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Worship, Idolatry, and God

O God! if I worship Thee in fear of Hell,
burn me in Hell; :

and if I worship Thee in hope of Paradise,
exclude me from Paradise; ‘

but if I worship Thee for Thine own sake,
withhold not Thine Everlasting Beauty I

. “Worship, particularly when viewed as the expression of a heart over-
flowing with. the love of God, has been praised in virtually all religious

traditions. In the Hebrew-derived traditions—Jewish, Christian, Muslim—

the caveat of the Q Document is echoed again and again: “You shall worship

fth’éLord your God, and him only shall you serve.”? Hence there is an in-
stinctive positive reponse to this sifi lady’s prayer with its evident sincerity.

Instmctlve reactions can, nonetheless, be misleading.

In the cultures in which many of us have been reared, propriety and
good taste dictate that a good person will profess a belief in God, worship
him regularly in church or synagogue, and lead a moral life. Of those who
conform to this minimum standard, few questions are asked; those who
depart from any portion of it will find little reckoned to their credit. When
support for this popular notion is sought in the Bible, however, few pas-
‘siges appear to ‘echo the oft-repeated injunction, “Bow the knee and become
rehglous
/“The first element of the standard may have little religious importance,
as the author of the Epistle of James clearly perceived—*“You believe that
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God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder” (Jas

2: 19)—suggesting that belief in God per se does not mark one as necessarily

better than a demon. Throughout the Bible, faith, not simple belief, is-
emphasized; and faith and belief can never be equated. Faith is the opposite

of unconcern, not of disbelief. Disbelief is the opposite of belief, yet faith

embraces both. This point is rarely appreciated by those who, with their

security slipping from them, ask, “But you do believe in.God, don’t you?”.

A bland “yes” that considers the implications of neither the term “God” nor

the term “believe” reassures them; a thoughtful response, seeking more pre-

cise content for either term, frequently proves unnerving.

The third element in the series may be largely a product of community
judgment, inasmuch as “moral” must be understood at least in terms of
its etymology—from mos, moris (“manner, custom, habit”). So-called
“moral” behavior can hide a heart of stone, and the prophets of Israel
habitually directed their barbs not against the ungodly but against the prac-
titioners of conventional religion and morality (cf Amos 4: 1-6; 5: 21-27;
Jer 7). The middle third of the conventional description, however, is the
focus of this paper: the worship of God and its correlate, the prohibition
of the worship of idols. ' B '

Professor Myers, to whom this volume of essays is being offered, de-
lighted in challenging many current views. Shibboleth after shibboleth
came under his prophetic scrutiny. This essay therefore attempts to apply
some of the same rigor—although not necessarily at all the same beliefs—
to the criticism of popular views of belief, worship, and morality as the

essence of man’s duty before the Almighty.

WonrsHIP: VALUE STRUCTURE AND DEFERENCE

Current English usage tends to equate worship with an attitude or'feel_i'n'g’ii
Friedrich Schleiermacher’s speech on “The Nature of Religion” turned
“perception, feeling and activity,”® and his stress on the internal nature
the religious experience has profoundly influenced our religious legacy. D
tiohary definitions of the word “worship” stress such synonyms’ as “hono
“intense love,” “admiration,” and the like, 1inking it with words like “aw
and “adoration.” Its etymology, however, is via Middle English worsch
from Anglo-Saxon weorthscipe, clearly expressing a value judgment. . A
object of worship must therefore appear higher on an individual’s scale
values than some object that is not worshiped. Worship then implie
commitment to what is regarded as of highest value. In this sense, everyo
worships if he has ever taken-the trouble to reject a lower value for a higher
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In the Hebrew scriptures, which are the special c.oncern“ot' thi.s e:saly,
only three words are commonly  rendered into English as worshq;. r;
connection with the “worship” of the Queen of He.aver:‘, J eremlal.l 94; z \:;eis
«Gsab (“pained, grieved, thwarted,” by extension “to ;v\(;rshllpl)), -l:,] s
ay i in it is omitted in the RSV. In Dani€l, L
may be a spurious reading, and i 10 v
w01)‘,d is typically sagad, with [° (“fall down,” prostrate )-‘ {31111 :ihth:(;SSli
* important term is dohoh (“bow down”), implying .a'usage s.1m11ar (g he
sential meaning of «“worship” in other Eastern spiritual syster.ns. ol :. :
something done, whether felt or not. It need not be used with an object.

