The Tears of God in the Book of Jeremiah

Jeremiah has long been known as “the weeping prophet”. It is not
clear how this moniker came to be, although it might be connected
to several passages in the book (Jer 8,23; 9,17; 13,17; 14,17). The
substance of the title may be as early as LXX Lamentations, in which
Jeremiah is depicted as sitting and weeping as he composed the
laments contained in the book '. Whatever the origin of Jeremiah’s
identity as “the weeping prophet”, crying appears as a frequent motif
within the book of Jeremiah, although Jeremiah is not always the one
weeping. Indeed, YHWH weeps more often than Jeremiah does, and
even Jeremiah’s tears embody the tears of YHWH. Many commenta-
tors, however, do not recognize the weeping of YHWH in Jeremiah
evidently because they assume that God does not experience emotion
and that Scripture should cohere with this assumption. The present
essay will argue that Jeremiah speaks of YHWH weeping and that this
book is not about “the weeping prophet”, but “the weeping God”.
The motif of weeping in Jeremiah has never been a topic of previous
study, and weeping in the OT generally has not attracted much at-
tention 2. The present work will analyze divine weeping in Jeremiah
and examine the function of divine weeping within the book by cor-
relating the text with modern scientific study of weeping.

! M.C. CALLAWAY, “The Lamenting Prophet and the Modern Self: On the
Origin of Contemporary Readings of Jeremiah”, Inspired Speech. Prophecy
in the Ancient Near East: Essays in Honor of Herbert B. Huffmon (ed. L.
StuLMAN) (London 2004) 48-62, here 5
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I. Weeping in the Old Testament

Weeping may be understood in the context of attachment theory,
which describes how infants and their caregivers form reciprocal
bonds 3. This context clarifies that weeping is a social rather than
individual behavior; tears are meant to be seen by others. The at-
tachment behavioral system has been observed in many animal
species, but weeping is unique to humans. Although other animals
shed tears due to irritation of the eye, only humans cry for emo-
tional reasons. Throughout the lifespan, human weeping commu-
nicates serious distress and corresponding need for care-giving and
relationship. The desired response to tears is empathy and support
(Exod 2,6; 2 Kgs 20,5; 22,19; Ps 6,9). Attachment theory has been
expanded from the parent-child bond to encompass romantic rela-
tionships and relationship to the divine *. Prayers frequently mani-
fest the dynamics of attachment relationships. For example, prayers
often express a desire for proximity to the parent-like deity (Ps
42,1-2), who provides a sense of security (Ps 23,4) through superior
power and wisdom (Ps 23,3; 93,1). In distress, the deity offers help
(Ps 69,1), and divine absence provokes anxiety (Ps 22,1). Weeping
enters into this relationship when people at prayer hope that tears
may motivate divine aid (Ps 6,9.9; 39,13; 102,10). Attachment the-
ory can illuminate human religious behavior, but Jeremiah draws
on the parent-child bond to illuminate divine behavior and emotion.
YHWH faces the prospect of losing “my firstborn son” (Jer 31,9; cf.
Exod 4,22) and witnessing the agony of the people suffering the
harsh realities of military defeat and national calamity (see Lamen-
tations). However, YHWH does not only suffer the pain of Israel and
the loss of relationship, but is also the agent of the destruction of

3 On attachment theory in general, see J. BOWLBY, Attachment and Loss.
3 vols. (New York 1969-1973). For recent developments, see Attachment and
Bonding. ANew Synthesis (eds. C.S. CARTER et al.) (Cambridge, MA 2005);
J. CassiDY — P.R. SHAVER (eds.), Handbook of Attachment. Theory, Research,
and Clinical Applications (New York 22008). On weeping and attachment
theory, see J.K. NELSON, Seeing through Tears. Crying and Attachment (New
York 2005); K. GROSSMANN, “Weinen, ein Bindungsverhalten”, Psychotherapeut
54 (2009) 77-89.

4 L.A. KIRKPATRICK, Attachment, Evolution, and the Psychology of Reli-
gion (New York 2005); P. GRANQVIST, “Religion as Attachment: The Godin
Award Lecture”, Archive for the Psychology of Religion 32 (2010) 49-59.
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26 DavID A. BOSWORTH

Israel. Israel’s infidelity turns YHWH’s love to anger, and YHWH
punishes Israel.

The claim that God’s love and anger give rise to God’s pain was
developed by the Japanese theologian K. Kitamori with extensive
reference to Jeremiah °. Although he did not discuss divine weep-
ing, he devotes considerable attention to Jer 31,20, which reflects
an emotional dynamic at work in the texts of weeping: “Is Ephraim
not my precious son, the child in whom I delight? Even though I
continue to speak against him, yet I remember him still. Therefore
my belly roars for him, I must show him compassion” . This text
explicitly identifies the community as YHWH’s son whom YHWH
both loves and punishes. This combination of love and anger is
painful. As I will show below, YHWH’s weeping derives from
YHWH’s love for Israel and YHWH’s punishment of Israel. Thus, Ki-
tamori’s analysis appears coherent with the portrait of YHWH in Je-
remiah. Kitamori’s work participates in a much larger theological
trend in which the traditional “impassibility” (apatheia) of God
gives way to the pathos of God. Christian tradition affirms the apa-
theia of the divine, meaning that God can not be affected by some-
thing else or suffer in the broad sense, including experiencing
emotion (pathos). Since the late nineteenth century, many theolo-
gians have argued that God does suffer and experience emotions 7.
The language of YHWH weeping in Jeremiah may or may not con-
tribute to this broader discussion, but/the impassibility of God, I
argue, has already led many scholars to misread several passages
in Jeremiah and continue a long tradition of identifying Jeremiah
as “the weeping prophet” rather than seeing that the tears in Jere-

5 K. KitaMOR1, Theology of the Pain of God (trans. M. E. BRATCHER)
(Richmond, VA 1965). ‘

¢ KitaMORI (Theology of the Pain of God) refers to this verse at the be-
ginning of his book and frequently thereafter. He also devotes an appendix
to discussion of Jer 31,20 and Isa 63,15 (151-167).

" For the state of the question as of the mid-1980s, see R. BAUKMAN,
“‘Only the Suffering God Can Help’: Divine Passibility in Modern Theo-
logy”, Themelios 9.3 (1984) 6-12; R. GOETZ, “The Suffering God: The Rise
of a New Orthodoxy”, Christian Century 103 (1986) 385-389; H. UrSs VON
BALTHASAR, Theo-Drama, Vol. 5: The Last Act (trans. G. HARRISON) (San
Francisco, CA 1998). For more recent discussion, see D. CASTELO, “Contin-
ued Grappling: The Divine Impassibility Debates Today”, International Jour-
‘nal of Systematic Theology 12 (2010) 364-372.
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miah indicate a weeping deity. I will return to the theological dis-
cussion and its impact on the interpretation of Jeremiah at the end
of this essay, but first I will examine the frequently denied presence
of divine tears in Jeremiah. I will argue that these texts have been
misread, most likely due to theological convictions.

