Achilles, David, and Haim Sabato in Conversation

Abstract

The story of Achilles and other heroes in Homer’s Iliad resonates with the story of David in 1 and 2 Samuel, and so does the first-person story of Haim Sabato in Adjusting Sights. All concern involvement in war and the relationship of warriors with God or the gods. They offer different but overlapping and mutually-illuminating perspectives on God or the gods and on polytheism or monotheism or mono-Yahwism, on the involvement of God or the gods in earthly events and on humanity’s role in events, on the relationship between that divine involvement and human decision-making, on the nature of the human person, on relationships between humanity and God or the gods, on war, and on death and afterlife. 
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Reading Emily Wilson’s new translation, The Iliad,[footnoteRef:1] and Robin Lane Fox’s recent study, Homer and His Iliad,[footnoteRef:2] incidentally draws attention to the way Homer’s work, as well as being an enthralling read, embodies an understanding of deity and humanity and their interrelationship that resonates with 1 and 2 Samuel and its story of David as a warrior who goes to war with a sense that God goes with him. Haim Sabato is also a warrior who goes to war with a sense that God goes with him, a modern Israeli author who has written a memoir concerning his experience, Adjusting Sights.[footnoteRef:3] It also resonates with the story of David. This paper sets the stories of Achilles, of David, and of Haim Sabato alongside each other as throwing light on each other. [1:  New York: Norton, 2023. Quotations from Homer come from her version, but I give the Greek line references, which she includes on the left in her translation.]  [2:  [London] Allen Lane, 2023.]  [3:  Trans. Hillel Halkin; [Jerusalem]: Toby Press, 2003.] 

While I assume that the Iliad and the David story both have some facts at their base, they constitute dramatic, novelistic versions of the events they relate. Opinions differ over the ratio of fiction to fact in each case, but this question will not be our concern here. Haim Sabato uses the term “fiction” to describe his disjointed sequence of recollections concerning his time as a tank gunner, but there is surely much fact here, too. With each of these works, my focus will be the portrayal of convictions or assumptions about God or the gods, of the warriors’ experience of battle, and of the warriors themselves. Nor will I be concerned to distinguish between the perspectives of Homer and Achilles, or of the author of 1 and 2 Samuel and David, or of Haim Sabato the rabbi novelist and Haim Sabato the tank gunner, but I will assume that a coherent set of assumptions emerges from each of the three.
The Iliad was designed to be “live entertainment” as well as “a formative guide to life.”[footnoteRef:4] And its accounts of warmaking are part of the entertainment, as they surely are in the David story and in a modern movie or videogame. This points to another consideration or perspective. “Battle and war are not the same: war is a malignancy in our nature and society, the deep expression of fear; while battle aspires to adventure and a thrill, like going to a movie, and trying to believe that we can handle fear.” War films “make it all too easy to experience the thrill of battle while remaining safely out of harm’s way.”[footnoteRef:5] One can imagine that this might apply to the battle accounts in the Iliad and in Samuel, though the entertainment in the David story is broader. David has adventures of a non-military as well as a military kind. In general, these stories compare with movies in telling stories that correspond to nothing that most of the audience experience. It is hard to separate fact and fiction in accounts of war.[footnoteRef:6] But their imaginative nature increases their entertainment value—and paradoxically may also increase their capacity to function as formative guides to life.  [4:  Wilson, The Iliad, lxiii]  [5:  The first quotation is from David Thomson, The Fatal Alliance: A Century of War on Film (New York: Harper, 2024), as quoted by David Trotter in his review in London Review of Books 46/14 (18 July 2024), 19. The second quotation is from Trotter’s summary of Thomson’s words. It is doubtful whether one can make the same distinction between Hebrew מלחמה and צבא, though Greek πόλεμος and μάχη come nearer to implying it.]  [6:  See Christopher Coker, Men at War: What Fiction Tells Us about Conflict from the Iliad to Catch-22 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).] 

It's been said that “If you learn one thing from the Iliad, it’s that the greed for stuff, the drive for sex, the fear of death, the bonds of love, the pull of home, the glamour of fame, plus all the insecurities—especially about virility—that generate violence in the world are still the same.”[footnoteRef:7] Oddly, something close to the opposite may surely be the case. There could well be underlying insecurities about virility in the Iliad, and there is the glamour of fame, but there is not as much greed for stuff, drive for sex, fear of death, or bonds of love. Ironically, while the pull of home does feature, that is harder to see in the modern world. Nor in David’s story is there much greed for stuff, drive for sex, fear of death, or pull of home, though there might be a little more by way of bonds of love, glamour of fame, and underlying concern about virility.[footnoteRef:8] In Adjusting Sights, the motifs that feature are the fear of death, the bonds of love, and the pull of home. [7:  Judith Thurman, “Mother Tongue: Emily Wilson Makes Homer Modern,” The New Yorker, September 11, 2023.]  [8:  See David J. A. Clines, “David the Man: The Construction of Masculinity in the Hebrew Bible,” in Clines, Interested Parties: The Ideology of Writers and Readers of the Hebrew Bible, JSOTSup 205 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 212–41.] 

1. Achilles
In the Iliad’s account of a series of events taking place over a few weeks in the course of the Greek blockade of Troy, much of its theology or worldview is present in its opening lines. 

Goddess, sing of the cataclysmic wrath
of great Achilles, son of Peleus,
which caused the Greeks immeasurable pain
and sent so many noble souls of heroes
to Hades, and made men the spoils of dogs,
a banquet for the birds, and so the plan
of Zeus unfolded—starting with the conflict
between great Agamemnon, lord of men, 
and glorious Achilles.
The Gods
Homer is addressing a goddess. While she might be a muse, he calls her a goddess (θέα): contrast Odyssey 1.1, where Homer explicitly addresses a muse (μοῦσα). Whether or not she is a deity, Homer is soon asking which of the gods set Agamemnon and Achilles against each other. 

			Which god set
the pair apart and prompted them to fight?
Apollo, son of Leto and of Zeus.
Furious at the son of Atreus,
the god spread deadly plague throughout the camp,
so that the common troops began to die,
because their leader, Agamemnon, treated
Chryses, Apollo’s priest, with disrespect.

And he is presupposing that Apollo is the agent of Zeus, whose plan (βουλή) is being implemented (1.5), though Homer also presupposes (he will tell us in due course) that Achilles had sought to get Zeus to take action against Agamemnon (see 1.357–427). The poem will hint that participants in the drama could wonder if the ten-year war of the Greeks against the Trojans was insane, as Achilles himself is inclined to think (1.148–71). War is, after all, “the source of tears.”[footnoteRef:9] If it is Zeus’s plan, however, at one level this at least provides an explanation of why it happened. Homer’s audience could know something of the background of the plan, which reflects conflicts among the gods. Other Greek stories tell of this background that Homer takes for granted. And the reference to the goddess might allude to that prehistory among the gods.[footnoteRef:10] In the divine world, goddesses have more or less the same power as gods. [9:  Cf. Hélène Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles, trans. Nicholas J. Snead, Hellenic Studies Series 75 (Washington, DC: Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018).]  [10:  So Emily Schurr, “Recreating the Creation: Reading between the Lines in the Proem of the Iliad,” First Drafts@Classics@Journal, Center for Hellenic Studies, Washington DC, 2011.] 

In the forefront in the Iliad, however, is the insane quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon, which issued from a different argument among the gods. In connection with events in the ongoing story, the Iliad will tell of much quarrelling of this kind, quarrelling that continues to lie behind events as they unfold. The gods argue, for instance, about whether to intervene further in the conflict between the Greeks and the Trojans. The Iliad starts in medias res when the Greeks have been blockading Troy for a decade, after Hera had worked hard to bring the Greeks to Troy (4.26–28), but Zeus, her husband, suggests: 

We have to strategize. Shall we raise up
terrible war and bitter strife again? 
Or should we reconcile the warring sides?
If peace is sweet and pleasing to us all,
the city of Lord Priam may continue
to be inhabited, and Menelaus 
can take back Argive Helen as his wife. (4.14–19)

Homer lives in the regular world in which nations and individuals fight each other and make stupid decisions. Why on earth is the world this way? The answer is actually not on earth, or at least not wholly on earth. Conflicts between earthly powers mirror conflicts between heavenly powers. It is an understanding that Plato’s Socrates critiques in Republic Book II (e.g., 363ab, 364d, 378d, 379cd, 383a).
Another consideration fortunately reduces the discouragement of such an account of the disorderly life of the gods. The divine world is under some ultimate control by Zeus—though his brothers Poseidon (ruling the turbulence of sea and land) and Hades (ruling the world of death) are more or less as powerful as him. So “the gods’ self-interest and clashing wills function within the overarching system of Zeus’s authority.”[footnoteRef:11] While Zeus can appear to be only primus inter pares, he does seem to have some final authority in the world of the gods. He also sets the moral parameters for the human world: “The stability and regulation of human society as a whole is based on a system of norms” whose authority derives ultimately from him. Achaeans are supposed to pass judgments  [11:  William Allan, “Divine Justice and Cosmic Order in Early Greek Epic,” JHS 126 (2006), 1–35 (2).] 


to protect 
the customs and the laws that come from Zeus. (1.238–39).[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Allan, “Divine Justice,” 9.] 


Homer’s theology thus combines a degree of encouragement with the explanatory power of its realism. In due course some Greek thinking will come to affirm that actually there is only one real deity, and thus will assert something like monotheism. But too unequivocal a stress on that conviction would lose the explanatory power of Homer’s theology. Homer’s assumption that the heavenly world parallels the human world in being riven by conflicts makes more sense of life as humanity experiences it than the assumption that one will is being implemented in the world. If one will is being implemented, it is a strange will. 
In the human world, a multiplicity of wills vie for influence and exercise power, and it makes sense if that reflects the way things are in the heavenly world, even if one might prefer things to be different. Admittedly that only pushes up one level the question about understanding things. Why are the heavenly powers in conflict? Homer suggests no answer to that question, except perhaps the assumption that gods are simply like human beings. They think, they plan, they talk, they act, they make love, they enjoy themselves, they make mistakes, they grieve, they argue, they get angry, they plot, they deceive, they get frustrated, they change their minds. They are no more focused, disciplined, or united than human beings. Their values are similar. They do have more power, more knowledge, and more scope for movement than human beings. They can do things, know things, and go places that human beings cannot. But they are not omnipotent, omniscient, or omnipresent. While Achilles addresses Thetis as omniscient, he converses with her as if she is not, when he asks her to get Zeus to take his side (1.352–427). While the other gods sleep, Zeus wonders how to answer Thetis’s prayer—by deceiving Agamemnon (2.1–6). Zeus’s own problem is Hera, who knows what Thetis has said. But Zeus also says that Hera can’t know everything. He can keep secrets from the gods (1.544–550). He threatens her, and Hephaestus seeks to mediate between them (1.560–94). 
The gods are bigger than human beings, but they are humanlike beings, and it is in the nature of both to be involved in conflict. “Creatures” is not an inappropriate word as an alternative to “beings” to describe them, in that they come into existence as human beings do, though once they exist, they are immortal. 
The Gods’ Involvement in Earthly Events
How far are the gods involved in what happens on earth? Sometimes the Greek and Trojan armies are simply left to it.