When Gideon heard the telling of the dream .and ifcs interpl"ieta']t:loln5 )[1.e.,
of the tent destroyed by the barley cake], he worshiped. (Judg 7: .

ivi i his family] Job arose, and rent
eiving news of the destruction of ]
[ﬁsﬁigggc and gshaved his head, and fell on the ground, and worshiped.
(Job 1: 20) -
And Moses made haste to bow his head toward the earth, and worshiped.
(Ex 34: 8)

The whole assembly worshiped. . : . And they sang praises with gladness,
and they bowed down and worshiped. (2 Chron 29: 28, 30)

When the word does have specific reference, God or S‘(‘HWH. ls”noft ;(I)_ll'\n;;-llli
the object, although the Second Isaiah foretells the YVOtSl;lpt h.o sl
suffering servant (Is 49: 7); howe\lrer, l:hfe reaIl mt:amng of this passag

isi her nations bowing low beiore lsracl - : ‘
th?[‘l‘::sfcl,lt (Z)ff o\:rorshipf (bowing) is an automatic resp.onse in the prffetl;:et::
_power, or else it is an auspicious act performed f(_)r its owr.x sake.f ’ aﬁd
death of David’s first child by Bathsheba, following a period of fasting ‘

intercession,

v d anointed himself, and changed.
id arose from the earth, and washed, ane ] ' ger
Eiaswcllothes; and he went into the house of YHWH, and worshiped; he then

went to his own house. (2 Sam 12: 20)

When Naaman was to be cured of his leprosy, he also worshiped, without:
the specification of any object of the verb (2 Kings 5: 18);
finally found for Isaac,

last two instances would seem to nega

. i brew sentence is literally;
shows that in both cases the construction of the He hent

1; 12: 27), and the conception

“worship toward YHWH.” The parallelism expressed in “bow the
and worship” confirms the meaning (cf Ex 4: 3

when a wife was,
“the man bowed his head and worshipefi YHWH’
(Gen 24: 26—J); and when Samuel and Saul split over Saul’s failure to an-

i ” 15: 31). These
ihi kites, “Saul worshiped YHWH” (1 Sam _ est;
e e e would te our principles, but closer inspection
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of worship as an important act to be pursued in-its own right can be seen
in such an illustration as the case of Abraham, who “said to his young man,
‘Stay here with the ass; I and the lad [Isaac] will go yonder'and worship’”
-(Gen 22: 5—E). In the temple and out of it, worship implies primarily a
prostration, a bowing. Elkanah, father of Samuel, went up to the temple
to-worship and sacrifice (1 Sam 1: 3), and Samuel himself worshiped before
YHWH in the Temple (1 Sam 1: 19, 28). The theophany to Joshua may be
‘as instructive an incident as any. While reconnoitering Jericho before the
siege, Joshua met the commander of YHWH’s army in a vision, “and Joshua
fell on his face to the earth, and worshiped, and said to him, ‘What does
my lord bid -his servant?’ And the commander of YHWH’s army said

to:Joshua, ‘Put off your shoes from your feet.’” (Josh 5: 14; ¢f Num 22: 22
and 2 Kings 6: 17.)

