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Abstract 

In this thesis, I argue that the Book of Job constructs a rhetorical situation 

that positions the reader into a dialogical encounter with Job’s suffering body and 

the reader’s own embodied experience. Challenging foundational assumptions of 

biblical criticism, such as the dualisms of subject/object, subjectivity/objectivity, 

and corporeality/language, I claim that the reader is an embodied subject whose 

embodiment contextualizes this sensory-engaging drama, rendering the Book of 

Job a phenomenal experience. Backing this perspective, I appeal to 

phenomenological theories of human subjectivity and rationality; theories of 

metaphor and language; and work in the analytic tradition, such cognitive 

linguistics and cognitive science. Ultimately, this frame is conducive to a 

postmodern hermeneutical context that values a plurality of voices, without 

slipping into a deconstructive posture or interpretative relativism. Most of all, this 

reading style provides a fruitful and intelligible angle on the Book of Job.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 

With conflicting theological positions, a collage of genres, uncertain textual 

additions, murky dialogues, and characters who engender self-contradictory 

perspectives on reality, the Book of Job proves to be an involved read. Norman 

C. Habel reveals the difficulty of interpreting this complex drama, in the preface 

to his commentary: 

The task of writing a commentary on a classic work like Job is a 
daunting and humbling experience. No exegete can gain complete 
mastery of a text which is so complex and unclear at many points. 
No critic can do complete justice to the enormous volume of 
exegetical content and textual emendation associated with the book 
of Job in a commentary of this length.1  
 

Habel’s commentary, I might add, is nearly six hundred pages in length.  

The task of this thesis is to develop and implement an alternative 

hermeneutical theory for reading this classic yet vexing text. Employing the 

philosophical notions of “embodiment” and “lived experience” from 

phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty,2 insights from the hermeneutical 

tradition after Martin Heidegger, and theories of metaphor and understanding 

from cognitive linguistics, I propose a reading strategy that underlines the 

significance of the presentation of human corporeality in the Book of Job. 

Attentiveness to the bodily imagery, I argue, demonstrates how the text functions 

as a rhetorical field, a literary space where readers become “self-involved”3 with 

                                                           
1 Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job: a Commentary, in the Old Testament Library 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1985), 9. 
2Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception and Other Essays, ed. James M. 

Edie (USA: Northwestern University Press, 1964). 
 John F. Bannan, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty (New York, Hartcourt, Brace& World, 

Inc.), 1967. 
3 On the concept of “self-involvement,” a hermeneutic that moves away from “description, 

narrative, report, and statement” (p. 275) toward the exchange of meaning that happens between 
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Job’s narrative of vexation, and generate meaning within the context of their own 

embodiment. This “embodied hermeneutic”--which recognizes the priority of 

human materiality in the reading process--does not exhaust or master the text, 

but, rather, offers a new angle on what is meaningful. From this perspective, the 

Book of Job is conceived not only as a linguistic world, but also as a literary 

structure that offers the self-involved, embodied reader a phenomenal, or 

sensory-engaging, experience. 

A Dialogical Text and a Postmodern Context: Reading Job after Carol 

Newsom  

This approach to the Book of Job is in the same interpretive vein as Carol 

Newsom, whose postmodern reading seeks a “dynamic unity” instead of the 

“propositional” and “logical unity” of historical-critical models.4 My approach to the 

Book of Job, however, does not locate latent meanings primarily within the 

dialogical structure of the poems or the dialogical engagement between 

interpreters of the Book of Job, but within the dialogical relationship that arise 

between text and reader, particularly, the depicted corporeality of the character 

Job and the embodiment of readers. Within the Book of Job, the portrayal of the 

body operates as an evocative, rhetorical analogue to the embodied reader’s 

corporeal experience. In other words, the rich metaphorical language and 

imagery representing the body, especially Job’s suffering body, has a cognitive 

                                                           
reader and text, see Anthony C. Thiselton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The Theory and 
Practice of Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1992), 272-307.   

4 Carol Newsom, The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations (Oxford, UK.: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), 263. 
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function, inviting the embodied reader to engage the text on a sensory level. The 

aim of this hermeneutic, therefore, is to hypothesize how this sensory-engaging 

drama might affect pre-critical interpreters, readers who do not maintain a 

formative ontological distance between themselves and the text.              

Despite the textual challenges of the Book of Job, interpreters have been 

capable of furnishing meaningful accounts of the complicated drama. Quite 

straightforwardly, the Book of Job is a drama about a righteous man named Job 

who suffers unjustly and goes on to explore and problematize traditional 

accounts of the moral universe through a series of dialogues with his friends. The 

solution to this theological dilemma--and theological dilemma it is for Job (!)—is 

ultimately not found in the proverbial wisdom of Job’s three friends, but, rather, 

as many critics have argued, in the tremendum et fascinans experience of the 

LORD. As two commentators write, the Joban tale is about the “God [who] 

creates the space in his order for the freedom of humans and the freedom of 

God, the integrity of humans and the integrity of God, for the angry complaints of 

those in agony and the challenge of God in the whirlwind or a whisper,5 “and “the 

existential solution of the acute problem of the relation of human justice to the 

justice of God in the human confrontation with the ‘dreadful yet alluring 

mystery’…”6 Walter Brueggemann states, “It is widely agreed that the Book of 

Job is Israel’s most ambitious countertestimony concerning the crisis of 

                                                           
5 Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job: a Commentary, in the Old Testament Library 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1985), 69. 
6 John Gray, The Book of Job, ed. David J.A. Clines (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Phoenix 

Press, 2010), 3.  
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theodicy.”7 This theological crisis, he goes on to posit, ushers the character Job 

into the presence of the “overwhelming” God.8 It is in this larger-than-life 

presence that one begins to enlarge his or her own perspective on the nature of 

human suffering. Job’s story, therefore, becomes a story about the theological 

inquiry into the nature of innocent suffering: if the moral universe is created, 

sustained, and guaranteed by a God who values justice, then why do the 

innocent suffer without cause? This existential crisis, in the final analysis, does 

not resolve with the dogmatic accounts of the moral universe that are often 

supplied by Israel’s wisdom and Deuteronomic traditions, but, rather, concludes 

with a confrontational encounter with the LORD, which is followed by a 

restoration of property and family, an experience that settles the protest of 

theodicy with the divine. The meaning of the story, then, is often construed as an 

unfolding drama between Job and God that subverts other visions of moral 

reality.     

Postmodern readers have called for the reappraisal of the hermeneutical 

priorities of such diachronic interpretations. 9 These widely held explanations of 

Job as a theological argument within a narrative frame and poetic form can only 

be deduced by privileging certain voices within the narrative and, indeed, by 

understanding the drama as a coherent narrative. Some postmodern critics, who 

                                                           
7 Walter Brueggemann, “Job and the Crisis of Theodicy,” in Theology of the Old 

Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 386.   
8 Ibid.   
9 On the concept of diachronic, I am referring to the Rowan Williams’s definition: “I can 

read through a text in a more or less dramatic way, by following it through in a single time-
continuum, reading it as a sequence of changes, a pattern of transformations…” See Rowan 
Williams, “The Discipline of Scripture,” in On Christian Theology: Challenges in Contemporary 
Theology (USA, Blackwell Publishing, 2000), 45. 
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take a more synchronic approach and deprioritize the narrative structure,10 have 

argued that the Book of Job, on the contrary, is an unstable discourse, incapable 

of offering an intelligible meaning.11 Newsom--without adopting deconstructive 

approaches, such as David Clines’s--also criticizes the traditional approach, or in 

her preferred Bakhtinian terms, “monologic”12 interpretations, due to the 

undergirding assumptions about the reliability of characters over others. “In many 

previous approaches to the book, the only voices taken seriously where those of 

Job and God.”13 She maintains the significance of the polyvalence in the text by 

maintaining the significance of each of the characters’ theological perspectives. 

Her work in The Book of Job: A Contest of Moral Imaginations incorporates a 

hermeneutical strategy that attends to the multiplicity of voices within the Book of 

Job and the “moral seriousness” of each of those voices.14 “Reading the book as 

a polyphonic text,” she argues, “provides a model of reading that allows all of the 

voices to ‘mean directly’ and so to be taken seriously in the play of ideas.”15 The 

disputatious and paradoxical nature of the Book of Job, then, is central to 

grasping how the Book of Job produces meaning.  

What Newsom, like many literary theorists, aptly identifies in her reading is 

that the interpretive complexity does not reside totally in the text. The reader’s 

theological and/or ideological convictions and the influences of his or her cultural 

                                                           
10 Ibid.  
11 David Clines, “Deconstructing the Book of Job,” 123. In What Does Eve Do to Help? 

And Other Readerly Questions to the Old Testament, p 106-23 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990). 
12 Carol Newsom, The Book of Job: a Contest of Moral Imaginations (Oxford, UK.: Oxford 

University Press, 2003), 263.  
13 Ibid., 261.  
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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realities shape his or her hermeneutical decisions, and, therefore, form certain 

interpretations. For the modern interpreter, whether he or she employs historical, 

form, canonical, or literary criticism, the interpreter’s reading strategies are never 

purely “objective” but are always enmeshed with the production of knowledge, 

the process of interpretation, because the reader establishes the framework for 

such production.     

Modern readings of the Book of Job attempted to minimize the reader’s 

engagement and participation in the construction of meaning by focusing on 

authorship, form, style, redaction, and background material. This cultural move 

deprioritized earlier Christian and Jewish interpretive commitments and focused 

on the historicity and literary features of the Job. While the turn toward historical 

and literary-critical models of reading reined in what appears to be arbitrary 

allegorical accounts of Job and furnished greater clarity into the complexities of 

the text’s history and constitution, these strategies foster a hermeneutic that 

resists how the text engages the reader “subjectively,” or, more particularly, as 

Newsom asserts, fails to recognize the “rhetorical purposes” and “imaginative 

capacities” of genre.16           

As a solution to the problem of multiple, conflicting voices and genres, 

Newsom privileges the category of genre as a “mode of perception,” “a form of 

moral imagination.”17 The Book of Job, therefore, as a multi-genre composition, is 

constituted by a multiplicity of moral imaginations. Affording a balance between a 

                                                           
16 Carol Newsom, The Book of Job: a Contest of Moral Imaginations (Oxford, UK.: Oxford 

University Press, 2003), 263. 10. 
17 Ibid., 11.  
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hermeneutic that commits the text to ethical relativism and a hermeneutic that 

permits a variety of ethical positions to be heard, Newsom’s reading is, in her 

own words, “postmodern,” without being deconstructive, silencing the utterance 

of the Joban drama.18  In Bakhtinian fashion, the tensions, ambiguities, and 

complexities produced within this melding of genre is the natural outcome of a 

text that maintains various discourses in contestation. “The only conclusion to a 

study of the dialogical structure of Job can be the advice to go and reread in the 

company of others who will contest your reading.”19   

Newsom’s approach to the Book of Job reveals the significance of the 

instability of genre within the text for the construction of meaning: the disparity 

between the dialogues operates with tremendous rhetorical power. This 

interpretive framework is intelligible and solves the historical-critical problem with 

the numerous literary incongruities without succumbing to a deconstructive 

reading. Meaning within the Book of Job can be discovered within the conflicted 

exchanges between characters, but, ultimately, the reader is expected to decide 

which moral universe he or she endorses. 

The Context of Human Embodiment 

The import of human embodiment to the activity of interpretation, however, 

raises an intriguing question about the dialogical nature of the Book of Job. Does 

the final text lead one to privilege some final interpretive judgments over others? 

More acutely, does being a reader with a body lead one to privilege some final 

interpretive judgments over others? I want to maintain Newsom’s perception 

                                                           
18 Ibid., 16.  
19 Ibid., 264.  
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concerning the hermeneutical significance of a dialogical approach to meaning in 

the Book of Job. However, I shift the emphasis of the dialogical relationship from 

between characters within the “world of the text,” or between readers, to the 

dialogical relationship produced between the depicted embodiment in the text and 

the reader’s embodiment. The depicted embodiment, especially of the character 

of Job, I argue, creates a generative structure, an exchange of information that 

flows both ways between embodied reader and corporeal-image-saturated-text. 

Therefore, I concur with Newsom that meaning should not be reduced to 

propositional or axiomatic interpretation. Meaning or “what counts as knowledge” 

is produced out of the dialogical exchange between text and embodied reader. I 

depart with her approach, however, by suggesting that the context of the reader’s 

embodiment provides a stabilizing factor for the generation of meaning. This 

hermeneutical stability--while there are no ultimate or fixed meanings—suggests 

that some interpretive judgements are arguably better than others. If one maintains 

the hermeneutical significance of human embodiment--which, I argue, entails an 

appreciation for the diachronic nature of the text--interpreters will be more inclined 

to make certain “provisional judgments” about the Book of Job.20  

Thesis Outline 

These “provisional judgments,” which concern the meaning of the Book of 

Job, account for the poignant function of the portrayal of corporeality in the Book 

of Job and the essential role of the human body in the act of reading. Many 

interpretations of Job, whether theological, ideological, historical-critical, 

                                                           
20 Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 63.  
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structuralist, deconstructive, or, even, dialogical, attend only to the “world of the 

text.” This approach, ultimately, is predicated on a theory of reading that 

assumes the reader to be principally a disembodied mind or imagination that 

processes theological statements, wisdom axioms, and, ultimately, linguistic data 

only in the context of a linguistic world.     

  In the second chapter, “Theorizing an Embodied Reading,” I articulate 

what I call an “embodied reading,” a reading strategy that prioritizes the 

relationship between human corporeality and the process of interpretation, and, 

particularly, how reference to physicality in literature presupposes the self-

involvement of the reader. The self-involvement of the reader, I argue, is a fruitful 

hermeneutical focus for interpreters because it can illuminate how the text 

functions.  

In the third chapter, “An Embodied Reading of the Book of Job,” I employ 

an embodied reading on larger elements that constitute the book of Job, such as 

imagery and theme, and selected sections of the drama to demonstrate the 

intelligibility and fruitfulness of my approach. Focusing on Job chapter sixteen, I 

investigate the interrelated themes of the inadequacy of language and the 

epistemic significance of the body, two Joban themes that parallel my theoretical 

insistence on the primacy of human embodiment to contextual language. This 

poignant section is the best example of the metaphoric elaboration of the contest 

with the divine that dominates the poetic dialogues. This chapter, I argue, 

demonstrates how the text can generate a viscerally-felt, phenomenal 

experience. Following this prominent example, I interpret more sensory-engaging 
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passages, such as chapters six and nine, highlighting specific senses like taste 

and sound. 

In the final chapter, I summarize my thesis and discuss how the bodily 

imagery allows the embodied reader to sense the vexation of the character Job, 

demonstrating a more expansive definition of the type of knowledge one acquires 

when one reads the Book of Job. Utilizing Heidegger’s early work, I frame the 

embodied reader’s encounter with the Book of Job as a dialogical exchange 

between reader and text, which poses a double-edged challenge to interpreters 

who focus on objectivity as well as to interpreters who find the Book of Job to be 

unintelligible. Finally, I suggest how this thesis might contribute to a ritual 

understanding of the Book of Job.   
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Chapter Two: Theorizing an Embodied Hermeneutic 
 
 
 In this chapter, I develop an “embodied hermeneutic,” an interpretive 

strategy that prioritizes human corporeality in the activity of reading. The aim is to 

develop an intelligible and fruitful hermeneutical theory by critically investigating 

the a priori Western dualities of subject/object, materiality/language, and 

reader/interpreter that shape much of traditional biblical criticism, and to re-

characterize reading as a phenomenal experience, an embodied experience, and 

the reader as an embodied subject.  

Synthesizing ideas concerning an embodied subjectivity, I draw upon continental 

philosophers in the existential and phenomenological traditions, such as Martin 

Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, analytical philosophers, and cognitive 

linguistics and scientists to conceptualize the ideal reader as an embodied reader 

whose corporeality is basic to the activity of reading.21 When readers read texts --

especially texts that are constituted by image and figurative language, such as 

the Book of Job— they participate in the symbolic structure of the text. The 

imagery and metaphor that form the structure of the text are not merely literary 

devices; they have a cognitive function that invites the embodied reader to bridge 

the ontological distance between reader and text by simulating the depictions. On 

                                                           
21 I am not assuming that all readers read in the context of their own embodiment; indeed, many 

bracket out the significance of their embodiment, especially modern, historical-critical interpreters. 
Nonetheless, I am arguing that human embodiment is basic to how all readers make sense of language. 
Given this, interpreters should not bracket the significance of human embodiment out when interpreting 
Job. If one takes into account the significance of embodiment to how readers make sense of language, 
then the Book of Job can be read in an entirely different light. In this thesis, I am adopting the posture of 
what I consider an ideal reader, someone who is attentive to the language of embodiment in Job to 
illustrate the fruitfulness of this approach.  
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a cognitive level, this simulation or visualization enacts the motor-sensory cortex, 

yet, more apparent to the reader, simulation also requires the reader to retrieve 

eidetic information, mental imagery, from past spatial-temporal experiences. This 

mode of reading, then, generates an experience similar to a bodily experience, 

imagined but nonetheless physical.  

