“Behold, I Went to Hunt Beasts in the Forest”: An Addendum on Enos, Esau, and the Symbolic Geography of Seir

By: Matthew L. Bowen



Table of Contents


	Table of Contents

	




    
      Abstract:
      Enos’s use of the onomastic wordplay in the Jacob and Esau cycle enables him to meaningfully allude to the symbolic geography of those stories and incorporate it into his New World setting (e.g., allusions to the river Jabbok and Peniel/Penuel, the site of Jacob’s “wrestle” with the divine “man”). A third instance of this type of allusion occurs with Enos’s recollection that he “went to hunt beasts in the forest[s]” (Enos 1:3), which appears to subtly allude to Mount Seir, the forested hill country in the land of Edom inhabited by Esau and his descendants.
    

    

    
      

    

    Three earlier studies, one by John Tvedtnes and Matthew Roper and two of my own, have attempted to detail the subtle and intricate ways in which Enos “likened” the Jacob-Esau cycle to himself in writing his autobiography.1 Tvedtnes and Roper demonstrated clear [Page 76]intertextual links between the Jacob-Esau cycle and Enos’s writings. My studies focused more specifically on Enos’s autobiographical adaptations of Hebrew names and words. For example, I examined “wrestle” (wayyēʾābēq, Genesis 32:24) as wordplay on the name Jacob (yaʿăqōb), the name of the patriarch and Enos’s own father, and the river Jabbok (yabbōq), near the site of Jacob’s “wrestle.” Also, I examined Enos’s use of his own name ʾĕnôš (“man”) as a poetic2 synonym of, and allusion to, the divine “man” (ʾîš) who “wrestled” with Jacob. I further suggested Enos, as “man,” echoes the God and “men” (ʾănāšîm) with whom Jacob “struggled” or “had power” (Genesis 32:28). Notably, ʾănāšîm is the common plural of both ʾîš and ʾĕnôš. Moreover, I noted that Enos as “man,” identifies him with both Jacob and Esau who are both characterized as an ʾîš of starkly contrasting kinds (see also further below). What follows here will be a short addendum to that previous work.

    Enos, the son of Jacob, likens his autobiography to the story of his patriarchal ancestor Jacob and Jacob’s brother Esau in telling how he received the power of the atonement of Jesus Christ into his life (Enos 1:1–8). He then adds how he later procured covenant blessings and promises for his kindred (the Nephites, Enos 1:9–10) and ultimately for his estranged “brethren,” the Lamanites, who had become his enemies (Enos 1:11–18). Just as he “wrestled” and prayed for his own soul, he “struggled” for his kindred and his estranged brothers (Enos 1:10–11, 14).

    Again, Enos, as a poetic Hebrew name, transparently denotes “man.” Enos introduces himself in his autobiography with the statement that his father was a “just man,” imitating the style of Nephi’s autobiographical self-introduction.3 He then recalls having a “wrestle . . . before God” (Enos 1:2), which recalls the mysterious “man” from Genesis 32 who “wrestled” Jacob.

    In likening his ancestor Jacob’s “wrestle” at Peniel to himself, Enos (“man”) indicates that the “man”4 with whom he wrestles is himself. [Page 77]Perhaps, too, it suggests that the divine “man” ultimately prevails over the carnal natural “man.” It should also be remembered that the divine “man” of Genesis was the subject of the verb “wrestled” (wayyēʾābēq, Genesis 32:34), and Enos “had” the wrestle in Enos 1:2. Enos’s ancestor Jacob obtained the new name, Israel (“Let El contend” or “Let God prevail”), because he “ha[d] . . . power” or “had struggled [śāritā] with God and with men, and ha[d] prevailed” (Genesis 32:32). Jacob had “wrestled” and “struggled” with Esau, Laban, the divine “man,” and himself, but only truly “prevailed” when he “let God prevail.”5

