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not perceive) actually delivered by Isaiah to Israel Isaiah’s actual message

- seems to be rather an attempt through warning and appeal to convince Israel to
|éave off its unresponsiveness and rebellion and to return to God. From this we

can conclude that this passage is not in fact telling [saiah what to say. I suggest
that it is telling him instead to be persistent and not surprised at a poor
response. His preaching will affect the addressees /ike a command neither to
understand nor perceive, not because they will be obedient to any such com-
mand, but because they are basically unresponsive and will therefore react in
that way to the message he is to deliver.? This interpretation is supported by the
fact that the LXX and all NT quotations of this verse convert the imperative to
an indicative form. In the LXX and the quotations from it (Matt 13.14b and
Acts 28.26), the indicative simply predicts how the hearers will react; in Mark
4.12a and Luke 8.10b, which are translated more literally from the Hebrew, or,
more precisely, from the Aramaic of the Targum of Isaiah, it is Jesus’ inten-
tion that they should react that way.

Essentially the same characterization of the audience is given in 10a, where
Isaiah is commanded to make the people unresponsive. What resources does
Isaiah himself have by which to make the people unresponsive? Simply his
faithful preaching. As he preaches, they can be relied upon to become more
unresponsive, and Isaiah is hereby prohibited from taking this as an excuse to
quit preaching. It is as if their unresponsiveness were an indication of the fulfill-
ment by Isaiah of his preaching responsibility. The LXX and its NT quota-
tions (Matt 13.15a and Acts 28.27a) also support this interpretation by again
converting the imperative “Make the heart of this people fat .. .” to an indica-
tive “For this people’s heart has grown dull.” (See also Matt 13.13.) In John
12.40a, the agent is also specified as being third person singular, interpreted by
the author in the following verse to refer to Jesus.

Isaiah 6.9,10a serves largely to characterize the audience to which Isaiah’s
message will be directed. This should help us to determine the sense in which
10b is to be understood. To anyone familiar with God’s attitude toward his
people as expressed both in the book of Isaiah and throughout Scripture, the
notion that God purposes that they not see, hear, understand, turn, and be
healed approaches absurdity.* More so, that he would commission Isaiah to
dedicate his life toward that end or that Isaiah’s message could be interpreted
as intentionally seeking such an outcome. Such absurdity is the only clue to the
presence of the figure of speech called irony.

? According to this interpretation, the call of Isaiah is remarkably like the call of Ezekiel
(Ezekiel 3.4-11).

* Evidence does exist in. Isaiah and elsewhere for the occasional temporary hardening by God
of certain people for a specific purpose. Romans 11.8, for example, applies the words of two Old
Testament passages to the non-elect of Israel, stating that “God gave them a spirit of stupor [Is
29.10], eyes that should not see and ears that should not hear, down to this very day | Deut
29.4].” Isaiah 29 13.14 shows that in the Isaiah context the stupor or “deep sleep” was sent
because the hearts of the people were far from the Lord, and 29.23,24 speaks of a time when it
will no longer exist. In Deut 29.4 the blindness and deafness present among the people are part
of a relatively casual rebuke; far from being an eternal decree, they represent a lack that Moses
sets out immediately to correet. Even the non-elect of Israel, to whom these passages are applied
in Romans 11.8, are able to anticipate a day of “full inclusion,” according to 11.12, contd.
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What is irony? The standard definition of irony as a form of ridicule of
sarcasm in which the speaker says the opposite of what he means is reason-
ably accurate but not sufficiently explicit.’ Clearly, simply to state the opposite
of what one means is not necessarily to use irony. It could be a matter of not
saying what one intended to say or of speaking in code. (From the perspective
of the hearer, a statement which directly contradicts the apparent state of
affairs could also be interpreted as an eérror, as a lie, or as some other expres-
sion of perversity.) What is required to fill out a proper definition of irony is
further explication of what is meant by irony as a form of ridicule. Ridicule
suggests someone to be ridiculed, and from this we may conclude that irony is
an expression of scorn directed against someone in the context who, as it turns
out, would in fact accept as true the statement made by the speaker taken at
face value. (More about this “someone” below.) The element of scorn is
expressed in spoken English through intonation. In written English, and
apparently in written Hebrew and Greek, it is not indicated overtly, and so
context aione must serve to indicate its presence,

vmnmm__wﬁon.o::m:umﬁzn above, we may say that irony entails the following
conditions:

1. The speaker is making an assertion mutually exclusive with the assertion
he actually expresses.

2. Someone exists in the context whom the speaker believes could or would
make the assertion actually expressed by the speaker.