 If this simulative mode of reading is, at the least, applicable to the Book of 

Job or, at the most, the assumed posture of the reader toward the text, then, 

reading the Book of Job may be understood as ritual-like, bodily participation in a 

symbolic structure. The reader enacts the symbolism of the text with his or her 

own idiosyncratic embodiment. What this visceral and vivid tale means, or what 

counts as knowledge, then, ceases to be propositional and becomes experiential 

or philosophically pragmatic, in the sense that the reader must interact with an 

environment and discover within that interaction how one might live—what the 

Hebrew people call “wisdom.” I propose that reconceptualizing the reader and 

identifying how the Book of Job might function as a simulated bodily experience, 

or a phenomenal experience, might render problematic passages more 

comprehensible.  

Anticipating an Embodied Reader in the Continental Tradition 
 

I begin with a radical claim: the reader is an embodied subject. This claim 

is radical because, given postmodern sensibilities, it is unfashionably 

universalistic, asserting a normativity that extends to all readers. Ironically, 

however, by maintaining the universality of a fundamental human corporeality 

among all readers, one maintains the particularity of each reader’s interpretive 
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horizon: one’s particular physicality. Embodied readers are historically and 

materially located, affording existential justification for a rich diversity of 

rationalities among readers. Perhaps, this notion of embodiment is also 

tendentious for some critics as it posits the reader to be a subject, an agent or 

actor, in his or her own construction of meaning and identity, as opposed to an 

object, a text inscribed through institutional practices and discourses. A major 

theme of this thesis is the recognition of the often ambiguous, even ambivalent, 

situation of the human body: often an object, yet, nonetheless, I argue, a subject. 

The Book of Job maintains this dialectical understanding of the body as Job 

himself is representative of this precarious condition. Appealing to their 

theological worldview, his friends insist that his suffering body is indicative of his 

sinfulness, yet, Job, as a suffering body, protests against their inscriptions, his 

embodiment creating fissures in their discourse.22  

The assertion of the reader’s embodied subjectivity is also radical because 

it identifies a fundamental presupposition of the ever branching discipline of 

hermeneutics, especially in biblical studies. Instead of launching my exegesis of 

the Book of Job by selecting an interpretive framework, I start theorizing with 

what Anthony C. Thiselton designates a “metacritical” question that is at the root 

of interpretation: “what is the reader?”23 Here, it is imperative to distinguish 

                                                           
22  Timothy Beal illustrates the conflict between Job, who is defending his integrity, and 

his friends, who attempt to swallow his otherness within their religious system. His exegesis of the 
Book of Job applies Emmanuel Levinas’ “face-to-face” encounter. See Timothy K. Beal, “Facing 
Job,” in Levinas and Biblical Studies, ed. Tamara Eskenazi and Gary Phillips, (Atlanta: Society of 
Biblical Literature, 2003).  

23Anthony Thiselton, “The Hermeneutics of Metacriticism,” in New Horizons in 
Hermeneutics: The Theory and Practice of Transforming Biblical Readings (Grand Rapids, MI.: 
Zondervan Publishing House, 1992), 316. 
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between the “interpreter” or “critic” and the “reader.” Thiselton describes the 

reader as someone who engages a text at a “pre-critical level,” who becomes 

immersed in the world of the text.24 On the contrary, a critic or interpreter 

“disengages” from the world of the text and asks critical questions about the 

coherence of the narrative, the motives of certain literary devices, and essentially 

creates a “critical distance” between him or herself and the text.25 The 

metacritical position, however, investigates the basis on which critics evaluate 

texts. My hermeneutical inquiry examines the standards by which critics 

determine the validity of certain horizons.  

For biblical interpreters the aim is exegesis, not “eisegesis” or what is 

commonly known as “reading into the text.” Historical and literary critics thus 

objectivize their interpretations of biblical texts by asserting the facticity of 

historical and linguistic horizons. So, historical inquiries, philology, and form 

critical work provide a context for the biblical text, an objective horizon of 

interpretation. This framework for interpretation operates on a priori notions of 

subjectivity and objectivity, notably, that the reader’s feelings, thoughts, 

corporeality, are invalid horizons of interpretation. The meaning of the Book of 

Job, then, does not emerge from the play between reader and text, but rather the 

text and its historical, literary, or canonical context. Indeed, an interpreter does 

not want to be a reader, a pre-critical engager of the text, or needs not 

understand the reader. 

                                                           
24 Ibid., 315. 
25 Ibid., 316. 
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The metacritical question, however, interrogates the underlying 

assumptions about this portrait of human subjectivity, the reader, and the 

reader’s relationship to the text. What if the Book of Job functions to envelop the 

reader within the narrative-poem? By bracketing out questions of subjectivity, in 

the name of objectivity, an interpreter could possibly be obfuscating a legitimate 

horizon of the text. This is a crucial concern for many reader-response critics, 

who have sought to highlight the significance of how interpretive communities 

and individuals engage texts. Some reader-response critics question whether an 

interpreter can ever completely distance him or herself from the text so as to 

have an objective reading. Hence, “what the reader is” and “what the value of the 

reader is” often determines how interpreters approach a text.   

  In this way, reader-response criticism segues well with the existentialist 

insistence that a human subject, and, therefore, a reader, is situated and 

conditioned by his or her life-world or Lebenswelt. Edmund Husserl, the father of 

modern phenomenology, challenged previous standards of rationality by 

tethering human consciousness to the Lebenswelt.26 Consciousness, or human 

subjectivity, he stressed, is never autonomous but is always contingent upon 

material, cultural, and historical realities. Within this frame, “intentionality” ceases 

to be a deliberate act of recognition toward an object; instead, intentionality is 

being cognizant of the evolving environment surrounding the subject.27 This 

transitory, material world is the Lebenswelt. Husserl’s thinking initiated a 

                                                           
26 John F. Bannan, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty (New York: Harcourt, Brace & 

World, Inc., 1967), 10. 
27 Ibid.  
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trajectory for a theory of understanding that is situated not only in a realm of 

ideas or independent sense impressions, but in the ever fluid material and 

cultural environment that engulfs the subject.   

Martin Heidegger, a student of Husserl, extends these notions of the life-

world to the nature of the reader. Recognizing the significance of the historical 

location of readers, Heidegger transformed the discipline of hermeneutics by 

ranking the reader’s understanding or rationality as prior to interpretation. For 

those theorists before him, like Schleiermacher and Dilthey (and many biblical 

critics after him, I might add), Jean Grondin asserts, “the natural telos of 

interpretation was to enable understanding.”28 He continues, “Heidegger 

considers such epistemological understanding to be secondary and derivative 

from a still more universal hermeneutic.”29 That is to say, a theory of the reader, 

reader rationality, and how a reader engages texts precedes a conscious 

interpretive lens. Each person possesses a universal hermeneutic before his or 

her theoretically developed framework, which he terms a “fore-structure.”30 This 

fore-structure is shaped by a person’s existential situation, in Husserl’s idiom, 

Lebenswelt. The reader cannot take an “objective” stance, according to 

Heidegger, but is conditioned before his or her theoretical judgments.  

In Heidegger’s earlier work, Grondin reveals that the telos of 

interpretation, then, is not to distance oneself from the text—which is essentially 

impossible given the reader’s subjectivity—but to “help the fore-structure achieve 

                                                           
28 Jean Grondin, Introduction to Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. Joel Weinsheimer 

(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1994), 96. 
29 Ibid., 93.  
30 Ibid.  
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transparency.”31 Interpretation, hence, gives one greater insight into one’s own 

subjectivity, an “existential knowledge.” This does not mean that the act of 

interpretation is only about the reader’s subjectivity. For, the recognition of the 

fore-structure—insight into one’s own Dasein—allows for genuine dialogue with 

the otherness of the text. 

Heidegger’s work is significant because it demonstrates that choosing an 

interpretive theory and applying a method is derivative of a more fundamental 

rationality, or, perhaps, imagination, that each reader brings to the text. 

Subjectivity is not invalid, nor can it be bracketed out like many historical or 

literary methods might assume. The reader is existentially located, and the 

process of cognition is historically conditioned. To ignore this fact, for Heidegger, 

is not only philosophically problematic—because it neglects historical finitude—

but ultimately is a form of “self-alienation.”32  

Unfortunately, Heidegger’s ideal interpreter, while existentially located, is 

nonetheless a disembodied interpreter. In his later work, he emphasizes how 

history conditions the subject so much that the reader’s judgments are ultimately 

“thrown,” subsumed by the “history of being.”33 For the older Heidegger, the 

subjectivity or fore-structure of the reader ceases to be a ground for agency or 

participation. Hence, the fore-structure is no longer a grounds for genuine 

                                                           
31 Ibid.   
32 Ibid, 99. Grondin writes, “Instead of undertaking their own interpretations of 

themselves, they take up interpretation that are already available and so relieve themselves of 
the burden of self-elucidation.”  

33 Ibid., 103.  
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dialogical engagement with texts; the fore-structure is something of a text itself, 

inscribed and determined by historical circumstance.  

While not as involved in the hermeneutical debate, Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

was arguing for a parallel move in philosophy. Whereas Heidegger desired to 

make the often hidden fore-structure more transparent in earlier interpretive 

work, Merleau-Ponty wanted to bring the prior “unreflective” experiences of life 

under the labor of philosophic “reflection.”34 The critical difference, however, is 

that Merleau-Ponty does not ground human subjectivity and rationality within a 

discursive history, as with the later Heidegger, but within the human body. In 

what follows, I argue that Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of an embodied 

subjectivity, rationality, and language affords a coherent theory of the reader, 

and, even, anticipates an embodied reader. Furthermore, synthesizing Merleau-

Ponty’s picture of subjectivity with Heidegger’s earlier hermeneutical work with 

the fore-structure, I articulate a theory of the embodied reader that legitimates an 

interpretive framework in which a reader’s corporeality is relevant and 

hermeneutically fruitful. 

Also a student of Husserl and a lifelong conversant with Heidegger, 

Merleau-Ponty dramatically extends Husserl’s phenomenological tradition and 

develops the significance of the human subject’s relationship to the Lebenswelt 

in the activity of knowing, or, in Merleau-Ponty’s idiom, perceiving. John F. 

Bannan claims, “Of these themes Merleau-Ponty regarded his own philosophy as 

                                                           
34 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “What is Phenomenology?” in The Essential Writings of 

Merleau-Ponty, ed. Alden L. Fisher (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.), 37. 
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a prolongation of the Lebenswelt philosophy of Husserl.”35 The subject’s “direct 

and primitive contact with the world,”36 relationship to the lived world, or 

“unreflective experience,” becomes perception.37 This perception is a given, 

always prior to human reflection on, and, therefore, representation of, the lived 

world because there is always a primary unity between the subject and the 

world.38 Before discursive formation, or what one might call “thinking” or 

intellection, there is a basic unity, a subject’s experience of the Lebenswelt, 

which informs that “thinking.” Merleau-Ponty’s method is to bring this prior 

unreflective state into the analytic rigor of philosophic reflection. He writes, “The 

eidetic reduction is, on the other hand, the determination to bring the world to 

light as it is before any falling back on ourselves has occurred, it is the ambition 

to make reflection emulate the unreflective life of consciousness” (my 

emphasis).39 In summation, Merleau-Ponty’s theory of understanding40 takes the 

                                                           
35 Ibid., 11.  
36 Ibid. 
37 Merleau-Ponty states, “The real has to be described, not constructed or formed. Which 

means that I cannot put perception into the same category as the syntheses represented by 
judgments, acts, or predications.” In Merleau-Ponty, “What is Phenomenology?,” 31. 

38 Merleau-Ponty also challenges Immanuel Kant on this point. He writes, “Kant showed 
in the refutation of idealism, that inner perception is impossible without outer perception, that the 
world as a collection of connected phenomena, is anticipated in my consciousness as a unity, 
and is the means whereby I come into being as a consciousness. What distinguishes 
intentionality from the Kantian relation to a possible object is that the unity of the world, before 
being posited by knowledge in a specific act of identification, is ‘lived as ready-made or already 
there.’” In Merleau-Ponty, “What is Phenomenology?,” 38.  

39 Merleau-Ponty, “What is Phenomenology?,” 37. 
40 I am using an expansive definition of “understanding” and “rationality” in this section. 

These terms should not necessarily be restricted to reflection on a particular object. When 
employing these terms, I am alluding to the entire complex of human processes that are involved 
in making sense of reality. Merleau-Ponty posits that “perception” is prior to what is usually 
interpreted as understanding, reflection, ratiocination, or cognition. He writes, “But this knowing 
about the world must not be confused with perception of this or that segment of the world and its 
immediate horizon” (168). Perception, which is prior to the act of discrimination, according to 
Merleau-Ponty’s definition, nonetheless, is foundational to human reasoning, even when such 
“perception” is unacknowledged. It is an unreflective state. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Relations of 
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phenomenological outlook as its starting point, prioritizing a unity between 

subject and world. What is considered knowledge or meaningful, then, begins 

with the perception of the unreflective, not the discrimination of objects, which 

objectivist accounts of rationality presuppose (e.g., Marxism and scientific 

methods). 

For Merleau-Ponty this perceiving is not situated within a disembodied 

mind, as with Descartes, who understood perception as an act of the incorporeal 

mind. Merleau-Ponty writes: With regard to perception, the radical originality of 

Cartesianism is to situate itself within perception itself, not to analyze vision and 

touch as functions of our body, but “only thought of seeing and touching.”41 The 

location of this basic unity between the human subject and the world, according 

to Merleau-Ponty, however, is located in the body. It is the material body that 

makes perception possible. Human consciousness, that is to say, is embodied 

consciousness. The body is not an object but rather is the “condition for other 

objects.”42 The Lebenswelt and the subject converge in the body, and without the 

body there is no consciousness. Bannan describes Merleau-Ponty’s position 

well: “The body is the deployment of consciousness in time and space, its 

stabilization as habit, generally, and its presence to a world, or incarnation.”43 

This is a radical departure from a dualistic legacy and the definition of 

                                                           
Body and Soul” in The Essential Writings of Merleau-Ponty, ed. Alden L. Fisher (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1969), 168. 

41 Ibid., 149. 
42 Bannan, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, 62. 
43 Bannan, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, 74. 
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consciousness that Husserl employed, and, perhaps, more concrete than 

Heidegger. 

Merleau-Ponty’s focalization on embodiment fundamental to 

consciousness has critical implications for understanding the dynamics of 

language. In Merleau-Ponty’s understanding, if the body is the location where the 

subject and the lived world intersect to generate meaning, and because language 

is the communication of this generated meaning, language, then, is principally 

derivative of human embodiment. Physical gesture is the ground for speech, and 

speech is the ground for writing. He argues: 

There is, then, a taking up of others’ thought through speech, a 
reflection in others, an ability to think according to others which 
enriches our thoughts. Here the meaning of words must be finally 
induced by the words themselves, or more exactly, their conceptual 
meaning must be formed by a kind of deduction from a gestural 
meaning, which is immanent in speech.44 

 
His theory is primarily a genetic phenomenology in the sense that he articulates 

the possible origins of language in an embodied subject.45 To be clear, he does 

not reduce language to only a gestural level, but also identifies a dimension of 

language that is institutional, “established both as the accumulated past in an 

individual’s experience and as a cultural deposit.”46 There is a linguistic world that 

operates as a backdrop to everyday communication in all its forms. For the 

purposes of this study, what needs to be underlined is that shared linguistic 

                                                           
44 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Body as Expression and Speech,” in The Essential Writings 

of Merleau-Ponty, ed. Alden L. Fisher (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.), 191.  
45 Bannan, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, 81. 
46 Ibid.  
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worlds are only generated and internalized via the human body. The human 

body, physicality, is the site of the rationalizing subject. 

Dispensing with the dominant Cartesian version of rationality, Merleau-

Ponty’s theory of perception and understanding of human language 

problematizes a traditional, dichotomous anthropology that renders the body as 

object and the mind or incorporeal consciousness as subject. The human subject 

is irreducibly, a subject-body. Consciousness originates and is located within an 

embodied experience in the lived experience. Merleau-Ponty’s position, 

furthermore, gives cause for suspicion about strong divisions between the lived 

world and the linguistic world. Indeed, his account complicates these divisions 

altogether. From whence does the linguistic world come? How do human 

subjects learn to participate in this linguistic world? In Merleau-Ponty’s 

understanding, the body is the site where language is ultimately acquired and 

processed. This phenomenological perspective raises a philosophical challenge 

for hermeneutical theories, then, that assume a dualistic understanding of mind 

and body and, especially, for theories that limit what is meaningful to the 

linguistic world. If the linguistic world and the lived world are irreducibly integrated 

in the embodiment of the subject, what is the justification for devaluing the 

reader’s subjectivity in the act of reading? To extend this, if human embodiment 

is basic to communication for the sender as well as the receiver, then, is it 

permissible for readers to access their own embodiment in the act of 

interpretation of a text? 
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Even though Merleau-Ponty does not outline a developed hermeneutic 

theory, his notion of the embodied subject can extend Heidegger’s earlier 

understanding of the task of hermeneutics. Whereas Heidegger asserted the 

primacy of a fore-structure, the reader’s rationality, to theoretical models of 

interpretation, he did not have a conception of human subjectivity grounded in 

the human body, and, therefore, Heidegger eventually resigned the reader to a 

recipient of historical circumstances, an interpretive state that is entirely passive 

and linguistically shaped. If this fore-structure of human understanding, however, 

is embodied, this suggests an embodied reader who is existentially located yet 

not reduced to historical discourses. More significantly, it challenges theories of 

subjectivity and the value of subjectivity within biblical criticism. Subjectivity is 

inherent in the process of critical interpretation and pre-critical reading, and, for 

the embodied reader, engagement with the text cannot be reduced to linguistic 

horizons. The materiality of the reader becomes a legitimate horizon of 

interpretation.         

