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One of the most difficult sentences in the Bible is in the 
fifth verse of the sixth chapter of Genesis: "And the Lord 
saw that ... every imagination of the thoughts of man's 
heart was only evil continually." In Biblical usage, the 
heart is the place and source of all thought and purpose. 
The inward life of the human creature is thus said to be 
only and unceasingly evil, poisoned by imagination. But 
it is just this capacity for inward and imaginative thought 
that distinguishes man from the other creatures. Every 
genuinely human action proceeds from choice, and choice 
is only possible when an array of possibilities is first 
represented in the imagination. The less active, flexible, 
and free the imagination is, the more constrained and 
slavish will be the action. So it is the very power that 
makes us what we are that is said to make us evil, and 
indeed to make us unworthy to live, since the text of Gen
esis continues: "And it repented the Lord that He had 
made man on the earth, and it grieved Him at His heart. 
And the Lord said, 'I will blot out man whom I have 
created from the face of the earth.'" 

In carrying out this purpose of His heart, God would 
be blotting out His own image. Should we say that the 
image had been defiled because the medium in which it 
was placed had become corrupt? I think it is worse than 
that. The power for which we are condemned is the im
age of God. The Bible does not say in what way we carry 
that image, but the phrase "image of God" is linked with 
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our dominion over the animals and with our being 
created male and female. Now some animals dominate 
others, simply by force, and man is certainly not unusual 
among the animals for being made male and female. But 
a dominion which is not merely violent, and a sexuality 
which is not just a matter of coupling in response to 
desire, are possible to human beings because we are capa
ble of thoughtfulness for others and for one another. That 
thoughtfulness, which is imagination freely exercised for 
the sake of the good of another as well as of oneself, is 
thus the image of God. How is it that it can be not only 
evil, but only evil continually? 

It is easy to see that anything which depends on free
dom can be misused. If not, it could not be properly used, 
freely. But why must the imagination always be misused? 
When the snake tells Eve that God is a liar, and is cheat
ing her of good things because He wants to keep them 
to Himself, is she not free to say no to him? She is, but 
if she did so, it would be an answer based only on faith. 
She does not know that God's purposes are for her good. 
Where knowledge is lacking, imagination can always 
multiply possibilities . But why shift one's faith to the 
snake, and to the unknown benefits he promises? The 
snake is smart enough to give no reasons for distrusting 
God, and to give no content to his promises. "Your eyes 
shall be opened," he says, "and ye shall be as God, 
knowing good and evil." (3 .5) All the work of persuasion 
is left to Eve's own imagination. If we cannot say why 
the persuasion will necessarily succeed, I think at least 
we all know that it must. If it didn't, Eve would not be 
our ancestor, but belong to some other race. 

But the most telling display of the power of imagina
tion comes after the fruit is eaten. The eyes of Adam and 
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Eve are indeed opened, but to what? "They knew that 
they were naked." What is happening here? Whatever 
it is takes place only in the imaginations of Adam and 
Eve, and can be discerned only in the imagination of the 
reader. Just before this moment, Eve had implicated 
Adam in her act, and just after it, Adam will try to shift 
all the blame onto her. Adam and Eve had been ''one 
flesh," but now each has begun to treat the other as 
something to be used. The two look at each other, and 
neither likes the way it feels to be looked at in that way. 
Do you know that feeling-the feeling that comes when 
someone is looking at you with speculation? Adam and 
Eve cannot fail to know it, because each is experiencing 
it from both sides at the same time. Their response is the 
invention of clothes. They produce an imaginary safety, 
which is an outward sign of genuine inner barriers. Each 
has isolated himself by imagining how he might increase 
his own good at the expense of the other. It is to this new 
condition of solitary suspicion and distrust that their eyes 
are opened. 

Here the power of imagination has already gone out 
of control. Each of the two human beings has imagined 
the possibility of selling out the other, and as a conse
quence, each has imagined as well that the other is im
agining the same thing. Imagined wrongs become 
genuine threats, and, with the making of clothes, what 
had been only inner begins to have outward effects. Some 
readers of Genesis say that the snake was right when he 
said that Adam and Eve would not die when they ate the 
forbidden fruit. Perhaps that is when they became mor
tal, these lawyer-like readers say, but God said ''in the 
day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die," and 
we've got Him there. But God had also said that it is not 
good for man to be alone, and each human being has now 
begun considering that it might be better to be alone, to 
put his own good first and sacrifice the other to it. That 
possibility of separation immediately, and apparently un
controllably, began becoming real. If Adam and Eve be
fore that day had lived a life as one flesh, then surely on 
that day they did die: they died as one being and were 
re-born as two. 

Perhaps that is the way in which the imagination is only 
evil. The imagining of bad possibilities is an experience 
which cannot be erased; it makes us different and may 
make our lives worse. On the other hand, the imagining 
of good possibilities (for example, that God intends our 
good) seems to require effort to sustain, and to be always 
vulnerable to suspicion. The imagination is the source of 
both suspicion and faith, and it always makes suspicion 
the line of least resistance. The imagination is the image 
of God and the source of our freedom, but it is a free
dom weighted toward isolation. 

It seems then that the power which is needed to make 
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life good tends by its own nature to make life bad. For 
example, my guess is that Abel was not a very interest
ing man, and not capable of much-that he was accepted 
for the little of which he was capable. It is his brother 
Cain, whose imagination leads to hurt feelings and mur
der, on whom God places a special mark of protection. 
Cain is cursed (is the first human being to be cursed), but 
his life is preserved, as presumably Abel's life could have 
been protected and preserved but wasn't. Throughout 
the Bible, it is the murderers, like Moses and David, and 
the thieves, like Jacob, on whom God's care is lavished. 
On the interpretation I am offering, the image of God is 
more fully present in Cain than in Abel, though also at 
greater risk of being perverted and destroyed. It is Cain 
who builds the first city, and it is his descendants who 
first make musical instruments and tools . But it is also 
Lamech, Cain's descendant in the fifth generation, whose 
song is preserved (4.23-4): "I have slain a man for wound
ing me, and a young man for bruising me; if Cain shall 
be avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy and 
sevenfold." 