.DEFERENCE

Oh 'th,e‘ other hand, the act pi ‘worship, Sohoh, may have an external reference
because it is usually performed with reference to the presence of power. be-
fore which man defers. When cultic worship is performed, worshiper and

priest are both depersonalized, and the act itself becomes the bearer of power
and the reintegrator of life: '

... inthe cult the actual agent is not man nor the human community,
but sacred Power, whether this.is merely the sacred common element or
a sacred will. In worship, therefore, “to do,” “to act,” is always sacramen-
tal,” Something different and something more is done than what is actually
performed: things are manipulated to which man himself is not superior;

he stands within a sacred activity and not above this. He does not govern,
that is to say, but serves,” - : :

A worshiper at shrine, mosque, church, or temple may be as little aware
of the nuances of theology as a native speaker cares about the fine points
of grammar. Nonetheless, he feels compelled to practice his devotion in
certain prescribed ways that show due deference to the object of his faith:
‘tobow, to prostrate, to gaze, perhaps to touch, to kiss, or to share food or
«drink. On a sophisticated level, intellectual ‘assent or understanding of
‘what is being done may be expected, but the actions themselves are not so
J,,_Ifmich expressions of value structures as they are the spontaneous, physical
‘éxpressions of the urge to do something in the presence of power, either to
'submit to it or to appropriate it. Power is apprehended in many ways.
Stephen did mighty works because the power of God was poured out on

m",(Acts 6: 8), and Peter, likewise full of the power of God, caused a lame
man to walk (Acts 3: 6). By deferring before the power, the worshiper may
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lay claim to it. Hence, in classical Roman Catholic theology, grace i§ a
measurable substance that can be dispensed by the Church.- A benediction
is not merely sweet words—nor is a malediction simply an insult—but thg
conveyance of power, the power of God, for good or for ill, o

All these ideas are present in the Bible in some measure, and herem. its
universal character is revealed. But the distinctive features of .the Bible
appear when it is seen that these universal ideas are 'not‘-controllmg. Man
deferring before God seeks to be eit_her his slave or his mas?er_, for defere.nce
can .be a form of control fully as much as a form of submission. “Certainly
the Bible contains its share of men who have attempted to be Got.i’s masters
as well as those who have groveled before him, but the d.oml'nant not,e
throughout Hebrew scriptures is the presentation of man neither as God's
master nor as God’s slave but as God’s interpreter:

When the prophets discovered the living God, they discovered at the same
time the life of man as a free, responsible, human person. . . ..The prophet
is one who stands in God’s presence, and having'lis_tened to him, speaks tq

man on his behalf.?

No Gops Berore YHWH

When Muhammad proclaimed, “There is no god [al lah] excepi God [Allah),”
he was scarcely more insistent than the’ Deuteronomist who phrased the:
first Commandment as “You shall have no other gods before me [lit. ‘face

or ‘presence’]” (Deut 5: 7). This verse and those that follow deset:re care-
ful reading. The commandment is “You shall have no other gods” except
YHWH, and “You shall not make for yourself a graven image ...” and
“you shall not bow down [$ohoh] to them” (Deut 5: 8, 9). Significantly, the
word for “worship” is bracketed with idols and not with YHWH. Also, the
command concerning YHWH is a prohibition, something not to be done
before his face, not a demand that something be done. :

NOT TO BOW DOWN TO THEM

Hebrew .scriptures séy_ little about worshiping before God, ax}d even less
about “worshiping God,” but they are unequivocal in prohibiting ,the? wor-,
ship of anything that is not God. The horror of making a gesture of obeisance
to anything that is not God obsesses many biblical writers. _

According to the Deuteronomist, the cardinal sin was the worship of false
gods. His strictures are well known:

If you forget YHWH your God and go éfter other gods and serve them

and worship them, I solemnly warn you this day that you shall surely
perish. (Deut 8: 19) ' '
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Take heed lest your heart be deceived, and serve other gods and worship
them. (Deut 11: 16) .

But if . . . you will not hear, but are drawn away to worsﬁip-'other gods
and serve them, I declare to you this day that you shall perish. (Deu
30: 17-18) .

And there is the uneqﬂivocal, ringing sfatem,eht of the Décalog:_ »

You shall have no other gods before me [lit. “before my face”]. You shall
‘hot make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is
‘in"heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water
‘under the earth; you shall not bow down to them or serve them;"for I
YHWH your God am a jealous God. ... (Deut 5: 7-9)

Deut 17: 3 and 29: 26 also warn against serving and worshiping alien gods.

