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Wisdom
[bookmark: h.k54ne8wb60t9]The primary biblical texts concerning wisdom are the books of Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the book of Wisdom, and the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach. In Proverbs and the Wisdom of Solomon (and, to a lesser extent Job and the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach), wisdom is personified as an enigmatic female figure (dubbed “Woman Wisdom”). Both the Greek and Hebrew gendered nouns for wisdom (Sophia and Hokmah respectively) are female. Wisdom, in the Hebrew sense, more or less equates to “skill”, or having the skills to lead a successful life, which is in turn associated with leading a disciplined life.[footnoteRef:1]	Comment by Catrin Williams: Although technically spekaing, the latter two are not biblical texts but apocryphal texts.	Comment by Catrin Williams: Apposite introduction for an encyclopaedia article. [1:   K. T. Aitken, ‘Proverbs’, in The Oxford Bible Commentary, ed. by John Barton and John Muddiman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 406. You need to include a full stop at the end of a footnote.] 


Wisdom in the Canonical Texts
In Proverbs traditional female roles such as wife, sister, and mother are associated with wisdom,[footnoteRef:2] however her language is also prophetic; in Proverbs 1 she “calls”, “stretches out her hand”, needs to be “sought” and “found”.[footnoteRef:3] The prophetic voice of wisdom implies she has divine authority and to deny her is to deny God.[footnoteRef:4] In her great speech in Proverbs 8, Woman Wisdom claims to have a role in creation: she was “created” by God before creation was (Pr. 8:22-29) and was beside him as a “master worker” (Pr. 8:30). There is a great deal of ambiguity about the passage; commentators note that it could be interpreted in terms of God “giving birth” to wisdom or having to “acquire her at the beginning of his way”.[footnoteRef:5] In Proverbs Woman Wisdom is often identified in opposition to the loose/strange/foreign woman. By contrast to Woman Wisdom, the “master worker” who rejoiced before God (Pr. 8:30), we are warned of the loose woman, whose house is “the way to Sheol” (Pr. 7:27).	Comment by Catrin Williams: Explain in what sense ‘prophetic’. [2:  Claudia Van Camp , ‘Woman Wisdom in the Hebrew Bible’, in Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, ed. by Carol Meyers, Toni Craven, and S. Kraemer (Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdman’s Publishing Co, 2001), p. 549 and Athalya Brenner, ‘Some Observations on the Figuration of Women in Wisdom Literature’, in Feminist Companion to Wisdom Literature, ed. by Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), p. 55.]  [3:  Van Camp, ‘Woman Wisdom in the Hebrew Bible’, p. 549.]  [4:  Aitken, p. 407.]  [5:  Aitken, p. 148.] 


In Job, wisdom is not personified or given any female traits, however  it is associated with God and is seen, established and sought out by God (Jb. 28:27) and equated with “the fear of the Lord” (Jb. 28:28).

Athalya Brenner argues that the Joseph story cycle found in Gen. 37-47 represents a working example of wisdom;[footnoteRef:6] the story follows Joseph has he travels from a state of youthful naivety to maturity, acquiring the skills for a successful life. The strange woman of Proverbs makes an appearance in the form of Potiphar's wife who seeks to seduce Joseph (Gen. 39:7-18), interaction with her leads to Sheol (or prison: Gen. 39: 21), but because of Joseph’s uprightness he thrives and leads a successful life.	Comment by Catrin Williams: The same could be said of Samson’s female companions, where there are greater verbal affinities with wisdom traditions. [6:  Brenner, p. 62.] 


In the New Testament the most explicit mention of wisdom can be found in the teachings of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew (and their counterpart in the Gospel of Luke). The material is from the Q document which Matthew and Luke share[footnoteRef:7] and in it wisdom is “vindicated by her deeds” (Mt. 11:19) as a mother is by her children (Lk. 7:35). 	Comment by Catrin Williams: or source	Comment by Catrin Williams: How does wisdom in Q relate to earlier traditions? [7:  Anne McGuire, ‘Woman Wisdom in the New Testament’, in Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, ed. by Carol Meyers, Toni Craven, and S. Kraemer (Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdman’s Publishing Co, 2001), p. 552.] 