Can such a creature as man be saved from becoming 
what he thinks he wants to be? Command and punish
ment have been present since the first generation, but 
still the tormented murderer Cain has been succeeded by 
the self-satisfied and boastful murderer Lamech. It is 
another Lamech who is the father of Noah, but the first 
Lamech typifies the world God judges too far gone in vio
lence and corruption to be allowed to endure. (6.11-13) 
Lamech not only kills, but glories in the slightness of the 
pretext for killing; he takes joy in multiplying in his im
agination those whom he will kill for offenses which have 
not yet happened. By destroying others, he has built him
self up into a mighty man of renown. (6.4) The human 
creature, left to itself, degenerates into this Cyclops-like 
being who boasts of being a law to himself. 

What does God give to the human creature to protect 
it from its own deadly inertia? The answer, I think, is 
threefold. God gives man a history, a covenant, and a 
Law, and the third cannot be understood apart from the 
first two. Some might think that the Law of Moses is sim
ply a list of explicit prohibitions and commands meant 
to replace or at least hold back the imagination. On such 
an interpretation, the Jew need never make his own 
choices or risk his own judgment since everything he 
need ever do is spelled out in the hundreds of laws of 
the Torah. Now I hope to show that this is a misunder
standing of the Jewish Law, and in fact almost an inver
sion of it, but even if it were not, it would be no solution 
to the difficulty posed by the first six chapters of Genesis. 
If the faculty of imagination were beaten down in us, 
made powerless in our lives, the creation would be 
diminished, void of the image of God, and stunted at the 



level of the things that creep on the earth. The Flood is 
not a curtailment of the creation but a renewal and affir
mation of it. It is the beginning of history, and the occa
sion of the first covenant. 

God's first deed in the newly-washed world of Noah 
is to declare that He will never again destroy this world. 
This commitment on God's part is the covenant with 
N.oah. Although God also gives two laws to Noah and 
his descendants, and although the word for covenant 
means a contract for which pledges are exchanged be
tween two parties, it is of the utmost importance to see 
that God's promise is in no way conditional upon any 
performance or promise on man's part. The covenant is 
spelled out over nine verses (9. 9-17) as repetitious and 
emphatic as anything in the Bible. Mankind will never 
be destroyed under any circumstances. In order to see 
that this promise is not conditioned by man's observance 
of the law requiring capital punishment for murderers, 
one need only look at the reason given for the promise 
in chapter 8, verse 21. Mankind will forever be spared 
because ''the imagination of man's heart is evil from his 
youth." The reason for the covenant of universal forgive
ness is identical to the reason given in the sixth chapter 
for universal condemnation and destruction. Human evil 
is pardoned, because it is in us from youth, that is, from 
before the time when we are responsible: it is our native 
condition. Whatever the purpose of the laws already 
given and to be given, they are not the price of the di
vine protection of human life. The rainbow is like the 
mark of Cain, placed now upon the whole human race . 
It says: this criminal has forfeited his right to live, but 
that life will be maintained by something stronger than 
his deserving. 

The sixth chapter of Genesis is often seen as the strong
est evidence for the inconstancy of God in the Bible. He 
repents of the creation, reverses Himself, and destroys 
what He had made. Then in chapter 8, God reverses Him
self again. Does the second reversal double the evidence 
of inconstancy? Or does it cancel it? The underlying rea
son for the perpetual pardon of mankind is the same as 
the underlying reason for its destruction. That is why the 
world after the Flood is not a new order of things, but 
an affirmation of the original creation. It is all right that 
the imagination of man's heart is evil; he was made that 
way. That is not the flaw that shows creation to be faulty, 
but part of the design . God's twice reversing Himself, 
on account of one unchanging reason, shows that neither 
He nor His relation to his creatures has undergone a 
change. Mankind after the Flood differs from mankind 
in Eden in only one way. He does not have a different 
heart; he has a history . 

It is possible to look at the God of the Bible as a bum
bler, trying first one thing and then another in an effort 
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to undo the unforeseen consequences of His past mis
takes. But what if God's relationship with the human 
creature were fully formed from the beginning, but man, 
from his side, could only come into possession of that 
relationship by acquiring a history? God will send Abra
ham to a mountain to kill his son. Abraham will return 
with Isaac alive and unwounded, but for the rest of his 
life Abraham himself will have an unforgettable history. 
That episode is called a test or trial of Abraham (22.1), 
but for whose sake is he tested? An unconditional and 
irrevocable covenant has already been made with Abra
ham (12.1-3, 13.14-17, 15.18-20, 17.4-14), and its fulfill
ment depends upon the existence of Isaac. (17.19) 
Therefore God knows both that Abraham will pass the 
test and that he will not kill Isaac . Abraham is changed 
in order to become what God already knows him to be. 
The only difference after the test is that Abraham has 
come to know about himself some of what God already 
knew. 

History then is like a lens through which man can see 
himself and God. A human covenant is an attempt to de
termine an unknown and uncertain future by two par
ties who bind themselves mutually to bring it about. What 
then can be the meaning of a covenant between man and 
God? The first use of the word, for the covenant with 
Noah, is in a context which emphasizes the absence of 
the mutuality which is ordinarily the essence of all 
covenants. When the great covenant is made with Abra
ham, it is set out in the form of an exchange. In return 
for the promised land and a multitude of nations and 
blessings, Abraham must circumcise all the males of his 
household. (17.9-14) But the ritual of circumcision is not 
a return made to God, but a sign of the acceptance of His 
promise. If the circumcision fulfilled Abraham's side of 
the contract, it would make no sense for him to be put 
through the test of the sacrifice of Isaac, in which he is 
asked to destroy the possibility of the fulfillment of God's 
side of the bargain. When Abraham lifts the knife on the 
mountain in Moriah, he is abandoning any humanly in
telligible role in bringing about the things promised him 
by God. My suggestion is that it is only at that moment 
that Abraham appropriates the covenant. That is the mo
ment when he knows that he did not enter into the rela
tionship with God simply for the sake of the things God 
would give him, since in asking for Isaac's life, God is 
saying in effect "Give back everything I have given you 
and any possibility of ever getting any more of it." God 
already knew that Abraham's side of the covenant was 
nothing but his believing it (15.6): "Abraham believed 
in the Lord, and He counted it to him for righteousness." 
After the test on the mountain Abraham knew those same 
things about himself: both how strongly he believed and 
that his belief was the only thing he had to offer God. 