Without the gods, the Greeks and Trojans clashed
in bitter battle. (6.1)

Near the end of the Iliad, Achilles mournfully reflects to Priam, whose son Achilles has killed:

The gods have spun for all unlucky mortals
a life of grief, while nothing troubles them.
Two jars are set upon the floor of Zeus—
from one, he gives good things, from the other, bad.
When thundering Zeus gives somebody a mixture,
their life is sometimes bad and sometimes good. (24.515–20)

Zeus does sometimes act against wrongdoing. He sends a hurricane because of his fury at men who force false judgments at a council and thus drive out justice, and ignore the eyes of gods (16.384–8). On the other hand, he is capable of being fooled and of losing control for a moment. Because of an aspect of the backstory among the gods, Zeus favors the Trojans, but Hera favors the Greeks, so she has sex with him to send him to sleep while she can help the Greeks (14.153–359). But when he wakes up, he determines to reverse things (15.1–33). He stays in ultimate control, a little like a king or a father: he can be addressed as “father” (e.g., 1.503; 3.320).
Once more Homer’s understanding of the gods, and in particular of their involvement in the world, could help make sense of the world with its upheavals and tragedies, though again his understanding is disheartening. 
The human condition evoked in the Iliad is tragic and pessimistic.… The gods are in large part responsible for the fragility of human good fortune. They are powerful, and they intervene constantly in human affairs, but they are as a rule partisan, deceitful, unreliable, and frivolous.… Homer has made them consistently the cause of the condition of strife, conflict, and violence that is the ground of the action of the Iliad in both a narrative and a metaphysical sense. The Greek name for this condition is eris. Eris dominates the Iliad.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Robert Vacca, “The Theology of Disorder in the ‘Iliad,’” Religion and Literature 23 (1991), 1–22 (1).] 

So a plan of Zeus is unfolding in the conflict between Agamenon and Achilles as one is unfolding in the war between Greeks and Trojans:

They told each other, “Either evil war
and dreadful carnage will begin again,
or Zeus will reconcile the warring sides.
Zeus is the one who serves up war for humans.” (4.81–84) 

Agamemnon had dishonored Apollo’s Trojan priest, Chryses, by abducting Chryses’s daughter, Chryseis, and he had thus dishonored Apollo. If Agamemnon will just return Chryseis, her father will urge the gods to let the Greeks destroy Troy and go safely home. But Agamemnon will not, and Chryses therefore petitions Apollo in the opposite direction (1.35–42). It is this that results in the epidemic among the Greek troops to which the opening of the poem refers, which issued from Apollo’s anger. 
Who brought about the war itself? Paris? Helen? Menelaus? Agamemnon? Whereas there is some indication that Helen had willingly yielded to Paris and accompanied him to Troy, Iris now pours longing for home into Helen (3.139–40). Priam, Paris’s father, the king of Troy, doesn’t blame Helen. It was the gods who roused the “tears of war” (3.161–66).[footnoteRef:14] But now there is to be a duel between Priam’s son Paris as the Trojan champion and Helen’s husband Menelaus as the Greek champion. Menelaus threatens to win, but Aphrodite rescues Paris (3.380). Subsequently, Athena makes a deceptive suggestion to the Trojan warrior Pandarus (4.85–104), and semi-protects Menelaus, so Pandarus only wounds him, but this still breaks the truce and sets battle going again. [14:  Ruby Blondell, “Helen and the Divine Defense,” CP 113 (2018), 113–33.] 


Ares roused up the Trojans, while bright-eyed
Athena stirred up the Greeks. Among them all
went Terror, Panic, and insatiable
Conflict.… 

So now she hurled belligerence among 
the throng of warriors (4.439–44)
Petition and Sacrifice
Following Chryses’s petition to Apollo and the epidemic that followed, Agamemnon offered sacrifice to Apollo as the accompaniment of a petition to end the epidemic. In general, a significant way in which human participants play a part in the quarrelling and the war that characterize the Iliad is by petitioning one god or another to become involved in the action in the direction they desire, and the petition is commonly accompanied by a sacrifice. Sacrifice and prayer are thus related aspects of the reciprocal relationship between humanity and deity.[footnoteRef:15] Such giving or generosity (χάρις), in the act of sacrifice and the divine response, is key to the relationship,[footnoteRef:16] which is a form of friendship (φιλία). “The gods love Hector most” (he is φίλτατος to them), Zeus says, and so specifically does Zeus himself, because [15:  Simon Pulleyn, Prayer in Greek Religion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), e.g., 5–15.]  [16:  Pulleyn, Prayer in Greek Religion, 4. See further Mary Scott, “Charis in Homer and in Homeric Hymns,” Acta Classica 26 (1983), 1–13; Adrian Poole, “Simone Weil: Force, Tragedy, and Grace in Homer’s ‘Iliad,’” in T. Kevin Taylor and Giles Waller, ed., Christian Theology and Tragedy: Theologians, Tragic Literature, and Tragic Theory, Ashgate Studies in Theology, Imagination, and the Arts (Abingdon: Ashgate, 2011), 119–31.] 


He never failed to lay upon my altar
fat and libations as my banquet portion. (24.66–70)

Zeus favors Troy because they serve him well (4.44–49). 
One need not infer that the relationship was simply quasi-contractual, as if people offer sacrifices merely to gain divine favor, and gods answer prayer only to make sure that offerings keep coming. But the Iliad does record occasion after occasion when people pray (especially for victory in battle) and accompany their prayer with sacrifice, and expect gods to take sides if they pray, or at least they hope they will. And praying thus implies the assumption that gods can have a change of mind and decide to do something that they had not otherwise intended.
They may do so, but people who pray know that they cannot assume that the gods will intervene and rescue. Even when Greeks and Trojans together offer sacrifice and petition Zeus to support their oaths in connection with the duel, “Zeus, the son of Cronus, did not yet grant it” (3.302–3). Priam cannot bear to watch the duel that is to follow.

Zeus and the other deathless gods must know 
which of the two has been ordained to die. (3.308–9) 

Yet both Greeks and Trojans subsequently pray that the one who is to blame for the war may die so that there can be peace (3.320–23). They pray as if the result is not predetermined. While people assume that gods are omnipotent, or at least can do powerful and extraordinary things, they do not know if it will suit the gods to act in the way they ask them to. When they act or do not act, it may be because they have their own agenda, and Homer does not assume that he knows what that is. Further, human beings are therefore foolish to think they can achieve something against a god’s will, like Diomedes trying to kill Aeneas when Apollo is protecting him:

Watch out and get out. Do not think yourself 
equal to gods. There is no common kinship
shared by immortal gods and human beings
who walk on earth. (5.440–42)[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Henk S. Versnel, Coping with the Gods: Wayward Readings in Greek Theology, Religions in the Greco-Roman World 173 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 390–91.] 


When Hector gets the Trojan women and Athena’s priest Theano to pray to Athena on behalf of the Trojans (6.263–310),

She prayed, and yet Athena, child of Zeus,
refused to grant her prayer. She shook her head. (6.311–12)
Human Decision-Making
Homer’s theological assumptions include the reality of a human world dominated by great figures such as Achilles, Agamenon, and the rest of an aristocratic layer of male humanity, which heads up vast forces of “common troops” (λαοὶ; 1.10). There is less mention of women. The Greek women are mostly looking after things back home, or women function as trophies for Agamemnon and Achilles, though Helen feels free to argue with Paris (3.428–36).[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Fox, Homer and His Iliad, has chapters on women (322–48).] 

Homer’s heroes are notable more for their bravery than for their wisdom. Perhaps one reason Homer portrays them thus is that the leaders he knows are that way. And they act thus because it is how the gods cause them to act. But there is some mystery about the relationship between the power, freedom, responsibility, and sovereignty of the divine world and the power, freedom, responsibility, and sovereignty of the human world. Gods decide that things should happen and human beings make them happen. Gods generally don’t make them happen independently of human action, nor do they simply manipulate human beings into taking action that they do not decide on for themselves. 
Sometimes the gods give people good ideas; sometimes they strip them of their wisdom. On one occasion, Athena relieves the Trojans of their wits (18.310–13). In the other direction,

Olympian Zeus aroused
aggression in the Trojans, and they drove
the Greeks straight back. (8.335–6)

How did Zeus arouse them (ὄρνυμι)? Homer will be familiar with the way a good or bad idea can come to someone through another person making a suggestion, or an idea may come from nowhere that one can identify, so that its origin is something of a mystery. So a deity may whisper an idea to a hero, and it is then up to him what he does with it. People are thus free to make their decisions on the basis of suggestions that come to them, and to act on them, though their decisions may also be affected by factors inside themselves. Achilles is constrained by his own wrath as well as by supernatural forces. 
Odysseus provides a neat example of the reality and the further paradoxical nature of human decision-making as he asks himself questions and argues with himself about what to do (11.401–13).[footnoteRef:19] But that process is complicated (Agamemnon affirms) by the involvement of Destiny or Fate (μοῖρα), and the Fury (ἐρίνυς), and Delusion (ἄτη), as further aspects of the mystery of how human decisions get made. When Agamemnon kicks himself for removing Chryseis, Achilles’s “trophy,” he blames Zeus, and also blames Destiny or Fate, and the Fury, and Delusion for misleading him (19.78–92). Destiny or Fate at least sets the shape or framework of one’s lot or fortune, though it may still leave the working out to the individual—as is the case with the determining of a person’s character. Like Achilles, Agamemnon is constrained by who he is, and this is part of what the gods work through. And further, [19:  Richard Gaskin, “Do Homeric Heroes make Real Decisions?” CQ 40 (1990), 1–15 (3).] 