Wisdom in the Deuterocanonical Texts
The book of Wisdom defines Woman Wisdom in much the same way as Pr. 8:22-30; in Ws. 7:25-26 she is described as “a breath of the power of God”, a “pure emanation” from him, and “an image of his goodness”. In Ws. 9:27 Woman Wisdom saves people, despite being distinct from God (Ws. 8:3).[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Eileen Schuller, ‘The Apocrypha’, in The Woman’s Bible Commentary, ed. by Carol Newsom and Sharon Ringe (London: SPCK, 1992), p. 238; Claudia Van Camp, ‘Woman Wisdom in the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books’, in Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, ed. by Carol Meyers, Toni Craven, and S. Kraemer (Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdman’s Publishing Co, 2001), p. 551.] 


In the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach, Woman Wisdom is identified with the Torah;[footnoteRef:9] she “compassed the vault of heaven” (Si. 24:5) and searches for a home before being directed by God to the people of Israel so that they may “receive (her) inheritance” (Si. 24:8). Elsewhere Woman Wisdom is associated with the human metaphors of teacher (Si. 4:11), bride (Si. 15:1-2), and mother (Si. 15:1-2). [9:  Schuller, p. 238.] 


[bookmark: h.kj44i5pubfoy]Though Woman Wisdom is not mentioned in the The Song of Solomon, some commentators have identified her with the female lover.[footnoteRef:10] O’Connor notes that if this is so, another layer is added to wisdom traditions; to live with wisdom is to enter into a love affair with her à la the relationship described in the Song of Solomon[footnoteRef:11].	Comment by Catrin Williams: Footnote reference to O’Connor? [10:  Alice Ogden Bellis, Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes (Westminster: John Knox Press, 1994), p. 201.]  [11:  Bellis, p. 201.] 


Wisdom at Qumran
There are three Qumran texts (4Q184, 4Q185, and 4Q525) which speak of personified wisdom; in them are found the same themes which are present in the canonical and deuterocanonical literature.[footnoteRef:12] In 4Q184 Lady Wisdom is given by God to her seekers; the lines in the Qumran text resemble those of Proverbs which expound the riches which come with wisdom and the happiness which results (Pr. 3:13-18).[footnoteRef:13] Lady Wisdom in 4Q184 is not an active figure, she is given and received but does not act, ; in this way she more closely resembles the wisdom of Job.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Sidnie White Crawford, ‘Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly at Qumran’, Dead Sea Discoveries, 5, No. 3 (1998), 205-217, (p. 217)]  [13:  Crawford, p. 213]  [14:  Crawford, p. 213] 


[bookmark: h.pockxsmeoypr]In 4Q185 and 4Q525 (the later also called 4QBeatitudes) wisdom resembles the wisdom of the Wisdom of Jesus Ben Sirach in that it is given to the Israelites and equated with the law of Moses, and indirectly, the Torah.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Crawford, p. 214, 216] 