I1. Weeping Deity in the Book of Jeremiah and in Ancient Near East

The grief and lament heard early in the book (3,21; 4,19; 6,26;
7,29) achieve their height in “the weeping poems” (Jeremiah 8-9).
K. O’Connor identifies Jer 8,23-9,10 as “the weeping poems”, al-
though she includes 9,16-21 in her discussion ®, Elsewhere, she iden-
tifies 8,18-9,21 as a unit concerning “the weeping God” °. Since the
lament beginning in 8,18 is grounded in the suffering described in
8,10-17, which is a result of the sin condemned in 8,4-9, it might be
desirable to refer to Jeremiah 8-9 (or 8,4-9,21) as the weeping
poems. Discussion of these chapters has often centered around who
the speakers are, and in particular whether YHWH speaks in 8,23; 9,9
or 9,16-17. If God speaks in any of these verses, then God weeps (or
at least wants to weep in 8,23 and 9,17). Broadly speaking, there ap-
pear to be two schools of thought: those who see God weeping in
one or more of these verses, and those who deny that God weeps in
any of them '°. K. O’Connor suspects that those who prefer that God
not weep in any text are wed to an image of an invulnerable Almighty

8 K. O’CONNOR, Jeremiah. Pain and Promise (Minneapolis, MN 2011)
60. Note that some English translations diverge from the MT versifieation of
Jeremiah 9 (MT 8,23 is numbered as 9,1 and MT 9,1-25 as 9,2-26). All ref-
erences in the present work are to the MT.

® K. O’CoNNOR, “The Tears of God and Divine Character in Jeremiah 2—
9”, God in the Fray. A Tribute to Walter Brueggemann (eds. T. LINAFELT —
T.K. BEAL) (Minneapolis, MN 1998) 172-195, here 179.

1 Commentators who think YHwH does not weep in the weeping poems
include: W. RUDOLPH, Jeremia (HAT 12; Tiibingen 1968); J.A. THOMPSON,
The Book of Jeremiah (NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI 1980); W. MCKANE, Jer-
emiah. 2 vols. (ICC; Edinburgh 1986); R.P. CARROLL, Jeremiah (OTL;
Philadelphia, PA 1986); J.R. LUNDBOM, Jeremiah. 3 vols. (AB 21A-C; New
York 1999-2004); W.H. SCHMIDT, Das Buch Jeremia. Kapitel 1-20 (ATD 20;
Gottingen 2008); L.C. ALLEN, Jeremiah (OTL; Louisville, KY 2008). Most
admit that YHWH weeps in Jer 48,32.
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God . Such commentators may not be well read in the literatures of
the cultures surrounding Israel. Extra-biblical ancient literatures pro-
vide numerous examples of deities who weep. J.J.M. Roberts has ad-
duced several examples from Mesopotamian city laments depicting
deities weeping over their beloved cities and persuasively argues that
YHWH also weeps '2. These laments frequently depict the city deity
weeping over the suffering of the community and their own aban-
donment of the city. The Eridu Lament, for example, describes the
weeping of the god Enki of the city Eridu:

[Eridu’s] lord stayed outside his city as (if it were) an alien city.
He wept bitter tears. Father Enki stayed outside his city (as if it
were) an alien city. He wept bitter tears. For the sake of his harmed
city, he wept bitter tears '>.

The text explicitly identifies Enki as “father” and thereby situ-
ates Enki’s tears within the context of the attachment relationship
in which Enki is depicted as a father weeping over his absent and
afflicted child. A lament from a later era speaks of the tears of the
goddess Damgalnunna, the consort of Enki:

She walks about stooped over in her house. She cries bitterly. She walks
about (aimlessly) in her defiled cella. She cries bitterly. She walks about
(aimlessly) in her leveled treasure house. She cries bitterly ™.

I O’CONNOR, Jeremiah, 65. See also O’CONNOR, “Tears of God”, 183.
Similarly, T. FRETHEIM, Jeremiah (Smith & Helwys Bible Commentary;
Macon, GA 2002) 148. Other scholars who acknowledge divine weeping in
some passages in Jeremiah include W.L. HOLLADAY, Jeremiah (Hermeneia;
Philadelphia, PA 1986) I-1I; P.C. CRAIGIE et al., Jeremiah 1-25 (WBC 26;
Waco, TX 1991); J.J.M. RoBERTS, “The Motif of the Weeping God in Jere-
miah and Its Background in the Lament Tradition of the Ancient Near East”,
The Bible in the Ancient Near East. Collected Essays (Winona Lake, IN 2002)
132-142, reprinted from Old Testament Essays 5 (1992) 361-174.

12 ROBERTS, “Motif of the Weeping God”. See also F.W. DOBBS-ALLSOPP,
Weep, O Daughter of Zion. A Study of the City-Lament Genre in the Hebrew
Bible (BibOr 44; Rome 1993) esp. 75-90 and 178.

13 M.W. GRrEEN, “The Eridu Lament”, Journal of Cuneiform Studies 30
(1978) 127-167, here 133.

14 M.E. COHEN, The Canonical Lamentations of Ancient Mesopotamia
(Potomac, MD 1988) 59.
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Another lament over Eridu identifies the tears of another goddess:

Nammu, the mother of Enki, went out from the city. Her hands have
become heavy through wailing. She cries bitter tears. She beats her
chest like a holy drum. She cries bitter tears '°.

Although weeping deities appear regularly in Mesopotamian city
laments, the motif is found outside this genre. The goddess Tashmetu
weeps for her divine lover Nabu, and Ishtar weeps for Tammuz '6.
Deities also weep in Mesopotamian narratives. In Gilgamesh, the
goddess Ishtar weeps over the death of the bull of heaven (VI1.168).
Belet-ili and the Annunaki weep over the flood both in Gilgamesh
(XI.115) and Atrahasis (111.1ii.32; iv.10, 15-18), and Enlil weeps
over the misery of the gods and then makes humans to do their
work (Atrahasis, 1.1ii.167). In the Descent of Ishtar, Papsukkal,
vizier of the gods, weeps before Sin as he describes the lack of fer-
tility following Ishtar’s descent (83-84). In Nergal and Ereshkigal,
Ereshkigal the goddess of the Underworld weeps because she
misses her lover Nergal (IV.53).

Divine tears are not limited to Mesopotamian literature. In Egyp-
tian literature, Isis weeps for her son Horus and her husband Osiris !'.
In Ugaritic poetry, Anat weeps over the dead god Baal (KTU 1.5 IV
25-1.6 1 7). In Greek epic, Homer depicts Artemis crying in humili-
ation after being beaten and chased off the battlefield by Hera (Zliad,
21.493-496), and Thetis when she begs Hephaistos to make new
armor for her son (18.428). Given the abundant tears shed by ancient
deities in the literatures of several cultures surrounding Israel, there
is no reason in principle why OT texts may not depict YHWH as weep-
ing. YHWH, like other deities, is presented as angry, repentant, loving,
and possessing eyes and face, among other body parts. It should not
be surprising if YHWH, like other deities, is also shown to weep.