Deuteronomic literature abounds in such strictures-(cf 1 Kings 9: 6; 9: 9;

“11:33; 16::31; 22: 53; and parallel :material in 2 .Chron 7: 19, 22; 32: 12).

Even the book of Jeremiah contains an indictment that must have come
originally from deuteronomic circles (Jer 16:.11).. '

::But to what were the Deuteronomists objecting ? - Were they conducting
a kind of celestial beauty contest, propagandizing for the worship of their
favorite deity, YHWH, instead of the god Ba‘al of their Canaanite neigh-
‘bors? Not really. The commandment not to worship Ba‘al is not equivalent
to'the command: to worship- YHWH; two entirely different frames of ref-
erences are involved. From the days of Elijah, it -was no longer possible
for any thinking person.in the mainstream of Hebrew tradition to equate
YHWH: with the forces of nature on which the life of the world depends.
On Mount Horeb, Elijah was confronted by an earthquake, wind, and a
fire, but YHWH was not in them (1 Kings 19). These mighty manifestations
of nature were followed by a “still small voice,” and, contrary to popular
exegeses of this verse, YHWH was not in the voice either. When the pheno-
mena of nature were silenced, Elijah became conscious of the presence of
the living God—a God whose life is in no way dependent upon the world
in-which he works, who can be neither represented- nor worshiped in any
of:the conventional ways common to human religions. o

“ This scene marks the turning point in Israel’s religion, a clear expression
of the otherness of God. A confrontation of the living God does not call
for contemplation but for hearing his voice and obeying. No wonder the
deuteronomic editor saw in Elijah’s experience a parallel to that of Moses,
the great leader whose faithful obedience and courageous faith' gave birth
I,‘:_‘Q,the community of Israel. ‘'Moses’ obedience was given a new significance
by this action of Elijah. Other prophets followed. Isaiah taunts him who
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£ his own hands (Is 2: 8), and promises th.at in thg ;i;lys;
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is Jealous, is a jealous God” (Ex 34: 14—J). brew soriptures | eathe
Deuteronomy and many other books of the el Te T B
irit of confidence, but in the face of such certainty, some q estions
:r?()ilent ’(;‘hat most of the writers whose works are preserve;i tl}lllet fnder_
Testament consistently oppose idolatry, who can deni'? ;I‘h}::\n . Ti ey
tood what they were condemning, who can confidently a X ? Mol
Sreally'practice(i what they preached, who, in the face of the evi » can
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s(?:(lil t::'ahI()Jubroought y(;li out of the land of Egypt, and rede_emed you out of
the ilouse of bondage. . - - (Deut 13: 1-5)

Such severe' penalties may indicate widespread disregard of this principie

in non-deuteronomic circles. .
they were condemning or that they lived con
is not so easy to demonstrate.