13 



The change of his name from Abram to Abraham is an 
indication that the man with whom the covenant is made 
does not yet exist when the covenant is first announced. 
Abraham cannot see who God is or what God is asking 
of him until his own life has unfolded sufficiently. Inthat 
way, divine covenant is inseparable from human history. 
And that is why the covenant of forgiveness with Noah 
can only be made with a human race that knows of the 
destruction in the Flood and of the violence and corrup
tion that preceded it. 

Noah and his descendants possess a world which does 
not differ from the one given to Adam and Eve, but to 
Noah's generation that world is seen refracted through 
its history. The world after the Flood can be seen as a 
possession that could have been lost, that almost was lost 
and was only spared by the free choice of its creator. But 
how does that differ from a world that might not have 
been made, and only came into being by the free act of 
creation? It differs only in being more fully known for 
what it is. It is with the knowers, the inheritors of a his
tory, that God first makes a covenant. Similarly, Isaac is 
no different after Abraham's ordeal on the mountain, but 
to Abraham he must have become more precious as a son 
who could have been lost, but was spared by the free act 
of God. But Isaac was already a miraculous son, given 
to Abraham and Sarah when they were far beyond the 
natural capacity for child-bearing. Again, Abraham's his
tory only makes Isaac more fully known for the free gift 
he is, the Abraham has come to know this truth with ex
cruciating vividness. It has been pointed out to many of 
us by Mr. Littleton that the word love occurs first in the 
Bible when Abraham is commanded to kill his son: "Take 
now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest." (22.2) 
Perhaps the creation, or the bringing to sight, of human 
love also occurs first in the giving and re-giving of Isaac 
with a joy and a pain beyond any in the power of na
ture. The covenant that promises that the world will en
dure is made with a generation that knows not to take 
the world for granted, and the covenant that promises 
the blessing of descendants is made with an Abraham 
who knows not to take a child for granted. Those with 
whom covenants are made have been given the chance 
to know themselves and the things they have as creations 
of a creator. That, I think, is always the meaning of 
covenant in the Bible: the discovery and acknowledgment 
of createdness. 

This meaning of covenant is best exemplified in the his
tory of Jacob. As with so many of the things we have 
looked at, this point is revealed by first seeming to be its 
opposite. The covenant between God and Jacob is first 
made at Beth-el, when Jacob is on his way east toward 
the home of his uncle, in the land from which Abraham 
had departed. It is worth listening to every word of it. 
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God speaks to Jacob in a dream, saying (28.13-15), 

"I am the Lord, the God of Abraham thy father, and the God 
of Isaac. The land whereon thou liest, to thee will I give it 
and to thy seed. And thy seed shall be as the dust of the earth, 
and thou shalt spread abroad to the west, and to the east, 
and to the north, and to the south. And in thee and in thy 
seed shall all the families of the earth be blessed. And be
hold, I am with thee, and will keep thee withersoever thou 
goest, and will bring thee back into this land; for I will not 
leave thee, until I have done that which I have spoken to thee 
of." 

Jacob awoke, and "vowed a vow, saying," (vv . 20-22) 

"If God will be with me, and will keep me in this way that 
I go, and will give me bread to eat, and raiment to put on, 
so that I come back to my father's house in peace, then shall 
the Lord be my God, and this stone, which I have set up for 
a pillar, shall be God's house; and of all that Thou shalt give 
me I will surely give the tenth unto Thee." 

Here, surely, is a man of imagination. Where Abraham 
believed, Jacob spells out terms and conditions. Where 
Abraham did just what he was told to do, Jacob offers 
extra inducements, to hold God to his bargain. 

It is not the case that Abraham never bargained with 
God. There is the obvious instance of the dialogue over 
Sodom and Gomorrah (18.17-33), in which Abraham art
fully drives down to ten the number of righteous people 
needed to save his nephew's life. And there is a less ob
vious moment when Abraham, having laughed at the 
thought that his ninety-year-old wife and hundred-year
old self would produce another child, tries to talk God 
into substituting Ishmael for the promised son. (17.18) 
Indeed, in his defense of Sodom, Abraham challenges 
God to His face, asking "Shall not the Judge of all the 
earth do justly?" Like Adam, Cain, Moses, and David, 
Abraham does not submit to God without a struggle. But 
what we see in Jacob at Beth-el is something utterly un
like any such challenge or struggle. Open conflict seems 
to bring men closer to God, but Jacob holds himself apart. 
Though he is afraid at Beth-el, he is cool with God, and 
keeps his wits about him in an effort to protect himself 
from any fraud on God's part. And Jacob has reason to 
be cautious. God speaks to him about his seed, while 
Jacob is running for his life; God makes promises about 
all the families of the earth, when Jacob doesn't know 
if he can ever see his own family again. Abraham had 
also been at Beth-el (12.8), but heading west, toward 
God's promise. Jacob is there heading east, running away 
from the mess he has made of his life. The covenant has 
been announced to him, and Jacob has vowed a vow, but 
at this point in his life, the covenant with Jacob has not 
yet come into being. 

The turning point in Jacob's life does not occur when 
he is at Beth-el, but seven years, one month, and one day 
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later, on the morning after his wedding. What God's ap
pearing to him did not accomplish, Laban's deception of 
him does. Jacob had been successful at extortion, with 
his brother, fraud, with his father, and petty legalism, 
with God. Now, for the first time and all at once, he is 
a victim of all three at the hands of his uncle. The most 
surprising thing, to one who has followed the story of 
Jacob to this point, is that he lets himself be taken ad
vantage of. The moment when he does so is like the mo
ment when Adam and Eve look at each other and make 
clothes, in that the Biblical text gives us not one word 
about what fills that moment, or about what causes the 
next thing that happens to come out of it. The crucial 
event again takes place only in the imagination of the 
character, and again can only be discerned by the imagi
nation of the reader. We have to back up a bit, to try to 
see the context of that moment whole. 

