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DIGEST 

The existential launching point of an investigation into 

prophetic origins has been and remains directly related to 

the immediate absence of prophetic experience . It then 

becomes crucial to explain fro m where it has come , in order 

to explain where .it has gone. At one time in a world where 

the authority of revelation was supreme, any explanation given 

in the name of suc h authority by recognized leaders of its 

institutions, would naturally, without question, be accepted. 

With the advent of the mQdern age however, we no longer 

accept the authority of tradition. Empiricism has become the 

standard of our science, and science has become the Torah of 

our belief. Consequently, assiduous scholarly efforts have 

put such an abundance of evidence upon the tables that we are 

moved beyond reasonable doubt to view prophecy as indeed the 

child of our own human invention. Indeed, scholars in the 

fields of psychology, sociology, anthropology, philosophy and 

even theology, have proposed serious and substantial theories 

tracing the phenomenon of prophecy back to human origins. 

In part, aside from the panoply of diagnoses linking 

certain specific prophetic personalities with a s undry of 

psychotic maladies, psychologists have shown significant 

correlations between the stimulation of specific areas of the 

brain and the experience of supernatural-like foci, Similar 

correlations have linked particular prophetic ex'i(eriences to 

t 
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those commonly associated with epilepsy, 

Sociologists, mak ing use of their own as well as 

anthropological research, have shown prophecy to be a 

universal phenomenon- occu rring throughou t history, even into 

the modern day. They suggest t hat prophecy is a society's 

response to social, political and or economic instability . 

Prophecy accordingly, is not only a product o f human 

invention, but it is legitimated and governed a ccording ~o a 

society's perception of its own social need . 

Maimonides, as a scholar of philosophy, o ffered t hat 

prophecy is the transmission of natural laws o f governance 

through the human medium of a rationally guided imagination 

upon achieving superior i nte llectual, mo ral and emotional 

preparation. And theol ogian s like Mordecai Kaplan, found t hat 

prophecy arose out of t he human e ndeavor towards potentiality, 

denying any s upernatural i nvolvement at a ll. 

Ulti mately, all t hese theories have one thing in co111J11on, 

(as do even t hose theological theories which maintain God's 

r o le as a c tual and interactive.) That is , t hey all , even i f 

subconsciously, originate in man looking for the voice o f God, 

Of course , to the extent that we have come to enjoy and rely 

upon our modern autonomy, God's voice may continue to reaain 

unheard . Only those who hav e not mistaken the silence for 

God's absence , who engage the silent dialogue, will eventually 

succeed. I 
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CHAPTER 1 

OF NEURONS AND PSYCHOSIS: 

" Whenever a man ' s life is at once sufficiently 
illustrious and recorded with sufficient fullness 
to be a subject of profitable study, he inevitably 
falls into the morbid category . And it is 
worthy of remark that, as a rule, the greater the 
genius, t he greater the unsoundness." 

J. F. Nisbet, 

The Insanity of Genius, 1893 

f 
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Were the Israelite prophets mentally unsound? Consider t h is 

observation by Max Weber in 1952, 

"The prophets e ngaged i n strange activities .. . 

Jeremiah publicly smashed a jug, buried a belt and 

dug t he putrid belt up again, he wen t around wi th 

a yoke around h is neck, other prophets we n t around 

wi th iron horns, or like Isa iah for a long time, 

naked. Still others, like Za c har iah inflicted 

wounds upo n themse l ves, still o thers were inspired 

to consume f i 1th, 1 ike Ezekiel. They screamed 

( karah ) thei r p r o phec ies a loud to the world, partly 

in i ndistinguishable words, partly in i mprecations, 

threats, and benedictions with sal iva runn ing f r om 

their mouths ... now murmuring or stammer i ng. They 

desc ribed visual and auditory hallucinations and 

a bnormal sensations of taste and f eeling of diverse 

sort s (Ezek. 3:2). They felt as if they were 

float i ng .. or borne through the air . .. Above all, 

they heard sounds (Ezek . 3:12ff . ; Jer. 4:19), voices 

(Is. 40 : 3ff .) both single ones and dialogues , 

especially often, however, words and commands 

addressed to themselves ." 1 

( 
1Kax Weber, Ancient Israel. 1952 p . 286-287. 
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If the names were different , we might not be hard pressed to 

associate Weber's observations with the behavior o f any o ne 

of t he hundreds of " abnormal" folk who walk the streets of 

New York City every day- people, we as a modern society label 

"mentally unsound". Yet to observe the average interac tion 

between the " norm_al" New Yorker on t he stree t and h is 

"abnormal" fellow, one would be hard pressed to ascert ain any 

sense of alarm on the part of the forme r when coming i nto 

contact with the latter. In New York, t his kind of abnormal 

behavior blends into the background. It is not mainstream 

perhaps, but neither is it cause f o r concern. 

As a definition, abnormality is t hat behavior or pattern wh ich 

crosses beyond a given society's recognized range of 

acceptability . 2 As such, " .. psychological abnoraality is not 

an absolute but a relative concept, c hanging from century to 

century and fro• society to societ.y . " 3 In defining and 

2There are four generally accepted criteria for defining 
abnor■al behavior: 1) Norm Violation- any substantial deviation 
froa the society' a noras or its accepted standards for proper 
c onduct . 2) Statistical Rarity- any substantial deviation fro■ the 
statietically calculated average behavior in that social group. 
3) Personal discoafort- any behavior that causes distress to the 
person responsible tor the behavior. 4) behavior that falls abort 
of a theoretical ideal of opti■ua psycbolo.ical adjust■ent. 
(Bootzin. Abnormal Psychology) With the exception of nuaber 3. all 
the other criteria can be aucceaafully argued in favor of prophetic 
behavior if restricting such behavior to a recognized subgroup 
within the society. 

'Richard Bootzin, AbnoJ'Ml Pa7cholog7; Current Perapectivea. 
1980 p.3. 
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explaining abnormal behavior, societies must rely upon their 

own prevailing beliefs and systems. Thus when approaching 

prophetic activity, different cultures throughout history have 

understood it for example as the product of divine possession 

or conversely of ultimate rational a c hievemen.t.-,- of a 

maladjusted sex drive, or of a biochemical imbalance wi thin 

the bra.in. 

Since the eighteenth century, Western society has developed 

multiple psychological theories explaining abnormal behavior. 

Despite their differences, they al l reflect the modern , 

secular , scientifi c age. They share a common base in seeking 

answers in natural events- such as disturbances within the 

body or in human relationships- rather than in supernatural 

inspiration. Consequently, within the developing world of 

psychology, prophecy c ould no longer be acc epted as the word 

of God. It would instead become a symptom, for which many a 

naturalist theory would be proposed. 

At the root of these theories, are several basic assumptions. 

Foremost is that abnormal behavior is indicative of someone 

suffering from a malady, from something gone wrong. Second 

is that abnormal behavior is divisible into .recognizable 

categories by a specific syndrome or set of sym.ptoas. And 

third is that each of these categories has a discernable and 

( 
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natural cause.• 

This said, there a Fe two fu9damenta l approac hes within 

psychology, both of which engage the concept o f abnormality . 

The physiologic al approach traces abnormal behavior back to 

an organic , biological mal functioning. The psychoanalytic 

approac h on the other hand, with al l its myriad of schools, 

f ocuses upon the relative l y intangible psychological processes 

whic h result from a subject 's interactions with and within h is 

environment. 

The problem with both of these genres however, lies in t he 

questionable tendency, on t he part of their respective 

proponents, to endow the i r t heories with a universal qual i ty 

whic h necessarily is mean t to transcend the whole of human 

history. There is a fundamental fallacy in this. For in 

viewing the realit ies o f an earlier soc iety through the eyes 

of a latter society's standards and technology, we inevitably 

reinterpret events in ways which they who first experienced 

them were almost always unaware . Simply stated, for exaaple, 

prophetic behavior in both its e c static and non-ecstatic forms 

did not always carry the stigma of representing something 

waiting to be cured. 

4 ibid, chapter 1 . r 
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In fact, Heschel, in his work, The Prophets Volume II, noted 

that in ancient Greek culture for one, "abnormal" prophetic 

behavior was highly regarded. It had an inherent value, 

something worth preserving, not fixing. According to the 

Greek philosophers, "madness," as associations with the Greek 

understanding of the word prophecy would i mply, 5 was regarded 

tn Greek society as the highest state of spiritual 

receptivity. 6 For the philosophers it was apparently greater 

in value than even the product o f reason, ", .. as the ancients 

testify, is madness superior to reflection, for reflection is 

only human, but madness springs from the gods. '17 

find in the same wo rk that Socrates observed, " 

Thus , lo'e 

prophecy 

5The word prophet is derived from the word prophetes an agent
noun which appears in Greek texts as early. as the fifth century 
BCE. It is presumed to be formed from the verb pbemi "to speak", 
or "to say" with the prefix 'pro' meaning, "before", or "forth". 
Because the prefix 'pro' is ambiguous, the meaning of prophetes 
must be learned from the contexts of its earliest uses. There it 
is used in connection with those who served as oracles for Apollo 
and Zeus. The prophetes proclaimed and interpreted divine 
messages, which sometimes dealt with t he future, and t hey were 
means for t he people to contact the gods. In the Septuagint, the 
word prophetes is consistently used to translate the Hebrew word 
nabi. Apparently without making a distinction between prophetic 
roles, it is also used to translate roeh and bozeh, [lChron. 26:28; 
2Cbron . 16:7,10; 19:2; 29:25 1 30; 35:15] and it is used once to 
translate •alak. [2Chron. 36:15 ) Robert Wilson, Prophecy and 
Society in Ancient Israel pp. 22-23. In its hi thpael form, [ as 
found in !Sam, 10:5,6), the Greek translation renders the word habi 
as, "to behave like a prophet, or to prophesy ecstatically" It is 
of interesting note that the word 'ecstasy' is derived from a Greek 
compound meaning, "to set or stand out", thus "to put out of place, 
derange" or "to be beside oneself". Bernhard Anderson, 
Understanding the Old Testpent. p. 250 f 'ootnote 4. 

1Abraha.a Be~chel, The Prophets Volume II, 1962 p,lf 2, 

7ibid . p.172; Phadrus, p,244 ff , 
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is a madness , and the prophetess at Delphi and the priestess 

at Dodona when out of their senses have conferred great 

benefits on Hellas, both in public and in private life, but 

when in their senses, few or none," 8 Similarly minded , Plato 

was al so to latter comment i n Timaeus, (71), " ... no man, when 

in his wits, attains prophetic truth and i nspiration,; but 

when he receives the inspired word, either his intelligence 

i s enthralled in sleep, or he is demented by some distemper 

or possession." 9 

Ancient I srael had a similarly positive appreciation for t he ir 

own prophetic institutions, Indeed the works of the prophets 

were cano nized , And i nasmuch as t he Septuagint's 

col laborators chose to make blanket use of the Greek word 

prophetes for all categories of Israelite prophecy, we may 

assume that though they too recognized the "abnormality" of 

the prophets behavior, they saw nothing innately pathological 

about it. 

Yet naturalist, secular science, does not accept the notion 

of the supremacy of context, wherein one society's sickness 

may, with equal validity, be another 's revelation , It argues 

for the timeless universality of scientific truth. 

9 ibid. p.172. 

9 ibid. p . 171. 

( 
I 

In other 
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words , had our forebears known then what we know now, t hey too 

would have undoubtedly looked for natural c ausation rather 

than supernatural influence, Since they did not know from 

neurons and psychoanalysis two thousand years ago, everything 

necessar ily relied upon a supernatural explanation . They, not 

we, were simply ignorant. (A condition as curable as the 

behavior they sought to c ano n ize.) 

As regards the truths revealed with t he discovery of " neurons 

and psychoanalysis," several hypotheses have been posed by our 

modern s cienc e to help explain the propheti c phenomenon, 

Although there is a wealth of l iterature which e xamines t he 

prophetic personality through the psychodynamic, behavioral, 

humanistic-ex istential and psycho-physical perspectives, I 

will deal primarily only with the latter. Evidence for 

conclusions drawn wi t hin any of the first three fields must 

necessarily be of the utmost immediacy for any real accuracy , 

Relying only upon what the text provides us does no t allow for 

true or ethical analysis. 

I accept the c aution of Abraham Heschel who warned, 

"The scientific hazards involved in the attempt to 

expose, on the basis of literary remains, the 

subconscious life of a person who lived thousands 

of years ago are so stupendous as to make the 

undertaking foolhardy. . • one would have to take (into 

,, 
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personalities 

the 

t he 

analysis o f the prophetic 

tremendous distance and 

dissimilarity in relation to words, in historic 

perspective, in intensity o f emotion, and in 

spiritual sensitivity." 10 

I would only add, and authorship. 

THE PSYCHO-PHYSIOLOGICAL CASE FOR ECSTACY: 

9 

Ecstatic behavior has long been associated with the I srael ite 

prophets. According to Max Weber, 

"Psychologically viewed, most pre-Exile prophets 

were e cstatic men. At least, Hosea, Isa iah, 

Jeremiah and Ezekiel professed to be and undoubtedly 

were. Without gross carelessness, one may safely 

assume that all were ecstatics, though of various 

kinds and i n different degr ee." 11 

Maintaining that ecstasy was c haracteristic of all Israelite 

prophets, including even the latte r writing prophets, Gunkel, 

quoted by H. H. Rowley in the Servant o f the Lord,(London , 

1952, p.93) stated, "The fundamental experience of all types 

of prophecy is ecstacy ." 

10Abrahaa Beachel, The Prophets Vol. II, 1962 p.17f · 

11Max Weber, Ancient Judaism , 1952 p.286. 

-
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On the other hand, there have also been those scholars who 

have said the exact opposite. For them, ecstacy played a very 

limited role. They have denied that ecstac y had anything to 

do with t he experience of the latter writing prophets at all, 

or if it did exist in the latter prophets' time, it could only 

at most be applied to the false prophets . 12 

Of those who have argued for the pervasiveness of e c stacy 

throughout the overall prophetic experience, some have 

contended that there was a qualitative difference between the 

ecstatic experience of the early and t'.1en of t he latter 

prophets. And of these, there are some who insist that even 

though the writing prophets may have experienced mild t hough 

infrequent forms of ecstacy, we mus t make a clear distinction 

between the content of the prophets' words and the process 

through which their words were received . 13 Along these lines, 

still others have argued that although ecstacy had a role, the 

prophets experienced their ecstacy first, and only latter 

produced rational orations describing the experience. 14 

12Robert Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel, 1980 
p.7; Robert R. Wilson, "Prophecy and Ecstacy: A Reexaainatio,n" 
(Journal of Biblical Literature VolW11e 98), 1979 p.321-323 . 

13ibid. 

14Robinson, "The Ecstatic Eleaents in Old Teataaent Prophecy" , 
(The Expo■itor. Eighth aeries, No. 123), March 1921, p.235. Quoted { 
in Beachel, The Prophets, Voluae II p,125. 
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Regardless of which theory is most accurate, all of them 

acknowledge that during at least o ne point i n the I sraelite 

prophetic experience, ecstacy played some significant ro le. 

And clearly, as regards the accounts of the b 'nei nebi i m, 

ecstatic behavior was the venue of their day. 

According to Robert Wilson , "In ecstacy, the prophet becomes 

dissociated from his normal state and enters some sort of 

supra-no rmal relationship with God." The transition involves 

the loss of consciousness, physiological co llapse, obsessive 

or compulsi ve actions, garbled speech, and v isions or 

hal lucinations. 15 Weber observed t ha t., " .•. when t he spirit 

came over them, the prophets experienced facial contortions, 

the ir breath failed t hem , and occasionally the y fell to t he 

ground unconscious, for a time deprived of vision and speech, 

writhing in cramps.(Is. 21)" 16 Some li ke Ezekiel (3: 15), or 

Saul ( lSam , 19:24 ), wou ld end up lying paralyzed for a day or 

even more . 

Why? As regards the bene nebiim, evidence suggests that the 

music ( lSam . 10:5) which accompanied their ecstacy, may have 

15Robert Wilson, " Prophec y and Ecstacy: a Reexaminatio n ", 
(Journal of Biblical Literatuu Voluae 98) , 1979, p.324f 

11Max Weber, Ancient Judaiaa. 1 952 p.286. 
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had much to do with their behavior. In 1961, Andrew Neher17 

conducted an experiment utilizing auditory driving, exposing 

subjects to loud and rapid drumming. The resulting modified 

electrical brain rhythms were shown to produce feelings of 

fear, disgust, pleasure, hallucinations, and even epileptic 

seizures. 