That the Deuteronomists\understood w}'la‘tj‘,
sistently with their preaching
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A basic question emerges: What, then, is an idol? Without raiging this
question to a larger frame of reference, answer is impossible, Collectively,
the god-figures of the world project into a cosmic setting man’s search for
salvation—that is, the transformation of his existence. The salvation sought
for is usually presented in the recollection (anamnesis) of a narrative (Ge-
sﬁi*hichle) which depicts the life of the gods. Functionally, gods—whether in
India, Greece, Canaan, or Israel;are not so much independent entities as
they are projections of man’s search for significance and meaning. An idol,
Erich Fromm notes, “represents the object of man’s central passion: the
«desire to return to the soil-mother, the craving for pessession, power, fame,
and so forth.”® The idol, then, is the reification or objectification of our
f:ljasic needs, the- consecration ‘of a portion of human power and human
value. . o |
.- That is to say, an idol exists in order to be worshiped because it functions
‘precisly as the projection of a value, a weorth. Contrary to the too-limited
perception of deuteronomic books, idols are not (fhings. They are not
objects that represent deities, nor are deities identical with the objects.
‘Idols represent unifying forces around which life can be structured, and by
offering a symbolic sacrifice, one is saying of the value represented by the
idol,: “This is worth more than that.” Idols are not things, and idolatry-is
not belief—at least not in any simple sense. The idol is valorization of a
tportion of human power and of humanity’s basic drives; idolatry is a means
fof living harmoniously with that power and exploiting it to serve human
ends. , o - '
%*What are some of these basics? The need for food and shelter and, in
‘most-climates, clothing. The need for satisfying human relations, including
‘meaningful sexual union. The drive for power, including accumulation of
ossessions and power over other:people. Indeed, the list'is endless, for
Véneration of idols is veneration of certain means of obtaining whatever is
‘designated as the good life, including the nation-state, the flag—a totemic
lfémblem—ideals of economics, or even.particularly strong attitudes about
he-proper length of skirts or hair. ' = '
here are positive values associated with the worship of idols, and Old
estament writers did not always realize that they had failen prey to the
ame tendencies they fought vigorously to avoid. Because they misread
at they were condemning, considering the idol itself as a god, the Deuter-
§[0'nomist isolated himself from the thought world about him. Yet, no biblical
writer could deny human nature. Man must consecrate his powers, and
iﬁéimay be argued that it is healthier to recognize certain basic drives -and

venerate them intelligently than to suppress them. “More than one hundred
years ago,” Richard Rubenstein writes,
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- Heine warned that the rejected -gods. of the Teutons slumbered but had
not died. When Thor awoke with his mighty hammer, there would be
played out on the European scene a catastrophe which would make the
French Revolution seem like child’s play. We have lived through' that
drama. The grandeur of the Torah is that it never permitted a comparable
split within the Jewish psyche. The priests of ancient Israel wisely never
suffered Jahweh entirely to win his war with Baal, Astarte and Anath.
That is why Jews were never Puritans, cut off from their inner life and the
powers of the earth which engendered it. Paganism was transformed, but
not entirely done away with in Judaism. In the redemption of the first
born son . . . for example, the murderous quality of paganism was deflected,
but its essential insight into the hostility between .the generations was
retained. . . . In the twentieth century, we have learned much concerning
the futility of repression in personal matters. The Torah instinctively and
intuitively understood this long ago in religious matters . . . . It understood
the paradoxical truth that one can best overcome atavisms and primitiv-
isms, in so far as they are destructive, by acknowledging their full potency
and attractiveness and channeling their expression to eliminate their harm.!

‘Biblical literature, then, seems ambivalent in that in the midst of its
harsh condemnation of idols, it does not entirely do away with idolatry—
indeed, the Bible itself is a kind of idol—but it warns over and over against
the absolutizing of a relative. This is- what is meant by the prohibition
against bowing down to that which is not God. “You shall have no other
gods. ... You shall not make a graven image. ... You shall not bow
down” to what is not an object of ultimate concern (Deut 5: 8, 9). Jewish
rituals, as they were later formulated, reacted to the tragic existence man

experiences as he is caught up in the swirl of the world’s uncontroliable

powers. By subconsciously incorporating some of the basic apprehensions
of the Canaanites into their ritual,” Israel expressed the deep-seated need
of men to objectify their powers and consecrate them so that-benefit rather
than harm would. result.. :

It came out of disguise when least expected. In sacrificial offerings of the

Temple services as well as in kashruth, Jews were enjoined to return the
blood of the slaughtered animal to the earth before consumption of the
rest of the animal was permitted. Is this not one of the oldest offering:s,};
made by man to thank and appease their cannibal Earth-mother? By
offering Earth the blood, in which the soul was found, it was hoped thit
the rest of the animal would be permitted.1? :

‘In the broadest sense, some veneration of ‘idols is inevitable. Danger
strikes when the idol becomes the end of the search, and here the biblical

injunction breaks through with new force. True religion will always he

means only that g shadow

iconoclastic. In this regard, even the weapons of the biblical writers used

for an idolatrous worship,
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THE PROHIBITION OF IDOLS