Thus far I have provided a theoretical sketch of an “embodied reader” 

based on Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of embodied subjectivity that is 

synthesized to Heidegger’s early hermeneutic insights. This portrait of human 

subjectivity, rationality, and language is a persuasive alternative to the more 

dominant understandings of the reader, which are implied in modernist versions 

of subjectivity and hermeneutic theory. Primarily a deductive endeavor, the aim 

of investigating Merleau-Ponty’s account is not intended to discredit the first 

principles of modernist portrayals of human subjectivity so much as it is to 
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establish the sufficiency of a new account. Merleau-Ponty’s version of subjectivity 

as embodied, and the embodied reader which his work arguably anticipates, is a 

coherent alternative. Furthermore, the advantage of Merleau-Ponty’s work is that 

it recognizes the historical character of human subjectivity, without reducing 

human subjectivity to ultimate passivity, or Heidegger’s throwness. Additionally, 

Merleau-Ponty also gives a sufficient account of language. Often endowed with a 

quasi-metaphysical stature, he provides a genealogical argument for language 

stemming from bodily gesture. Hence, Merleau-Ponty’s work—and, I argue, the 

understanding of the embodied reader—is an internally consistent and fully 

dialectic articulation of the human subject. 

A Dialectic Understanding of the Body 

 One immediate theoretical concern emerges with this sketch of an 

“embodied hermeneutic,” or embodied reader: the problematic category of “the 

body.” Does this concept represent a material reality? Jean-Pierre Verant’s 

essay, “Dim Body, Dazzling Body,” which belongs to a larger collection of essays 

concerning the history of “the body,” asserts:  

The body is no longer posited as a fact of nature, a constant and 
universal reality, but an entirely problematic notion, a historical 
category, steeped in imagination, and one that must be deciphered 
with a particular culture defining the functions it assumes and the 
forms it takes within that culture.47 

 
The category of “the body,” Verant asserts, cannot be taken for granted; it is a 

product of discourse, a culturally conditioned notion. Whereas “the body” might 

appear to be a reference to a material reality prior to language, it is laden with 

                                                           
47Jean-Pierre Vernant, “Dim Body, Dazzling Body,” in Fragments for a History of the 

Human Body, Part One, (Zone 3), ed. Michel Feher (New York: Urzone, 1989), 20.   
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symbolic meaning. Likewise, associated terms such as “embodiment,” “human 

corporeality,” “experience,” and “embodied subject” are not universally 

recognizable categories independent of or prior to discursive formations. The 

work of scholars like Michel Foucault, Mary Douglas, and Pierre Bourdieu have 

demonstrated the ideological and symbolic nature of employing such 

terminology. To implement these categories is to do so either naively or to posit 

the reality of the body with some form of autonomy apart from the power of 

discourse.  

 In chapter three, I identify how the “body” of the character Job is inscribed 

with symbolic significance by multiple characters. Nonetheless, I retain a 

naturalistic conception of “the body,” a material reality and not only a discursive 

object. I employ the term “body”-- and the associated language of “embodiment,” 

“experience,” and “corporeality”-- to refer to the corporeality of the reader and the 

imagined corporeality of Job. This vocabulary is intended to represent identifiable 

elements in the natural world. The “body” is not only a shifting product of 

discourse but the actual means of interaction with the material environment from 

which discourse is generated. In Merleau-Ponty’s understanding, language, 

discourse, or projections of reality generate not from a disembodied subject but 

from a material existence in space and time, from a physical body. “The world,” 

he writes “is inseparable from the subject but from a subject which is nothing but 

a project of the world, and the subject is inseparable from the world, but from a 
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world which the subject itself projects.”48 This “subject” is an embodied subject, 

not a pure consciousness or mind. To conclude that there is no material referent, 

either assumes that the language of “the body” (and all language, perhaps) 

originates from a disembodied mind and/or evades the question concerning the 

origins of language. Projections are “inseparable” from an actual body, yet bodies 

are “inseparable” from projections. Because Merleau-Ponty does not objectify the 

body as distinct from the mind or discourse, his phenomenological approach 

maintains a methodological middle ground for referencing the reality of the 

material body and the inscribed body.   

  Kevin Schilbrack, ritualist and philosopher, poses a similar argument in his 

essay on “Ritual Metaphysics.” Referring to Catherine Bell and similar social 

constructionists who maintain the criticism of the language of embodiment, he 

argues “In this respect, her approach reveals an unwillingness to be fully 

naturalistic in that it sees ‘reality’ as a projection of human agency, but does not 

likewise see human agency as a product of natural forces.”49 This reduction of 

“the body” to primarily a discursive effect or symbol is not “fully dialectic” and 

“cannot explain where the projecting agent comes from.”50 According to 

Schilbrack, while “the body” is often inscribed with social, political, and 

metaphysical meaning, it does not follow that one must give up the “reality” of the 

body; one can have a pragmatic approach to the language of embodiment. 

                                                           
48 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Primacy of Perception and Other Essays, in Northwestern 

University Studies in Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy, ed. James M. Edie (USA: 
Northwestern University Press, 1964), 430.  

49 Kevin Schilbrack, “Ritual Metaphysics,” Journal of Ritual Studies 18.1 (2004): 86. 
50 Ibid. 
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Merleau-Ponty imagines “the body” and “the projected world” to be integrated, 

and Schilbrack articulates their relationship as “interacting.”51 Both Merleau-

Ponty’s and Schilbrack’s positions demonstrate that one can reasonably posit the 

material reality of the physical body with critical recognition of how “the body” is 

indelibly inscribed with social meaning. For both scholars, to forfeit a natural or 

universal understanding of human corporeality is philosophically lopsided. 

Therefore, I employ the category of “the body” not to defend a representational 

theory of knowledge but rather to permit a pragmatic approach. 

Recognizing both the physicality of the reader and identity construction that 

happens through discourse is not only philosophically pragmatic, but also critical 

to understanding how the Book of Job functions.  

Within the Book of Job, the body of Job—which is treated almost 

typologically by his friends, a figure of the human body universal—is invested 

with multiple meanings. Indeed, Carol Newsom reads the Book of Job as a 

polyvalent text, structured by multiple voices with competing moral discourses. I 

am modifying her reading strategy, to an extent, by focalizing on how Job’s body 

is foregrounded in this “contest of moral imaginations.” The body of Job is the 

“stage” for the moral disputation.52 The depicted body of Job is repeatedly 

inscribed with social and theological meaning that the character incessantly 

ironizes, refutes, and refuses to accept. The tense dialogues between the 

characters, then, can be understood as attempts to interpret Job’s suffering body 

under the rubric provided by their traditional moral and metaphysical frameworks. 

                                                           
51 Kevin Schilbrack, “Ritual Metaphysics,” Journal of Ritual Studies 18.1 (2004): 86. 
52 I would like to express gratitude to Ken Hoglund for recommending this metaphor.  
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Within the other characters’ respective moral visions, Job’s physicality becomes 

facticity for their own perspectives. However, Job’s own subjectivity, his own 

articulation of his embodied experience (to use Merleau-Ponty’s definition), 

protests against other characters’ claims that objectify Job’s corporeality, and 

denies the easy closure offered by their understanding of the moral universe. 

This argumentative play between the characters forges a rhetorical field in 

which the reader may play. The reader, like the character Job, does not live in 

vacuum but always comes to texts as an inscribed body because the reader 

inhabits a Lebenswelt, a lived world, where bodies are socially constructed. The 

reader’s body subsumes values and ideas from the lived world, and reader-

response criticism has identified how such values and ideas of the reader come 

to bear upon the interpretation of texts. I assert that the engaged reader, whose 

“body” is also inscribed like the character of Job, nonetheless, also possesses a 

physical body that is irreducible to the act of interpretation. Despite the processes 

of inscription that occur in the reader’s Lebenswelt, the embodied subject makes 

sense of texts by accessing meanings gained through his or her physical 

engagement with the material world. Whereas reader response-criticism 

recognizes the interpretive horizons constituted by the linguistic rules of the 

reader’s interpretive communities and the significances of intertextuality, reader 

response fails to fully address how the embodiment of the reader is involved in 

the play between reader and text.53 

                                                           
53 David Cline’s commentary on Job is a paradigmatic example of an approach to reading that 

brackets out the significance of embodiment to meaning. See, David J. A. Clines, Job (Dallas, TX: Word, 
1989). 
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According to a hermeneutic that posits a naturalistic body, the processes 

of social construction do not eradicate the idiosyncratic, bodily experiences that 

each reader brings to the text. The characters in the Book of Job, interestingly, 

seem to recognize the importance of human corporeality and the symbolic nature 

of “the body” as they constantly appeal to the material realities of creation to 

justify their moral claims about Job’s body. Instead of interpreting their allusions 

to the material world as purely rhetorical flourishes or clever illustrations, one 

might understand their creation theology as essentially dialectical. The friends’ 

“wisdom” appeals only to the tradition of the sages, but it must also account for 

the material world, the very source of their inherited experiential data. The 

positionality of human beings among the physical environment is necessary for 

their theology and moral speculation, even if it is an attempt to naturalize their 

logic. For example, in Eliphaz’s first discourse, he explains that Job is “impatient” 

and does not understand the nature of humanity’s relationship to God (4:5). The 

wicked perishes, he argues, and provides a natural analogy concerning humanity 

and lions: “the roar of the lion, the voice of the fierce lion, and the teeth of the 

young lions are broken” (4:10). He then appeals (uncharacteristic of the wisdom 

tradition) to a revelatory dream: “Now a word came stealing to me, my ear 

received the whisper” (4:12). This “word” questions all mortal status before “their 

Maker” (3:17). Eventually, the lesson appeals to a universalist, or natural, 

understanding of humanity as “houses of clay” “whose foundation is in the dust” 

(3:19). The characters in Job seem to understand the necessity of the material 

universe to justify their social constructions. Following Merleau-Ponty, Schilbrack, 
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and the characters within Job, I posit a naturalistic understanding of the body to 

articulate how the Book of Job creates an imagined phenomenal space where 

embodied readers participate in knowledge construction. 

An Embodied Reader in the Analytical Tradition               

Even though phenomenologists rarely appeal to the natural sciences to 

justify their claims, from an analytical perspective, Merleau-Ponty’s 

understanding of human subjectivity, rationality, and language are substantiated 

by empirical findings. I demonstrate the connection between his work and 

analytical philosophy not because empiricism has the final word, but because the 

connection reveals that the notion of embodiment is coherent even across 

seemingly disparate traditions. Moreover, the analytical tradition establishes 

greater degrees of correspondence for the notion of embodiment.  

Whereas Merleau-Ponty’s work did not give sufficient evidence for the 

infrastructure, physical apparatus, or, to use Heidegger’s language, fore-structure 

for how human embodiment and language are integrated, recent analytical 

philosophers and cognitive linguists have developed multiple theories, conducted 

numerous studies, and compiled ample empirical evidence that explains the 

essential connection between the body and language, and the body and 

rationality.54  

                                                           
54 David Bailey, “When Push Comes to Shove: A Computational Model of the Role of 

Motor Control in the Acquisition of Action Verbs” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 
1997). 

G. Fauconnier and M. Turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s 
Hidden Complexities (New York: Basic Books, 2002). 

Joseph Grady, “Foundations of Meaning: Primary Metaphors and Primary Scenes” (PhD 
diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1997). 

Mark Johnson, The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination and 
Reason (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1987). 
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Notably for this study, linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark 

Johnson have identified the primacy of metaphor to human understanding, 

postulating that it is fundamental to all human language. Metaphor, in their 

understanding, is not only a literary device; it is the “chief cognitive structure”55 

that is indispensable “not just in language but in thought and action.”56 Mark 

Johnson challenges the typical literary understanding of metaphor in The Body in 

the Mind, writing: 

So conceived metaphor is not merely a linguistic mode of 
expression; rather it is one of the chief cognitive structures by which 
we are able to have coherent, ordered experience that we can 
reason about and make sense of. Through metaphor, we make use 
of patterns that we obtain in our physical experience to organize 
our more abstract understanding.57   
 

This “cognitive structuring” or “conceptual system”58 is grounded in the subject’s 

embodied experience. Metaphorical conceptualization, then, is the infrastructure 

that bridges the linguistic world and the material world. 

In Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson assert that human beings 

interpret their environment by mapping on to it basic physical orientations (e.g., 

verticality), which can be developed into more complex metaphors (e.g., up is 

better). In contrast to the deductive reasoning of Merleau-Ponty, their work 

demonstrates the validity of a rationality that emerges from bodily existence 

through inductive methodologies. The principal evidence in Metaphors We Live 

                                                           
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: The Chicago 

University Press, 2003). 
Srinivas Narayanan, “KARMA: Knowledge-Based Active Representations for Metaphor 

and Aspect” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1997). 
55 Johnson, The Body in the Mind, xv.  
56 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 3. 
57 Johnson, The Body in the Mind, xv. 
58 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 56-60. 
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By is linguistic evidence; metaphorical conceptualization proves to be a 

persistent and irreducible feature of everyday and abstract language. They 

demonstrate their argument by marshalling various metaphors that saturate 

human communication: orientational metaphors, container metaphors, 

ontological metaphors, food metaphors, physical force metaphors, etc.59 

To illustrate how metaphorical conceptualization forms human cognition, 

Johnson describes the metaphor of “physical appearance as a physical force.”60 

He argues that this primary metaphor or “image schema” is evinced by several 

everyday statements. He takes a passage from Tim Beneke’s Men on Rape61 to 

illustrate the schemata: 

 …she is giving off very feminine, sexy vibes. 
 …I’m supposed to stand there and take it. 
 …the woman forced me to turn off my feelings and react… 
 …they have power over me just by their presence. 
 Just the fact that they can come up to me and just melt me…62 
 
By highlighting the implicit metaphor of “physical appearance as a force” within 

this character’s statements, Johnson discerns an intelligible narrative. The man 

feels as if he is justified in his behavior toward the woman because he is reacting 

to a physical assault upon his own body caused by the woman. While the man’s 

reasoning is not morally justifiable, nonetheless, it is a form of reasoning which 

finds meaning in the metaphor of physical appearance as force.  

                                                           
59 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 14-51. 
60 Johnson, The Body in the Mind, 7. 
61 Tim Beneke, Men on Rape (New York: St. Martins, 1982), 43-44. 
62 Johnson, The Body in the Mind, 7. 
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Lakoff and Johnson’s theory of what is true or meaningful is pragmatic in 

the same sense as Dewey and Schilbrack.63 They claim, “On the whole, truth 

matters to us because it has survival value and allows us to function in our 

world.”64 Knowledge is generated in one’s interaction with the environment. The 

notion of the body, within this approach, is the locus for generating practical 

meaning to survive and thrive. To qualify this position, they argue that the 

“physical experience is [not] in any way more basic than other kinds of 

experience…”.65 Emotional, linguistic, and cultural experiences are also 

fundamental to human experience. Despite this qualification, however, Lakoff 

and Johnson universalize the concept of a natural body and the metaphorical 

thinking that emerges from this spatial-temporal situation, stating: 

Inevitably, many primary metaphors are universal because 
basically everybody has the same kind of bodies and brains and 
lives in basically the same kinds of environment, so far as the 
features of metaphors are concerned.66  

 
There is a condition that approaches a universal context for the construction of 

meaning: the physicality of the human subject. The context of embodiment does 

not override cultural understandings, but it is basic or primary to our construction 

of meaning.67 This is a radical claim for a postmodern situation that prizes the 

particularities of culture and subjectivity, and understands everything in light of 

the linguistic turn. The embodiment theory grounds language--which is often 

conferred with a quasi-metaphysical status--in the physical. 

                                                           
63 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 180. 
64 Ibid., 160. 
65 Ibid., 59. 
66 Ibid., 257. 
67 Ibid., 57.  
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While Lakoff and Johnson’s work appears to be mostly in conversation 

with American pragmatism and the analytic tradition, some of their chief ideas 

parallel the phenomenological tradition in continental philosophy and, especially, 

the work of Merleau-Ponty and his insistence on the primacy of the body. Their 

theory of the metaphorical structuring of reality, they state, accepts  

…some of the central insights of the phenomenological tradition, 
such as the rejection of epistemological foundationalism, the stress 
on the centrality of the body in the structuring of experience, and 
the importance of the structure of knowledge.68  

 

The benefit of their work is that it substantiates the reality of human embodiment 

and the effects of such embodiment upon human rationality and imagination with 

empirical evidence. More specifically, their hypothesis that metaphorical thinking 

saturates human communication and that such thinking emerges out of the 

spatial-temporal experiences of embodied subjectivity provides an intelligible 

framework for how human beings interact with language and their environment. 

For some scholars, however, their work is not satisfactorily demonstrative. As 

Benjamin K. Bergen, student and now colleague of Lakoff, suggests, “The 

embodiment idea was appealing. But, at the same time, it was missing 

something. Specifically, a mechanism.”69 By mechanism Bergen means an 

anatomical feature where this metaphorical rationality occurs. To pose it as a 

question, where in the brain does the linkage between human spatial-temporal 

experience and imagination begin? 

