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Epigraph

To the martyrs of 1940–45

All this has come upon us,

Though we have not forgotten Thee,

Or been false to Thy covenant.

Our heart has not turned back,

Nor have our steps departed from Thy way . . .

. . . for Thy sake we are slain . . .

Why dost Thou hide Thy face?

—from Psalm 44
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Introduction to the Perennial Classics Edition

“What manner of man is the prophet?” asks my father in the opening pages of The Prophets. A person of agony, whose “life and soul are at stake in what he says,” yet who is also able to perceive “the silent sigh” of human anguish. In the common imagination, we think of prophets as people who foretell the future, who warn of divine punishment for sin, who demand social justice. Such moderation fails to understand that “God is raging in the prophet’s words.” While we may all criticize injustices in our society, they remain tolerable, while to the prophet “injustice assumes almost cosmic proportions.” Why the indignation, the outrage? Is the prophet’s reaction not out of proportion?

Yet it is precisely the passion of the prophet that is central. For my father, the importance of prophecy lies not only in the message, but in the role of the prophet as a witness, someone who is able to make God audible and to reveal not only God’s will, but inner life. To be a prophet, he writes, is to be in fellowship with the feelings of God, to experience communion with the divine consciousness. The prophet hears God’s voice and looks at the world from God’s perspective.

That, indeed, is the starting-point of most religious people, but too often they are distracted, confusing the message with the messenger. For example, the Talmud states, “Since the day that the Temple was destroyed the Holy One blessed be He has nothing in this world but the four cubits of halakha alone.” (Berachot 8a). For many Jewish thinkers, the passage teaches the centrality of halakha; for my father, the passage is to be read as an expression of regret. Halakha, no more than any other religion’s central teaching, is the vehicle to God, not a substitute for God; a challenge, not a panacea. Similarly, he writes that prayer must be subversive, an affront to our complacency rather than a confirmation of our values: “To the prophet satiety of conscience is prudery and flight from responsibility.”

The prophets were not simply biblical figures my father studied, but models for his life. One of the most vivid memories of my childhood is the Saturday night my father left home to join Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in the 1965 Voting Rights march from Selma to Montgomery. I remember kissing him goodbye and wondering if I would ever see him again. Alabama was a horror: I saw its vicious sheriffs on TV beating black demonstrators, turning German shepherds and water cannons against black children. Even the police were on the side of evil. Two weeks before my father left, the Alabama State Troopers had viciously beaten peaceful demonstrators on the Edmund Pettus Bridge—a day known as Bloody Sunday.

The greatness of that Selma march continues to reverberate because it was not simply a political event, but an extraordinary moral and religious event as well. For my father, the march was a deeply spiritual occasion. When he came home, he said, “I felt my legs were praying.” His only regret, he later wrote, was that “Jewish religious institutions have again missed a great opportunity, namely, to interpret a Civil Rights movement in terms of Judaism. The vast number of Jews participating actively in it are totally unaware of what the movement means in terms of the prophetic traditions.”

What are those prophetic traditions? My father’s book on the prophets began as a study of prophetic subjectivity. The prophet was not simply a messenger from God, conveying a teaching that would inspire people to do justice and warn them of the consequences of failing to heed that message. The overriding importance of the prophets was not the content of their message, but the kind of religious experience they exemplified.

The religious experience of the prophets has long been a conundrum in biblical studies. Biblical scholarship, as it took shape in Germany in the mid-nineteenth century, was dominated by liberal Protestant theologians whose work on the prophets was colored by their religious polemics. They argued that the prophetic teachings constituted the zenith of Israel’s religious development and that post-prophetic era Judaism was a period of decline and degeneration into narrow-minded nationalism and legalism. Theologically, German Protestants argued, the true heir of the prophetic tradition was not Judaism, but Christianity. The spirit of the prophetic tradition was kept alive in the teachings of Jesus, not those of the rabbis.

In the early twentieth century, Christian biblical scholars began to distinguish between the teachings of the prophets and the personalities of the prophets. While the teachings were linked to those of Jesus, the prophetic personality was increasingly described in disparaging terms—not unlike the disparagement of mystics, who were frequently derided by scholars as hysterics. The German biblical scholar Gustav Hölscher defined the prophets as ecstatics who had learned about altered states of consciousness from pagan Canaanite religious personalities. In their state of ecstasy, the prophets, according to Hölscher, saw themselves not as mere messengers of God, but spoke as God and identified themselves with God. Other scholars have also emphasized the prophet’s full absorption into God, or else have presented the prophet as a mere mouthpiece for God’s message.

For my father, such understandings of the prophets are without foundation in the biblical text and came into being because scholars lacked the appropriate conceptual tools to understand prophetic experience. None of the characteristic marks of ecstasy—frenzy, merging with God, self-extinction—are indicated in the prophetic literature. Rather, the prophets’ experience of God, he suggests, is characterized as a communion with the divine consciousness, a sympathy with divine pathos, a deep concern by God for humanity. The prophets do not become absorbed into God, losing their own personalities, but share the divine pathos through their own sharply honed sympathy. Far from eradicating their own personalities, the prophets’ own emotional experiences actively color their fellowship with the divine consciousness and their transmission of God’s message.

The Prophets, first published in English in 1962, is an elaboration of my father’s doctoral dissertation, “The Prophetic Consciousness,” which he wrote at the University of Berlin at the age of twenty-five. He submitted the dissertation in 1932 and took his doctoral examinations just a few weeks after Hitler came to power. In order to receive a Ph.D., his dissertation had to be published, but in Nazi Germany that was not easy for a Jewish student. My father’s dissertation finally appeared in 1935, published by the Krakow Academy of Sciences. The book was very well received, earning glowing reviews in academic journals in Europe and the United States. German biblical scholars, however, were not uniformly enthusiastic. The book appeared at a time when numerous German Protestants wanted to eliminate the Hebrew scriptures from the Christian Bible, on the grounds that it was a Jewish book. Others insisted that it be retained because it was an anti-Jewish book, on the grounds that the prophets are constantly denouncing the sins of Israel.