Deadly Delusion ruins and deludes 
all men. She is the eldest child of Zeus.
Her feet are soft—she never walks on earth.
She passes through the minds of human beings
and damages them all. (19.91–94)

Even Zeus has a destiny—at least, Poseidon says he does (15.195). One can imagine that one would not choose to be in Zeus’s position. And “even Zeus … was once deluded” when Hera tricked him (19.95–97). 
The Human Person: Honor, Anger, Pain, Compassion
Less than half way through the Iliad, Agamemnon urges the Greeks to recognize that Zeus has deceived them, that they can never conquer Troy, and that they should cut their considerable losses and make for home. Unpersuaded, the Greeks send an embassy to Achilles to try to persuade him to accept reconciliation with Agamemnon, and Phoenix as part of the embassy reminds Achilles:

Even gods
can change, though they are superior 
in capability and strength and glory. (9.493–94)

While the gods have more of these three qualities,[footnoteRef:20] then, the qualities are also key to human nature—at least to heroic nature.  [20:  Arthur W. H. Adkins, “Homeric Gods and the Values of Homeric Society,” JHS 92 (1972), 1-19 (1). Versnel notes that the gods are commonly assumed to be happier than human beings (Coping with the Gods, 391), but this is not obvious in the Iliad.] 

“Capability” or excellence (ἀρετή, conventionally “virtue”) suggests positive personal characteristics of “courage-and-physical-prowess-and-social-position-and-fame”; the person with such qualities is the “good” (ἀγαθός) person, and one who therefore has honor.[footnoteRef:21] The term translated “strength” (τιμή) is the word conventionally rendered “honor” or glory, as opposed to shame or disgrace. For Achilles, staying and doing battle would bring honor, even if it meant death. Conversely, while he is tempted by the idea of giving up the war and going home, that would mean shame. Better to stay and die with honor, the supreme Homeric value for human beings and for gods.[footnoteRef:22] It signifies not merely a good reputation with other people, but one’s own proper worth. Conversely, shame is an awareness of shortcoming that one has within oneself as well as in relation to other people.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Arthur W. H. Adkins, “Homeric Ethics,” in Ian Morris and Barry B. Powell, ed., A New Companion to Homer, Mnemosyne Supplement 163 (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 694–715 (706).]  [22:  Adkins, “Homeric Gods,” 7.]  [23:  Michelle M. Kundmueller sees the quest for honor as facilitating a quest for human excellence: see Homer’s Heroes: Human Excellence in the Iliad and the Odyssey (New York: SUNY, 2019).] 

The Iliad’s opening lines take for granted two further important realities that constitute facts about the world and human experience that need to be faced, “wrath” (μῆνις) and “pain” (ἄλγος). Those lines refer specifically to the wrath of Achilles, which will be a key theme in the poem, and will soon be revealed to be not very rational as well as cataclysmic. The word “wrath” recurs in the Iliad, and so do overlapping terms—Greek has a range of such words, as English has a range of words similar to wrath such as anger, rage, and fury. Wrath and other such strong feelings do not necessarily facilitate the achievement of goals that one might recognize to be desirable.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Arthur W. H. Adkins, “Values, Goals, and Emotions in the Iliad,” CP 77 (1982), 292–326.] 

In the poem’s opening lines, Homer goes straight on from “cataclysmic wrath” to “immeasurable pain.” Again, Greek has a range of words for pain, like English. And there is a relationship between anger and pain.[footnoteRef:25] Anger can issue from pain and anger can issue in pain. While Homer’s implicit point at the beginning of the Iliad is that anger can result in someone else’s pain, anger and pain are interwoven for his heroes. The Iliad holds together heroism and tears. The heroes of Homer the tragic poet are caught by tragedy.[footnoteRef:26] Individual warriors cry, and the Greeks cry all together (e.g., 2.289–90), as do the Trojans (e.g., 22.408–9).[footnoteRef:27] Zeus himself cries tears of blood at the prospect of letting his son die (16.459). [25:  Douglas L. Cairns, “Ethics, Ethology, Terminology: Iliadic Anger and the Cross-Cultural Study of Emotion,” in Susanna Braund and Glenn W. Most, ed., Ancient Anger: Perspectives from Homer to Galen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 11–49 (17–18).]  [26:  Lawrence J. Hatab, “Tragic Values in Homer and Sophocles,” in William Robert Wians, ed., Logoi and Muthoi: Further Essays in Greek Philosophy and Literature (Albany: SUNY, 2018), 135–64.]  [27:  See Monsacré, The Tears of Achilles.] 

Achilles’s tears are especially noteworthy, as the account of his reaction to the death of his friend Patroclus brings out. His relationship with Patroclus is distinctive among personal relationships in the Iliad, though the idea of personal relationships may be also recognized by default when Achilles eventually declares to Hector:

	there is no way for you and me
ever to love each other or to be friends. (22.265)

‘If the Iliad is a story about the defeat of intimacy, about the replacement of social bonds with an inhuman disdain for them, this is its crowning moment.”[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Mark Buchan, Perfidy and Passion: Reintroducing the Iliad (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 2012), 114. ] 

Achilles does seem to change in the second half of the Iliad, where sensitive feelings now feature in some contrast with the emphasis on anger in the first half.[footnoteRef:29] Achilles grows in pity, especially in considering Priam and Patroclus.[footnoteRef:30] Modern characterizations of Achilles can be negative. “Why can we not admire Achilles? We cannot in part because Homer builds a critique of Achilles into the Iliad.… He is an ambiguous hero. His rage and obstinacy represent the internal forces of social disintegration raised to their highest power.”[footnoteRef:31] The hints that Achilles changes suggest that such assessments are too negative. Achilles illustrates how Homer believes in heroes, but that his heroes can indeed be complicated. As Patroclus sees it, Achilles’s anger prevents him seeing the suffering of the Greek forces (16.20–35). But the pain Achilles feels at Patroclus’s death (18.1–367) begins to teach him. By the end of the epic, he and Priam are recognizing the enormity of the deaths they have brought, and “the enormity of the sorrow they have brought to others yet could not entirely foresee.”[footnoteRef:32] “The Iliad begins with pain and suffering in the Achaean camp (due to the plague sent by Apollo), and ends with pain and suffering in the city of Troy (during Hector's funeral).”[footnoteRef:33] [29:  Glenn W. Most, “Anger and Pity in Homer’s Iliad,” in Braund and Most, Ancient Anger, 50–75.]  [30:  Dean Hammer, “The “Iliad” as Ethical Thinking: Politics, Pity, and the Operation of Esteem,” Arethusa 35 (2002), 203–35. ]  [31:  Gregory D. Alles, “Wrath and Persuasion: The “Iliad” and Its Contexts,” JR 70 (1990), 167–88 (178, 179).]  [32:  Dean Hammer, “What the Iliad “Knows”: Why Lyotard is Wrong about Grand Narrative,” Soundings 81 (1998), 137–56 (152).]  [33:  Christos Tsagalis, Epic Grief in Homer’s Iliad, Untersuchungen zur antiken Literatur und Geschichte 70 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2004), 1.] 

A list of human qualities that might be seen as morally good or bad (love, faithfulness, compassion, mercy, hatred, discord, jealousy, deceit…) could find illustrations in the Iliad, but Homer is not inclined to comment on actions that might embody one or other of these qualities. In Republic Book III, Plato’s Socrates worries about young people reading the stories about bribery and deceit, and about lamenting and laughter and self-indulgence. Like Samuel and like modern movies, the focus of Homer’s story does not lie in providing examples to affirm or be wary of.
Death
The mention of death and Hades in the Iliad’s opening lines is a pointer to this being a central theme in the poem.[footnoteRef:34] Homer makes some semi-commonsensical or semi-empirical background assumptions about death. Everybody dies. It’s regrettable, though not frightening. In the Iliad there is no great fretting about the fact of death as the inevitable end to all human life, though one could wish it were not the reality it is. Hector does mournfully reflect: [34:  Fox, Homer and His Iliad, 196.] 


I wish I could be deathless and unaging
forever and receive as much acclaim
as do the gods, Athena and Apollo,
and this could be as sure as that tomorrow
brings ruin for the Greeks! (8.538–41)

But the Iliad’s focus is specifically death in war. Odysseus mournfully reflects:

Great Zeus has granted us, from youth to age, 
a life that loops from war to painful war,
till each of us lies dead. (14.85–7)

“When Achilles exclaims, ‘A man dies still if he has done nothing, as one who has done much” (9.320), he is speaking about how life is defined by death.”[footnoteRef:35] And a worthwhile human life is “a life lived in the awareness of one’s mortality.”[footnoteRef:36]  [35:  Hammer, “The “Iliad” as Ethical Thinking,” 210.]  [36:  Christopher Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy, and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 136; cf. Hammer, “The ‘Iliad’ as Ethical Thinking,” 209; George Alexander Gazis, Homer and the Poetics of Hades (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 25–46.] 

Later Greek reflection will think in terms of the human being as a combination of a body and a soul that are inherently separable, and Christian reflection will follow. Homer’s likely assumption is that a human being is an essentially embodied person or an essentially im-personed body. When someone dies, their breath or energy (θυμός) disappears, but their body does not. And the person still exists, and exists (rather than lives) in the company of other dead people in Hades, which is not a place of punishment or torment, though it is not much fun, and there is no alternative to it.[footnoteRef:37] There is no passing to and fro through its gates. Achilles says: [37:  Anthony T. Edwards, “Achilles in the Underworld: Iliad, Odyssey, and Aethiopis,” GRBS 26 (1985), 215–27.] 


I hate like Hades’ gates the man who hides
one thought inside his heart and says another. (9.312–13)

Ironically, Achilles is hiding within his heart his responsibility for much death, even his own people’s.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Buchan, Perfidy, 32.] 

2. David
As Achilles is the great warrior of the Trojan War in Homer’s story, David is the great hero of Israelite history in the Samuel story.[footnoteRef:39] Jerusalem is more than a thousand miles from Troy, but there may be no more than a century or two between Achilles’s time and David’s, or between Homer’s and that of the author of Samuel.[footnoteRef:40] Perhaps not very significantly in this connection, yet intriguingly, if one assumes that the fall of Troy and the exodus happened at all, then these events happened within a century of each other. And if Homer and the composition of the Iliad belong to the eighth century, they belong to the same century as Amos and Isaiah, a century that also might have been key in the process whereby the Pentateuch came into existence.  [39:  By “Samuel,” I refer (except where otherwise indicated) not to the man but to the work conventionally designated 1 and 2 Samuel. ]  [40:  Scholars who think that Achilles and David existed date them between the 1200s and the 1000s. Scholars are currently inclined to date the Iliad in the 700s, which is also among the feasible dates for Samuel: see, e.g., Cynthia Edenburg and Julia Pakkala, ed., Is Samuel Among the Deuteronomists? Current Views on the Place of Samuel in a Deuterononomistic History, AIIL 16 (Atlanta: SBL, 2013).] 

