



[image: ]







WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


Sing Out for Justice


This is an excellent, highly readable introduction to the Hebrew prophets, one which brings them to life and makes them speak to our own perceptions and concerns. The author has an all-toorare knack of making honest biblical scholarship entertaining and relevant, and manages to clarify awkward issues of date, authorship and history without ever being boring. It should be strongly recommended to anyone who thinks the Old Testament is dull.


The Very Revd Dr Jeffrey John, Dean of St Albans


Ray Vincent is a master of his brief with a deep knowledge and understanding of the prophets. Not only will we want to look again at the original texts but he brings them to life and ignites our imagination making them relevant for us today. This is an exciting book that at times embraces us and carries us along at a speed that is worthy not only of a scholar but of an award winning novelist!


The Revd Lord Roger Roberts of Llandudno


This book will certainly appeal to preachers and pastors, and to others looking for resources for Bible Study in church life. But it will also be of value to those who are looking for inspiration to see the world differently, and to find strength and encouragement to challenge the unjust powers that dominate so much of modern life. From politics to peaceful living, the Hebrew Prophets call to the depths of the human condition and invite transformation and change. Sing Out for Justice brings their words to life once more. Dr Simon Woodman, Co-Minister of Bloomsbury Central Baptist Church, London; author of The Book of Revelation (SCM Core Text 2008)


I am indebted to Ray Vincent for this timely contribution to the theological and public conversation on social justice. I have every confidence that his work will be valued and well received. I very much appreciate this valuable reflection.


The Revd Canon Aled Edwards, OBE, Chief Executive, Cytûn/Churches Together in Wales


Ray Vincent gives us the whole of the prophetic literature back as scripture, bringing each prophet’s voice to life within a beautifully concise overview of their settings and situations. He enables each to speak anew by drawing parallels with challenges we face today. The result is a dynamic encounter with some of the most passionate religious insight ever put into writing.


The Revd Roberta Rominger, United Church of Christ Pastor, Former General Secretary of the United Reformed Church


The Old Testament prophets are little read and poorly understood, yet we need their teaching for the 21st century. Ray Vincent introduces them with a story-teller’s eye and shares their heart for justice.


Dr Tim Bulkeley, Honorary Lecturer in Theology, University of Auckland
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Preface


Like most people brought up in the Christian faith, I grew up with Bible stories. In the New Testament there were the stories of Jesus and the adventures of Peter and Paul. In the Old Testament there were the exciting tales of Noah and the Ark, Joseph and his coat of many colours, Moses and the crossing of the Red Sea, Samson, Gideon, David and Goliath, Elijah on Mount Carmel, and so many others. We also memorised one or two of the shorter Psalms like “The Lord is my shepherd”, or “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills”. But the books of the prophets – all those books from Isaiah to Malachi – were largely an unknown country. When I grew older I felt it was my duty to try to read them, but usually couldn’t make much sense of them. Their language was obscure, solemn, forbidding and full of strange names. This is still the experience of most people today, even those who conscientiously try to read the Bible regularly.


There are two main reasons for this. One is that these books are rather short on good stories. A few exceptions stand out, such as Jonah and the whale, Daniel in the den of lions, and the three men in the fiery furnace. Apart from these bits almost the only passages in the prophets that are at all familiar are those that feature in Handel’s Messiah and Christmas carol services.


Another reason why Christians tend not to read this part of the Bible is that they have been taught to read the Bible through the eyes of the central Christian beliefs, and this often makes it difficult to appreciate the prophets. There is a feeling that they are either inconsistent with Christian beliefs or irrelevant, seeming not to say much about them. The story on which traditional Catholic and Protestant Christianity is based may be summed up in a few sentences. God created human beings to be in fellowship with him, but the disobedience of Adam and Eve broke that relationship and condemned all future generations to sin and death. God sent his Son Jesus Christ into the world to make atonement by bearing our sins on the cross and to rise again to give us eternal life. Because of this, those who put their faith in Jesus have their sins forgiven and will go to heaven when they die, but those who reject him will go to hell. Of course there are variations in the way this message is understood. Catholics and Protestants have a slightly different slant on it, and there are “liberal” interpretations that question some of the details, but the essential pattern has remained much the same for centuries.


The Bible material on which this pattern of belief is founded is mostly in the opening chapters of Genesis, the New Testament accounts of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, and the epistles of Paul. It is difficult to see what the prophets add to it. There are individual passages that are quoted as prophecies of Christ, but the prophets for the most part seem to have very little to say about this message of personal sin, atonement and eternal life.