Jacob begins life with a brother who is older than he, 
stronger, and preferred by their father . Against these dis
advantages are set the facts that Jacob is cleverer than 
Esau, preferred by their mother, and unhampered in the 
pursuit of his own advantage by any respect for justice. 
We first hear him speak when he gives voice to an inspi
ration that shows the quality of his imagination. (25.31,33) 
Esau has, from birth, the rights of the first-born, but Jacob 
has at this moment food, and his brother is very hun
gry. Why not extort the former by withholding the lat
ter?, thinks the man who will be so artful at drawing up 
a covenant. If Esau wants food badly enough right now, 
let him first swear away his birthright forever. Esau 
agrees, and Jacob discovers that even the weaker can be 
a successful bully. Jacob now has everything his brother 
was entitled to by law and custom, and lacks only what 
his father has the power to give by free choice out of love. 
His mother Rebekah thinks of a way for him to steal even 
that, and Jacob is quick-witted enough to carry it off. Just 
as his brother's hunger offered an opportunity for 
advantage-taking to an imaginative man, his father's 
blindness can now be the making of Jacob. He can set 
out in the world with everything, except trust. 

There is only one moment in the swindling of his father 
for which Jacob is unprovided by his mother. (27.20) 
When Isaac asks how he had found venison so quickly, 

· Jacob immediately has an answer: the Lord your God 
helped me. This is a remarkable answer, seizing upon 
Isaac's trust in God as another weapon against him, along 
with his blindness, and quietly urging him to get on with 
the blessing, since so far this Lord is only Isaac's God. 
The story of Jacob's first theft, of Esau' s birthright, ends 
with the sentence, "So Esau despised his birthright." 
(25.34) This means, one presumes, that Esau thought so 
little of the birthright that it was worth no more to him 
than a bowl of lentil soup. There is no way to absolve 
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Jacob from injustice in the exchange, since it is not an 
Esau free from duress who agrees to it, but one in whom 
hunger is used for torment by a brother's cruelty. Still, 
the magnitude of the crime is lessened if the loss was not 
very important to Esau. But in the case of this second theft 
the same argument would have to work the opposite 
way. It is Isaac's caring so much about the blessing in 
God' s covenant that Jacob uses to strengthen his hold 
over his blind father. The story of Jacob's second theft 
could fittingly end, "So Jacob despised his father." 

It is easy to despise Isaac, or to overlook him altogether. 
He is present at what is perhaps the most sublime mo
ment in the Bible, but as a child and at the wrong end 
of a knife. In the trial of Abraham, Isaac in no way acts . 
In the first episode in which Isaac attempts to act, his ef
forts are useless. (26.1-12) In a time of famine, Isaac goes 
to the king of the Philistines, attempting to protect him
self by calling his wife his sister. If some Philistine wanted 
Rebekah, and knew her to be married, he might kill her 
husband. But Abraham has been there before Isaac, and 
used the same deception with the same king. Abimelech 
had been in danger on account of Sarah (Ch.20), and now 
avoids trouble by protecting Isaac, who gets what he 
wants in spite of his utter ineffectuality, because of the 
memory of his father . At this same time God renews the 
covenant with Isaac, but says He is doing so for Abra
ham's sake. (26.5,24) A brief series of wanderings and 
troubles then ends at Beersheba, which Isaac so names 
to signify that he has found water and a place to rest only 
by good fortune . (26.32-3) And that is the whole story 
of Isaac's life, up to the crowning humiliation in his old 
age at the hands of his wife and his son Jacob . There was 
a time when I wondered at the expression, God of Abra
ham, Isaac, and Jacob. Why does the ordinariness and 
incompetence of Isaac merit a pla<;:e equal to those of his 
father and son in the naming of God? 

It was Mr. Littleton who pointed me in the direction 
of an answer. What does Isaac do when he discovers that 
he has been fooled and betrayed? He blesses Jacob again, 
this time deliberately and voluntarily . (28.3-4) If I am cor
rect that there is a moment in the life of each of the patri
archs when he makes the covenant his own, it must be 
this moment of forgiveness in which Isaac does so. Isaac's 
one free and effective act in the account we are given of 
him is an acknowledgement that he cannot act at his own 
caprice. Esau is his first born and the son he loves, but 
he will not be the heir of God's promise. To some ex
tent, Isaac undoes Jacob' s crimes by saying yes to their 
result. Acting now from knowledge and choice, Isaac 
gives Jacob what Jacob had first stolen from him. But the 
pardon is not complete, because Esau does not partici
pate in it, and he is the one of those wronged by Jacob. 
Esau in fact feels that nothing will satisfy him but killing 
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Jacob, and goes so far as to hope for Isaac's death, to let 
him feel free to do the killing. (27 .41) Even in his mur
derous rage, Esau has more respect for his father's feel
ings than Jacob ever had. 

Jacob passes through Beth-el and travels to his uncle's 
home far to the east near what is now Iraq, to escape his 
brother. His mother thinks it will only take a few days 
for Esau to forget what Jacob has done to him. (27.44-5) 
Jacob does not share her optimism, for after a month with 
his uncle he proposes that he spend another seven years 
working for him as the price of marrying Laban's daugh
ter Rachel, with whom Jacob is already in love. (29.18) 
Why does Jacob make this offer? He is certainly a man 
who knows how to get important things cheaply. He got 
his brother's birthright for a bowl of soup and his father's 
blessing for a lie, and he offered God absolutely nothing 
until God should first give him everything he wanted: 
a safe and comfortable journey and return home. Now 
he freely offers seven years of work for a woman he al
ready desires. Can it be that he is simply trying to make 
certain of outlasting Esau's anger? That can't be the whole 
reason, since he could be spending that same time as 
Rachel's husband. I suspect that Jacob is offering those 
seven years more to himself than to Laban, that he wants 
a long time to forget about looking out for himself, to sub
merge himself in work, out of which he might emerge 
as a better man to begin a life with Rachel. I think this 
is not as far-fetched an interpretation as it might at first 
seem. When Jacob first comes into the presence of Rachel 
and Laban he weeps tears of relief and gratitude 
(29.11-13), and this is after a journey of five hundred miles 
or more in which, perhaps for the first time in his life, 
Jacob must have known deprivation, fear, and uncer
tainty. Just as Tolstoy's Pierre found no true freedom with 
the largest private fortune in Russia and the best educa
tion available in Europe until he had discovered in pri
son what a human being is, so too may Jacob's journey 
have been the beginning of his growing up. But the best 
evidence that Jacob's servitude was a freely chosen 
penance is the way he acts when it is over. 