                                                           
68 Ibid., 181. 
69 Benjamin K. Bergen, Louder than Words: The New Science of How the Mind Makes 

Meaning (New York: Basic Books, 2012), 13. 
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The answer to the question is the “embodied simulation hypothesis.”70 

This hypothesis asserts that humans understand language by “simulating in our 

minds what it would be like to experience things that the language describes.”71 

According to Bergen, this hypothesis appeared at various places at similar times, 

which makes crediting the findings difficult.72 At the University of California, 

Berkeley, David Bailey and Srinivas Narayanan both published dissertations 

identifying how the brain functions in the acquisition and articulation of 

language.73 Narayanan’s work has furthered the hypothesis by explaining the 

neurological foundation for conceptual metaphors. She has concluded that 

metaphorical rationality is directly linked to the activation of neurons in targeted 

parts of the brain, the motor-sensory cortex or visual cortex. Amplifying 

Narayanan’s thesis, Joseph Grady has argued that more abstract thinking is 

actually constructed from more basic metaphors or “primary metaphors” that 

connect our judgment and sensor-motor system.74 The embodied subject, then, 

interprets the environment and complex ideas through the process of 

metaphorical reasoning, which is predicated upon fundamental bodily 

                                                           
70 Ibid., 13. 
71 Ibid., 13.  
72 Bergen argues that “It is not clear who had it first, but in the mid-1990s at the least 

three groups converged upon the same thought. One was a cognitive psychologists, Larry 
Barsalou, and his students in Parma, Italy. And the third was a group of cognitive scientists at the 
International Computer Science Institute at Berkeley.” Benjamin K. Bergen, Louder Than Words, 
13.  

73 David Bailey, “When Push Comes to Shove: A Computational Model of the Role of 
Motor Control in the Acquisition of Action Verbs” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 
1997). 

Srinivas Narayanan, “KARMA: Knowledge-Based Active Representations for Metaphor 
and Aspect” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1997). 

74 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 255. 
Joseph Grady, “Foundations of Meaning: Primary Metaphors and Primary Scenes” (PhD 

diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1997). 
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orientations to the environment, metaphors which stimulate neurological 

processes within the brain and recall previous information retrieved in physical 

experience. 

In their updated afterword in Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson 

summarize how the brain operates succinctly: 

When we imagine seeing a scene, our visual cortex is active. When 
we imagine moving our bodies, the pre-motor cortex is active. In 
short, some of the same parts of our brains are active in 
imagination as in perceiving and doing. We will use the term 
enactment for dynamic brain functions shared both during 
perceiving and acting and during imagining. An enactment, real or 
imaginative, is dynamic, that is, it occurs in real time.75 

 
When one encounters communication, he or she interprets the language in light 

of “primary metaphors,” even when the interpreter is not conscious of these 

devices. When one encounters more vivid communication, such as rich imagery 

or a description of a scene, one supplies non-verbal, eidetic information to 

visualize the scene. This eidetic information is not identical among interpreters 

but derives from remembered bodily experience. The interpreter of the 

communication, that is to say, simulates the depiction with the imagery that is 

peculiar each person’s physical and linguistic Lebenswelt. The visualized scene 

is an enactment that occurs in real time, as would any bodily motion.    

As Merleau-Ponty anticipates, the reader is an embodied reader, yet Lakoff and 

Johnson assert that metaphor is the primary and basic feature of human 

rationality. Other scholars-- such as Bergen, Grady and Narayanan-- extend and 

verify this account of human rationality, identifying how the brain functions in light 

                                                           
75 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 257. 
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of metaphorical reasoning. These scholars exhibit that metaphor is not reducible 

to purely adornment, rhetorical force or flourish; metaphor is essential to the 

human subject’s spatial-temporal experience and how the embodied subject 

reasons in everyday experience and even abstract thinking.  

Based on these findings, the reader can be conceived of as a 

metaphorically thinking, embodied subject. To read a text is to think 

metaphorically, which activates the parts of the reader’s brain directly associated 

with embodiment. The very nature of reading requires the reader not only to pick 

up the book (or an electronic resource) and scan the words with the eyes, but 

also to access one’s own idiosyncratic bodily experiences.  On a cognitive level, 

the demarcation of the linguistic world from the physical world of the reader is 

hermeneutically artificial and neurologically impossible. The reader’s 

subjectivity—his or her own experiential horizon—is fundamental to the activity of 

reading. 

A New Function of Imagery and Metaphor in the Study of the Old Testament 

and Hebrew Scriptures 

An embodied hermeneutic recognizes that metaphor and image function 

cognitively, generating a visual reality (so long as the reader participates) based 

on the embodied reader’s individual memories of material reality. Thus, the 

image in the text prompts readers to supply eidetic information, mental imagery. I 

argue that this establishes an intriguing exchange between reader and text: to 

simulate the artificial reality requested by the text, the embodied reader retrieves 

information from his or her own embodied experience. When reading, the 
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embodied reader enters into a dialogical relationship, mediated by the text, 

where he or she reengages and re-appropriates remembered experiences of 

physicality. The textual imagery stimulates, the embodied reader simulates, and 

out of the relationship between reader and text, practical, personal, experiential 

knowledge is generated. Imagery and metaphor, then, have the capacity to 

establish a dialogical exchange between the reader and the text.  

While studies of metaphor in Old Testament/Hebrew Scriptures has gained 

considerable ground, notably due to the work of literary theorists Max Black and 

Paul Ricoeur,76 the implications of metaphorical thinking and human embodiment 

have not been drawn out. Attention to image and metaphor has produced new 

modes of knowledge construction, yet most studies remain dedicated to theories 

of language that do not take into account metaphor as a cognitive structure 

arising from bodily experience. Because of this, even metaphor theories that take 

into account the reality of a reader’s lived world, still go to great lengths to justify 

the connection between text and reader on primarily linguistic or theological 

grounds. 

Walter Brueggemann, in his presidential address to the Society of Biblical 

Literature (1990), argued urgently that image and metaphor are fertile grounds 

for the construction of meaning. His call demonstrates the importance of 

metaphor to biblical studies, yet he maintains a traditional theory of rationality. He 

                                                           
76 Max Black, Models and Metaphor: Studies in Language and Philosophy (Ithaca, N.Y.: 

Cornell University Press, 1962); Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-disciplinary Studies of 
the Creation of Meaning in Language (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978); Paul Ricoeur, 
Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: Texas Christian 
University Press, 1976). 
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argues that these ancient texts, filled with imaginative linkages to current reality, 

“spill over” into our contemporary, postmodern context and subverts alternative 

construals of reality.77 Appealing to the work of François Lyotard, he asserts that 

the postmodern situation is defined by “agonistic”78 rhetoric that competes for 

defining reality, especially political and social reality.79 Metaphor and image, in 

his articulation, are the basis for this movement from the text to the contemporary 

scene as these texts generate a surplus of meaning. Metaphor pours from the 

text into current social and political realities and refuses the closures of 

positivistic readings that limit interpretation to “what the text meant.”80 

Brueggemann’s treatment of metaphor is not positivistic, but it does not 

recognize the implications of how evocative image and figurative language 

function for embodied readers.  

Of course, there were critics stressing metaphor as a hermeneutical clue 

prior to Brueggemann’s call to the politicization of the generative power of 

metaphor in Old Testament/Hebrew Scriptures.81 A prominent example, Phyllis 

Trible, perhaps with less urgency, identified the impact of metaphor for 

interpretive work in God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality. Opening her book with a 

rhetorical analysis of Genesis, she describes poetic language with the Zen 

                                                           
77 Walter Brueggemann, “At the Mercy of Babylon: A Subversive Rereading of the 

Empire” in Journal of Biblical Literature, 110, no. 1 (Spring 1991), 3-22. 
78 Jean-Francios Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. 

Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi, in Theory and History of Literature, Vol. 10, (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1979). 

79 Brueggemann, “At the Mercy of Babylon,” 18-20.  
80 Ibid., 20. 
81 George Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster, 

1980); Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious Language 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983); Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978). 
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metaphor of the “finger pointing to the moon;” the evocative language, she 

argues, allows one to “participate in transcendent truth.”82 Hence, figurative 

comparisons permit the reader to access unspoken or hidden meanings beyond 

surface communication. Her theory of metaphor, however, is less complex. Trible 

articulates metaphor as the “language of semantic movement,” from vehicle to 

tenor.83 The exchange is not always in one direction, however, for the vehicle 

and tenor “may call attention to each other equally.”84 The semantic movement 

between image and referent essentially establishes a rhetorical field where 

meaning emerges through “nuances, suggestions, hints, and guesses.”85 For 

Trible, then, metaphor is important for contemporary life because it opens up new 

avenues for biblically articulated theological discourse, specifically, for the topic 

of gender. Nonetheless, her understanding of metaphor, while somewhat 

methodologically innovative given her context, remains restricted, as 

Brueggemann’s articulation, to linguistic horizons.  

Likewise another seminal text that encouraged biblical scholars and 

students alike to heed the dynamics of metaphor was Robert Alter’s The Art of 

Biblical Poetry.86 In his work, Alter detects a “formal system” of poetry within the 

Hebrew canon, the “principle of poetics.” He accomplishes this by examining 

several passages of the Hebrew Scriptures, so called “poetry” due to the frequent 

feature of semantic parallelism, and illustrates distinguishing techniques within 

                                                           
82 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, 16 
83 Ibid., 17.  
84 Ibid., 14. 
85 Ibid., 15.  
86 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic Books, 2011). 
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the writings. Alter focuses considerably upon the role of metaphor and image in 

his chapter, “In the Garden of a Metaphor,” examining the literary function of 

metaphor.87 Metaphor, he claims, is usually constituted by three types of image: 

(1) conventional or stock images, which appear frequently, (2) intensive images, 

and (3) innovative images, which are truly original within the canon.88 Alter 

asserts that the Book of Job possesses a multiplicity of innovative images that 

provoke tremendous pathos.89 In one poignant illustration, Alter describes how 

the character Job compares his friends who keep hounding him to cannibals 

eating his flesh (Job 19:20). 

For the most part, Alter articulates metaphor as a “figurative comparison,” 

employing the traditional literary language of image and referent, vehicle and 

tenor.90 The technique of metaphor functions as primarily illustrative, in his 

understanding. Nonetheless, while Alter is a structuralist, identified with the New 

Critical School, he reveals how emotionally tantalizing these metaphors can be 

for readers. Metaphor, that is to say, involves readers. Moreover, he approaches 

a new metaphorical theory which he terms “metaphorical elaboration.”91 When 

this technique occurs, “the metaphoric image takes over the foreground.”92 The 

movement between tenor and vehicle transforms as the vehicle assumes a life of 

its own, manifesting a greater function than explanation, and is no longer 

subordinate to the referent. Trible has a similar understanding of the relationship 

                                                           
87 Ibid., 231-254. 
88 Ibid., 237. 
89 Ibid., 240.  
90 Ibid., 252.  
91 Ibid., 251  
92 Ibid.  
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between vehicle and tenor, but Alter amplifies this in his theory of metaphorical 

elaboration. When this dialectic occurs, it creates a field of playfulness in which 

the reader may indulge, perhaps hinting at reservoirs of meaning beyond 

semantic knowledge.   

Identifying metaphor as a hermeneutic key has become a substantial 

interpretive move in the study of Old Testament/Hebrew Scriptures. Metaphor 

and associated imagery have an affective function on readers, inviting self-

involvement and response. For Brueggemann, figurative language can summon 

the reader to political and social action. For Trible, metaphorical comparisons can 

express the linguistically inexpressible, and, for Alter, such language can elicit an 

intensity of pathos and generate a structure of playfulness for the reader.  

These articulations of metaphor, however, do not identify how metaphor 

and image is concerted with the embodiment of the reader. What Lakoff, 

Johnson, and Bergen have confirmed is that metaphorical reasoning is essential 

to the activity of communication. Overtly imaginative language becomes more 

indicative of this essential linkage between body and text as it establishes 

conditions that invite the reader to retrieve eidetic information from their own 

embodied experience. The literary device of metaphor is not purely a semantic 

movement, or a dialectic between image and referent, but a cognitive movement 

that stimulates the part of the human brain that controls physical activity. 

Metaphor forges a dialectical relationship between text and reader, between 

simulated reality and material reality. This dialectical relationship, I argue, allows 

texts like the Book of Job to generate artificial, immersive experiences, or, better, 
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artistically contrived spatial-temporal experiences. The Book of Job, by virtue of 

being an extended dialogue constructed by evocative imagery and metaphorical 

reasoning, does not only contain meaning, in the sense that ideas and 

statements can be extracted from a repository, but rather functions as a 

container, a space structured by image, that the reader enters through 

metaphorical reasoning, simulating bodily movement. To read a text, then, is a 

simulation of bodily enactment.93 

I propose to interpret the Book of Job as an imagined, bodily enactment. 

The Jobean drama is not only a folk narrative, poetic dialogue, or theological 

discourse; it is a structured imaginary experience insofar as “imaginary” refers to 

an experience of bodily simulation that accesses eidetic information grounded in 

the bodily experience, an activation of the reader’s motor-visual cortex. Given the 

frequent and intense references to scenes of corporeal suffering, creation 

panoramas, and physical gestures, the Book of Job establishes conditions that 

prompt such visualization and engagement with the reader’s embodiment. In this 

mode, the figurative language ceases to be decorative and becomes an invitation 

to a more immersive mode of reading. 

An Embodied Hermeneutic 

 In summary, the outline of my argument presupposes that how critics 

define what a reader is and, chiefly, how a reader processes language, or reads, 

will form how critics understand the thing being read, the text. In this case, many 

                                                           
93 This term “enactment” is used by Lakoff and Johnson, but cognitive scientist Francisco 

Varela also uses identical language to describe the process of cognition. Notably, Varela makes 
mention of the work of Merleau-Ponty. See F. Varela J., E. Thompson, E. Rosch, The Embodied 
Mind: Cognitive Science and Human Experience (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991). 
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biblical scholars approach texts as linguistic objects that only refer and signify but 

do not affect, or in Lakoff and Johnson's idiom, “enact.” The underlying 

philosophy of language upon which this common approach to literature is 

founded does not maintain the fundamental integration between human 

embodiment and language. The reader's embodiment, thus, is not a meaningful 

horizon in the activity of interpretation. Even critics that value what is considered 

“subjective” in the act of reading, such as reader response critics, scholars 

familiar with intertextuality, and postmodern interpreters sensitive to the realities 

of interpretive communities, restrict what counts as noetic to statement because 

the subject, the reader, is not primarily an embodied subject, but a mind 

engaging in a linguistic world. 

 Beginning with the writings of Merleau-Ponty, I introduce a different 

account of subjectivity, and, therefore, a different portrait of the reader, an 

embodied reader. This notion of embodiment allows me to justify, from a 

phenomenological point of view, why critics should not demarcate the world of 

the text and even the intertextual world of the reader from the Lebenswelt, a lived 

world of daily interactions with a material environment. To expand this 

understanding of language and human subjectivity, I turn to the work of analytic 

philosophy, cognitive linguistics, and related fields to explore further connections 

between human cognition, including the act of reading, and corporeality. The 

physicality of the reader is always coming to bear on the act of reading even at 

the highest levels of abstract thinking. Language emerges from primary 

metaphors that humans acquire by virtue of being embodied subjects, and 
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understanding those metaphors activates the brain’s motor and visual systems. 

More broadly speaking, making sense of an imaginary space-time situation 

depicted in literature requires visualization or recreating the scene, which draws 

upon previous bodily engagements in spatial-temporal experiences. In summary, 

figurative language becomes a poignantly strategy in generating the self-

involvement of the reader within the text. 

  Instead of approaching the text “objectively,” I am attempting to objectify a 

theoretical subjectivity to explore how the Book of Job might function. My primary 

hermeneutical concern is to characterize the nature of the reader’s experience. 

To do this well, firstly, requires a thick description of human subjectivity and 

rationality. Secondly, it demands proposing an identifiable structure within the 

Book of Job. These two entities, the embodied reader and the Book of Job, 

constitute a dialogical relationship from which knowledge is generated.  

From a phenomenological perspective, I am theorizing an interpretive 

strategy that parallels an eidetic reduction, an attentiveness to how things 

present themselves to the embodied consciousness of the reader while reading 

the Book of Job. If the reader is immersed in the structure of the Jobean text, 

then the ontological distance between the reader and Job narrows, and the 

activity of reading becomes a phenomenal experience. The production of mental 

imagery, which is generated in the dialogue between the structure of the text and 

the reader’s embodiment, becomes structurally similar to the relationship 

between the reader and the text that Heidegger envisioned in his early 

hermeneutical understanding. The fore-structure, or, in a more analytic idiom, the 
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embodied imagination, affords the reader a dialogical relationship with the text 

through which the reader may elucidate his or her own existential position, the 

grounds of subjectivity. Merleau-Ponty’s insistence on the human body as the 

grounds for subjectivity and rationality, however, rather ironically, permits a 

greater dialectic between human agency and historical finitude in the activity of 

reading.94  

Similar to Gadamer and Heidegger, I minimize the language of method. 

The reading approach implemented here is much more like dialogue. 