My father lived in Nazi Germany, fleeing just at the last minute. His mother and three of his sisters, all living in Poland, were murdered by the Nazis. For him, those experiences resulted in both a deepened commitment to his faith and a heightened sensitivity to the suffering of all people. Hitler and his followers came to power not with machine guns, but with words, he used to say, and they did so with a debased view of human beings rooted in contempt for God. You cannot worship God, he writes, and look with contempt at a human being as if he or she were an animal. In particular, he held German Christian religious leaders responsible for the widespread collaboration with the Nazi regime and their failure to provide theological tools for opposing anti-Semitism.

Thankfully, my father escaped Europe, “plucked like a brand from the fire,” as he wrote. He arrived in the United States in March of 1940. His escape was facilitated by Julian Morgenstern, president of the Hebrew Union College, where my father taught for five years before becoming a professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York City.

My father’s formative years were spent in a world that no longer exists. Born in Warsaw in 1907, he was the youngest child of two special parents. His father was a Hasidic rebbe, known as the Pelzovizner rebbe, whose congregation consisted primarily of impoverished Jews. His mother was someone of such piety that people would come to ask her to pray on their behalf, as they might ask a rebbe. My father’s family was a kind of royalty in the Jewish world and encompassed many of the most distinguished Hasidic leaders and thinkers. As a child, my father was treated with the deference accorded a prince: adults would rise when he entered the room, knowing that one day he would become a rebbe. He was considered an “illuy,” or genius, and when he was still a little boy, he would be lifted onto tables to deliver learned orations on Jewish texts. The people around him lived with intense piety and religious observance, and he felt grateful, as he said much later, that he grew up surrounded by people of spiritual nobility.

In his late teens, my father decided to pursue secular studies, and he completed a course of study at a gymnasium, or secondary school, in Vilna. There he also became a member of a group of Yiddish poets who called themselves Jung Vilna, and he published a small volume of poetry. From Vilna he went to Berlin, where he studied at the University; at the Reform movement’s Hochschule für die Wissenschaft des Judentums, where the new scientific approach to Jewish texts was practiced; and at the Orthodox rabbinical seminary. In Berlin, which was the intellectual center of Europe at the time, my father discovered that his professors at the University were in dire need of Jewish understandings of the Bible. He used to tell me about the professor who explained Isaiah’s use of the expression “comfort ye, comfort ye my people” as the result of a scribal error: a scribe copying the text had forgotten he had already written down the phrase and wrote it a second time. Imagine, my father used to say, shaking his head, such an utter lack of sensitivity to biblical poetry.

My father’s introduction of the term “divine pathos” as the central theological element of prophetic teaching was drawn from a rabbinic concept: “zoreḥ gavoha,” a higher, divine need. God is not the detached, unmoved mover of the Aristotelian tradition, he insisted, but is “the most moved mover,” deeply affected by human deeds. Divine pathos indicates a constant involvement of God in human history but insists that the involvement is an emotional engagement: God suffers when human beings are hurt, so that when I hurt another person, I injure God.

Hence the prophet is neither a messenger, an oracle, a seer, nor an ecstatic, but a witness to the divine pathos, one who bears testimony to God’s concern for human beings. My father emphasized that God is not simply a topic of human interest, but that we are objects of divine concern. Being gripped by the anguish experienced by God in response to human affliction leaves the prophet overwhelmed and tormented. Facing callousness and indifference, the prophet does not perceive God as a source of comfort and reassurance, but as an incessant demand: “While the world is at ease and asleep, the prophet feels the blast from heaven.”

Shortly after publishing The Prophets, my father became active in the anti-war movement, and in 1965 he founded an organization, Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam. As much as the Selma march was for him a religious experience, religion without indignation at political evils was impossible. Justice is not simply an idea or a norm, but a divine passion. Echoing the prophetic language, my father declared, “To speak about God and remain silent on Vietnam is blasphemous.” If we are to follow, however modestly, the teachings of prophetic sympathy and divine pathos, then religion must be understood as the opposite of callousness. The opposite of good, he wrote, is not evil; the opposite of good is indifference. Indeed, our very humanity depends upon our compassion. In speaking out against the war, he said, “Remember that the blood of the innocent cries forever. Should that blood stop to cry, humanity would cease to be.” Hearing the silent anguish is not limited to the prophets, but devolves upon all of us: “Few are guilty, but all are responsible,” my father writes in the early pages of The Prophets.

My father was devastated by the war in Southeast Asia. He had many sleepless nights toward the end of his life (he died in December 1972) and was consumed by efforts to bring an end to the slaughter. Among his close friends, Daniel and Philip Berrigan, two Catholic priests, went to jail in protest, while William Sloane Coffin, the Protestant chaplain at Yale, was indicted for conspiracy to encourage draft-card burning. My father did not engage in civil disobedience, feeling he could be more effective in the anti-war movement out of jail. He spoke at numerous protest rallies and raised the issue of Vietnam when he lectured and taught. Students in his classes heard about the war as they learned about the prophets.

One of the distinguishing features of my father’s leadership was his critique of his own community. As much as he spoke against racism and the war, he was equally critical of Jewish religious institutions: “On every Sabbath multitudes of Jews gather in the synagogues, and they often depart as they have entered.” Prayer had become vicarious, delegated to rabbis and cantors who failed to inspire because they “do not know the language of the soul.” He found fault as much with Orthodox as with Reform and Conservative branches of Judaism, as much with educators as with lay leaders. Too much money had been spent on demographic surveys and not enough on education, while educators themselves should make their goal “reverence for learning and the learning of reverence.” Worship had lost its fear and trembling and had become a social occasion, rather than a moment of holiness. Society was disintegrating, and Judaism was conforming, failing to convey its resources of integrity. Judaism, he wrote, had become a platitude, when it should be spiritual effrontery. The modern Jew had become a messenger who had forgotten the message.

Such criticism did not always make my father welcome in the Jewish community. To this day, many Jews prefer a message that is secular, not religious; one that presents Jews as victims, not actors with responsibilities to the political arena; and one that praises Judaism, not criticizes it. My father did not tell his audience what they wanted to hear, but told them what they needed to improve. Like the prophets, for whom evil was never the climax of history, my father’s message was sometimes harsh, but always held out a vision and a hope: “There is bound to come a renewal of our sense of wonder and radical amazement, a revival of reverence, an emergence of a sense of ultimate embarrassment, and ultimate indebtedness.”