We have finally returned to Laban's deception of Jacob, 
and Jacob's un-deception the morning after. We have 
now to try to enter Jacob's imagination when, having dis
covered that he married and slept with Leah, he confronts 
Laban. (29.25-6) "What is this that thou has done unto 
me? did not I serve with thee for Rachel? wherefore then 
hast thou beguiled me?" are the questions that come tum
bling from Jacob's mouth. Listen to Laban's cool reply, 
and try to hear in it what Jacob must be hearing. "It is 
not so done in our place, to give the younger before the 
first-born." Do you hear it? To a Jacob who was still the 
shallow and unfeeling thief of his younger days, this 
would be a lame excuse and nothing more. To a Jacob 
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whose thoughts are full of the wrong he has done his 
older brother in his own place, Laban's words must be 
like a knife that stabs him to the heart. Does Laban know 
what Jacob has done at home? Do his words mean, "I 
have not injured you but given you exact justice for your 
crimes"? It is certainly possible that in all that time word 
might have come to Laban from some traveller or servant 
or Jacob himself of what Jacob had done. But it does not 
matter. Even if Laban does not know fully what he is do
ing, it is done with exquisite accuracy. A marriage with 
Laban's undesirable daughter has been extorted from 
Jacob, as Esau's birthright from him; the consumation of 
that marriage has been achieved by disguise and fraud, 
as the first giving of Isaac's blessing was achieved; and 
Jacob has been outwitted in his contract, as he sought to 
outwit God at Beth-el with codicils and loopholes. In the 
face of this triple humiliation, our resourceful Jacob
accepts it. He takes it, as we say, like a man. In this mo
ment of passivity and failure Jacob is for the first time as 
much a. man as his father was. 

I have called this moment the turning point in Jacob's 
life. It is not, however, the occasion of a life-long sacrifice, 
since the customs of the time permit Jacob a second wife, 
and he marries Rachel only a week later. Nor is it the oc
casion of a complete change of Jacob's character, since 
he eventually comforts himself with a lot of petty cheat
ing of Laban. (30.25-32.3) Thirdly, it is not the moment 
when Jacob appropriates the divine convenant; that is an 
unmistakable event thirteen years later. The moment 
when Jacob stands before Laban and hears his mockery 
is the first time we see Jacob swallow his pride. Jacob has 
already acknowledged his fault, according to our read
ing of the story, but he now accepts that the working off 
of that fault will not be a matter of his own private ar
rangements with himself, .answerable to no one else. 
When Laban says, in effect, "You can have Rachel too, 
but I'll take seven more years," we hear only, "And Jacob 
did so." (29.28) Like his father and grandfather before 
him, Jacob has begun to accept that it is not he who directs 
his own life, and to be wiling to live on terms other than 
his own. 

Jacob sets out for home after spending twenty years 
with Laban, seven for Leah, as it turned out, seven more 
for Rachel, and six more to earn livestock and servants. 
(31.41) Near the River Jordan he camps at Peniel, having 
sent half his followers to another encampment, while he 
waits to meet Esau, and perhaps to be killed. The second 
thing Jacob does at Peniel is to send a succession of mes
sengers carrying gifts to Esau; the first and third things 
he does there are the interesting ones. Taken together, 
they replace the covenant at Beth-el, of Jacob's eastward 
journey. This time it is Jacob who initiates the encoun
ter, and again we will listen to all his words, as he prays 
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(32.10-13): 

"O God of my father Abraham, and God of my father Isaac, 
0 Lord, who saidst unto me: Return unto thy country, and 
to thy kindred, and I will do thee good; I am not worthy of 
all the mercies, and of all the truth, which Thou hast shown 
unto Thy servant; for with my staff I passed over this Jor
dan; and now I am become two camps. Deliver me, I pray 
Thee, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; 
for I fear him lest he come and smite me, the mother with 
the children. And Thou saidst: I will surely do thee good, 
and make thy seed as the sand of the sea, which cannot be 
numbered for multitude. " 

Jacob's prayer at Peniel is certainly self-regarding, self
serving, and self-seeking. The important thing about it 
is that it is a prayer. Jacob reminds God of His promise, 
but does not claim to have made any exchange for it or 
promise to make an_y return for it. He speaks now as one 
who has nothing to offer but his need. When Jacob says 
he is unworthy of the mercy and truth he has received, 
he is using a way of speaking fairly common in the Bi
ble, ·the Oriental courtesy of self-abasement. It is not a 
way of speaking we have ever heard from Jacob, though, 
and in this case I think he means exactly what he says. 
There is much good in his life, two wives, eleven chil
dren, and great wealth, and it is all sheer blessing, and 
not his own doing. There is also more than enough bad 
in his life, enough to cost him his life and perhaps the 
massacre of all his family and dependents, and that is his 
doing and just what he deserves. There is none of the 
spelling out of obligations of the covenant at Beth-el, but 
only a giving voice to the conviction that he himself can
not provide himself the minimum conditions of carrying 
on a life. 

Having sent his prayer to God, and presents to his 
brother, Jacob that night sends away his family and every
one and everything else with him, and spends the night 
alone. (32.23-5) But when Jacob isolates himself, he is not 
alone. We are told, abruptly and mysteriously, "there 
wrestled a man with him until the breaking of the day.'' 
Abraham struggled with God face-to-face over Sodom 
and over Ishmael, and something similar occurs with 
Adam, Cain, Moses, and David. It is in the strange and 
beautiful episode of Jacob's wrestling that the meaning 
of all such struggles becomes accessible. I am not talking 
about symbolism, but about how and to what end the 
wrestling match takes place. 