3. The speaker scorns that someone for the fact that he could or would
make the assertion actually expressed by the speaker.

To illustrate the manifestation of these conditions, let us examine a relatively
clear case of irony, Job 12.2, where Job addresses his supposed comforters
with the words, “No doubt you are the people, and wisdom will die with you.”
Taken at face value as an exaggerated expression of esteem for the three com-

Isaiah 52.17,22 refers to a cup or bowl given by God to his peopie,
wrath and produces staggering, but it is given for a limited time only.

In Romans 9.17 Paul mentions Pharach as an example of one whom God hardened according
ta his own will. But this hardening was not an establishment of a new attitude in Pharaoh’s mind;
it was a strengthening of an attitude already present there {(Exodus 7.13,14). Its purpose was
not the destruction of Pharaoh but to show God’s power and to glorify his name (Romans 9. 17;
Exodus 7.5, 9.16),

These passages serve as evidence that God has on occasion caused that for a limited time even
his own people should not see, hear, or understand. There is no evidence that God has ever
intended this state to continue indefinitely or that God has ever purposed categorically that
anyone should fail to “turn and be healed.” One putpose of this paper is to demonstrate that
Isaiah 6.10b does not serve as evidence of such a proposition.

5 There is another phenomenon to which the term “irony” is appropriately applied but which
I claim to be vnrelated to the figure of speech discussed in this paper. That is the perception of
strangeness induced by the coincidence of typically incongruous states or events, For example,
“How ironical that the fire house should have burned to the ground,™ wherein the speaker per-
ceives as strange the coincidence of (1) the fact that a building houses an institution which exists
solely for the purpose of extinguishing fires, and (2) that the very building should be completely
destroyed by fire.

® A more extensive discussion of a very similar view of irony can be found in Dan Sperber

and Deirdre Wilson, “Trony and the Use-Mention Distinction”, Radical Pragmatics, ed. Peter
Cole {New York: Academic Press, Inc., 1981) 295-318,

It is an expression of his
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(Ic) God wants the people of Judah, at least ultimately, to “see with their
eyes, and hear with their ears, and under
be healed.” (The notion that he does nor want them to see, etc., is part of the

literal meaning of the “lest” construction, which could be paraphrased “in
order that they not see, etc.” or “because I do not want them to see, etc., and
H.-.wocaoz;am_hoﬁrm:.rnwa

calloused, etc. (6.10a), they might see, etc.”
The entailment Ic is mutually exclusive with this latter paraphrase and so by
implication with the “lest” construction, The entailment 1¢ is consistent with
n:ov_mammq context; note for example the appeal from Ged to Judah in 1.16-
20,

(2c) God believes that someone—th
would actually make the assertion that the
eyes, etc. (This assertion would take the form, “We do not want (us) to see
with our eyes, etc.” and is part of the second paraphrase given in 1c above.
That this attitude exists in Judah is attested by Isaiah 3.8,9; entailment 2c¢ is
- consistent with the context.)
(3¢) God scorns the people of Judah (not generally but specifically) for the
fact that they do not want to see with their eyes, etc. (This attitude is the
same as that expressed in the context, for example Isaiah 3.11-4.1))

The rendering of Isaiah 6.10b in the LXX and in Matt 13.15 and Acts 28.27
supports this interpretation, since in it the purpose that the people should not
see, hear, understand, and turn to be healed is clearly attributed to no one but
the hearers themselves. I submit that this is 7ot an alteration of the meaning of
the original Isaiah text. It represents an interpretational translation of the irony
in the original text, in which the irony has been converted into a nonfigurative
statement which correctly attributes these motives, as does the original irony
when properly interpreted, to the hearers and not to God. The greatest change
here is that the component of scorn present in the irony has been lost, as so
easily happens in the reduction of this figure to plain statement.

