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Isis speaks in her aretalogies much as Lady Wisdom does in hers. Compare the
following lines of the great aretalogy from Cyme>® with Proverbs 8:
(3a) 1, Isis, am the ruler of all lands,
(3b) and I was educated by Hermes. . . .
(4) 1 set down laws for men and legislated that which no one can alter.
(5) I am the eldest daughter of Kronos. . ..
(16) I have made justice powerful. . . .
(28) I have made justice more powerful than gold and silver.

In 12-15 she grandly recounts her work as creator. Parallels in the Metternich
Stele are quoted above.

Unlike Isis, Lady Wisdom is not lawgiver or creator. She is present but passive
in both activities: by her kings rule and potentates makes laws (Prov. 8:15f.). She
was with God when he created the world (27-31). She did not create or empower
Justice, but she speaks truth, and she is righteous, and she possesses justice (vv. 6—
8, 18, 20). She performs her work not by magic but by affecting men’s hearts.

The main problem with locating Lady Wisdom’s background in Isis traditions
is the time gap. The aretalogies, the only texts presenting a cluster of correspon-
dences and not just isolated parallels, are first attested in the first century B.C.E.
Hellenized Isis worship, to be sure, is earlier. The incorporation of Isis in Greek
worship in Egypt begins in the fourth century, but the spread of Hellenistic Isis
veneration belongs to the mid-third century and beyond. Isis becomes the domi-
nant divinity in the late third century and second century B.c.£.”’ This time-frame
seems too late for even the latest redaction of Proverbs. Finding antecedents for
individual features in native Egyptian religion cannot bridge the gap, because the
aretalogies are first attested in the Roman period, and because direct influence
from native Egyptian religious sources is extremely unlikely, especially in the
Hellenistic period. Greek is far more likely to have been the mode of transmission.
The hypothesis may still be valid but requires assuming the existence of unattested
forerunners of the Greek aretalogies.

If this background could be confirmed, it would not necessarily mean that Lady
Wisdom is an Isis figure, but only that Hellenistic Isis-texts were the major (and
perhaps indirect) source of notions about how a wise goddess would speak and
reveal herself to mankind. Indeed, Lady Wisdom may well be an Isis displacement.
Proverbs 8 would be appropriating formulas from Isis-speeches in order to offer a
better, and deliberately distinct, substitute. Other mythological traditions too may
have contributed, directly or indirectly, to the shaping of Lady Wisdom’s portrait.

If we wish to establish the existence of a world-order concept in Israelite
Wisdom, we must do so independently of Ma‘at. But it is hard to imagine that
without the crutch of the supposed Ma“at parallel scholars would have discerned a
world-order idea in a proverb such as “Treasures unjustly gained are of no use, but
righteousness saves from death” (10:2), merely because it speaks of deed and
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effect.”® These are just assertions of predictability. Nor would evidence for world
order be detected in an aphorism such as “Where there is no wood, the fire dies
down, and where there is no slanderer (nirgan), quarrels subside” (26:20), just be-
cause it draws an analogy between events in the social and natural domains.>®
Such analogies are always rhetorical tropes; nowhere does a sage discover truths
about the moral realm by observing the workings of nature.

Comparative study should make maximal use of the original context of the
donor side of a parallel in interpreting it, but then avoid transferring too much of
that context to the presumed receptor culture.®0 The Israelites (or their Canaanite
predecessors) could draw on Egyptian Wisdom—not necessarily aware of its ori-
gins—without importing the entirety of the genre or even its most basic axioms.
The Israelite sages could not have undertaken a survey of Egyptian texts of all
genres and extracted a highly abstract, philosophical idea such as the world order
and made that the basis of their own philosophy. The sages of Israel were not
Egyptologists.
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A good analogy to this process is Edward FitzGerald’s translation-rewriting of the Rubaiyat of Omar
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