Let us first simply look at what happens in that strug
gle at Peniel. We know that the wrestling match goes on 
all night, that Jacob continues despite a serious injury, 
either a sprained thigh muscle or a dislocated hip, that 
his adversary is called a man in the narration but is taken 
by Jacob himself to be God, and that Jacob is striving not 
to throw or pin this adversary or in any way get the bet-

THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

ter of Him, but only to remain in His embrace. Jacob fights 
in order that he not be let go, except with a blessing. If 
the wrestling match is taken together with Jacob's pray
er, it provides further evidence that Jacob's honest opin
ion is that all the good in his life comes only from God, 
and that if he stands on his own merit, he deserves to 
be killed by his brother. And this finally is the full mean
ing of the Biblical covenant: It is the bargain one can make 
only out of utter clarity that he has nothing to bargain 
with. The fierceness of Jacob's struggle reflects the 
knowledge he has gained of the desperation of a life 
without God. Anything he could hope for without God, 
he has learned that he doesn't want. And this moment 
is Jacob's full and final appropriation of the covenant, his . 
explicit acknowledgement of his createdness, his essen
tial and inescapable dependence upon a creator. The 
meaning of the moment is recognized by the change of 
Jacob's name to Israel, he who strives with God. And 
Jacob becomes Israel also in the sense that none of his 
progeny will be excluded from the covenant: he is the 
blessed nation promised to his grandfather and father . 
In this way, Jacob's wrestling is the completion of crea
tion: the separation of light from darkness, land from 
water, family from family, and brother from brother 
comes to an end after thirty-two chapters of Genesis. 

If Jacob's wrestling is the culmination of the history of 
creation, it must somehow address the troublesome sen
tence with which we began: "And the Lord saw that 
. .. every imagination of the thoughts of man's heart was 
only evil continually." That sentence was interpreted to 
mean that the instrument of human freedom has an in
herent inertia toward making its worst suspicions come 
true by actions intended to guard against them. The his
tory of mankind before the Flood was summarized as a 
motion from the self-tormenting murderer Cain to the 
self-congratulating mass murderer Lamech. The three 
Hebrew patriarchs do not have purified hearts; what they 
have are ordeals which lead to self-knowledge as created 
beings, and trust in a· divine promise of prosperity and 
a rest from troubles, but not for themselves. It is natural 
for all human beings to want something for themselves, 
in the present. Esau asks his father if he does not have 
a little blessing left over for him (27.36); Lot, escaping 
from Sodom, asks God if he can't stay in a city, just a 
little one (19.20); and Abraham meets the first explicit ac
count of the covenant with a request that a little some
thing be done for Ishmael (17.18). But none of the 
patriarchs is given anything out of the ordinary in his own 
lifetime, except an invitation to trust God. The history 
of mankind after the Flood, up to the coming into being 
of the nation Israel, is a return to self-torment, but 
relieved by a promise of peace for future generations. The 
covenant does not transform the conditions of human life, 

17 



but it presents itself as a step toward such a transfor
mation. 

Jacob's life after he becomes Israel is still full of trou
ble. He has a life, because Esau does forgive him (33.4), 
but he himself seems to have learned nothing from his 
conflict with his brother. Like his father before him, Jacob 
openly loves one of his sons most, and brings about 
hatred in his house. (37.1-4) As a result he loses that son, 
and then the son second dearest to him. When he is re
united with them in Egypt, he is brought before the 
Pharaoh, who asks him, "How many are the days of the 
years of thy life?" Jacob replies, "The days of the years 
of my sojournings are a hundred and thirty years; few 
and evil have been the days of the years of my life, and 
they have not attained unto the days of the years of the 
life of my fathers in the days of their sojournings." 
(47.8-9) Why does Jacob talk this way? Is he a bitter man 
at the end of his life? Does he feel that God's promise 
has been a deception? His words in the following chap
ter make it clear that this is not his attitude toward his 
life. When Jacob is on his deathbed, he hugs and kisses 
his grandchildren and says to Joseph, "I had not thought 
to see thy face; and lo, God hath let me see thy children 
also." (48.11) Jacob does not lack gratitude. Pharaoh 
seems to look at him though as an aged man specially 
favored by fortune. I think what Jacob is saying to him 
is: I am no one special. I am an ordinary man. Others 
have lived longer. If I am distinguished in any way it is 
in the same way as my father and grandfather, in not hav
ing had a life at all in the settled sense, but a never-ending 
wandering. 

Did Jacob receive the things he insisted upon at Beth
el? He certainly did not starve or freeze to death, he got 
back to Beersheba, and he was not attacked. In deeper 
ways, though, he got both more and less than he asked 
for. Safety is too weak a word to describe what Jacob 
gained when he looked on Esau's forgiving face and said 
it was like seeing the face of God. (33.10) On the other 
hand, home is too strong a word for a place Jacob had 
to leave in his old age, not only for food but for release 
from the anxiety about his children with which his last 
years were troubled; and I doubt that Jacob would have 
been much comforted to know that the Egyptians gave 
him a royal funeral. (50.2-3) For Jacob, home and securi
ty remained only promises for a distant generation, while 
the joys of his life always came unexpectedly, with the 
intensity of gifts that one cannot take for granted. And 
what became of the imagination of Jacob's youth, in 
which he set himself against everyone and everything else 
in the world? It seems to have been not overcome or 
crushed, but fed by the knowledge he gained from ex
perience and promises he was given by God. The Jacob 
who warns Pharaoh against envying him is not a man 
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in whom imagination has died. It is in his imagination 
that Jacob judges his life as one that has never come to 
rest. That is a long way, though, from the time when that 
same imagination sought to find its rest by defeating and 
outwitting everyone else. Jacob's imagination looks at the 
past through his history and at the future through the 
divine convenant, and finds an in-between, human kind 
of rest in the acceptance of troubles as worth enduring. 

The Law of Moses incorporates Jacob's understanding 
of his life. The Jew is commanded to recite, every year 
when the harvest comes, the words "a wandering Ara
mean was my father." (Deuteronomy 26.5) A land flow
ing with milk and honey is never to be taken for granted, 
but to be looked on as achieved through a history of strug
gle. But is the land the completion of the promise made 
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? Why is the promised land 
not a new Eden, and just as likely to be lost? Is memory 
strong enough to outweigh the corrupting tendency of 
imagination simply by evoking the history and the 
covenant? I will argue that the life of the wandering Ara
mean, the Syrian nomad, is transposed from the outer 
to the inner human realm by means of the Law itself. 

