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Summary

This thesis, Force and Dialogue: God’s Relationships with Isaiah, Amos,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, explores the four call narratives contained in those prophetic
books.

The research is based on Abraham J. Heschel’s The Prophets: An Introduction
and The Prophets: Volume II, and on scholarly books and articles. I also prepared an
annotated translation of each call narrative, included as appendices.

My goal upon embarking on my research was to investigate the nature of the God-
prophet relationship based on those prophets’ call narratives. In particular, I focused on
whether those relationships are characterized by force (i.e., God’s coercion of the
prophet) or by dialogue (i.e., God and prophet existing as partners). I was also eager to
read and analyze Heschel. I found that Heschel captures the nuanced dynamic between
God and the prophets but overemphasizes the dialogic aspect of the relationship. God’s
coercive power is the most salient component of the God-prophet relationship.

The thesis consists of eight chapters: an introduction in which I describe the
contents of the thesis; an analysis of Heschel’s views concerning the God-prophet
relationship; four separate analyses of the call narratives; a further analysis of Heschel’s
thesis based on those narratives; and a conclusion in which I discuss my interest in this

topic and what I have learned from the project.

Jeffrey Weill
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Chapter One
Introduction

A friend once told me she envied the biblical prophets because they were
overwhelmed by the spirit of God. She likened the prophet’s experiences to her own
feelings of being “carried away” by a spiritual presence. The prophets, though, do not
describe their experiences that way. Their prophetic careers, according to Shalom Paul,
are characterized by “anguish, fear, rejection, ridicule, and even imprisonment”' — a far
cry from my friend’s impression of a gentle call to the prophet. This thesis seeks to
examine the nature of the prophets’ direct experience of the divine. Stripped of idealized
notions of what it must be like to be so close to God, I set out to read and analyze first-
hand the words of the biblical prophets, with the help of scholars. This exploration of the
prophetic call seeks to clarify how the God of the Bible relates to the prophets, casting
aside contemporary notions of “spirituality” that only serve to trivialize. I hope to come
away from this project with a refined notion of the biblical understanding of God, the
prophets, and God’s interaction with individuals.
Background of Prophecy

The most common word for “prophet” in the Hebrew Bible, X2, probably relates
to the Mesopotamian root nabu, “to name” or “to call.” Its precise meaning is unclear,
but it likely refers to one who calls out to the people or who is called by God.? There are
two types of prophets in the Hebrew Bible. The pre-classical prophets preach primarily

to rulers, perform miracles, often possess a following, and do not make extensive use of

! Shalom M. Paul, “Prophets and Prophecy,” Encyclopaedia Judaica, Volume 13
(Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 1972) 1166.

? Marc Z. Brettler, How to Read the Bible (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of
America, 2005) 142.




poetry. This thesis concemns their successors, the classical prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah,
Ezekiel, and the twelve minor prophets. The classical prophets preach primarily to the
people, often in poetic form. They convey dire warnings concerning the people’s lack of
fidelity to God and failure to live according to the moral dictates of Torah. The also
exhort the people to repent and occasionally offer messages of consolation.
The Divine Call

Prophets describe the divine call as intense and overwhelming experiences
wherein the prophet often converses with and sometimes sees God. Some Bible scholars
believe these direct experiences of the divine are the sine qua non of biblical prophecy.
David L. Petersen refers to Hermann Gunkel who “maintained that the prophets had
distinctive, usually private experiences in which the deity was revealed to them.”
Petersen also quotes Johannes Lindblom, who writes that the prophet is “a person who,
because he is conscious of having been specially chosen and called, feels forced to
perform actions and proclaim ideas which, in a mental state of intense inspiration or real
ecstasy, have been indicated to him in the form of divine relations.™

Petersen proffers other typologies for what might define prophecy.® My thesis,
however, does not seek to pinpoint the essential element of prophecy. Rather, I hope to

explore the nature of the call from the prophets’ perspectives. I am interested in how

? David L. Petersen, “Defining Prophecy and Prophetic Literature,” in Prophecy in Its
Ancient Near East Context (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1962) 34.

* Petersen, quoting Lindblom, 34.

* Le., the charismatic nature of the prophet, which results in a following, articulated by
Weber (Petersen, 36); the poetic style of communicating God’s word and the poetic spirit
of the prophet, articulated by Herder (Petersen, 34); the prophetic function as a
messenger between God and people, articulated by Ross and Muilenberg (Petersen 37);
and the prophet’s theological message of ethical monotheism, articulated by Wellhausen,
et al (Petersen, 38).




they feel when they find themselves face to face with God, suddenly aware that their lives
have taken a cosmic turn. What is the nature of the God-prophet relationship? I am
particularly intrigued, as Petersen writes, of the prophet’s feeling “forced to perform
actions.” Does this mean the God-prophet relationship is primarily characterized by
coercion? Moreover, does the “mental state of intense inspiration” imply that the
prophet experiences joy, or something akin to it? Do the classical prophets experience
ecstasy like the pre-classical prophets?®
My Research

Petersen observes that the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Amos are
unique in that they offer “overt reports” about what it feels like to be called by God.
Each prophet self-consciously reports on “the sense of the call.”” In order to understand
that “sense,” I studied the research of a number of modern biblical scholars. 1 focus in
particular on Joseph Blenkinsopp’s commentary on Isaiah 1-39, Shalom Paul’s
commentary on Amos, Jack Lundbom’s commentary on Jeremiah, Moshe Greenberg’s

commentary on Ezekiel, as well as others. To frame the thesis, I closely read Abraham J.

¢ Sheldon H. Blank, Understanding the Prophets (New York: Union of American Hebrew
Congregations, 1969) 36-37. These features by and large apply to Moses’s call at the
burning bush as well. See Exodus 3:1 - 4:20. Although Moses may be the “paragon of
the prophets,” (Shalom M. Paul, “Prophets and Prophecy,” Encyclopaedia Judaica,
Volume 13 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 1972) 1170), he does not belong to the
same tradition as the classical prophets, and so he is not a focus of this paper. There are
four features to the call of the prophet, according to Sheldon Blank. These features are
particularly apparent in Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, but they are in part observable in
Amos and elsewhere too. The first feature is the prophet’s becoming aware of his
mission, “that he is being sent; that God tells him to go.” The second feature is that the
prophet “must overcome a natural sense of inadequacy or unwillingness.” The third
feature is that the prophet learns he must be God’s spokesperson, that he must “say what
God wants said.” And the fourth feature is the prophet’s realization of the magnitude and
difficulty of the task.

7 Petersen, 40.




Heschel’s The Prophets: An Introduction and The Prophets: Volume II. Heschel’s work

is particularly relevant, for both books - particularly the second volume — offer extended
discussions of the nature on the call to prophecy and the God-prophet relationship. I seek
to evaluate how Heschel’s analysis of the prophets stands up to a close reading of these
biblical texts. Reading the prophetic call narratives through the prism of Heschel’s
thinking goes to my core concern in this thesis: What is the nature of the God-prophet
relationship: coercion or dialogue? Subjugation or partnership?
Overview of the Thesis

Chapter two presents an analysis of Heschel’s views of prophecy, examining the
tension of coercion versus dialogue inherent in the God-prophet relationship. Chapters
three through six analyze the call narratives in Isaiah, Amos, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel.
Chapter seven returns to Heschel in order to determine whether his views about prophecy
in general and of each particular prophet are accurate. In chapter eight, I reflect on what 1
have learned from this rabbinic thesis, particularly as I embark on a career in the

rabbinate.




Chapter Two
Heschel’s The Prophets: The Prophet Attuned to God

God initiates a relationship with the biblical prophet, according to Abraham
Joshua Heschel in his two-volume work, The Prophets. God develops this relationship to
attune the individual to God’s feelings concerning the people Israel. In Heschel’s
nomenclature, God seeks to engender the prophet’s “sympathy” for “divine pathos.”
Sympathy for Divine Pathos

Sympathy for divine pathos is the prophet’s capacity for feeling what God feels.
God’s feelings in relation to the people Israel include love, disappointment and anger,
and compassion. Divine pathos, then, changes depending on the situation. Heschel
writes, “Pathos is a relative state; it is a reaction to what happens within the life of

»®  The prophet’s sympathy for divine pathos is “an emotional identification

humanity.
of the human person with God.” This identification is intense. “The prophet is guided,
not by what he feels, but rather by what God feels.”'® This sympathy is also intimate.
The prophet “feel[s] the divine pathos as one feels one’s own state of the soul.” The
prophet “experiences God as his own being.”"!

Put another way, Heschel writes, “Fellowship with the feelings of God” is “the

fundamental experience of the prophet.”'? Once that fellowship is established, after

8 Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets: Vol. I (New York: Harper and Row, 1962) 101.

? The Prophets: Vol. 11, 98.
' The Prophets: Vol. 11, 94.

' The Prophets: Vol. II, 99.
12 Heschel, The Prophets: An Introduction (New York: Harper and Row, 1962) 26.




divine pathos is instilled in the prophet, the prophet’s task is to reflect it in words and
actions. The prophet himself becomes an “approximation to the pathos of God.”"?

Teasing out from Heschel’s prose a single idea concerning the creation of
prophetic sympathy for divine pathos and the manner in which it is instilled in the
prophet is not easy. Heschel describes a complicated process that is subtle and at times
contradictory. In some passages Heschel describes the forceful imposition of God’s will
on the prophet.!* Elsewhere he focuses on the prophet’s innate sensitivity and on the
dialogic nature of the relationship.'” Sometimes Heschel describes the individual as
losing himself in the process of becoming a prophet.'® At other times he stresses that the
prophet maintains his individual identity throughout his prophetic career.'”
Coercion by God

Divine force is certainly part of the prophet-forging process. No emotion, Heschel
writes, arises via mild encounters.'® The encounters between God and prophet, and the
experiences the prophet must endure, cause the prophet personal pain. Heschel points to
Hosea, commanded by God to marry a chronically unfaithful wife and then to give their

children names that reflect the fractured relationship between God and Israel. Hosea’s

13 The Prophets, Vol. II. 103.

4 See The Prophets: An Introduction, 114.

13 See The Prophets: An Introduction, 25-26; Vol. I, 132.
16 See The Prophets: Vol II, 99.

17 See The Prophet:. An Introduction, x; Vol. II, 137.
'® The prophets often bemoan the overwhelming power of God in their lives. But John

Donne in the seventeenth century, expressed the opposite desire: that the Holy Spirit
would — with brutal power — overwhelm him. “Batter my heart, three-person’d God, for
you/As yet but knock, breathe shine and seek to mend./That I may rise, and stand,
o’erthrow me and bend/Your force to break, blow, burn and make me new” (Holy Sonnet
14).




marriage to Gomer “stirred and shocked the life of Hosea.”'? Prophets also complain of
their broken hearts, they pray for death,”' and bemoan their woe,?* all because of God’s
“holy word.” There are other examples of God’s aggressive tactics vis a vis the prophet.
Jeremiah must hide a garment between rocks, and then wear it, full of holes.” Isaiah
must watk around naked for three years.?* Ezekiel must eat a scroll.?’