—Susannah Heschel, Eli M. Black   
Distinguished Professor at Dartmouth




Introduction

This book is about some of the most disturbing people who have ever lived: the men whose inspiration brought the Bible into being—the men whose image is our refuge in distress, and whose voice and vision sustain our faith.

The significance of Israel’s prophets lies not only in what they said but also in what they were. We cannot fully understand what they meant to say to us unless we have some degree of awareness of what happened to them. The moments that passed in their lives are not now available and cannot become the object of scientific analysis. All we have is the consciousness of those moments as preserved in words.

My aim therefore is to attain an understanding of the prophet through an analysis and description of his consciousness, to relate what came to pass in his life—facing man, being faced by God—as reflected and affirmed in his mind. By consciousness, in other words, I mean here not only the perception of particular moments of inspiration, but also the totality of impressions, thoughts, and feelings which make up the prophet’s being.

By insisting on the absolutely objective and supernatural nature of prophecy, dogmatic theology has disregarded the prophet’s part in the prophetic act. Stressing revelation, it has ignored the response; isolating inspiration, it has lost sight of the human situation. In contrast with what may be called “pan-theology,” psychologists have sought to deduce prophecy entirely from the inner life of the prophets. Reducing it to a subjective personal phenomenon, they have disregarded the prophet’s awareness of his confrontation with facts not derived from his own mind.

A rejection of both extremes must spring from the realization that the words of the prophets testify to a situation that defies both pan-theology and pan-psychology. Careful analysis shows that this situation is composed of revelation and response, of receptivity and spontaneity, of event and experience. I maintain, therefore, that the marks of the personal element are to be traced, not outside the prophet’s act, but within it.

The prophet is a person, not a microphone. He is endowed with a mission, with the power of a word not his own that accounts for his greatness—but also with temperament, concern, character, and individuality. As there was no resisting the impact of divine inspiration, so at times there was no resisting the vortex of his own temperament. The word of God reverberated in the voice of man.

The prophet’s task is to convey a divine view, yet as a person he is a point of view. He speaks from the perspective of God as perceived from the perspective of his own situation. We must seek to understand not only the views he expounded but also the attitudes he embodied: his own position, feeling, response—not only what he said but also what he lived; the private, the intimate dimension of the word, the subjective side of the message.

In the prophets of Israel we may trace similarities and parallels to personalities to be encountered elsewhere, since indeed the religion of the Hebrews shared much with other Semitic religions. It is therefore important to compare them with other types of men of ancient history who made similar claims. Yet the more difficult question is: What are the features that set the prophets of Israel apart? What constitutes their uniqueness?

The prophet is not only a prophet. He is also poet, preacher, patriot, statesman, social critic, moralist. There has been a tendency to see the essence and chief significance of prophecy in the display of one or another of these aspects. Yet this is a misapprehension of the intrinsic nature of prophecy.

The first objective of our inquiry should not be to see the prophet as an example of a species, but rather to ascertain the characteristics that set him apart as well as those he shares with others. In order to meet him truly as a prophet, the mind must shed certain habits of inquiry; traps and decoys of convenient patterns are to be avoided. The most assured way of missing the goal is an approach carried on with the preconceived certainty of being able to explain him. To explain the prophet in terms of a neat set of preconceived notions would be putting the cart before the horse. Explanation, when regarded as the only goal of inquiry, becomes a substitute for understanding. Imperceptibly it becomes the beginning rather than the end of perception.

The bias which so many scholars share and which may be defined as a principle—namely, that nothing is to be recognized as a datum unless it can be qualified a priori as capable of explanation—besides being pretentious and questionable, obstructs the view of much of reality and seriously affects our power to gain a pristine insight into what we face.

Confining attention to what is given in the literary sources, i.e., the prophetic books, I have sought to gain some insight into the minds of the prophets and to understand the decisive moments of their existence from that perspective.* It was not my intention in this study to pass judgment on the truth of their claim to have received revelation, nor to solve the enigma of prophecy by means of psychological or sociological explanations, nor yet to discover the conditions of its possibility or suggest means of its verification. The intention was to illumine the prophets’ claim; not to explain their consciousness, but to understand it. By unveiling the decisive features of their awareness, the essential structure of experience as reflected in that consciousness may become manifest.

What I have aimed at is an understanding of what it means to think, feel, respond, and act as a prophet. It was not part of the task to go beyond his consciousness in order to explore the subconscious or reach out to the antecedent conditionings and experiences within the inner life of the individual. A surmise of what lies beyond and below the threshold of the prophet’s consciousness can never be a substitute for the understanding of what is displayed in consciousness itself. Nor is it possible to confirm what he affirms. We may arrive at some knowledge of what stirred the prophet as a prophet—of the ideas by which he was moved at particular moments; we cannot prove the realities and events which preceded these moments.

The inquiry, then, was aimed, not at psychological motives to be looked for in the preprophetic background of the prophet’s life, but at motives which are consciously given, even if not explicitly stated, and which constitute or at least reflect the decisive categories or the structural forms of prophetic thinking.

The procedure employed in an inquiry for gaining such insight was the method of pure reflection. Observation, inspection, tackling and probing, the sheer seeing of what we face, serve to introduce us to the realness of the phenomenon and sharpen our ability to formulate questions conducive to the discovery of what is unique about it. Indeed, it requires much effort to learn which questions should not be asked and which claims must not be entertained. What impairs our sight are habits of seeing as well as the mental concomitants of seeing. Our sight is suffused with knowing, instead of feeling painfully the lack of knowing what we see. The principle to be kept in mind is to know what we see rather than to see what we know.

Rather than blame things for being obscure, we should blame ourselves for being biased and prisoners of self-induced repetitiveness. One must forget many clichés in order to behold a single image. Insight is the beginning of perceptions to come rather than the extension of perceptions gone by. Conventional seeing, operating as it does with patterns and coherences, is a way of seeing the present in the past tense. Insight is an attempt to think in the present.

Insight is a breakthrough, requiring much intellectual dismantling and dislocation. It begins with a mental interim, with the cultivation of a feeling for the unfamiliar, unparalleled, incredible. It is in being involved with a phenomenon, being intimately engaged to it, courting it, as it were, that after much perplexity and embarrassment we come upon insight—upon a way of seeing the phenomenon from within. Insight is accompanied by a sense of surprise. What has been closed is suddenly disclosed. It entails genuine perception, seeing anew. He who thinks that we can see the same object twice has never seen. Paradoxically, insight is knowledge at first sight.