    In using the phrase “the wrestle which I had before God” (Enos 1:2), Jacob’s descendant, Enos, invokes the imagery of Genesis 32:24 and recreates wordplay that alludes to two geographical locations within the Jacob-Esau story: the river Jabbok (yabbōq), which sounds like the name Jacob (yaʿăqōb) and the word for “wrestle” (wayyēʾābēq), and Peniel/Penuel (“face of El”). The expression “before God”—lipnê ʾēl/lipnê ʾĕlōhîm—literally means “to the face of God.”6

    In this research note, I will highlight a third instance in which Enos appears to make an additional subtle wordplay with a geographical reference within the Jacob-Esau story: in stating that he “went to hunt beasts in the forest[s],”7 Enos seemingly alludes to Seir, the forested [Page 78]interior of Edom, the land associated with Esau the hunter and his descendants.8 If so, Enos invokes the symbolic geography of Seir and its forested land as the home of Esau, who, like Enos later, was a famished hunter.

    Esau: A Man Who Knows Hunting and a Man of Seir/the Forest

    Early in the narrative, the narrator sharply contrasts Esau and Jacob: “And the boys grew: and Esau was a cunning hunter [ʾîš yōdeaʿ ṣayid, a man knowing how to hunt], a man of the field [ʾîš śādeh]; and Jacob was a plain man [ʾîš tām], dwelling in tents” (Genesis 25:27). Later in the narrative, as Jacob prepares to obtain his father’s blessing (in accordance with the birthright that he has already obtained from Esau), he further establishes the contrast between Esau and himself. In this passage, the similar phrase ʾîš ḥālāq is translated “smooth man”: “And Jacob said to Rebekah his mother, Behold, Esau my brother is a hairy man [ʾîš śāʿir], and I am a smooth man [ʾîš ḥālāq]” (Genesis 27:11). The phrase ʾîš śāʿir (“hairy man,” “goat-like man,” “man of Seir,” or “man of [forest] overgrowth”) directly plays on the toponym Seir, the land that will be inhabited by Esau and his descendants. (The two descriptions of Jacob as an ʾîš tām and ʾîš ḥālāq are something of a triple entendre: he is at once a simple man who dwells in a tent, a smooth man, and a man of integrity9 in contrast to his brother who is a rugged, goat-like man of the forest10).

    The earlier geographical functions of the allusions in the narrative become clear in Genesis 32 as the narrative hastens to Jacob’s climactic “wrestle” with the divine “man” (ʾîš): “And Jacob sent messengers before him to Esau his brother unto the land of Seir [śēʿir], the country [field] of Edom [śĕdēh ʾĕdôm]” (Genesis 32:3). Translations like the KJV often obscure what the biblical writer is doing here. The [Page 79]narrator mentions Seir (śēʿir) and the field of Edom (śĕdēh ʾĕdôm). The reader, at this point in the narrative, will recall that Esau is the “man of Seir/the forest” (ʾîš śāʿir, Genesis 27:11) and “man of the field” (ʾîš śādeh, Genesis 25:27) who sold his birthright for “red” lentil stew (hāʾādōm hāʾādōm)—i.e., for Edom (ʾĕdôm).

    The Song of Deborah (Judges 5) is a very ancient Hebrew poem. It describes a theophany of Yahweh (Jehovah) coming from Seir in the land of Edom: “Lord, when thou wentest out of Seir [miśśēʿir], when thou marchedst out of the field of Edom [miśśĕdēh ʾĕdôm], the earth trembled, and the heavens dropped, the clouds also dropped water” (Judges 5:4). For Jacob, Esau’s coming from Seir was something like a theophany: “I have seen thy face [pānêkā], as though I had seen the face of God, and thou wast pleased with me” (Genesis 33:10). In other words, Esau (ʿēśāw) the brother and “man” before whom Jacob bowed after his “wrestle” with the divine “man” was like Enos’s “Maker” (ʿōśê).11 He was the brother-deity “before” (lipnê)12 whom Enos “wrestled” and “kneeled”—i.e., Jesus Christ. The narrator adds, “So Esau returned that day on his way unto Seir” (Genesis 33:16).