Heschel also describes the emotional toll the prophet must endure for being so
intimately connected to God. “Prophetic sympathy,” he writes, “is no delight...[It is] a
state of tension, consternation and dismay.”?® It is “a challenge, an incessant demand.”?’
The prophets testify to this struggle. God’s power haunts the prophet Habakuk: “I heard
and my bowels quaked,/My lips quivered at the sound./Rot entered my bones,/I trembied
where I stood.”?® Moreover, the prophet suffers loneliness. He is part of the people and
yet separate from them; he loves them and must rebuke them. Heschel observes, “A man
whose message is doom for the people he loves not only forfeits his own capacity for joy,
but also provokes the hostility and outrage of his contemporaries.”* Being overtaken by
God makes the prophet miserable.

God does not merely toy with the poor prophet, though. There is a point to the

suffering God inflicts: to evoke sympathy for God’s feelings in the prophet. Concerning

1 The Prophets: An Introduction, 56.

20 Jeremiah 23:9.

2! Jeremiah 20:14-18.

22 Isaiah 6; Micah 7:1-7; Habakuk 3:16.
23 Jeremiah 13:1-7.

24 Isaiah 20:1-4.

5 Ezekiel 2:8-3:2.

26 The Prophets: Volume iI, 89.

2" The Prophets: An Introduction, 16.

8 Habakuk 3:16.
2 The Prophets: An Introduction, 114.




Hosea, Heschel writes, “As time went by, Hosea becomes aware of the fact that his
personal fate is a mirror of the divine pathos, that his sorrow echoed the sorrow of
God.™® The way to create competent spokespeople is to create in them “an inner
identification” with God, this is done by imposing upon them experiences which enable
them to feel what God feels.>’ All such situations, according to Heschel, are part of
God’s plan — God’s hope — to create spokespeople who adequately understand God’s
feelings for the people. The prophet’s pain has a pay-off. Heschel explains, “The pathos
of God is upon him. It moves him. It breaks out in him like a storm in the soul,
overwhelming his inner life, his thoughts, feelings, wishes and hopes. It takes possession
of his heart and mind, giving him the courage to act against the world.”*
Sensitivity to God’s Feelings

For Heschel, though, equally important as God’s overwhelming power is the
prophet’s sensitivity to God’s feelings. Coercion is sometimes necessary, but it does not
create in the prophet sympathy for the divine. “Fear does not give birth to prophetic
sensitivity.” Rather, the force that “lends such sublime intensity to what he utters”*
already exists within the prophet; it is some facet of his personality. The prophet — or the
person God chooses to become a prophet — possesses “temperament, concern, character,
and individuality.”

Both forces — God’s aggressive power and the prophet’s own personality -

influence the prophet. Heschel notes, “As there is no resisting the impact of divine

* The Prophets: An Introduction, 114.
3 The Prophets: An Introduction. 52.

32 The Prophets: Vol. II, 88.
33 The Prophets, Vol. II. 92.




inspiration, so at times there is no resisting the vortex of his own temperament.”** God,
then, does not choose just anyone to be a prophet and then, by “sheer compulsion,” turns
that person into a prophet. Rather, God chooses the person to be a prophet because of
who and what he already is. The prophet possesses a prophetic personality even before
he is called to the prophetic mission.

The prophet, Heschel stresses, never relinquishes his personality as a result of his
association with God. “He is a person, not a microphone.” He stands before God in
relationship. The prophet is able to — and is expected to — participate in a dialogue with
God. The prophet reacts to and responds to God. Responding to the claim that the
prophet is a vessel, passively receptive, Heschel asks, “Is the prophet a person whose
consciousness, in consequence of divine influence, utterly dissolves...?” The answer is
no. The prophet, he writes, is not “an instrument, but a partner, an associate of God.”*

The God-prophet “partnership” is most apparent in the prophet’s intercessions on
behalf of the people. The prophet frequently defends the people from God’s wrath.
“When the secret revealed is one of woe, the prophet does not hesitate to challenge the
intention of the Lord.”™® Heschel’s proof text is Amos 7:2, discussed below, where Amos
successfully invokes God’s attribute of compassion by beseeching God to forgive the
wayward people: “How can Jacob stand? He is so small.”

Despite these arguments, Heschel also acknowledges that the prophet’s

association with God leads to the erasing of the prophet’s own identity. Shortly before

writing that the prophet is God’s partner, Heschel writes that the relationship is so God-

34 The Prophets: An Introduction, x.
3% The Prophets: An Introduction, 25.
3 The Prophets: An Introduction, 22.




oriented that the personal expressions by the prophet are rare. “The prophet is endowed
with an insight that enables him to say, not I love or I condemn, but God loves or God
condemns.”’  Shortly after asserting the prophet’s individuality in the discussion on

intercessionism, Heschel claims, “A person to whom the spirit of God comes, becomes

radically transformed, he is turned into another man.”*® Heschel cannot escape the fact

that the call to prophecy is transformative as well as overwhelming. As Hosea testifies,
“My heart is turned within me.”*

The relationship between God and prophet is indeed complicated and paradoxical.
It is also true, though, that Heschel’s writing style makes his views difficult to assay. At
times, for instance, he writes that the prophet’s innate character is the primary factor
qualifying him for prophecy. Later, he writes, it is a combination of character and divine
coercion. Heschel writes that the prophet maintains his character after being called by
God, but also claims the individual’s character is subsumed. Heschel correctly notes,
“There is no explanation for that which is a divine secret,”® and biblical texts indeed do
promote a mix of ideas. Yet, in many chapters of The Prophets, Heschel’s style is more
evocative and affective than lucid and straightforward.
Prophecy and Ecstasy

It is possible, though, to achieve a better grasp of Heschel’s ideas concerning the
interplay between God and prophet in his long discussion on ecstasy in The Prophets:
Volume 1I. He devotes three chapters to distinguishing ecstasy from prophecy. In these

chapters he demonstrates that whereas ecstasy is a full overtaking of the individual and an

37 The Prophets: An Introduction, 24.
3¢ The Prophets: An Introduction. 22.
% Hosea 11:8.

* The Prophets: Vol. II, 91.




erasing of the individual’s identity, biblical prophecy presents the opposite: the individual
is primarily in dialogue with God and secondarily overwhelmed; and the prophet’s
personality is by and large maintained.

Ecstasy is an out of body experience, according to Heschel. Whether via frenzy
or ingestion (drugs or alcohol) or contemplation, the ecstatic wants to escape the present
situation and achieve unity with God.*! Her soul must first open, Heschel explains, in an
“attempt to become materially filled” with the divine. Once she becomes possessed — or
“enthused” — by God, the soul is loosed from the body. It achieves unity with God and
the individual’s identity disappears. “In order to make room for the entrance of the
higher force, the person must forfeit the power of the self.”*

Heschel contends this process is antithetical to biblical prophecy. Still, he
generously outlines the views of thinkers disagree with his position that the prophets
were not in the thrall of ecstasy. Philo, borrowing from Hellenistic ideas about the soul,
considers ecstasy — complete possession of the prophet by God ~the essential mark of
biblical prophecy. Philo points out that "7, the “deep sleep” of Abraham at the
covenant of the pieces,43 is translated in the Septuagint as “ecstasy” and that it describes
the same sort of “divine possession or frenzy to which the prophets as a class are

subject.”*

M The Prophets: Vol II. 106.

2 The Prophets: Vol. II. 107.
# Genesis 15:12.

“ The Prophets: Vol. II. 116.

11




Heschel writes that most rabbis disagree with Philo, maintaining that the absence
of ecstasy “is the mark that distinguished the Hebrew prophets from all other prophets.”*
Maimonides writes that the prophet’s experience ecstasy, with the exception of Moses.

In The Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides states that at the moment of being catled by
God, the prophet’s senses are suspended to allow the Active Intellect to enter, interrupt
rational faculties, and usher in prophetic activity. Heschel describes Maimonides’s view
but adds that Maimonides, “emphasized...the role of the intellectual capacity of the
prophet.”*

Heschel finally presents the views of twentieth century scholars. Many are keen
to demonstrate similarities between biblical religion and other ancient religious
traditions.”” Heschel notes that such scholars argue that the prophet attains supernatural
visions “through the temporary excitation of his own mental powers in such a way as to
give rise to a vision.”* Heschel finds in these modern views a mere attempt “to reduce
the experience of the prophet to a mental aberration, typical of ecstatics all over the
world.”*® Other mid-twentieth century scholars, he notes, demurred, opposing the idea
that the era of ecstatic prophesy is the basis of the age of the later prophets.*®

Heschel contends that to understand biblical prophecy through the prism of

ecstasy trivializes — or at least minimizes — the relationship of prophet to God. The

hallmark of the prophetic personality, Heschel claims, is the ability not only to withstand

> The Prophets: Vol. II. 119. Heschel presents in a footnote an opposing rabbinic view
that the prophets are not always fully conscious of what they were prophesying.

% The Prophets: Vol. II. 120, quoting Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, 2:41.
The Prophets: Vol. II. 124
The Prophets: Vol II. 125.
The Prophets: Vol. II. 133.
5% The Prophets: Vol. II. 130.

47
48
49
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the divine call, which is overwhelming, but also to thrive under it — to remain fully
conscious. Heschel then goes a step further: the prophet does not only remain conscious;
he also responds, engaging in a relationship with the divine. This is something the
ecstatic cannot do. Far from being present enough to respond, the ecstatic is out of the
moment, out of body, and in another place.