Twenty-five years latter, Felicitas Goodman18 , using a gourd 

rattle instead of drums, produced similar results. Within 

fifteen minutes of rattling, the majority of subjects had 

dropped to the floor- shivering and twitching. "Those on 

their knees would rock up and down, their faces flushed; some 

had cold and stiff hands and feet. 1119 Some of the subjects 

eventually experienced hallucinations. After the rattling, 

"The body and head were heavy, eyes would not stay open, and 

when they finally did, everything was too bright, very 

luminous or fuzzy, the latter doubtless a result of the 

11Andrew Neher, "Auditory Driving Observed with Scalp 
Electrodes in Normal Subjects", (Electroencephalography and 
Clinical Neurophysiology Volume 13), 1961 pp.449-451, also ''A 
Physiological Explanation of Unusual Behavior in Ceremonies 
Involving Drums" (Bu■an Biology Volume 34), 1962 pp.151-160 ; As 
cited in David Wulff, Psychology of Religion, 1991 pp .76-77 . 

18Felicitas Goodaan, "Body Posture and the Religious Altered 
State of Consciou_sne••= An Experiaental Investigation", 

(Journal of Huaaniatic Pa7cholog7 Volume 26 (3)), 1986 pp.81-118 ; 
David Wulff, Psxcholog7 of Religion. 1991 p.77 , { 

Uibid. pp.77, 88. 
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dilated pupils'' 20 

All this, Goodman attributed to aud itory driving, although 

she, Neher a nd others acknowledged the influence of other 

factors as we 11. As Wulff points out, the ''v i gorous and 

pro l o nged movement p a tter:1s," t h e "excitement and s tress" 

often found in ecstatic rituals, all contribute t o the 

increase in heart and breathing rates, the modified bloo d 

chemistry, the disturbed sense of balance and equilibrium, and 

the eventual point of breakdown as evidenced by a sudden 

c hange in the individual's personality . 21 

Epileptics , in varying degrees, are also known to expe r ience 

t h e symptoms described by Wilson and Weber . In fact , the 

often striking similarities have led several scholars22 to 

postulate that perhaps t he ecst atic prophet's behavior stemmed 

not so much from a super-natural encou nter with God, as much 

as it d id from an epileptic seizure . 

OF EPILEPSY : 

Histor i c ally, descriptions and t heories of epilepsy appear as 

20ibid, pp . 77, 89. 

21David Wulff, Psychology of Reli g i on : Classic and Contemporary 
Views, 1991 p.78. 

22For exaaple, Yehezkeil Kaufaann, The Religion of fsrael. 
1960 p.275; T,B. Robinson, Prophecy and the Prophets , 1923 p ,36. 

-
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early as 400 BCE. 23 Al t h o ugh t here i s no longer t hought to 

exis t an "epileptic personality" per se, 24 clinica l lore had 
., 

characterized the ''cl a ss i c" epileptic personality as one who 

was impu lsive , suspicious, egoc entric , prone to explosive 

irritab il ity, viscosity of intelle ct and e motion , as well as 

excessive religiosity. 2 S 

As regards at least this last c haracte r is tic, it is not 

su rprising tha t epilepsy h a s l ong been assoc iated with some 

of t h e world ' s greatest religious leaders. 

Muhammad are two prominent examples. 26 

Saint Paul and 

Apparently, such 

associations were not hard to make. Consider for examp l e G. 

Murphy's observa tions and conclusion : 

Fi r st, the epilep tic attack, p r eceded by i ts 

momentary " aura" or warning, and man ifesting itself 

in violent convulsions, with the loss of c onscious

ness, imme d iately s ugges ts t hat a spiri t has entered 

the body . .. On the o ther hand , the attack may t ake , 

s o to speak , a substitute form; instead of losing 

consciousness, the patient suffers what is c al l ed 

23c . Kornetsky, Pharmacology: Drugs Affecting Be~avior , 1976. 

2'Richard Bootzin, Abnor■al PsYchology: Current Per spectives, 
1980 p.467 . 

25ibid, p . 91. 

28David Wulff, Psychology of Religion: Classic and ContJ.porar:r 
Views, 1991 p.91. 

,, 
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an "epileptic equivalent". In these conditions he 

is just as t ruly "out of his mind " as in the forme r ; 

he becomes dissociated, is "c onfused, and often 

undergoes a tremendous emotional upheaval. Some

times he ... passes t hrough a deep, genuine, and 

profoundly impressive religious experience. This 

not only sets its mark upon the charac ter of t he 

patient, bu t may, if the people near by are 

rel igiously minded, con vinc e t hem that a prophet is 

i n truth before them. 27 

15 

Hence , epilepsy had over time earned the epithet of the 

"Sacred Disease". 

Epilepsy however is not in itself a disease. It is rather a 

disorder of t he central nervous system arising from abnormal 

electrical a c tiv ity in brain ne urons. The seizures and 

convulsions associated with epilepsy are due to a disruption 

in the neuron's electrical and physio-c hemical activity. 29 

Though it is possible to identify triggers tor epileptic 

seizures, (blows to the head, high fevers , hyperventilation, 

hypoglycemia, alcohol , sleep deprivation, cer tain musical 

21G. Murphy, Journal of Philoaophy, 1928 p.339. As cited in 
David Wolf, Paychology of Religion; Cla11ic and Conte■porar7 View■, 
1991 p.90. 

28Richard Bootzi.n, Abnoraal Pa7cholocu current ~erapeq{ivea, 
1980 p . 456. 
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notes, or flashing light sequences, ) 29 as it is also possible 

to record abnormally high electrical activity in certain areas 

of the brain during seizures, the exact ~eason for why these 

triggers work, or why they affect the neurons the way they do, 

is not very well understood. 30 

There is strong evidence however, that certain epilepsies are 

associated with particular personality types. Epilepsy 

originating in t he temporal lobe for example, is associated 

with emotionalism, compulsiveness, and a concern with issues 

of conscience-31 the classic prophetic personality. While 

psychomotor epilepsy on the other hand, is often associated 

with personality disturbances, 

A psychomotor episode is usually preceded by an aura, or 

warning, and lasts several minutes or seconds , During the 

episode a person loses contact with reality, though appears 

normal because of automatic participation in some mechanical 

type of activity . When the person gains awareness, he is 

completely amnesic as regards the episode. At times however, 

".. psychomotor epileptics may show bizarre I schizophrenic-

29 ibid. p. 4 5 7 • 

30charles Levinthal, The Phxsiological Approach in PaYchologx , 
1979 p.34. 

31Rich•rd Bootzin, Abnoraal PaYCholosx; current Perspectiveaf 
1980 p.458. 
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like behavior, such as public disrobing and urination, 

hallucinations and paranoid delusions, and possibly violent 

aggression. " 32 Though amnesia ~ould tend to be antithetical 

in the case of a prophet, bizarre behavior, hallucinations, 

violent aggression , and certainly passion, are alL .typical of 

the prophets. 

The most common type of epilepsy is Grand Hal which is 

experienced in four successive stages. First an aura phase, 

lasting about a minute, is followed by a tonic phase in which, 

" .. the person's body becomes very rigid-with arms 

flexed, legs outstretched, and fists clenched- and 

undergoes strong muscular contractions." During this 

short time, breathing stops. With the next phase, 

( clonic), " . . breathing resumes and the muscles begin 

to contract and relax in a rhythmic way, causing the 

body to jerk in. violent and rapid generaliz"ed 

spasms. " 33 

This phase also lasts about a minute. 

In the last phase, (coma), the " •• convulsions dissipate • 

•.• the muscles slowly relax while the patient remains 

unconscious." When the patient a.wakens, 1:,hey are often 

32ibid. 

"ibid. p.458. r 
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c onfused, exhausted and sleepy . 

can occur several ti mes a day . 34 

I n some cases , such e pisodes 

Je rem iah, I sa i ah, Ezek1e ! 

and Saul, a:-e a 1 1 reco rded t o have experienc ed conv'Jl s tons , 

and o r pe r iods of unconsc iousness. 

From t h e sourc es sighted a bove, it i s possible t o rl r aw up the 

followi ng c har t o f similari ties between epilepti c a nd ec s tatic 

behavior, as we ll as to then pair t h e m wi:.h some examples o f 

prophe tic experi ences as found i n the Bi ble. 

Co-on Epileptic 
Sy-.pto111s 

Co-on Ecstatic 
Behavior 

Au ra/warning 

Violent 
convulsions 

Dissociated . 
confused 

Loss of 
consciousness/ 
co■a 

Public disrobing, 
urination 

particular sensory 
experience, or a
wareness of '' funny 
feeling" o r fear. 

facial contortions, 
writhing in crs.aps 

dissociated fro■ 
nor■al state, 
garbled speech 

Loss of consciousness. 
physiological collapse, 
lying paralyzed 

obsessive/co■pulsive 

actions 

Prophet ic Exampl e 
and Source 

"The Lord put out Hi s hand Md 
touched ■y ■outh ... ''( Jer . 1:9 ); 
",. and there the band of the 

Lo rd fell upon ae. " (Ezek . 8: 1 ) 

"O ■Y suffering, my suffering! 
How I writhe ! .. ; All my bones 
are t re■bling . . "(Jer. 4:19; 
23: 9) ; "Therefore ■y loins are 
seized with treabl i ng, I a.a 
gripped by pangs .. '' (Is. 21:3) 

"Thereupon the spirit of the 
Lord gripped hi ■, and he 
spoke in ecstacy . . " 
(lSaa.1~: 10) 

11 
•• a.nd be lay naked all that 

day and night." ( lSa.a, 19:24 ) 
" .. for seven days I sat there 
stunned .. . " (Ezek, 3 : 15) 

" .. My servant Isaiah bas gone 
naked and barefoot for t hree 
years •. " (Is. 20 : 3) i 
(lSu.19:24, see above) 



Coaaon Epileptic Coaaoo Ecstatic 
Snptoaa Behavior 

Hallucinat ions Sa.ae 

Violent Frenzy, 
aggress ion flage llantisa •.. 

Profound Sa.ae 
religious 
experience 

Prophetic Exaaple 
and Source 
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"I saw ay Lord standing by the 
alter .. "(Aaos 9:1); Jer. 
chap . 1; Zech. chaps;l- 6; 
Ezek. chaps. 1, 37 , 40 ... 

" . . and Elijah took tbea down . . 
and slaughtered thea there." 
( lKings 18 : 40); " •. (Elisha) 
cursed tbea .. ,thereupon two 
s he-bear s . . aangled f or ty- t wo 
children . "(2Kings 2:24) 

All 

E■otionalisa, 
Issues of 
conscience 

Heightened e■otionaJ is■ All , 

Fear of episodes ** 

(Li t e rary prophets) 

"The doorposta would shake at 
t he sound of the one who 
called •• I c ried 'Woe i s ae; 
I aa lost! .. '"(Is. 6:10); 
"Jonah, however, started to 
flee .. "(Jonah 1:3) 

If we were to base a conclusion on t he physical, behavioral 

similarities alone, we might be mo ved to conclude that the 

prophets did indeed suffer troa epilepsy , If we were to take 

into c onsideration the opinion whic h further identifies the 

prophet 1 s revelation as an unconscious attempt to come to 

ter■s with the mysterious, quasi-supernatural-l i ke experiences 

of his own personal, physical epi leptic encounters, 35 the 

sswilliaa Boven, 1919 . As cited by David Wulff, P1zc£olog7 
Religion; c1a11ic and Cont,aporau Views. 1991 p.92. 

of 
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conclusion seems all the more plausible . Needless to say, the 

presence of such unconscious .associations could in and of 

themselves evolve into a disorder of the mos t dramatic 

psychological dimensions. 

THE TEMPORAL LOBES: 

We have already discussed how epilepsy , originating in the 

temporal lobe, is associated with the c lassic prophetic 

personality- one which reflects emotionalism, compulsiveness, 

and a concern with issues of conscience. Research has also 

shown that t hose affected by temporal lobe epilepsy have an 

increased or, " ••• excessive concern with detail, a sense that 

events have great personal significance and are under divine 

guidance, (they also have) ... a tendency tow~rd repetition, a 

deepening of all emotions, and tendencies toward guilt and 

hypermoralism. " 36 

According to neuropsychologist Michael Persinger, it is the 

temporal lobe itself which ia the universal point of origin 

of. all we perceive as religious and or mystical experience. 

In hie own words, "The God experience is an artifact of 

"D. Bear, and P. Fedio·, "Quantitative Analysis of lnterict~f 
Behavior in Teaporal Lobe Epilepay" (Archive■ of Neurology 34) 
1977 pp.454-487. Aa cited in David Wulff, P■rcholocr of Religion. 
1991. 

--1 
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transient changes i n the temporal lobe. " 37 Or, as it would 

apply to biblical prophec~, revelation as experienced by the 

prophets was simply the natural manifestation of electrical 

abnormalities centered primarily in the right temporal lobes 

of their brains. 

Through his experiments, Persinger et al. has shown strong 

correlations between abnormally high electrical activity 

occurring in the temporal lobes and those subjects who we~e 

i dentified with significant religious beliefs, mystical 

experiences and a strong sense of presence of another being. 38 

Similarly, significant correlations were also shown between 

patients who experienced the presence of temporal lobe foci 

(i.e . visions or inexplicable odors,) and those who were 

identified with mystical experiences, t he sense of presence 

of another being, and a heightened i nterest in writing. 39 

31Hichael Persinger, Neurops7chological Bases of God Beliefs, 
p.136. As cited in David Wulff, Ps7cbolog7 of Religion, 1991 

38M. Persinger and K. Makarec, "Temporal Lobe signs: 
Electroenceph&lographic Validity and Enhanced Scores in Special 
Populations" (Perceptual and Notor Skills Voluae 60), 1985 PP• 831-
842. Aa ci~ed in David Wulff, Pa7cholog7 of Religion, 1991 p.95. 

3'M. Persinaer, and K. Maltarec, "Te■poral Lobe Epileptic tigns 
and Correlative Behavior■ -Diapl_a7ed b7 Noraa_l Populations" , Jo rnal 
or Oeaeral P•7cbolo17, · 1987, Vol 11~, p.179-196, cited in avid 
Wultf, Parcholocr ·of Relicion. P• 94-95 
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It is widely held that the right hemisphere, and in particular 

the right temporal lobe, is the seat of visual-spatial 

capacities, musical ability, and emotional response. The left 

hemisphere on the other hand is widely regarded as the c enter 

of rational thinking, of logical analysis and of verbal and 

mathematical ability. Julian Jaynes, 40 focusing on the 

dichotomy of functions between the right and the left 

hemispheres of the brain, and particularly capitalizing on the 

faculties of the right temporal lobe, postulates that 

revelation was a hallucinatory proc ess of the right hemisphere 

during times of c r i sis, which was experienced as providential 

messages from the gods, by the left, This process of 

conversion desc ribes what Jaynes calls the bicameral mind, 

In his theory, humanity as a species only began to evolve from 

the exclusive possession of a bicameral mind, to the 

possession of a mind capable of self-reflective consciousness, 

around the period of 1000 BCE and forward . Accordingly, where 

Jaynes cites Amos as an example of '' •.. pure bicameral speech, 

beard by an illiterate desert berds■an and dictated to a 

scribe,"41 Jaynes points out that six centuries latter , by 200 

BCE, Ecclesiastes represented a work not only filled wl th 

subjectivity, but a work which hardly ever mentioned God at 

40Julian Jaynes, The Oricin of Consciouaneaa in the reakdown 
of the liPeMral Mind. 1976. 

0 ibid. p.296. 
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all- thus demonstrating a significant evo lution of process. 

Is it possible that the voice the prophe.ts heard, sprang from 

their own right temporal lobe? David Wulff suggests t hat 

experiments including the one in which patients, who upon t he 

stimulation of their right temporal lobe with a mild electric 

current, frequently reported hearing, " ... hazy voices coming 

from some strange and unknown place ... , " as wel 1 as other 

experiments in which the hallucinatory effects of LSD were 

diminished as a result of the removal of a patient's right 

temporal lobe, 42 ( where no loss of effect was experienced with 

the removal of the left one,) seems to suggest that it is 

indeed the case! 

TOWARD A CONCLUSION: 

Undoubtedly, the biology of our bodies has a direct and 

pervading effect on what we sense and in the way that we 

perceive what we sense. Yet, to the extent that we allow 

ourselves to seek answers in the aeasurable truths of our 

physiology, we also open ouraelves up to the significant and 

consuming danger of what Williaa Jaaes had termed "Medical 
. 