The Origins of Lady Wisdom
Sections of Proverbs, especially those which deify Lady Wisdom, call to mind the goddess worship of religions surrounding the ancient Israelites. Scholars have identified Lady Wisdom as being a possible disguise for the Egyptian goddesses Ma’at and Isis, as well as the Sumerian goddess Inanna, and the related Babylonian Ishtar/Canaanite Astarte. In Proverbs wisdom is described as having “long life (is) in her right hand; in her left hand are riches and honour” (Pr. 3:16), a description which calls to mind the Egyptian goddess Ma’at who is often portrayed holding the symbols of long life riches. Another resemblance to Ma’at is found in Proverbs 8 where Woman Wisdom makes clear her relationship with political power: “By me kings reign, and rulers decree what is just; by me rulers rule, and nobles, all who govern rightly” (Pr. 8:15-16). The relationship between Woman Wisdom and political power is similar to that between Ma’at and the Pharaoh, whose throne she is the underpinning.[footnoteRef:16] In Pr. 3:18 Woman Wisdom is likened to a tree: “she is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her”, a metaphor which calls to mind Genesis, but which may also have roots in near Near eastern Eastern vegetation goddess worship.[footnoteRef:17] Finally it has been noted that the book of Proverbs bears similarities to Egyptian texts used in the education of royal princes and state officials; there were perhaps court schools in ancient Israel and Proverbs could be an adaptation of Egyptian wisdom literature.[footnoteRef:18] It is therefore not ridiculous(?) to postulate that some of the goddess worship of Egypt could have found its way into the book of Proverbs via its Egyptian heritage.	Comment by Catrin Williams: Is this the most appropriate word? [16:  Carol Fontaine, ‘Proverbs’, in The Woman’s Bible Commentary, ed. by Carol Newsom and Sharon Ringe (London: SPCK, 1992), p. 148 ]  [17:  Fontaine, p. 147]  [18:  Aitken, p. 406.] 


Egyptian influences are also found in the book of Wisdom, whose author assumes the identity of King Solomon. The female personification of wisdom resembles the Hellenistic goddess of fertility, Isis, who was also important in the royal ideology of Egypt.[footnoteRef:19] The relationship in the book of Wisdom between Solomon, God and Woman Wisdom is similar to that in Egyptian religion between the sun god Re, Isis and the human king, Orsis.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Van Camp, ‘Woman Wisdom in the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books’, p, 551.]  [20:  Van Camp, ‘Woman Wisdom in the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books’, p, 551.] 


[bookmark: h.uizml8rewiwu][bookmark: h.t6smqve6uf4c]Recent archaeological evidence suggests Israelite worship of the Canaanite goddess Astarte alongside worship of YHWH well into the monarchic period,[footnoteRef:21] a fact which has prompted several commentators to conclude that Woman Wisdom represents either a period of convergence with Canaanite religion (wherein YHWH took on attributes of Astarte and the worship of that goddess was suppressed),[footnoteRef:22] or merely a remnant of goddess worship in ancient Israel.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Van Camp, ‘Woman Wisdom in the Hebrew Bible’, p, 550.]  [22:  Van Camp, ‘Woman Wisdom in the Hebrew Bible’, p, 550.]  [23:  Aitken, p. 146.] 


How to Interpret Woman Wisdom
Woman Wisdom presents something of an enigma to biblical interpreters; why, in such an otherwise androcentric society, is Wisdom feminised? Why, in Proverbs, are the most and least positive and aspects of humanity personified in women? Modern commentators have dealt with these questions in numerous ways. Von Rad interprets Wisdom as “an attribute of the world, signifying something like ‘meaning’ implemented by God in creation”.[footnoteRef:24] Carol Newsom believes that in Proverbs the best and worst of humanity is embodied in women because women is that which is “other” than man and therefore comes to represent that which is superior and inferior to him.[footnoteRef:25] Other commentators interpret Woman Wisdom as an amalgamation of all the positive roles played by wives, mothers, daughters, and teachers in Israelite society.[footnoteRef:26] In the modern ChurchChristianity, wisdom has come to be associated with the doctrine of the Trinity; the introduction to the wisdom books in the New Jerusalem Bible reads: [24:  Von Rad Quoted in: Aitken, p. 411.]  [25:  Carol Newsom cited in: Bellis, p. 196.]  [26:  Fontaine, p. 146.] 


“Personified wisdom is seen as the agent of divine activity in the world, and eventually as participating in the divine nature itself. This prepares for the Christian understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity”.[footnoteRef:27] Some concluding sentences? [27:  Unknown Author, The New Jerusalem Bible: Reader’s Edition (London: Darton, Longman and Todd Ltd, 1990), p, 541] 


[bookmark: h.breg3u342j0w][bookmark: h.e958c1f537vj]
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