It is evident that the prohibition of idols in its essential and:‘adical form in-
cludes a prohibition against idolizing God. The commands Yo.u shall”hav;
no other gods,” “you shall not make for yourself. a g.rave‘r‘l image,” an

“you shall not bow down to them,” are not convertible into You sh.all ’l’lav_e
YHWH, make a graven image of him, and prostraife yourself-be_fore it. The:
"demand in Deut 5: 8 is negative; its obverse comes 1n the following chapter:

is H only;
Hear, O Israel, YHWH is our God, and.YHW
and you shall love YHWH your God with all your helazrt, and
with all your soul, and with all your might. (Deut 6: 4)

The positive commandment is not to worship YHWH but tg love him with
the totality of one’s self. The commandment continues, You shall fear

the Lorp your God; you shall serve him. . ..” (Deut 6: 13).15 Love, fear,

serve—these are commanded; worship is not: . . !
Prophetic Israel sensed the futility of placing faith in worship. The fol

lowing examples are typical:

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices ?
says the LORD; )

I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams
and the fat of fed beasts;

I do not delight in the blood of bulls, .
or of lambs, or of he-goats.

‘When you come to appear before me,
who requires of you
this trampling of my courts ?

Bring no more vain offerings. . ~. (Is 1: 11-13a)

Because Ephraim has multiplied altars for.sinning,
they have become to him altars for sinning. . . .
They love sacrifice; )
they sacrifice flesh and eat it;
but the Lorp has no delight in them. (Hos 8: 11, 13)

*Come to Bethel, and transgress; )
to Gilgal, and multiply your transgression;
bring your sacrifices every morning,
your tithes every three days; . . -
for so you love to do, O people of Israel,
says the Lord Gop. (Amos 4: 4,5)

For thus says the Lorp to the house of Ilsrael:
Seek me and live; but do not seek Bethel, -
and do not enter into Gilgal or cross over to Beersheba. (Amos 5: 4, 5)

I hate, I despise your feasts, )
and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.
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:Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and cereal offerings,
I will not accept them

and the peace offerings of your fatted beasts

I will not look upon.

‘Take away from me the noise of your songs;

{0 the melody of your harps I will not listen.

But let justice roll down like waters,

. . and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (Amos 5: 21-24)

But man did worship God, and fully as stringent as their strictures on
~the worship of false gods were the prophets’ condemnation of false worship
of the true God. To the passages cited above, we may add: '

Thus says YHWH-Sebaoth, the God of Israel: “Add your burnt offerings
to your sacrifices, and eat the flesh. For in the day that I brought them
‘outof the land of Egypt, I did not speak to your fathers or command them
concerning burnt offérings and sacrifices [cf the Priestly projection of cultic
:dernands]. But this command I gave them, “Obey my voice, and I will
be your God and you shall be my people; and walk in the way that I com-
mand you.” (Jer 7: 21-23) .

Throughout the Hebrew scriptures, the closest construction to a command
‘to-worship YHWH can be seen in the paranetic section describing the fall
‘of ‘Samaria in the deuteronomic 2 Kings 17: 36, “You shall fear the Lorb.
%v.You shall bow yourselves (from Sokoh) to him, and to him you shall
sacrifice.” There is also 1 Chron 16: 29: '

Ascribe to the Lorp the glory due his name;
bring an offering and come before him!
Worship the Lorp in holy array;
tremble before him all the earth.

Although virtually no English translation makes this fine distinction, the
rew text contains the preposition /¢, and a more accurate translation

ould be “worship before YHWH” or “worship foward YHWH.” The
Chronicler parallels Ps 29: 2, “Worship the Lorp in holy array” (RSV).
English translations of the Psalms are misleading because it would appear
‘ at ‘many of them use the proper name of YHWH as an object of the verb
worship.” But translators tend to ignore the preposition le, If it were

anslated, Ps 96: 9 would read, “Worship before YHWH in holy array,”
and so with the remaining references from the Psalms:

5: 7: I will'worship toward thy holy temple in.the fear of thee.