An example of the critical difference between the ecstatic and the biblical
prophet, Heschel writes, is speech. Those overcome by ecstasy babble; they “speak in
ecstasy.”®' The prophet is eloquent. He has something to impart. Thus, the loss of
consciousness renders the ecstatic irrelevant. The prophet’s message, on the other hand,
is “relevant to the contemporary situation and capable of changing the minds of those
who held the power to change the situation.”*?

An additional difference between ecstasy and classical prophecy is the distinction
between unity with and sympathy with God. Whereas the ecstatic seeks union with God,
the prophetic mission depends on separateness. The prophet may dialogue with God only
by remaining separate from God. Sympathy for divine pathos entails an ability to feel
what God feels, but not to be indistinguishable from God. Heschel explains, “The
prophet encounters real otherness, else there would be no mission.”**

Conclusion
Heschel’s salient views on prophecy are well-illuminated by the differences

between the ecstatic experience and prophecy. Intent on promoting the dialogic nature

between God and the mortal, Heschel contends that the individual is not completely

5! See Numbers 11:25,

:zThe Prophets: Vol. II, 140.

The Prophets: Vol. I, 143.

i3




overwhelmed by the call to prophecy. The prophet is not lost in prophecy; he remains

present and maintains his individuality. This present-ness enables the prophet to respond

to and engage in dialogue with God. This dialogic relationship allows for a worldly

relevance that the ecstatic does not strive for and will not achieve.

14




Chapter Three
Isaiah 6:1-13: Sensory Assault in God’s Throne Room
Isaiah 6:1-13 depicts the dynamic and layered nature of the relationship between
God, the commander, and Isaiah, the commanded prophet. God first overwhelms the
prophet with a sensory assault in Isaiah’s vision in the Temple. Isaiah is thereby wrought
with emotional anguish. A messenger of God then reaches out to Isaiah, acculturating
him to his new status as a prophet. Finally a brief dialogue ensues, demonstrating the

steeply imbalanced relationship between God and prophet.

Isaiah 1-39 presents the writings of an individual®* in the latter half of the eighth

century BCE. Isaiah is from Jerusalem and his career took place in Judea. He is
concerned with the immorality of the people and the geopolitical allegiances of Judea’s
rulers in light of the growing aggression of Assyria. Isaiah was a scion of an established
family. According to rabbinic tradition, his father, Amoz, was the brother of King
Amaziah, who was the father of King Uzziah, the Judean ruler at the beginning of
Isaiah’s career.” Isaiah’s connections enable him to call Uriah the priest and Zecharia to

serve as witnesses for his scroll of prophecy in 8:1-2. Unlike Jeremiah, Freehof notes,

** Many scholars maintain that chapters 1-33 were written at a later time by other authors.
In addition, chapters 36-39 feature Isaiah but are taken from 2 Kings 18-20. Scholars
nearly unanimously divide the entire book of Isaiah into two sections, with Deutero-
Isaiah consisting of chapters 40-66. Some believe chapters 54-66 present the prophecies
of a Trito-Isaiah, similar in style to Deutero-Isaiah. See H.L.G., “Isaiah,” in
Encyclopaedia Judaica, Volume 9, 49; Benjamin D. Sommer, “Isaiah,” in The Jewish
Study Bible, Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler, eds. (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2004) 782.

%> Solomon B. Freehof, Isaiah: A Commentary, (New York: Union of American Hebrew
Congregations, 1972) 9, quoting BT Megillah.




Isaiah is never persecuted by the ruling authorities, despite his caustic criticisms of the
ruling class and the rich.

Questions arise as to why the theophany depicted in this passage appears in
chapter six, after Isaiah’s prophetic mission had begun. Some scholars believe this
“throne room vision” is in fact the beginning of Isaiah’s career, and that the events
depicted in the book are achronological.”” Medieval commentator Ibn Ezra states that
Isaiah’s response to God’s call in verse eight, “Here I am; send me,” proves that this is
the beginning of his prophecy.*® Some believe Isaiah 6:1-13 is not a call narrative at all.
Others contend it is a call narrative but not to the beginning of Isaiah’s career as a
prophet, but rather to the beginning of a new stage of his prophecy.*

After this episode, Isaiah turns his attention to preparing King Ahaz for a pending
Syrian-Samarian attack.®° Others point out that this episode marks a dividing line
between Isaiah’s calls to repent, which appear in chapters one through five, and the end
of such entreaties.®'

The action in this passage occurs in a room occupied by an outsized throne upon
which God sits. The text calls the setting a 9, a temple. According to most
commentators, it is the Holy Temple in Jerusalem. Context makes this clear. Isaiah is a
Judean prophet and much of his prophetic activity is set in Jerusalem. It makes sense,

then, when encountering God in the 99, this would refer to the Temple in Jerusalem. In

36 Freehof, 9.

57 Sommer, 796.

*8 Freehof, 47.

% Sommer, 796.

% Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary, (New York: Doubleday: The Anchor Bible, 2000) 223-224.

1 Sommer, 796.
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addition, throughout Isaiah 1-39, the prophet uses the phrase nixay "™, which has a
distinct Jerusalem association.*
Isaiah 6:1-4

The passage begins as a rich sensory experience. The abundant set of images in
6:1-4 is so vivid that the prophet may experience it as being too rich and more than he
can handle. Isaiah is overwhelmed by this dramatic overabundance in the throne room.
His encounter with the Divine was in fact deeper than merely sensory. In Isaiah 6:1, the
prophet states that he “saw my Lord, sitting upon the throne.” The verb nxY means “see”
but frequently deserves a deeper meaning, like “perceive,” or “understand.” Isaiah 1-39
contains several examples. In Isaiah 6:10, the verb describes people “seeing” with their
“minds.” In Isaiah 29:18, the prophet speaks of the blind having the power of seeing
even in darkness, i.e., understanding. Here, Isaiah not only sees; he also comprehends,
understanding God in a way he previously had not.

Such a perception, though, must be understood in a plain sense as well. Isaiah,
like few others, perceived God as corporeal; he saw God. To appreciate the high drama
of the moment, it is useful to recall when Moses’s requests to see God in Exodus 33:20:
“Man may not see Me and live.” God’s admonition to Moses helps to convey the
magnitude of Isaiah’s experience. A vision of God is a dramatic, transformative, and
even dangerous experience. The mortal’s intimate encounter of the Divine, one may
argue, can cause fear and desperation.

The throne upon which God sits in 6:1 is Ngn) 03, “high and raised up.” This is

the only time in the Tanakh that the throne of God is described with these two adjectives.

%2 Psalm 48:9 refers to Jerusalem as “the city of the Lord of hosts.” Isaiah 8:18 refers to
“the Lord of hosts who dwells on Mount Zion.”

17




One modifier — “high” or “raised up” — would convey the idea that God was seated
higher than Isaiah. The two modifiers together depict a great disparity; God and the
mortal are on an entirely different plane. In Isaiah 57:15, the two 'adjectives describe God
as on a high plane of holiness. Blenkinsopp suggests the author of Isaiah 6:1-13 may
have been influenced by depictions of Assyrian kings “of gigantic proportions compared
to those of pygmy size who attended them.”®> One might imagine, then, a divine figure
exponentially higher and more awesome than the statue of Abraham Lincoln seated on
his throne at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC.

After describing the throne, the prophet focuses on God’s robe in 6:11. The robe
does not just hang there. Nor has it already filled up the room. The verb for “fill” — X5n
— appears as a participle, an atemporal form suggesting “the durative, linear action of the
verb.”®® Thus the robe is in the process of flowing and unfurling, filling up the Temple
before Isaiah’s eyes. Bernard S. Childs writes, “Very shortly just the tip of his robe
envelops the entire temple.”® Blenkinsopp states the robe “hyperbolically” fills up the
entire room.% There is no evidence in the text for hyperbole, however. The striking
description seems to reflect precisely what Isaiah saw. As Childs writes, “The author is
not merely speaking metaphorically in consciously figurative language, but in a highly
concrete fashion he reacts in an effort to render the reality whom he encountered.”®’

The appearance of Nbn in 6:1 is the first of three attestations of the word in the

passage. The repetition is important; it conveys the sense of fullness that characterizes

53 Blenkinsopp., 225.

6 Allen P. Ross, Introducing Biblical Hebrew (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001)
126.

% Bernard S. Childs, Isaiah (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001) 55.

5 Blenkinsopp, 224.

57 Childs, 55.
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Isaiah’s vision. An appreciation of the size of the images in Isaiah’s vision is crucial to
understanding the relationship between God and the prophet: God’s greatness in relation
to the human’s smallness. This disproportional relationship explains Isaiah’s gut-
wrenching and awe-struck response to the vision.

The number of God’s attendants, the seraphs, also contributes to the sense of
volume.® How many there are is unclear. The fact that they call to each other,
aon My, might indicate that there are two. ntis a singular pronoun and neither Koehler-
Baumgartner’s Lexicon Veteris Testamenti Libros® nor The Dictionary of Classical
Hebrew™ suggests ny-9% nj necessarily refer to more than two. Indeed, the translations
by JPS - “one would call to the other” — and Blenkinsopp — “each cried out to the other”
— imply two seraphs. And yet Blenkinsopp describes the scene as containing “an
unspecified number of seraphs.””' Brown-Driver-Briggs offers the possibility that the
repetition of ny may imply an indefinite number. The NRSV opts for such ambiguity and
translates the phrase as “one called to another.” This preserves the possibility that there
are several or many seraphs.

In 1 Kings 22 the prophet Micaiah, attempting to convince the king of Israel to do
battle, describes a throne room with similar imagery. He too “saw” God sitting on a
throne, “with all the host of heaven standing in attendance to the right and to the left of

Him.”” As the “host of heaven” speak, Ny appears twice: “The one said thus and another

% For a discussion of the seraphim, see annotated translation of this passage, Appendix
A.

6 L. Koehler and W. Baumgartner, Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament,
“Koehler-Baumgartner.” s.v. “m.”

7 The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew, s.v. “ny.”

7! Blenkinsopp, 224.

2 1 Kings 22:19.
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said thus, until a certain spirit came forward.”” Here the repetition of n} suggests more
than two. The word “host” also implies more than two.