Nonetheless, the goal of this embodied hermeneutic is to explore the distance, or 

lack thereof, between the embodied reader and the Book of Job. Merleau-Ponty’s 

description of the task of philosophy, then, is the task of this exegesis: to make 

the unreflective open to reflection, to make the embodied reader’s phenomenal 

and ritual-like experience subject to interpretive judgments. What this looks likes 

methodologically could vary,95 but, given how far-reaching this hermeneutic is, I 

limit my work to analyzing scenes in the Book of Job where the process of 

cognitive enactment appears most evident. As I explore these select scenes, I 

give critical attention to imagery and metaphor, whether explicit or implicit, and, 

                                                           
94 Hence, an embodied reader—although located firmly in a Lebenswelt—does not 

succumb to Heidegger’s throwness to history or a complete subjection to ideological or 
theological discourse. Like the Book of Job, the vivid enactment of bodily suffering protests 
against systems of closure. Human corporeality affords a degree of hermeneutical freedom.        

95 There are several unique approaches one might take to fully appreciate how 
embodiment is presupposed in the act of reading the Book of Job. For example, one could create 
an empirical study, one that tracks that variety of responses of readers who read the Book of Job 
as embodied subjects, who attempt to visualize the sequence of events that the text provides. 
One could ask a select group of readers to read as ritual participants who simulate the story, and 
investigate whether or not the participants reveal a noetic quality to the text. One could evaluate 
overlapping patterns in participant responses. In a more literary study, one could also trace the 
semantic movements and sequence of events in simulated space, gesture, and emotion in the 
Book of Job to identify an overarching movement within the text and explore what that might 
mean for understanding the book as a whole.  
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particularly, reference to corporeality. Hence, my study revolves around a cluster 

of questions that I hope will illuminate how these scenes function to create 

phenomenal or ritual structure. Some of these questions include: What sort of 

eidetic information is the text requesting the reader to supply? What are the 

emotions and motions that the text presents to the reader? What sort of 

simulated space does the text ask to be constructed? Are there any references to 

temporality? What does this scene suggest about human embodiment, human 

suffering, and the relationship between human beings and the natural 

environment, as well as the god of Israel? These questions not only attempt to 

identify the function of figurative language, but also relocate the embodiment of 

the reader to the center of interpretive activity. 
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Chapter Three: An Embodied Reading of the Book of Job 
 
 In what follows, I implement an embodied hermeneutic on selected scenes 

in the Book of Job. I aim to demonstrate how an embodied reading-- one that 

recognizes the reader as embodied subject, who engages metaphor and images 

on a sensory level-- is a fruitful approach. Chapter 16 receives significant 

attention as it recounts a remarkably sensational scene of divine violence 

inflicted upon Job. In this section, I highlight major themes such as the 

inadequacy of speech and the epistemic significance of the body to justify an 

embodied hermeneutic. Furthermore, this vivid scene provides a strong example 

for how the Book of Job can generate an immersive experience. Next, I make 

reference to how chapters six and nine construct phenomenal experiences of 

taste and sound for the embodied reader, as well as how the motif of God’s yad 

organizes divine action with an anthromorphic symbol, making the action 

physically conceivable for embodied readers. The backdrop to each of these 

scenes is the metaphor of divine contest, a metaphor that Job employs to 

describe his experience of suffering, to destabilize his opponents’ speech; a 

metaphor that is disorienting to the embodied reader’s senses. Before I illustrate 

this mode of reading, I outline some preliminary methodological remarks 

concerning the problematic structure of the Book of Job and what this structure 

means for the intelligibility of the drama.      

Setting the Stage: The Body of Job as a Hermeneutical Center 
 

Implementing a stable, non-arbitrary mode of reading complicates the 

argument for the Book of Job as constitutive of a phenomenal experience. The 
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notion of experience presumes an organizational scheme that remains for many 

scholars a tenuous endeavor, and, yet, without articulating a form or structure 

one cannot fully understand function. In each interpretive strategy, the interpreter 

posits, discovers, or negates a form for the Book of Job, a decision which 

becomes determinative of function and meaning.  

While there are a multiplicity of hermeneutical strategies for the Book of 

Job, Rowan Williams identifies two fundamental types of reading styles that can 

provide a starting point into the discussion. Essentially, he argues, there are 

diachronic and synchronic styles of reading that assert different understandings 

of form. On one hand, Williams describes diachronic reading as a reading that 

follows a “single time-continuum, reading it as a sequences of changes, a pattern 

of transformations.”96 The text is in the form of unfolding time and movement. 

This way of reading is analogous to human experience, in flux, directed toward 

the future, carrying memories of the past. On the other hand, synchronic 

readings operate on the same level as that of staring at a painting: one does not 

know where to initiate interpretation, but is invited into a field of symbolism and 

color, where movement is not as determined.97 In the synchronic mode, the form 

is not invested in a structure of temporality.  

In my approach to the Book of Job I assume a diachronic reading strategy; 

the embodied reader follows the temporal flow of the Book of Job, which is 

understood as a sequential process of accumulated, changing, and conflicting 

                                                           
96 Rowan Williams, “The Discipline of Scripture,” in On Christian Theology (UK.: Blackwell 

Publishing, 2000), 45. 
97 Williams, “The Discipline of Scripture,” 45. 
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meanings. This approach asserts an analogous relationship between the “world 

of the text” and “the world of the reader,” the Lebenswelt of the reader, which 

includes the reader’s embodiment. In this mode, “the text is not allowed to slip 

into timelessness,”98 but has a narrative or chronological form similar the 

experience of the embodied reader. Williams argues, additionally, that the 

congruence of form between human experience and the sequential arrangement 

of texts, whether narrative or argument, strongly suggests that diachronic reading 

styles are the primary modes by which humans make sense of texts.99 In short, 

readers imagine or rationalize texts in the same manner they imagine and 

rationalize lived experience. The Book of Job lends itself to this mode of reading 

in real-time as the text is enclosed with narrative material, framing the speeches 

in temporal fashion. Thus, from the commencement of the drama, the reader is 

invited to attend to a chronological structure similar to his or her own embodied 

experience.100  

  In the Book of Job, the character Job is introduced as the protagonist, the 

character who undergoes the struggle and conflict that produces the drama, 

therefore, making the story intelligible. The unfolding of meaning, in other words, 

                                                           
98 Ibid., 49.  
99 Williams states “So long as our humanity remains unintelligible except as life of 

material change, irreversible movement, it is unlikely—to say the least—that we could establish 
non-diachronic modes of reading as primary.” (Rowan Williams, “The Discipline of Scripture,” 49). 
The argument suggests that the primary posture of “readers”-- unlike “interpreters”—is to assume 
a correspondence between the “world of the text” and the “world of the reader.” Readers do not 
maintain a critical distance from the text, but rather assume a narrative structure, which is 
analogous to lived experience, an unfolding of time in space. 

100 From a historical-critical perspective, this diachronic approach also is advantageous 
because it appreciates a final form but is not restricted from the task of engaging form-critical 
issues. There is a balance between canonical form and form-criticism, yet a theoretical insistence 
on the primacy of a base-line chronological shape.   
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takes place around the character Job with special significance given to Job’s 

body. Indeed, to summarize my reading of the dialogues between Job and his 

friends, the wise friends’ speeches are attempts to make Job’s suffering body 

legible within their traditional worldview, to which Job protests making their 

worldviews illegible in light of his physical suffering. Given the attention Job and 

his friends give to Job’s corporeality, I argue that interpretive attention should be 

given to his corporeality; that is, his body is a fruitful hermeneutical center. 

Focalizing upon Job’s corporeality is consistent with the text because his 

physicality constantly remains at the center of the dialogues, whether in the 

conversation between God and the adversary, Job and his friends, and Job and 

God. The dialogues and actions take up his corporeality as an object of 

theological discussion and physical and rhetorical violence, thereby creating 

movement, transformation and competition of meaning, and, ultimately, a lasting 

performance. The physicality of the protagonist, thus, is the stage upon which the 

theological performance is enacted.  

His depicted body is not only a significant feature of the “world of text,” but 

also the “world of the reader.” The reader who attends to a diachronic 

perspective perceives the narrative order of things from Job’s perspective.101 The 

                                                           
101 To qualify this, the narrative prologue and epilogue employs a third-person, 

omniscient perspective that gives the effect of certain or reliable knowledge into the “world of the 
text.” The reader, hence, has access to normally inaccessible places, Job’s past life and the 
divine realm, where one witnesses the conversation with the LORD and the Adversary. For the 
reader, this omniscient perspective establishes the character of Job as innocent, despite the 
divine setup to test his loyalties. This perspective, however, does not jettison the fact that the 
embodied reader identifies with the character of Job. On the contrary, the omniscient perspective 
reinforces the embodied reader’s identification and sympathy with Job; the embodied reader 
believes or privileges Job’s perspective on his suffering—as opposed to his friends—because 
Job’s perspective is congruent with the third-person, omniscient perspective presented in the 
beginning of the drama. In other words, the embodied reader knows what the friends do not 
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reader, thus, privileges Job’s perspective. Job’s voice is endowed with a certain 

reliability that other characters do not have because of the structure of The Book 

of Job. Job’s “innocence” and “righteousness” are assumed because Job’s 

protests of his innocence is corroborated by the narrative introduction. Moreover, 

Job’s rhetoric possess an epistemic quality which the friend’s speeches lack. 

Hence, the protagonist shapes the positionality of the reader and provides a 

threshold through which readers participates in the structure of the text.  

Furthermore, the portrayal of Job’s body, within his own speeches and the 

speeches of his wise comrades, functions as an analogical bridge for the 

reader’s self involvement in the text. The centrality on his physicality emerges 

continuously before the reader. If the reader is assumed to be an embodied 

reader, a reader who makes sense of language through the context of one’s own 

embodiment, then, this participation in the narrative generates a virtual 

experiences for the reader. If the embodied reader visualizes Job’s corporeality, 

then, the depicted sensuality of Job has the potential to create cognitive effects 

which stimulate the reader’s own sense of embodiment.      

The diachronic mode attempts to trace the movement from the beginning 

of Job’s story to the end. This style of reading assumes that the canonical or final 

form of the text has an identifiable structure, imitating temporality. This structure 

is arguably inherent in the text, which is framed by narrative material. Without 

following the narrative flow, the structure of the Book of Job is subject only to 

what ever artifice the interpreter choses to impose upon it. The final form, or, at 

                                                           
know, creating a hermeneutical situation of irony that undermines their claims yet substantiates 
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the least, a general sequence of events must be respected to a minimal degree if 

one desires to understand how the text functions as a generative structure for an 

imaginative experience; since experience precludes temporality. The advantage 

of this order of reading is not only the identification of a coherent structure, but 

the fact that this reading is analogous to the spatio-temporal experience of the 

reader’s embodied experience. As time and space unfold for the subject, so the 

drama of Job unfolds for the embodied reader. This narrative mode of reading 

theorizes and adopts a structure that appears inherent to the text, which 

establishes a basis for interpretive decisions on what the text actually means. 

Most scholars, however, contend that the Book of Job is structurally 

problematic. Constituted largely by three cycles of speeches between Job and 

his "wise" friends, the composition appears to be a series of dialogues which 

culminate in a final set of speeches between Job and the LORD. These lengthy 

dialogues are bracketed by a prose narrative and prose ending poses the most 

difficult question for those maintaining literary unity: why is there such a 

divergence in style? Perhaps, the second most recognizable feature hindering 

Job's literary integrity is the seemingly random interjection of the unknown 

character Elihu who enters the debate prior to the dialogues between Job and 

Israel's god. One might even question whether "dialogue" is an appropriate 

designation for these speeches as the characters often seem to talk past one 

another, ignore one another's major arguments and questions, and issue long-

winded monologues. To make matters more complex, in the third cycle of 

speeches it is unclear who is actually speaking. Therefore, arguments for the 
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complete literary coherence of the Book of Job remain unconvincing for most 

scholars.  

  Newsom attributes this lack of integrity to a hermeneutical problem 

inherent in historical criticism. She writes, “One critical issue, however, is almost 

entirely the product of the interpretive assumptions of historical criticism—the 

problem of the “unity” or “integrity” of the book.”102  In a different fashion, she 

proposes to interpret the Book of Job as a theatrical production. According to 

Newsom, the prose introduction and ending prepare the stage for the lengthy 

poetic dialogues between the agonized Job and his friends: Eliphaz, Bildad, and 

Zophar; Elihu, and; belatedly, the LORD. The cycles of speeches provide the 

script; readers need only to imagine the Joban actors dramatizing the various 

speaking roles. In her commentary on the Book of Job, Newsom concludes by 

amplifying the play metaphor.  

Onto a semidarkened stage the actors walk. They are dressed in 
abstract costumes that evoke a vaguely medieval quality, as though 
they had arrived to play the drama of Everyman. The narrator takes 
his place to stage left, while Job occupies the center. As the 
narrator beings the story of Job—“A man there was in the land of 
Uz…”—Job and his children begin to mime the parts they are 
given. As they move into their tableau, the scene of the council in 
heaven unfolds its role to stage right. Thus the players enact the 
prose tale of Job.103 

 
For Newsom the theatrical lens is “merely a vivid way” of maintaining the artistic 

unity of the composition while appreciating how dissonant “moral imaginations” 

are brought into proximity through poetic argument.104 The play metaphor, thus, 
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UP, 2003), 3. 
103 Newsom, The Book of Job, 259. 
104 Ibid., 260.  
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aptly communicates Bakhtin’s notions of dialogism and polyphony as it respects 

the tensions between each moral imagination of the characters.105 Going beyond 

modern presuppositions, the notion of a plurality of voices fits well in a 

postmodern reading context. Newsom argues, “Each [moral imagination] invites 

its readers into a differently structured world of values and commitments.”106 

Stated differently, the drama of Job invites its readers to inhabit various moral 

landscapes through the plurality of contesting voices: Job, Eliphaz, Bildad, 

Zophar, Elihu, and God (possibly even Ha-satan?). When the narrative-poem 

ends, the audience exits the theatre with multiple perspectives on Job’s plight, 

and, perhaps, most importantly for Newsom and postmoderns, without a neatly 

settled account of the moral realities of human suffering.    

The greatest advantage of the theatrical hermeneutic, perhaps, goes 

beyond scholarly concerns as it manages to successfully animate these poetic 

speeches. This hermeneutical framing asserts the human characters behind the 

argumentation and forces them to the forefront--or, better, the center stage--of 

the interpretive situation. Envisioning Joban actors, the characters, then, cease 

to be merely pegs upon which to hang heavy, sapiental discourses or lips to 

mouth various moral perspectives. Rather, the characters become human 

persons involved in a single, dramatic case of human suffering. Minimizing the 

risk of getting lost amidst lengthy poetic arguments surrounding Job’s suffering, 

the play hermeneutic challenges the critic to remember and to imagine the 

human experience beneath the speculative dialogues on human suffering –an 
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imaginative challenge Job’s friends fail to heed. As Walter Brueggemann states, 

“All parties to this exchange with his friends (if indeed it is an exchange) assume 

the reliability of the old system of covenant sanctions. Yet Job has overriding 

data against that claim of reliability, and he refuses to deny that data.”107 The 

blameless and upright Job’s actual bodily experience of suffering should be front 

and center of moral reasoning. His brutalized corporeality is the “data” that 

subverts the more traditional rationale of his companions. The play hermeneutic 

is arguably valuable because it manages to position the human body, especially 

Job’s suffering body, on the interpretive horizon of the reader, which is exactly 

the same rhetorical strategy Job tries to accomplish with his friends.  

As fruitful as Newsom’s play hermeneutic is, it reveals dominant 

assumptions about the nature of the reader, the role of language and the 

imagination, and the task of the interpreter. In Newsom’s model, one assumes 

the critical distance of interpreters as a normative feature of interpretation: to 

imaginatively enact bodily movements is artificial yet to do so provides an 

insightful and refreshing read. On the contrary, I argue that the imaginative 

enactment of the body is not artificial, but is fundamental to how readers 

understand language and, particularly, how readers understand image and 

metaphor—assuming the reader to be embodied. In short, reading in this way is 

not “merely a vivid way” but is what readers naturally do. What is artificial, 

however, is the demarcation between the linguistic worlds and lived worlds of 

readers. Interpreters, thus, should pay attention to the lack of critical distance 

                                                           
107 Walter Brueggemann, “Theodicy in the Old Testament,” in Theology of the Old 

Testament, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,) 389. 



57 
 

 

between reader and text. This relationship between reader and text provides 

greater knowledge of the function of the Book of Job upon readers. If the reader 

is conceived of as an embodied subject whose embodiment is basic to 

understanding and constructing language, then he or she does not necessarily 

have to actively imagine actual bodies on stage preforming the Joban script to 

remember the body behind the lofty poetic arguments. Quite the opposite, the 

embodied reader is always enacting metaphorical thinking, which is essential to 

human imagination or rationality. Hence, Job’s body— or, more precisely, the 

text’s continuous references to his corporeality--is the stage upon which 

metaphor and image are enacted.   

The Book of Job repetitiously depicts corporeal imagery, a strategy that 

minimizes the critical distance between readers and text and generates a truly 

immersive experience. From the beginning of the tale of Job until the God’s 

grand poetry in the whirlwind, reference and allusion to corporeality abound. 