Materialiaa." That is, attendant with the need to reduce 

everything to a biological, org.anic cause, is the subsequent 

•
1»avid Wulff, P1xcholocx of Belicion; Claaaic and Conteaporarr 

Viewa, 1991 p.100. 
f 
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tendency to trivialize that which is of otherwise significant 

religious importance. With words of warning, James observed 

how, ttMedical materialism finishes •up Saint Paul by calling 

his vision on the road to Damascus a discharging lesion of the 

occipital cortex, he being an epileptic."'3 

James continued, 

"Scientific theories are organically c onditioned 

just as muc h as religious emotions are; ... So of 

all our raptures and our dryness, our longings and 

pan tings, our questions and beliefs. They are 

equally o rganically founded, be they of religious 

or non-religious content.tt According to medical 

materialism," .. . none of our thoughts and feelings, 

not even our sc ienti fie doctrines I not even our dis

beliefs, could retain any value as revelations of 

the truth, for every one of them without exception 

flows from the state of their possessor's body at 

the time. "4<1 

The key, as Jaaes, Beachel, and others have taught , and as I 

have alluded to in the beginning of this chapter, is that 

although we auat not ignore all that scientific discovery has 

43Will iaa Jaaes, The Varieties of Bel,igioua Experience, 1902 

"ibid. p, 14. f 
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to offer, at least as regards religious experience, we must 

always judge the event by its affect. Regardless of t he 

organic cause of Amos' call to righteousness, it is the affect 

it inspired within the people t hen 1 and ourselves now, t hat 

is of ultimate i mportanc e . 

Consider what Abraham Hesc hel has written, ttNeurosis should 

be regarded as that which c hal lenges an artist rather t han as 

that which makes him an artist. It was not Isaiah w,ho 

produced prophecy, it was prophecy whic h produced Isaiah.tt45 

The significance is not in the neuros is, but in what a person 

does with it, how they rise above it. 

Rober t Wilson notes , 

".,. to many Western psychiatrists any talk of spirit 

possession is abnormal and an indication that the 

possessed individual is out of touch with reality,,. 

In addition I the c haracteristic behavior of 

intermediaries has a parallel in the West in the 

behavior of acute schizophrenics. Therefore, it is 

common for Western psyc hiatrists to conclude that 

all intermediaries are full-fledged psychotics or 

at least suffer from some sort of psychological 

abnoraality. Yet, where possession is considered 

• 5Abrahaa He■chel, The Prophets Voluae II, 1962 p.188. I 

-



normal, society has standards by which they judge 

how a possessed person is supposed to act. As long 

as the intermed iary acts in s uch a way, he is 

considered well-adjusted mentall y and socially," 46 

26 

If we see the prophets as sick or as anything other than what 

they were in the eyes of their contemporaries, then we are 

unfairly judging them by values and perceptions that would be 

as alien to them as their behavior might appear to us. It is 

perhaps the greatest act of sacrilege then, to judge biblical 

standards by our own twentieth century biases. Ultimately, 

the question s hould not be whether or not the prophets were 

hearing the voices of psychosis, but rather, c onsidering the 

universal, timeless nature and endurance of t heir words, why 

we don't hear them too. 

( 
41Robert Wilson, PropJlec:y and Society in Ancient Israel, 11ao 

p.44. 



CHAPTER 2 

PROPHETIC AUTHORITY: 

A aoc10-a~thropo1og1ca1 approach 

" ... the authority of a prophet was a vulnerable, 
shifting social reality--closely tied to acceptance 
and belief . I t was supported by ve rbal appeals to 
transcendent commiss ion ... But authority rested upon 
acceptance of those appeals .... The prophet's 
authority ... was made real insofar as his behavior 
was accepted by other s." 

Burke O. Long 

Canon and Authority, 1977 

r 
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When William James spoke of medical mater ialism , 1 h e warned 

of the tendency , particularly within the field of med i c ine, 

to reduce all religious experienc~ to a biological func tion 

within the human organism. The same however can be said to 

apply to most of the secular study of religion. That is, 

there is a tendency, if no t an expectation, of explaining away 

all supernatural activity by means of a rational and 

"grounded " scientific theory. 

The fields of sociology and anthropology are no different. 

In their treatment of prophecy in particular, revelation is 

unde r stood as a human e vent which often originates in response 

to pressing social condit ions. Aa such, prophecy provides the 

life-line a community needs in order to restore its sense of 

social stability and cosmic "equi l ibrium .~2 

By defining prophecy as a human event, science impl ies three 

things. First, given the proper social conditions and 

cultural a ttitudes, prophecy can appear where ever human 

1Williu Jues, The Varietiea of Religious Experience. 1902 

2Robert C&rroll, l(bg ProPN9J failed. 1979 p , 49; 
Robert Wilson, Prophecy in MQi4!U Itrtd, 1973 p.68. 

p.13. 
( 
I 
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beings are present . 3 Second, sinc e prophecy o r igina tes in 

ma n , the r ules by which p r ophecy is either recognized, 

accepted o r rejected are consequently also within the human 

doma i n and a re therefor e determined by man. And t h ird, as a 

result, prophetic phenomena f ollow a necessary procedural 

pattern where ever and when ever they appear. 

Un iqueness a mo n g prophetic experie nces therefore, is generally 

deemed to be solely a matter of cultural design and 

preference, a nd not of divi ne involvement. Such a conclusion 

obviously stares in the f a ce of Biblical and Rabbinic 

Juda ism' s trad i tional claim to preeminence based o n a unique 

a nd i nteractive relationsh ip with God . 

In t h e eyes of secular science, I srael's prophetic tradition 

was a rguably noth i ng more than a hu man response to its own 

p o l i t ica l, social, and economic instabi l ity. Any d istinction 

it may have held or s ti l l may ho l d ove r a n y o t her prophet ic 

e xper ience the world o ver, is o f a cul tur a l , eth nocen tric 

value o nly and irre l evant a s a measure of any obj e ctive 

differe nce. 

3Rober t Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Iarael. 1980. p.90 . 
According t o Wilson there are four prerequiaitea for a society: 1) a beli e f in 
a supernatural power(a) whose separation fro■ the natural 'world requi res a f 
"bridge", 2} a belief that auperuatural forces are inYolved i n , and can be 
i nfluenced bJ huaan activitiee, 3) an envlronaent tolerant ot prophetic behavior , 
and 4} a eoci al need. pp. 28 tt . 

' 
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I am of a mind to agree wi t h t he scientific view. The 

biblical prophets were not u niq ue, not when taken anyway as 

participants in a universa l experience. However I hope to 

conclude that the p heno meno n of Israelite prophecy was indeed 

ver y unique and even remains unique, and that this is so 

mostly for the very same reasons normally thought to detract 

from its originality, In order to reach t his conclusion, and 

to understand the socio-anthropological approach better, this 

c h apter will discuss the two general contentions presented 

above. Namely, that prophecy appears primarily as a response 

to communal stress and as a result can be observed 

unive rsally ; and t ha t u ltimatel y it derives its author i ty from 

t h e very people it is meant to address, and therefore follows 

a basic structural pattern whe n ever it appears. 

Additionally, I will present a consideration of "conten t" as 

a criterion for prophetic distinctiveness. 

A RESPONSE IN TIMES OF STRESS 

Ps y c hologist Ray mo nd Prince notes that religious experiences 

often occur at times when individuals feel helples s and have 

little self-esteem. The psychological mechanisms involved , 

" ,,func tion not so »uc b aa l ife preserving as preserving a 

r 
I 
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sense of well-being. '' 4 Cr itical in this observation are three 

crucial points to our discussion . First, that the religious 

exper ie nc e is a response to a human need. Second, t hat the 

religious experience in thi s context is a function of the 

p syche and not of t he divine , and third , that thoug h it is 

essential that the divine play a part i n the experience, it 

is not essen tial that the div ine in a ctuality initiate it, 

What is important howeve r, i s that a person in suc h a crisis 

per ceives that his experience originates in the divine. 

On a societal level, Max Weber makes a similar observation. 

According to Weber , mankind possesses a basic religi ous need 

to understand h is world as a meaningful and coheren t total ity . 

When, as is o f ten the c ase, this conception runs i nto conflict 

with e mpirical reality , man seeks to reconnect with t he 

supernatural and thus establish for h i mself a sense of order 

a nd theistic presence. Consequently, prophetic revelation 

functions as a societal aec hanism by whic h a society may 

restore and preserve its own sense of o rder and direct ion .s 

Therefore prophecy i s , one) a response to a hu■an need , t wo) 

4Ra:,aond Prince, "Sbaaans and Endorphins: HJPOtheaea !or a Synthesis" 
(KY121 10) . Aa cited David Wulff, Parcbolou of Religion; Cluaic and 
Qonte■porar1 Yiewa, p.420. 

5Max Weber, The Socioloo of Belidon. 1922 p . 59; also see 
Clifford Oeerta, Tbe Interpretation of Culturg. 1978 pp.129-141 ; { 
lenela Burridge, lln Bea"Ten, It! larth, 1969 pp.6-7 • 

... 
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a fu nction o f its society and not its deity, and three) 

t he r efore dependent upon a perceived t hei stic presence, a s 

opposed to a deity's actual participa tion . 

By defining p r ophecy as a societal response to a societal 

need, a nd t herefore not a s a ~ event o rig i nating in any de ity 

in particular, we may entertain the i mpl ication that given 

the proper social c onditions and cultura l attitudes, prophecy 

may appear whe re ever and whe n ever human beings are come 

together as a community . Consider an example provided by 

Robert Wilson, involving the Fi pa soci ety of South We st 

Tanzania. 

Wilso n brings the following example from an article by R.G. 

Willis . 6 It involves t he prophet Kaswa, who arose at a time 

when his s ociety 's inner stability was o n the verge of 

collapse, He predi c t e d a further decline in traditional 

values and morality, and similar to the b i blical prophets, he 

prophesied war and an invasio n from the East a s a result. Not 

only would the Europe an invaders finally destroy the power of 

the c hiefs, but in the process, he prophesied , Fipa society 

would be changed forever. This e xcerpt describes the societal 

conditions preceding his appearance: 

•a.a. Willis. "Kaawa: Oral Tradition of a Fipa Prophet" (Africa ,40), 1970, 
pp. 248-256. Note: Though I, was unable to obtain tbe ar,ticle, it ,toulcl aee■ by 
ite t itle that Willis conaidered laawa a J>ropbet and not a _■ediu■ .,_ Wilaon 
i■plies. Although tor Wilson, a aediua ia also a valid fora of interaediation. 

-



''During the early nineteenth century, Ufipa 

underwent a great deal of social change as a result 

of increased political and economic a c tivity. The 

c ountry was on a cruc ial trade route between the 

coast and mineral-ric h Katanga farther inland ... 

This trade brought prosperity t o Uf i pa, and t o 

develop the economy even more, the chiefs of Uf i pa 

d e manded from the people increasingly heavy taxes 

of goods and labor ... ' To support the grow i ng 

po l i tic al power of the chiefs, the army was 

e nlarged, and this t oo required an i ncrease in 

taxes. As a result of all this activity, the 

population increased, but soc ial and economic power 

s h ifted from people to t he c entral 

government .... 

the 

As dissatisfaction with the 

government increased, there was a corresponding 

increase in spirit possession . 

medium Kaswa appeared ... " 7 

At this time the 

33 

As a matter of record, many anthropologists since the 

nineteenth century have documented numerous cross-cultural 

parallels to the Fipa scenario. Accordingly, 

society, nor ancient Israel for that matter, 

neither Fipa 
Co 

were alone as 

societies in crisis or as societies for whom prophecy was a 

r 
7Robert Wilson, Prophecy and Societ1 in Ancient Israel, 1980 pp.31-32. 
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response . Intermediation has been repeatedly recorded in, 

" . . . societies undergoing stress and rapid social c hange, 

sudden economic reversals, wars, natural disasters, and cross -

cultural contact ... 118 The reason, primarily, as Thomas 

Overholt notes, is because the prophetic promise offers men 

a "new order" when c haos comes breaking in on them. 9 

Certainly prophecy is not the only societal response to 

communal stress, just as prophecy does not appear every t ime 

a society is in c risis. However, a ccording to Wilson and 

others, without the definitive social need as demonstrated by 

these two societies, intermediat.ion will not and, " ... cannot 

take place. " 10 

As regards the Israelite experience, even the most orthodox 

interpretation o f the Bible would affirm that Israelite 

prophecy arose amidst social turmoil, Samuel, the first of 

the prophets associated with the monarchy, attained nationwide 

status as a "trustworthy" prophet of Yahweh exactly at a time 

when the Philistines were preparing to invade the territory. 11 

'Thou.a Overholt, "Prophecy: The Proble■ of Crose-Cultural Co■pe.riaon" 
(Anthropological Aooroacbe1 to the Old Teater"t), 1985 p.77. 

10ibid. p.28. 

Ute... 3:20, 
r 
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Not only was the " Ark of God " returned and pea ce resto r ed 

under the prophet's l e aders h ip, 12 but it was Samuel to whom 

the people turned in order to take t h e m from being a 

vulnerable , socially diso rgan ized tribal con federacy, 13 into 

a mona r chy of anticipa ted peace and social stability. 

Be t hat as it may however, f r o m before and during the ti me of 

Samuel and the Philistine wars of the eleventh and tenth 

c e nturies, to the intermittent warfare with Damascus in the 

ninth , to the "more critica l per iods" 14 of Assy r ian and 

Babylon ian hegemony f r o m the eigh th to t h e sixth centu ry, 

pol i t i cal stress, if onl y on account of foreign invasion or 

occu pation, was a constant worry a n d threat, 

And t h e fact is, Israel had more than its ou t s ide e n emies to 

conten d with. Th e r e was a dd i tio nally the oppressive leg acy 

o f Sol o mon's reign , 15 the effe c t s a civil wa r , r el ig ious 

c o r ruption a n d a ss i mi latio n as well a s internal c lass 

121Saa. 7 : 14. 

13" No they said. We •ust have a k i ng over us, that we •ay be like all t he 
other nations : Let our king rule over us and go out at our bead and fight ou? 
battles. '' ( lSaa 8: 19-20); 

" I n those days there was no king i n Israel ; ever yone dicf as be pleased" 
(J udges 21:25) . 

1'Joseph Bleoki naopp, A Hiatoa ot Propbec:y in Israel, 1983 p , 45 . 

15Vilaon coaaenta on the parallel between poat-Soloaonic rule !'and the 
envirownt facing laawa. Wilson , Propbecx and Societr in Ancient Iarodi, 1980, 
p . 32 footnote t21, 
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oppression . Israel ' s i nvo lvement with prophecy paralleled her 

social need. As Max Weber observed, the worse things became, 

the greater was the prophets' pres~ige, 16 

AUTHORITY AS A FUNCTION OF PROCESS: 

Traditionally, a prophet is considered to der ive his authority 

from the god in whose name he speaks. 17 Consistent wi th such 

a belief, are the studies which hav e shown that prophets, both 

Israelite and non-Israelite, would often employ a "messenger

style"- whereby t hey would come "in the name of" or proclaim 

''the words of" their particular deity or spirit. 18 However, 

such an impression regarding t he sour ce of a prophet's 

authority, assumes certain things about the prophet and his 

audience whic h are in fact far from the social reality o f a 

prophetic encounter. 

In the first place , it assumes that the prophetic audience is 

a passive participant in the prophetic process. Although this 

is an understandable assumption since an audience neither 

reveals nor proclaims its revelations, 

16Nax Weber, Ancient Judais■, 1952, pp.268-269. 

17Max Weber, Sociology of Religion, 1963 p.46. 

an 

18Bernhard Anderson, Understanding the Old THtoaent, 4th ed. 
1986, quoting fro■ Claus Weateraan, Buie Foru ot Prophetic Speech, 
pp.70-91. 

-

audience 
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nevertheless necessar ily interacts wi th the prophet's mes sage 

even if it d oes so o nl y on the most basic level o f stopping 

long enough to hear it. In the second place, it a l s o assumes 

that t he prophetic process is a o ne-performance event, or i n 

other words, tha t a revelation is delivered, a prophet 

proclaims it and an audienc e t hen hears it. And only when 

another revelation is r evealed, does the process pic k up 

again. 

However, if prophecy orig inates as a societal response to a 

societal need, by implication, the parameters by whi c h a 

prophet and his word are recognized, accepted or rejec ted mus t 

also be cons idered to be with in the purview o f a society. 