The point here is not merely lexical. Commentators are eager to imagine a
multitude of seraphs. This inclination reflects a desire to describe great volume which is
critical to understanding Isaiah’s throne room vision.

In 6:3, the seraphs proclaim, “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of Hosts. The entire
earth is filled with His glory.” As the throne room is being filled up, they announce that
even the earth is filled with God’s holy presence. The repetition of Nyn contributes to

the sense of fullness.

In 6:4 the doorposts of the Temple shake and a cloud of smoke envelops the
space. The verb for shaking, from the root 0, adds new visual as well as aural elements
to the sensory extravaganza. Visually, the word denotes movement. In Judges 9:9 and
9:11, the verb describes a mildly swaying tree. But it is often more dramatic. The tree
imagery in Isaiah 7:2 depicts a more ominous swaying, wherein the hearts of anxious
people are compared to the movement (“trembling,” according to JPS 1985) of trees
before a storm. In Isaiah 9:17, y1 describes the earth shaking in response to God’s fury.
God’s presence provides a similar connotation to v here. It is more than swaying; it is a
powerful trembling. Rashi comments that the trembling described here refers to an
earthquake that occurred during King Uzziah reign, mentioned in Amos 1:1. As the
doorposts shake, one can hear their rumbling as well. The chorus of the host of seraphs

calling to one another is accompanied by the rumbling of heavy stone doorposts.

™ I Kings 22:20-21.
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This final occurrence of N1 in the throne-room vision appears as a nifal,
imperfect tense: “the House was filling with smoke.” The imperfect tense may convey
continuous action. JPS renders this line as, “The House kept filling with smoke.”
Blenkinsopp opts for something different: “The house began to fill with smoke.” Both
capture the critical idea: Isaiah stands there and watches the event as it unfolds. Heis a
real-time witness. This explains his shocked reaction. He sees it all happen, and reacts
accordingly.

Smoke, while it sometimes has negative connotations in the Bible, is common in
theophanies. In the covenant of the pieces, smoke emanates from an oven.” At Sinai,
smoke covers the mountain.” Those theophanies occur outside. Isaiah’s vision occurs in
an enclosed space, accentuating the sense of volume. The smoke does not vanish in the
air. Rather, one senses its volume as it fills the room.

The description in 6:1-4 depicts the throne room in grand terms, suggesting
awesome power and great volume: a huge and elevated throne; a robe continually
flowing, a crowd of winged seraphs, a rumbling, and a cloud of smoke increasing in
density. Each aspect of the passage adds to the scene, a filled-to-overflowing vision of
the Divine. The balance of the passage flows from this description, It shows an
overwhelmed and desperate prophet. When he finally speaks, Isaiah is beset by a
yawning feeling of inadequacy. When a seraph cures the inadequacy, the prophet is able

to engage in a dialogue with God.

™ Genesis 15:17.
5 Exodus 19:18.
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Isaiah 6:5-7

Incapable of expressing himself intelligibly, Isaiah’s first sound is *»-#x This
interjection, “Woe is me!” expresses anguish. In Lamentations 5:16, with Jerusalem
burning, the exclamation reflects deepest regret for the sinfulness that causes destruction:
“Woe to us that we have sinned!” Ezekiel cries in 24:6, “Woe to the city of blood!”
These cries of anguish come from those dreading punishments for their people. It can
also express personal pain. For Jeremiah the word erupts in 10:19 as visceral
accompaniment to his usual eloquence: “Woe to me for my hurt.”

Isaiah continues with an elaboration of his feelings of inadequacy. He states,
s 2N This is the first of three occurrences of » in 6:5. Here it modifies »piT).
The word » often possesses a causal meaning. “Woe is me, for I am lost” is a common
approach to this verse.”® Such a translation would explain w/y Isaiah utters “Woe is me.”
But here it is more likely that »> is a demonstrative, similar to 37® which begins the
verse. As a demonstrative, > may remain untranslated. This is the approach of JPS
1985, Blenkinsopp and NRSV (i.e., “Woe is me; I am lost!”). Not translating it, though,
deprives the reader of an additional opportunity to appreciate the dramatic impact of the
experience on Isaiah. It could be incorporated into the verb it precedes. Modifying
wrRT) with “utterly” contributes a justifiable emphasis.

This verb »»07), possesses the strongest of connotations. In Hosea 4:6, a furious
God uses the verb to describe nothing less than God’s plan to destroy the people. In
Ezekiel 32:2, in a devastating prophecy, the prophet says of Egypt, “Great beast among

the nations, you are doomed.” In Obadia 1:5, the verb, rendered by JPS 1985 as

7 See, for example, Jewish Publication Society, The Holy Scriptures, 1917 translation,
Isaiah 6:5.
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“destroyed,” is parallel to “ransacked” and “plundered.” BDB offers “undone.””” This
definition is mild compared to its use in the situations cited above. Isaiah is too
overwhelmed and perhaps hopeless to be merely “undone.” “Destroyed” seems
appropriate for a city, not an individual. Blenkinsopp, JPS, and NRSV translate it as
“lost.” With the added power of %, the phrase may be rendered, “I am utterly lost.”
After giving expression to his fear and shock, Isaiah explains the source of his
pain. “For I am a man of impure lips, and I dwell among a people of impure lips.” This
second occurrence of 2 in 6:5 may be understood causally; Isaiah explains why he feels
utterly lost. But why is the state of his lips important at this moment? The answer is
evident from what follows: “My eyes have beheld the king, Adonai of hosts!” Isaiah thus
realizes his impurity, and there he stands — before God! Isaiah’s use of NpV is
appropriate for this Temple vision, it is the commonly used word to describe ritual
impurity in a cultic sense. But this is a peculiar situation; Isaiah not only stands in the
Temple; he stands before God. This gives his state of ritual impurity immeasurably
greater gravity. He is not only unclean for purposes of sacrifice; he is simply “not worthy
to see God.”” Childs writes, “He is awestruck, not because he is only a mortal before
the infinite, but because he is a sinful human being, sharing the impurity of an entire
nation.””” Blenkinsopp suggests his unclean lips prevent Isaiah from participating in the
seraphic liturgy; clean lips, he writes, indicate preparation for a specifically prophetic

mission,”*

77 The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, s.v. onT.
® Sommer, 797.

” Childs, 55.

%0 Blenkinsopp, 226.
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The third and final appearance of ¥> appears at the beginning of the statement,
“My eyes have beheld the king, Adonai of hosts,” in 6:5. It seems to be demonstrative,
emphasizing the thrust of this passage: that being in the presence of God “undoes” the
prophet; it makes him feel utterly lost.*'

The approach reflected in the JPS 1985 offers another possibility. It translates
this final »> in 6:5 as a disjunctive: “Yet my own eyes have beheld...” as if to say, “Even
though I have impure lips, I am nonetheless having this vision.” This reading suggests
that Isaiah, amidst God and angels, feels self-possessed enough to analyze his situation in
this detached manner, thus removing Isaiah from the intensity of the moment.
Blenkinsopp’s approach is better, treating »> once again as a demonstrative by adding an
exclamation point at the end of the verse: “My eyes have looked on the king, Yahveh of
the hosts!” Regardless of the various interpretations, the three-time repetition of »
following »X in 6:5 adds a dramatic quality to the moment. The repetition of that single
monosyliabic word creates an aural effect akin to a stutter; Isaiah may have been
apoplectic from fear and awe.

Verses six and seven serve a critical function in this passage. They depict the
cleansing of Isaiah’s impure mouth when one of the seraphs touches a glowing coal to the
prophet’s mouth. As the glowing coal touches Isaiah’s mouth the seraph tells him in 6:7,
“Look, this has touched your lips. Now your iniquity has departed and your sin is

forgiven.” Sommer writes that the seraph is attempting to allay Isaiah’s fears that he will

8! JPS 1917 incorrectly renders each *3 in this verse causally: “Then said I: Woe is me!
For I am undone;/Because I am a man of unclean lips,/And I dwell in the midst of a
people of unclean lips; /For mine eyes have seen the King, /The Lord of hosts.” It does
not make sense to render this final »> causally. The prophet does not have impure lips
because he sees God.
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die because of his feeling of unworthiness in the presence of God. Such an interpretation
acknowledges Isaiah’s fear. But the seraph’s interaction with Isaiah is more than
reassurance. It represents a fundamental event in the God-prophet relationship.
Blenkinsopp points out that the lip purification of Isaiah has been compared to the rinsing
of the mouth by “Mesopotamian cult functionaries as preparation for public speaking.”**
Bui Isaiah’s role is not as a cult functionary, as Blenkinsopp also writes: “Purification of
the lips. ..indicates preparation for a specifically prophetic mission.”® This act of
purification enables the man to become a prophet. Prior to purification, Isaiah is unable
to fulfill his prophetic role. This moment is radically transformative for Isaiah.
Isaiah 6:8-13

Now qualified for his mission, the prophet may speak with God. In 6:8 God asks,
“Whom shall I send?” It seems like a rhetorical question. Isaiah is the only human
present. Who else present would be qualified to preach to the people? The verb “send” —
nov — is often used by God and masters to send prophets and servants on missions.
God “sends” Nathan to David in 2 Samuel 12:1; Jeremiah is “sent” to prophesy in
Jeremiah 26:12; the king of Aram threatened to “send” his servants in 1 Kings 20:6. It is
worth noting that the verb implies a power disparity. The sender controls the one who is
sent. While the relationship between God and Isaiah may be characterized as a dialogue,
it is nonetheless a dialogue between unequal partners.

Isaiah’s use of "IN, “my lord,” in the present verse and in verse one, also conveys
this power disparity. King Saul is called 3y, our lord or master, in 1 Samuel 16:16. It

can also be used as a simple honorific. Lot refers to his unknown visitors as 7y, “my

%2 Blenkinsopp, 226, quoting Hurwitz.
% Blenkinsopp, 226.
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lords,” in Genesis 19:2. Yossi Leshem points to several instances in which such
“language of humility” is used, including when the woman of Shunam addresses Elisha
as “my lord, man of God.”® Here, Isaiah’s trembling posture in the throne room
straightforwardly captures the mortal’s subservient posture toward God and God’s
angels.