15 CoHEN, Canonical Lamentations, 85.

16 See Context of Scripture. Canonical Compositions from the Biblical
World (ed. W.W. HALLO) (Leiden 2003) 445 and 419, respectively.

17W K. SiMPsoN (ed.), The Literature of Ancient Egypt. An Anthology of
Stories, Instructions, Stelae, Autobiographies, and Poetry (New Haven, CT
32003) 97 and 263.
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1. Jeremiah 9,9

The clearest case of YHWH weeping in the weeping poems ap-
pears in Jer 9,9:

Over the mountains I take up weeping and wailing
(*m1 02 xR oMSY)
and over the pastures of the wilderness a lament
(Mp "3 mRaHm).

YHWH must be the speaker in vv. 8 and 10 and there is no evidence
of a change in speaker in v. 9 '3. Attempts to introduce Jeremiah as
the speaker of v. 9 seem artificial and arbitrary, since scholars typi-
cally offer no argument '°. Given the context, it appears that Jeremiah
cannot be the speaker of v. 9 anymore than of vv. 8 or 10. Those com-
mentators who make Jeremiah the speaker in v. 9 evidently have only
one reason: they do not want YHWH to weep. Modern commentators
may not be the only ones uncomfortable with a weeping deity. LXX
reads the plural imperative “take up weeping” rather than “I take up
weeping”. LXX correctly understands YHWH as the speaker, but
makes the people the weepers rather than YHwH. LXX is more likely
modified from the MT reading than vice versa 2.

'8 Those who see YHWH weeping here include HOLLADAY, Jeremiah, 1, 303-
304; M.S. SMITH, “Jeremiah IX 9 — A Divine Lament”, VT 37 (1987) 97-99;
CRAIGIE, Jeremiah, 1, 143; G. FISCHER, Jeremia (HTKAT; Freiburg 2005) I,
354; FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 159; L. STULMAN, Jeremiah (Nashville, TN 2005)
102; M.E. BIDDLE, Polyphony and Symphony in Prophetic Literature. Reread-
ing Jeremiah 7-20 (Studies in Old Testament Interpretation 2; Macon, GA
1996) 31-32; ROBERTS, “Motif of the Weeping God”, 141; O’CONNOR,
Jeremiah, 65.

Y McKANE (Jeremiah, 203) says that if the MT is original, then Jeremiah
must be the speaker, but he offers no reasons why this should be. Similarly,
LUNDBOM, Jeremiah, 1.549; THOMPSON, Jeremiah, 311-312; CARROLL, Jere-
miah, 241-242; RUDOLPH, Jeremia, 67, SCHMIDT, Jeremia, 205.

20 The scholars of the Old Testament Text Project prefer the MT reading
supported by 4QJer?, Aquila, and Symmachus, contra BHS textual note and
NRSV. See D. BARTHELEMY, Critique textuelle de I’Ancien Testament (OBO
50/2; Géttingen 1986) 538-539.
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Of the various examples of deities weeping noted above, the tears
of Anat over Baal seem particularly parallel to this passage. M.S.
Smith proposes that a literary topos of a deity lamenting on the
steppe underlies both Jer 9,9 and KTU 1.5 1V 25-1.6 I 7 2. In the
Ugaritic text, the goddess Anat searches for the body of her deceased
beloved Baal. She searches every mountain and every hill (k/.gr;
kl.gb ") which corresponds to “mountains” (8*37171) in Jer 9,9, finds
him on the steppe (dbr; cf. 72712), and weeps for him (bk; cf. *23).
She then avenges his death by killing Mot. Smith notes'the main
modification of the topos in Jer 9,9 is that for YHWH the beloved and
the enemy are one and the same. YHWH weeps for Israel’s suffering
and is the agent of that suffering.

The term “wailing” (") occurs often in this chapter and indicates
something audible and associated with weeping (Jer 9,9; 31,15) and
may be understood as a “dirge” in 9,17.18.19%. The term “lament”
(7MP) in 9,9 strengthens the sense that the weeping of YHWH coincides
with an intelligible lament which is quoted after *>. YHWH weeps over
the emptiness of the land in v. 9 and promises in v. 10 to make
Jerusalem similarly empty. These two verses show how the punishment
that YHWH brings to the people is doubly painful to YHWH. YHWH
weeps, wails, and laments over the loss of a cherished relationship, and
weeps too because YHWH must inflict the angry blows that threaten
the relationship (9,11-15). The text describes these tears, which should
cause the Israelites to repent and repair their relationship with YHWH
to end the divine tears and save themselves.

2. Jeremiah 8,23

Attempts to discern multiple speakers in Jer 8,18-23 so that Jere-
miah rather than YHWH weeps in 8,23 are unconvincing. The principal
aim of discerning several changes of speaker is first to separate the
voices of YHWH and Jeremiah, and second to make Jeremiah, not
YHwH, the one who weeps in 8,237, J.M. Henderson makes explicit

21 SMITH, “Jeremiah IX 97, 97-99; followed by CRAIGIE, Jeremiah 1-25, 145;
FISCHER, Jeremia, 1.354. The motif is eommon in Mesopotamian laments. See,
for example, COHEN, Canonical Lamentations, 184, 331, 336, 381, 531.

22 The term is missing from LXX Jer 9,9.

2 RUDOLPH, Jeremia, 65; THOMPSON, Jeremiah, 301-302; McKANE, Jer-
emiah, 1.188-193; SCHMIDT, Jeremia, 201; ALLEN, Jeremiah, 111; LUNDBOM,
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his strong reaction against the idea that the voices of God and Jere-
miah may be blended together and indistinguishable 2*. He rightly
notes that in some passages, God and Jeremiah have a dialogue with
each other and their voices are clearly separate (Jer 12,1-6; 15,10-21).
However, he and others mistakenly try to apply this separation of di-
vine and prophetic voices elsewhere. A.E. Pilarski offers a convincing
refutation of Henderson’s argument for identifying Jeremiah as the
speaker, and she argues that YHWH weeps in 8,23%. Prophetic speech
often begins with “thus says YHWH”, which marks prophets as mes-
sengers from God. The messenger model makes it difficult to separate
the voice of the prophet from the voice of God. In the fourth century,
Jerome said that Jer 8,23 “can be understood as spoken both out of
the persona of the prophet and out of the persona of the Lord” . This
same observation may be applied to a great many more texts in Jere-
miah and other prophets. In this comment, Jerome shows that he feels
no need to separate the prophetic and divine voices, and that he sees
no difficulty with biblical language of a weeping deity.