    Thomas Römer writes,

    
      In Judges 5:4 Yhwh comes from the territory of Edom, which is put in parallel to Seir. The Hebrew word śēʿir means “hairy,” and when it is used as a geographic term, it refers to the interior territory of Edom, which was forested anciently. More particularly, Seir refers to the mountain that extends from Wadi el Ḥesa (the Zered of the Bible), marking the border with Moab, down to the gulf of Aqaba (Eilat), whereas “Edom” itself may designate a much larger territory covering a large part of the area south of the Negev.13

    

    Lexicographers and Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner include the suggestion that Semitic “*šaʿar means thicket, or small wooded region.”14 All of the foregoing prepares us to appreciate the skill with which Enos adapts the onomastic fabric of the Jacob-Esau narrative, including his allusion to the rugged forested land of Seir, [Page 80]which becomes the home of Esau, to whom Enos draws distinctive autobiographical parallels.15

    
      “I Went to Hunt Beasts in the Forest”: Enos, the Spiritually Famished Hunter and “Man” of the Forest
    

    Enos, like Jacob his father, was a “wanderer,” exiled with his family from their homeland (Jerusalem), “born in tribulation . . . and hated of [his Lamanite] brethren” (compare Jacob 7:24). Like Esau, he was a famished hunter (compare Enos 1:4 with Genesis 25:27). Enos’s statement that his “soul hungered” can be understood both as physical, spiritual, or both since Hebrew nepeš (“soul”) as the “centre and transmitter of feelings and perceptions” can also denote “a longing, desire” or even to have physical “craving for something.”16 However, in the narrative context, Enos’s hunger was, above all, spiritual—a hunger of the inner man (compare Ephesians 3:16 and Moses 6:65). Like Jacob, he would not cease from his “wrestle” without obtaining a blessing (cf. Genesis 32:26). Enos records, “Behold, I went to hunt beasts in the forest, and I remembered the words which I had often heard my father speak concerning eternal life and the joy of the saints, and the words of my father sunk deep into my heart” (Enos 1:3).17 Although living in the highlands of the land of Nephi, Enos’s “hunting beasts” places him in the symbolic geography of Esau—the forested land of “Seir,” the rugged overgrowth—engaging in the activity of Esau: hunting. 

    The narrator of Genesis states that when “Esau came from the field [min-haśśādeh] . . . he was faint” with physical hunger strong enough to overpower any value he placed on his birthright (Genesis 25:28–29; cf. when Esau “came in from his hunting [miṣṣêdô]” in Genesis 27:30). In contrast, Enos states that while he “went to hunt beasts in the forest,” his “soul hungered” (Enos 1:3–4), sufficient to be “blessed” in the way that his ancestor Jacob was “blessed” (compare Enos 1:5–8 with Genesis 27:1–30, 41; 32:26, 29). Like Esau, Enos was a “man of the forest”—or, “man of Seir” (cf. Genesis 27:11)—but he did not remain such. He was transformed into a new man and “made . . . whole” through the Atonement of Jesus Christ (see Enos 1:5–8).

    
      [Page 81]
      Conclusion
    

    Enos’s use of the Jacob-Esau cycle, as detailed here and in previous studies, demonstrates how closely ancient Israelite prophets read the writings of their predecessors and how much they cherished them. The story of Jacob and Esau was Enos’s story, though he lived half a world away from the land promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Enos had his own Jabbok, Peniel, and Seir.

    If the observations here are valid, we can again discern Enos’s skillful use of the onomastic wordplay of Genesis, even down to the symbolic geography and meaning of Seir. This masterful use of the biblical narrative’s Hebrew elements stands as strong evidence of the book of Enos (and more broadly of the Book of Mormon) as ancient literature, rather than modern. As an adaptation of parts of the Jacob-Esau cycle, Enos’s short autobiography is one of the finest examples of “scripture’s use of scripture” in existence.
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