On the other hand, many of us today are inspired by another theme in the Bible. We look at the tragic state of the world with its poverty, injustice, war and oppression, and the good news we look for is justice and peace. We see “salvation” as the world being saved from the self-destruction to which it seems to be heading. We find inspiration in the stories of God siding with the underdog and setting people free. The centre of it all is Jesus: his radical message of universal love, his crucifixion in which we see reflected all the victims of the injustice and cruelty of the world, and the message of resurrection in which we sense that life overcomes death, love overcomes hate and good overcomes evil.


Many of the world’s conflicts today seem to be bound up with religion, and we feel that if the world needs a faith at all it must be one that expresses the universal hopes and visions of humanity rather than a collection of doctrines that divide us from one another. It must also be a faith that offers a hope of this world being changed rather than just the comforting assurance that if we are good, or if we have the right beliefs, we will go to heaven when we die.


If we turn to the prophets with this kind of quest they come leaping to life, because that is the very thing they were talking about most of the time. The anger that has put many people off reading them was not the grim, puritanical “righteousness” we associate with pious old-fashioned preachers. It was raw and contemporary. It was the kind of anger we see in present-day demonstrators, marchers and protest singers. They had a passion for justice and saw disaster looming unless the nation changed its ways. At the same time they had exciting visions of a different world, a world of peace and plenty enjoyed not by the few but by everyone.


The prophets were poets. It is not enough to say that they teach us to practise justice. They do not “teach” in that kind of way. They long for justice, they lament the lack of justice, they keep alive the hope for justice, and they celebrate justice. An important part of their message is that the world is not changed simply by denunciation or argument, though there is plenty of both in the prophets. It needs songs and dreams.


I hope this book will encourage people to read the prophets and draw inspiration from them for their quest for justice in today’s world. It needs a little imagination, and for some of us a new approach, to do this. So often we have been taught to read the Bible rather solemnly, asking, “What is God saying to me here about my personal spiritual life?” I am convinced that we will get much more out of it if we approach it with an open mind and more down-to-earth questions. Why did anybody bother to say this? And after it was said, why did anybody take the trouble to write it down? What kind of person would say this? What kind of mood were they in? Were they angry, bitter, frightened, questioning, defiant, tender, joyful, playful, lyrical? What kind of situation made them say what they said? What were they speaking against? Can we imagine someone disagreeing with them, and if so what was that person saying? And why was the issue so important? It is when we ask questions like this that we begin to feel the passions that moved the prophets to speak and to see how relevant they are to our own time.


I would like to acknowledge with thanks the help and encouragement I have received from Tim Bulkeley, Peter and Barbara Clark, Aled Edwards, John Henson, Jeffrey John, Vaughan Rees, Roger Roberts, Roberta Rominger, Stanley and Diana Soffa, Janet Tollington, Peter and Mary West, Simon Woodman and a number of other friends, some of whom prefer to remain anonymous. I have also benefited from the observations of friends in the Progressive Christianity Network and other discussion groups, and people who have spurred me on by constantly asking when my next book was coming out!


This book is a kind of introduction to the prophets, but not a textbook. To quote a recent writer on a different but related topic:


“This is not a scholarly book but it is an enthusiastic one and I just hope that some of its enthusiasm will catch.” (Mark Oakley, The Splash of Words: Believing in Poetry, Canterbury Press 2016, p xvi).


A word about terminology: the specific name of the God of Israel is denoted in Hebrew by the letters YHWH. Hebrew was originally written with consonants only, so we cannot be certain of how it was pronounced. The general agreement of scholars is that it was something like “Yahweh”. However, it came to be regarded as too holy to be uttered by human lips, and it became customary when reading aloud to replace it with “the Lord”. When vowels were introduced into the biblical text the name was given the vowels of “the Lord” in order to remind the reader what to say. In Latin the Hebrew consonants became JHVH, and English Bibles, following the Latin, wrote it as it appeared in the Hebrew text, resulting in the name “Jehovah”, with the consonants of one word and the vowels of another! In most English Bibles it is rendered as “the LORD” (in block capitals). Where the title “Lord” occurs together with the name, it is usually rendered as “the Lord GOD”. In this book we observe this usage.


Biblical quotations, except where otherwise stated, are from the Good News Bible.
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The Street Preacher


It was festival time in the hill town of Bethel. The fragrance of incense mingling with the smell of roasting beef and goat drifted out from the temple, where offerings were being made to the great golden bull that represented the God of Israel. The space by the town gate – the place where people usually gathered to transact business and share the latest gossip – was heaving with people and carts. Families were coming in from the countryside with their offerings of fruit and grain and their animals to be slaughtered. Those who had already made their offering were on the way out to find a space where the family could sit down together and eat the meat. Traders were selling their wares, entertainers were gathering an audience. The beggars were busier than ever, knowing by experience that people feel a bit more generous at festival time.