Allowing Jer 8,18-23 to represent the speech of both Jeremiah
and God appears to be the most elegant solution to the tangled dis-
cussion about various speakers . As some have argued, there need

Jeremiah, 1.535; FISCHER, Jeremia, 1.344; J. M. HENDERSON, “Who Weeps in
Jeremiah VIII 23 (XI 1)?: Identifying Dramatic Speakers in the Poetry of Jer-
emiah”, ¥'T'52 (2002) 191-206, esp. 205-206. Some scholars who see YHWH
weeping in 9,9 do not think YHWH weeps in 8,23: CRAIGIE, Jeremiah 1-25,
135-136; HOLLADAY, Jeremiah, 1.287-288. M. BIDDLE, Polyphony, 30, thinks
YHWH weeps in 8,23, but, like others, finds more changes of speaker than the
text warrants.

24 HENDERSON, “Who Weeps?”, 191-192.

2 A.E. PILARSKI, “A Study of the References to bat-ammf in Jer 8:18-
9:2(3): A Gendered Lamentation”, Why?...How Long? Studies on Voice(s) of
Lamentation Rooted in Biblical Hebrew Poetry (eds. L.S. FLESHER et al.)
(LHBOT 552; New York, forthcoming). Others who see YHWH weeping in
8,23 include FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 148, 155-156; BIDDLE, Polyphony, 30-32;
ROBERTS, “Motif of the Weeping God”, 140-141; O’CONNOR, Jeremiah, 62-
62; STULMAN, Jeremiah, 102.

2 JEROME, Commentary on Jeremiah (trans. M. GRAVES) (Ancient Chris-
tian Texts; Downers Grove, IL 2011) 60.

¥ BIDDLE, Polyphony, 29-30, sees YHWH as the one weeping in this pas-
sage, but in his concern to separate and identify diverse voices, he does not
acknowledge that the prophetic and divine voices may merge. O’CONNOR
(Jeremiah, 62-63), T. FRETHEIM, The Suffering of God (Philadelphia, PA 1984)
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not be many speakers in this passage. The beginning of 8,19 intro-
duces a short quote from “the daughter of my people” and the peo-
ple evidently speak again in v. 20 2. The several changes of speaker
postulated by many scholars have no basis in the text, so I prefer
to understand the entire speech as YHWH speaking through Jere-
miah, with two short quotes from the people in vv. 19 and 20. Once
one acknowledges that YHWH (and not Jeremiah) weeps in Jer 9,9,
then the tears of YHWH might appear also in 8,23 where the speaker
expresses the desire to weep copiously:

Would that my head were water (2 “WR7 1™n),
and my eyes a fount of tears (AYNT PR 1)
that [ might weep (M228%) day and night

for the slain of my daughter people.

O’Connor thinks that the speaker is not weeping, but desires to
do so #. I prefer to see the speaker as having wept and wishing to
continue without interruption after finding his tears exhausted. But
if his head were transformed into water, then he could weep without
interruption. A common measure of the seriousness of grief is the
frequency and duration of crying episodes and other poetic texts
that mention weeping both night and day (Ps 42.,4; Jer 14,17; Lam
2,18). Here, the speaker’s grief is greater than the volume of tears
his body can produce. The text may reflect the notion that brain
matter is the source of tears. This conception is consistent with an-
cient Greek medicine and a similar Ugaritic text in which Kirta
urges his son not to weep for him (KTU 1.16 1.25-28) 3

bn.al. thkn . Son, do not cry

al/tdm . ly. do not shed tears for me

al . tkl. bn/qr. ‘nk. spend not the flow of your eyes

mh. risk /udmt nor the brains of your head with your tears

160-161, and STULMAN, Jeremiah, 25, urge that no sharp distinction be made
between the voices of God and Jeremiah since Jeremiah embodies God’s suf-
fering. Similarly, FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 148.

2 Thus O’CONNOR, Jeremiah, 62.

2 O’CONNOR, Jeremiah, 64.

30 On the brain as the source of tears in Greek medicine, see P. PRIORESCHI,
A History of Medicine (Omaha, NE 2004) 11, 277.
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The Ugaritic passage explicitly identifies the brains (m}) as the
source of tears, and Jer 9,9 seems to reflect the same idea 3'. The He-
brew word for “brain matter” is not attested, although the Hebrew
cognate 1M is used with reference to fatty food in Isa 25,6 2. The
writer may have preferred the term WR™ here because the expression
0" “WRA represents a play on the phrase W&™ " (“poisoned waters”),
which occurs three times in Jeremiah and twice within the weeping
poems (8,14; 9,14; 23,15). A similar wordplay of W™ (“head”) and
wRA (“poison”) is evident in Job 20,16 and Deut 32,32-33. Several
translations read “spring of water” (REB; NABRE), although the term
TV (“spring”) is absent. Its absence seems a striking omission of a
potential wordplay with ¥ (“eye”) in the following line.

In this passage, YHWH and Jeremiah both weep over the impend-
ing doom of the people as Jeremiah embodies the tears of YHWH in
his own weeping. The copious tears desired in 8,23 would manifest
the great emotional pain expressed in 8,18 and 21. The pain of the
suffering people hurts the deity and the prophet, and they weep as
a result of their attachment to the community. Jeremiah and YHWH
have each other, but the networks of relationships in which they are
embedded have been disrupted. Their tears serve as a plea for the
people to change their ways and avoid catastrophe.

3. Jeremiah 9,17

In Jer 9,16-21, YHWH calls keening women to come and perform
a dirge. Keening women appear in many societies to lead commu-
nity lament in times of grief. Keening is a professional art that is
typically practiced by older women who teach the skill to younger

31'S. GErviTz, “The Ugaritic Parallel to Jeremiah 8.23”, JNES 20 (1961)
41-46, proposed modifying the Ugaritic text to read my (“water”) instead of
mbp (“brain”) on the basis of Jer 9,9. This unusual attempt to modify a Ugaritic
text based on a Hebrew text received surprisingly wide acceptance given that
the Ugaritic text is not problematic. See the objections of Y. AVISHUR, “Should
a Ugaritic Text be Corrected on the Basis of a Biblical Text?”, ¥'T 31 (1981)
218-220, and GERvITZ, “Response”, ¥'T 33 (1983) 330-334. CoLLINS, “Physi-
ology of Weeping”, mistakenly argues that Israelites thought that tears origi-
nated in the kidneys.

32 HALOTY1, 568. See G. DEL OLMO LETE — J. SANMARTIN (eds.), Dictionary
of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition (Leiden 2003) 11, 538-539.
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women: (Jer 9,19) 3. The women learn a lament tradition which
they actualize to fit the particular circumstances of a given perform-
ance. In this text, the primary purpose for summoning the keening
women is to motivate weeping:

that our eyes may run with tears (U7 127 77TIM)
and our pupils flow with water (z:*r:'w‘w 3BYDIN).

The speech of YHWH is introduced in v. 16 and continues through-
out the passage except for the marked quotation of the keening
women in v. 18. The text speaks of weeping using two forms of the
poetic idiom for weeping that reads literally “our eyes go down with
tears”. The idiom appears in its typical form in the first line (cf. Jer
13,17; 14,17), but with lexical substitutions and disrupted word order
in the second line. Other examples also substitute 2 (“water”) for
monT (“tears”; Ps 119,136; Lam 1,16; 3,48), and several verbs may
be substituted for 7™ (“to go down”; cf. Lam 3,49; Job 16,20), al-
though only this text uses 513 (“to trickle”). Only here does @ pYBY
(“pupils”) replace 1"V (“eye”) in the idiom. The use of the same poetic
idiom twice without repetition of lexical items or word order creates
a colorful innovation of a distinctively poetic expression for weeping
to spotlight the tears of the community.