The Hellenistic Jewish scholars in Alexandria who rendered the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek took a broad-minded view of religious writings that might profitably be translated, and they did translate other works than ones that appear in The Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings. Furthermore, they themselves composed works whose thinking was adventurous compared with that of more conservative Jewish scholars and that overlapped with Greek thinking later than Homer, such as Plato. But suppose they read the Iliad, and suppose they wondered what editing it might need in order to add it to their approved library? Or how might they see it as profitably broadening the thinking of the Jewish community? Or how might it have enabled them to perceive questions and perspectives that were present in the David story?
Yahweh and the Gods
There is overlap and difference between the understanding of deity and humanity in the Iliad and the David story. Yahweh compares with Zeus in the sense that Yahweh’s home is in the heavens, as Zeus’s home is on Olympus, and that Yahweh nevertheless gets involved in events in this world, as Zeus does. Yahweh thinks, plans, speaks, and acts. Like Zeus he has changes of mind, and David’s destiny issues from Yahweh’s changing his mind about making Saul king (1 Sam 15:11, 35; also 2 Sam 24:16), even if he does not change his mind in a human fashion (1 Sam 15:29); perhaps the implication is that he does not change his mind arbitrarily. But like Zeus, Yahweh can be deceiving (1 Sam 16; more spectacularly in 1 Kings 22). Yet Yahweh is more focused, more disciplined, and perhaps easier to understand, at least after his unsuccessful endeavor with Saul.
In 1 Samuel 17, there has been a forty-day stand-off between the Israelites and the Philistines. It is a trivial time by Homeric standards, though the continuing story of the relationship between Israelites and Philistines in Samuel will make the time span more comparable. Here, as in the Iliad, there is a possibility that the two sides might sort things out by a duel. Fulfilling his commission to ferry supplies to his brothers in the army, the teenage David is horrified to learn that the Israelites have no plausible champion. “What will be done for the person who strikes down that Philistine and removes scorn from upon Israel? Who is this foreskinned Philistine who has scorned the ranks of the lively God?” (17:26).[footnoteRef:41] They are questions dense with assumptions and implications, like the opening lines in the Iliad.  [41:  Here and elsewhere, translations of the scriptural text are my own.] 

Goliath in due course attempts to put David down (קלל piel) by his gods (17:43). Like Achilles and the Homeric story as a whole, David assumes that there are lots of gods, but he has a conviction that only one of them really counts as God. For David and for Samuel, the other so-called gods are more junior members of the heavenly court than are gods such as Poseidon, Hades, Hera, or Athena, and there is no god of Hades, neither perhaps are there goddesses. While Samuel does not affirm a monotheistic view, Yahweh is more clearly in control of the “gods” than Zeus is. And Samuel’s mono-Yahwism is a more comforting concept than polytheism. Yahweh really is in charge. 
On the other hand, mono-Yahwism leaves less resolved some questions that polytheism can handle. A prophet such as Jeremiah will simply assume that an imperial power such as Babylon acts unconsciously as Yahweh’s agent, even (in fact especially) when taking action against Judah. Chronicles will make the same assumption in connection with Persia. Yahweh is in charge even of the reverses that come upon Israel. But as time goes by, it surely becomes harder to see Persia and then Syria as Yahweh’s agents, and harder to see Yahweh’s intentions being fulfilled through them. Hardline mono-Yahwism then makes less sense, and a perspective more like Homer’s makes better sense. Daniel 10 thus suggests a different compromise between mono-Yahwism and recognition of other supernatural powers. It portrays conflicts in the heavens between leaders (שׂרים) of Persia, Greece, and Israel that lie behind earthly conflicts. These supernatural leaders are capable of delaying the implementing of Yahweh’s intention, though not in the end of frustrating it. The apparent background assumption, shared by some other Jewish writings, is that Yahweh’s heavenly cabinet includes figures who have some authority over different nations and whose task is to see to the implementing of Yahweh’s purpose in them and through them. As representatives of these nations, however, their temptation is to focus more on their individual nations’ interests than on Yahweh’s global purpose or Israel’s interests. Here, once again, conflicts on earth mirror conflicts in the heavens. Here, too, there is no explanation of the conflicts in the heavens. Other Jewish works of the period provide some explanation by means of accounts of rebellion in heaven on the part of some supernatural powers.
If Yahweh is the only real God, as David assumes, there is some mystery about an event such as a calamity that overcomes one of his staff (2 Sam 6:7–8). Yahweh’s covenant chest (the expression traditionally translated “ark” of the covenant), a key symbol of Yahweh’s relationship with Israel, was being taken to Jerusalem. Uzzah reached out to steady the chest when it threatened to fall off its carriage, and “Yahweh’s anger flamed against Uzzah. God struck him down there … and he died there beside Yahweh’s chest. And it flamed for David because of the fact that Yahweh had burst out on Uzzah.” It would be easier to understand such a strange event if one could attribute it to some entity other than Yahweh. Similar questions arise in connection with a military census and its consequences described in 2 Samuel 24. In both passages Samuel acknowledges the reality of the events and their disconcerting nature, but resists any temptation to explain them. Like the Iliad, Samuel recognizes that things happen because of decisions taken in the supernatural realm whose rationale one may not know or understand. Notwithstanding the possible disadvantages, Samuel remains firm in its version of mono-Yahwism. In contrast, the 1 Chronicles 21 version of the story about the military census attributes the idea of the census to “an adversary,” a שָׄטָן, a figure like the one in Job 1-2. This understanding has parallel implications to Daniel 10 in distancing Yahweh slightly from the event without compromising the idea that he is in ultimate control.
While the Iliad gives indications that different gods identify with the Greeks and the Trojans, and that Zeus identifies with the Greeks, it gives no indication of why this should be. Neither does David give any hint of why Yahweh identifies with the Israelites. David does in due course suggest why the Israelites identify with Yahweh: “You are great, Lord Yahweh, because there is no one like you and there is no God apart from you,” you who went to redeem a people from Egypt and drove out nations and their gods before his people (2 Sam 7:22–23). One could infer that it is because Yahweh identifies with Israel (for unknown reasons) that Israel identifies with Yahweh.
Yahweh’s Engagement with People
The Iliad speaks much of personal involvement between the gods. If Samuel assumes that there could be personal involvement between Yahweh and the gods, it tells us little about such engagement beyond his driving them out of the land he gave the Israelites. It does speak of personal engagement between Yahweh and David, and between Yahweh and the prophet Samuel, whereas the Iliad speaks only of heroes such as Agamemnon reaching out to Zeus, not of Zeus speaking to any of these heroes. 
The David story begins with a conversation between Yahweh and the prophet Samuel (1 Sam 16:1–4). Yahweh speaks, Samuel objects, Yahweh speaks, Samuel acts. It is often the way exchanges with Yahweh go. Does the audience assume a conversation out loud, or one inside Samuel’s head? Does the author of Samuel imagine such a conversation? More “saying” follows (16:7, 12), in the course of which Yahweh goes on to tell the prophet: when you are wondering about a successor for Saul, don’t just look for someone who is outwardly impressive, because “Yahweh looks at the heart” (16:7). Both noun and verb are less straightforward than they may seem. The word for “heart” (לבב) suggests at least as much mind, spirit, soul, inner person in general, as feelings. And the rare expression “looks at” 
(ל יראה) might alternatively and suggestively be translated “looks for.” What does either translation imply? Does Yahweh have x-ray vision? Does he intuitively know what is going on inside people (the Vulgate’s translation of this verse nicely uses the verb intuor)? Does he look inside people just on special occasions? 
The story of Samuel’s designating David ends, “and Yahweh’s spirit gripped David from that day” (16:13). This further unusual and intriguing verb (צלח) is used almost exclusively of Yahweh’s dynamic coming on someone in a way that causes them to act as they otherwise would not have acted. It was used of Saul in connection with his anointing (10:6, 10), where it might have implied Yahweh’s spirit’s possession of Saul and making him behave in a way he could not control. That looks like the implication on the occasions when Samuel uses the simpler expression, “God’s spirit came on Saul’s aides” and on Saul himself (19:18–24). But it is hardly the implication when it occurs at the beginning of David’s story and refers to his ongoing life, any more than when it is used of Saul in 1 Samuel 11:6. The meaning could go either way when such expressions are used of a bad spirit or bad temper coming on Saul or gripping him or terrifying him and making him behave in an alien fashion (16:14, 15, 16, 23; 18:10; 19:9).
Earlier in Saul’s life, Yahweh often spoke to Saul via the prophet Samuel, though he never spoke to Saul directly. When Saul’s final crisis looms, Samuel is dead. Saul turns to Yahweh to ask what he should do, but “Yahweh did not answer Saul, either by dreams or by illumination[footnoteRef:42] or by prophets” (28:6). So Saul turns to a medium, aligning himself with the unfortunate Philistines who were confined to that kind of resource (6:2).[footnoteRef:43] Saul gets the medium to produce Samuel, who essentially gives him an updated version of the gloomy message he had given in Yahweh’s name when he was alive. “Death has not mellowed Samuel.”[footnoteRef:44]  [42:  The word is אורים, which translations commonly transliterate as Urim, but LXX plausibly links it with the word אור, “light,” Either way, it was some form of priestly guidance (Vg has “priests’). ]  [43:  A. Graeme Auld, I & II Samuel: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2011), 327.]  [44:  Walter Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, IBS (Louisville: John Knox, 1990), 194.] 

While actually Saul has long been “chasing about furiously without priestly guidance,”[footnoteRef:45] David succeeds in consulting Yahweh by means of the ephod—this is apparently a synechdoche for the “illumination,” which was kept in it (30:6–20). After Saul’s death, presumably it is by the same means that David asks Yahweh whether to take steps to get himself recognized as king in Judah, and he receives a response (2 Sam 2:1). When he faces a Philistine crisis, he consults Yahweh again, and receives a response (5:18–25). At the earlier moment just noted, when his men were turning against him, he had “strengthened himself through Yahweh his God” (1 Sam 30:6): the unique, pregnant expression suggests both that he reasserted himself within himself and that Yahweh made it possible for him to reassert his leadership position. [45:  P. Kyle McCarter, I Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes and Commentary, AB 8 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1980), 367.] 