Isaiah eagerly responds to God’s question with »nb¢ 0, “Here 1 am! Send
me!” Isaiah’s enthusiasm is unusual. More typical are Moses and Jeremiah who
repeatedly challenge God concerning their competence for their missions.®* Isaiah’s
eagerness “diverge[s] from the more common form of commissioning. ..in which the
emissary expostulates and has to be reassured and practically coerced to undertake the
mission.”®® It may be argued, though, as Sommer suggests, that God already reassured
Isaiah when the seraph purified Isaiah’s lips. If that is the case, then perhaps Isaiah’s
eager attitude may be less anomalous.

In any event, [saiah displays in 6:8 a measure of confidence which enables him to
engage in a trace of dialogue with God, representing the highest level in the relationship
between Isaiah and God. This dialogue is brief and quickly overshadowed by God’s first
instruction to the prophet in 6:9-10: “Go, say to this people, ‘Yes, hear, but do not
understand. And surely see, but do not know.’/Make dense the minds of this people.
Make heavy their ears, blind their eyes!” Each verb in the passage appears as an
imperative; God orders the prophet to prevent the people from hearing and understanding

the divine message. God then explains this perverse command: “Lest they see with their

34 2 Kings 4:16, quoted in Yossi Leshem, “Ama and Shifchah in Biblical Books during
the Monarchy” in Beit Mikra, 1997. 327-331.

¥ See Exodus 3:11 and Jeremiah 1:6.

% Blenkinsopp, 226.

26




eyes and hear with their ears, and with their minds will understand and repent and heal
themselves.” Thus, God compels Isaiah to compel the people to ignore him. Freehof
and Sommer offer the possibility that the imperatives in these verses can be read as
predictions of the future as opposed to commands, that God is not ordering but predicting
the people’s obduracy.®” This is grammatically hard to accept.

Prophets’ messages often go unheeded. Jeremiah states in 6:10, “Their ears are
blocked/And they cannot listen./See, the word of the Lord has become for them/An
object of scorn.” Micah complains in 2:6 that the people demanded that he stop
preaching. Isaiah in 28:9-12 laments that he felt he was speaking to babies who simply
refuse to listen. The people’s failure to heed Isaiah in 6:9-10, though, presents an entirely
different sort of situation. Here, God imposes obtuseness on the people. It is part of
God’s own plan. As elated as Isaiah may feel after his lips were purified, one wonders
how he feels about his mission and relationship with God upon receiving this instruction.
Not only does the dialogue begin with a series of imperatives to the prophet, but the
imperatives reveal in starkest fashion the futility of the prophetic task. No matter what
the prophet may say or do, the people are being manipulated not to heed him.

Isaiah only musters a brief response: 231y “Until when?” Isaiah’s question
may have been an attempt to avert a punishment of the people that seems certain. But it
may also be an expression of despair, anger, or frustration. In Numbers 14:27, God says,
Do~y w1, God rails against the ungrateful Israelites in the desert: “How much longer
shall that wicked community keep muttering against Me?” In Jeremiah 23:26, God

angrily uses the phrase, wondering how much longer false prophets will continue. For

87 See Freehof, 48; Sommer, 797.
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Habakuk in 2:6, the phrase expresses exasperation at those who continue to suffer from
an excess of arrogance. Thus, the brief dialogue between God and prophet in this
passage is capped by a note of prophetic despair.

The balance of the passage responds to Isaiah’s question. God plans a thorough
destruction. Even after a first destruction, God vows to continue, saying in 6:13: “Now if
there is still one-tenth of it, it will again be consumed.” While God concludes on a more
hopeful note — that a holy seed will remain to revive the people after the destruction®® —
the ultimate effect of the prophecy is pessimistic.

Conclusion

Isaiah’s throne room vision in 6:1-13 presents a rollercoaster of experiences for
the newly-commissioned prophet. It begins with shock and awe, as Isaiah confronts the
overwhelming fullness of God’s presence. The encounter continues with a moment of
reassurance, when Isaiah gained pure lips. This reassurance is followed by a burst of
enthusiasm. But this enthusiasm almost immediately gives way to a dark and fatalistic
message that is ominous both for the prophet and the people. The prophet is transformed
and some sort of dialogue occurs. And yet in the end Isaiah is as speechless as he is at

the commencement of this divine encounter.

% Freehof, citing Krauss, notes that this hopeful conclusion to the passage may be a later
addition. Freehof at 49.
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Chapter Four
Amos: Judean Farmer, Prophet in Israel

Amos 7:1 — 8:3 provides a prism through which to understand the God-prophet
relationship. It begins and ends with prophetic visions that record dialogues between
God and Amos. These dialogues reveal how the prophet is capable of confronting God
while remaining the weaker party in the relationship. Sandwiched between these visions
is a longer exchange between Amos and Amaziah, an Israelite priest. Amos in that
dialogue offers a glimpse into his experience of being commissioned to prophecy. He
describes how God removed him from his previous occupation as a farmer and inducted
him into prophetic service. The prophet also describes in that exchange the challenges
prophets must endure to fulfill the divine mandate. The entire passage demonstrates the
ambiguous nature of the God-prophet relationship, how it is dialogic with an indisputable
power imbalance.

Amos lived during the mid-eighth century BCE. He is one of the earliest
classical, literary prophets. He was from Judah, but his prophetic mission was set in
Israel, the northern kingdom. This era in Israel is marked by the great wealth of the few
and the poverty of the many. Much of the text of Amos is poetic. The prophet describes
with disgust the opulence of the rich and rails against them for neglecting ethical
imperatives.

Amos 7:1-9

The opening sequence of 7:1-9 contains divine visions in which God and the

prophet speak. God reveals to Amos three ways in which the people Israel will suffer.

The first two visions concern an assault on their fields, first by locusts and then by
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supernatural fire. In the third vision, God announces an attack on Israel’s illicit cultic
places and political leadership.

Amos’s responses to these impending disasters reveal the muitivalenced nature of
the prophet’s relationship with God. When God announces a “struggle of fire ...that will
consume the fields,” Amos intercedes: “My Lord YHWH, please cease! How can Jacob
stand it? He is so small.” God retracts the threat: “It shall not come to pass.”®® The same
dynamic adheres in Amos 7:1-3, where God revokes the threat of locusts.

These intercessions demonstrate that the prophet possesses persuasive power over
the divine. The called sways the caller. While the text provides no insight into what God
was thinking at that moment, Jennifer M. Dines writes, “Amos’s reasoning suffices” to
affect a “change of heart” in the divine.”® But the prophet’s capacity to persuade God is
limited. In the face of the threat of locusts, Amos entreats, “My Lord, YHWH, please
grant forgiveness.”' The verb for “grant forgiveness” is n9v. Shalom Paul notes that
noo indicates “an absolute and total pardon of sin.”*? Paul refers in particular to
Exodus 34:9 and Numbers 14:9. In the former passage, Moses’s plea to God reflects his
concern for a long-term pardon. He states, “Pardon our iniquity and our sin, and provide
us with Your inheritance.”

The aim of attaining God’s inheritance may suggest a pardon in perpetuity. Paul
continues that God does not grant a sweeping pardon. Rather, God relents on this

punishment in 7:3 ~ nNXy5y M ony. The verb by appears in Jeremiah 18:8, where

% Amos 7:4-6.

%0 Jennifer M. Dines, “Amos,” in The Oxford Bible Commentary, John Barton and John
Muddiman, eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001) 587.

! Amos 7:2.

%2 Shalom Paul, Amos: A Commentary on the Book of Amos (Minneapolis: Augsburg
Fortress, 1991) 228,
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God via the prophet tells the people that if they repent, God will not carry out an intended
punishment. In Joel 2:13, the same verb describes God’s promise not to inflict a
devastating military attack upon Judah if the people return to God. In both cases, a
particular calamity is averted, but God does not entirely absolve the people of their sin.
So Amos’s plea for intercession succeeds, in a qualified fashion. The prophet seeks a
complete pardon; he achieves a reprieve. In the second vision, Amos has learned the
limits of his influence. He does not request a pardon. Using the verb >Tn, he entreats
God to “cease.” Paul writes, “Because his first appeal for complete pardon was not
granted, Amos can only attempt now to rely upon God’s attribute of mercy and
kindness.”*

In the verses that follow, 7:7-9, the prophet does not attempt to alter God’s violent
intentions at all. It may be that this third vision produces a more dramatic effect on the
prophet. It is certainly more vivid. While in the first two visions, Amos hears and speaks
to God, in this third vision he sees God standing on a city wall. Moreover, in this vision,
God addresses Amos: “What do you see, Amos?”** It is a more palpable and direct
experience of the divine. Amos answers God that he sees an TN. This word, which only
appears in these verses in the Bible, is perplexing. Many translations, including JPS and
NRSV, opt for “plumbline,” a cord with an attached weight used to determine verticality
or depth, pointing to the center of the earth. A plumbline may be understood as an

instrument of penetrating destructive power, presumably with the capacity to destroy the

foundation of a structure. God states, “The altars of Isaac will be desolated. The holy

% paul, 233.
% Amos 7:8.
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places of Israel will be laid waste.” The plumbline will also pulverize the political
establishment: “I will rise up against the house of Jeroboam with the sword.”**

Other commentators understand T3 differently, noting it is likely a
Mesopotamian loanword meaning “tin.” Dines writes that tin was used in the production
of bronze weaponry, suggesting here “the military capability of an invader.””® If
TN represents military strength, the biblical writer limns a striking image of God
grasping a metal weapon and standing upon a metal-plated wall, indicated by the
construct phrase T npm.” Combined with God’s doomsday threat, we witness here a
daunting image of ruthless and impregnabie power.

Paul, on the other hand, notes that tin is a weak metal that must be alloyed with
other metals to produce weapons-grade material. He compares this metal wall with other
metal wall images in the Bible and elsewhere in Near Eastern literature. Jeremiah offers
an instructive contrast. God fortifies Jeremiah by making him a nyny nion,”® a “wall of
bronze,” representing strength. In contrast, Amos sees a IR nin, a tin wall,
representing vulnerability. “If, then, walls of iron and bronze symbolize strong, fortified

"% The verse that follows supports this

walls, a wall of tin would be the very opposite.
idea: the standing institutions of Israel are vulnerable and will be destroyed.'®
Each of these interpretations conveys a daunting moment for the prophet. Amos

sees God towering above him, lording over a doomed civilization. He hears God’s threat;

God plainly informs him there is no chance of reversing it. One may be reminded of

%> Amos 7:9.