In 9,17, the speaker expects to weep when the keening women ap-
pear, but does not indicate that weeping has been previously absent .
What changes in' 9,17 is the expectation that “our” eyes will weep.
Commentators typically understand Jeremiah rather than YHWH as the
speaker of vv. 16-21 despite the opening “thus says YHWH of hosts”
in v. 16 and “speak, thus the oracle of YHWH” in v. 20. They see the
plural language as Jeremiah speaking and including the people in his
“our” ¥ LXX reads oi 6pBaipoi dpdv (“your [pl.] eyes”) instead of

3 L.J.M. CLASSENS, “Calling the Keeners: The Image of the Wailing
Women as a Symbol of Survival in a Traumatized World”, JFSR 26 (2010)
63-77, esp. 66-67.

3 Pace O’CONNOR, Jeremiah, 66, who thinks the speaker is unable to
weep due to shock and despair.

35 RUDOLPH, Jeremia, 67-68; MCKANE, Jeremiah, 1, 208; HOLLADAY, Jere-
miah, 1, 309; ALLEN, Jeremiah, 119; SCHMIDT, Jeremia, 209; FISCHER, Jeremia,
364. LUNDBOM (Jeremiah, 1.559) takes v. 16 to be the speech of YHWH, but
thinks that Jeremiah abruptly takes over the speech in v. 17, which saves YHWH
from weeping.
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“our”, which acknowledges that YHWH is speaking, but not included
among those weeping. Jerome allows YHWH to speak, but admits the
speaker could be Jeremiah. He implicitly acknowledges the possibility
that divine and prophetic voices merge as in 8,23: “God (or the
prophet) unites himself with them by adopting the manner of one shar-
ing in their suffering, so that whatever the people experience he says
that he experiences and feels” *¢. YHWH speaks these words and weeps
in this verse, and the first-person language expresses divine solidarity
with the people. It includes Jeremiah, who cannot be imagined as dry-
eyed while YHWH and the people weep. As in 8,23, Jeremiah embod-
ies YHWH’s weeping. YHWH expects the keening women to have the
effect that prophecy has not had. The women will move the people of
Israel to weep with YHWH and Jeremiah. Those commentators who
understand YHWH speaking these words have overlooked the force of
the first-person plural language with which YHWH calls the keening
women to make the people weep *. But by saying “we”, YHWH in-
cludes the deity along with the people, and both weep together . Rit-
ual weeping “is an expression of attachment and affirmation of a
social bond, whether of individuals weeping over personal loss or of
societies over collective ones” *. Throughout the book, the word of
YHWH as expressed through Jeremiah generates anger, resistance, and
disbelief rather than grief and repentance. In this passage, YHWH hopes
that the keening women can bring the people together with their God
and prophet and that their shared tears may serve to recreate and re-
inforce their relationship.

4. Jeremiah 13,17

Since tears have a social function, the reactions people have to
tears are at least as important as the motives for crying. However,
people often conceal their tears from others. This behavior may
seem paradoxical or counter-productive, but people are sometimes
embarrassed by their tears, especially when they weep outside so-

36 JEROME, Jeremiah, 63-64.

37 CARROLL, Jeremiah, 246; CRAIGIE, Jeremiah, 1, 150.

38 O’CONNOR, Jeremiah, 67; FRETHEIM, Suffering of God, 134; FRETHEIM,
Jeremiah, 162; A. BAUER, Gender in the Book of Jeremiah. A Feminist-Lit-
erary Reading (Studies in Biblical Literature 5; New York 1999) 85.

3 NELSON, Seeing through Tears, 202.



THE TEARS OF GOD IN THE BOOK OF JEREMIAH 37

cially accepted norms “. In one passage in Jeremiah, the speaker
expects to weep secretly:

If you [pl.] do not listen,

my inmost self will weep in secret ("0B3-15230 D™NSNHI)
because of [your] [pl.] pride.

my eyes will surely tear (V370 P1TY)

and flow with tears (W27 Y TINY)

for YHWH’s flock led away to exile.

Most scholars think that Jeremiah speaks here rather than YHwWH 4.
However, as noted above, the voices of God and Jeremiah are not al-
ways separable and this passage, like 8,23 and 9,17, combines the
weeping of YHWH and Jeremiah 2/ As in 9,9 and 17, LXX assumes
that YHWH is speaking, but not weeping. Rather, the people will weep
over their impending doom: “your [pl.] soul (1] yoyr Oudv) will weep
because of your [pl.] pride, your eyes (0i 6¢BaApoi budv) will flow
with tears”. YHWH is the last identified speaker in vv. 12 and 14, and
speaks also in v. 18. The speech of YHWH noted in v. 15 may apply
to what follows (vv. 16-17, or 16-27) as easily as to what precedes.
As often, the speech of YHWH and Jeremiah cannot be reliably sepa-
rated, but allowing that such language may be attributed to both of
them seems reasonable. Commentators do not generally ponder why
Jeremiah/ YHWH would weep “in secret” rather than openly. The phrase
could be understood with the first line to mean “if in hiding places you
do not listen, my W) will weep” or, if emended to @™"oR2, “if in re-
bellion you do not listen” . Most commentators follow MT and un-
derstand the phrase as modifying the weeping rather than the not
listening . McKane cites Kimchi’s distinction between inward grief
and outward displays of grief °. Kimchi suggests that the expression
clarifies that these tears come from genuine interior sorrow and are

40NELSON, Seeing through Tears, 94.

41 RUDOLPH, Jeremia, 96; MCKANE, Jeremiah, I, 299; HOLLADAY, Jere-
miah, 1, 406; LUNDBOM, Jeremiah, 1, 677; ALLEN, Jeremiah, 161; SCHMIDT,
Jeremia, 225; FISCHER, Jeremia, 459.