Yahweh’s Involvement in Events and David’s Decision-Making
In a fashion similar to the Iliad, Samuel makes unequivocal and clear statements about Yahweh’s activity, and unequivocal and clear statements about David’s actions, without providing clues regarding how these might interrelate. In the Goliath story, David recalls how he had struck down lion or bear and rescued sheep from their mouths, but also that Yahweh had rescued him from the paw of lion and bear (translations use different verbs in 17:34–7, but Samuel has נצל hiphil each time). Now, he tells Goliath, “Yahweh will surrender you into my hand and I will strike you down” (17:46); the verb “surrender” (סגר) means more literally “confine” or “imprison.” Like his victory over the wild animals, then, David’s victory over Goliath will involve both Yahweh’s action that has an effect that Goliath will not be able to resist, and also David’s action with his slingshot. Was it by a miracle that David’s stone found its way to Goliath’s forehead? In the Iliad, the gods sometimes direct the heroes’ weapons, but Samuel does not say that Yahweh was involved in such a way. It was David’s shot. It might have reflected David’s skill; it might have been his “good luck.” “There are no miracles in 1 Sam. 16–31.”[footnoteRef:46] Yet one way or another, the event constituted Yahweh’s act of deliverance. The battle belonged to Yahweh (17:47). Saul describes David as fighting Yahweh’s battles (18:17), but Samuel might as happily say that Yahweh was fighting David’s battles. “David was successful in all his ventures because Yahweh was with him” (18:14). If there is nothing by way of miracle throughout his story, there is much by way of extraordinary “chance” deliverance.[footnoteRef:47] [46:  Francesca Aran Murphy, 1 Samuel (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2010), 167.]  [47:  Peter D. Miscall, 1 Samuel: A Literary Reading (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 123.] 

Having taken refuge from Saul in Moab, David acknowledges a need to wait “until I know what God will do about me” (22:3). How will he know? Sometimes circumstances point in a particular direction. On this occasion, the answer comes when the prophet Gad tells him to go back to Judah (22:5). Is it because David’s future as Yahweh’s anointed lies there? It will turn out to be dangerous, which is presumably why he had been staying in Moab. Sometimes Yahweh will guide him by means of the ephod and keep him safe, sometimes David will look after his own safety (1 Sam 23–26). Abigail works with Yahweh to this end, to protect him from himself. “Yahweh has restrained you from coming into bloodshed and has delivered your hand for you.… Should someone arise to pursue you and seek your life, my lord’s life will remain bound in the bundle of the living with Yahweh your God” (25:26, 29). When Abigail gets home, Nabal is engaged on a drinking bout. When she reports her exchanges with David, Nabal’s heart or mind or inner being dies within him. Ten days later, Yahweh strikes him down and he dies (25:36–38). Samuel thus gives another tantalizing account of events that involve human action and divine action, without interpreting their interrelationship.
David’s loyalty to Saul had contrasted with Saul’s enmity towards him. Even if Yahweh has given Saul into his hand (24:4), he should do nothing against Yahweh’s anointed. “May Yahweh decide between me and you and take redress for me from you, but my hand—it will not be against you” (24:13). He keeps his commitments to Saul and Jonathan and their family even after their death (2 Sam 9). He had said to Saul,
If it is Yahweh who has stirred you up against me, may he savor an offering, but if it is human beings—they are cursed before Yahweh, because they have driven me out today from joining Yahweh’s possession, saying, “Go, serve other gods.” So now, may my blood not fall to the earth away from Yahweh’s face.… May my life be important in Yahweh’s eyes and may he rescue me from all trouble. (1 Sam 26:19–20, 24) 
It doesn’t stop David from joining the Philistines, raiding and killing other peoples, and lying to the Philistines about what he is doing (27:1–12).[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Cf. Diana Vikander Edelman, King Saul in the Historiography of Judah, JSOTSup 121 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991), 232.] 

The period following Saul’s death, with the positive encouragement from Yahweh and the anointing in Hebron, sees ongoing conflict between David’s supporters and Saul’s. “The road to kingship is strewn with violent and murderous encounters.”[footnoteRef:49] But Samuel can claim that David confines himself to diplomatic moves to support his position (2 Sam 2:1–7). David somehow combines political savvy with moral commitment and devotion to Yahweh.[footnoteRef:50] He continues to increase in strength (3:1) until the northern clans also anoint him as king. He then captures Jerusalem, so that it can be the kingdom’s capital, and the king of Tyre builds him a house there. Thus “David continued to become more and more important, with Yahweh the God of Armies with him.… And David acknowledged that Yahweh had established him as king over Israel and that he had raised his kingship for the sake of his people Israel” (5:10, 12). Subsequently, “Yahweh delivered David wherever he went” (8:6).  [49:  Johanna W. H. van Wijk-bos, Reading Samuel: A Literary and Theological Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 155.]  [50:  Paul Borgman, David, Saul, and God: Rediscovering an Ancient Story (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 79.] 

Samuel closes with the account of David taking the military census (2 Sam 24; it is not clear where this event belongs chronologically). The account begins with Yahweh’s anger, perhaps a headline reporting in anticipation the anger that will issue from what follows. Even David’s commander-in-chief, Joab, sees that the census is a bad idea. It threatens to ignore the tension between the importance of David’s acts and the importance of Yahweh’s acts, which Samuel never pretends to resolve.
The Human Person
Key Homeric characters such as Achilles, Agamemnon, and Hector are by nature majestic and regal, if not semi-divine. Saul and David come from ordinary families, though probably both families are flourishing and prominent ones. While David is the youngest in his family, Saul and David are physically impressive, whereas Odysseus is specifically not. With some overlap between the portrayal of David and that of a Homeric hero, David is both a man of courage and also someone who can get angry, frustrated, puzzled, and scared.
The account of his confrontation with Goliath is the narrative’s third introduction of him. The first (1 Sam 16:1–13) is the one that includes Yahweh’s instruction to the prophet Samuel that he can be economical with the truth over his purpose in visiting Bethlehem, and that he should not look at the outward appearance of anyone whom he might anoint as potential king. Somewhat dryly, one might think, the narrative goes on to note that David is handsome and sun-tanned. The second introduction (16:14–23) describes him further as a talented musician and as good with words, as well as a courageous fighter. It also affirms that “Yahweh is with him” (16:18), which implies that as a result of this presence he has a way of being successful in what he does. The third introduction will add that he has confidence in Yahweh. Much of the description of David could have equivalents in words someone might use of Achilles. 
David is a warrior from the moment he appears in the Elah Valley, and like Achilles, he will turn out to be a great warrior. On one calculation, his body count is something like 140,000 men, in addition to the fifteen individuals whose death he is personally responsible for.[footnoteRef:51] He fights valiantly for Saul, and then against Saul. [51:  Clines, “David the Man,” 217.] 

Like Achilles, he does not engage much in personal relationships. Samuel hints at the point by default, in noting how other people do engage with him. Saul is the first, though that relationship soon collapses. Jonathan is the second. He and David seal a covenant of mutual faithfulness and loyalty on the basis of Jonathan’s love for him, and after Jonathan’s death David declares that Jonathan’s love for him was something of a wonder, it was extraordinary (נפלאתה).[footnoteRef:52] It’s been said that the friendships between Achilles and Patroclus and between David and Jonathan are among the most celebrated in literature and seem ripe for fruitful comparison. Michal is the third person who relates to David; she is accompanied by all the other women in Israel, and the men.[footnoteRef:53] Women become trophies for David, as they are for Achilles and Agamemnon. While he fathers a number of children, Samuel says nothing about him having sex until we come to Bathsheba. And when Samuel mentions love in connection with any of these relationships, the nature of this love is a question, because “love” is as much a political word as a personal one.[footnoteRef:54]  [52:  “Mourning becomes friendship” is one of the themes in Gregory Jusdanis, A Tremendous Thing: Friendship from the “Iliad” to the Internet (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014 (61–91). On the relationship of David and Jonathan, see, e.g., Markus Zehnder, “Observations on the Relationship Between David and Jonathan and the Debate on Homosexuality,” WTJ 69 (2007), 127–74; Jonathan Y. Rowe, Sons or Lovers: An Interpretation of David and Jonathan’s Friendship, LHBOTS 575 (London: T&T Clark, 2012); James E. Harding, The Love of David and Jonathan: Ideology, Text, Reception (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014).]  [53:  Cf. Walter Brueggemann, “Narrative Coherence and Theological Intentionality in 1 Samuel 18,” CBQ 55 (1993), 225–43 (239–40).]  [54:  On Michal, see, e.g., the comments in Craig E. Morrison, 2 Samuel, Berit Olam (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 2013), 51. ] 

There are hints that David generally lives with an eye to the main chance.[footnoteRef:55] His respect for Saul and his household, and his declining to take advantage of his opportunities to kill Saul when Saul is seeking to kill him, may stand him in good stead when he is himself king, and maybe he knows that. But he is hard to interpret. “We know so much about David—and yet so little.”[footnoteRef:56] That continues to the end, through the account of the civil war (2 Sam 15–20) and the dotage (1 Kings 1–2). [55:  Cf. Joel Rosenberg, “I and 2 Samuel,” in Robert Alter and Frank Kermode, ed., The Literary Guide to the Bible (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), 122–45 (128).]  [56:  Antony F. Campbell, 1 Samuel, FOTL 7 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 221.] 

As there is little of what modern Western thinking might call ethics in the Iliad, so there is little in Samuel. The warmaking and killing side to David’s story gets no more ethical comment than does this central motif in the Iliad. A significant ethical note does sound at the midpoint of his story, at what one might see as a highpoint. Having attained control of northern Israel as well as Judah, “David reigned as king over all Israel, and continued exercising faithful authority for the entire people” (2 Sam 8:15). This is the proper ethical focus for a king. 
But the highpoint is also the turning point.[footnoteRef:57] War with Ammon follows, the Israelite army is out fighting Ammon, while David is at home. There he annexes Bathsheba, wife of one of his elite warriors, gets her pregnant, has Uriah killed, and takes her as his eighth wife. There is no “sin” in the Iliad and not much in the David story, “but the thing that David did was dire in Yahweh’s eyes” (11:31). David’s masculinity here brings its ethical cost.[footnoteRef:58]  [57:  Cf. Robert Alter, The David Story: A Translation with Commentary of 1 and 2 Samuel (New York: Norton, 1999), 249.]  [58:  Sara M. Koenig, “Make War Not Love: The Limits of David’s Hegemonic Masculinity in 2 Samuel 10–12,” BibInt 23 (2015), 489–517 (517).] 