y do not want to see with their

It remains to deal more fully with those NT
passage in a more literal form than th
8.10b basically quote Isaiah 6.9, indica
of Jesus’ parables, like those of Isaiah’
little of the meaning, John 12.40a bas
the whole of Jesus’ ministry was p

passages which quote the Isaiah
at of the LXX, Mark 4.124 and Luke
ting that the addressees of at least some
5 message, were expected to understand
ically quotes Isaizh 6.10a to show that

rophesied by Isaiah to effect stubborn
unbelief, The lack of perception and understanding is anticipated as a natural
result both of Isaiah’s preaching and of Jesus’ ministry, particularly of the
parables. Now with respect to the parables, there is a very important difference
between these two instances: Isaiah’s message as recorded in his book is not
specifically designed to hinder perception and understanding; Jesus’ message is.
It is an unambiguous teaching of Mark 4 that the purpose of some of Jesus’
parables was not to facilitate comprehension by way of illustration but rather

to conceal Jesus’ teachings from “those outside” (4.11), who were not like the
disciples, to whom “privately . .. he explained everything” (4.34). If Jesus had
not used parables but had explained things to the crowds straightforwardly as
he did to his disciples, the crowds would have understood more of his message,
Why did Jesus, at least part of the time, literally hinder the perception of the
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exist to indicate the presence of irony. (English is one of the latter; since in
English, tone of voice is the only overt indicator of irony.) The biggest problem
is that the translator must either leave the irony implicit, running a high risk
that it will go unperceived, or else spell out precisely what it is saying in non-
figurative fashion; which will yield a strong divergence between the form of the
source text and the form of the translation. 1 suggest the latter to be the wiser
course, since otherwise we cannot count upon our readers to discover the irony
present in the text, and the resulting potential for misunderstanding is very
great, as evidenced by the fact that even the commentators have generally
stumbled here.? This is also the approach taken by the translators of the LXX.
They apparently testructured Isaiah 6.10a so that it no longer reads as an
imperative directed toward Isaiah (“Make the heart of this people fat, and their
ears heavy, and shyt their eyes; . ..”") but as a simple declaration regarding the
condition of the people, placing the responsibility for that condition upon the
people themselves (“For this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are
heavy of hearing, and their eyes they have closed; . . .”} (The LXX rendering is,
with one insignificant variation, identical to the Greek text of Matt 13.15a and

8 1 do not have access to a complete theological library, but so far in my experience' have
found no commentary on John 12.40b that perceives the irony there, and the only commentator
whom | have discovered to point out explicitly the irony in Mark 4.12b is E. Gould, who states
with respect to this passage: “There the irony reappears, for it would evidently be only ironic-
ally, and not earnestly, that Jesus would say of any of his teaching, that it was intended to pre-
vent the forgiveness and conversion of the people.” A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on
the Gospel according to Mark, ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1897) 73,74, But even he goes
on to say that he doubts Jesus actually said it and that Mark apparently included it unthinkingly,
since he found it in the Old Testament source. Thus Gould apparently presumes either than Jesus
would not use irony, which is manifestly not the case, or that Jesus could not have counted upon
his disciples to perceive the irony in this statement, a gratuitous assumption indeed. Other com-
mentators, not recognizing irony to be present, have perceived the apparent difficulty in the
Greek test of Mark 4.12b and responded in various ways. A. B. Bruce states flatly that the pur-
ported purpose of the parabolic method in this verse “cannot really have been the aim of Jesus.”
The Synoptic Gospels, EGT, Vol. I (reprinted Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979) 365. Alired
Plummer suggests the possibility that “here the tradition has carried the quotation from Is. vi. 10
further than Christ did, or has confused His use of it.” The Gaspel According ta Mark, CBSC
(1914, reprinted Grand Rapids; Baker, 1982} 124. Matthew Black sees the problem as arising
from editorial activity reflecting anti-Semitic prejudice in the early church: An Aramaic
Approach to the Gospels and Acts, (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1967) 211-216; 275,276.
C.E.B. Cranfield tentatively suggests that the Greek mépote could be translated “unless™ or
“perhaps™ instead of “lest:” The Gospel According to St. Mark, CGTC (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, [977), 156. All of the above clearly react to the conflict between these words of
Jesus taken at face value and the general context of Jesus’ ministry. Not so Henry Alford, who is
not disturbed by the clear indication he reads in this verse of divine sovereignty operating (o
exclude some from forgiveness. The Greek New Testament, Vol. 1 (1874), reprinted Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1980), 33, Similarly, William Lane, The Gospel According to Mark, NIC (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974) 159; and R. G. Bratcher and E. A. Nida, A Translator's Handbook on
the Gospel of Mark (UBS 1961), 136. Then there are those who soften the blow by introducing
theological distinctions not to be found in the context. R. H. H. Lenski finds here the operation of
“voluntas consequens, the will that operates gfter grace has operated on-a man,” which he dis-
tinguishes from “volusntas antecedens, the will that first comes to man and brings him the grace.”
The [nterpretation of St. Mark'’s Gospel (Columbus: Wartburg Press, [946) 168. H. A, W,
Meyer, on the other hand, sees this verse as expressing God's “mediate, not . . . final, aims;"” the
blinding is “pedagogic.” Critical & Exegetical Handbook to the Gospels of Mark and Luke,