42 Thus FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 209; STULMAN, Jeremiah, 137.

3 Thus HOLLADAY, Jeremiah, 1, 405.

44 CARROLL, Jeremiah, 299-300; CRAIGIE, Jeremiah 1-25, 187-188;
THOMPSON, Jeremiah, 368-369.

45 MCcKANE, Jeremiah, I, 299.
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not a mere display. I agree that weeping in secret can hardly be a dis-
play for others, although here the speaker advertises secret weeping,
which makes it a display. The language used to describe the weeping
adds to the extravagant presentation of these sincere and secret tears.
The speaker describes the weeping three times using three different
verbal expressions. Pirst, the texts says “My @Bl will weep”, and
m22 is the most common means of verbalizing weeping. The force
of Wp3 here indicates the interior and emotional life of the person “.
Several texts evince a close connection between distress of &B3 and
weeping, but only Jer 13,17 and Ps 69,11 have &3 as the subject of
123, Lam 1,16 suggests a connection between weeping and a Ul
needing restoration, and both 1 Sam 1,10 and Ezek 27,31 connect
bitterness of b2 with weeping. In Job 30,25, weeping and the griev-
ing WD) are parallel. In Jer 13,17, Jeremiah/ YHWH’s WD), like the term
“secret”, suggests the sincerity of the tears. They arise from an inter-
ior emotion rather than an insincere display. Second, the text uses an
expression unique in ancient Hebrew:inan-unm (“[my wpi] will
surely weep”). Although the root Y37 occurs as a verb in Ugaritic,
it is only a noun in Akkadian and appears as a verb only here in MT,
although it surfaces in Sir 12,16; 31,13 and as a proposed reading in
Isa 15,9. This is the only one of these occurrences that employs the
infinitive absolute plus imperfect construction, evidently emphasiz-
ing the frequency and duration of weeping. LXX does not reflect this
unusual expression, and some commentators regard it as a later ad-
dition #’. The third and final expression of the speaker’s secret tears
employs the idiom T 2w 1M (“my eye goes down with tears”).
This brief passage employs three verbal expressions to describe
weeping over the pride of the people (v. 15 and 17), which has led
them into exile (v. 17). That these tears are advertised as shed “in se-
cret” by “my Un3” highlights their sincerity. Jeremiah/ YHWH may be
proclaiming doom and divine anger, but he and YHWH also feel pro-
found sorrow at the impending disaster. This text announces YHWH’s
(and Jeremiah’s) secret tears in hopes that the people will be moved
to restore the relationship through repentance.

4 See HALOT 1, 731, which proposes “soul” in the sense of “the center
and transmitter of feelings and pereeptions”. Many scholars seek to avoid
“soul” as anachronistic. The above translation “inmost self” is from NJPSV.

47T MCKANE, Jeremiah, 1.300; RUDOLPH, Jeremia, 92.
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5. Jeremiah 14,17

Here again commentators understand these tears as Jeremiah’s 3.
However, the speech is introduced as YHWH’s words and YHWH is
the one who weeps. Thus, YHWH speaks through Jeremiah in 14,17-
18 #. Perhaps Jeremiah also weeps and thereby embodies YHWH’s
weeping here as in 8,23, but Jeremiah’s participation is less clear *°.
Consequently, I prefer to say that (as in Jer 9,9) YHWH weeps, but
Jeremiah does not. In 14,19-22, the people speak in response to
YHWH’s words, as indicated by the shift to a first-person plural
speaker and second-person masculine singular addressee. Since
YHWH speaks, the tears belong to YHWH:

Let my eye flow with tears (7027 Y MT0)
night and day and without ceasing

As in 13,17, LXX modifies the text to read “your eyes”. Again,
LXX understands that YHWH speaks these words but seeks to present
YHWH as not weeping, while modern commentators read the MT as
spoken by Jeremiah. As in 8,23, YHWH desires to weep both “night
and day”, so the language stresses the continuity of weeping. Also
like 8,23, 14,17 speaks of “my (virgin) daughter people” and her
“wound” (8,21), which indicates that YHWH weeps for the suffering
of the people which YHWH also inflicts. Unlike 8,23, however, this
passage employs the poetic idiom “my eyes flow with tears” (also in
9,17 bis; 13,17). The context indicates that this speech is aimed par-
ticularly at the prophets who have been telling the people that there
will be peace and rains will soon end the drought. The tears of YHWH
here explicitly contrast with the optimistic preaching of the prophets.
In response to YHWH'’s tears, the people offer a lament of their own
in which they acknowledge their guilt and seek divine assistance in

48 RUDOLPH, Jeremia, 102; HOLLADAY, Jeremiah, 1, 436; MCKANE, Jere-
miah, 1, 329; THOMPSON, Jeremiah, 385; CRAIGIE, Jeremiah 1-25,203; LUND-
BOM, Jeremiah, 1, 712; ALLEN, Jeremiah, 174. CARROLL, Jeremiah, 316,
identifies the weeper neutrally as “the speaker”.

49 ROBERTS, “Motif of the Weeping God”, 141; FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 224;
FISCHER, Jeremia, 484; JEROME, Jeremiah, 92.

30 FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 224, speaks of YHWH weeping here, but not Jere-
miah. STULMAN, Jeremiah, 144, thinks the voices of Jeremiah and YHWH are
too intertwined to separate.
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time of need (14,19-22). YHWH desired this conversion in the weep-
ing poems (8,23; 9,9; 9,16-21), but now the petition of the people
appears to be too little too late, and YHWH reaffirms the futility of
their petition (15,1; cf. 14,11-12).

6. Jeremiah 48,32

YHWH weeps in Jer 48,32, although there is uncertainty about
whether this language is sincere. YHWH is clearly the speaker in v. 30
and v. 33b. There is no evidence of a change of speaker, so YHWH ap-
pears to lament over Moab in vv. 30-33 within a longer divine speech
encompassing the unit 48,29-39 °!. Lament vocabulary in v. 31 pre-
pares for the weeping in v. 32:

Therefore I wail (5*5°R) over Moab,

Over all Moab I cry (PYTR)

Over the people of Kir-Heres I moan (Fa1R).
More than weeping (*22n)

for Jazer I weep (M23R) for you vine of Sibmah.

LXX agrees that YHWH is speaking, but changes the language to
second person so that YHWH speaks about humans wailing: “Therefore
wail for Moab on all sides, shout to the men of Kir-Heres of drought.
As with the weeping of Jazer I will weep for you, vine of Sibmah” %2,
Interestingly, LXX allows that YHWH weeps in v. 33, but shifts the
wailing to human speakers. However, the shift from second person to
first person may suggest a change of speaker so that a human voice
weeps in LXX v. 32 in response to the divine command in LXX v.
31. The distinctively divine language of MT v. 33 (“I dry up the wine
from your wine vats”) is not evident in LXX, which could be spoken

3! See FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 601-603. ALLEN, Jeremiah, 485, thinks the
voice is human, but acknowledges that the divine interjection in v. 33 com-
plicates the issue. The issue of speakers is not complicated if YHWH speaks
throughout, which is the most common understanding of commentators, in-
cluding those who see no divine tears elsewhere in Jeremiah such as MCKANE,
Jeremiah, 11, 1184; LUNDBOM, Jeremiah, 111, 291.

52 For full comparison of the MT and LXX of Jeremiah 48, see J. WooDs,
Jeremiah 48 as Christian Scripture (Princeton Theological Monograph Series
149; Eugene, OR 2011) 23-66.
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by a human (“the wine was in your vats”). Within MT, the issue of
speaker is complicated by the third-person 127 in v. 31. Most com-
mentators read 722X with one MS and the eastern Qere *. A final
textual problem concerns “more than weeping for Jazer” (">22). The
parallel text in Isa 16,9 reads ¥>22 (“with the weeping of Jazer”) and
LXX reads wg khaBuov (“as the weeping of Jazer”) 3. MT renders
the sense that the weeping over the vine of Sibmah will exceed that
over Jazer, whereas the other readings suggest the two weepings will
be the same.