% Dines, 587.

7 Amos 7:7.

*® Jeremiah 1:18.

* paul, 235.

1% Most commentators concede there may be more to this vision than commentators have
discovered.
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Isaiah’s throne room vision in Isaiah 6. In both situations, God projects images of
overwhelming power that petrify the prophet. Isaiah babbles. Amos is now speechless.
After allowing Amos twice to intercede, Dines writes, “YHWH resumes control.”*!

This third vision contains dialogue, but it is clear that Amos’s one-word response
is a mere foil for God’s threat against the people. It is more a set-up than a conversation.
Awed by the vision or by the extremity of the threat, Amos falls silent. He has little
opportunity to intercede. Francis Andersen and David Noel Freedman write,

In view of the dramatic impact of the prophet’s intercession in the first

two visions, in which the effect is immediate and drastic. . .it looks as

though the second pair of visions is structured so as to prevent even the

possibility of another reversal. In other words, Amos is so carefully and

tightly restricted that he has no opportunity to voice an opinion or to

intervene in the matters of substance.... The prophet was effectively

silenced. ..controlled or dismissed to perform his real mission as

messenger and no longer to be seen as interlocutor and intercessor. The

interview was ended abruptly.'®
Ameos 7:10-17

Following the threat against the religious and political power structures in Israel,
the priest Amaziah, a symbol of that power structure, challenges Amos. His challenge
and Amos’s response reveal basic challenges of being a prophet. First, we learn that

Amos is sharply and dangerously at odds with the ruling powers in Israel. In 7:10

Amaziah sends word to King Jeroboam that Amos is “conspiring” against the king and

%! Dines, 587.

"2 Francis Andersen and David Noel Freedman. Amos: A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary (New York: Doubleday: The Anchor Bible, 1989) 615.
Alternatively, Amos may not intercede here as he did previously because this divine
threat is against the powerful, against whom Amos preaches, whereas the first two threats
would have injured all the people. Paul notes that the earlier plagues would have been
devastating. In fact, Paul explains concerning the locust plague at the time of the “late-
grown crops,” “For the nation the effect would be devastating and crippling” (Paul, 237).
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that the prophet’s activities will destabilize the kingdom. Amaziah’s words are

threatening. He states, “The land cannot endure his words™ and then orders Amos to
“flee »103

Amos’s predicament is not anomalous. Prophets are often at odds with the ruling
elite. Jeremiah’s unwelcome advice brought him imprisonment and threats to his life.'%
In Numbers the Moabite prophet Balaam provides his king, Balak, with favorable
prophecies of the Israelites. An enraged Balak, like Amaziah, demands that the prophet
“flee back to your own place.”'*® Both Amaziah and Balak employ the imperative form
of ma, followed by the preposition "%, A command to flee implies that a threat exists.
This is certainly the case in Genesis 27:43, when Rebecca warns Jacob to flee.'® There,
the threat comes from Esau, Jacob’s stronger brother.

Several scholars note that Amaziah and the power structure he represents possess
legitimate concerns. Paul writes that prophets sometimes find themselves at the center of

dangerous political transitions and movements. '’

The prophet Ahijah, railing against
Solomon in Judah, legitimizes Jeroboam’s establishment of Israel.'®® Elijah must flee
from Jezebel after he vanquishes her state-sponsored prophets.!® Similarly, Amos’s

actions challenge the stability of the nation and its supporters.''

During his exchange with Amaziah, Amos refers to the coercion involved in

pressing an individual into divine service. After Amaziah instructs Amos to “prophesy”

19 Amos 7:12.

1% See Jeremiah 18:18; 37:12-16; 38:4.

195 Numbers 24:10.

19 Genesis 27:43.

197 paul, 239.

19 1 Kings 11:29-39.

19 1 Kings 19:3. Elijah did flee, although the Hebrew word nna is not used. Rather,
Woron 12 O, “He arose and went/left for his life.”

1% paul, 240.
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I,'"" Amos offers a perplexing response: “I am not a prophet and 1

in Judah, not in Israe
am not a disciple of a prophet. Rather, I am a herdsman and a tender of fig-trees. And
Adonai took me from following after the flock and Adonai said to me, ‘Go. Prophesy to
My people Israel”!'? Why does Amos disavow his identity as a prophet or disciple of a
prophet? In the next verse, after all, Amos reports that God instructed him to “prophesy,”
using the nifal form of the root XD.

Some suggest Amos is responding to Amaziah’s insinuation in 7:12 that he was a
for-profit prophet. Amaziah’s instruction to prophesy and “eat your bread” in Judah may
be a zinger aimed at Amos — a suggestion that Amos’s “bread,” his livelihood, came from
prophesying.'" Paul similarly notes that Amos follows his denial of being a prophet with
the statement that he earns his livelihood as a herdsman and farmer, thus implying that he
does not depend on prophecy for money. '!*

Andersen and Freedman offer a more intriguing explanation for Amos’s retort in

7.14. They suggest that Amos distances himself from prophecy in order to emphasize

that his true identity is herdsman and tender of sycamore trees. They write, “Amos

was...a rancher and a farmer, a man of the country, in other words, like anyone else.”?®

According to some scholars, this rejection of his prophetic identity indicates an

13

existential crisis. Paul quotes Hoffman, who states that Amos’s “ambiguous feelings

regarding his own identity” illustrate “a very serious inner conflict.”''® Andersen and

" Amos 7:12. |
112 Amos 7:14-15. |
'3 See Appendix B. |
114 paul, 245. |
115 Andersen and Freedman, 790.

16 payl, 245, quoting Hoffman, “Amos,” 212, ‘
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Freedman observe that, when Amos distances himself from prophetic guilds, he presents
himself as “a lone figure.”'"’

God, of course, provokes the painful “inner conflict.” Andersen and Freedman
write, “He is only a prophet because Yahweh took him and ordered him to prophesy.”!'®
The fact that God causes this disruption reflects Amos’s earlier statement concerning his
powerlessness in relation to God: “The lion has roared; who is not frightened? My Lord
YHWH has spoken; who could not prophesy?”''® Thus, regardless of how the
relationship might develop, and regardless of the prophet’s ability to confront God,
coercion is the foundational element in the relationship between God and prophet. The
prophet could not help but respond to God’s call; it was as if he encountered a roaring
lion.

Moreover, one wonders whether Amos’s statement in 1:2 -- “the pastures of the
shepherds wither” — is a subtle acknowledgement of how he feels about the loss of his
own pastures. Did he experience some sort of psychological withering when he was

called by God to become a prophet? Is that what happens when the lion roars?

Amos goes on to explain, God “took me from following after the flock, and Adonai said
to me, ‘Go. Prophesy.”'*® What is the nature of this “taking”? Sometimes, np> implies
only choosing or selecting. In Deuteronomy 7:6 Moses warns the people not to worship

idols like other peoples because God selected them as God’s people.'?' The verb np>

17 Andersen and Freedman, 790.
18 Andersen and Freedman., 778.
119 Amos 3:8.

120 Amos 7:15.

121 Deuteronomy 7:6.
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possesses such a meaning when the prophet Ahizah informs Jeroboam that God has
chosen him to lead the people after Solomon dies.'? In addition, God “takes” — that is,
appoints — the Levites to be Temple functionaries.'”

But in the present passage, NP> conveys a stronger action than selected. Paul
notes in a footnote that Ibn Ezra and Kimchi have argued that the use of np> may mean a
forceful taking. The taking of David by God offers an instructive parallel. The same
verb and verb form describe how God takes David from following after 4is flock, just as
Amos is taken from following after his flock.'** God removes both individuals from their
natural bucolic environments. In the conscription of David in Psalm 78, the words 252 -
“choose” -- and np> — “take” — appear in parallel, transiated by JPS 1985 as “He chose
David, His servant, and took him from the sheepfolds.”lzs While the verbs are in a
parallel structure, the np> elaborates upon the first. David was not merely chosen; he was
taken, compelled to serve.

Andersen and Freedman note that sometimes the verb npY possesses a most
dramatic connotation. In Job 1:21 it means to usher someone into death; in Genesis 5:24
God “took” Hanoch, meaning he died. Speaking of Amos’s “taking,” William Rainey
Harper notes this was “a message which he could not refuse to obey, a command.”'?

Paul describes the moment of taking as a “radical metamorphosis in [Amos’s] life.”'?’

122 1 Kings 11:37.

' Numbers 18:6.

124 2 Samuel 7:8.

125 Psalm 78:70; also see 2 Samuel 7-8 and 1 Chronicles 17:7.

126 William Rainey Harper, The International Critical Commentary: A Critical and

Exegetical Commentary on Amos and Hosea (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1905)
172.

127 paul, 249.
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Paul helpfully compares Amos’s commissioning to the call of Elisha.'*® There,
the word npY is not used, but the sudden rift between one’s former life and one’s
prophetic life is poignantly clear: Elisha asks his master Elijah to permit him to kiss his
parents good-bye. The launching of Elisha’s prophetic mission, like the taking of Amos,
when read carefully and with sensitivity, illuminates the challenge of the call. The call to
be a prophet entails a break — abrupt and dramatic — with one’s former life.

Ameos 8:1-3

In Amos 8:1-3, after the exchange between Amos and Amaziah, a final oracle
occurs. Scholars debate the attribution of this message. Some attribute parts of it to
Amos. It seems more plausible to attribute it entirely to God because the structure of the
dialogue is strikingly similar to the one in vision three in Amos 7:7-9. Like the earlier
vision, God shows Amos something and then asks him, “What do you see, Amos?” God
uses Amos’s brief reply to convey a message of doom, which includes a promise not to
pardon the people. God states in 8:2-3, “The end is coming for My people Israel. I
cannot continue to pardon them. The singing women at the Temple will howl on that
day, declares my Lord YHWH. Abundant corpses everywhere. Silence!”