In one corner there was a little gathering around a stranger who seemed to be preaching. This too was a common feature of feast days. Some were listening to this preacher avidly, some were cheering, whilst others were murmuring their disagreement or walking away in disgust. Snatches of the preacher’s words could be heard above the hubbub in the square.


“The LORD says, I hate your religious festivals; I cannot stand them! When you bring me burnt-offerings and grain-offerings, I will not accept them… Stop your noisy songs; I do not want to listen to your harps…


Who was this? Some kind of anti-religious fanatic? But he seemed to be speaking in the name of God! What kind of blasphemy was this? He was even making God sound sarcastic:


“The Sovereign LORD says, People of Israel, go to the holy place in Bethel and sin, if you must!… Go ahead and offer your bread in thanksgiving to God, and boast about the extra offerings you bring! This is the kind of thing you love to do.”


What right had this intruder, probably a foreigner, to come and attack the holy place? Bethel was an ancient shrine, built on the spot where Jacob, the ancestor of the whole nation, had dreamed of a ladder stretched between earth and heaven with angels going up and down on it. It was Jacob himself who had set up a stone pillar and named the place Beth-El, “house of God”. What was this stranger ranting about?


Those who listened a bit more closely understood why the crowd around him were mostly the poorer people. He was attacking the rich traders who:


“… sell into slavery honest men who cannot pay their debts, poor men who cannot repay even the price of a pair of sandals. They trample down the weak and helpless and push the poor out of the way.”


He was talking about the women in the capital city calling to their husbands for more wine as they oppress and crush the poor – “fat cows”, he called them! He described the rich lying on ivory beds, feasting on meat, singing idle songs, drinking wine by the bowlful and massaging themselves with the finest perfumes, oblivious to the plight of their neighbours and the desperate state of the nation.


“What desperate state?” people might well have asked. The kingdom of Israel at that time (around 760 BC) was enjoying a period of peace and prosperity. It was also a time when religious observance was very popular. People offered generous gifts to the priestly establishment, paid their tithes meticulously and flocked to the temples for the festivals. They believed the prosperity they were enjoying was a sign of God’s blessing, a reassurance that they were a special, exceptional people.


But this preacher was determined to prick the bubble of their self-satisfaction. What made them so sure they were specially favoured? They believed that God had brought them out of Egypt and given them this land. So what? Who brought the Ethiopians and the Philistines and the Arameans to the places they now inhabit? God’s judgments are based not on favoured nations but on what is good and right. In any case, even if they are right in thinking they are the chosen people it might make things harder for them rather than easier:


“Of all the nations on earth, you are the only one I have known and cared for. That is what makes your sins so terrible, and that is why I must punish you for them.”


The preacher was turning his satire on the people who, while they were worshipping, were secretly saying to themselves:


“We can hardly wait for the holy days to be over so that we can sell our corn. When will the Sabbath end, so that we can start selling again? Then we can overcharge, use false measures, and tamper with the scales to cheat our customers. We can sell worthless wheat at a high price…”


This kind of “worship”, he was saying, was sickening to God. What God wants is not empty praise but people acting justly. He can do without rituals and hymns, but as for justice, he can never get enough of it. He longs for it like a desert land crying out for water:


“Let justice flow like a stream, and righteousness like a river that never goes dry.”


The preacher was Amos. All these quotations are found in his book (Amos 5:21-23; 4:4-5; 2:6-7; 4:1; 6:4-6; 3:2; 8:5-6; 5:24). Amos came from the hill country of Tekoa in the kingdom of Judah, Israel’s neighbour to the south. The two kingdoms were really one nation, worshipping the same God, but they had been separated because of a dispute after the death of King Solomon nearly two hundred years before.


Amos’s preaching understandably drew the attention of the established powers in Israel. When he predicted that because of all the injustice and oppression going on in the kingdom King Jeroboam II would die a violent death, it was the last straw. Amaziah, the priest in charge of the shrine at Bethel, sent a report to the king. Then he turned to Amos and told him to go back to his own country and “earn your bread there, and prophesy there.” Amos’s response was:


“I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycomore trees, and the LORD took me from following the flock, and the LORD said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’” (Amos 7:14-15, NRSV)


What did Amos mean by this? What was this profession of “prophet” that he disowned?
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Who Were the Prophets?


At first, it sounded like a conventional love song. The singer, plucking the strings of his lyre or harp, began:


“Let me sing for my beloved


my love-song concerning his vineyard:


My beloved had a vineyard


on a very fertile hill…” (Isa 5:1)


In the culture of ancient Israel the word “vineyard” was often just as much associated with romantic love as words like “June” and “moon” are today. The song goes on to describe the care the singer’s “beloved” took with his vineyard: preparing the ground, planting choice vines and preparing the vat to store the grapes. But the produce is disappointing. The grapes are useless for making wine – no better than wild grapes.