The language of YHWH’s weeping may indicate insincere tears,
and this show of weeping and lamenting is part of mocking Moab and
an expression of Schadenfreude. The view that YHWH’s weeping is
sarcastic assumes that the text is ironic because it is part of the “oracles
against the nations”. As this genre label indicates, these texts are un-
derstood as mocking or taunt-songs in which no genuine lament may
occur. J.B. Geyer, however, argues persuasively that these texts should
be called “oracles db e nations” %, These passages include ma-
terial that is clearly positive concerning the nations (e.g., Jer 48,47,
49,6.39). Geyer further argues that these texts derive from liturgical
use and employ mythological motifs and therefore traditional attempts
to coordinate the oracles with specific historical events are misguided.
The genre includes lament as a basic element, and these laments may
be read as sincere since there is no reason to suspect sarcasm *¢. I am
inclined to concur with Geyer and most commentators that the divine
tears in Jer 48,32 are sincere *'. Interestingly, many commentators

33 See MCKANE, Jeremiah 11, 1184, who notes creative attempts to make
sense of MT and argues for reading the first person.

54 For analysis of the relationship between Isaiah 15-16 and Jeremiah 48,
see Woobs, Jeremiah 48, 67-98.

35 J.B. GEYER, Mythology and Lament. Studies in the Oracles about the
Nations (SOTS Monographs; Hants, UK 2004) 3-7.

3¢ B.C. JONES, Howling over Moab. Trony and Rhetoric in Isaiah 15-16
(SBLDS 157; Atlanta, GA 1996) makes the most detailed case for reading Isaiah
15-16 as ironic, but see the critique of GEYER, Mythology and Lament, 151-154.

37 Similarly, WoobDs, Jeremiah 48, 265-269; STULMAN, Jeremiah, 364;
FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 602, 604-605; FRETHEIM, Suffering of God, 143; HoL-
LADAY, Jeremiah 11, 354-355; FISCHER, Jeremia, 503-504.527. RUDOLPH, Jer-
emia, 261, sees the lament as ironic; and MCKANE, Jeremiah, 11, 1192-1193;
LUNDBOM, Jeremiah, II1, 291, and ALLEN, Jeremiah, 478, remain cautiously
uncommitted. Of these scholars, only Allen thinks these tears are Jeremiah’s
and not YHWH’s.
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who deny that YHWH weeps in the weeping poems, acknowledge that
YHWH weeps here. Perhaps the divine tears are “acceptable” within
the oracles about the nations because these oracles have been regarded
as “the dregs of the prophetic movement” %,

The weeping of YHWH in Jer 48,32 resembles the weeping of
YHuwH elsewhere in Jeremiah with the exception that here YHWH sor-
rows over the suffering of a people other than Israel/Judah. Fretheim
remarks that “to hear such mourning on the part of God for a non-Is-
raelite people is striking indeed” *°. However, YHWH’s concern for
other nations appears in other oracles about the nations (Jer 48,47
49,6.39), and Moabites appear in a positive light in Ruth and 1 Sam
22,3-4 . As with Israel, YHWH announces judgment, but takes no
pleasure in the ensuing destruction. YHWH weeps empathetically for
the pain of Moab. J. Woods suggests that this empathy is further mo-
tivated by the futility of the Moabites’ attempts to save themselves.
She renders the sense of these verses as “I will make an end of Moab
(and therefore all she does is futile). Her sacrifices, though earnest,
are pointless. Therefore my heart wails over the futility. (I will make
an end of Moab) and therefore all she has gained will perish” ¢! /Moab
thereby presents a pathetic spectacle and can motivate YHWH’s tears
even though YHWH is also the agent of Moab’s destruction.

III. Divine Tears in the Context of Jeremiah

Although Jeremiah presents the catastrophe that overcomes
Judah as brought by YHWH, the book also presents YHWH as suffer-
ing in consequence of the destruction of the people. YHWH weeps
for Israel in 8,23; 9,9; 9,17; 13,17; 14,17 and for Moab in 48,32.
Jeremiah may embody these divine tears in at least 8,23; 9,17; 13,17.

8 D.L. CHRISTENSEN, Transformations of the War Oracle in Old Testament
Prophecy. Studies in the Oracles against the Nations (Harvard Dissertations
in Religion; Missoula, MT 1975) 1. He does not concur with the assessment
he summarizes.

%9 FRETHEM, Suffering of God, 133. Similarly, WooDs, Jeremiah 48, 165-169.

8 WoobDs (Jeremiah 48, 265-269) thinks the extensive focus on YHWH’s
mourning over Moab might be partially explained by the positive references
to Moab in other parts of Scripture.

61 Woobs, Jeremiah 48, 265.
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Thus, in those passages that allegedly originate the image of Jere-
miah as “the weeping prophet”, the focus is on the tears of YHWH,
not Jeremiah. There are seven additional instances of weeping in the
book that do not involve Jeremiah or YHWH. Unlike the examples
discussed above, grief is not the dominant motive for the tears shed
by people other than YHWH and Jeremiah. In these passages tears
are more often invoked to describe joy (31,9.15-16; 50,4), repen-
tance (3,21), (false) solidarity (41,6), and grief (22,10; 48,5). A pat-
tern appears to emerge in the distribution of divine weeping in
Jeremiah. YHWH weeps over Israel in the first part of the book, but
after 14,17 these tears vanish and YHWH’s tears only reappear in
48,32 in reference to Moab. How might we understand the disap-
pearance of YHWH’s weeping? The motif of weeping participates in
a wider development within Jeremiah in which strongly emotional
divine language expresses YHWH’s deep attachment to Israel, but Is-
rael’s rejection of YHWH eventually leads to YHWH’s punishment of
Israel. Consequently, the language articulates a gradual “detach-
ment” in which YHWH separates YHWH’s self from Israel in order to
prepare to bring about the necessary punishment. This detachment
means that YHWH will not listen to the cries of Israel (11,11), in-
structs Jeremiah not to intercede on their behalf (11,14; 14,11-12;
16,5-7), and says that even Moses and Samuel’s pleas would not be
heard (15,1). As these statements of rejection pile up and become
more intense, the motif of divine weeping declines and disappears
from the book. In several references to weeping, Jeremiah’s tears
embody the tears of God. Later, Jeremiah’s refusal to enter into
mourning or fasting with the people embodies YHWH’s rejection of
Israel and refusal to remain in relationship with the people. When
forbidding Jeremiah to enter a house of mourning, YHWH specifi-
cally states, “For I have withdrawn my peace ("215%) from this peo-
ple — oracle of YHWH — [my] love (7©n1) and compassion
(@mrn)” (Jer 16,5). As a result of this withdrawal of love and com-
passion, YHWH no longer weeps for Israel and expects Jeremiah to
stop weeping in order to manifest this divine detachment as he had
previously manifested YHWH’s care and concern.