There are manifold references to “the face,” “the skin,” “hand,” “arm,” “mouth,” 

“eyes,” “lips,” “head,” “ears,” etc. As mentioned, many of these references are 

evoking Job’s corporeality. The regularity of these bodily citations is not due to 

the limited verbal economy of the biblical Hebrew, rather the Book of Job 

maximizes the semantic range of bodily terms to serve various poetic functions. 

Of course, there is also the hermeneutical temptation to mitigate the bodily 

expressions to being merely idiomatic or formulaic conventions. The statement “a 

face red with weeping” does not truly conjure in the reader’s imagination an 

actual face reddened with weeping but rather implies something propositional: 
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Job is extremely sad. Classifying language as “conventional” then proves to be 

not only descriptive but prescriptive. Ultimately, however, it conceals the 

cognitive function of metaphor and it tempers the imagination of the embodied 

reader.  

In this chapter, I read selected scenes from the Book of Job to highlight 

how Job’s body is acted upon and represented within the chronological structure 

provided by the text. While there are form-critical problems with the overall 

structure of the narrative, this diachronic mode allows for a general, temporal 

structure without dismissing or defending a final form. Methodologically, this 

chronological attentiveness permits balance between form-critical questions 

concerning literary integrity and the significance of unfolding meaning or plot. 

More particularly, this reading style allows one to conceive of an imaginative 

experience, the recital of a spatio-temporal movement, which, I argue, is 

analogous to the embodied experience of readers, thus, involving the reader 

within the text. This involvement of the embodied reader becomes more 

poignant, moreover, when one considers the cognitive function of metaphor, 

especially, metaphor associated with the imagery of physicality. When the 

embodied reader participates in this spatio-temporal structure and imagines the 

corporeality of Job as the site of the generation of meaning, then, the embodied 

reader reenacts a phenomenal or sensory experience.      

Chapter 16-17:16: A Contest with the Divine as a Phenomenal Experience 

 In chapter 16-17:16, Job makes his fifth speech, which follows Eliphaz the 

Temanite’s argument in chapter 15. The speech continues the rhetorical battle 
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over the reason for Job’s plight. Norman Habel outlines the speech in five basic 

parts: (A) Exordium, (B) Complaint against God, (C) Cry of Hope, (B1) Complaint 

against Friends, and (C1) Cry of Despair.108 His structural analysis accurately 

distinguishes the sections of the passage based on content and identifies 

parallels between different modes of speeches, such as the “Complaint against 

God” and the “Complaint against Friends.” 

 What is notable in this section is the theme of the inadequacy of language to 

demonstrate the truth of Job’s experience and the contrasting theme of the 

suffering body as a protest against totalizing discourses. Job insists on the 

reliability of his existential experience of suffering to generate reliable knowledge. 

Moreover, he resists the “wisdom” of his friends and their traditional 

metanarrative that posits suffering as the evidence of wrongdoing. Through ironic 

responses, gesture, and metaphor, the physicality of Job remains in the 

foreground of the argument. Here, between Job and Eliphaz’s dialogue, one can 

witness the tension-- often discussed in contemporary philosophy-- between the 

power of language to inscribe and reinforce worldview and the lived experience 

of the subject, which subverts, interrogates, and prevents semiotic closure. Job’s 

constant reference to corporeality as a means of knowledge parallels the 

theoretical arguments for an embodied subjectivity in chapter 2: language, 

subjectivity, and the physical body are intertwined. Therefore, the embodied 

hermeneutic implemented in this chapter is in keeping with the rhetorical 

                                                           
108 Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job, in the Old Testament Library (Philadelphia: 

Westminster Press, 1985) 267.  



60 
 

 

strategies of Job, who insists on the significance of his corporeal experience as 

existentially relevant to understand what has befallen him. 

Also, the text’s capacity to position Job’s body in the forefront of the 

reader’s imagination creates a reading experience that is akin to a phenomenal 

experience. The graphic, corporeal imagery prompts the embodied reader to 

mentally recapitulate Job’s intense experience. This imaginative recapitulation, 

as I have argued earlier, is not imaginative in the sense of pure fantasy, so much 

as it is the stimulation of the embodied reader’s motor-sensory and visual cortex. 

The embodied reader that entertains Job’s painful response approaches a state 

similar to feeling Job’s response. Thus, a thicker description of understanding 

and imagination are in order, as well as what these speeches mean.        

In the previous chapter, Eliphaz attempts to invalidate Job’s arguments 

with three chief rhetorical strategies: (1) appealing to the weight of the wisdom 

tradition, (2) subtly incriminating Job’s body as wicked, and (3) nullifying his 

individual bodily experience as a reliable source of knowledge. 

Claiming the authority of antiquity, Eliphaz declares that “the gray haired 

and the aged are on our side, those older than your father” (15:10), and “I will 

show you; listen to me; what I have seen-- I will declare what sages have told, 

and their ancestors have not hidden… (15:17-18).” What Eliphaz has “seen” is 

legitimated by traditional discourse, which functions to guarantee reliable 

knowledge. In effect, Job carries the burden of proof because he is going against 

the established rationale. This traditional thinking passed down by the sages 

asserts that human suffering is inextricably linked with wickedness: “the wicked 
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writhe in pain all their days” (15:20). Eliphaz contends that terror, despair, 

hunger, distress, and destruction belong to those who challenge the Almighty—a 

similar theme in Deuteronomic and sapiental theologies.109  

While this appears to be a generic statement about the wicked, one can 

detect subtle echoes to Job’s own experience. 

The Experience of Job   Eliphaz Description of the Wicked 

“His suffering was very great.” (2:13)   “They writhe in pain all their days” 
(15:20) 
The Sabeans, Chaldeans, fire of God, etc. (1-2)   “In prosperity the destroyer will come” 
(15:21) 
“[The house] fell on the young people…” (1:19)      “houses destined to become heaps of ruins” 
(15:28) 
 “Let [my birth] day be darkness” (3:4)    “They despair of returning from the darkness.” 
(15:22) 
 

 Eliphaz universal frame concerning the relationship between iniquity and 

suffering discreetly contextualizes Job’s experiences. It provides a metaphysical 

hermeneutic by which one may interpret Job’s body. This rhetorical maneuver—

although a non-sequitur-- indirectly inscribes Job’s body. The physical suffering 

of Job, viewed through Eliphaz’s lens, becomes the facticity for Job’s iniquity.  

To further establish his epistemic position, Eliphaz diminishes Job’s 

physical experience as a source of knowledge. “For your iniquity teaches your 

mouth, and you choose the tongue of the crafty. Your own mouth condemns you, 

and not I; your own lips testify against you,” (15:5-6) Eliphaz argues. He then 

proceeds to negatively characterize Job’s “heart” (v.12) “eyes,” (v.12) “spirit,” 

                                                           
109 See Deuteronomy 28:15-68, where a quid pro quo relationship is established in in which 

Israel’s disobedience or wickedness will merit the LORD’s punishment. Also, Psalm 1, a wisdom psalm—
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“wicked;” the latter being blessed and the former destroyed.  Another sapiental reference, Proverb 14 
illustrates this binary worldview: “he house of the wicked will be destroyed, but the tent of the upright 
will flourish” (v.11). 
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(v.13) and “mouth” (v.13). Hence, Eliphaz’s semiotic construction, warranted by 

the authority of tradition, firmly situates Job’s body within a larger narrative, and 

nullifies the authority of Job’s experience and the existential knowledge gained 

through his physical suffering.  

Eliphaz brings his figurative description of the wicked to a climax when he 

states that they are clashing against God: 

They prevail against them, like a king prepared for battle. Because 
they stretched out their hands against God, and bid defiance to the 
Almighty, running stubbornly against him with a thick-bossed shield. 

                                     
(15:24b-26) 
 
In the traditional metaphor theory that Alter and Trible employ, the wicked deeds 

function as the tenor and the contest against God functions as the vehicle. The 

iniquity of Job, and those like him, is not an isolated or merely human incident of 

evil doing but, according to Eliphaz’s metaphor, is a direct assault on God. The 

comparison maximizes the severity of the wickedness by imbuing it with the 

greatest possible metaphysical weight. It also reveals the absurdity of sinfulness, 

as a contest with the indefatigable and invulnerable divine person. Job’s 

wretched estate, Eliphaz implies, is the effect of this absurd battle with God. 

 Job refutes Eliphaz’s representation as “windy words”—the same 

accusation Eliphaz makes toward Job in the beginning of his discourse (15:12). 

In this section, the themes of the inadequacy of language persists and the appeal 

to corporeality continues. Next, Job mimics the corporeality of his friends, 

referencing their heads (16:4), mouths (16:5), and lips (16:5). Whereas most 

scholars articulate Job and Eliphaz’s argument as a discursive battle, the text 
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invites the reader to envision the characters’ physicality: a verbal and possibly 

gestural battle on the verge of physical confrontation between friends. 

 Job’s following speech is directed at the friends but evolves into a 

soliloquy-like cry. At the “heart” of the response-- to use Habel’s language—is 

“Job’s complaint against God as enemy.” Job announces, 

Surely now God has worn me out; he has made desolate all my 
company. 
And he has shriveled me up, which is a witness against me; my 
leanness has risen up against me, and it testifies to my face. He 
has torn me in his wrath, and hated me; He has gnashed his teeth 
at me; my adversary sharpens his eyes against me. They have 
gaped at me with their mouths; 
They have struck me insolently on the cheek; they mass 
themselves together against me. God gives me up to the ungodly, 
and casts me into the hands of the wicked. I was at ease, and he 
broke me in two; 
He seized me by the neck and dashed me to pieces; he set me up 
as his target; his archers surround me. He slashes open my 
kidneys, and shows no mercy; He pours out my gall on the ground. 
He bursts upon me again and again; he rushes at me like a warrior. 
I have sewed sackcloth upon my skin, and have laid my strength in 
the dust. My face is red with weeping, and deep darkness is on my 
eyelids, though there is no violence in my hands, and my prayer is 
pure. 

                      (16:7-17) 
 
In these verses, Job foregrounds his battered physicality, drawing attention to it 

and reaffirming its epistemic value, a value rejected by Eliphaz and his 

companions. He accomplishes this foregrounding of his physicality by amplifying 

Eliphaz’s metaphor of the wicked clashing with God. Quantitatively, the metaphor 

of the wicked in contest with the divine takes up considerable space. 

Qualitatively, the metaphor is described in evocative and painful details that 

prove to generate a sensory, if not sympathetic, experience for embodied 

readers.  



64 
 

 

 In this case, what was originally a technique to make comparison between 

a referent and image, the wicked deeds and physical confrontation with God, has 

evolved into a more complex field of meaning. The semantic movement ceases 

to be primarily linear, moving from tenor to vehicle. Instead, the vehicle or image, 

contest with God, has now achieved equal standing cognitively, a literary 

technique that Alter terms “metaphorical elaboration.”110 In Job’s speech, the 

contest with God image is no longer restricted to informing the nature of Job’s 

suffering body, but rather becomes informed by Job’s suffering body. The image 

becomes tenor and the tenor becomes image. Hence, according to Job, his 

physical experience of pain, transforms from being data to be interpreted through 

a metaphysical frame (contest with God) but a tool for interpreting the 

metaphysical scheme (the relationship between God and humanity). Job’s 

metaphorical elaboration, then, provides a transvaluation of theology or wisdom 

for his friends and hermeneutical freedom from the objectification of his own 

body. 

 Rhetorically, the entire rebuttal ironizes Eliphaz’s semiotic world and the 

subsequent interpretation of Job’s body. The rhetorical positioning of his body in 

contest against God—or rather God against him— within in his own speech is not 

a confession of his guilt, an acceptance of Eliphaz’s fallacious thinking. It mocks, 

rather, the metaphor of the wicked in contest with the divine and colorfully 

highlights his own innocence. If God and Job are in a contest, them God has 

unjustly and horrifically brutalized Job, who does not fight back. Thus, Job 
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satirizes the idea of the wicked/suffering body-- specifically, his body as a clash 

with God-- by portraying God’s powerful attack on his innocent body as an 

abusive and morally bankrupt act. This ironic maneuver, to be clear, is not a 

denial that God has not attacked him—in his monotheistic worldview, God is 

finally responsible for what happens to humans (1:21-22 and 2:10)-- but he is 

denying accusations of his own wickedness. To illustrate how Job’s satirical reply 

is a creative assertion of his agency in the face of oppressive discourse, I draw a 

parallel with George Yancy’s work in Black Bodies, White Gazes. In his chapter 

on the “The Agential Black Body,” Yancy describes the possible speech acts that 

blacks may employ to resist the inscribing practices of whites. One of these 

examples is that of mimicry. After being “interpellated as nigger,” one can “resist 

through an ironic and exaggerated illocutionary act.”111 He writes, 

That is, one may respond to an instance of white interpellation with 
“Yas, suh, Boss?” In doing so, one consciously rejects a form of 
servility and retains an epistemologically privileged position 
regarding the mimicry one intends.112 

 
In a similar manner, Job resists his friend’s gaze upon his suffering body not by 

denying the theological frame of God and Job in contest but by exaggerating it to 

such an extent that the problems of this frame become acute to Eliphaz. 

 From Newsom’s perspective, Job is masterfully playing with shifting 

contexts to undermine the arguments of his friends. “Job takes up the words of 

his friends and recontextualizes them…”.113 “He forces those who listen to him 
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into a painful cognitive dissonance, a loss of mastery.”114 Job exploits the 

semantic range of his friends’ words by situating those words in new frames. This 

recontextualization distorts the meanings, invites new meanings, and upsets their 

settled sapiental perspectives. 

 If Job has a single point, a propositional statement, it is that he is an 

innocent sufferer and God is at fault, and, perhaps, that his friends are making 

the situation worse. The epistemic contention undergirding this is that his 

existential position is significant, not merely in need of his friends’ signifying 

practices. This mode of reading, however, is too flat. Job’s response does not 

only make a point, but has a cognitive function. As I have mentioned, the ironic 

metaphorical elaboration generates a field of meaning, a linguistic field of play 

between tenor and vehicle, but the amplification of the image of contest against 

God also affords a phenomenal experience for the embodied reader. 

 The metaphorical elaboration of the contest with God yields a coherent 

and graphic scene that constitutes the structure for a phenomenal experience. 

Whereas the entire poetic speeches are characterized by imagery and figurative 

devices, in this passage the imagery becomes singularly concentrated on Job’s 

body suffering at the hands of God. The catena of violent actions demand the 

embodied reader sustain the scene much longer than any other metaphor or 

image in the dialogue between Eliphaz and Job. Nearly ten verses are committed 

to this intense series of actions. The length of this material provides a sense of 

narrated action, a literary movement that parallels lived experience in real time. 
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Job’s pathos-driven lamentation begins with the declaration that “God had worn 

me out” (16:7), but quickly draws attention to his own body, his “leanness” and 

“face” (16:8). He switches back to God, whose face is “gnashing his teeth” and 

“sharpening his eyes” against Job (16:9). The pronouns shift from “he” to “they”—

perhaps a reference to his friends—and their faces, whose mouths gape at him 

(16:10). Hence, the switching of pronouns might not be a grammatical 

conundrum so much as a phenomenological perspective on Job’s situation: his 

companions surrounding him and verbally attacking him elides into the divine 

contest. Continuing, the facial imagery is sustained but returns to Job who now is 

“struck” on the “cheek” (16:10.) These references create the effect of a face-to-

face scene between Job and an aggressive, God and his murky assistants. 

From this point, the bodily imagery continues but mentions parts of the 

body in a general descending order: he is “seized [by the] neck” (16:12), then, his 

“kidneys,” are slashed open (16:13), next, “his gall pours out on the ground” 

(16:13), finally, his “skin,” is covered in sackcloth (16:15) and “his strength in the 

dust” (16:15). The focus, then, returns to the facial imagery, “my face,” “weeping,” 

and “eyelids,” merges into a posture of prayer (16:16-17). The scene invites the 

reader to imagine a prayerful, innocent Job surrounded by God and his minions-- 

“archers,” (16:13) ironically, the “ungodly,” and “hands of the wicked” (16:11)—

who thrash his body with prodigious, pain-inflicting actions: casts, broke, seized, 

dashed, slashes, laid, bursts, and rushes (16:7-17). The reader is given a 

panorama of Job’s body in agony from the perspective of Job.  
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The consistency of the bodily imagery is not to belabor the point, but to prompt 

the embodied reader to visualize the scene, blow by blow, so to speak. If the 

reader has adopted the point of view of the protagonist—a perspective, I argued 

earlier, that certain literary devices and postures of reading encourage—then, the 

embodied reader engages a structure in which he or she imaginatively 

recapitulates the experience of Job. The embodied reader imagines coming face-

to-face with this divine yet beastly entity who “gnashes his teeth,” “sharpens his 

eyes,” and “dashes” the reader to pieces.  