And I since in pract i cal t erms this means that a prophet's 

authority does not come from a deity or from h is revelation 

but rather from the society in which the prophet himself is 

functioning, then, according to some scholars such as Thomas 

Overholt, the prophetic process must t herefore also be a 

highly interactive event in which an audience is dec i sively 

involved . As a matter of fact , depending upon the degree of 

an audience's acc eptance or rejection of a prophet's message, 

not only may a prophet be compelled to reconsider his 

"revelation," but he 111.ay also be compe lled to modify it, or 

even to run for his life . 

r 
According to Overholt, " • .• the prophet cannot be eft ective , 
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cannot function as a prophet, unless the people (fi rst) 

acknowledge his claim to authority.'119 Overholt labels this 

process of acknowledgement, "feedback." He writes: 

Though most of the prophet's audience will be 

members of his own cultural community , we can expect 

that they will not all be of one mind in their 

evaluation of his message. But whether individuals 

accept, reject , or are indifferent to it, t hey will 

react to the prophet in some fashion, and it is this 

"feedback" and the prophet's response to it that 

defines the dynamic interrelationship between actors 

that i s c entral to the model.H 

Based upon an audience's "feedback," writes Overholt, together 

with a prophet's own perception of the events going on around 

him, a prophet will accordingly reevaluate his original 

message. "Since in his understandi ng the message he delivers 

is not strictly his own but is revealed to h im by the god . . ,," 

a prophet may return to the god, his own feedback in tow, with 

the result that be will receive a new revelation either 

confirming the original message, or amending it to better meet 

the perceived expectations of his audience. 21 

11Tbous Overholt, "Prophecy: The Problea of Cross-Cultural Co•parison" 
(Antbropolo-ical Approaches to the Old Ieaterntl , 1985 p.78. 

10ibid. p.65 

21ibid. 

( 
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Thus in Overholt's model, there is f irst a revelatior.. Then 

based upon that revelation there is a proclamation. Then 

based upon that proclamation there ' is societal feedback - which 

along with his own observations, a prophet brings back to his 

deity. A new revelation may then be produced and the process 

will continue on in a similac fashion. Overholt additionally 

offers two more considerations f or his model . First, there 

is an almost separate , but nevertheless connected stage in 

which a prophet's message may be confirmed by extraordinary 

or miraculous events. Second, these events, as well as the 

prophet's style and the content of his message, must conform 

to the general societal expectations, be continuous with 

cultural tradition, and " ... articulate what the people who 

follow him have themselves begun to feel about their 

particular situation, '' 22 

For Overholt, his model holds true even across the moat 

disparate of cultures. He demonstrates its universality by 

successfully applying it to both the prophet Jeremiah and the 

prophet Handsome Lake of the North American Senec a tribe, 

(late eighteenth, early nineteenth centuries C,E.) The 

result: " .• . although the specific content of their respective 

messages is culturally conditioned and, therefore, quite 

diaaiailar, the prophetic activity of the two conforas to the 

( 
11ibid. p. 78. 
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same general pat tern." 21 

Signific antl y, i n h is evaluation of the p r ophet Jeremiah and 

the prophet Handsome Lake, Overholt found t hat not only d id 

b o th prophets rec ei ve feedbac k, but both were threatened by 

it, both returned to their god e n account o f i t , both received 

divine aff i rmati o n o f t heir o r iginal revelation as a 

consequence of it, and as a further result, both received 

additional re velat ions. Even mo r e, a c hange o f emphasi s in 

Handsome Lake's prophecy and a c hange i n the t one of 

Jeremiah's (3 : :31 -4, 32 : 1-15) may even h a ve indicated that 

modification of a n o riginal revelation may have t aken place 

a s wel l . I n r e f e renc e particularl y to Je remiah, I have 

summarized t h e f u llowing: 

Although Jeremiah appeared to have had some positive s upport 

(26:16-19), t he general mood of his audience was predictably 

negative. His aud ience had little sympathy for his pro phecy 

concern ing Judah's destruction, or for Jeremiah when it failed 

t o materialize ( 1 7 : ff. ) Among other things, the people 

t h reatened his life ( 18:18), he was flogged and j ailed ( 20:1-

- 6) , charged with treason (37: ff) and t hrown in to an abandoned 

cistern to die (38:1-6). Jeremiah brought h is audience 's 

feed back to God (17: 15, 20:ff) , he expressed his own doubts 

23 i b i d . p . 63. 
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a nd observ a t i ons ( 15:18) , he even romp la ined of h i s burdens 

(20:7-9}. And when he was f a c ed with a c halle ng e he 

app are ntly cou ld not a n swer , Jerem i ah even retreated until God 

provid ed hi m with a n additional reve l ation to offer his 

adve r sary (28:10-1 4 ). 

With t h ese examples , Overholt demo n st r ates that authority is 

ulti mately t he prerogative o f a society. As a resul t, a 

prophet's ultimate suc c ess r ests not upon t he authority of a 

persona l revel a tion , but upon his pe r sona l ability l o 

t r a nsla te the needs a nd exp ecta t i o n s of his a ud i ence into 

co heren t, f amiliar , and t rust-wo r t hy i ns t ruc t ion. 21 In 

failing this, a p r o phe t ' s au t h o r ity may be withdrawn , hi s 

me ssage is me t wi th ridicu le, and u ltimately h e ma y be 

fo r cibl y removed. 25 

In add i t ion, be c ause of t he inherent nature o f t he prophet ic 

phenomenon , no t onl y is t he interac t ion between pro phet , 

soc iet y and " de i ty " a necessary and un iversal c omponen t , bu t 

the proc ess of their interaction universally f o llows a 

c onsistent pat tern as a result. 

24Robert Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel , 1980 p.87. 

25 ibid. p.67. Also Max Weber, Econo■y and Society , 1956 p.242 : 
'' .. . above all, if (a prophet's) leadership fails to benefit his followers, it 
is likely that his chariaaatic authority will disappear." 
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To this point, t he argume n t has ai ded pred ominantly with a 

secular scientific vi ew wh ich has little regard for the 

contention that Israelite prophecy was, in parti c ular, a 

unique and exceptional phenomenon. 

tended to prove j ust the opposite. 

Indeed the e vide nce has 

Considering the op in ion 

o f Johannes Li nd blom and the man y others who mainta i n that 

prophecy c a n no more be confi ned to a specia l relig ion or race 

than it can to~ particular part of the world o r a spec ifi c 

stage of religious deve l o pment, t ha t indeed the p r ophet i c 

e ndowment is someth i ng, ''deeply rooted in human nature, " 26 

what can be said , if anythi ng at all, for the o r igi na lity, 

the exce ption, or even the uniqueness of a propheti c 

lradit1 on? And, in particul a r, what if ~nything can be said 

for the uniqueness o f the prophetic tradition o f Israel? 

THE DUBIOUS WEIGHT OF CONTENT : 

There are of cou rse many scholars who pass i onately argue that 

any similarities be t ween Israel and other cultural experiences 

are simply superficial and do not reflect genu i ne parallels. 27 

Among suc h scholars , Israelite prophecy was unique not bec ause 

prophecy appeared o nl y wi t hin t he borders o f Israel, but 

26J. Lindbloa, Prophecy in Ancient Israel, 1962 pp.13, 32. See also 
Tho■as Overholt, "Prophecy: The Problea of Cross-Cult ural Coapar~on" 

(Anthropological Approaches to the Old Testaaent), 1985 p.61. 

27Yehezkel K.aufaan, The Religion of' Israel, 1961. 

, 
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because the quality and nature of the divine relationship 

inherent within it was s uperior to anything else. 28 It is n ot 

a question for them of whether or not prophecy appeared in 

relation to communal stress, rath er it is a question of how 

the pro phec y dealt with the stress. For s,: holars such as 

these, the argument centers around prophetic conte~t for which 

they cl aim Israel was uniquely superior, 

A r,a ior proponent of this kind of argument was, of co urse, 

Abraham Hesc hel. In h is opinion, the content of the biblical 

prophe ts' message, style and co nduct was so uniquely i mbued 

with a sympathy f<or the d i \ine pathos, that essentially he 

claims they appeared su i gener is, " without sig nificant 

foz;-erunners, contemporaries o r descendan ts. " 29 Mo r e 

specifically, in a section entitled, "Prophets Throug hout t he 

World", Heschel presen ted pri marily fi ve basi c reasons why 

prophecy of the biblical variety was not o n ly exceptiona l, but 

o ne of a kind. 30 

Firs t and f ore most Hesche l spoke of Is rael ' s relationship to 

t h e " Holy One of Israel , " the "Crea tor of hea ven a n d e a rth ," 

"the On e a n d Unique Wh o t ransce nds t h e world a n d Whose wisdom 

l 8Abrahaa Hesc be l, The Prophet s Vol u•es I, II, 1962. 

29David Peterson, The Roles of Israel's Prophets , 1981 p. 28 , 

30Abrahaa Heec hel, The Prophets Vo luae 11 , 1962 pp. 227- 253. 
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no one c an fat ho m." For Hesch e l , Israel's prophecy was 

filled w1Lh Lhe revelation of the One God inste ad of the word 

of a "for-ce a mo ng many forces'' within the world . 

Second , Israel's prophecy never promoted the self- inte rests 

of its prophets or o f its c ul ts. In other words, where 

prophecy elsewhe r e reflects the idea t hat gods and their 

functionaries a r e dependent upon their peopl e for maintenance 

and survival, Israel's p r ophet stressed that Ins people ' s 

sur vival was ultimately dependent upon God. 

Third, Israel's prophecy only s po ke concerning the "tota l 

existence" of God's people, bring ing me s sages tha t h a ve 

simultaneously tra nscended the bor de r s o f Israel a nd ti me . 

The g o d I s of oth e r l ands are s a id to iss ue only a.d hoc 

commands- ~on s isten tly proven inc onsequential in t h e broader 

sch e me of t h e world. 

Fourth , He s c he l ma i n t a ined tha t God was a l ways the sole s ou rce 

of author i ty for I s r a el ' s o r o phet s, and e ven though at times 

t h e y may hav e made use of extraneous me t ho d s found in othe r 

cul tures t h e y were , n o ne t heless, never dependent upo ri them . 

And fifth, Heschel conc luded that whe reas o t her i n te rme d iaries 

o ften appear as isolat ed f i gures in hi s t o r y , Israe l • s p r oph e ts 

only appeared as part of a chain of traditio n l inking t he 
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whole of Israel's experience togetner as onz. 

To be sure, from a historical perspective, Israelite prophecy 

wa s not as consistent as Hesc hel ' s inte r p r etation would 

s uggest. In light of the work introduced by form c r iticism, 

it is no longer tena ble to maintain a single fluid line o f 

tradi ~io n, content or style for biblical history. At best, 

one c an only mainta i n a common agenda among the mater ial's 

final redactor(s). 31 Nor can we any longer ignore Lhe 

reality that both Northern and Southern Israel independently 

had different traditions and self-interests regarding their 

own understanding of the "God of Israel"- understandings whi ch 

inheren tly 

transmit. 32 

i nfluenced the " word of God" they were to 

( Almost as much as lwo thousa nd plus years of 

post-can on history h a ve come to influence our o wn acculturated 

unde r standings.) 

Even mo r e tha n t his ho wever, Hes chel' s arguments flow f r o m 

wit h i n a t heologica l framewo r k . 

theolog y makes for p oor science . 

And the simple f a ct is, 

Hesche l reas o ned out of a 

s t rong e thnocen t ri c religious bias f or t h e s upe r iority of t he 

31J.R. Porter , "The Origins of Prophecy i n Israel" (Israel's Prophetic 
Tradi t ion) , 1982 p . 13 . 

321)Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel, 1983 pp. 16- 17. 
2)Exuple: When Suuel speaks the word of Yahweh &n.nouncing the downs i de 

of a ■onarcbical systea (lSu. 8 : 7) , the aore probable understanding would r e flect 
a concern originating in a worried national leader about t o loose his own 
authority. 
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bibli c al prophetic experience. Yet for Heschel, there is no 

o ther God except the God of Isra el , and t herefore, al l other 

cla i ms to prophetic truth outside the bibli c al experience are 

nec e ssaril y faulted from the start . 

I t is simply not within objective p r o priety to base t he 

validity o r quality o f another 's ex perience upon o ne 's own 

ethnocentri c values or expectat : o ns. As W i 11 i am Goode has 

written, 

''Science c an only measure or describe empirical 

phenomena. It has no way of weighing the soul, or 

desc r ibi ng the colo r of a divi ne revelation. lt 

cannot measure t he height of a Divine Being. It 

c annot even c hallenge its existenc e, for the r e are 

no empirical techn iques t o orove t h e no nexistenc e 

o f nonempiric al phe nomena. I must, r a the r, maintain 

an a gnosti c attitude toward such p h enomena, a nd 

a dm it the irreleva nce of its techniques to such an 

investi gation ... Sc i ence can not play p ro phet and 

cla im emp i r ica l t ru th f or its doma i n. "" 

I t was for this r e aso n that Th o mas Overholt proposed to look 

at process r a t her than content a s a basis f o r the comparison 

of t he pro phetic experienc e . According t o Overho l t, si nce 

33Williaa Goode, Religion Aaong the Priaitives, 1951 p, 23. 
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content is always culture-specific, the result o f con c lusions 

drawn from suc h analyses wil l always and necessarily tend l o 

impress more concerni ng superficial differences than anything 

else. Co nsequently, he examined instPad the prophetic process 

itself, whi c h in turn notably produced " significan l 

similarities. " 14 

To make perhaps a poor an•l o g y, prophecy ts like bread. No 

matter if it is honey, wheat o r rye, p r uphecy 1s prophecy. 

Regardles s whi c h way you slice it, or whose oven it comes 

from , 1t. all starts from d o ugh , il all has l o be kneaded, lt 

all has t o rise, it all has t o bake, it all o riginates i n a 

human need, 

TOWARDS A CONCLUSION: 

Il is, o f c ourse, difficult at best to a c curately judge 

something whi c h occurred over 2,000 years ago. It is even 

more difficult when our data is not entirely beyond reproach. 

Of the relatively few stories in the Bible about the prophets, 

the information is ''uneve n" in its value as source materia l. 

As Joseph Blenkinsopp notes, "The prophetic books themselves 

contain ~ome biograph i c a l and autobiographic al passages but 

consist for the most part of sayings a ttributed to 

34 i b i d . p .80. 



prophets. " 35 Objectively speak i ng, we have little to g o on 

whi c h has not been editorial ized i n o ne fashion o r another. 

Of the scientifi c opinion that t he Israelite e xperienc e was 

far from exceptional, and c ertainl y was not. unique ... although 

I would agree t ha t the prophetic phenomenon is itself an e v ent 

experienced around the worid, I would still th ink t o answer 

that there 1o,•as someth ing ne ve rthelE:ss distinc t and e x c e p t iona l 

within t he I sraelite enc ounter. Fur t her, i t is my opi ni o n 

that based o n t h e arguments presented Lo t.h1s poi n t , there 

remains a n o bJ ectl\·e, e mp i r ically s o und measurement with whi c h 

to reac h suc h a con clusion . 

Let me begin by way o f 

al though prophecy may 

i mportant is that it 

review. I have attempted t o show that 

o r may not come from God, what is 

is p e re e i ved to c ome from God , The 

i mpetus beh i nd such a perception is a basi c , human, religious 

need- a need to feel connected t o an infinite, theist ic 

presence and order - especially at ti ~es of stress. Since the 

human element is key, it is possible that prophecy stemming 

from a host of gods and spirits around the world c an i ndeed 

exist , and hol d simultaneo us and equal weight as the word o f 

"God " . 

35Joeeph Blenkineopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel, 1983 p.40. 



Further, tbe st r uctu r e of prophecy follows a universal 

pattern. What diffe~s from one culture's prophe tic sys t em Lo 

t he next, what makes each o ne unique, 1s simply its conlent . 

Ultimately, con tent is decided, e mpowe red and promulgated not 

upon the authority of a deity, or by the "charismat i c " 36 

a u tho r ity of a prophet or priest, bu l by the approv a l o f the 

people it is meant Lo address. 

Su c h appro val is granted when the p r ophet i s able Lo meet t he 

nee ds and expectations 0 f a society in a c ulturally a cceptab l e 

v enue. The power behind such approva l however, can also work 

the other wa y . ~n u nacceptable prophet may be o stracized , 

ridiculed, exiled, ev en executed , Regardles& o f t he direction 

t his authority takes howevPr, t he poi nt to be made is that t h e 

authority itself rests in the peopie. A society may s urrender 

its author ity to a prophet who speaks in Lhe name o f a 

part icular g od , but it always retains the ultimate righ t to 

take t hat author ity back. 

Isra el was no t the first o r the last to suffer na tio nal 

c ris is, nor was I srael the f i rs t or the last to experience 

prophecy . It ' s prophets, and i n particular the l iterary 

prophets, were not the only ones o f t he i r k ind t o have a n 

i ntimate relationship with their God , n o r were they the only 

36See Weber, alaost any voluae , or , Sociology of Religion, 1963 p.46. 
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o nes to speak o ut in the 11ame of scc ial jus t. i c e , no r were they 

the on ly ones t o suffer abuse a l the hand s o f their society. 

Regard i ng proc ess, they tied thei r propheti c shoes, o ne shoe 

at e time, just like everyone else. 