Such an inquiry must suspend personal beliefs or even any intent to inquire—e.g., whether the event happened in fact as it did to their minds. It is my claim that, regardless of whether or not their experience was of the real, it is possible to analyze the form and content of that experience. The process and result of such an inquiry represent the essential part of this book as composed a good many years ago.* While I still maintain the soundness of the method described above, which in important aspects reflects the method of phenomenology, I have long since become wary of impartiality, which is itself a way of being partial. The prophet’s existence is either irrelevant or relevant. If irrelevant, I cannot truly be involved in it; if relevant, then my impartiality is but a pretense. Reflection may succeed in isolating an object; reflection itself cannot be isolated. Reflection is part of a situation.

The situation of a person immersed in the prophets’ words is one of being exposed to a ceaseless shattering of indifference, and one needs a skull of stone to remain callous to such blows.

I cannot remain indifferent to the question whether a decision I reach may prove fatal to my existence—whether to inhale the next breath in order to survive. Perhaps this is the issue that frightens the prophets. A people may be dying without being aware of it; a people may be able to survive, yet refuse to make use of their ability.

To comprehend what phenomena are, it is important to suspend judgment and think in detachment; to comprehend what phenomena mean, it is necessary to suspend indifference and be involved. To examine their essence requires a process of reflection. Such reflection, however, sets up a gulf between the phenomena and ourselves. Reducing them to dead objects of the mind, it deprives them of the power to affect us, to speak to us, to transcend our attitudes and conceptions.

While the structure and the bare content of prophetic consciousness may be made accessible by an attitude of pure reflection, in which the concern for their truth and validity is suspended, the sheer force of what is disclosed in such reflection quietly corrodes the hardness of self-detachment. The magic of the process seems to be stronger than any asceticism of the intellect. Thus in the course of listening to their words one cannot long retain the security of a prudent, impartial observer. The prophets do not offer reflections about ideas in general. Their words are onslaughts, scuttling illusions of false security, challenging evasions, calling faith to account, questioning prudence and impartiality. One may be equally afraid to submit to their strange certainties and to resist their tremendous claims because of incredulity or impotence of spirit. Reflection about the prophets gives way to communion with the prophets.

Pure reflection may be sufficient for the clarification of what the prophet’s consciousness asserts—but not for what his existence involves. For such understanding it is not enough to have the prophets in mind; we must think as if we were inside their minds. For them to be alive and present to us we must think, not about, but in the prophets, with their concern and their heart. Their existence involves us. Unless their concern strikes us, pains us, exalts us, we do not really sense it. Such involvement requires accord, receptivity, hearing, sheer surrender to their impact. Its intellectual rewards include moments in which the mind peels off, as it were, its not-knowing. Thought is like touch, comprehending by being comprehended.

In probing their consciousness we are not interested only in the inward life, in emotion and reflection as such. We are interested in restoring the world of the prophets: terrifying in its absurdity and defiance of its Maker, tottering at the brink of disaster, with the voice of God imploring man to turn to Him. It is not a world devoid of meaning that evokes the prophet’s consternation, but a world deaf to meaning. And yet the consternation is but a prelude. He always begins with a message of doom and concludes with a message of hope and redemption. Does this mean that no human wickedness can prevail over God’s almighty love? Does this mean that His stillness is stronger than the turmoil of human crimes, that His desire for peace is stronger than man’s passion for violence?

Prophecy is not simply the application of timeless standards to particular human situations, but rather an interpretation of a particular moment in history, a divine understanding of a human situation. Prophecy, then, may be described as exegesis of existence from a divine perspective. Understanding prophecy is an understanding of an understanding rather than an understanding of knowledge; it is exegesis of exegesis. It involves sharing the perspective from which the original understanding is done. To interpret prophecy from any other perspective—such as sociology or psychology—is like interpreting poetry from the perspective of the economic interests of the poet.

The spirit of such exegesis makes it incongruous for our inquiry to take refuge in the personal question (however vital): What do the prophets mean to us? The only sensible way of asking the personal question is to be guided by another, more audacious question: What do the prophets mean to God? All other questions are absurd unless this one question is meaningful. For prophecy is a sham unless it is experienced as a word of God swooping down on man and converting him into a prophet.

Proper exegesis is an effort to understand the philosopher in terms and categories of philosophy, the poet in terms and categories of poetry, and the prophet in terms and categories of prophecy. Prophecy is a way of thinking as well as a way of living. It is upon the right understanding of the terms and categories of prophetic thinking that the success of our inquiry depends.

To rediscover some of these terms and categories requires careful exploration of the kinds of questions a prophet asks, and the sort of premises about God, the world, and man he takes for granted. Indeed, the most important outcome of the inquiry has been for me the discovery of the intellectual relevance of the prophets.

What drove me to study the prophets?

In the academic environment in which I spent my student years philosophy had become an isolated, self-subsisting, self-indulgent entity, a Ding an sich, encouraging suspicion instead of love of wisdom. The answers offered were unrelated to the problems, indifferent to the travail of a person who became aware of man’s suspended sensitivity in the face of stupendous challenge, indifferent to a situation in which good and evil became irrelevant, in which man became increasingly callous to catastrophe and ready to suspend the principle of truth. I was slowly led to the realization that some of the terms, motivations, and concerns which dominate our thinking may prove destructive of the roots of human responsibility and treasonable to the ultimate ground of human solidarity. The challenge we are all exposed to, and the dreadful shame that shatters our capacity for inner peace, defy the ways and patterns of our thinking. One is forced to admit that some of the causes and motives of our thinking have led our existence astray, that speculative prosperity is no answer to spiritual bankruptcy. It was the realization that the right coins were not available in the common currency that drove me to study the thought of the prophets.

Every mind operates with presuppositions or premises as well as within a particular way of thinking. In the face of the tragic failure of the modern mind, incapable of preventing its own destruction, it became clear to me that the most important philosophical problem of the twentieth century was to find a new set of presuppositions or premises, a different way of thinking.

