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THE CHALLENGES
OF PROPHELCY

DOES THE PROPHET FEEL "AT HOME"
IN HIS/HER MISSION | DR. TOVA GANZEL

God sends the prophet to deliver a message. To what extent does the prophet feel "at home”
in delivering that message? To what extent does the prophet feel that he/she is simply
fulfilling God's command? Join us in exploring three prophets and their missions.

Often we portray the prophets as passive individuals, mere tools for the transmission of
prophetic messages between God and His people. In this session, we will ask: To what
extend did prophets feel "at home" as transmitters? To what extent did they reconcile
themselves to being sent to confront the people around them?




\ AVIRTUAL SHAVUST BE.'T
AR s

m
-
-

We will examine different instances in which the prophetic literature reveals the prophet's inner world,

the feelings and experiences prophets had when facing—and, at times, confronting—God. How did they
cope when forced to perform unendurable actions, such as eating the very minimum for many months
(Ezekiel) or walking in public without clothes for three years (Isaiah)? How did they respond when
forced to prophesy, when a divine hand took the prophets by the hair of their heads (DWNY NitNINg;
Ezek. 8:3) and forced them into their prophetic missions?

The sources below relate to three case studies: Moses, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. In each case, | suggest
that readers give thought to or discuss the following:

— To what extent is the prophet's individual personality expressed?

— To what extent does the prophet identify with the prophetic messages he conveys to the
people in God's name?

— What feelings does the prophet express through his experience and through his discourse
with God?

— In sum, where and when does each prophet feel at home?

— Note: the answers are not uniform; different verses will illuminate distinct trends

MOSES
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The LORD spoke to Moses, "Hurry down, for your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt,
have acted basely. They have been quick to turn aside from the way that | enjoined upon them. They

have made themselves a molten calf and bowed low to it and sacrificed to it, saying: ‘This is your god,
0 Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt!"” The LORD further said to Moses, "l see that this
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is a stiffnecked people. Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze forth against them and that | may
destroy them, and make of you a great nation.” But Moses implored the LORD his God, saying, "Let
not Your anger, O Lord, blaze forth against Your people, whom You delivered from the land of Egypt
with great power and with a mighty hand. Let not the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that
He delivered them, only to kill them off in the mountains and annihilate them from the face of the

earth. Turn from Your blazing anger, and renounce the plan to punish Your people. Remember Your
servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, how You swore to them by Your Self and said to them: | will make
your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and | will give to your offspring this whole land of
which | spoke, to possess forever.” And the LORD renounced the punishment He had planned to bring

upon His people.

And here is the sages' perspective:
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In an additional aspect of the sin of the Golden Calf, God told Moses: "Now leave Me be, that My wrath
will be enraged against them and | will consume them; and | will make of you a great nation” (Exodus
32:10). Explaining this verse, Rabbi Abbahu said: Were the verse not written in this manner, it would
be impossible to utter it, in deference to God. The phrase: Leave Me be, teaches that Moses grabbed
the Holy One, Blessed be He, as a person who grabs his friend by his garment would, and he said
before Him: Master of the Universe, | will not leave You be until You forgive and pardon them.
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The people took to complaining bitterly before the LORD. The LORD heard and was incensed: a fire of
the LORD broke out against them, ravaging the outskirts of the camp. The people cried out to Moses.
Moses prayed to the LORD, and the fire died down.
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| So Moses cried out to the LORD, saying, "0 God, pray heal her!"
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Moreover, the LORD was angry enough with Aaron to have destroyed him; so | also interceded for
Aaron at that time.

For more on this subject, see Numbers 14; Deuteronomy 9:25-29.
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0 LORD, you know—Remember me and take thought of me, Avenge me on those who persecute

me; Do not yield to Your patience, Do not let me perish! Consider how | have borne insult On Your
account. When Your words were offered, | devoured them; Your word brought me the delight and joy
Of knowing that Your name is attached to me, O LORD, God of Hosts. | have not sat in the company
of revelers And made merry! | have sat lonely because of Your hand upon me, For You have filled me
with gloom. Why must my pain be endless, My wound incurable, Resistant to healing? You have been
to me like a spring that fails, Like waters that cannot be relied on.
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Pashhur son of Immer, the priest who was chief officer of the House of the LORD, heard Jeremiah
prophesy these things. Pashhur thereupon had Jeremiah flogged and put in the cell at the Upper
Benjamin Gate in the House of the LORD. The next day, Pashhur released Jeremiah from the cell. But
Jeremiah said to him, “The LORD has named you not Pashhur, but Magor-missabib. For thus said the
LORD: | am going to deliver you and all your friends over to terror; they will fall by the sword of their
enemies while you look on. | will deliver all Judah into the hands of the king of Babylon; he will exile
them to Babylon or put them to the sword. And | will deliver all the wealth, all the riches, and all the
prized possessions of this city, and | will also deliver all the treasures of the kings of Judah into the
hands of their enemies: they shall seize them as plunder and carry them off to Babylon. As for you,
Pashhur, and all who live in your house, you shall go into captivity. You shall come to Babylon; there
you shall die and there you shall be buried, and so shall all your friends to whom you prophesied