Wh a l ~as un i que abouL Israel's prc phe tic tradition? 

opinion, Israel' s legacy lies not in i ts prophets' r o le 

per se, b u t in t h e r ol e Israel as a na tton was to play. 

In my 

Given the ullimale power a sociely ha s t o regulate the me ssag e 

o f a prop h'=' l through the me c hanj sm Overt.alt has te rmed 

" feedbac k", especi all y a t the redac lory level, it see ms 

exc epti o na l i n my opinion tha t any soc ie ty wo uld c onc ede to 

c o mm i tt ing to c ano n any materi al s o o f t en and vehemently 

filled with loathing for t he tota lity of 1 ts social 

institutions, shame and despair regard i ng t h e e n ti r ety of 1ts 

p eople. 

I realize t hat t h is s u spicious ly s mac k s of s u bjective bia s, 

but a s a n emp i rica lly observ abl e f a ct , Is r ael is n eve rtheless 

un i que i n t h i s r e gard. Add itionall y, I s rael has preserve d and 

honored its c ano n f or over t wo t h ousa nd yea rs, which is an 

empi ri c ally me asu r able fac t wh ich to my k nowledge h a s no equal 

or p a rallel . Thus f or me, f sraelite p r ophecy r e mains a unique 

experience. If not f or its pro phe l s, tha n for t he a uthority 

i t al l o~ed them and pre serv ed f or t h e m. Un li ke i n any o ther 

\ 
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c ulture, Israel ' s prophet ic tradition has been kept as a light 

unto the nations . 



C HAPTER 3 

T H E FOUNTAIN OF TRUTH : 

Proph ecy in the Midd1e Age e 

" Know that the true reality and quiddity of prophecy 
consist in its being an overflow ove r flowing from 
God, may He be che r ish ed and honored, through the 
intermed iation of the Active Intellect, toward the 
rational faculty in t he first place and thereafter 
toward the i mag i native faculty. This is the highest 
degre e of man and the ultimate term of p~rfection 
that can exist for his species. •· 

Mo reh Nebukhim, Il, Chap t er 3 6 

translation: Shlomo P i nes 1963 



53 

Chapters o ne and two approached prophecy from t wo different 

perspectives. Chapter o ne discussed p r ophec y a s a 

psychological manifestat ion of some physiulo g ical process 

within t he i11dividual human being. Chapter two discussed 

prophecy as a social response to a society's i nternal and 

external pressures. Co mm o n to both the psycho-physiologi c a l 

and ~he soc io-anthro polog ica l approaches is the pr i macy of 

human origi na tion and author i ty f o r the propheti c phenomenon 

and i ts processes. 

As we move away fro m the "ha r d sc 1ences" of tt·.ese t wo chapters 

though, and o n towards Fhilosophy a nd latter theology, di vi ne 

involvement begins to resume more o f its traditional r ole. 

As regards t h e prophet ic process itself, i l had never been 

suff icient within Jewish t rad i ti o n to mere ly perceive divine 

involvement. Rather, d1viu i ty had to make an a ctual 

contribution o r there could be no proc e ss . Accordingly, as 

medieval Jewish ph ilosophy attempted to come to te rms with 

the '1sec ular " philosophy and scienc e of its day, it staunchly 

maintained throughout that God was the t rue source of 

prophec y, that God was the author ity for prophecy, and that 

prophec y - a wholely supernatural event , only entered into the 

human scene in accordance with God's plan for humanity- vi a 

the activ ity o f the Jewish people. 

Although there are always several , if not more exceptions to 
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eve ry rule, o ne mediev a l Jewish philosopher in p articular 

broke dramat ically fro m the mold - in the person o f Mo se s 

Ma imonides . [ntri gu ingl y, he combined wha t we h ave f ound to 

this point as maj or themes with in both the psychological and 

soc iological approac hes presented in chap ters o n e and t wo . 

Namely, Ma i mo n ides unde rstood prophecy a s a natural 

phenomenon , associated wit h t hose areas o f the brain 

responsible for reason and imag i nation. Second , Ma i monide s 

was unden i ab ly aware of and subseq uentl y shaped h is t heory in 

a cco rdanc e wit.h the same s tage o f prophetic - proc ess wh ich 

Thomas Overholt would c enturies latte r te rm "feedba c k." As 

far as he wou J d g o , however, Mai mo nides di d not avoid t he 

actual ity of a God. Yet, even so, h is con cept o f God was 

ne v e rth eless qu ite different from t radi tional rabb i n ic thought 

and it s ubsequen tly played an e ssential role in t he shaping 

of his theory. 

This c hapter wil l seek to presen t Maimon ides' u nderstanding 

of propheti c o rigins. It will begin wi th a brief 

consideration o f the setting from whi ch medieval Jewish 

philosoph y emerged, as well as a short synopsis of two ma jor 

medieval Jewish phil o sophers who preceded Maimonides and who 

in their lifetimes contributed t wo different, though 

" traditional," medieval Jewish understandings of prophecy. 

It will then focus upon Maimonides himself. Towards t.hi~ 

later end I will rely heavily upon the work of Shlomo Pines, 



spec ifi c ally 

55 

his introduc tion to and his transla lion o f 

Mai monides' "Guide to the Perplexed". I n addition , I will be 

most signifi c an t ly indebted to t h e c ourse lectures and 

elucida tion of my tea c h e r Alvin Re ines , as well as h is 

schol a r ship a s found p a r ticularly in hi s wo rks, '' Maimonides 

a nd Abrabanel on Pro phecy" and "Maimonides' Concept of Hosai c 

Prophecy " . 

THE SETTI NG : 

La sti ng from the ninth century to the end of t he mi ddle ages, 

medieval Jewish p h ilosophy was consistently shaped and 

i nspired by its surrounding cultural milieu. I n r e sponse to 

the hea ted p h ilosophic al and t heological c ontrove rsy and 

debate of i t s ti me , ninth c entury medieval Jewish philosoph y 

emerg e d within the d y na mi c world of Is lamic philosoph y - itself 

i n volved i n a renaissance of Greek p h iloso phy and science. 

Early o n, t he me d i e val Jewish p h i l osophe r s we r e influe nced by 

t he Mu tazilite s c h ool of Kalam wh i ch attempted to reconcile 

Greek phil o s ophy and s cience wi th i t s o wn theolog ical 

a tta c hmen t to reveal ed, a uth o ri tative law . 1 Even u nder the 

i n f luenc;: e o f Nee-Plat onism and Ari s tote l ian i s m, and a fter 

hav ing bra nc hed i nto Chr i s tian c ultu re duri ng the latter 

1Robert Seltzer , Jewish People, Jewish Thought, 1 980 p . 375. 
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Middle Ages, Jewish philos ophy's c onnec tion with 1ts early 

Islami c beginnings were consistently evident . 2 

Needless to say, medieval Jewish philosophy was less a produc t 

of Jewish originality, then it was an adaptation of and t o its 

non- Jewish environment. As Julius GutLmann wrote, 

"The Jewish people did not begin to philoso phize 

bec at:se o f an irresistible urge to do so. They 

rec eived philosophy from outside sources, and the 

history o f Jewish philosophy 1s a history of the 

suc cessiv e absorpt i ons of foreign ideas whic h were 

then transformed and adapted according to specific 

Jewish points o f view , " 3 

Unt j l the Middle Ages, Rabbinic Judaism had served a s its 0 wn 

system o f "philosophy ." Within it were al l t he answers needed 

to understand t he origins o f the world, the nature of God's 

provide nce and the right path man should pursue, At the same 

time I Rabbinic Jud aism and its adherents were secluded from 

the mai nstream a ctivity of t heir h o st societies, s o that a n y 

differing views fro m the o u tside wou ld have raised few if any 

questions at all, 

2Julius Guttmann, Philosophies of J udaism, 1964 p . 54 .. 

3 ibid . p . 3 . 
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with the advent o f thP. Middle Ag e~ howe ver, within the I s lamic 

world, Jews were inc r easingly involved in the market and trade 

o f their l arger communities. The result1,.ng creation and 

expansion o f the Jewish middle class meant increased exposure 

to the new and compelling ideas wh ich fl o wed fro m lhe numerous 

popular debates of the d ay- debates involving among other 

things, philosoi:,hica1 and theological proofs of God and of 

<> 
creation. In add i tion, an emerging mastery o f Arabic among 

the general population o f Jews , allowed the c urious open 

a ccess Lo translations of Greek philosophical wo rks wh ic h were 

themselves becoming ever more available. 

At the same time, the Kara ites wrre waging renewed attacks as 

were the Zoroastrians. Isl am was asserting its self-

p r oclaimed theological ascendancy over Judaism. And the 

Jewish laity, exposed as they were to t his new world of ideas 

and cha llenge , began to ask serious and p ressing questions of 

their leadership at an uncomfortable and e v en a larm i ng rate. 

As a result, Rabbini c Judaism f ound itself faci ng issues in 

a way whic h it had not faced be fore. Its reliance upon 

received t rad ition and Rabbin ic interpretation alone, no 

longer fi t the bill. 4 

4Robert Seltzer, Jewish Peopl e, Jewish Thought, 1980 p.375. 
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Although today, philosoph y and theology are two separate 

disciplines, in the Middle Ages they were ostensibly one in 

the same thing. As Guttmann wrote , " ... during t he Middle Ages 

- which knew something li ke a total, all-embracing c ulture 

based on rel i gion 

religious center. '' 5 

phi l osophy rarely transcended its 

Acco rdingly, a s Walte r S. Wurzburger 

noted in an article he wrote for the Enc ycloped i a Judai c a, it 

is not surprising that prophecy was a ·•major theme " within 

med ieva l Jewish philosophy, He wr ites , 

"Where a religious commun ity defines itself by a 

divinely reveal ed Jaw, the c harac ter of that l aw , 

the ma11ner of its transmission, and the q ua li ties 

of the human promulgetor are all pro blems o f 

i mportance. It would be overly simple, but not 

wrong, to say: no prophet, no Torah; n o Torah , n o 

Israel," 6 

In a reemerging world where i n numan reason was sufficient to 

obtain universa l truth, wherein the rationality of 

naturalist i c explanat io n significantly challenged 

ant hropomorphic descriptions o f supernatural intervention, and 

in a world where powerful religiou s s ystems rel e ntle ssly 

reasoned against t h e philosophic-theologi c al continued 

5J ulius Guttmann, Phil~sophies of Judaism, 1964 p.4. 

6Walter S . Wurz burger , "Pr o phets and P r ophecy" (Encyclopedia 
Judaica Volume 13) , p.1177. 
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viabi l ity of Juda ism, the rabbis co rrectly perc eived that 

Is rael was in trou ble. They fought fire with fire. The y 

entered the ring with r eason a nd r a tional argumenl - j us tifyi ng 

Jewish doctri nes of revelation, a ttempting to c lose the 

widen ing gap be tween re ligious and scientif i c truth. 

SAADYA GAON 1892-942) 

Saadya , " . . inaugurated t he medie val school of .Jewish 

Philosophy ... , " wjth his Book of Doct rines and Beliefs in 

93 3. 7 He wrote in Baghdad during the he i ght o f i ts 

theological and philosophic al debate. He wrote in defense of 

Jewish doctr i ne, util izi ng philosophical strategies adapted 

from the Mu tazilite Kalam . 8 

Acco rding to Saadya, God c reated t h e world lo man ifest His 

wisdom through t he orde r of creation, and to bestow happiness 

upon those be i ngs to be created through the medium of the 

Law. 9 Thus prophecy, or reve lati o n of the Law , provided the 

me ans by whic h humanity might a c hiev e its happiness . In 

response to those who asked why God c hose not to creat e human 

7 Alexander Altmann, e d. " Saadya Gaon: Book of Doctrines a n d 
Bel i efs" (Three Jewish Philosophers ) , 1969 , i n troduction p.9. 

8 Robert Seltzer, Jewish People , Jewish Thought, 198 0 p.379. 

9 Book of Doctrines and Beliefs , Saadya Gaon, ( Al tmann , pp.72-
73, 93 ). 
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beings i n a perpetual s ta te of happiness r i gh t out, reason 

urged that one was happier having earned mer i t f or oneself, 

rather t han being created with it fro m Lhe begi nn i ng. 10 

For Saady a 1 

adduced by 

t here were tw o types o f law, 

human r e a son a lone and that 

that whi c h c an be 

wh ich c annot. As 

regards t he former, had God not reveal e d such laws, hu man ity 

wo uld eventually have come upo n them on it s o wn . Howe ver, by 

placing them before us , God has enabled us to reach the ri gh t 

path SOQ ner . 11 Additi o nal ly , even t hough human r ea s o n ma y be 

suff ici en t enoug h to indicate a need f o r a particular mo ra l 

l aw, i t cou ld n o t provide the par ticular mech~nics necessary 

to fulfill that law, at least i n a way in wh ic h all of 

human ity could a gree to . The refore Go d provided the 

~uthoritative vojce, vis-a-vis rational law, i n o rder tha t we 

migh t a lso know how to fulfill them co rrect l y. 12 

Bec ause a person's happiness i s greate r i f mer ited by 

obedien c e t o God's laws, and sinc e rational l aw 1s valid in 

its own right by virtue of reason , Saadya also taught t ha t God 

provided for a second type of law -revelationa l l aw- of whi ch 

human reason could not attain. 

10ibid, p.94. 

11 i b id , p,95, 

12 ibid . pp.103 - 104 . 

Bec ause there is no humanly 



6 I 

understandable reason for fulfilling revelational law, other 

than for the sake of obedience , reward is doubly enjoyed. 

Firs t the r e 1s the reward of merit i ng one's o wn accomplishment 

and second the reward o f obeyi ng God's command. 

For prophecy to have been deemed credibl e it had to have been 

attended by miracles which defied t h e laws of nature, for o n l y 

God is capable of such things . Mirac les, however, c ould only 

serve as p r oof for those revPlatio ns which were in a c cordance 

with r eason, $inc e, '' ... no mirac le c an prove the rationall) 

impossible. "lJ Tc further the strength of mi raculous proo f, 

a prophe t, in Saadya ' s o p ini o n, was al ways hu man and did 

n othi n g out of t he ordinar y by wa y of ritual or die t so t ha t 

people s h oul d not have had t h e occasion to say that it was on 

accoun t of this or t hat ... that the miracle occu rred. Rather 

the mi r acle was such , t hat only God c ould have c a-.ised it: t o 

be . 14 Fur-ther, prophets received revelation and made signs 

o nl y occasiona lly, rather than co nt i nuous ly, in o r de r that 

others migh t no t think that they were simply born with some 

gift t ha t t hey innately controlled. 15 

13 i b i d. p.113. 

14 ibid. pp.107-108 . 

15 ibid, 

., 
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JEHUDA HALEVI ( 1 705-11 41 ): 

Halevi was a product of Mus lim Spain, writing around the time 

of the f i r st. crusade, His book, The Book of Argument and 

Proof in Defense of a Despised Religion, better known as Sefer 

haKuzari, tak es the f orm of a dialogue between a Kuzari te 

king, uncommitted to any one fa ith , and a Rabbi, presumab ly 

Halevi, who defends Judaism against Islam and Christi an ity 

gnd most o utspokenly aga inst Aristotelian philosophy. 11 

Unlike Saadya, Halevi posited that a frophet was not a normal 

human being. As animal is one ontological step above plant 

life, and man is o ne ontol o gical step above animal, a prophel 

was 0ne ontological step above eve ryday man. 17 The l a tter has 

the potential to reason, t he former had the potent ial to 

receive divinP revelation. In addition, t his degree of 

ontological perfection was a function of hered ity, r ooted in 

Adam, passed down in si ngu lar transmission- father to favored 

son- u n til Jacob wherein it was passed on to his twelve sons 

and from there outward , until at Sinai all t he Israel ite s 

became wo rthy of this special t rait and were endowed suddenly 

16 Isaak Heinemann, ed., "Jehuda Halev i: Kuzari " (Th r ee Jewish 
Philosophers ) 1969, introduction. 

Robert Seltzer, Jewish Peo ple, Jewish Thought, 1980 
pp.386-392. 

17 Tbe Kuzari, Jehuda Halevi, 1 :3 1-4 3 ( Heinemann pp.36-37). 
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along t h e lines of a divine creation. 111 

Further, just as a superior vine must Ge planted in good soil 

a n d receive special c ultivation to produc e its ult i mate besL, 

a prophel pro duc ed prophec y only i n or in connection to t he 

land o f Israel and only wh e n it was "culti v a ted " Lhrough 

purity, worship, t h e sac r ificial c ult and the presence of Lhe 

She k inah . 19 

Additionally , Halevi put considerable weight upon t he belief 

in Israel's revealed tradition and the belief in its 

respect ive mira c:es rather than upon the r e asoned proof s o f 

Ar i stotelian ph ilosoph y. In his o pening remarks, Halevi had 

t he RabL i state t h e basis 0f his belief : the God of I srael, 

'' ... who led lhe Israel ites out. of Egypt with signs and 

mi r acles, wh o sent Moses with His Law, ( revelat i on is itself 

a mi r acle ) and ~ubse que n tly thousands of prophets who 

confirme d His l aw ... ••zo Th e s upremacy of Isra elite mira cle s, 

over and a ga i nst false miracl e s, was to be fo und in their 

public a nd t h e refore ve r i fiable na t u r e. 21 Th e way to knowi ng 

God, then, d i d no t r est upo n t h e stre n g t h of human reas on but 

18 i bid. 1 : 95 ( pp.4 5-4 7). 