I once listened to a learned man explain that the Jew
ish Law contained nothing spiritual, that it concerned it
self exclusively with external possessions and outward 
acts. This man went so far as to claim that the Hebrew 
word translated "covet" in the tenth commandment 
means instead ''obtain by magic,'' but I cannot recall 
that he had anything at all to say about the command in 
Leviticus to love your neighbor as yourself. (19.18,33-4) 
His purpose was to show the inferiority of Judaism to 
Christianity, but I have also heard more than one rabbi 
explain that the superiority of Judaism consists precisely 
in its concentration on the outer things under a man's 
control, rather than on the inner and involuntary things. 
It seems to me, though, that the regulation of outward 
life in the Jewish Law is always for the sake of its sig
nificance for inward life. The keynote of the whole Law 
is sounded in the command to the hearer to talk about 
the law all the time, whenever one is free from neces
sary business. (Deuteronomy 6.6-7) It is not a Law to be 
memorized, but one to be interpreted. It does not bring 
the life of moral struggle to an end, but stimulates that 
life. Most of what the Law has to give is not on its sur
face, but evident only to the imagination, through the ac
tivity of interpretation. The ultimate Biblical response to 
the corruption of human life by imagination is the giv
ing of the Law, not to replace the imagination but to feed 
it with strong meat. 

Now some of you may be thinking, that sounds good, 
and there are some good things in the Law of Moses, but 
isn't much of the Law unenlightened and even barbaric? 
For example, doesn't that Law approve of slavery? The 
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Law does not forbid slavery, and certainly recognizes its 
existence, but as far as I can determine, every mention 
of slavery in the five books of Moses deals with the free
ing of slaves. The most extensive ordinances deal with 
Jewish slaves, who must be set free after six years of work 
(Ex. 21, Deut. 15), liberally furnished with livestock, 
grain, and wine (D 15.13-14). Most remarkable is that the 
slave owner is commanded not only to free the slave, but 
not to do so grudgingly. (D 15.18) Further, any slave, Jew
ish or otherwise, is exempt from the famous law of retali
ation, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. This is true 
in one way in the Code of Hammurabi, a Babylonian king 
contemporary with Abraham: there the eye or tooth of 
a slave is worth less than that of a man, but requires a 
payment of money to the slave's owner. (Laws 196-201) 
Presumably the slave's owner is free to knock out eyes 
and teeth as long as the slave has eyes and teeth to knock 
out. But in the Law of Moses, the slave's eye or tooth 
is worth his freedom: a slave owner who strikes his slave 
must set him free for the eye's sake, or for the tooth's 
·sake. (E 21.26-7) And every fiftieth year is a jubilee year 
in which all slaves must be set free. (Lev. 25.54) 

Slavery in the Bible, then, is a limited institution, with 
laws made to mitigate its harshness. But we have yet to 
consider the most interesting of those limitations, the law 
concerning runaway slaves. Again, for the sake of con
trast, we mention the Code of Hammurabi, under which 
anyone harboring a runaway slave was to be killed. (Law 
16) In our enlightened times, this was not a capital 
offense, but still the United States Constitution required 
that anyone held to forced labor in one state had to be 
returned from any other state. (Art. 4, Sec. 2) And in the 
nineteenth century, Congress passed a law under which 
a federal judge was paid twice as much when he found 
an accused person to be a runaway slave as when he let 
him go. The law preventing slaves from running away 
follows simply from the logic of the institution of slavery 
itself. If someone can choose with his feet not to be a 
slave, and the law does not compel him to return, he is 
no slave in the first place. A law permitting a slave to es
cape his servitude is bad law and bad logic. Listen to the 
Biblical law on the subject: "Thou shalt not deliver unto 
his master a bondsman that is escaped from his master 
unto thee; he shall dwell with thee, in the midst of thee, 
in the place which he shall choose within one of thy gates, 
where it li.keth him best; thou shalt not wrong him." (D 
23.16-17) Any slave who doesn't want to be a slave, and 
who can run away, is no longer a slave, but is protected 
by the law. Is not the very institution of slavery under
mined by this little restriction? Why then does the Law 
not explicitly forbid slavery? What is the attitude toward 
slavery implicit in the Law? Think about it, as the sixth 
chapter of Deuteronomy requires. 
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The logic of slavery, that leads to the duty of returning 
a runaway slave, is the same as the logic of war, that leads 
to conscription. If war is right and the nation is at war, 
individuals cannot be permitted to refrain from fighting 
by their own choice. If we are at all on the right track in 
understanding the Law, then, we should expect to find 
military conscription absent or even forbidden, and this 
is just what we do find. There is one law in Deuteronomy 
that forbids a man to go into battle during his first year 
of marriage, and commands him to stay home and make 
his wife happy. (24.6) Mr. O'Grady used to comment that 
this law has no provision for cases when there are not 
enough soldiers left. It is unconditional in choosing the 
happiness of a young bride as a higher end than victory 
in battle. Let us listen to the general law governing the 
conduct of battle (D 20.5-8): 

"The officers shall speak unto the people, saying: 'What man 
is there that hath built a new house and hath not dedicated 
it? let him go and return to his house, lest he die in the bat
tle, and another man dedicate it. And what man is there that 
hath planted a vineyard, and hath not used the fruit there
of? let him go and return unto his house, lest he die in the 
battle, and another man use the fruit thereof. And what man 
is there that hath betrothed a wife, and hath not taken her? 
let him go and return unto his house, lest he die in battle, 
and another man take her.' And the officers shall speak fur
ther unto the people, and they shall say: 'What man is there 
that is fearful and faint-hearted? let him go and return unto 
his house, lest his brethren's heart melt as his heart."' 

