Weekly Jewish Wisdom
Snowed In

By Dr. Erica Brown

“Have you penetrated the vaults of snow, seen the vaults of hail, which I have put aside for a time of adversity, for a day of war and battle?”

Job 38:22-23


Ever notice how snow, when it becomes the topic of conversation, tends to blanket the brain. When it’s snowing, it’s all anyone can talk about. When will it start? When will it stop? How many inches? Will there be school tomorrow? Will the government shut down? People spend hours talking about something beyond anyone’s control. 


Our verse in Job uses snow in this very way – as the ultimate distraction. A battle is approaching; it occupies all of the psychic energy of its soldiers, commanders and citizens. But suddenly, it snows at a time of adversity, and bad weather literally covers all the anxiety. There is nothing one can do about it but accept the reality. It’s snowing, and we’re not going anywhere.

Snow appears in the Bible in a number of places, dispelling the notion that the ancient Middle East was a place of constant sun and warm weather. Winters there can be harsh and unforgiving. Most biblical verses that mention snow appear in Scriptures, specifically the books of Psalms, Proverbs and Job. Snow is a useful metaphor. In the book of Isaiah, it is a sign of repentance, “Although your sins are crimson, they can turn snow-white” (1:18). Red with scandal or shame, your sins can be lightened beyond recognition. In the famous woman of valor prose at the end of Proverbs, we find a positive mention of crimson and snow. A woman of worth does not fear the appearance of snow because her whole household is dressed in crimson (31:21). Here, crimson represents warm wool garments. Snow does not concern those who are industrious and well-prepared.

How well prepared were we for this past week of blizzard-like conditions? Supermarket shelves quickly emptied last week as people faced the prospect of being shut-in for the weekend. Parents struggled to entertain their children for long days without school. Digging out the car, if you could, seemed to be a Sysephisian task given more snow on the way. The beauty of a winter wonderland quickly turned into a maze of hazards and inconveniences.

Our verse in Job uses not only snow to convey its message but multiple aspects of nature, from constellations to cloud formations, from thunderstorms to powerful winds. God controls nature, and we just second-guess it: “From whose belly came forth the ice? Who gave birth to the frost of heaven?” (38:29) “Can you send up an order to the clouds for an abundance of water to cover you? Can you dispatch the lightening on a mission and have it answer you ‘I am ready’?” (38:34-35). Here, it is not the prophet or the priest who says “heneni” but the lightening bolt. Nature serves God’s command in the mystery we call the weather.

This chapter keeps asking rhetorical questions, forcing its all too human readers to adopt a posture of humility. “Do you know the laws of heaven or impose its authority on earth?” (38:33). To all of these questions, we say, “No.” We cannot predict what will happen. We do not understand how it happens. We can only prepare appropriately and humbly for what we are sent. And even that capacity gets questioned in Job. “Who put wisdom in the hidden parts? Who gave understanding to the mind?” (38:36).
It is no surprise that snow appears several times in the book of Job as something humans cannot control. It is an expression, one of many, of the ways God operates in the universe that Job cannot fathom. Job, who loses his bearings as he loses his family and all that he knows to be good and right with the world, shrinks into a questioning self. He is the ultimate spiritual existentialist who, in the end, understands nothing except submission.

Snow offers itself, in Job’s world and perhaps in ours, as an opportunity for submission to nature. We can prepare for it. We can shovel it. We can make crimson garments to protect us from the cold. We can discuss it until the very subject bores. But we cannot control it. Maybe that’s why we spend so much time talking about it. It’s frustrating to realize the limits of human control. But once we submit to its reality, we open up other possibilities. We accept it and, only then, begin to enjoy its beauty.
Shabbat Shalom. 