19 i bid. 1 : 25, 2: 10-1 6 ( pp. 6 4-68). 

20ibid. 1 : 11 , 1 : 25 ( pp. 3 3, 35). 

21 ibid. 1:8 (p . 32, p,56 notes 80-8 7), 
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rather o nl y u pon the truth of d ivi ne revela t ion .i2 

HOSES MAIMONIDES (1135-1204) : 

Hose s Ma i mo nides, born in Co rdoba , Spai n , fleeing a s a young 

chi ld wi t h h is fami ly t o eventuall y settle i n Cairo , Eg y p t , 

where he would continue and fin i sh h is monumental wo rks , was 

a ccording to some , " ... t h e grea t es t f igu r e i n the intellec tual 

h istory o f med ieval Jewry, both f o r t he qua lity o f h i s though t 

and f or the i nflue nce he exe r ted for c e n t uries afterwards. "Z.l 

Needless to s a y he had his suppo rte rs, Ho weve r, hi s radical 

views , both i n rela tionsh ip to p h ilosophy a nd halakha, also 

b r ought lhe i r share of detra c t ors . One such ind 1 v i dual, 

t ho ugh of the most respec.;tful va r iety, was Isaac Ab r abanel 

( 1437-1508), born as i t was two hundred years after t he death 

of Maimonides. 

Abrabanel, in the Commentary on the Moreh Nebukhim whi c h he 

would eventually write, set about to refute the op i nions o f 

his tea cher. He does so though, only after firs t offering a 

clear and just exposition o f Maimonides' views and philosophic 

system. Ultimately, though h e br i ng s Maimonides to life, his 

concluding critique, for all i ntents and purposes , falls b a ck 

22 ibid . 1:98, (p.49, p.58 note 92 ) . 

23Robert Sel tzer, Jewish People, Jewish Thought, 1980 p .393. 
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upon traditi o n-c ente r ed op i nion , 

I n 1970 , Alvi n Reines produced an exce ptiona l wor k e n t it led 

Maimo nides and Abrabanel on Prophecy, 1n wh ich he b r ough t 

t ogether the most c ogent thought of master and student . He 

also i n c luded a significan t and l engthy introductory essay in 

which h e further e n lightened the reader not o n ly o n 

Maimonides' ph i losophy , bu t Abrabanel's interpretat ion o f 1 t 

as we ll. In a s much a s 1 will be relying hea v i ly upo n t h is 

work, i n those p l a c es where I quote this sourc e, it should be 

u nderstood t h a t it pri ma ri l~- refl e c ts Maimonides' theo r y as 

it has been explained by Abrabanel and is lhen c a ptured and 

eluc ida ted by Reines. 

Maimonides' Theory on Prophecy , an Overview : 

In Maimo nidean philosophy, God is no t t he i nteractive, 

provident i al a nd personal God a s is interpreted within the 

Rabbin ic literatu re. Although God is etet"'na l and ex i s ted 

al o ne before t he universe , and although the unive r se exists 

only on a ccoun t of a co nscious act o n the part of God, God did 

not "create" the universe in any Genesis-type sense24 nor has 

God been d irectly invo lved in any of its affa i. rs . 

Consequently , God has not , does not , and would not be invol v ed 

24Alvin Reines, Maimonides and Abra.bane! o n Prophe9y {M/ A) 1970 
p . xx111; Horeh Nebukhim (Horeb) II 13:2 7a-:28a; Shlo~o Pines, The 
Guide of the Perplexed, 1963 pp.281-282. 
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in revealing prophecy to human bein gs. 

Prophecy, according to Ma i mon ide s , did however occur. Only 

it did so according to a completely different working of the 

traditional rabbinic co ncept in whic h prophecy appeared as a 

supernatural and providential act.. 1 ndeeo, accordi ng lo 

Maimoni des • prophecy is a natura l event. 25 Far from being 

1 j cnit.ed to fsrael, or depet1de n t upon geography, prophec y is 

the realization of human potential lo an exceptiona l degree 

and will occur whene ver, wherever and 1n whomever such 

poten ti a l is suffic iently prepared. 26 The o n ly t hing 

supernatural about prcphecy, is when assuming all the 

requis j te cond ition s are present, it does not occur. 27 

More specifically, prophecy is the realization of the human 

intellect . It is the closest human beings come to a cqu ir ing 

t he ultimate nature of the ir form- a form we are g iven at 

concept ion. 28 When experiencing prophecy, human being s 

participate in the u ni versal continuum of kno wledge, graspi ng 

t hose uni versal ideals which ot he rwi se lie beyond our 

25Reines ( M/ A ) p ·p. xxxi. 15 f f. i Horeh 11 32:73b; Pines p . 361. 

26Reines ( M/A) pp . 1-12 . 86 ff. ; Horeh II 32:73b; Pines p . 361. 

27Reines(M/A) pp.17-19; Horeh II 32 :73b ; Pines p. 36 J • 

28Rein es( M/A) pp . xxxix, 8 6 ff. 
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comprehension, 29 With the a id of the i maginati on, a prophet 

is able to translate the universal truths he has perceived 

into language and concepts that both he ana the common 

population are able to acc ept and understand. Since the 

purpose of prophecy 1s to ext.end universal natural Jaw to 

human society30 -in the most effective, least disruptive way 

poss ible - prophecy takes the form of parable. Ac cord ing-1-y, 

a general population will benefit from a venue best ~u i ted to 

their ~e nsibi lities, while at t he same time, a more educated 

e l ite will simultaneously benefit- perceiving the c ore truth 

within the prophetic paraLle . 31 

Prophetic Origins, Hai■onides' "Naturalist" Explanation: 

Ce ntral to Maimonides ' t neory o f prophecy was the c onc ept of 

c ausation. Building upon t h is, Maimonides pos i t ed an 

i ntric ate cosmol ogy based upon neo-Platonized Aristotelian 

philosophy32 wherein his major departure from the latter 

allowed for the creation of the wor l d ex nihilo, rather than 

29Alvin Reines, "Maimonides' Concept of Mosaic Prophecy" (HUCA 
Volume 40-41) (M/P) 1970, pp.26, 28. 

30 ibid . p . 2 8 . 

31Reines(M/P) p.20; Reines(M/A) pp.xliv, lii-lvi; Horen 
intro . I :7a, I 34:39b ff., II 43:90b-91b; Pines pp . 12, 75 ff. , 
391 - 393. 

32Reines(M/A) p.xxii. 
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accepting thal it had exi~ted eternally. 33 

As Alvin Reines explains, Maimonides accordingly instructed 

t hat everything in the world, indeed the universe, is the 

product of c ausation. And, that e very causation cou 1 d be 

traced back until ~ventually it was shown to o r igi nate in a 

First, o r ultimate Efficient Cause. 34 This applies to all 

t hings, corporeal and incorporeal . This being said, there are 

two basi c systems of c ausation, c orporea l a nd inc orporeal. 

The latter , in particular, is essential to understanding 

Maimonides' c onc ept of prop~ec y . 

Beginning ho wever with the former, Reines e xplains t ha t 

'' Co r poreal c auses are transient and variable; they come into 

existence , grow strong, weaken, and pags away . They occur 

" ... ~it.her direc tly, when a body a c ts o n another body through 

contact, or indirectly, when a body acts on a nother body 

t hrough the med ium of other bodies. •• J S Accordingly, c hanges 

affected by co rporeal c ausation are influenced by distance and 

direction, and occur " gradua lly by degrees ," rather than 

instantaneously. 

33Reines(H/ A) p . xxu; Horeh 11 6;18b, l-Z:25a. 13:-25:56a; Pines 
pp.265, 277, 281-330 . 

' 4 Reines ( H/ A) p .xxii, Horeh I 69:88b ff . , II 12 :25a ; Pines pp. 
166 ff., 277 . 

' 5Reines(M/A ) p.xxiii; Horeh II 12;25a-b; Pines pp.277-278. 
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Incorporeal c ausat.ion on t.he other hand is exac tJ y the 

opposite. It is constant and uniform. It "endu r es i n time . " 

Change whic h i s af f e c ted by incorporeal c ausation appears or 

disappears inslantaneously. ln c ontrast Lo the forme r system, 

''caused c hange" itself is fundamentally differen t. lt is 

incorporeal, or form, and unhindered by the restraints o f time 

and or space. Though i t origina tes from the a c tion o f an 

inc orporeal beir.g, 

corpo real agents. 

i t can affec t b o th inc orp o real and 

In the case o f the latter, incorp .:> real 

c ausat ion r esults i n the bestowal of form- Lhe actualizatio n 

of o c orpo real o b j e c t's potent i a l i t.y - when that objec t has 

attainerl all the ne ~essary c ondit i o ns requjsite to re c e1v1ng 

that form. 36 

Within Maimonidean philosophy, incorporeal causati on is 

synonymous with emanation. And, emanation is the proc ess 

through which the universe was first b rought into being and 

is subsequently sustained. Emanation originates in God. God 

is si mple inco rporeal perfection to a superabundan t d egree . 

The a c tivi ty of God's perfec tion 

mos t perfect of though ts- God. 

is pure t hought abou t t he 

As a result, God possesses 

such incorporeal perfection that He has more than is nec essary 

for His continued being, and as a result His perfection 

36Reines ( M/A) p.xxiv; Horeh I I 12:25b ff.; Pines pp.278 ff . 
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overflows (ema:,ates). 37 The i mmedia te product of God 's 

overflow is the first of a series of ten incorporeal beings, 

or intellects , and nine co r poreal bodies, or sphe r es- where i n 

each succ eed i ng intellect and its correspondi ng sphere 1s 

somewhat less perfect than its predecessor. 38 

The a ctivity of each i ntellect, in descending degrees of 

perfection, is a lso thought. Additionally, down until the 

Tenth Intellect, each intellect receives more than enough 

ema.nat.ion to sustain its own self and in turn ove rfl o w~-

e manating a corporeal sphere and yet the next intellect 1n 

line. As suc h, an intellect is the ''creator" of its 

respec ti v e sphere through the bestowal of form (emanation), 

and it is the sustaining force of its sphere by virtue of its 

perpetual emanation.39 

As the c reation of its c reato r, a sphere seeks to e mulate its 

intellect, t h i n king continually about it, about the higher 

inte llects, and about God. The product of it s activity is 

motion . Since i t s e eks to e mul a te that which is perfect in 

abu ndance, its movement is the most perfect it is c apable of-

37 Reines ( M/A) p.xxv ; Ho r eh I I 12; Pine s p.279. 

38 Rein e s ( M/A) p.xxvi; Horeh I 72:99 ff., II 4:-11 :24 b ; Pines 
pp .18 4 ff . I 25 4 -27 6 . 

39 Re ines ( M/ A) p .xxvii; Horeh I I l l: 24a ; P ine s p . 275. 
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pure circular moljon . 4 0 

Needless to say, bec ause t he heave ns, (i . e . the i ntel lects and 

the spheres ) are lhe hy - pro ducts of the e manation of a living 

God , they are also alive. As we hav e discussed, t h ey are 

c a pable o f rational tho ught and t hey a r e animate . They also 

possess free choice. Their choice o f a c tivity however is 

guided by t h e ralionality o f Lhei ~ thought and boun d by t he 

nature o f t he ir incorporeal c ausati o rt. It necessaril y 

reflec t s what is " r ight'' and "good" in a unl\'ersal sense, and 

as a r esu lt is always unifo rm and constant, 4 1 

The a c tions o f t he intelligen ces a nd the spheres t rans late as 

the laws we associate wi th nature, 42 Na tu re , BS the sys tem by 

which t he unive rse and events within i t are gove rned, 1s 

therefore also regular and fixed. An ything whic h abrogates 

t he regular sequence of n ~tur al law is therein the equi valent 

of a mirac le. 43 

The process of e manation, in whic h the intellects and the 

sphe res are brought i n to being, moves from God to the Firs t 

40 Reines(M/A ) p.xxvi; Horeh II 4 :12bi Pines p .225. 

41Reines(M/A) pp.xxix-xxx ; Moreh II 7:19a; Pines p.226. 

42 Reines(M/A ) p.xxvii; ftforeh II 5:15b-:16b, 6 : 16b-:17a , 10:2lb; 
Pines pp . 260-261 , 262-263 , 271. 

43see p.13 footnote 26 infra,. 
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Intellect and t hen down through to the ninth sphere and the 

Tenth Intellect. The ninth sphere is called the lunar sphere, 

because the moon is found with in it and the Tenth In tel lec t 

is c alled the Ac~ive Intellect . 

Near t he bottom o f the chain of emanation, the Ac t i ve 

Intellec t does not possess enottgh perfect ion to produce a 

sphere. It does however e manate one more co rporeal body and 

o ne more (albeit minor) incorporeal intellec t. 1'he body 

exists wi thin the lunar sphere, and i l is referred t o as the 

sub-lunar world, or name l y, earth. lt 1s the world of first 

matter, c o mpr ised o f the elements fire, a i r, water and 

appropriately, eart h . These elements, are for the f irst time 

in the emana t i o 11 proc ess, subjec t to c onstant c o rporeal 

change. Consequent ly, we are the last, least perfect and the 

lowest point of the he • vens, positioned at i t s cen ter. « 

In as muc h as God starts the process from wh ich t he univers e 

ensues, and in as much as God's emanation is t he ultimate 

ground o f being of all the universe, and in as muc h as God's 

perpetual emanation sustains the universe in turn, God is said 

to have a part in the creation and continued being of t he sub

lunar world. But, God did not directly "create ♦, t he sub-luna r 

world or for that matter any o f the intelligenc es or spheres 

44Reines(M/A) p . xxvi, Horeh II 11:24a -b; Pines pp.275-2 76. 



after the First Intel l i gence . 4 5 The sub-lunar worl d in 

par ticular, receives its e his tence from and is g overned 

primaril y by t he Active i n t ellect, secondar ily in con junction 

with the rest o f t he heavens. 4 6 

This means that God d0es not send His word to prophet s and 

prophets d o n0t receive t he wo rd of God. God, solely i nvolved 

with thinking though ts about Himsel f, has no idea that t he 

prophets or the sub-l~nar wo rld even exist . 

humankind a c hieve prophecy~ 

How then does 

We have already discussed nea r t he beginn i ng of t his sectio n 

t ha t mankind rec eives the form o f h is species at concep tion. 

The form o f t he human species i s t ha t whi c h, '' ... endows man 

with a c apac ity for rational though t , and t he power of 

imagina tion ... ♦ , i s also that whi ch separa tes and 

distinguishes human ity from the rest of the sub- lunar 

c rea t i on. The bestowal o f human f orm is an e manati o n of t he 

Active Intellect. As such , it is consistent and uniform among 

all human beings. Howev er, actualizat ion o f human form i s 

dependent upon in t he first place, the quality of the 

45 Reines{ H/ A) p. xxvu ; Horeh I 52 :-53 ; 64a ( •see :60b ); P ines 
pp .1 14-12 3 ( * see 117). 

46 repeated references, f or example, Reines ( M/ A ) p.xxvii ; Ho reh 
II 11:24a; Pines p.275. 

47Reines(M/A) p . xxxix. 

, 
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embryonic material- "sub-st ratum" upon whi ch the e manati on 

flows- in particular the brai n, and in the second place, upon 

the moral, emotional and intellectual development of the now 

grown person. 48 A prophet, therefore, nol only possesses a 

supe rior brain, but his intellectual, moral and emotional 

development is also far super : or to that of the average man. 49 

AL the moment that a prophet has a c hieved suffi c ient 

intellec tua l preparation , and simultaneously his physical, 

moral and emotional development are 1n line, the form of his 

being, (baring a miracle,) is automatically actualized. His 

rati onal [aculty c an now receive and is endowed with emanation 

from the Active Int.ellect. When it has received mo re than 

enough perfection f or its own being, il too over fl ows - in the 

direct.ion of t he Frophet's o wn imaginative faculty. Thus the 

Active Inte llect p r oduces the last intellec t in the emanation 

c hain, whi ch i n turn bestows incorporeal perfection upon t he 

corporeal matte r of the prophet's i magina tion. 50 

Once a prophet's intellect has been perfected through 

emanation, it is able to per ceive true knowledge. Howe ver, 

it o n ly perceives universal knowledge since this is the o nl y 

48Reines(M/A) p.xxxv; Horeh II 36 : 79b ff. Pines pp.371 ff. 

