




APPENDIX A

WOE AND CURSE

Although not identical to imprecation, the cry of “woe” (Hebrew yOh) in the ancient Near East bore a measure of semantic overlap with the curse—and in certain contexts took on “all the characteristics of a curse.”
 This is most apparent in Zechariah 11:17, in which an oracle of woe is placed parallel to an evident imprecation:

Woe to the worthless shepherd,


who abandons the flock!

May the sword (strike) his arm and his right eye!


May his arm be utterly withered,


and his right eye utterly blinded!

Indeed, there is striking similarity not only in mood, but also in form, in content, and in context. The similarities are such
 that Westermann posited an organic relationship between the two: that the woe-cry arose from the covenant curse.
 It has long been noticed that the form of the woe-cry has a distinct parallel in the Old Testament—that of the curse. As a spoken formula, the curse is usually introduced by rUrxA, and the structure of some of these sayings is quite similar to that of the woes. Of particular note in this regard is Deuteronomy 27:15-26. There, appended to the rUrxA, is a participial construction of the simplest kind, in which the participle describes the action which falls under the curse.
 Such is likewise the characteristic form of the woe-cry (i.e., yOh plus participle).
 Moreover, as Westermann perceives, both the curse and the woe are found predominantly in series (cf., e.g., Deut 27:15-26 with Isa 5:8-23; 28:1—33:1; and Hab 2:6-19),
 and largely concern the social morality of the Sinaitic covenant. For example, compare the following:
rt,s.Aba Uhfere hKema rUrxA
Cursed be he who slays his neighbor in secret! (Deut 27:24).

MymidAB; ryfi hn,Bo yOh
Woe to him who builds a city on bloodshed! (Hab 2:12).

As the Scriptures progress, they reveal a varied usage of the term yOh, characteristically translated “woe.” This term is used some fifty-three times in the Old Testament—the vast majority as announcements of doom. However, in eight instances—including the earliest attested—it is used to describe actual funeral laments. This earliest instance, 1 Kings 13:30,
 records one “man of God” mourning over another: yHixA yOh, “Alas, my brother!” Indeed, as Clifford observes, the funeral lament is the only attested non-prophetic use of hôy in the Old Testament. This suggests that the funeral lament is the origin of the hôy-cry, and that hôy enters the prophets as a funeral cry and develops within this new matrix into a curse-like formula.
 By the time of the later prophets, the curse-like element becomes more prominent. Clifford sees in Jeremiah and Habakkuk the “development of a bitter, curse-like tone,”
 and in Ezekiel, the hôy “seems not primarily a lament, but a curse-like formula or taunt.”
 Thus, he concludes that “the prophet’s own feeling and tone of each hôy passage must be learned from the context.”
 In summary, then, the hôy-cry is the instinctive reaction of the prophet upon hearing the announcement of God’s sure and certain judgment. As “God’s hired professional mourner”
 (cf. Jer 9:17-18; Amos 5:16), he is “the first to announce both the ‘woe cry’ and the ‘death wail’.”
 When he hears of impending disaster from Yahweh, the prophet “utters a ritual hôy in automatic lament, a cry borrowed from the funeral customs of his milieu,”
 which became transmuted over time into a near-formula for curse.

Similarly, Janzen, in searching for the original Sitz im Leben of the prophetic woe oracle, agrees that there are undoubtedly instances in which hôy is associated with lamentation for the dead, yet also a significant number in which it introduces prophetic announcement of impending calamity.
 Jeremiah 22:13,18 illustrates this varied usage in the same prophetic context: 

Woe [yOh] to him who builds his palace by unrighteousness,


and his upper rooms by injustice! (Jer 22:13a).

They will not mourn for him:


‘Alas [yOh], my brother! or ‘Alas, sister!’

They will not mourn for him:


‘Alas, lord! or ‘Alas, his majesty!’ (Jer 22:18).

Janzen remarks that “it is precisely the relationship between the hôy of mourning and the hôy of prophetic invective that needs to be illumined.”
 And to the question: “Where does sorrow, mourning, and wailing on the one hand meet with accusation, announcement of evil to come, and curse?” he answers: “They meet where, in the face of violent death, mourning for the dead shades over into cursing of the guilty.” It is this context “which offers a genuine Sitz im Leben as the home of hôy, and which establishes an organic relationship between its apparently so diverse usages.”
 He finds striking corroboration for this hypothesis in the Ugaritic Legend of Aqhat. In this tale, as the royal Daniel weeps over the death of his longed-for son Aqhat, he pronounces curses/woes upon certain locales which presumably bore a measure of guilt in Aqhat’s death: 
Qiru-mayim the king doth curse:


‘Woe to thee, O Qiru-mayim,

O[n] which rests the blood-guilt of Aqhat the Youth!’

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

‘Woe to thee, city of Abelim,


On which rests the blood-guilt of Aqhat the Youth!

May Baal make thee blind . . .


From now unto all generations!’

Notably, this series of “woes” concludes in an imprecation; yet the entirety is evidently introduced by the simple description: “curse.” This example illustrates that, although woes may be generally distinguished from curses, they are closely related, bearing a large measure of similarity
 and partial semantic overlap.
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