And from now on, his life falls apart. The lives of David and Achilles follow opposite trajectories. Whereas there are hints in the second half of the Iliad that Achilles grows, David shrinks. If the Iliad may be “mock-heroic,”[footnoteRef:59] so may the David story be. If the Iliad may be a work of irony,[footnoteRef:60] so may the David story be. Perhaps there have been indications already that there is more or less to David than meets the eye.[footnoteRef:61] If the warriors in the Iliad (inevitably) suffer from PTSD, and the Iliad offers warriors therapy in this connection,[footnoteRef:62] perhaps David and his story do, too. [59:  Michael West, “Homer’s Iliad and the Genesis of Mock-Heroic,” Cithara 21 (1981), 3–22.]  [60:  Cf. Ian C. Johnson, The Ironies of War: An Introduction to Homer’s Iliad (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988).]  [61:  Cf. Robert Polzin, David and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deuteronomic History. Part Three: 2 Samuel (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 119.]  [62:  See Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character (New York: Atheneum, 1994); cf. Timothy Patitsas, “The Opposite of War is Not Peace: Healing Trauma in The Iliad and in Orthodox Tradition,” Road to Emmaus 52 (2013), 26–51.] 

A Relationship with Yahweh
Alongside the mysterious relationship of divine action and human action is the mysterious relationship between divine giving and human giving. As an equivalent to the Greek word χάρις, Hebrew has the word חסד, of which the common English translations are steadfast love or constant love or loyalty. It can suggest both divine commitment and human commitment. 
In 2 Samuel 2–6, David becomes firmly established as king, provides the state with a capital city, and has a palace there. The state is politically and militarily secure, and he has made the capital also the state’s religious center.[footnoteRef:63] Some amusing exchanges follow in Samuel 7. David shares with a prophet on his staff, Nathan, his bad conscience about the fact that he is living in a proper palace and Yahweh’s chest is still located in a bedouin-style tent. Nathan knows the appropriate response to a pet idea coming from a king. But he then experiences Yahweh tap him on the shoulder during the night, raise the question whether he himself might be consulted about the idea of having to live in a house of stone, and affirm that he likes not being tied to one place. Furthermore, he points out, it is hardly David’s business to be taking initiatives of this kind. It reverses the relationship between Yahweh and Israel, in which (to put it in the terms of that Greek expression) Yahweh is the one who exercises the χάρις. And even if David’s building a house might be an appropriate expression of a responsive χάρις, actually Yahweh proposes a further expression of his own χάρις. While the principle of monarchy may now be established in Israel, this does not mean that the principle of hereditary monarchy is established: Yahweh now affirms it. To move to a nicety of how Hebrew works, whereas David wants to build Yahweh a house (בית), a house of stone, Yahweh intends to build David a house of people.  [63:  Cf. Jan Fokkelman, Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel, Vol. 3 (Assen: van Gorcum, 1990), which has the subtitle Throne and City (II Sam. 2–8 & 21–24). ] 

Yahweh also does a little further clarifying of the relationship between the two expressions of χάρις or חסד. Yahweh’s comes first and he will maintain it in relation to David’s line. But David’s successors must respond with their חסד. Failure to do so will issue in trouble, but it will not issue in Yahweh’s abandonment of his חסד, as it did with Saul. “Your house(hold) and your monarchy will be secure for all time” (7:16). Perhaps Yahweh subsequently changed his mind, since household and monarchy actually stayed secure for only four hundred years, though Jews and Christians commonly assume that its termination in 587 is not the end of the story.
After the exchange in 2 Samuel 7, the exchange in 2 Samuel 12, following the Bathsheba—Uriah affair, is a shock. Once again Yahweh sends Nathan to David. Where was Nathan in 2 Samuel 11? Was he biding his time until Yahweh sent him? For that matter, where was Yahweh? Anyway, Nathan tells David a parable that breaks through to David and makes him acknowledge, “I have offended in relation to Yahweh” (ליהוה חטא, traditionally “I have sinned against the LORD’). David could not have complained if Yahweh had him put to death. But “in that Yahweh has made your offense pass, you will not die.” Yahweh’s form of expression is another unusual one. It seems to be not a way of signifying that Yahweh has simply forgiven David, to judge from the way Yahweh continues. David is going to pay for his wrongdoing. Terrible consequences will follow for him and for other people. The son that Bathsheba has born him is going to die. His eldest son is going to rape one of his daughters. His third son is going to kill his brother, the rapist (there is no account of what happened to the second son).[footnoteRef:64] This third son will in due course lead a civil war against David and lose his own life. In his dotage David will fail to take action to see to an orderly succession to the throne, and the succession will turn out to involve the death of his fourth son. Through 2 Samuel 13–20 and 1 Kings 1–2 there are occasional human claims to know what Yahweh has intended or has done, but through its grim story the narrative itself makes no declarations concerning Yahweh acting. Samuel keeps quiet. [64:  It so happens that as I write, the Church of England lectionary is working its way through 2 Samuel, and it omits the rape of Tamar (and the killing of Amnon and the flight of Absalom), which seems regrettable.] 

David’s chant in 2 Samuel 22 picks up from another angle the mystery of the relationship of divine and human χάρις or חסד. First, David proclaims Yahweh’s power and faithfulness in a way that matches what we have read in the narrative (22:2–20). Then, shockingly, David declares:

Yahweh recompenses me in accordance with my faithfulness,
	in accordance with the cleanness of my hands he gives back to me.
Because I have kept Yahweh’s ways,
	and not been faithless in relation to my God. (22:21–2)

Is he deceiving himself? Does the song refer to his life before the Bathsheba and Uriah affair?[footnoteRef:65] Is he referring to his faithfulness as a worshiper of Yahweh?[footnoteRef:66] Is this the capstone to the mocking irony of his story? [65:  Cf. David G. Firth, 1 & 2 Samuel, ApOTC 8 (Nottingham: Apollos, 2009), 519.]  [66:  Cf. Kurt L. Noll, The Faces of David, JSOTSup 242 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 118–31. ] 

Death
The understanding of death in the David story compares with that in the Iliad. The narrative does not hint at a fear of death or an unease about death. Ideally, death means one’s body finding peace in the family tomb (2 Sam 2:32). For Saul and Jonathan, the shade of a tamarisk will at least be better than hanging on the walls of Bet-Shean (1 Sam 31:8–13). However, David will see that this grave turns out to be only another temporary home, and that they eventually reach the family tomb (2 Sam 21:11–14). Part of the background in the story is that the ideal of finding rest with one’s ancestors also means that a mother does not want her sons’ bodies to be ravaged by birds or animals (2 Sam 21:10). 
Whereas physical remains rest in the tomb, person or spirit or soul rests in Sheol. That is where the prophet Samuel is at the end of his life, and perhaps the enjoyment of this rest increases his testiness when the medium gets him to come up to deliver the same old confrontation that Saul will again ignore (1 Sam 28). 
People cannot decide for themselves to find a way out of Sheol—its ropes are too strong (2 Sam 22:6). But there is no other god who is master of Sheol. Yahweh is its master. He is in control when someone goes there and when someone escapes from going there (1 Sam 2:6). David knows that Yahweh’s policy in this connection applies to his doomed son as it applies to him. “I shall go to him. He will not come back to me” (2 Sam 12:23). 
3. Haim
Three thousand years after David, Haim Sabato lives a stone’s throw from where David lived. His autofiction Adjusting Sights indirectly evokes Achilles and directly evokes both the David of Samuel and the David of the Psalms, raising similar theological questions to the ones they raise. Sabato wrote it almost thirty years after his involvement as a 21-year-old gunner in tank battles in the Golan Heights during the 1973 war between Israel and Egypt (where he was born) and Syria (where his ancestors had been rabbis). The book’s self-description as fiction points to a recognition that memoirs written soon after an event may be able to be right about the facts, but that a memoirist may need to be more creative when writing three decades later, though in addition the memoirist may see things differently and more fully.[footnoteRef:67]  [67:  Cf. Parul Sehgal, “Twice-Told Tales: The Seditious Writers Who Unravel Their Own Stories,” The New Yorker 8 July 2024, 74–77.] 

War
When Haim Sabato was sitting in his tank in the Golan, the Canadian-Jewish singer Leonard Cohen was singing to Israeli troops in the Sinai. 

I went down to the desert
to help my brothers fight
I knew that they weren’t wrong
I knew that they weren’t right

But they were his brothers, he adds.[footnoteRef:68] The lines are part of a song Cohen wrote in that context, Lover, Lover, Lover, but he did not include these lines in his subsequent recording of the song.  [68:  Matti Friedman, Who By Fire: Leonard Cohen in the Sinai (New York: Spiegel and Grau, 2022), 78.] 

One of the implications of the Iliad is that neither the Greeks nor the Trojans were necessarily in the right in the ongoing conflict between them. The same applies to the ongoing conflict between Israelis and Egyptians and Palestinians to which Cohen refers. In keeping with his words, quoting here from Sabato and from his lifelong friend Dov Indig does not imply the assumption that Israel is in the right in that conflict, not least in the context of the terrible 2023—2025 stage of it. Palestinian Christians have been turning to the God of David in the latter context, and there will be Palestinian Moslems to whom something equivalent applies. Neither in connection with Achilles nor with David nor with Sabato do the Iliad, Samuel, or Adjusting Sights raise questions about whether the wars they relate was “wrong” or “right,” the words that Cohen uses. But Achilles, David, and Sabato were all warriors who went into battle as men of faith, aware of God or of the gods being involved with them.
Haim Sabato was a yeshiva student, with Dov Indig. More precisely, the two college-age young men were students in a hesder, a yeshiva that combined Talmudic studies with military service. The word hesder means “arrangement,” and refers to a combining of commitment to the study of the Talmud and the defense of the nation. After the publication of Sabato’s novel, Indig’s family published a correspondence between Indig and an agnostic student in which they had been involved over two years. The correspondence forms a substantial indication of the young man’s knowledge of orthodox faith and his capacity to explain its rationale, and also of his commitment to his nation. Whereas most orthodox do not combine study with military service, Indig pictures Moses addressing him and his contemporaries as Moses addressed the Transjordanian clans, “Are your brothers to go to war while you remain here?” (Num. 32:6).[footnoteRef:69] [69:  Dov Indig, Letters to Talia, ed. Hagi Ben-Artzi, trans. Yehuda Burdman (Jerusalem: Gefen, 2012), 91.] 