The weeping of YHWH and Jeremiah suggests a deep attachment
to the people of Israel which is threatened by the imminent catas-
trophe. The tears express a mixture of grief at separation and em-
pathy over Israel’s suffering. Emotional language other than
weepin%éontributes to the development of YHWH’s initial love for
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and eventual detachment from Israel. Although the book famously
includes strong language condemning the people for their crimes
and making the case that they deserve their enormous suffering,
this anger derives from YHWH’s love for Israel. The harsh speeches
begin with a fond recollection of Israel as a new bride (Jer 2,2-3).
The nation is a choice vine (2,21), the lovely and delicate daughter
Zion (6,2), and the people are children of YHWH (3,19), and my
daughter people (6,26; 8,11.19). In 12,7-13, YHWH’s speech high-
lights the emotional pain of having to inflict suffering on a people
YHWH loves. Israel is “my house” (v. 7) “my heritage” (vv. 5.7.9),
“my delightful portion” (v. 10), and “the beloved of my W3 (v. 7),
whom YHWH has abandoned (v. 7), hated (v. 8), and given over to
desolation (vv. 9-13). YHWH’s emotional distress appears vividly
in the weeping poems. In a divine speech that culminates in tears
(8,18-23), YHWH begins by saying, “My joy is gone, grief is upon
me, my heart is sick”. The weeping of YHWH intensifies and mag-
nifies these expressions of emotional anguish. Tears signify deep
distress, especially when an important relationship is threatened or
terminated, for example by exile or death. The motif of divine
weeping in Jeremiah draws attention to the suffering of YHWH.
YHwH inflicts punishment on the people, but also feels pain as the
people suffer since YHWH (like Jeremiah) is deeply attached to the
community that is being wrecked. Indeed, YHWH’s agony has an
additional dimension since YHWH is the agent of Israel’s suffering,
and/not a fellow victim (Jer 12,7-13; 31,20).

Why does Jeremiah describe the emotions of God and depict
YHWH as shedding tears? Jeremiah frequently employs metaphorical
language to describe the relationship between YHWH and Israel. The
relationship is often parent-child or husband-wife. The language of
tears flts neatly into both of these relationships, since weeping is an
attachment behavior that motivates empathy and care-giving in those
who witness the tears. Weeping is a powerful non-verbal expression
of distress and need, and the weeping of YHWH is revealed to the peo-

le in order to motivate their concern for YHWH. They should respond
with empathy for a suffering God and seek to soothe YHWH’s pain
by their own repentance and conversion. This conversion would also
serve their own good since it would alleviate YHWH of the burden of
having to punish them. Fretheim proposes that for those who experi-
enced the catastrophe Jeremiah lived through, the revelation that
YHWH’s experience of the punishment is sorrow rather than satisfac-
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tion serves an important function 2. It maintains a seemingly broken
relationship and offfers hope that YHWH will heal the pain.

IV. Conclusion: divine pathos in Jeremiah

I have argued that many scholars mistakenly deny the tears of
YHWH and make Jeremiah alone the one who weeps in Jer 8,23;
9,9.17; 13,17; 14,17. Similarly, LXX modifies the language of MT
in order to avoid referring to YHWH weeping in every example ex-
cept 8,23 where LXX seems to assume that Jeremiah speaks, but
not God. Most modern interpreters have attempted to obfuscate the
divine tears without modifying the MT by arguing that Jeremiah
rather than YHWH speaks. Given the clarity of the Hebrew text
about divine weeping in certain places (Jer 9,9; 14,17; 48,32) and
the general overlap of prophetic and divine voices elsewhere (Jer
8,23; 9,17; 13,17), the denial that YHWH weeps seems motivated
by theological concerns rather than exegesis. However, these con-
cerns are not made explicit. Interpreters from LXX to modern
scholars appear to be motivated by the assumption that God is im-
passive and therefore YHWH may not be said to weep.

The OT includes considerable language of divine pathos that
scholars freely acknowledge, but weeping is a particularly powerful
bodily manifestation of emotional disturbance that many Western
cultures regard as unmasculine. Consequently, divine weeping may
appear less “aeceptable” than, for example, divine anger. Tradition-
ally, anthropomorphic language about God has been understood in
a metaphorical or analogical sense rather than as literal truth about
the bodily or emotional life of God. Over the past century or more,
however, this traditional understanding has been sharply chal-
lenged. Many theologians now speak of the pathos or suffering of
God, and argue that God experiences emotional states including
grief and sorrow. Consequently, the biblical language of God’s
pathos has been read more literally . Those who deny any divine
weeping in Jeremiah may be reacting against this modern develop-
ment. Jerome, by contrast, could acknowledge the weeping of

62 FRETHEIM, Jeremiah, 155-156.
9 FRETHEIM, Suffering of God; A.J. HESCHEL, The Prophets (Jewish Pub-
lication Society of Ameriea; New York 1962) esp. 221-278.



46 DavID A. BOSWORTH

YHWH in Jeremiah without abandoning his belief in the impassibil-
ity of God because he lived in a context in which the impassibility
of God was not seriously challenged.

My argument that YHWH weeps in Jeremiah rests on the lan-
guage of the texts and the cognate literatures in which divine weep-
ing is clear and common. My argument is not intended to contribute
to the debates about the impassibility of God, and the divine weep-
ing in Jeremiah should not be used as a “prooftext” for divine pass-
ibility. Indeed, I argue that the exegesis of Jeremiah has suffered
because it has been implicitly connected to this theological debate.
Jeremiah speaks of YHWH weeping, but this language, like anthro-
pomorphic language about God generally, is not easy to interpret.
In his discussion of anthropomorphic language in ancient Near
Eastern texts, M.S. Smith concludes “On the one hand, the deities
are rendered in the image and likeness of their adherents. On the
other hand, the treatment of the deities clearly shows an awareness
that divinity is not the same as humanity” .

The Catholic University of America David A. BOSWORTH
620 Michigan Ave, NE
Washington, DC 20064 — USA

SUMMARY

The article analyzes several passages in Jeremiah in which God weeps
in order to understand the function of divine weeping in the book. Atten-
tion to the distribution of weeping in the book finds that God’s weeping
(8,23;9,9.17; 13,17; 14,17) gives way to divine anger and refusal to hear
the petitions of the people (15,1; 16,5-7). LXX and many modern com-
mentators have attempted to deny that God weeps in these passages. Bow-
ever, several texts clearly depict God weeping, and weeping deities are
common in ancient Near Eastern literature.

 M.S. SMITH, The Origins of Biblical Monotheism. Israel’s Polytheistic
Background and the Ugaritic Texts (Oxford 2001) 103. Also D. GRANT, “A
Brief Discussion of the Difference between Human and Divine f1n”, Bib
91 (2010) 418-424, notes, in an analysis of divine emotion, how human and
divine anger are spoken about differently in OT texts.
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