THE PROPHETS

EVERY NOOK AND CRANNY

O ver a period of several hundred years, the Hebrew people gave
birth to an extraordinary number of prophets—men and
_women distinguished by the power and skill with which they presented
 the reality of God. They delivered God’s commands and promises and
1living presence to communities and nations who had been living on
god-fantasies and god-lies.

Everyone more or less believes in God. But most of us do our best
‘to keep God on the margins of our lives or, failing that, refashion
God to suit our convenience. Prophets insist that God is the sovereign
center, not off in the wings awaiting our beck and call. Isaiah reminds
us God is the “Amazing Counselor, Strong God, Eternal Father, Prince
of Wholeness (Isaiah 9:6); Jeremiah says, “Gob is the real thing — the
living God, the eternal King” (Jeremiah 10:10); Daniel calls him the
“Revealer of Mysteries” (Daniel 2:29); Jonah notes that God is “sheer
grace and mercy, not easily angered, rich in love, and ready at the drop
of a hat to turn your plans of punishment into a program of forgive-
ness!” (Jonah 4:2); Nahum tells his readers, “Gop is serious business”
(Nahum 1:2);and Habakkuk reminds us God is “from eternity,” “Holy,”
and “Rock-Solid” (Habakkuk 1:12). And prophets insist that we deal
with God as God reveals himself, not as we imagine him to be.
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These men and women woke people up to the sovereign presence of
God in their lives. They yelled, they wept, they rebuked, they soothed,
they challenged, they comforted. They used words with power and
imagination, whether blunt or subtle.

Sixteen of these prophets wrote what they spoke. We call them “the
writing prophets.” They comprise the section from Isaiah to Malachi
in the Bible. These Hebrew prophets provide the help we so badly need
if we are to stay alert and knowledgeable regarding the conditions in
which we cultivate faithful and obedient lives before God. For the
ways of the world — its assumptions, its values, its methods of going
about its work — are never on the side of God. Never.

The prophets purge our imaginations of this world’s assumptions
on how life is lived and what counts in life. Micah wrote,

He’s already made it plain how to live, what to do,
what Gob is looking for in men and women.

It’s quite simple: Do what is fair and just to your neighbor,
be compassionate and loyal in your love,

And don’t take yourself too seriously —
take God seriously. (Micah 6:8)

Over and over again, God the Holy Spirit uses these prophets to.
separate his people from the cultures in which they live, putting them
back on the path of simple faith and obedience and worship in defi-
ance of all that the world admires and rewards. Prophets train us in
discerning the difference between the ways of the world and the ways
of the gospel, keeping us present to the Presence of God.
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there was nothing easygoing about them. Prophets were not popu-
lar figures. They never achieved celebrity status. They were decidedly
uncongenial to the temperaments and dispositions of the people with
whom they lived. And the centuries have not mellowed them. It’s
. understandable that we should have a difficult time coming to terms
~ with them. They aren’t particularly sensitive to our feelings. They have
_ very modest, as we would say, “relationship skills.” We like leaders,
 especially religious leaders, who understand our problems (“come
 alongside us” is our idiom for it), leaders with a touch of glamour,
leaders who look good on posters and on television.
The hard-rock reality is that prophets don't fit into our way of
life.

For a people who are accustomed to “fitting God” into their lives,
or, as we like to say, “making room for God,” the prophets are hard to
take and easy to dismiss. The God of whom the prophets speak is far
too large to fit into our lives. If we want anything to do with God, we
have to fit into him. Isaiah reminds us,

“I don’t think the way you think.
The way you work isn't the way I work,”
Gon’s Decree. "
“For as the sky soars high above earth,
so the way I work surpasses the way you work,
and the way I think is beyond the way you think.” (Isaiah 55:8-9)

The prophets are not “reasonable,” accommodating themselves to
what makes sense to us. They are not diplomatic, tactfully negotiating
an agreement that allows us a “say” in the outcome. What they do is
haul us unceremoniously into a reality far too large to be accounted
for by our explanations and expectations. They plunge us into

mystery, immense and staggering. ‘_I
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We don't read very many pages into the Prophets before realizing that-.'
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Their words and visions penetrate the illusions with which we
cocoon ourselves from reality. We humans have an enormous capac-
ity for denial and self-deceit. We incapacitate ourselves from deal-
ing with the consequences of sin, for facing judgment, for embracing
truth. Then the prophets step in and help us to first recognize and
then enter the new life God has for us, the life that hope in God opens
up. Jeremiah spoke “Gon’s Word on the subject: . . . ‘I know what I'm
doing. I have it all planned out — plans to take care of you, not aban-
don you, plans to give you the future you hope for’” (Jeremiah 29:11).
And Micah led by example: “But me, I'm not giving up. I'm sticking
around to see what Gop will do. I'm waiting for God to make things
right. 'm counting on God to listen to me” (Micah 7:7).

They don’t explain God. They shake us out of the old conventional
habits of small-mindedness, of trivializing god-gossip, and set us on
our feet in wonder and obedience and worship. If we insist on under-
standing them before we live into them, we will never get it.

Basically, the prophets did two things: They worked to get people to
accept the worst as God’s judgment — not a religious catastrophe or a
political disaster, but judgment. If what seems like the worst turns out
to be God’s judgment, it can be embraced, not denied or avoided, for
God is good and intends our salvation. So judgment, while certainly
not what we human beings anticipate in our planned future, can never
be the worst that can happen. It is the best, for it is the work of God to
set the world, and us, right.

And the prophets worked to get people who were beaten down to
open themselves up t?)llggg in God’s future. In the wreckage of exile
and death and humiliation and sin, the prophets ignited hope, open-
ing lives to the new work of salvation that God is about at all times and
everywhere. Through Isaiah, God said,




“Pay attention, my people.
Listen to me, nations.
Revelation flows from me.
My decisions light up the world.
My deliverance arrives on the run,
my salvation right on time.
I'll bring justice to the peoples.
Even faraway islands will look to me
and take hope in my saving power.
Look up at the skies,
ponder the earth under your feet.
The skies will fade out like smoke,
the earth will wear out like work pants,
and the people will die off like flies.
But my salvation will last forever,
my setting-things-right will never be obsolete.” (Isaiah 51:4-6)

One of the bad habits that we pick up early in our lives is separat-
ing things and people into secular and sacred. We assume that the
secular is what we are more or less in charge of: our jobs, our time,
our entertainment, our government, our social relations. The sacred
is what God has charge of: worship and the Bible, heaven and hell,
church and prayers. We then contrive to set aside a sacred place for
God, designed, we say, to honor God but really intended to keep God
in his place, leaving us free to have the final say about everything else
that goes on.

Prophets will have none of this. They contend that everything,
absolutely everything, takes place on sacred ground. God has some-
thing to say about every aspect of our lives: The way we feel and act
in the so-called privacy of our hearts and homes, the way we make

THE PROPHETS 105



106

£

THE PROPHETS

our money and the way we spend it, the politics we embrace, the
wars we fight, the catastrophes we endure, the people we hurt and the
people we help. Nothing is hidden from the scrutiny of God, nothing
is exempt from the rule of God, nothing escapes the purpoées of God.
Holy, holy, holy. :

Prophets make it impossible to evade God or make detours around
God. Prophets insist on receiving God in every nook and cranny of
life. For a prophet, God is more real than the next-door neighbor.