I have tried to elucidate some of the presuppositions that lie at the root of prophetic theology, the fundamental attitudes of prophetic religion, and to call attention to how they differ from certain presuppositions and attitudes that prevail in other systems of theology and religion. While stressing the centrality of pathos, a term which takes on major importance in the course of the discussion, I have tried not to lose sight of the ethos and logos in their teaching.

Disregarding derivative and subordinate circumstances and focusing attention upon the fundamental motives which give coherence and integral unity to the prophetic personality, I have been led to distinguish in the consciousness of the prophet between what happened to him and what happened in him—between the transcendent and the spontaneous—as well as between content and form. The structure of prophetic consciousness as ascertained in the analysis was disclosed as consisting, on the transcendent level, of pathos (content of inspiration) and event (form), and on the personal level, of sympathy (content of inner experience) and the sense of being overpowered (form of inner experience).

The prophet was an individual who said No to his society, condemning its habits and assumptions, its complacency, waywardness, and syncretism. He was often compelled to proclaim the very opposite of what his heart expected. His fundamental objective was to reconcile man and God. Why do the two need reconciliation? Perhaps it is due to man’s false sense of sovereignty, to his abuse of freedom, to his aggressive, sprawling pride, resenting God’s involvement in history.

Prophecy ceased; the prophets endure and can only be ignored at the risk of our own despair. It is for us to decide whether freedom is self-assertion or response to a demand; whether the ultimate situation is conflict or concern.

ABRAHAM J. HESCHEL

Jewish Theological Seminary

New York City
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The Prophets
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1

What Manner of Man Is the Prophet?

Sensitivity to Evil

What manner of man is the prophet? A student of philosophy who turns from the discourses of the great metaphysicians to the orations of the prophets may feel as if he were going from the realm of the sublime to an area of trivialities. Instead of dealing with the timeless issues of being and becoming, of matter and form, of definitions and demonstrations, he is thrown into orations about widows and orphans, about the corruption of judges and affairs of the market place. Instead of showing us a way through the elegant mansions of the mind, the prophets take us to the slums. The world is a proud place, full of beauty, but the prophets are scandalized, and rave as if the whole world were a slum. They make much ado about paltry things, lavishing excessive language upon trifling subjects. What if somewhere in ancient Palestine poor people have not been treated properly by the rich? So what if some old women found pleasure and edification in worshiping “the Queen of Heaven”? Why such immoderate excitement? Why such intense indignation?

The things that horrified the prophets are even now daily occurrences all over the world. There is no society to which Amos’ words would not apply.

Hear this, you who trample upon the needy,

And bring the poor of the land to an end,

Saying: When will the new moon be over

That we may sell grain?

And the Sabbath,

That we may offer wheat for sale,

That we may make the ephah small and the shekel great,

And deal deceitfully with false balances,

That we may buy the poor for silver,

And the needy for a pair of sandals,

And sell the refuse of the wheat?

Amos 8:4–6

Indeed, the sort of crimes and even the amount of delinquency that fill the prophets of Israel with dismay do not go beyond that which we regard as normal, as typical ingredients of social dynamics. To us a single act of injustice—cheating in business, exploitation of the poor—is slight; to the prophets, a disaster. To us injustice is injurious to the welfare of the people; to the prophets it is a deathblow to existence: to us, an episode; to them, a catastrophe, a threat to the world.

Their breathless impatience with injustice may strike us as hysteria. We ourselves witness continually acts of injustice, manifestations of hypocrisy, falsehood, outrage, misery, but we rarely grow indignant or overly excited. To the prophets even a minor injustice assumes cosmic proportions.

The Lord has sworn by the pride of Jacob:

Surely I will never forget any of their deeds.

Shall not the land tremble on this account,

And every one mourn who dwells in it,

And all of it rise like the Nile,

Be tossed about and sink again, like the Nile of Egypt?

Amos 8:7–8

Be appalled, O heavens, at this,

Be shocked, be utterly desolate, says the Lord.

For My people have committed two evils:

They have forsaken Me,

The fountain of living waters,

And hewed out cisterns for themselves,

Broken cisterns,

That can hold no water.

Jeremiah 2:12–13

They speak and act as if the sky were about to collapse because Israel has become unfaithful to God.

Is not the vastness of their indignation and the vastness of God’s anger in disproportion to its cause? How should one explain such moral and religious excitability, such extreme impetuosity?

It seems incongruous and absurd that because of some minor acts of injustice inflicted on the insignificant, powerless poor, the glorious city of Jerusalem should be destroyed and the whole nation go to exile. Did not the prophet magnify the guilt?

The prophet’s words are outbursts of violent emotions. His rebuke is harsh and relentless. But if such deep sensitivity to evil is to be called hysterical, what name should be given to the abysmal indifference to evil which the prophet bewails?

They drink wine in bowls,

And anoint themselves with the finest oils,

But they are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph!

Amos 6:6

The niggardliness of our moral comprehensions, the incapacity to sense the depth of misery caused by our own failures, is a fact which no subterfuge can elude. Our eyes are witness to the callousness and cruelty of man, but our heart tries to obliterate the memories, to calm the nerves, and to silence our conscience.

The prophet is a man who feels fiercely. God has thrust a burden upon his soul, and he is bowed and stunned at man’s fierce greed. Frightful is the agony of man; no human voice can convey its full terror. Prophecy is the voice that God has lent to the silent agony, a voice to the plundered poor, to the profaned riches of the world. It is a form of living, a crossing point of God and man. God is raging in the prophet’s words.

The Importance of Trivialities

“Human affairs are hardly worth considering in earnest, and yet we must be in earnest about them—a sad necessity constrains us,” says Plato in a mood of melancholy. He apologizes later for his “low opinion of mankind” which, he explains, emerged from comparing men with the gods. “Let us grant, if you wish, that the human race is not to be despised, but is worthy of some considerations.”*

“The gods attend to great matters; they neglect small ones,” Cicero maintains.* According to Aristotle, the gods are not concerned at all with the dispensation of good and bad fortune or external things.* To the prophet, however, no subject is as worthy of consideration as the plight of man. Indeed, God Himself is described as reflecting over the plight of man rather than as contemplating eternal ideas. His mind is preoccupied with man, with the concrete actualities of history rather than with the timeless issues of thought. In the prophet’s message nothing that has bearing upon good and evil is small or trite in the eyes of God (see here).