falsely."
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You enticed me, O LORD, and | was enticed; You overpowered me and You prevailed. | have become

a constant laughingstock, Everyone jeers at me. For every time | speak, | must cry out, Must shout,
“Lawlessness and rapine!” For the word of the LORD causes me Constant disgrace and contempt. |
thought, “I will not mention Him, No more will | speak in His name"— But [His word] was like a raging
fire in my heart, Shut up in my bones; | could not hold it in, | was helpless. | heard the whispers

of the crowd— Terror all around: “Inform! Let us inform against him!" All my [supposed] friends Are
waiting for me to stumble: "Perhaps he can be entrapped, And we can prevail against him And take
our vengeance on him.” But the LORD is with me like a mighty warrior; Therefore my persecutors shall
stumble; They shall not prevail and shall not succeed. They shall be utterly shamed With a humiliation
for all time, Which shall not be forgotten. O LORD of Hosts, You who test the righteous, Who examine
the heart and the mind, Let me see Your retribution upon them, For I lay my case before You. Sing
unto the LORD, Praise the LORD, For He has rescued the needy From the hands of evildoers! Accursed
be the day That | was born! Let not the day be blessed When my mother bore me! Accursed be the
man Who brought my father the news And said, “A boy Is born to you,” And gave him such joy! Let
that man become like the cities Which the LORD overthrew without relenting! Let him hear shrieks

in the morning And battle shouts at noontide— Because he did not kill me before birth So that my
mother might be my grave, And her womb big [with me] for all time. Why did | ever issue from the
womb, To see misery and woe, To spend all my days in shame!
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Like the appearance of the bow which shines in the clouds on a day of rain, such was the
appearance of the surrounding radiance. That was the appearance of the semblance of
the Presence of the LORD. When | beheld it, | flung myself down on my face. And | heard
the voice of someone speaking. And He said to me, "O mortal, stand up on your feet that

I may speak to you.” As He spoke to me, a spirit entered into me and set me upon my
feet; and | heard what was being spoken to me. He said to me, "O mortal, | am sending
you to the people of Israel, that nation of rebels, who have rebelled against Me.—They

as well as their fathers have defied Me to this very day; for the sons are brazen of face
and stubborn of heart. | send you to them, and you shall say to them: 'Thus said the Lord
GOD'— whether they listen or not, for they are a rebellious breed—that they may know
that there was a prophet among them. "And you, mortal, do not fear them and do not fear
their words, though thistles and thorns press against you, and you sit upon scorpions.

Do not be afraid of their words and do not be dismayed by them, though they are a
rebellious breed;
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A spirit seized me and carried me away. | went in bitterness, in the fury of my spirit, while
the hand of the LORD was strong upon me.
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Now, as | prophesied, Pelatiah son of Benaiah dropped dead. | threw myself upon my face
and cried out aloud, "Ah, Lord GOD! You are wiping out the remnant of Israel!”

The texts above draw a surprising picture, one that does not necessarily present the
prophets as passive and lacking their own voices. Their strong personalities and their
faith in God and His words are evident in the text—but their position, placed between God
and the people, necessarily means that their world is a lonely one. The prophet's home,
then, is as mediator. Moffs puts it succinctly: “Israeli prophecy is the conversational bridge
that facilitates the intimate encounter between the divine personality and the human
personality.”

We close with the Midrash's words about Moses, which describe the place of all of the
prophets:
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Then when he had resigned his soul to death, the Holy One opened by saying (in Ps.
94:16): WHO WILL STAND FOR ME AGAINST EVILDOERS? Who will stand for Israel in the
time of my wrath? Who will stand in the battle of my children? And who will stand and
seek mercy for them, when they sin before me?

For those interested in learning more on this topic, | recommend a supplemental study of
Elijah (1 Kings 18—19) as well as the books of Jonah and Habbakkuk.