22:27: ... all the families of the nations shall worship before him
[i.e., YHWH] [following LXX] or before thee [Heb].

22:29: [Heb 28] ... before him [lit. “before your face”] shall bow
all who go down to the dust.
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45: 11: Since he is your lord, bow to him.
86: 9: All the nations . .. shall come and bow before thee,
O Lord. . ..

’ i wn [the parallelism makes
5. 6: O come, let us worship and bow down [
° the me;ming absolutely clear], let us kneel before YHWH

our maker. )

97: 7: All gods bow down [worship] before him.

99: 5: Extol YHWH our God; worship at his footstool.

99: 9: Extol YHWH our God; worship at his holy mountain.
132: >7: Let us worship at his footstool.
138: 2: I bow down toward thy holy temple.

Psalm 81: 9 commands that the people -shall not bow down to a foreign

dl. ‘ . » . .v
gOTo be sure, worshipers are commanded to-bring their sacrifices to YHWH

and set them before him (sometimes «hefore his face”; cf Lev 3 1;1 ngs
8: 62; Deut 12: 6-7). Yet, these acts also refer simply to a bodily action or
posture. Significantly, even in those passages that condone or even vcon}-
mand a sacrificial action, its performance at the place.-where S-{HWH s
presence can be felt and his saving actions recollected is -Wh.at 1.s asl.(ed.
A striking example comes in connection with the deuteror'lomlc_dxrectl-ons
for the celebration of the Festival of the First Fruits, an agricultural f_estlval
reinterpreted in the light of the deuteronomic Expdus. theology. T:i
worshiper was directed to take “some of the first of the fru:‘t of .the groun
to the shrine, where the priest would take the basket and “set it before the

altar of YHWH your God.” The one who brought the offering was then to:

recite the famous formula about the wandering Aramaean, wher(j,upon he
would set the gift down “before YHWH your god, and worsylp‘before
YHWH your God” (Deut 26: 1-10 et Apass.im)._ The command is literally
“to set it before the face of YHWH your God and to prostrate yourself

pefore the face of YHWH your God” (cf Is 66: 23), but even here, strictly

speaking, the command is not simply: Worship YHWH. That tl}e essential
reference is to the posture of the body is confirmed in the Yahwxit account
of the giving of the Torah, when YHWH commanded Moses, Come up

to YHWH, you and Aaron, Nadab, and__ Abihu, and seventy of the elder’_s"

of Israel, and worship afar off” (Ex 24: 1).

What, then, is-it that YHWH desires if not worship? Included in most

of the demands not to worship false gods is the prohibition against serving
them as well (cf Deut 4: 19, 28; 17: 3, 28, 36; Josh 23: 7; Jer 5: 19; 11: 10;

925: 6; and others). Service is an important part of the God-man relationship, .

particularly when it is noted .that YHWH has commanded man to serve
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thim (cf Deut 6: 13; 10: 12; Josh 22: 5; 1 Chron 28: 9; Ps 2: 11; and others).
~:Is:#serve” identical to “worship ?” Hardly, else the two terms would ap-
- pear consistently in synonymous parallelism. Instead, the commandment
-is-not to worship or to serve other gods but to serve YHWH.

<+, In this context, “serve” refers to doing the will of God, obeying him in
-human affairs.,. The demand for obedience grows out of the covenant re-
lationship, resulting from the free choice of a free God who called his people
‘to -himself. Service has nothing to do with the ritual prostration that is
.worship. Instead, it refers to a life style based on three principles: justice,
love, and fellowship with God. ~ - , SRR

Man is set-in the world in a relationship of responsible stewardship, . to

till the earth, not to plunder it (Gen 2:.15), and as the sense of the free but
‘interdependent relationship between man and God grows throughout the
history of Hebrew religion, the demands laid on man are more and more
those that deal with his whole life style, his relations to the world in which
the-has been set and to the persons with whom he must live. The act of obei-
sance is irrelevant because man is not God’s slave. The magic of ‘sacrifice
i§ likewise abhorrent because man cannot be God’s master. In biblical—
E‘speci'ally.propheti0+thought,. man is God’s interpreter, responsible with
‘him for the earth and its inhabitants. : '

Wuat Does THE Lorp REQUIRE?