49Reines ( M/A) pp.l- li. 

50Reines(H/A) pp.xxxv-xliii; Horeh II 37:80b ff., II 38:83a; 
Pines pp.373 ff., 377. 
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type of knowledg e which incorpor eal intellects possess. 
f 

ro het at no time receives particular i nforaation or 

instruction. 51 To t r anslate unive r sal knowledge into 

particular knowl edge, that he and latter his audience wi ll 

understand, 

imagination, 

a prophet rel i es upon his now p erfec ted 

In emanating upon the i maginative faculty, the prophet's 

Acg11ired Intellect bestows con tinuing " rati onal guidance" upon 

the farmer's propensity for fantas~. Thus, "When the 

intellect attains its highest degree o f perfectio~ and 

emanates upon the imagination, the result 1.s phontasy 

structured by reason. This rational phantasy is prophecy. " 52 

In othe r words, a prophet- prepared by wa y of perso nal study 

and prepara tion- is dependent u~on tne faculties o f his own 

reason and imagination to translate the general universal 

kno wledge he has perceived i nto parti c ular knowledge he can 

disseminate to his audience . Clearly, from a modern 

psychological perspective then, prophecy migh t be seen as a 

functi on o f inspired genius, utilizing a developed imagination 

-almost as an art- to disseminate religious '' u n iversal good" 

to one's fellow human beings in a way that is simultaneously 

51 Reines(M/P) p,11; Reines(M/A) pp . xli 1 xliil , 129; Horeh 
I 6~:84a- :85a, II 38:83a; Pines pp.158-160, 377. 

52Rei nes(M/A) p.xliii. 
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both s imple and complex wi t hout det r a cti ng one from the ot~er. 

Mosa ic Proph ecy Accord i ng t o Maimon i de s , a Respo nse to Socia l 

Re a li t y: 

The prophec y of Moses w~s unlike any other prophet's. That 

1s, although prophecy c ame t o Moses i n a natural way, Mo ses ' 

inte l lect and physical constitution were suc h t ha t he uniquely 

perc e ived "divine" t ruth direct ly with out r ecou r se t o t he 

imagination . 53 It was therefore qualitatively superior. 54 

Conseq uentl y, a disc uss ion i n vo lving the differences between 

Mosaic and regu l ar prophecy would be a wor thy and deserving 

add ition to this c hapter. Fo r the purpo ses o f this hea ding 

however, we shall suff i ce it to limi t o ur o bservations to t he 

f ollowi ng. 

Un i quel y perc eiving true knowledge direc tl y, Ho ses had no need 

of the i magination to i nterpre t for himself the abstract 

c oncepts conta ined therein. Rather, Moses used his perfected 

imag ination to i n te r pret for others the know l edge he had 

alread y perceived a n d understood . 55 Second, bec ause divin e 

knowled ge only s pe aks in terms of u n iversa l abstracts, the 

53 Re i nes( M/P) pp. 8 -7 ► 

5 4 ibid. p . l 7. 

5 5 Re ines( M/ P ) pp .22, 24-26 . 
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Torah as a work of parables, myths and specific regu lat ions 

is obviously not an exact transcription of the knowledge Moses 

Rather, it was his interpretation o f that perc eived. 

knowledge. Though Mo ses perceived the essence o f t he Torah, 

t he Torah in its literary form is in reality the product of 

Moses' imagination- trans forming the e sse nce of universal 

governance ( na t ure ) as perceived by his intellect into 

language and f o rm tha t everyone else could understand and 

confo r m Lo.s6 

Understanding the dangers inherent in in~rodu c1 ng d1v1 ne truth 

to an u neduc a ted or 111-prepared indiv1dual or c o mmun ity, 

Moses produc ed the To rah as a doc umen t of simultaneous 

multiple meanings, thereby assuring that t h e uneducated masses 

obta ined the principles and regulations of societal government 

they n eeded, wi t hout bec oming overwhelmed, and those wh o 

deserved instruct ion worthy o 1 a more advanced c apacity , 

received t heir due as well- according to their abilities. 

Specifica l ly in 1 chapters 32 and 33 of the Guide , Maimonides 

explains that the danger of providing divine truth to those 

who are not prepared for it is similar to, 

" .. ,feeding a suckling with wheaten bread and meat 

and gi vi ng him wine to drink. ( It) would 

56Reines(M/P) pp.24-25, 
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undoubtedly kill hiru, not becaus~ these ai l ments are 

bad or unnatural for man, but because t he child t hat 

receives them is too weak to di gest them so as t o 

derive a benefit from them. 57 

At the very leas t o n e is likely to loose faith, pursue evil 

ways, o r simply go insane. 58 

Loo k ing back on chapter two of lhis thesis, 1l would s eem that 

according to Maimonides ' understanding1 Moses not only 

perceived beforehand the potential effects of his p r ophetic 

knowledge, but he anticipated the "fe~dba c k " of his 1;1.udiencf; 

and mo ved to pre-mpt it by p~ov1ding for it a cco rdingly. In 

an interesting aside, Ma i monides also recognized the inherent 

danger his own work might hold for the "masses. The Guide 

to the Perplexed therefore, was not only written in such a way 

as to guide th~ intellectual elite, (its ~ain objec tive,) but 

to lay down a s mo ke screen so t hat one who was i nsufficiently 

prepared might be safeguarded from i nadvertently sustaining 

theological harm. 

TOWARDS A CONCLUSION: 

Trut:h apparently, is a subjective thing. It overflows upon 

us like wate r from a fountain. Ea ch in his time dips i n to the 

57Horeh I 32:37a; Pines p.71 , 

58ibid. 32:36a; Pines p.69. 
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pool collected at our feet, and yet, t hough we drink the same 

drjnk, it appears differer,t to each one. Affected by the 

pec uliarities o f our individual lhirsts, the physiology of our 

i ndividual faculties for taste, the water at ti mes appears 

sweet, at times bitter, at Limes satiating, at. times as if 

there is not enough water i n al l of the heavens. 

I f there is a constant., it is that the water flows, and tha~ 

we thirst . Saadya, Hale vi , Maimonides, the hosts throughout 

our history, each sought to quenc h the thirst o f thei r age

a thirst for God and for God 's word. To the extent that they 

quenched t heir thirsts, the water's life was sweet upon their 

lips, yet it is paradoxically clear that the same water, in 

but another's c up, would bear the bitterness of death. 

The search f or truth as it pertains to p r opheti c origins is 

not, I feel, to be realized in any one philosopher's design, 

but in the process by wh ic h he brought h1s design to life. 

We toe, stand beneath the fountain. Tr11th will come , in 

taking up the cup, to quench our thirst. 



C HAPTER 4 

THE SILENT VO I CE: 

A sear c h ...,it h.1..n 

"Th e wo rds o f the prophets are written on t h e subway 
walls ... and wh ispe r' d in The Sounds Of Sile nce . '' 

Paul Simon, 

The Sound of Silence, 1964 
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For me and r believe for the majority o f theologi c al inquiry, 

the existential launching point of an investigation into 

prophetic origins has been and remains, direclly related to 

lhe immediate absence of prophetic experience. Acco r dlngly, 

if prophecy were expe rienced as part of daily routine Jife, 

there would be, essentially, no ~xistential need to raise the 

question o f prophecy's origins at all rt is only in 1ts 

absence, in trying t o ascertain where it has gone, tha t 

becomes c r i tical to determine from where it had come. 

Perhaps then, from the beginning, I have found myself looking 

for an answer explaining where prophecy c omes from in order 

that I migh t explain where prophecy has gone. 1 have sought 

to understand wh y the voice o f one such as Isaiah no longer 

fills our streets or why the tender of vineyards no longer 

leaves hi s vi nes. I f I am to accept that God at any one time 

entered history through the voice of His prophets, t hen by the 

same token, the subsequent silence of that voice bids me to 

accept a most terrible conclusion- that God no longer is moved 

to talk to His peop le, that God no longer c are s enough to 

continue the conve rsation . 

In response to those who likewise may have reached this point, 

Abraham Hesc hel has argued that prophecy was an event in ti me 

which transc ends the boundaries of spacial existence, And 

thus that pro phecy o n c e having entered the world, stands as 
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a marker, perpetually relevant and continually speaking. Th~ 

" word" once having been spoken is therein sufficient in 1tsel f 

to last throughout our eternity- lne re is no need, so to 

speak, to re1nvenl the wheel. 1 

But 1 find this reasoning less than satisfying. I do not 

presume to understand the ways o f God, but it is nonetheless 

difficult lo fathom that God should c hoose lo remain silent 

in what must by now be the obvious vain hope o f our ever 

learning how t.o use the " whee l·• soon enough. 

Indeed lhe problems addressed by the prophets of our tradition 

are still the probl ems we face today. Social conditions, 1f 

anything, have o nly taken on proportionally gargant uan 

dimensions s i n ce the time of our forebears. Ou r advances i n 

technology have brought us to the bri nk of our own global 

annihi latiQn- ou r o wn destruction of God's very creation. Why 

then should God not speak to us still ? And davkah why should 

He be silent now of all times ? Where is the a ctive presence 

of God which so intensely filled our ancestors lives? It is 

simply inconceivable to me that God, if ever once so 

intimately involved i n His people's well-being, should have 

all of a sudden decided to leave us to ourse lves. 

1Abraham Heschel, God in Search of Man , 1955 pp.211 ff . 
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Earl~ on, our rabbis intuitively serised the disastrous 

c onsequenc es whi c h God 's silence held f or their people. Left 

to ponder the or ig ins of p rophecy, faith wo u ld be hard put to 

come o ut ahead . Doub t might e ven go so f ar as to question t h e 

val i dity of God's covenant havi ng e ver existed a t a ll. In the 

t hrows of exile, such was a plaus ible worse-case s cenario. 

The rabbis, h o we ver, had a c ard to play, Faith was still a 

med ium subservien t lo dog ma ti c man ipulation. ~11 t ha t was 

re~u ired was a system in wh ich God's silence could be 

explai ned wh ile remaining inside the context of covenan t a l 

author ity. 

The Rabbis in due cou rse invented the med ium of the Bat Kol. 2 

They had to a cknowledge t hat the age of prophecy had c ome to 

an end, but, as t hey explained , it did net have to mean the 

end of God's con c ern . With t h e fall o f the Temple and t he 

departure of God's people fro m the land, God's Shekhinah , t he 

vehicle of God's prophecy , had also been made to leave. But 

it left along wi th God's people. In this way, God was still 

the source of prophecy, He would still be present among His 

people, and would even from time to ti me still intervene by 

allowing a Bat Kol to descend. Prophecy, as a medium of God's 

c onc ern, had ended for the time being bu t it would reappear 

once again when Zion and its cult were restored and the people 
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were gathered home once more. 

Int.he twentieth c entury however, the tables at whi ch t-h e 

Rabbi's c a rd can still be played are signif icant ly fewer 1n 

number. We have ostensibly ou tgrown, even re jected outrig h t , 

the wo rld o f dogmati ~ fait h . We a ccept only what we see with 

our own two eyes and we trust o n ly in wha l we hea r with our 

o wn two e ars. Empiricism has become t he standard o f o ur 

scienc e, and scie n c e has become t he Torah of o u r belief. 

Consequently, amid the new and ex pans ive sea o f mo dern s cien ce 

and 1...echnology, a ssiduous s c holarly ef fo rt s have put suc h an 

abundanc e of evidence u~on t he popular communa l tables as to 

prov e beyond reasonable doubt that p r ophecy is i ndeed perhaps 

not t he pro duct o f divine inter ven ti or., bu t is rather tr.e 

c hild of our own hu man invention. 

Mordecai Kaplan wrote insightfully on this point, 

"Too much has been learned about various reli g ious 

t rad ition s , with the ir myth s, legen d s and wo n der 

tales , to permit the a vera ge thou g htful person, who 

i s a ccu stomed to integrate h is k no\o,'ledge into a 

coheren t pa ttern , to p l a ce an y more credenc e in t he 

mira c les r ecorded in t h e J e wi s h t rad i t ion than in 

t h o se of any o ther ... . For mos t people who are t h us 

i n f luenced by the spi rit o f mode r n ism there see ms 
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to be no al te rna ti \"e but an unqualif i ed 

secularism." 3 

Secularism 1 as such, o ffers a sobering, though some wo uld 

argue h e artening 1 modern solution to the ques ti o n of prophetic 

origins and ultimately the absenc e of prophetic revel a tion. 

Prophecy is absent beca1Jse prophecy, as the actual 

transm ission of divi ne p r ovidence , neve r existed in the fi r sL 

place! Si n ce wha t we kno w as prophec y de r ives fro m man , t here 

is no s u bsequent need to fee l a loss ove r that whi c h never 

was! Eve n mo re, learn i ng t he "hows and wh ys" of ou r r o le in 

creating the prophetic myth may e v entually help us i n s o l ving, 

on o u r own, the problems we could o n ly have hoped would be 

solved secondarily t hrough divine guidance. Accepti ng our 

natural role as the creato r and ultimate c ustodian of our own 

destiny- we may empowe r ourselves to affect the world -w i de 

healing and growth nec essdry to surv i ve as a species. 

It is a thought, however, that I must reJect . Empowering i n 

potentia as it may be, humanity has proved au tonomy to be i ts 

own worst enemy, Even more abhorrent than the evil commi tted 

in the name of God, the e vi l perpetra ted in the name of human 

supremacy has proved man ifestly more hideous. The- t hought 

that we are alone to the wisdom of our own intuition i s 

3Mordec ai Kaplan, Judaism Without Supernatural ism, l 958 p. 24 . 
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exponentially more disturbing to me than the thought that we 

mus t c ontinue in a world where God's voice remains silent . 

At least in the latter, in our longing and striving t o reunite 

with God's word, we may achieve some form of ideal behavi o r. 

We would still be dependent upon ourselves, but we would be 

beholden to a higher morality whi c h transcends the weakness 

of !-iuman vanity. 

On a more philosophical note, it occ urs to me that th~ issue 

of human auton o my raises a further , more unique quest1on 

regarding our perception of prophetic- origins- namely, whether 

our secular response is a reaction to God's silence or whether 

God's silence 1s a result of our sec ular response. The 

question I thin k, is more significant than it ma-y appear at 

f i 1· st g 1 an c e . 

In the first case , it does not seem unreason able 1n the light 

of existen tialism t ha t man, facing the chilling reality of 

aloneness, s hould r espond defens ively to t hose threats ensuing 

f rom what h e percei ves to be his abandonment by God. Al stake 

are his emotiona l and social well being. If we understand 

prophecy as essentially a relat io nship between man and God, 

t he abrogation of that r e l a tionsh ip evokes no less a sense of 

loss or panoply of e motion than is normally attendant upon the 

abrogation of any intense , long-term relations h ip we may have 

amongst o urselves . Indeed, to argue kal v'homer , the effect 
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should 0e all the more profound. 

To the extent with whic h we put faith in modern psyc hology , 

is it unreasonable to assume that the same stages of grieving 

demonstrated to apply to the te r mina tion of hu man 

reJ atio nships, should not also apply when we grieve wha t we 

perceive as t h e l oss of our relationship with God? 4 More 

speci f ically, may it not be arg ued tha t humanity, in dea ling 

with God 's silence, finds itself in process - moving fro m 

denia l ( i .e. rabbini c i n terpretation, ) to acce ptanc e and an 

ultima te ser,se of auto no my ? The secularist. approac h in whic h 

we r eject the very existence o r signific ance of God Hi mself , 

may reflect our reaction to God's departure from ou r l ives 

vis-a-v is a nat~ral stage of grief normally c h a r a cte r ized by 

anger. 

Th e naturai conclusio n to th i s, o f course, wo uld be t hat i f 

ou r proce ss is a healthy o ne, we will e v e n tua lly abandon our 

ange r and o u r secular i s m- integratin g the true r e a lity of o u r 

l oss - and move on i n to full auton o my with t h e peace of mind 

suc h heali n g wo ul d bring. Th e difference between th i s 

au ton o my and o n e in whic h God has h a d no part at al ~ is t hat 

t h is a uton o my, at t h e very l e as t , affords us an established 

•As g e ne ra l ly adapted from El izabeth Kubler- Ross's well known 
fi ve "Stages of Dying " in which one mov e s f r o m Deni a l to Ange r, 
Bargai n i ng , Depressi on and then Ac ceptanc e . 
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foundation from which ~e may hope to ~o out to seek our o wn 

way. 