Not only a new wife, but also a fiancee, a new house, 
and a new vineyard have higher claims on a man than 
does any battle, but again there is one further restriction 
that seems to undermine the whole institution of war. 
Under the Jewish Law, no one can be a soldier if he 
doesn't want to. The Bible is full of bloody warfare, and 
even glorifies it, and in certain special cases forbids hu
mane treatment of the enemy. (D.20.16-18) These things 
can be defended, but are still disturbing to most of us. 
But anyone who was thus disturbed in his heart in Bibli
cal times would, under the Law, be automatically exempt 
from fighting. Under such a law, the Vietnam war prob
ably could not have been fought, but there is no such cal
culation in the Bible. Does the Bible teach the rightness 
of war? 

In the third place, let us consider usury, the lending 
of money at interest. The Bible in no way restricts this 
practice, so long as the borrower is not a Jew or a resi
dent alien. (D 15.3, 6; 23.21) From a fellow Jew, no form 
of interest in goods or money in any amount may ever 
be taken. (D 23.20) Usury is permissible in foreign com
merce, but never to be part of the life of one's own com
munity. Within the community one may lend, and accept 
a pledge as collateral for repayment, but with three res
trictions: a mill or millstone may never be taken as a 
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pledge, since without it a man may not tum his crop into 
bread (D 24.6); if the pledge is a garment, the lender must 
return it to the borrower every night, since he may have 
no other covering to sleep under (D 24.12-13; E 22.25-6); 
and under no circumstances is the lender to go into the 
borrower's house to choose the article to be taken in 
pledge, but he must wait outside and take what he is 
given (D 24.10-11). The necessity to borrow from one's 
neighbor must, under the Law, have no cost in money 
or goods, in hardships the lender might be unable to fore
see, or even in embarrassment. But the most remarkable 
provision for the borrower is a law requiring that all debts 
be cancelled every seven years. (D 15.1-11) Here is what 
the Law says to the lender: 

"If there be among you a needy man, one of thy brethren, 
within any of thy gates, in thy land which the Lord thy God 
giveth thee, thou shalt not harden thy heart, nor shut thy 
hand from thy needy brother; but thou shalt surely open thy 
hand unto him, and shalt surely lend him sufficient for his 
need in that which he wanteth. Beware that there be not a 
base thought in thy heart, saying: 'The seventh year, the year 
of release, is at hand; ' and thine eye be evil against thy needy 
brother, and thou give him nought; ... Thou shalt surely 
give him, and thy heart shall not be grieved when thou givest 
unto him." 

This law is not only for the protection of the poor; it seems 
even more strongly concerned with protecting the rich 
man against his own feelings. Perhaps one might say of 
all three, slavery, war, and usury, that they are all right, 
so long as one does not think that they are all right. 

A fourth institution provided for in Deuteronomy is 
monarchy. (17.14-20) For about a thousand years from 
the time of the patriarchs, Israel has no king, but the Law 
foresees a desire for one when the people reach the 
promised land. The Law authorizes a king, so long as he 
does not multiply for himself horses, wives, or gold and 
silver, if he copies out the Torah for himself and reads 
it all his life. He is to be a king without pride over his 
subjects, regarding himself primarily as a subject of God. 
Does the Law sanction monarchy, or make it impossible? 

The last institution I will ask you to consider is private 
property. You will not be surprised to hear that in the 
Bible it is neither forbidden nor simply approved, but is 
a qualified legal right. A tenth of every year's income 
must be set aside, in part for celebration, and in part for 
the use of priests, strangers, widows, and orphans. (D 
14.22-29) But the amount from which the tenth is taken 
is not everything that grows in a man's fields . When one 
harvests grain, olives, or grapes, one may not glean his 
fields. (D 24.19-22) Something must always be left behind 
for the needy. And at any time of year, anyone may enter 
the vineyard of another and eat his fill, so long as he car
ries nothing away, and may take away from another 
man's cornfield everything he can pluck with his hand. 
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(23.25-6) We must conclude that the produce of a man's 
own land belongs to him, as long as he doesn't take all 
of it or use all that he takes, and that it belongs also to 
everyone else, as long as they do not abuse that right. 

At this point, I think it is safe to conclude that the ef
fect of the Jewish Law is not to settle the questions of the 
moral life, but to unsettle them. This does not mean that 
the Law is vague about how people should act, or leaves 
loopholes for the clever to escape its requirements, or 
even, God forbid, fosters a belief that morality is only rela
tive. On the contrary, the Law is so clear about where 
obligations begin and end that it reveals an unmistakable 
two-sideness in anything that purports to be the princi
ple or end of human life. Some discussions of morals and 
politics are doctrinaire, deducing actions rigidly from for
mal principles. The Bible exhibits a treatment of human 
things of another kind, a kind which one finds also in 
Plato's dialogues and Aristotle's Ethics. This non-formal 
approach requires the exercise of judgment, the draw
ing of lines, and the balancing of conflicting goods. It is 
the opposite of irrational, but it does not restrict itself to 
conclusions accessible in the understanding by logic; its 
proper instrument is the imagination. When we hear in 
a political or moral discussion, as we do every day, that 
some conclusion follows because otherwise, "where do 
you draw the line?" the speaker is doing no more than 
confess the inadequacy of his imagination to the topic be
fore him. The formalistic approach to human things is 
always an evasion of everything that matters to us. 

On the contrary, the Law of Moses is full of everything 
human, including war, slavery, and every gradation of 
political and economic oppression. Its purpose is not to 
wipe out these evils-that could only be accomplished by 
wiping out us, their authors-but to provide ammunition 
for a never-ending struggle against them. Jacob's wan
derings in the Syrian desert were for him and for his 
descendants the primary characteristic of his life. It was 
the promise of rest in the divine covenant that made such 
a life acceptable. But the covenant is not a literal promise 
of earthly peace and prosperity. Moses knew this when 
he said both "there will be no poor amo'ng you . . . if 
only you will obey the voice of the Lord your God, '' and 
also "the poor will never cease out of the land." (D 
15.4-5,11) The purpose of the Law, as of the covenant, 
is to prevent a coming to rest in the wrong place. This 
is not to say that the Law cannot be obeyed, but that there 
is no such thing as a completion of such obedience. The 
more one succeeds in obeying it, the more this Law opens 
the imagination to the more that still needs to be done. 
This is not an infinite process that makes all striving fu
tile, but one that makes striving ever more effective. Such 
striving toward an end reflects the strife, in any thought
ful human being, of the imagination with itself. 
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