This simulative mode of reading, then, expands what counts as meaningful. The 

figurative language is not only functioning as illustrative but immersive. The 

embodied reader is invited into Job’s horrific experience, to be the object of 

narrated violence. Job’s recounted experience becomes epistemically significant, 

then, as it generates a structure, a stable symbolic world, in which the embodied 

reader participates. The embodied reader imaginatively—in the sense that he or 

she engages his motor-sensory and visual systems-- enters a space with objects 

or persons where actions are performed. Indeed, the embodied reader imagines 

being a part of that performance; in this case to be repeatedly bombarded by 

divine abuse. This self involvement in “the world of the text” expands the noetic 

function of the text, for the scene allows the embodied reader to gain an 

experiential, sensory, type of knowledge rather than solely a wisdom maxim or 

theological dictum. To be imaginatively present in the scene, to enact it mentally, 

allows one to achieve an experience, which affords the type of self-knowledge.  
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 Furthermore, the act of imagining the scene, visualization, is inherently 

dialogical. The dialogue consists of the text inquiring information of the embodied 

reader and the embodied reader providing the imaginary content. In this case, 

Job’s languishing requests the embodied reader to supply eidetic and sensory 

information. This mental imagery and psychosomatic data is not recalled ex nihilo 

but rather derives from the embodied reader’s memory of embodiment: in 

phenomenological terms, his or her own perception of the lived world. The 

embodied reader’s engagement with the text is not restricted to echoes from his 

or her own linguistic world or even the linguistic world of the text. Metaphor and 

image prompt the embodied reader to access more than the embodied reader’s 

semantic fields but bodily experience in the lived world. What Bergen, Lakoff, and 

Johnson’s theories of language and cognition suggest is that the ability to 

simulate presupposes the embodied reader who has experiences in space and 

time with materiality. To imagine “gaping mouths” and faces is made possible by 

experiences of seeing others’ actual faces with mouths agape and/or by having a 

mouth. The envisioned experience, of course, need not be actually experienced 

prior to the reading. The embodied imagination is neither totally creative, capable 

of producing images ex nihilo, or uncreative, incapable of connecting the various 

images encountered in the world. As an elementary example, the embodied 

reader can envision a unicorn because it is familiar with horses and horns, as 

well as artistic productions of the mythical creature. In the same way, the Book of 

Job in the final scenes requests the reader to imagine the great serpent 
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Leviathan, building the mythic creatures body with more mundane imagery such 

a “boiling pot” (41:20) and “a double coat of mail” (41:13). 

 The visual system is also not the only system which is stimulated in the 

process of engaging the contest with God metaphor. As Lakoff and Johnson 

suggest, “When we imagine moving our bodies, the pre-motor cortex and motor 

cortex are active.”115 To simulate being struck on the cheek (16:10), seized by 

the neck (16:12), or rushed by a warrior (16:14), activates the location of the 

brain that controls physical movement. Job’s speech invites the embodied reader 

to imagine being in a situation of danger, where one is surrounded (16:13). If this 

is truly immersive, the scene creates an imaginative environment that induces 

stress and a fight or flight sensation, which has the potential to affect the 

embodied reader’s physicality. The embodied reader simulates feeling trapped, 

possibly leading to a heighten sense of defensiveness, muscle tightening, 

anxiety, quickened heart rate, and the production of adrenaline—all the sorts of 

physical feelings one experiences while watching an intense movie. That is to 

say, it is a phenomenal, sensory experience. The situation is actualized, yet, 

ostensibly, the pain is not actualized. Nonetheless, to imagine Job’s body in pain 

is a cognitive event that imaginatively enacts forceful motions and arrives at a 

proximate experience, painless, yet visceral. 

 This dialogical engagement with the text poses some intriguing questions 

concerning the literary function of Job’s intense rendezvous with God. How does 

the recollection of distressing and traumatic events affect embodied readers? 

                                                           
115 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 257. 
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How does this dialogical engagement contribute to the larger structure of the 

Book of Job? First, this immersive mode of reading has the potential to illicit 

sympathy and empathy--depending on how deep the embodied reader’s 

immersion in the world of the text is—with Job’s assertion that he is innocent. 

The metaphorical elaboration brings Job’s body to the forefront of the 

imagination, privileging his perspective and encouraging identification with his 

position: yet, secondly, it draws the embodied reader’s own bodiless into the text. 

While the embodied reader may not be fully cognizant of how the scene affects 

his or her body—just as a movie-goer does not necessarily attend to the fact that 

one’s heart is pounding or that one is sitting on the edge of the seat— I argue 

that the interpreter or critic should be attentive to how Job’s contest with God 

generates such responses in embodied readers. Attending to the embodied 

reader’s self involvement with the text offers insight into the possible function of 

these dramatic scenes. In Merleau-Ponty’s idiom, the critic makes the 

“unreflective” experiences an object of reflection. The embodiment presupposed 

in and engaged during the act of this immersive style of reading is brought to the 

front of the interpretive horizon, revealing how the evocative speeches, like 

chapter 16, forge a phenomenal experience. 

The parallel themes of the inadequacy of language and the existential 

significance of human corporeality, hence, are not only rhetorically effective in 

Job’s defense but hermeneutically significant for the embodied reader. The 

retrieval of eidetic and sensory information and the activation of the brain 

systems that control physicality furnish the embodied reader with quite literally a 
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sense—physical sentiments-- of Job’s anguish beyond, or, rather, beneath and 

essential to language. Being an embodied subject allows one to frame Job’s 

bodily experience within one’s own embodied experience. 

Contextualizing Divine Violence through Touch, Taste, and Sound   

 While chapter 16 presents the most poignant example of the contest with 

the divine metaphor, this particular metaphor remains a consistent literary device 

through the Book of Job, a governing metaphor that dominates the interpretive 

horizon. This image of God in conflict with Job is anticipated as early as the 

narrative prologue when the Adversary askes God to “stretch out your hand 

against” Job (1:11 and 2:5). Indeed, the hand of God coming against Job 

operates as a metonym of divine action.116 In the biblical Hebrew, the metaphor 

is implicit for the Hebrew word yad can represent “hand” or “power.” In the 

introductory dialogues between God and the Adversary, this play on yad is 

apparent. 

[The Adversary said] ‘But stretch out your yad now and touch all 
that he has, and he curse you to your face.’ The LORD said to the 
Adversary, very well all that he has is in your yad; only do not 
stretch out your yad against him!    

(1:11-12) 
 

[The Adversary said] ‘But stretch out your yad now and touch his 
bone and flesh, and he will curse you to your face.’ The LORD said 
to the Adversary ‘Very well, he is in your yad only spare his life.’  
             
            (2:5-6) 

 

                                                           
116 There is ambiguity in this passage as God responds by telling the Adversary that Job 

is in the Adversaries yad, power, or hand (2:6). The monotheism of Job and his friends, however, 
suggests that ultimately everything is in God’s hand. 
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While words such as “touch” evoke a more literal “hand,” rather than the 

more abstract “power,” the repetition of yad is significant as it is draws the 

readers attention to the word, in a similar manner to underlining or 

highlighting.117 

The dichotomy between translating yad as “hand” or “power” represents 

the trouble with understanding Hebrew language and human language in 

general: what is the relationship between the abstract notions and the more 

physical references? Those who maintain a strong dichotomy between the 

abstract and more concrete terms will fail to recognize the capacity of the 

corporeal image to help the embodied reader rationalize the more abstract 

notion.118 As Robert Alter declares, “The Hebrew imagination, we might note, 

was unabashedly anthropomorphic but by no means foolishly literalist.119 In this 

case, the hand of God image has the capacity to organize several actions of God 

under a visual attribute analogous to an attribute of the human body. The 

anthropomorphic language, and, specifically, corporeal imagery, allows theology 

to be done or God to be imagined within reference to human physicality. To 

anticipate my interpretation of the final dialogues between Job and God, the 

literary achievement of the Book of Job is to create an imaginative experience, a 

phenomenal experience, which allows the embodied reader to vicariously arrive 

at a nearly sensory knowledge of the divine character. The language of 

                                                           
117 Robert Alter demonstrates that in Biblical Hebrew repetition is an intentional literary 

device which highlights or calls attention to an object in the text. See, Robert Alter, The Art of 
Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic, 2011), 111-142.   

118 If Lakoff and Grady’s understandings of metaphor and language are correct, the more 
basic metaphors rooted in embodiment are prior and essential to conceiving more abstract 
metaphors.  

119 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 41. 
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corporeality, then, affords a thicker knowledge of the divine, who, via Job’s 

experience, can be imagined more viscerally within the context of human 

embodiment.   

For an example of the hand imagery, in chapter 5:17-19, God is depicted 

as “wounding” and “binding,” “striking” and performing healing actions which are 

suggestive of the movement of hands. In chapter 6:1-13, this is organizational 

and visual function becomes more apparent when Job describes God desiring to 

“crush” Job and to which Job exclaims that “[God] would let loose his hand” (6:9). 

The verbs “crush” and “loose” contextualize yad as a reference to a limb, but the 

power of God becomes articulated in the image, allowing the embodied reader to 

envision the hand performing the actions. The cognitive effects of the metaphor 

of the hand make God’s power more acute by prompting the embodied reader to 

simulate Job’s painful experiences. Therefore, the hand image is not only a 

theological metonym for the action of God but a conceptual or imaginative device 

that maintains the force of the metaphor. For the reader to envision the divine 

crush, wounding, slashing, striking, and ripping Job’s body, the image of the 

divine hand becomes cognitively effective. Job’s attempt to vocalize his suffering, 

therefore, become educative for his friends: “Have pity on me, have pity on me 

my friends, for the yad of God has touched me!” (19:21) and “I will teach you 

concerning the yad of God” (27:11). 

The divine violence against Job persists throughout the Joban drama and 

requires the embodied reader to sustain the metaphor of Job’s suffering as a 

contest with the divine. In the first dialogue between Job and Eliphaz the 
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Temanite, this divine ferocity is expressed by means of satiation imagery, 

invoking the embodied reader’s sense of taste. On the contrary, many scholars 

understand Eliphaz’s speech and Job’s speech to be incongruous. The response 

of Job appears to not be a response at all but a non-sequitur and has led many 

scholars to conclude that the introductory verses of chapters six are a 

monologue, which ultimately evolves into a rather audacious prayer request to 

the LORD. Whether monologue or prayer, Job’s response does not appear 

directed toward Eliphaz’s previous comments.  

This common interpretation is illustrative of how the language of 

embodiment and the function of metaphor and image is often reduced to being 

ornamental. These interpretations focus on key words, logical responses, and 

direct arguments at the expense of the graphic language of physicality. While Job 

seems to be ignoring or talking past Eliphaz, Job’s response forges imaginative 

depictions that create visual connections with Eliphaz’s rhetorical use of satiation 

imagery. More agonistically, Job adopts Eliphaz’s vocabulary of food, land, and 

eating and contextualizes it within the frame of his physical experience.  

Eliphaz the Temanite employs a series of interrelated and evocative 

images, agricultural or food-producing and satiation or food-consuming) images. 

(I have italicized selected diction with Eliphaz’s speech that contributes most 

ostensibly to this particular set of images.) Eliphaz declares, 

May the hungry devour his harvest, carrying it off in baskets, [and] may 
the thirsty swallow their wealthy. Evil does not grow out of the soil, nor 
does mischief spring from the ground, for man is born to do mischief just 
as sparks fly upward (5.5-7).  
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These lines describe the curse that Eliphaz wishes upon the “fool” and the fool’s 

children earlier in the speech. After this curse, he exhorts Job to “resort to God” 

(5.8) for it is God “who gives rain to the earth and sends water over the fields” 

(5.10).120 Again, “But saves the needy from the sword of their mouth, from the 

clutches of the strong. So there is hope for the wretched. The mouth of 

wrongdoing is stopped” (5:15-16). 

Contrary the curse at the beginning of the chapter, Eliphaz now closes his 

speech with a blessing: “How happy is the man whom God reproves” (5:17). 

Here again he marshals agricultural and satiation imagery and plays with 

associated diction. 

In famine he will redeem you from death. 
In war from the sword. 
You will be sheltered from the scourging tongue; 
You will have no fear when violence comes. 
You will laugh at violence and starvation, 
And have no fear of wild beasts. 
For you will have a pact with the rocks in the field 
And the beast of the field will be your allies. 
You will know that all is well in your tent, 
When you visit your wife you will never fail. 
You will see that your offspring are many, 
Your descendants like the grass of the earth. 
You will to the grave in ripe old age, 
As shocks of grain are taken away in their season.121 (5:20-26)  

 
According to Clines’ interpretation, Eliphaz is “theorizing” the universe for his 

friend Job by providing explanation and comfort.122 The friend’s speech, then, is 

ultimately a discourse on two primary principles. The first principle is the 

“principle of suffering,” that all human beings are sinful and, therefore, will 

                                                           
120 All biblical quotations, unless marked otherwise, are from the NRSV.  
121 Jewish Publishing Society  
122 David J. A. Clines, Job (Dallas, TX: Word, 1989), 147.  
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suffer.123 Until verse 16, Clines understands Eliphaz’s rhetoric to be climaxing 

into this “astounding and provocative generalization.”124 Indeed, he writes, “But 

the principle is so fundamental to Eliphaz’s whole outlook that it matters little to 

him by what devious route he finally achieves explicit statement about it.” That is 

to say, the rhetorical painting, the agricultural and satiation imagery, “matter little” 

as it is all just a “devious” way of making this “principle” explicit. The second 

principle of Eliphaz’s speech, according to Clines, is the “striking idea” that 

suffering is an educative act of God.125 In a similar manner, Balentine’s 

interpretation of Eliphaz’s discourse, focuses on the idea of “the human 

condition” or “human nature” and the nature of God. He claims that the structure 

of the speech is organized around these two referents. In the beginning of 

chapter 5, the speech is oriented around human nature. He writes, “The lesson 

on human nature continues in 5:1-7…”.126 The second part of the speech is 

largely about the nature of God: “Within the last section of the speech, Eliphaz 

turns away from his sobering assessment of the human condition to offer words 

about God that are meant to encourage and comfort Job.”127  

Balentine and Clines employ a similar and conventional approach to the 

function of language in the Book of Job that demarcates the linguistic world from 

the material world of the embodied reader. They interpret Eliphaz’s speech for 

conceptual centers such as principles of suffering and the human condition. 

                                                           
123 Ibid., 142.  
124 Ibid., 141.  
125 Ibid., 148.  
126 Samuel E. Balentine, Job (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Pub. 2006), 112.  
127 Ibid., 116.  
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These ideas are the central kernels of the speeches and the imagery is the 

superfluous husk. The significance of imagery in the production of meaning is 

lost because it is assumed that the role of imagery is only to convey these 

“principles” and “ideas.” The hermeneutical consequence to this interpretive 

approach is that it has a restrictive understanding of the function of imagery and, 

ultimately, reduces knowledge or what is meaningful to propositional statements 

and ideas.  

Job’s employment of satiation and agricultural imagery is more deliberate 

than those reading for propositional logic or definitive theological statements 

might allow. Job ironizes the semiotic world and the theological maxims of 

Eliphaz by recontextualizing the agricultural and satiation imagery in the opening 

verses of his speech, once again, alluding to his own embodiment. Job 

announces: 

O that my vexation were weighed, and all my calamity laid in the 
balances! For then it would be heavier than the sand of the sea; 
therefore my words have been rash. For the arrows of the Almighty 
are in me; my spirit drinks their poison; their terrors are arrayed 
against me. Does the wild ass bray over its grass, or the ox low 
over its fodder? Can that which is tasteless be eaten without salt, or 
is there any flavor in the juice of the mallows? My appetite refuses 
to touch them, they are like food that is loathsome to me.  

(6:1-7) 
 
While often understood as a soliloquy, Job’s rhetoric alludes directly to the 

agricultural and satiation imagery of Eliphaz. This first arises when Job declares 

that he “drinks” the poison of the divine archer. Following this redolent image of 

God’s arrows penetrating Job and his spirit imbibing the poison on the celestial 

arrows, Job launches a bombardment of rhetorical questions at his friend. The 
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first question fuses the agricultural and satiation imagery into two sets of images 

of livestock at feeding. The first is a “wild ass braying over its grass” and the 

second is an “ox lowing over its fodder.” The images harken back to Eliphaz’s 

speech where he attempts to comfort Job by assuring him that “in famine he will 

save you from death” (5:20), “he saves the needy from the sword of their mouth, 

from the hand of the mighty” (5:15), “the thirsty paint after wealth” (5:10) and 

“hidden from the scourge of the tongue” (5:21). Hence, while not logically linear, 

Job does seem to be evoking the same world of sensory experience to 

communicate his response. The weary Job sharpens this imagery of appetite and 

thirst declaring, “Can that which is tasteless be eaten without salt or is their any 

flavor in the juice of the mallows? My appetite refuses to touch them; they are 

like food that is loathsome to me” (6:6-7). 