What o{ the idea, however, that reverses t he situation wherein 

God's silenc e iz the result of our involvement with secular 

ideology instead of the other way around ? If we were to 

•mderstand the individual as a microcosm o f t he larger ent ity 

we call humanity and yet at the same time leaving cul~ural 

variation aside, w~ were to assume tha t humanity's developmenl 

un a who le parallels essentially the same cognitive / psycho

social development o f an individual, we might be able to trace 

the s ilence of God's voice, as a phenomenon, to a natural 

unfolding of ou r own speciel ~rowth. 

It is c ert ainly clear that humanity's ability to reason , 

(though present i n an ontological sense from the very star t,) 

is a f unction of acquisition over time. Accordingly, we have 

developed as a species once dependen t upon explana tory myth 

into a species now capabl e of sc.ientific extrapolation. The 

difference in knowledge between biblical man and the person 

of the twentieth century re flects not only a quantitative, but 

a qualitative advancemen t in favor of the latter. 

Such an observation corresponds with Jean Piaget' s famous 

theory of cogni tive development. According to Piaget's 

theory, an able chi ld in the course of no rmal development will 
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advance th r ough a set sequence of predetermined cogni tive 

stages. These sta ges represent t he qualitatively different 

levels by whi c h he will come t o proc ess information abou t 

h i mse i.f and his wo rld. Piaget held that the process o f 

cogniti ve dev elopmen t was un iversally the same, v aryi ng o nl y 

i n the rate at whicl, a n indi vidua l might mo ve from one stage 

into the next. 5 

A table adapted from John San t r oc k 's Adolescence, 6 will be 

helpful for o ur p urposes . These then are t he f ou r stages of 

development a s ide n tifi ed by Pi age t : 

Stage 

Senso r i motor 

Preoperatiooal 

Description Age RangP 

An i nfant cons tructs an understanding Birth to age 2 
o f the wo r ld by coord i nat i ng sensory 
experiences with physica l actions. As 
they ■anipulate objects, and observe 
the consequences, they associate pat-
te rns , a.nd begin to recogn i ze primi -
tive sy■bols . 

Language appears. A child begins to 2 t o 7 
understand the world with words and 
i.,■ages. He can now ■an ipulate sy■bols 
i n addit ion to objects. I ■agi nation 
plays a large role . They can i ■agine 

that things are what t hey are not. 

5Audrey Haber and Ric hard Runyon, Fu ndamentals of Psychology, 
2nd ed. 1978 pp.334 ff . 

6 John Santrock, Adolescence, 4th ed. 1990 p.60 also, 
Audrey Haber and Richard Runyon, Fundamentala of Psycho logy, 

1978, pp.334 ff . 

r 



Concrete -
Operational 

Formal -
Operatiooal 

Description Age Range 

A child begins to reason logica lly 7 l o 11 
about concrete event s . Man ipulation of 
sy■bols replaces that of objects, In 
distinguishing between how things look 
and how things are, a child increasing-
ly resorts to a cognitive structur i ng 
o f the world. 

Moving beyond concrete expe r iences, an 11 t o l 5 
adolescent is able t o reason in more 
abstrac t , idealistic and logical ways. 

90 

Again, if we a s sume that human it y 's de velopment parallels whal 

Piaget and o t hers hav e propos e d f o r the 1nd iv1 dual , we might 

understand thaL humani ty also progresses through set stage s 

of spec if ic cogn i tive developme n t as it c omes t o understand 

itself and i t s world, In appl yin g the above definitions, it 

seems plausibl e, if not intriguing, t o relate Piaget's f o ur 

stages of gro wth t o humanity's relationship with bibli c a l 

prophecy, 

Regard ing the first stage- sensorimotor developme n t, we may 

wi th a fair degree of con fidence look upon it as representing 

t hat period of growth up to and includ ing the pre-li t erary 

prophets. In this interpreta tion , I wo uld also include t he 

perception of s upernatural activity as it appeared withi n 

Israel's surrounding c ul tuces. What shouid be of speci fi c 

note for us is that concentration on coordinating sensory 
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experience with physic al action, the manipulat ion of objects, 

the observation of co nsequence and pattern and the primitive 

use of symbol. 

From a form- c riti cal perspect ive , if we were to separate out 

what may very well be latter redacto r y attempt s to harmonize 

early prophetic activ ity so that it would be more in line with 

deuteronomic philosophy, (i.e. and less in line with the 

activity o ~ Israel's neighbors, ) c an it be denied that what 

Piaget offers as c haracteristi c of sensorimotor development 

significantly represents the c haracter o f p re- literar y 

pt0phecy and by the same token then, t he cogn i ti ve stage of 

its audienc e ? Even if we took the pre-literary accounts a t 

face velue, sign i f icant parallels are nevertheless present. 

We may cite the relat ive absence of visions c haracterist ic o f 

latter stages of development, the rel ati ve abundanc e and 

reliance upon physical manipulations- includ i ng magi c and 

divination- or the primitive use of the ark as a s y mbol of 

God's power and protection, 

Imagination, as a sophisticated faculty, only appears with the 

introduction of the literary prophets. And, I would propose, 

that their entr~ into history would seem to correspond with 

humanity' s advance into t he next level of its own development. 

Of critical note in Piaget's second stage is not only t he 

appearance of language but the use of i mages and t he 
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Most noteworthy though, 1 s Lhe use 

or imagination. Though a child is still tied to concrete 

objects and actions, he can now use i magination to understand 

things in relationships other than as they appear in reality. 

Is this not also the case with the period of literary 

prophecy: Altho11gh the prophets remain physi c ally visual 

in style, there is mu c h more e mphasis upon the symbolism of 

their action than upon the physicality of the act itself. 

Consequently. t.he i r actions, when they occ ur, are 

representative of relatively comp lex associations requiring 

the use of a fairly sophisticated imagination. rt is b.ecause 

of this newly developed imagina tive ability, that the images 

woven by the prophet are sufficiently understood by their 

audience to communicate t.he desired meaning . Imagination, 

therefore, ffiay be said to have been the operative mechanism 

by which ancient Israel, ~uc-ing the time of the lalter 

pro phets, understood t heir connection to God and their world

much as imagination and fantasy-play help the child at stage 

two to understand his connection to the world around him . 

What of stage three? 

to reason log ical ly, 

Piaget submits that a child now learns 

t hough admittedly only abou't concrete 

events. The ground work is laid in which a c hi ld increasingly 

resorts t o a cognitive structuring o f the world. The most 

significant c o ncrete event in the l atte r life o f a ncient 
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Israe l, a n e vent that str i kingly ~arked the end of prophecy 

per se , was the Roman exile in 70 C .E , \.Iha l ensued was 

ostensibl y the beginning of Rabbin i c Judaism o r, in o ther 

words, the cogn itive st ructuring o f t he Jewish wo rl d . 

In stage f o ur, a c h ild moves beyond co nc re te experienc es, No w 

an adolescent, he reason s i n the abstract , in i d e a listic and 

logi c al ~ays. ls it n o t feasible to suggest lhat such a stage 

of development migh t cor respo nd to lhe rise of medievaJ 

p h ilosophy ? And t hat, as a stage, it c o ntinue s on , achieving 

mo re and mo re c omplexity even into today ~ Certainly, 

al t h ough Piage :.. held that t h e final stage of growth is 

achieved by age fifte en, studies a s early as 19 72 have 

s uggested t hat '' , . cognit ive development ma y extend way in t o 

adu 1 thood. •'7 

This o f course, may all be a si mple f light of fanc y, but on 

a con c eptual level 1 it seems to me t o offer a c ertain log i c. 

Namely, that as a species we progress not only in the quantity 

of knowledge that we achieve, but in the quality of t he 

t hough t processes we use to atta in and process that knowledge. 

Further, it allows that not all segments of a general 

popula tion a re going to advance at t he same rate or speed. 

Still further, it suggesLs that early use of imagination and 

7Audrey Haber and Richard Run yon , Fundamentals of Psychology, 
1978 p.339 . 
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fantasy as realistic tools for understanding o ur world, 

naturally give way to more grounded cognitive methods of 

discernment. And thus , we c an perhaps begin to understand the 

advent of secularism and its approac h to God a s well as t o 

God's word. 

What it does not mention, however, t h ough I co ns1der 1t a 

c rucial factor, is the i rrevePsibility of the process by whi c h 

we develop our cognitive abilities, That is, once we ara a ble 

to establish by reason that prophecy is not a supernatural 

event, t hen by vi rtue of our reachi~g that stage of reasoning 

ability, bari~g a n a ctual miracle e r t h e persuasive appeal of 

a more rational proof to the con trary, we cannot return t.o 

understanding prophecy as anything but a natural event. In 

other words, there comes a point when the Santa Claus of our 

childhood is foreve 1· after only the wishful product of our 

once chi ld's imag ination . We c an fondly recall believing in 

him at o ne time, bu t we will never be abl e to accept him in 

that same c h ild's-wa y again, 

What the above d iscussion boils down to, is the suggestion 

that t h e reason we no longer hear the voice of God is bec ause 

we have progressed t o a point in our natura l development where 

we c an no longer a ccept the biblical perception of that voice 

as reali st i c. Our c ognitive tools f o r u nderstanding t he world 

have evolved from i mag ination to reason- a progressiom that 
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is irreversible. 

And, there is yet another issue intimately related to 

cognitive development. It too affects the silence o f God's 

word, or more succinctly put, ou r weakened abilitr to hear it. 

As cognitive development theory traces the natural p r ogression 

of ope~ational thought-processing in an individ1tal, psyc ho

social development theory traces the stages of social/ 

psyc hological growth and adaptat iun in an individual. Various 

theories acound, and I do not wi sh to enter into a discussion 

of their many particulars. I would, however , like to address 

the specific concept of autonomy as a developmental stage of 

indepe_ndence. 

As a tec hn ical term, autonomy is understood differently and 

applied at different stages of development depending upon the 

theorist at hand. For: our purposes, I would like to define 

autonomy as that stage of deve lopment in wh ich an individual 

may assert and maintain his own independence- in relation to, 

but not in reliance upon, any outs ide force or control. 

Again, for our purposes, I would l i ke to suggest that autonomy 

is not represented by any age bracket in particular but 

reflects more of a state of mind which may in fact never be 

a chieved throughou t the entirety of a lifetime . 



96 

Nevertheless, seen as a natural state of healthy developme r, t, 

once a c hieved, it is fair Lo say that any return to a previ ous 

state would represent- in t he language of psyc hoanalysis- an 

unhealthy regression. 

This said, humanity in the mode r~ age has a chieved a level of 

au tonomy previously unknown in its development. The age of 

our enlightenment has dawned. By vir tue of our new liberated 

human reason, we have come to believe t hat ~olhing is beyond 

~ur own infinite c apacity. Therefore, g iven the proper time 

and resou rces, no mystery is unsolvable, no need is beyond our 

abili ty to satisfy it . As a result, humankind has assumed t he 

responsibility of determin ing i ts o wn dest i ny 1 and to a 

!';ignificant exlenl, has determined that God, as such, is no 

longer necessary. 6 Autonomy, in and of itself , is after all, 

a jealous god. 

A crucial dynamic of autonomy then, is a profound reluctance 

to give it up. To do so would threaten our sense of self 

esteem and accomplishment. As with the young adult on the 

t h reshold of leaving his parent's home, we as a species have 

matured to a point where independence and self relian r e are 

8 For an insightful discussion on the effects of the 
Enlightenme nt, see : Eugene Borowitz , The Mask J ews Wear, 197.3, 
specifically the c hapter entitled "Ethics Without Roots" pp.66-$8. 
See especially, Alvin Reines, " Ontology , Demography , and the Silent 
Ho l ocaust" (Judaism I ssu e 151 , Volume 38 , no. 4) 1989 . 
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c r itical ly mo r e i mportant to our effective survival in the new 

world o f o ur o wn c reation, than 1s the maintenanc e of old ties 

to t he dogma of o ur "childhood. " 

We have , in other wo rds , effec tively left ou r Parent ' s house . 

lt frightens u s to cons i d e r i;ivi ng up o ur a utonomy , t o 

consider g iving up what we have achieved. And so, I would 

suggest t hat ou r f e r vent strides i n the f ields of sociology , 

ps ycho logy and fo rm- c r iticism, etc., may re present a 

subconscious theological effort on t he part of humanity to 1n 

large part affi rm o ur fledgling se nse of identity and ou r will 

to independenc e, as well as Lo s h o re up the break- water whi c h 

k eeps God a t a safe and respectable distance from o ur lives. 

We have i n point, reac hed such a st age o f autonomy that if we 

were t o ever accep t an emergenc e o f prophecy again, i t would 

have to be based upon o ur own te rms - upon terms wh ich from our 

perspective wou ld not t hrea te n ou r rec ent , yet hard wo n ga i ns. 

This speaks a s well for our emotiona l development. S u c h te rm s 

would have to e nsure that we would not be left again t o feel 

the sense of anger, betrayal and abandonment e ngendered by 

such events as the Holocaust. For many, o ur t rus t has been 

shattered and it is tragically far more easier, 

psychologically speaking , to leave the barricade up, to assume 

that God has gone than it is to a ccept tha t He stood silently 

by the tragedies o f o ur lives. 
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Unless, perhaps, God's voice was the re. 

somehow co uld not hear it. 

And it was we who 

It 1s perhaps unfortunate that we do not have an intermediary 

o f sorts, one with a Phd. in psyc h0-dynamic counseling. ( An 

Isaiah o r an Amos ? ) On the ~ lher hand, e mpowered as we are 

in our new found self-relianc e, it should not be beyond our 

ability to initiate a new discussion of terms o n ou r own. 

Dialogue between people and God 1s undoubtedly a c asua lty o f 

our enlighte nme n t. Yet, discussion 1s such a c rit ical ly 

c rucial key t o hea r ing another' s voice. 

A CONCLUSION : 

Ultimate ly , the only answer tha t would ever s ufficiently 

settle the question, "Where has prophecy gone ?" would be a. 

publicly verifiable, miraculous revelatio n on perhaps the 

scale of a Sinai i t self. Bec ause for all of o ur best 

intentions, no matter what the reasoning or the i nsight, human 

answers regarding the origins of prophecy are i n the end just 

that ... human answers. And e v en the poetry and spirituality 

of Heschel, or of Buber, are in the end only a human response 

to a human need. 

If we are to find peace in God's silence at all , it must come 

from ourselves. To such an extent, we may share in those 
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traditions and i n te rpretations whi c h speak to us, striking a 

chord of spi r itual realness deep within, but. ultimately it 

will remain an individua l and personal e x erc ise, one with 

which we must be i ntimately i n volved. 

Regardless i f prophecy o riginated in man see k ing God, or i n 

God seeking man, o r in the mutual mee ting o f t he wa ys , 9 

prophecy was and undeniably i s still a product of proc ess, a 

produ~ t o f a ct ive e ngagement. If we accept as an ~utgrowth 

of our o wn de veloping maturity, humanity's c hangi. ng 

r·ela tionship to the prophet ic wo rd, t hen t he greatest sin 

which we could ever c ommit wo uld be l o fall lackadaisical i n 

the greatness o f our old age. Heal t hy matur ity is a process, 

a cycle of continuous movement. 

For my own part, the concep t of a maturing humanity makes 

sense. Il allows for natural growth aud new understandings , 

it allows for more profound and l asting relationships. It 

does not nec essarily rule out lhe possibility of God o r t he 

transmissi on of His word . On t h e co ntrary, it points us back 

to a time of theological innocence, to a time when the 

innocence of age could open the windo w to worlds latter erased 

by reason. 

9Kaplan, Heschel and Buber respectively. 
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Those worlds, if lhey ever existed, lllUst exisl yet today for 

ou r c h ild ren pe r c eive t hem still. If in our age, we no Jonger 

hear the voice of God, it is perhaps because we have not 

learned how lo hear it in an adult way. Its silenc e does nol 

me an it has stopped, fo r it has always bee n silent . T t is we 

who have stopped listening , mistaking the silence for abs e nc e. 

If we are lo ever hear the voice ag~in, 1l 1s we who must take 

the initiative, we who must begin Lo talk with God. I t 1 s we 

who must strive to strike the balance between thE> profound 

wisdom of our new age and t he profound insi gl.t of our youth, 

hearing in lhe e c ho o f uu r elevated dialogue the c larity and 

the resonanc e of God's silent voic e. 

" . .. And lo, the Lord passt!d by. There was a greht and ■ighty 
wind, splitting ■ountains and shatt ering rocks by the power 
of t.he Lord; but the Lord was not in the wind. After the 
wind- an earthquakej but the Lord was not in the earthquake. 
After the earthquake- fire; but the Lord was not in the fire. 
And af t er t he fire- a still, s■all voice. " 

I Ki ngs 19.11,12 
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