[884) 53. There is Scriptural precedent for this general position (see
{conid.)

{N.Y.: Funk & Wagnalils,
note 4 above). but this verse lacks any indication of it.

A ——
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Acts 28.27a.) This rendering requires the component of intention in “lest” of
6.10b (“lest they should perceive with their eyes, ...") to be interpreted as
pertaining to the people themselves—a solution of marvellous subtlety. Unfor-
tunately, it will not serve us in Mark 4.12b or John 12.40b; there is ne corre-
sponding way to avoid the interpretation that it is Jesus {(or God) who does not
want to see the people turn and be forgiven. Therefore, T recommend the
following solution for Mark 4.12 as suitable for English and similar languages:

-+ - 50 that they may indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear but

not understand; because the last thing they want is to turn and have their
sins forgiven!

The first half is the same as the RSV and represents Mark’s own adaption
from Isaiah 6.9 (not 6. 10b). As we have stated above, what in Isaiah is basic-
ally a statement about the stubbornness of the people of Judah becomes in
Mark a statement of Jesus’ purpose in teaching by means of parables, which,
however, is in fact because of that same stubbornness on the part of his audi-
ence. The second half represents the part of Isaiah 6.10b that Mark uses, with
the form modified to express the irony of that part in a non-ironical way. it
shows that these words are about the attitude of the addressees, both in Isaiah
and in Mark. It also expresses the ridicule component of the irony through the
words “of course” and “the last thing” and also by the use of the exclamation
point. (Usually figures of speech are used because of their power to express
emotion or expectation. If a figure is dropped in translation, some other means
should be sought to express its emotion component.)

John 12.40 shouid be handled similarly:

He has blinded their eyes and hardened their heart, because of course the
last thing they want is to see with their eyes, and perceive with their heart,
and turn for me to heal them. .

The first half of thig verse, unlike Mark 4.12a, is an adaption of Isaiah m.._om_
and it tells us that Jesus did what Isaiah was commanded to do. Like Mark

The commentaries treat John 12.40b similarly to Mark 4. 12b, but perhaps with less creativity.
H. A, W. Meyer in his commentary on John 12.40b does not refer, as he did in Mark, to any
mediate or pedagogic purpose, but only to “the necessity in the divine fate.” Critical &
Exegetical Handbook ta the Gospel of John (N.Y.: Funk & Wagnalls, 1884) 379,380, The
following express the same general understanding: J. N. Sanders & B. A. Mastin, 4 Com-
mentary on the Gospel According to St. John (N.Y.: Harper & Row, 1968) 300; F. L. Godet,
Commeniary on Jokn's Gospel (1886, reprinted Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1978) 794; Leon Morris,
The Gospel According to St. John, NIC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) 604—605. R, C. H.
Lenski restates essentially his position as expressed on Mark 4.12b. The Interpretation af St.
John’s Gosepl (Columbus: . Lutheran Book Concern, 1942) 889. B. F, Westcott, not unlike
Lenski, states that “this working of God, as we look at it in the order or succession, was con-
Sequent upon man’s prior unbelief.” The Gospel According 10 St, John {1881, reprinted Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978)- 185, Marcus Dodds also sees the matter less as a produet of special
decree than of the course of events: “By abuse of light, nature produces callousness; and what
nature does God does.” The Gospel of St. John, EGT. Vol. 1 (reprinted Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1979) 812. Such a solution is plausible, but it does seem to require the introduction
into the context of propositions not otherwise to be found there, namely that God (or Jesus) acts
to preclude repentance and especially that God (or Jesus) does so in response to unbelief. [t is
the position of this study that neither Mark 4.12h nor John 12,404 can

be cited as unequivocally
supporting either of these propositions.
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