Some translators understand “declares my Lord YHWH” to mark the end of
God’s part of the dialogue, but this need not be the case. In Jeremiah 1, the same phrase
appears twice, in the middie of God’s monologues, not at the end of them.'® It makes
particular sense to attribute these lines to God here, as NRSV and JPS 1985 do, because

130

of the final word, vn. While ©n is usually uttered by humans in the Bible, ™ including in

1281 Kings 19:19-21.
12 Jeremiah 1:15, 19.
1% See Judges 3:19, Zephania 1:7.
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Amos 6:10, here it seems to be God'’s admonishment to Amos. It may represent God’s
insistence that Amos, once again, keep silent. God is quashing any renewed attempt by
the prophet to intercede on behalf of the people. Such a preemptive admonishment by
God would again illustrate the limited nature of the prophet’s leverage with the divine.

But God’s order of “Silence!” to Amos may also indicate something more. It may
hint at a further wrinkle in the ambiguous God-prophet relationship. If God were entirely
confident of divine power over the prophet, perhaps God would not care one way or the
other if the prophet were to attempt another intercession or not. Perhaps God’s silencing
of the prophet further demonstrates the complexity of the relationship. Andersen and
Freedman note, “The divine insistence on silence is rather an admission that God might
still be influenced by his messenger.”*>!
Conclusion

In conclusion, Amos 7:1-8:3 illustrates the nuanced relationship between God and
the prophet. Amos evinces a level of autonomy and persuasion as he carries out his
prophetic obligations. But in the end God does what God will do in regard to Amos’s
life, in regard to his dialogic engagement with Amos, and in regard to the people Israel.

The prophet has power and God knows it; but God, being God, may assert absolute

control.

13! Andersen and Freedman, 616.
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Chapter Five
Jeremiah: In God’s Thrall

God'’s call of the prophet Jeremiah is startling and swift. The prophet is braced by
fear as God methodically gains complete controt over him. At the first moment of the
call in 1.5, Jeremiah learns that God marked him as a prophet before his birth, and
perhaps he was biologically conceived. The frightening news prompts a demurral, which
God quickly overrides in 1:7-8 with an instruction to follow orders. To secure God’s
control of the prophet, God implants the divine word into the prophet’s mouth in 1:9.
Thus infused with God’s word, Jeremiah learns of impending trauma for the people. The
call narrative ends with a further transformation in which God strengthens the prophet,
turning him into a fortified city, to steel him against the attacks of the people. This is a
lot to handle for a teenage prophet.

Jeremiah is a sixth century BCE prophet. The major event in his life and the
focus of his 40 year prophetic career is the impending defeat of Judah by Babylon and the
exile to Babylon. His advice to Judah’s rulers not to ally with Egypt, Babylon’s enemy,
went unheeded. Jeremiah’s emotions are closely linked to the fate of Judah and its
people. He expresses what it feels like to be called to prophecy more than any other
prophet.'*

Jeremiah 1:4-1:9

The earliest moment of the call reveals God’s intimacy with and power over

Jeremiah. In the first stiche of Jeremiah 1:5 two verbs, 23> and ¥, convey these dual

aspects of the God-prophet relationship: “Before I formed you in the belly, I knew

132 See Jeremiah 4:19; 8:18; 15:10-21; 20:14-18.
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you.”!3 Together these verbs indicate that before Jeremiah was even conceived, God
selected him, formed him, and knew every aspect of him.

The verb 2y indicates that God is the undisputed creator of the prophet. It often
includes the crafting of something from raw material. There are several attestations of

134 and an idol-maker makes idols.'>* Both these actions

2% in which a potter crafts a pot
entail a rendering of raw material into a new form. They also demand aforethought, a

planning sense on the part of the creator. Isaiah conveys this planning sense of 2 in

relation to the prophet, saying, “He formed me in the womb to serve him.”'* Isaiah’s

fundamental purpose — “to serve him” — is intrinsic to God’s creation of him. God
similarly creates Jeremiah.

The verb y', paralle] to 9, points to this purpose. ¥ in biblical Hebrew is
multifaceted. The first entry in the Dictionary of Classical Hebrew for the qal form of y1
offers common meanings, such as “know,” “realize,” “be aware.” It also notes that the
word may imply “to choose.” In Jeremiah 12:3, after Jeremiah complains that God
allows the wicked to prosper, Jeremiah states, ¢ 32 yn» WOR VYT M Ny,
“But You, the Eternal, have known me, You have seen me, and You have tested my heart
with You.” The use of ¥ here clearly implies a deep knowledge and special relationship
between God and prophet, one that others do not enjoy.

In Amos 3:2 the prophet speaks of the special God-Israel relationship: “You only
have I known of all the families of the earth.” This statement comes in a passage in

which God reminds Israel that God rescued the people from slavery, and explains why

133 Jeremiah 1:5.

134 See 2 Samuel 17:28; Isaiah 64.7; 1 Chronicles 4:23.
'3 See Habakuk 2:18.

136 Isaiah 49:5.




Israel is held accountable for its behavior. “Knowing” here, then, strongly implies a
special relationship, a selection. Applying this understanding of ¥y to Jeremiah 1:5, it
becomes clear that God forms the prophet at the moment of creation and that the prophet
is destined for this special mission. God creates this special individual in order to be a
prophet.

Jack R. Lundbom notes the repetition of “before” in 1:5: “Before I formed you in
the belly, I knew you./And before you came out of the womb, I consecrated you.” The
repetition emphasizes that the mission is inevitable; it is established even before Jeremiah
is formed in the womb. Lundbom writes, “Only Yahweh knows when the decision was
made. It did not occur when Jeremiah was in the womb, much less at his time of birth.”
Lundbom refers to Vogelin’s assertion that Jeremiah was ordained “from eternity.”"*’ In
20:14, in the midst of his last lament, he curses the day of his birth, and then in 20:17,
wishes his mother had remained “eternally pregnant,” suggesting that one would need to
go back to his in utero existence to thwart the prophetic path of his life.

John Bright comments that the call narrative features an “awareness that
[Jeremiah] had been predestined for the prophetic office since before his birth.”"*® The
text does not indicate that Jeremiah was aware of this destiny. It shows that he becomes

aware of it; he discovers it via the call. The semantics make a difference, as a salient

feature of the call is its sudden and unwelcome news.

137 jack R. Lundbom, Jeremiah 1-20: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary (New York: Doubleday, The Anchor Bible, 1999) 231. Jeremiah’s super-
early designation is unusual in the context of Jewish and Christian literature. In ancient
Near East literature kings are often designated for royalty in the womb or at birth;
Jeremiah’s designation apparently occurs even earlier.

138 Bright, John., Jeremiah 1-20: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary,
(New York: Doubleday, The Anchor Bible, 1965) 231.
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The use of the verbs 9% and ¥ in Psalm 139 also illuminates the manner in
which God’s creation and knowledge of God together convey absolute divine control
over an individual. In Psalm 139:15-16, the formation of the psalmist occurs before
birth, perhaps before conception. JPS renders the verses, “My frame was not concealed
from You / when 1 was shaped (31) in a hidden place, / Knit together in the recesses of
the earth. / Your eyes saw my unformed limbs, / they were all recorded in Your book. / In

» o«

due time they were formed.”'*” Mitchell Dahood notes that “secret place,” “recesses of
the earth” and similar terms in Psalm 139 refer to Sheol, suggesting that humans take
shape in the netherworld, a state of “pre-existence,” apparently before they take shape in
the womb.'*® In addition, God “saw” the psalmist’s unformed limbs prior to forming
them, suggesting God’s understanding of an individual not yet created.

The frequent use of ¥ in Psalm 139 primarily expresses the perfect knowledge
of the omniscient God. “O Lord, You have examined me and know me. / When I sit
down or stand up You know it; / You discern my thoughts from afar....familiar with all
my ways. / There is not a word on my tongue / but that You, O Lord, know it well.”'*!
Just as God formed the psalmist before the prophet is physically formed, so God knows
everything there is to know about the psalmist. The same dynamics apply to God’s

relationship with Jeremiah. Jeremiah is conceived by God before God even forms him.

God knows all there is to know about Jeremiah.

'3 Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985) 1274.
140 Mitchell Dahood, Psalms I11, 101-150: Introduction, Translation, and Notes (New
York: The Anchor Bible,1970) 295.

141 IPS 1985, Psalm 139:1-4.




It is also possible to understand the psalmist’s use of ¥ as “selected” or “noted,”

—“0 Lord, You have examined me and noted me”'*

— which would make sense in the
context of Jeremiah 1. Grammatically, the verb ¥13 is an imperfect consecutive, usually
translated in simple past, particularly when it follows a perfect tense verb, as it does
here.'** Read in the simple past, Psalm 139:1 would read, “O Lord, You have examined
me and selecied me” or “noted me.” The fact that a writer of psaims would understand
herself or himself to be specially selected by God is plausible. So understood, Psalm 139
may also present a combination of “forming” and “selecting” that is present at the
inception of Jeremiah’s call. God’s conception of these special individuals includes, in
the same divine breath, their formation and designation to particular missions.

The verb root wTp in the second stiche of verse five supports the complex of
meaning offered by 9¥* and ¥ in the first stiche. wTp refers to something especially
dedicated for divine use. It sometimes refers to God. The verb often occurs in cultic
contexts, such as in Numbers 3:13, where God uses the verb *ny1pn to state that God
“consecrated” the first-born to God. It is important to note that in the prior verse,
Numbers 3:12, God states, in JPS’s rendering, “1 hereby take (*nnp?) the Levites from
among the Israelites in place of all the first-born.” A paraliel is thus created between
vTp and NPy, between “consecrating” and “taking.” Inherent in “consecration” is the
reality of being removed from the natural flow. The Levites, for instance, are not

naturally ministers at the Temple. They are rather a tribe set apart by Ged to fulfill that

Temple role. Ramifications of their consecration include ineligibility to obtain territory,

2 Psalm 139:1.
'"Most Hebrew grammars would support such a simple past reading See Gesenius’
Hebrew Grammar, E. Kautzsch, ed. (Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1909) 326.
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unlike the other tribes. Jeremiah as a prophet similarly is set apart from the normal flow

of social existence to serve God. Jeremiah 15:17 illustrates his unnatural social situation:
“I sat not in the happy crowd and acted jolly, because of Your hand.” To be consecrated

connotes an aberrant status, socially and in relation to God.