Man is rebellious and full of iniquity, and yet so cherished is he that God, the Creator of heaven and earth, is saddened when forsaken by him. Profound and intimate is God’s love for man, and yet harsh and dreadful can be His wrath. Of what paltry worth is human might—yet human compassion is divinely precious. Ugly though the behavior of man is, yet may man’s return to God make of his way a highway of God.

Luminous and Explosive

“Really great works,” writes Flaubert, “have a serene look. Through small openings one perceives precipices; down at the bottom there is darkness, vertigo; but above the whole soars something singularly sweet. That is the ideal of light, the smiling of the sun; and how calm it is, calm and strong! . . . The highest and hardest thing in art seems to me to be to create a state of reverie.”*

The very opposite applies to the words of the prophet. They suggest a disquietude sometimes amounting to agony. Yet there are interludes when one perceives an eternity of love hovering over moments of anguish; at the bottom there is light, fascination, but above the whole soar thunder and lightning.

The prophet’s use of emotional and imaginative language, concrete in diction, rhythmical in movement, artistic in form, marks his style as poetic. Yet it is not the sort of poetry that takes its origin, to use Wordsworth’s phrase, “from emotion recollected in tranquility.” Far from reflecting a state of inner harmony or poise, its style is charged with agitation, anguish, and a spirit of nonacceptance. The prophet’s concern is not with nature but with history, and history is devoid of poise.

Authentic utterance derives from a moment of identification of a person and a word; its significance depends upon the urgency and magnitude of its theme. The prophet’s theme is, first of all, the very life of a whole people, and his identification lasts more than a moment. He is one not only with what he says; he is involved with his people in what his words foreshadow. This is the secret of the prophet’s style: his life and soul are at stake in what he says and in what is going to happen to what he says. It is an involvement that echoes on. What is more, both theme and identification are seen in three dimensions. Not only the prophet and the people, but God Himself is involved in what the words convey.

Prophetic utterance is rarely cryptic, suspended between God and man; it is urging, alarming, forcing onward, as if the words gushed forth from the heart of God, seeking entrance to the heart and mind of man, carrying a summons as well as an involvement. Grandeur, not dignity, is important. The language is luminous and explosive, firm and contingent, harsh and compassionate, a fusion of contradictions.

The prophet seldom tells a story, but casts events. He rarely sings, but castigates. He does more than translate reality into a poetic key: he is a preacher whose purpose is not self-expression or “the purgation of emotions,” but communication. His images must not shine, they must burn.

The prophet is intent on intensifying responsibility, is impatient of excuse, contemptuous of pretense and self-pity. His tone, rarely sweet or caressing, is frequently consoling and disburdening; his words are often slashing, even horrid—designed to shock rather than to edify.

The mouth of the prophet is “a sharp sword.” He is “a polished arrow” taken out of the quiver of God (Isa. 49:2).

Tremble, you women who are at ease,

Shudder, you complacent ones;

Strip, and make yourselves bare,

Gird sackcloth upon your loins.

Isaiah 32:11

Reading the words of the prophets is a strain on the emotions, wrenching one’s conscience from the state of suspended animation.

The Highest Good

Those who have a sense of beauty know that a stone sculptured by an artist’s poetic hands has an air of loveliness; that a beam charmingly placed utters a song. The prophet’s ear, however, is attuned to a cry imperceptible to others. A clean house or a city architecturally distinguished may yet fill the prophet with distress.

Woe to him who heaps up what is not his own, . . .

Woe to him who gets evil gain for his house, . . .

For the stone cries out from the wall,

And the beam from the woodwork responds.

Woe to him who builds a town with blood,

And founds a city on iniquity!

Habakkuk 2:6, 9, 11–12

These words contradict most men’s conceptions: the builders of great cities have always been envied and acclaimed; neither violence nor exploitation could dim the splendor of the metropolis. “Woe to him . . .”? Human justice will not exact its due, nor will pangs of conscience disturb intoxication with success, for deep in our hearts is the temptation to worship the imposing, the illustrious, the ostentatious. Had a poet come to Samaria, the capital of the Northern Kingdom, he would have written songs exalting its magnificent edifices, its beautiful temples and worldly monuments. But when Amos of Tekoa came to Samaria, he spoke not of the magnificence of palaces, but of moral confusion and oppression. Dismay filled the prophet:

I abhor the pride of Jacob,

And hate his palaces,

he cried out in the name of the Lord (Amos 6:8). Was Amos, then, not sensitive to beauty?

What is the highest good? Three things ancient society cherished above all else: wisdom, wealth, and might. To the prophets, such infatuation was ludicrous and idolatrous. Assyria would be punished for her arrogant boasting:

By the strength of my hand I have done it,

And by my wisdom, for I have understanding; . . .

Isaiah 10:13

And about their own people, because “their hearts are far from Me, . . . the wisdom of the wise men shall perish” (Isa. 29:13, 14).

The wise men shall be put to shame,

They shall be dismayed and taken;

Lo, they have rejected the word of the Lord,

What wisdom is in them?

Jeremiah 8:9

Ephraim has said,

Ah, but I am rich,

I have gained wealth for myself;

But all his riches can never offset

The guilt he has incurred. . . .

Because you have trusted in your chariots

And in the multitude of your warriors,

Therefore the tumult of war shall arise among your people,

And all your fortresses shall be destroyed, . . .

Hosea 12:8; 10:13, 14

Thus says the Lord: “Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, let not the mighty man glory in his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches; but let him who glories, glory in this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am the Lord Who practice kindness, justice, and righteousness in the earth; for in these things I delight, says the Lord” (Jer. 9:23–24 [H. 9:22–23]).

This message was expressed with astounding finality by a later prophet: “This is the word of the Lord . . . : Not by might, nor by power, but by My spirit . . .” (Zech. 4:6).

One Octave Too High

We and the prophet have no language in common. To us the moral state of society, for all its stains and spots, seems fair and trim; to the prophet it is dreadful. So many deeds of charity are done, so much decency radiates day and night; yet to the prophet satiety of the conscience is prudery and flight from responsibility. Our standards are modest; our sense of injustice tolerable, timid; our moral indignation impermanent; yet human violence is interminable, unbearable, permanent. To us life is often serene, in the prophet’s eye the world reels in confusion. The prophet makes no concession to man’s capacity. Exhibiting little understanding for human weakness, he seems unable to extenuate the culpability of man.