Whereas Eliphaz tried to assure Job that God punishes the foolish and 

simple with the miseries of destruction, thirst, and famine, Job announces to 

Eliphaz that actually God has filled his spirit with poison arrows and now Job is 

drinking in their poison. As in chapter 16, Job exaggerates the divine violence to 

render his innocence and God’s ferocity more acute. Indeed, Job’s “vexation” is 

not primarily a concept but is manifested in the images of the “braying wild ass” 

and the “lowing ox,” Job is like a wild animal crying out over his God-allotted 

sustenance. In other words, Eliphaz has gotten the imagery backwards. Job is 

not comforted by the promise of the divine saving him from “destruction and 

famine” because, ironically, God’s provision has caused Job to desire death and 

lose his appetite completely.  
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The rhetorical use of imagery in Job’s response is not merely a vehicle for 

concepts or principles but an emotive, sensory-engaging, portrait of reality that is 

in direct conflict with Eliphaz’s conventional portrait of reality. While seemingly 

disjunctive as a logical argument, the imagined sensory connections of the 

mouth, hunger, thirst, imbibing, eating, food, and drink generate a cogent, 

graphic unity between the introduction of Job’s response in chapter six and 

Eliphaz’s previous discourse in chapter five. To envision such a scene replete 

with satiation references might be analogous to seeing a popular food or 

restaurant commercial: it activates the appetite, even, the process of salivation, 

and makes one conscious of the need and desire for sustenance. In the case of 

Job, the opposite desire is manufactured. The embodied reader is invited to 

imbibe and taste the “vexation.” Whereas Eliphaz envisions God as one who 

bestows bounties of food on the righteous and withdraws food from the wicked, 

Job reimagines the divine with the dominant metaphor of contest with God as a 

god who actively shoots down Job with poisonous arrows, rendering him 

incapable of eating altogether. Indeed, Job has lost his appetite. The embodied 

reader is bidden to simulate drinking “poison;” eating grass (6:4); tasting the 

tasteless, salt-less, and flavorless (6:6); and touching “loathsome” food (6:7). The 

embodied reader is invited to lose his or her appetite, which gives a context of 

embodiment to Job’s portrayal of suffering. Moreover, Habel demonstrates that 

the comparison between Job’s mistreatment by the divine and disabled appetite 

is inherent in the literary structure of Job’s speech: Job’s “cry of disgust over the 

loss of food” (6:7) parallels his “cry of disgust over the loss of help and 
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success.”128 If this assessment of function imagery is correct, then, the 

versification of chapter six might not appear as arbitrary—the last line reads, “Is 

there any wrong on my tongue? Cannot my taste discern calamity?” (6:30).    

  In chapter nine, the physical confrontation between God and Job also 

appears forcefully, yet not to the same degree as chapter 16. Job laments,  

For he crushes me with a tempest and multiplies my wounds 
without cause, he will not let me get my breath, but fills me with 
bitterness. If it is a contest of strength, he is the strong one!  

               (9:17-20) 
 

There is no umpire between us, who might lay his hand on us both. 
If he would take his rod away from me, and not let dread of him 
terrify me, then I would speak without fear of him, for I know I am 
not what I am thought to be.    

               (9:33-35) 
     
In these declarations, Israel’s god attacks Job “without cause.” Job 

maintains his innocence but God’s viciousness is incessant. The divine 

warrior carries a rod that induces terror and inflicts pain upon Job’s fragile 

body. Hence, the divine yad, or in a theological idiom, omnipotence, 

becomes physically meaningful in reference to its destructive effects upon 

Job’s corporeality. In other words, God’s power is not only abstract but 

also physically conceivable. Job’s physicality becomes a site for making 

the divine power intelligible.   

The theme of the inadequacy of the language also occurs in chapter nine. 

Instead of a “contest of strength” (9:19) or a trial of arms, the languishing Job 

prefers a trial of justice, where he can defend himself verbally. The metaphorical 

elaboration of a contest with God collides with the metaphor of a legal dispute 

                                                           
128 Habel, The Book of Job, 142. 
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between divine and human parties. Job desires to reframe his physical suffering 

in a less dangerous, forensic context-- where God and he can dispute on the 

“common ground” of justice—in the verbal realm of litigation. Nonetheless, Job 

declares despairingly, “If one wished to contend with him one could not answer 

him once in a thousand” (9:3). Again, he asserts, “I do not believe that he would 

listen to my voice” (9:16), and “Though I am innocent my own mouth would 

condemn me” (9:20). In Job’s perspective, the strength or omnipotence of God 

creates an ontological chasm between Job and God, disallowing even the 

innocent sufferer a standing before the divine presence. Moreover, even if he 

had a standing before the God, no entity would have the power to act--“lay hands 

on us both”-- as mokhiah or arbiter (9:33).  

Rhetorically, Job’s speech in chapter nine ironizes Bildad the Shuhite’s 

previous speech in chapter eight. Bildad’s primary contention appears in the first 

few lines of his speech: “How long will you say these things, and the words of 

your mouth be a great wind? Does God pervert justice? Or does the Almighty 

pervert the right?” (8:2-3). In Bildad’s moral imagination, the universe is 

transparent: the wicked will suffer, for “the tent of the wicked will be no more 

(8:22), and the blameless thrive (8:21-23). The scales of justice, furthermore, are 

balanced by the “Almighty.” For Job to suggest such a despairing picture of the 

world (7:1-10) is inaccurate and windy (8:2), according to Bildad. Job’s speech in 

chapter nine, however, forces the theology of Bildad to its logical conclusion by 

focalizing on Job’s physical pain. If El Shaddai is the final arbiter of the moral 

universe and yet he has mercilessly brutalized the body of Job, whom the reader 
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and Job know to be innocent, then, God must not be just. “The earth is in the 

hand of the wicked; and [God] covers the eyes of its judges—if it is not he, who 

then is it?” (9:24). Despite the fact that Job protests his inability to speak, his 

verbalization of his bodily experience becomes the litmus test for Bildad’s 

theology, a theology which fails. God’s crushes Job’s corporeality, yet the 

recapitulation of Job’s bodily experience in contest with God crushes Bildad’s 

socially constructed picture of the moral universe.   

As a phenomenal experience, Job’s speech manufactures a visceral 

depiction of his horrific encounter with the hand of the divine. Particularly, the 

inability of speech to articulate one’s subjectivity becomes physically relevant to 

the embodied reader when Job declares that God “crushes him with a 

tempest…” and “will not let me get my breath…” (9:17-18). If the embodied 

reader simulates this scene of being pummeled by the divine hand until one is 

breathless, then the failure of speech is not an abstract notion about the 

ontological divide between humanity and God and the problems of 

communication in that divine-human relationship but an appeal to the context of 

embodiment—without breathe, one cannot speak. Job’s inability to speak is 

because he is exhausted from the blows of divine violence. 

In this frame, the embodied reader can produce a richer meaning of the 

divine attack by recalling his or her own experiences where breathing and 

speaking are connected. For an embodied reader to become conscious of the 

integration of speech and the respiratory system, the dimensions of one’s own 

physicality, provides a visceral answer as to why the forensic and the contest 
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metaphor cannot be collapsed. One cannot verbalize anything, much less his or 

her subjectivity, when they are physically exasperated; all protest of innocence is 

suffocated. To link this understanding with the notion of a primary metaphor, one 

might consider that the first human utterances or the learning of another 

language is a process of learning to manipulate airflow. The gestural nature of 

shaping the mouth to control the sound of exhaled air gives a context of 

embodiment to the linguistic connection between the notions of speaking and 

breathing.   Statements such “he’s blowhard,” “she’s a windbag,” or “they’re filled 

with hot air,” are all English parallels that attest to the primary metaphor of the 

voice as an extension of the respiratory system. In the Book of Job, this 

metaphor of speaking and breathing is reinforced throughout the dialogues by 

association the human voice and the vocabulary of “wind” (6:26, 8:2, 15:2, 16:3), 

“breath” (9:18), and, perhaps, “tempest” (9:17, 38:1, 40:6). 

The idea of the sheer power of God and the inability of Job (or the 

embodied reader) to speak due to confrontation with this power becomes 

expressive on a level of corporeality. The imagery activates the embodiment of 

the reader who has the capacity to simulate the abusive divine power and the 

exasperation that renders one speechless. Moreover, the absence of an arbiter-- 

someone to come between Job and the divine warrior-- (6:33) heightens the 

scene. To imagine the overwhelming proximity of the divine battering one’s body 

maximizes the sensory experience of being speechless: there is no breathing 

space in this imagined space between the embodied reader and God. While the 

scene does not quite possess the temporal quality of chapter 16, the spatial 
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dynamics exaggerate an experience of being forced mute by an asphyxiating 

attack of God.            

Reflection on the Unreflective  

 In conclusion, the task of this embodied hermeneutic is to make, in the 

words of Merleau-Ponty, the “unreflective”—the sensory engagement of the 

embodied reader generated by the language of corporeality—“subject to 

reflection.” By theorizing an embodied reader engaging the Book of Job, the 

frequent metaphors of physicality and action verbs are treated as functional, 

cognitively effective, and more than illustrative of theological maxims or wisdom 

principles. The scenes of Job’s suffering prompt the embodied reader to enact 

spatio-temporal experiences, phenomenal experiences. These graphic 

representations of human pain not only ironize and challenge the friends’ 

mythopoetic constructions of Job’s horrendous fate or assert the existential 

significance to human corporeality, but also possess epistemic import for the 

embodied reader. For Job’s body is the stage upon which the embodied reader 

enacts a contest with the divine. 
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Conclusion: Experiencing the Vexation of Job 
 

The aim of this project is to provide an alternative hermeneutic for the 

Book of Job by reconceptualizing the nature of the reader and the task of 

interpretation. Borrowing from the philosophical notions of “embodiment” and 

“lived experience” from Merleau-Ponty,129 insights from the hermeneutical 

tradition after Heidegger, and theories of metaphor and understanding from 

cognitive linguistics, I conceive of the reader as an embodied reader who makes 

sense of language, and especially imagery, through the lens of his or her own 

corporeal experience in a Lebenswelt. This approach to reading allows the text to 

function as a rhetorical field, where readers become self-involved in Job’s drama 

of vexation, thus establishing a dialogical exchange between text and embodied 

reader: the text evokes through image and the embodied reader supplies 

sensory information. This embodied hermeneutic, I argue, does not exhaust or 

master the text but, rather, offers a new angle on the noetic function of the Book 

of Job. From this perspective, the Book of Job is conceived not only as a 

linguistic world but also as a literary structure that offers the self-involved, 

embodied reader a phenomenal, or sensory-engaging, experience. 

Similar to Newsom’s reading—in which she posits that the Book of Job is 

essentially dialogical, not monological—I implement a hermeneutic that 

recognizes the potentiality of meanings afforded by the text. This hypothesized 

structure, the dialogical relationship between embodied reader and text, offers a 

                                                           
129 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception and Other Essays, ed. James M. 

Edie (USA: Northwestern University Press, 1964). 
 John F. Bannan, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty (New York, Hartcourt, Brace& World, 

Inc.), 1967. 
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balance between a hermeneutic that commits the text to ethical or hermeneutical 

relativism and a supposed “objective” hermeneutic. The “world of the text” and 

the corporeal experience of the embodied reader collide to produce a generative 

structure, an exchange of information that flows both ways between embodied 

reader and metaphor-driven drama. It is this exchange, I claim, that the 

interpreter should evaluate.  

My argument attempts to demonstrate that this focus on corporeality is 

fruitful and offers a greater degree of intelligibility to the Book of Job. Examining 

chapters six, nine, and sixteen, as well as more general motifs and themes 

throughout the Joban drama, I aimed to illustrate how this dialogical engagement 

between the embodied reader and the images of physicality might operate to 

stimulate the senses of embodied readers. The Book of Job, overflowing with 

corporeal imagery and viscerally affective scenes, prompts the embodied reader 

to supply the eidetic, emotive, and sensory information to imagine the drama. 

This information, which arises out of this dialogue between embodied reader and 

the Book of Job, provides new insights into the function of the text. It demands a 

reappraisal at what sort of knowledge counts as meaningful in the interpretation 

of Job. This graphic scenes of divine violence marshal the embodied reader’s 

own physicality to contextualize Job’s vexation. The body of Job, thus, takes on 

epistemic significance within the drama, affording the embodied reader a 

phenomenal experience. With this approach, the interpreter, in the posture of a 

phenomenologist, reflects on that which is often concealed behind and rarely 

rises above the surface of what is considered “objective.” 
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I mentioned in chapter two that this embodied hermeneutic parallels 

Heidegger’s early hermeneutical understanding of the fore-structure: the reader 

or interpreter arrives at a text with a fore-structure, an apparatus of self-care, 

which is shaped by one’s lived experience. For Heidegger, this fore-structure 

meant that the act of interpretation was fundamentally an act of self-actualization, 

which allowed the interpreter to come to better terms with his or her existential 

position through a dialogical engagement with the otherness of the text. In the 

same vein, I have adopted a model of reading that posits a corporeal 

forestructure, or “embodiment,” prior to the activity of interpretation. This context 

of embodiment, shaped by a reader’s existential situation, allows the embodied 

reader to have a dialogical exchange with the text. The Book of Job invites the 

embodied reader to enact vivid scenes of violence and anguish. The embodied 

reader supplies information from his or her own existential situation, experiences 

of sight, touch, taste, violence, trauma, suffering, terror, anxiety, and trouble to 

imagine Job’s vexation. The embodied reader, therefore, is encouraged to 

actualize Job’s experience by recalling one’s own embodied experience. As a 

suggestion for further work, one might consider how the Book of Job functions as 

a literary structure to facilitate processes of self-actualization, catharsis, and, 

even therapy. To frame it as a question, how does this dialogical engagement 

with the Book of Job affect or create existential knowledge for the embodied 

reader?          

 Following another trajectory, a phenomenal reading of the Book of Job 

might contribute to how the text can be conceived from a ritual perspective. If 
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reading the Book of Job simulates a phenomenal experience, and if the Book of 

Job provides conditions in which one may generate an artificial or symbolic 

environment, then one may think of the Book of Job as providing the structure for 

simulated ritual activity. The embodied reader imagines a spatial-temporal 

experience in which the reader enacts patterned behavior and gesture within a 

symbolic structure. The embodied reader who is self-involved in the Joban 

drama, therefore, is akin to a ritual participant. 

My thesis claims that the recognition of how metaphorical thinking is 

grounded in embodiment provides theoretical ground for reframing or expanding 

the noetic function of the Book of Job. What these agonizing scenes “mean” 

ceases to be about theological propositions and more about imagined activity, 

even, ritual activity. The Book of Job is a ritual text inasmuch as it prompts the 

embodied reader to imaginatively construct and participate in symbolic 

environment. As a point of comparison, this mode of reading as visualization is 

similar to meditative techniques implemented in some Buddhist traditions.130 The 

chief difference is that instead of enacting the embodiment of a deity, the 

embodied reader enacts the corporeal experience of Job in contest with Israel’s 

deity. In other words, the embodied reader imaginatively recapitulates the 

physical and emotional vexation of the character of Job, and this imagined 

vexation constitutes an eidetic vision.  

                                                           
130 Robert H. Sharf states that “Tantric monks are said to visualize hundreds and even 

thousands of technicolor deities, all which can be simultaneously held in the ‘mind’s eye’ for 
extended periods of time.” Whether this is actually possible is beside the point. The significance 
of this claim is that ritual texts are implemented to facilitate this type of internal image creation. 
Robert H. Sharf, “Buddhist Modernism and the Rhetoric of Meditative Experience, in NUMEN, 
Vol.  42 (1995), 244.   
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For the embodied reader to read the entire Book of Job in a diachronic 

fashion—as if he or she were participating in the “world of the text” under the 

parallel spatio-temporal conditions of his or her own Lebenswelt—is to transverse 

Job’s imagined anguish. Interpreters can envision the literary structure of the 

Book of Job as fitting Walter Brueggemann’s paradigm of “Drama of Brokenness 

and Restoration,” or the pattern of orientation, disorientation, and reorientation.131 

In the beginning of the Joban drama, the world of Job is almost perfectly 

oriented. Job experiences a wholeness in his life that corresponds to his 

theological worldview and ritual practices. This wholeness abruptly ends, 

however, and Job experiences a massive disorientation, shattering him 

physically, financially, socially, emotionally, and spiritually. This disorientation 

continues in the cycles of dialogues between Job and his friends, pressed to the 

forefront of the reader’s imagination by the continuous metaphorical elaboration 

of contest with the divine. The reorientation, however, is established in the final 

scenes of the Joban drama when Job and the LORD meet.  

If Brueggemann’s pattern adequately describes to the literary structure of 

the Book of Job and if the Book of Job is constitutive of a phenomenal 

experience, then, the embodied reader who participates in the Book of Job 

should undergo a ritual experience, participation in a symbolic structure. If this 

line of reasoning is acceptable, then one can understand this immersive form of 

embodied reading as producing a ritual knowledge. According to Schilbrack--who 

is critically employing the thought of Theodore Jennings—ritual can be a 

                                                           
131 Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 552-556. 
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“knowledge-producing action.”132 Due to the unremitting use of image and 

metaphorical logic in the text, the Book of Job generates a structure in which the 

reader may enact or engage in this knowledge-producing series of simulated 

action, thus extending Jennings’s argument beyond actual ritual action to 

imagined ritual action. In short, if interpreters understand the embodied reader as 

an imaginative ritual participant, then they can start to comprehend the Book of 

Job as a ritual text in which, through the process of reading, ritual knowledge is 

constructed. 

In conclusion, when one gives a thicker description to what the reader is, 

then, one might reevaluate what the Book of Job means. Instead of an isolated 

and ancient discursive world, the Book of Job establishes a “world of the text” 

which immerses the embodied reader. The intense corporeal imagery prompts 

the embodied reader to engage the Joban drama on a visceral level. This 

cumulative effect of these phenomenal experiences creates a dialogical structure 

in which the embodied reader may engage his or her own lived experience via 

the depicted vexation of Job. As the character Job exclaims to his friends, he 

reminds the embodied reader, “I will teach you concerning the hand of God” 

(27.11).     

                                                           
132 Schilbrack, Ritual Metaphysics, 82. 
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