in which by kissing Aseneth
three times, Joseph gives her the/a “spirit of life” (tvedpa {wig), “spirit of wisdom”
(mvedpo cogiog), and “spirit of truth” (mvedpo &Andeiog). That 8:11 refers to God’s
spirit is clear, but in 19:11, the “spirits” could refer to attributes of the spirit of God,
charismatic gifts/virtues, or both. These texts portray Joseph as a “man of the Spirit™:
He has the spirit of God (4:9), and he can transfer the Spirit/spirits to other people
by physical means (laying on of hands and kissing). He is not a messianic figure, but
certainly a charismatic figure. The allusions to Isa 11:2-3a in Joseph and Aseneth are
thus both found in charismatic contexts.

4. Later Jewish Reception: Targum Isaiah

This final section focuses on a text that is, technically, later than the Second Temple
Era, but which, it can be argued, reflects earlier stages of the Jewish reception of
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Isa 11. The Targum Isaiah (T’) contains many layers of interpretative stages, but it
is relatively safe to assume that parts of it go back to the Tannaitic period (prior to
220 CE), although precisely what parts is more challenging to ascertain.”® In the fol-
lowing text (T’ Isa 11:1-4), words in italics are words that either deviate from or are
additions not found in the Hebrew text:

And a king shall come forth from the sons of Jesse, and the Messiah shall be exalted from
the sons of his sons. And a spirit before the LORD shall rest upon him, a spirit of wisdom
and understanding, a spirit of counsel and might, a spirit of knowledge and the fear of the
LORD. And the LORD shall bring him near to his fear. And he shall not judge by the sight
of his eyes, and he shall not reprove by the hearing of his ears; but in truth he will judge
the poor, and reprove with faithfulness for the needy of the people; and he shall strike the
sinners of the land with the command of his mouth, and with the speaking of his lips the
wicked shall die.”

Important to note is, firstly, that the words “shoot” (7ur) and “branch” (1x1) are re-
placed with the more explicit “king” and “messiah,”*® indicating that the messiah will
indeed be a king. It is also emphasized that the messiah will punish sinners (v. 4), be
surrounded by righteous people (not just himself being girded with righteousness,
v. 5), and bring peace to the land by subjecting the nations (vv. 6, 10).

Secondly, the spirit’s attributes number six (as in the MT), and no spirit is men-
tioned in 11:3a; instead, the “his delight” or “his smelling” (\1°777) of the messiah has
been translated as “bring him near to,” with God as the active subject. Rabbinic texts
often 