Who could bear living in a state of disgust day and night? The conscience builds its confines, is subject to fatigue, longs for comfort, lulling, soothing. Yet those who are hurt, and He Who inhabits eternity, neither slumber nor sleep.

The prophet is sleepless and grave. The frankincense of charity fails to sweeten cruelties. Pomp, the scent of piety, mixed with ruthlessness, is sickening to him who is sleepless and grave.

Perhaps the prophet knew more about the secret obscenity of sheer unfairness, about the unnoticed malignancy of established patterns of indifference, than men whose knowledge depends solely on intelligence and observation.

The Lord made it known to me and I knew;

Then Thou didst show me their evil deeds.

Jeremiah 11:18

The prophet’s ear perceives the silent sigh.

In the Upanishads the physical world is devoid of value—unreal, a sham, an illusion, a dream—but in the Bible the physical world is real, the creation of God. Power, offspring, wealth, prosperity—all are blessings to be cherished, yet the thriving and boasting man, his triumphs and might, are regarded as frothy, tawdry, devoid of substance.

Behold, the nations are like a drop from a bucket,

And are accounted as the dust on the scales; . . .

All the nations are as nothing before Him,

They are accounted by Him as less than nothing and emptiness.

Isaiah 40:15, 17

Civilization may come to an end, and the human species disappear. This world, no mere shadow of ideas in an upper sphere, is real, but not absolute; the world’s reality is contingent upon compatibility with God. While others are intoxicated with the here and now, the prophet has a vision of an end.

I looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste and void;

To the heavens, and they had no light.

I looked on the mountains, and lo, they were quaking,

All the hills moved to and fro.

I looked, and lo, there was no man;

All the birds of the air had fled.

I looked, and lo the fruitful land was a desert;

All its cities were laid in ruins

Before the Lord, before His fierce anger.

Jeremiah 4:23–26

The prophet is human, yet he employs notes one octave too high for our ears. He experiences moments that defy our understanding. He is neither “a singing saint” nor “a moralizing poet,” but an assaulter of the mind. Often his words begin to burn where conscience ends.

An Iconoclast

The prophet is an iconoclast, challenging the apparently holy, revered, and awesome. Beliefs cherished as certainties, institutions endowed with supreme sanctity, he exposes as scandalous pretensions.

To many a devout believer Jeremiah’s words must have sounded blasphemous.

To what purpose does frankincense come to Me from Sheba,

Or sweet cane from a distant land?

Your burnt offerings are not acceptable,

Nor your sacrifices pleasing to Me.

Jeremiah 6:20

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Add your burnt offerings to your sacrifices, and eat the flesh. For in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, I did not speak to your fathers or command them concerning burnt offerings and sacrifices. But this command I gave them: Obey My voice and I will be your God, and you shall be My people; and walk in all the way that I command you, that it may be well with you.

Jeremiah 7:21–23

The prophet knew that religion could distort what the Lord demanded of man, that priests themselves had committed perjury by bearing false witness, condoning violence, tolerating hatred, calling for ceremonies instead of bursting forth with wrath and indignation at cruelty, deceit, idolatry, and violence.

To the people, religion was Temple, priesthood, incense: “This is the Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord” (Jer. 7:4). Such piety Jeremiah brands as fraud and illusion. “Behold you trust in deceptive words to no avail,” he calls (Jer. 7:8). Worship preceded or followed by evil acts becomes an absurdity. The holy place is doomed when people indulge in unholy deeds.

Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, burn incense to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not known, and then come and stand before Me in this house, which is called by My name, and say, We are delivered!—only to go on doing all these abominations? Has this house, which is called by My name, become a den of robbers in your eyes? Behold, I Myself have seen it, says the Lord. Go now to My place that was in Shiloh, where I made My name dwell at first, and see what I did to it for the wickedness of My people Israel. And now, because you have done all these things, says the Lord, and when I spoke to you persistently you did not listen, and when I called you, you did not answer, therefore I will do to the house which is called by My name, and in which you trust, and to the place which I gave to you and to your fathers, as I did to Shiloh. And I will cast you out of My sight, as I cast out all your kinsmen, all the offspring of Ephraim.

Jeremiah, 7:9–15

The prophet’s message sounds incredible. In the pagan world the greatness, power, and survival of a god depended upon the greatness, power, and survival of the people, upon the city and shrine dedicated to his cult. The more triumphs the king achieved or the more countries he conquered, the greater was the god. A god who would let enemies destroy his shrine or conquer the people who worshiped him would commit suicide.

A tribal god was petitioned to slay the tribe’s enemies because he was conceived as the god of that tribe and not as the god of the enemies. When the Roman armies were defeated in battle, the people, indignant, did not hesitate to wreck the images of their god.

The prophets of Israel proclaim that the enemy may be God’s instrument in history. The God of Israel calls the archenemy of His people “Assyria, the rod of My anger” (Isa. 10:5; cf. 13:5; 5:26; 7:18; 8:7). “Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, My servant” whom I will bring “against this land and its inhabitants” (Jer. 25:9; 27:6; 43:10). Instead of cursing the enemy, the prophets condemn their own nation.

What gave them the strength to “demythologize” precious certainties, to attack what was holy, to hurl blasphemies at priest and king, to stand up against all in the name of God? The prophets must have been shattered by some cataclysmic experience in order to be able to shatter others.

Austerity and Compassion

The words of the prophet are stern, sour, stinging. But behind his austerity is love and compassion for mankind. Ezekiel sets forth what all other prophets imply: “Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord God, and not rather than he should turn from his way and life?” (Ezek. 18:23.) Indeed, every prediction of disaster is in itself an exhortation to repentance. The prophet is sent not only to upbraid, but also to “strengthen the weak hands and make firm the feeble knees” (Isa. 35:3). Almost every prophet brings consolation, promise, and the hope of reconciliation along with censure and castigation. He begins with a message of doom; he concludes with a message of hope.*

The prominent theme is exhortation, not mere prediction. While it is true that foretelling is an important ingredient and may serve as a sign of the prophet’s authority (Deut. 18:22; Isa. 41:22; 43:9), his essential task is to declare the word of God to the here and now; to disclose the future in order to illumine what is involved in the present.*

Sweeping Allegations

If justice means giving every person what he deserves, the scope and severity of the accusations by the prophets of Israel hardly confirmed that principle. The prophets were unfair to the people of Israel. Their sweeping allegations, overstatements, and generalizations defied standards of accuracy. Some of the exaggerations reach the unbelievable.