In general, the warriors in the Golan and in the Sinai would see the war in which they were engaged as no ordinary conflict. Sabato says regarding another tank crew member, “Not a day went by without Itzik asking me whether the Talmud said when the Messiah would come. He was sure we had just fought the battle of Gog and Magog.”[footnoteRef:70] On the other hand, Sabato recalls an occasion when he was waiting for a bus to take him back to the front after a 24-hour leave. An old man read to him from Maimonides:  [70:  Sabato, Adjusting Sights, 66.] 


Not to rule the world,
And not to Lord it over the Gentiles,
And not to be favored among the nations,
And not to eat, drink, and be merry,
But to study the Torah and its wisdom.…[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Sabato, Adjusting Sights, 48. The quotation comes from Maimonides 14:11–12 ] 


When the war broke out in 1973, the young men emerged from Yom Kippur observance in order to get straight to the Golan. “We manned our tanks on the night after Yom Kippur. The next morning we moved up to the Golan, toward Wasit Junction. Late that afternoon we were told to head for Nafah in a hurry. There we saw our first burned-out tanks. At dawn on the second day we drove into the ambush in the quarry.”[footnoteRef:72] Nafah was a catastrophe in which many tank crews met their death. “I shut my eyes and saw Shmuel. The driver of 3-A, he knew by heart every line of the Shulhan Aruch.… When our column was held up, approaching the Jordan bridge, he had stuck out his head from his tank and told Itzik he was glad he was going to war right after Yom Kippur, still pure from prayer and confession.”[footnoteRef:73] That day and through the subsequent fighting, Sabato fretted over what had happened to Indig. It eventually transpired that he had been killed on the second day of the conflict, in the course of the Nafah catastrophe. The last of the letters from the correspondence is dated the day before Yom Kippur and thus two days before his death.[footnoteRef:74] [72:  Sabato, Adjusting Sights, 72. ]  [73:  Sabato, Adjusting Sights, 73.]  [74:  Indig, Letters to Talia, ix.] 

God and the Psalms
Elhanan, another tank crew member, said: “It was hard to say goodbye to my wife Malka on that night after Yom Kippur.… I talked to her about faith and trust in God’s Providence.… I knew that Providence is for the Jewish people as a whole and not for any individual. The Lord will not cast off His people, neither will He forsake His inheritance doesn’t apply to any single one of us, so that we all have to pray for our own lives to be spared” (the quotation is from Psa 94:14).[footnoteRef:75] Sabato does not comment on questions that might surely seem to be raised by the death of Indig and of many others, but one can imagine him reflecting on Elhanan’s point about God’s protection applying to his people but not necessarily to each individual. [75:  Adjusting Sights, 98. Here and elsewhere, italics are the author’s.] 

Sabato speaks of God’s involvement with him and his fellow-soldiers in ways that recall Samuel. On one occasion, they were trying to hitch a ride back home for leave, and the driver of a car did not see them. Yet that turned out to result in the car being able to pick up two soldiers who were wounded. So “it was a stroke of luck its driver hadn’t seen us. Man’s doings are of the Lord: how can a man then understand his own way?’[footnoteRef:76] Sabato can speak simultaneously in terms of luck and in terms of the Lord’s action in a way that fits the possible implications of a moment such as David’s slingshot at Goliath, which achieved what it did because Yahweh surrendered Goliath to David, and perhaps because of a brilliant shot, or perhaps because of a lucky one. Sabato’s aphorism about man’s doings and the inevitable shortfall in a man’s understanding of his own way, quoting from Proverbs 20:24, would suggest a reflection in connection with his loss of his friend. In that more solemn connection, too, a man’s steps issue from Yahweh, so a human being—how can he understand his way? (in the reference to a man’s doings, the word for a man is גבר, which rather suggests a he-man, and thus fits a warrior). [76:  Adjusting Sights, 79] 

In 2 Samuel 22, noted earlier, David’s story in Samuel is coming towards its end with David chanting the psalm about Yahweh’s involvement with him and his own involvement with Yahweh. The psalm also appears in the Psalter as Psalm 18. Samuel makes a specific link between David and the psalm: “David spoke the words of this song to Yahweh at the time Yahweh rescued him from the fist of all his foes, and from Saul’s fist.” Some of the Psalms in the Psalter also make links of this kind with experiences of David, while the frequent succinct note designating a psalm as “David’s” came to be understood as a declaration that David composed the psalm. So the book of Psalms might encourage Israelites to read it in the context of David’s life. For Sabato, the Psalms are indeed David’s.
They encourage Sabato to focus on the Lord’s doings, as he reflects on experiences he has. “There was the glare of the rising sun in the gun sights, and me straining every muscle to see, but there was nothing but glare, and somewhere the gunner of a T-54 was placing his crosshairs on us.… Verses and snatches of Psalms came to my lips. He will not suffer thy foot to stumble. The Lord is thy shade upon thy right hand. I wait for the Lord, my soul does wait, and in His word do I hope. He shall cover thee with His pinions and under His wings thou shall trust. His truth shall be thy shield and buckler. The angel of the Lord encamps round them that fear Him and delivers them” (Psa 121:3, 5; 130:5; 91:4; 34.8[7]).[footnoteRef:77] “We had to think clearly, logically. I felt the pocket of my shirt. There was a small book of Psalms there.… The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want.… But now another verse struck me. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall not fear, for Thou art with me” (Psa 23:1, 4).[footnoteRef:78] [77:  Adjusting Sights, 32.]  [78:  Adjusting Sights, 80–81.] 

Sabato reports Elhanan’s words further. As is sometimes the case elsewhere, he is quoting from testimony by a member of a tank crew to a team from military headquarters that was subsequently documenting the experiences of soldiers during the war: “The shells kept falling.… The bullets didn’t stop bouncing off us until we were behind the southern rim of the gully. We’d made it. My lips murmured the line from the evening prayer, “He has given our souls life and put not a snare before our feet” (Psa 66:9).[footnoteRef:79] Shlomo, another tank crew member gives his testimony: “Since this is the first time I’m telling anyone about these things,… I’d like to begin by thanking the Lord for watching over me, for it is written, O Lord open my lips and my mouth may tell Thy praise’[footnoteRef:80] (the words come from Psa 51:15[17], and feature in some versions of Jewish morning prayer, while ironically they have a more fixed place in traditional Christian morning prayer). Shlomo goes on to read out Psalm 74:1–12. [79:  Adjusting Sights, 108.]  [80:  Adjusting Sights, 118–9.] 

The Person
Five days after Yom Kippur, there follows Sukkot, the Jewish harvest thanksgiving festival. Tank battles were continuing when Sukkot arrived. “On Yom Kippur we fought to pleas for mercy and on Sukkot to psalms of thanksgiving.… In both the tabernacle [the sukkah] and Zion we are surrounded by holiness. In both we are commanded to live our ordinary lives—eating, drinking, sleeping, and so on—in the midst of holiness.”[footnoteRef:81] Sabato does not quite say that his people are commanded to live their lives as warriors in the midst of holiness, but it is an implication of his thinking. In writings about the Hebrew Scriptures, the expression “holy war” used to be more common than it now is. The expression does not occur in the Scriptures. War in itself is no more holy there than it is in the Iliad, though the Scriptures might see the defense of the holy people as a holy task, and certainly teachers and students in a hesder might. Amatzia Chen, an Israeli special patrol force commander, led his men in the ferocious fighting at the Suez Canal in a way that made them think he was “berserk,” and they described him “with language that sounds less like Sinai than Troy. They were all soldiers, doing what they were forced to do, but he was born for it, something you don’t see very often. He was the kind of person who wins wars for you and allows you not to know what that means.”[footnoteRef:82] [81:  Adjusting Sights, 119.]  [82:  Friedman, Who By Fire, 122.] 

For teachers and students, as for the Scriptures, there might be at least two distinguishable aspects to the holiness with which life is to be lived. The two aspects feature nicely interwoven in Leviticus 18–25, chapters that have been called the “Holiness Code.” Holiness involves special observances in a relationship with Yahweh, such as offering sacrifices and refraining from eating certain creatures. It also involves special observances in a relationship with other people, such as faithfulness, mercy, and generosity. Both these expressions of holiness might seem to be in tension with war, but neither Achilles, nor David, nor Sabato have any sense of that. War is a fact of life. Neither Achilles, nor David, nor Sabato ever discuss whether it is right to be engaged in their wars. The challenge is how to make war in a way that recognizes that double holiness.
Sabato recalls, “On the morning of the fifth day, the first day of the feast [of Sukkot], there was time to pray and bless the Four Species.”[footnoteRef:83] In Leviticus 23 there is a little ambiguity about the four species. They may be the fruits that have been “safely gathered in” (as a hymn puts it). The term may also suggest the boughs from the fruit trees and other trees with which people construct their sukkah, their bivouac. In orthodox tradition, “the four species” refers to the latter. Even in the midst of making war, it was important to make a sukkah. “The smallest details of a commandment can prevent misfortune. I pictured us in an ark on angry waters and I prayed: ‘Hosanna! Save us! Save us for Your sake, O Lord.’”[footnoteRef:84] On the other hand, “Sometimes,” Shlomo said, “God is merciful even to the undeserving. The individual himself may not know why.” Sabato agrees. “Yes.… That’s why David says in his Psalms, Who remembers us in our low estate, for His mercy endures forever’[footnoteRef:85] (Psa 136:23). [83:  Adjusting Sights, 121.]  [84:  Adjusting Sights, 122. While the prayer compares with pleas such as Psa 118:25, Sabato’s phrasing also recalls the traditional form of Sukkot prayers.]  [85:  Adjusting Sights, 142.] 

Their tank commander, Gigi, had told the crew, “You guys better know who you’re going to war with. I’m an atheist.” Sabato comments, “That was long ago. Before the war.”[footnoteRef:86] In the other battle at the other end of the country, as Israeli forces moved to cross the Suez Canal, “every so often the vehicles moving forward for the decisive battle had to pull off to make way for the trucks bringing wounded back from the front. ‘A chaplain appeared at the roadside distributing copies of the Psalms,’ according to one historian, ‘which were snatched up even by avowed agnostics.’”[footnoteRef:87] [86:  Adjusting Sights, 75.]  [87:  Friedman, Who By Fire, 125.] 