"Attention has focuséd on the Torah commandments in Deut 4 and 5, but
;more prominent in the liturgy of Judaism is a passage from Micah: -

.« . what does the Lorp requiré of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness (mercy),
and to walk humbly with your God ? (Mic 6: 8) -

o do, to love, to walk. These words are important and so are their objects:
justice- and mercy. : : '
'+, The primary requirement is to “do justice” (Heb miSpat), a total ethical
“‘demand requiring a total commitment to truth. The covenant with YHWH
does not maintain itself, nor can it be influenced, by any amount of prostra-
tions; it can be maintained only by mispaf. Mi$pat is not simple obedience
but.a quality of genuineness and authenticity in all human relationships.
Throughout the history of the covenant, the priests were charged with
teaching mispat. Finally, the Servant of Second Isaiah was glorified because
:f.(')f_his ability to give himself on behalf of others and thus establish mf.é‘p&_t
in the earth, , _ . T
»In.addition to doing justice, man is commanded to love mercy (kesed).
This word seems particularly at home in the prophecies of Hosea, where it
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is the quality of a loving relationship between man and God. Both kesed and
mispal are necessary to a genuine relationship with God, and this is what
he demands. This commandment is to love mercy, not simply to love God.

Then, instead of commanding man to bow low, prostrate himself before
God, Micah urges, “Walk humbly with your God.” This humility has its
own dignity. The life style based on justice, love, and fellowship demands
that man “let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an over-
flowing stream” (Amos 5: 24). To love mercy includes the demand of love:
to love your neighbor as yourself (Lev 19: 18, c¢f Mk 12: 31 and parallels).
A man will act with mispat if motivated by kesed. He can then walk with
God, a relation which is both the source and the result of the first two of
Micah’s requirements. Nothing more is necessary.

NoTEs

1 Prayer of Rabi‘a, a weman safi (Muslim mystic) in A.p. 801 (185 A.H.), quoted in
A. J. Arberry, Sufism (Londen: George Allen & Unwin, 1950), p. 42. .

2 Mt 4: 10 = Lk 4: 8. However, it is not written, “You shall worship .. .” as Q has
stated the case, but, “You shall fear the Lorp your God; you shall serve him, and swear.
by his name" (Deut 6: 13). “Worship” is substituted for “fear,” and “only” is added after
“him” in the Temptation Narrative.

3 Cf Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (avail-
able as a Harper Torchbook, TB 36, New York: Harper and Brothers, 1958). Schleier-:
macher, whose Speeches appeared in 1799, marked a turning point in Protestant theology,
perhaps even the beginning of “modern theology.” :

4 Henry Nelson Wieman, Man’s Ullimale Commitment (Carbondale: Southern Illanls"
University Press, 1958), pp. 11-12. :

5 Cf Paul Tillich, Biblical Religion and the Search for Ullimate Realily (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1955). E

8 Cf G. van der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation (London: George Allen:
& Unwin, 1938), ch. 53.

7 Ibid., 53, 1. '

8 Harry M. Buck, People of the Lord: The History, Scriptures, and Faith of Ancient
Israel (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1966), p. 322. >

9 Yehezkiel Kaufmann, “The Bible and Mythological Polytheism,” .JBL LXX/3¥
(September, 1951), 135-48, develops a similar position. >

10 Erich Fromm, You Shall Be as Gods (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Wmst on,
1966), p. 43.

11 Richard Rubenstein, “The Meamng of Torah in Contemporary Jewish Theology,"
JBR, XXXII/2 (April, 1964), 121-22.

12 1bid., p. 123.

18 Op. cit., p. 44.

14 RSV marginal trans., alt.

15 Emphasis added. Cf the use made of this passage in Lk 4: 8. The additional com:
mandment; “swear by his name,” has been omitted from this quotation as its reference
is again negative: not to swear by the name of an idol. )