Run to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem,

Look and take note!

Search her squares to see

If you can find a man,

One who does justice

And seeks truth; . . .

But they all alike had broken the yoke,

They had burst the bonds. . . .

From the least to the greatest of them.

Every one is greedy for unjust gain;

And from prophet to priest,

Every one deals falsely. . . .

There is nothing but oppression within her.

Jeremiah 5:1, 5; 6:13; 8:10; 6:6

In contrast to Amos, whose main theme is condemnation of the rich for the oppression of the poor, Hosea does not single out a particular section of the community.

There is no truth, no love, and no knowledge of God in the land;

Swearing and lying, killing and stealing, and committing adultery,

They break all bonds, and blood touches blood.

Hosea 4:1–2

Isaiah calls Judah a “sinful nation, . . . laden with iniquity” (1:4), “rebellious children” (30:1), “a people of unclean lips” (6:5). Indeed, the prophets have occasionally limited the guilt to the elders, princes, and priests, implying the innocence of those not involved in leadership. The assurance given in the name of the Lord,

Tell the righteous that all shall be well with them, . . .

Woe to the wicked! It shall be ill with him,

For what his hands have done shall be done to him,

is emphatically addressed to the righteous men in Israel, spoken of in the plural, as well as to the wicked individual in Israel, spoken of in the singular (Isa. 3:10–11). The exclamation in the name of the Lord, “Wicked men are found among My people!” (Jer. 5:26), betrays, it seems, a more sober appraisal of the situation and may be kept in mind as a modification of the numerous extravagant qualifications uttered by the prophets in their own names.*

Great orators in Rome had frequently manifested courage in publicly condemning the abuse of power by individuals. But the prophets challenge the whole country: kings, priests, false prophets, and the entire nation. The historical accounts in the books of Kings would certainly have referred to the moral corruption, had it been as grave as the prophets maintain.

In terms of statistics the prophets’ statements are grossly inaccurate. Yet their concern is not with facts, but with the meaning of facts. The significance of human deeds, the true image of man’s existence, cannot be expressed by statistics. The rabbis were not guilty of exaggeration in asserting, “Whoever destroys a single soul should be considered the same as one who has destroyed a whole world. And whoever saves one single soul is to be considered the same as one who has saved the whole world.”

Extremely minute, yet vital entities formerly unknown to the mind were suddenly disclosed by the microscope. What seems to be exaggeration is often only a deeper penetration, for the prophets see the world from the point of view of God, as transcendent, not immanent truth.

Modern thought tends to extenuate personal responsibility. Understanding the complexity of human nature, the interrelationship of individual and society, of consciousness and the subconscious, we find it difficult to isolate the deed from those circumstances in which it was done. But new insights may obscure essential vision, and man’s conscience grows scales: excuses, pretense, self-pity. Guilt may disappear; no crime is absolute, no sin devoid of apology. Within the limits of the human mind, relativity is true and merciful. Yet the mind’s scope embraces but a fragment of society, a few instants of history; it thinks of what has happened, it is unable to imagine what might have happened.

Few Are Guilty, All Are Responsible

What was happening in Israel surpassed its intrinsic significance. Israel’s history comprised a drama of God and all men. God’s kingship and man’s hope were at stake in Jerusalem. God was alone in the world, unknown or discarded. The countries of the world were full of abominations, violence, falsehood. Here was one land, one people, cherished and chosen for the purpose of transforming the world. This people’s failure was most serious. The Beloved of God worshiped the Baalim (Hos. 11:1–2); the vineyard of the Lord yielded wild grapes (Isa. 5:2); Israel, holy to the Lord, “defiled My land, made My heritage an abomination” (Jer. 2:3, 7).

Defining truth as the conformity of assertion to facts, we may censure the prophets for being inaccurate, incongruous, even absurd; defining truth as reality reflected in the mind, we see prophetic truth as reality reflected in God’s mind, the world sub specie dei.

Prophetic accusations are perhaps more easily understood in the light of the book of Job’s thesis that men might judge a human being just and pure, whom God, Who finds angels imperfect, would not.*

Can mortal man be righteous before God?

Can a man be pure before His Maker?

Even in His servants He puts no trust,

His angels He charges with error;

How much more those who dwell in houses of clay,

Whose foundation is in the dust,

Who are crushed before the moth. . . .

What is man, that he can be clean?

Or he that is born of a woman, that he can be righteous?

Behold God puts no trust in His holy ones,

The heavens are not clean in His sight;

How much less one who is abominable and corrupt,

A man who drinks iniquity like water!

Job 4:17–19; 15:14–16

“For there is no man who does not sin” (I Kings 8:46). “Surely there is not a righteous man on earth who does good and never sins” (Eccles. 7:20).

It is with a bitter sense of the tremendous contrast between God’s righteousness and man’s failure that the psalmist prays:

Enter not into judgment with Thy servant;

For no man living is righteous before Thee.

Psalm 143:2

Men are greatly praised when worthy of being reproved. Only a strong heart can bear bitter invectives.

Above all, the prophets remind us of the moral state of a people: Few are guilty, but all are responsible. If we admit that the individual is in some measure conditioned or affected by the spirit of society, an individual’s crime discloses society’s corruption. In a community not indifferent to suffering, uncompromisingly impatient with cruelty and falsehood, continually concerned for God and every man, crime would be infrequent rather than common.

The Blast from Heaven

To a person endowed with prophetic sight, everyone else appears blind; to a person whose ear perceives God’s voice, everyone else appears deaf. No one is just; no knowing is strong enough, no trust complete enough. The prophet hates the approximate, he shuns the middle of the road. Man must live on the summit to avoid the abyss. There is nothing to hold to except God. Carried away by the challenge, the demand to straighten out man’s ways, the prophet is strange, one-sided, an unbearable extremist.

Others may suffer from the terror of cosmic aloneness; the prophet is overwhelmed by the grandeur of divine presence. He is incapable of
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