As with many songs, the logical progression is not obvious. At the beginning it seems to be about the singer’s “beloved” who had a vineyard, but then it switches to the first person, and it is the owner of the vineyard who is speaking. And, again as with many songs, his reaction is not entirely rational. A normal vintner would surely ask himself what went wrong. Was the soil not good? Was the position unsuitable? Did he choose the wrong variety of plants, or was there something wrong with the way he planted them? But this is not meant to be a story about the technique of vine growing. This vintner is actually offended and angry with his vineyard. He threatens to take away its hedge and leave it defenceless, to be overgrown with briers and thorns. When he goes on to say, “I will also command the clouds that they rain no rain upon it” it becomes obvious that this is not literally a story about a bad grape harvest. It is the passionate outburst of a spurned lover.


But then it moves into yet another dimension. The tone becomes more challenging, and the listeners suddenly realise that it is not just a love song. It goes on:


“For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts


is the house of Israel,


and the people of Judah


are his pleasant planting.”


The lover is God, and the “vineyard” that disappoints him is the nation of Israel. The image of Israel as a vine or a vineyard was also well known. The bad fruit being produced instead of choice grapes is now spelt out:


“he expected justice,


but saw bloodshed;


righteousness,


but heard a cry!”


In the original Hebrew there is a dramatic juxtaposition of similar words: “justice” is mishpat, “bloodshed” is mishpach; “righteousness” is tsedakah and “a cry” is tse’aqah, a harsh guttural word to end what started as a sweet love song. This is a protest song.


This song of Isaiah reminds us of something we tend to forget, that some of the biblical prophets were singers. Isaiah today would be playing a guitar. Another example of a singing prophet is found in the story of the escaping Hebrew slaves miraculously crossing the Red Sea while the Egyptians pursuing them were drowned. Moses’ sister, the prophet Miriam, leads the women in dancing, playing tambourines, and singing:


“Sing to the LORD, for he has won a glorious victory;


he has thrown the horses and their riders into the sea.” (Ex 15:21)


This is preceded in the Bible by a much longer song attributed to Moses, which seems to be a later composition building on that simple verse.


Another female prophet and singer was Deborah (Judges 5), who stirred up the rather timid Barak to rally the tribes of Israel against oppression by the Canaanites. She and Barak celebrated the victory with a song. Later we hear Samuel describing to Saul “a group of prophets… playing harps, drums, flutes and lyres… dancing and shouting” (1 Sam 10:5). They are in a state of ecstasy: when Saul joins them he becomes “a different person”. The prophet Elisha (2 Kings 3:15), when asked for advice in a crisis, called for a musician, and it was as the musician played the harp that the inspiration came on him to utter a prophecy. The later prophets may well have continued the same tradition.


In addition to preaching and singing, some of the prophets had other ways of conveying their message. They practised a kind of street theatre. Isaiah is said to have gone about naked for three years as a sign of the humiliation that was to come on Egypt and Ethiopia (Isa 20). Some of Ezekiel’s actions were quite weird and complex. He made a model of the city of Jerusalem under siege, and lay on his side for hundreds of days, cooking his food on cow dung and rationing his water as a sign of the hardship that was to come. He shaved off all his hair and did strange, symbolic things with it to represent what would happen to the nation (Ezek 4-5). At another time, he packed a bundle of his belongings and played out the actions of a refugee. Then he trembled while he ate his food, as a sign of the coming terror (Ezek 12:1-20). At a greater personal cost, he relates how God commanded him not to mourn the death of his wife, so that he could reinforce the message that Jerusalem would lose its pride and joy with no chance to mourn (Ezek 24:15-24). Jeremiah too had felt called to remain unmarried and have no children, as a sign that family life would be destroyed by the coming disaster. He refused to enter a house of mourning or to take part in any customs associated with death, as a sign that in the future there would be so many deaths that there would be no time or opportunity to mourn them (Jer 16:1-9).


Whether singers and actors or not, the prophets were certainly poets. Most of their sayings are in poetic form. In the original Hebrew there is often rhyme, rhythm and alliteration, but this of course is not recognisable when translated into English. Fortunately, however, there is one very common characteristic of Hebrew poetry that is easily transferable to other languages: its parallelism. Parallelism is a kind of rhyming of ideas. In practically every verse of Hebrew poetry the second half matches, balances or expands the first half. To take an example from one of the better-known passages in Isaiah:
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