In the midst of a tank battle, Sabato recalls, “I fired. A shell landed near us. Gidi spotted the tank on our flank. I swiveled the gun. The sun was in my eyes. The lens of the periscope was a white glare. I had to find it. Please God!… I fired and yelled, “You pray too, Gidi!” “I don’t know how to!” he called back. I prayed as hard as I could. I beseech thee, O Lord, save us” (Psa 118:25).[footnoteRef:88] “The sun was low. The light was beginning to fade. Gidi was feeling stronger. “Let’s head back to the tank,” he said. First we recited the afternoon prayer.… Then we said the 130th Psalm. In the yeshiva we used to say it for someone who was critically ill: From the depths I called You, O Lord.”[footnoteRef:89] [88:  Adjusting Sights, 74.]  [89:  Adjusting Sights, 84.] 

Sabbath, and Death
“The people of Israel love the Sabbath and do all they can to enhance it. We, who had been up on the Golan for months, loved it even more. November came and went. It was now December and our homes were still our tanks.… And that was apart from the memories of the horrors we had been through.… All week long we waited for the Sabbath. When it came, whoever was not on patrol or standing watch joined in friendship and joy.”[footnoteRef:90] [90:  Adjusting Sights, 132–33.] 

But there was a man who “never lost his weekday look. His eyes were dead even on the Sabbath. His lips remained sealed.”[footnoteRef:91] Eventually he spoke of how his tank was the last in the Nafah quarry to be hit. They had bailed out and taken refuge in a culvert. Then some Syrians came along and tossed a grenade into it. “I was the only one who wasn’t killed.” Shlomo and Haim Sabato began to sing the hymn, God Who Hides in Heaven’s Vaults, which it is said a certain rabbinic teacher would sing every Sabbath in Auschwitz. They sang it to the soldier who never spoke, who was no longer there, and to Dov, who was dead.[footnoteRef:92] [91:  Adjusting Sights, 136.]  [92:  Adjusting Sights, 143, 144.] 

For Sabato and other tank crews, death was obviously an ever-present threat and reality. On one occasion, “Gidi pointed. ‘That way, Run!’ We ran doubled over across black rocks, under a hail of bullets.”[footnoteRef:93] On another occasion, Sabato’s teammate Eli thought there was no way of avoiding capture by the enemy, and declared that he would rather blow himself up with a grenade. The response of Roni, another teammate, “as if he were disputing a Talmudic passage with a study partner,” was to quote Genesis 9:6: “He who sheds any man’s blood shall have his blood shed. The rabbis say ‘any man’s’ means your own too.”[footnoteRef:94] On yet another day, Elhanan stopped by each Syrian tank they passed, to check for enemy soldiers. “There was nothing but corpses in them. He had a shocked look. God Almighty, what a world of killing and grief!” It reminded Sabato of the midrash that has God bidding Adam “not to ruin or destroy My world, for if you do there is no one to repair it.”[footnoteRef:95] [93:  Adjusting Sights, 78.]  [94:  Adjusting Sights, 82.]  [95:  Adjusting Sights, 109.] 

4. The Conversation
We have noted a number of ways in which Achilles, David, and Haim Sabato speak to each other. Here are some brief summary reflections on how they do so.
Afterlife
It will follow on neatly to begin with the question of afterlife. From the perspective of Christian theology, it is noteworthy that none of the three speaks about a more positive afterlife than Sheol or Hades. Nor do they speak of a negative one like Gehenna. Genesis 2 does imply that a life that goes on forever was Yahweh’s original intention,[footnoteRef:96] but the rest of the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings hardly look back to that. Some Greek thinking, especially Plato’s Phaedo, did come to affirm a belief in the immortality of the soul, and presumably an orthodox Jew like Sabato assumed such an afterlife. His friend Indig writes that “man’s soul is eternal … since ‘man was created “in the image of God”’ and “our sages teach us that man’s life in this world is like a corridor leading to the World to Come, where the soul lives on forever.”[footnoteRef:97] But there is no such reference in the Iliad or in Samuel or in Adjusting Sights. From the perspective of Christian theology, this fits the expression that now appears in some Anglican and Roman Catholic Eucharistic prayers that refer to Jesus having “revealed the resurrection” by rising to new life. The phrase derives from the “Exposition of the Orthodox Faith” by the seventh-century Greek monk John of Damascus, who was born in Damascus, half way between the time of David and Sabato, but lived and worked in the Mar Saba Monastery within a mile or two of where they lived. Yet the sense in which Jesus revealed the resurrection was not by introducing a new idea (in one form or another it was by Jesus’s day a feature of much Jewish faith, as it is for Indig),[footnoteRef:98] but by bringing it into full light as a reality, through his rising to new life and making it something that people could see. [96:  See James Barr, The Garden of Eden and the Hope of Immortality (London: SCM, 1992.]  [97:  Letters, 10. Indig is alluding to Pirke Abot 4.16.]  [98:  See, e.g., Casey D. Elledge, Resurrection of the Dead in Early Judaism, 200BCE to CE200 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).] 

God and the Gods
Second, though more fundamentally, God and the gods. For Christian theology, monotheism is important, for Sabato it is presupposed, for Achilles and for David it is an alien framework. The advantage to their polytheism is its cohering with a recognition that the world does not look as if it governed by the One God. But Daniel points to a way of thinking about the “gods” that recognizes the absolute authority of Yahweh yet acknowledges the reality of a world that does not look as if it is ruled by one Lord. Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer encourages people to pray, “May your will be done, as in heaven, also on earth.” Does it mean that God’s will is done in heaven now and that our prayer is for it also to be done on earth?[footnoteRef:99] Or that his will needs to be done in heaven and also needs to be done on earth? Or does “as in heaven” mean “as in the kingdom of heaven’?[footnoteRef:100] [99:  “Probably,” says Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7: A Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 319.]  [100:  So Walter T. Wilson, The Gospel of Matthew Volume 1: Matthew 1–13, Eerdmans Critical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), on Matt 6:1–18.] 

David’s key contribution to this conversation lies in reframing the question by his strong assertions of mono-Yahwism as opposed to monotheism. He recognizes the reality of many “gods.” What counts, however, is not the number of gods but the identity of Yahweh as the one God, and the basis for acknowledging Yahweh as the one God. The basis for recognizing that there is no one like Yahweh and no God apart from Yahweh is the fact that he redeemed a people from Egypt and drove out from Canaan the nations and their gods (2 Sam 7:22–23). This recognition is then reinforced by David’s own experience of Yahweh’s acting in his own life (2 Sam 22). It is because of these two facts, Yahweh’s original act in Israel’s life and his act in David’s own life, that he can affirm confidently that Yahweh is the only God. One could thus say that David does assume monotheism, but this affirmation risks saying more than he means, but also less.
 Related is the question of theodicy. It is a central topic in modern Western theological thinking, but not one that surfaces in the Iliad or Samuel or Adjusting Sights (though Fox occasionally uses the word in Homer and His Iliad). None of these works has an answer to the question why bad things happen to good people. But each work suggests an insight. The Iliad points to a realism about the fact that no answer to the theodicy question is available to humanity. We have to live without an answer. David points to that fact about Yahweh delivering Israel from Egypt as establishing who he is and making it possible to live without an answer. And Sabato illustrates how people who recognize Yahweh as God live by trust in God on that basis.
War, and the Relationship of Divine and Human Action
Perhaps also related is the question of war. “Come and look at Yahweh’s acts, the desolations he has made in the earth, making wars cease to the end of the earth” (Psa 46:9[8]). As far as one can tell, neither Achilles, nor David, nor Sabato think in these terms. Their framework of thinking would rather be an acceptance of the reality of “wars and rumors of wars” (Mark 13:7). They are just the way things are in the world. All three works sometimes express unease about war, yet they do not wonder whether it is really inevitable, any more than illness or death. None glorifies war, or critiques it. It is just a fact of life that one has to deal with. And who knows whether God may use their warmaking to make wars cease?
In the modern Western world, it is common to seek to justify wars on the basis of their being “just” and/or on the basis of their concern for the spread of democracy, but such arguments are inclined to conceal the self-interested nature of the warmaking.[footnoteRef:101] Neither the Iliad nor Samuel seeks to justify its wars. Sabato assumes that the defensive war in which he is engaged is justified by the right to defend the nation, though Cohen is not sure. Since the time of Emmanual Kant, at least, thinkers have suggested the aim of abolishing war,[footnoteRef:102] but it is not clear that there is any way towards that end. Perhaps there is a parallel with quests to abolish death. Achilles, David, and Sabato implicitly assume that neither is humanly possible. [101:  Tom Stevenson, “Ill-Suited to Reality,” London Review of Books 46/15 (1 August 2024), 15–18.]  [102:  See, e.g., Immanuel Kant, “Toward Perpetual Peace” (1795), in Practical Philosophy, trans Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 311–52.] 

 With regard to the relationship of divine action and human action, Samuel and Adjusting Sights confidently affirm that events reflect both the activity of God and the activity of human beings. David and Sabato know that as human beings they have to accept their responsibility for action. They also know that they are dependent on God’s action when they fight, and they act with faith in him. And they know that they are dependent on God taking action against their opponents. But how does this work? The Iliad speaks of Zeus arousing the Trojans (8.335–36) and of Athena relieving the Trojans of their wits (18.310–13). How do the gods do that? Agamemnon comes nearest to suggesting an answer when he speaks of Zeus’s “soft-footed” daughter Delusion passing though the minds of human beings (19.91–94). Odysseus has described how one goes about asking oneself questions and arguing with oneself about what to do (11.401–13). Agamemnon’s point is that Delusion takes part in the argument. By whispering a suggestion, as another human being may, a deity opens up the possibility of a hero acting with insight or with stupidity. The deity or the human being may even pressurize the hero. Yet the hero makes his own decision, and acts on it. While the relationship between divine action and human action may be understood in terms of levels of explanation,[footnoteRef:103] the hint in the Iliad is that it involves a personal process. [103:  See, e.g., James B. Stump and Alan B. Padgett, ed., The Blackwell Companion to Science and Christianity (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012); Michael J. Dodds, Unlocking Divine Action: Contemporary Science and Thomas Aquinas (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America, 2012); Robert Larmer, The Legitimacy of Miracle (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2014).] 

Achilles, David, and Haim Sabato thus learn in different ways from one another and in different ways contribute to subsequent insight.
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