To translate the verb as “set aside,” though, is far from adequate. Sucha
transiation does not capture the divine dimension of ¥1p. God does not appoint Jeremiah
as a vendor of jugs; God appoints him as God’s spokesperson, a prophet to the nations.
Lundbom also explains that w7 suggests selection: “cleansing and election are also
implied.”™** He points to the election of Israel'** and the appointment of David,'* as
instances where ¥1p appears with 93, to choose. The cleansing aspect of vTp,
Lundbom also points out, is also present in the call narrative of Isaiah.'*’ This
understanding of v1p supports the understanding of y7 as “selected,” discussed above.

The appearance of these verbs — 1%, ¥, and v1p — at the first moment of the call
conveys the strictly circumscribed quality of the prophet’s life. Before being biologically
conceived, he was divinely conceived. He was specially selected for a divine mission, so
there is nothing about him that is unknown to God; in God’s setting him aside for holy
work, he was removed from the company of others. An awareness of these narrow
parameters helps to explain the prophet’s expressions of intimacy with God, and his
feelings of rebellion because of it.

Upon receiving the call, as if unconsciously aware of the challenges of prophecy

even before his mission begins, Jeremiah expresses anxiety. He responds in 1:6 “Alas,

4 Lundbom, 232.
145 Deuteronomy 7.6.
146 1 Samuel 16:5.
147 Isaiah 6:1-7.
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Lord God! Listen, I do not know how to speak. Iam just a youth!” Lundbom notes that
both My, along with the exclamation nyn that follows, “express shock and alarm.”'*
The shock and alarm of aha often precedes a challenge to God. In Joshua 7:7-9, the
leader first yells mpy in the face of impending military defeat and then poses a series of
challenges concerning the wisdom of leading the people across the Jordan to face

enemies and how the military defeat will affect his leadership and God’s reputation.

Ezekiel exclaims apy when he challenges God’s command that he engage in the

symbolic act of cooking food using excrement as fuel, thereby violating purity laws,'*

and later, when he feels God has caused too much death.'*®

Jeremiah’s use of the interjection illustrates an important aspect of his personality.
Despite the inevitability of the mission, he does not accept it without challenging God.
He demurs and sometimes rebels against the divine command. In the call narrative, he
follows mpi with a protestation of incompetence because of his young age. The word W)
is malleable. It can refer to a very young boy unable to care for himself, like Ishmael in
the wilderness with his mother Hagar in Genesis 21:12. Or it can refer to helpers or
servants, like the two who wait for him and Isaac to return from Mount Moriah in
Genesis 22:5.

7¥) may also refer to a male teenager. This is likely what Jeremiah means in his
protestation to God in chapter one. This is demonstrated in Jeremiah 2:2 where a form of

¥ appears in the following parallel construction: Ppxvd manx Thvy Ten “The

148 1 undbom, 232.
1 Eyekiel 4:14.
130 Ezekiel 11:13.




devotion of your youth, your love as a bride.”"' This puts the ) at a conventional
marrying age. Solomon refers to himself as a 4y after he is already married."** In 2
Chronicles, the text refers to Josiah as a 7y) at 16 years old.'** Lundbom points out that
one stops being a ) at 20, when adulthood began in ancient Israel. He estimates
Jeremiah’s age at the call to be early teens.’*

Regardless of his age, Jeremiah’s anxiety is clear. He feels inadequate for the
task of prophecy. As Sheldon Blank states, the word 9¥y“says more about his state of
mind. It is his way of saying: I am not worthy.”'*> His demurral recalls Moses at the
burning bush, where Moses also expresses concern about his speaking ability. Jeremiah,
according to some commentators, sought to cast himself as Moses’s successor.'*® There
is an important difference, evident from the demurrals. The dialogue between God and
Moses at the foot of Mount Sinai in Exodus is extensive, covering chapter three and

much of four. Jeremiah’s dialogue with God is truncated. This may reflect God’s

3! Jeremiah 2:2.

132 1 Kings 3:7.

133 2 Chronicles 34:3.

'3 Lundbom disagrees with “an older generation of scholars” who place Jeremiah’s age
between 18 and 25. Their mistake, he claims, is that they believe the prophetic ministry
begins at the moment of the call. Lundbom probably is referring to Jeremiah 1:12, where
God says to Jeremiah, “I am watchful upon my word to perform it.” For Lundbom, this
indicates the prophetic mission would not begin until later, in 15:16, when Jeremiah
reports that he has “devoured” the scroll. That future moment, according to Lundbom, is
the fulfillment of God’s statement concerning the placing of God’s word into Jeremiah’s
mouth, described in 1:9. It seems to me, though, that the grammar of 1:9 indicates fairly
clearly that the description of God placing the word into the prophet’s mouth occurs in
the past tense. Those imperfect consecutives and one perfect tense verb are best read as
completed action. John Bright agrees with that translation, and contends that God’s
claim that God is “watching over My word” refers to God’s judgments, perhaps
specifically to the vision that follows, and not to the later commissioning of Jeremiah
(Bright, 7).

'3 Blank, 39.

13 Jeremiah’s vision before an almond tree (1:11-12) recalls Moses’s vision at the
burning bush (Exodus 3:2).
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comment in Numbers 12:6-8 to Moses’s siblings, Miriam and Aaron. With most

prophets, God says, “I make Myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a

dream.” With Moses, on the other hand, “I speak mouth to mouth.”'*” Jeremiah may

express his concern, but God’s prompt rebuttal demonstrates again the narrow parameters
of the relationship.

God’s rebuttal to Jeremiah is direct. God says in 1:7, “Do not say, ‘I am a youth.”
The fact that God does not deny the truth of the statement supports Jeremiah’s claim.
God’s next statement indicates the inevitability of Jeremiah’s task: “Everywhere I send
you, you will go. Everything I command you, you will speak.”'*® There is no room for
argument. The word send — nbw— is common in prophetic literature. In Isaiah’s throne
room vision, God asks, “Whom shall I send?” And Isaiah answers, “Here I am! Send
me!.”"*® As discussed in the Isaiah chapter, implicit in the act of sending is a power
disparity. It is noteworthy that in Isaiah’s call, God asks whom to send. This may be a
rhetorical question, but it may imply that Isaiah had a choice. God offers Jeremiah no
such opportunity. God simply quashes Jeremiah’s resistance. Lundbom writes, “Yahweh
carries out the appointment with the same vigor that Jeremiah shows in opposing it.”'*

Lundbom notes that God similarly quickly “overrides” human intentions in the
Tower of Babel episode. There, the humans make their plans to build a tower in Genesis

11:3-4: “Come, let us make bricks.../Come, let us build a tower.” God answers in 11:7:

“Come, let us go down and there confuse their language.” God thus seeks to delimit

157 Numbers 12:6-8.
158 Jeremiah 1:7.

159 Isaiah 6:8.

160 1 yundbom, 229.




human aspirations to divinity. In Jeremiah’s call narrative, God’s action works in the
opposite direction. The divine does not permit the human to relinquish a divine call.

Lundbom also sees a “kindly rebuke” in God’s response to Jeremiah’s demurral.
Marvin A. Sweeney describes it as an “assurance.”'®! These seem to be accurate
descriptions, as God urges Jeremiah not to “be afraid” and promises him in 1:8, “I am
with you, to protect you.” Lundbom comments that God’s promise to be with someone
“is one of the great promises of the Bible.”'> God makes the same promise to Jacob,'®
to Moses,'® and to Joshua.'®® As Lundbom notes, “Jeremiah is then assured in this very
first communication from Yahweh that his life will be preserved, whatever else
happens.”'® This is a particularly interesting observation, as Jeremiah’s frequent
response to his mission is to desire death: “Accursed be the day that I was born! / Let not
the day be blessed / When my mother bore me!... Why did I ever issue from the womb, /
To see misery and woe, / To spend all my days in shame.”'®” At other junctures,
Jeremiah attests to his depression: “O my suffering, my suffering....O the walls of my
heart! / My heart moans within me.”'®® These verses demonstrate that God’s avuncular
“assurance” does not remove the prophet’s pain.

In 1:9, God inserts the divine word in Jeremiah’s mouth. Similar scenes occur in

the callings of Isaiah and Ezekiel 2. Like Isaiah, Jeremiah is passive at this moment.

161 Marvin Sweeney, “Jeremiah,” in The Jewish Study Bible, A. Berlin and M. Z.
Brettler, eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) 921.

162 | undbom, 234.

193 Genesis 28:15.

164 Exodus 3:12.

165 Joshua 1:5.

166 Lundbom, 234.

157 Jeremiah 20:14-18. See also Jeremiah 15:10.

18 Jeremiah 4:19. See also Jeremiah 8:18; 10:8.




Unlike Ezekiel, neither prophet opens his mouth in order to ingest God’s words. This
passivity may reflect the anxiety that each one expresses — Isaiah because of his unclean
lips and Jeremiah because of his tender age. After the purification of Isaiah’s lips, he is
eager. Jeremiah, though, lets this transformative moment without comment.

Although Jeremiah does not comment at the moment God’s words enter his
mouth, he does refer to it later, in 15:16. He states, “When Your words were offered, I
devoured them.” Thus, at this later time, Jeremiah describes his active participation in
the internalization of God’s words. This act of consumption is joyful and devastating.
Jeremiah tells God that it was a delight to be so intimately connected to God’s name. But
he also describes a life of social isolation and existential trauma. His description
continues in 15:17, “I have sat lonely because of Your word on me, for You have filled
me with gloom.” The use of the verb b1 here recalls the continual process of filling
that takes place in Isaiah’s throne-room vision. There, the filling-up of the throne room
causes Isaiah to panic. Here, the internal filling of Jeremiah produces gloom.

Jeremiah presents a recollection of his call in Jeremiah 20 during his last lament.
JPS renders 20:7, “You enticed me, Lord, and I was enticed./You overpowered me and
You prevailed.” The pain of having been enticed and overpowered includes social
ostracism for Jeremiah, as he explains in 20:8-9: “For the word of the Lord causes me /
Constant disgrace and contempt.” It also includes the difficulty of containing God’s
word, which is “like a raging fire in my heart, / Shut up in my bones.”

According to some commentators, Jeremiah’s recollection in 20:7 of his call in
chapter one evokes the illicit seduction of a woman. The piel of nn9 - “enticed” or
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