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Response paper 2

Great Conversation 113A

An Angry God?

How to justify just about anything.

In the Torah there are stories that would disturb nearly any modern ear.  If this book is the direct word of God, then God is a fickle and easily angered thing, and anything but omnipotent.  Although no one can prove or disprove this, I am inclined to believe that many of these stories were invented over the years not only to illustrate morals, but, all too often, to justify wrongful behavior.  


Dinah, daughter of Leah and Jacob, was raped by the prince Shechem.  Of course this is a terrible crime, but see how justice is wrought: The sons of Jacob speak to Shechem “deceitfully, because he had defiled their sister Dinah.”  (Genesis 34.13)  So apparently two wrongs do make a right.  They claim good intentions toward their enemy, and then plunder the city and kill every male in it.  And God sides with Jacob and his sons, for although they killed many innocent people, God makes a “terror” fall on all the cities around them, so that no one will pursue them.  (Genesis 35.5)  So God was on their side, they claim, and a wrong by one person from the city against one of Jacob’s people justifies the slaughter of thousands of men.  It could be that, according to God, in those times a leader always reflected the morals of the city in which he lived, but a simpler explanation is that a very angry group of people who vented that anger and got away with it had to explain their actions to later generations.


Another thing these stories try to explain is why people do evil things in the first place, since an omnipotent God could so easily change their ways, and why bad things happen to good people, when they could so easily be prevented.  When Moses attempts to free the Israelites from Egypt, God says to him “I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and he will pursue them, so that I will gain glory for myself over Pharaoh and all his army; and the Egyptians shall know that I am the Lord.”  (Exodus 14.4)  How sad, then, that these Egyptians that God proves his existence to all die in the process, drowned in the sea.  (Exodus 14.28)  No, a better explanation is that this is a dramatic retelling of a people’s escape from their oppressors, and of the reasons that they suffered so long under them.  


As the origins of this text are so obscure, none of this can be proven, and it is merely a question of which is harder to believe: that these strange and terrible “miracles” actually happened, or that the human imagination is capable of creating such ideas.
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