The Social Location -of Israelite Prophecy

James G. WiLLiams

I

HIS essay is intended to address the question, “What was the social
location of Israclite prophecy?” with particular reference to an essay
written by Peter L. Berger.! Berger has sought to interpret the
socio-culrural framework in which and to which the prophets spoke. The
“*social location” of Israel’s prophets, he maintains, should not be identified
with the content of their messages or their verbalized attitudes, which in the
czse of many of the “classical” or “canonical” prophets was anticultc.
Berger concludes that the: prophets — even the classical prophets — did not
funcdon as isolated individuals, but were closely related to the cult and
perhaps even performed as cultic officials.
For support of his thesis Berger is heavily indebted to secondary literature
flowing from numerous modern studies of the prophets.? He correctly points

JAMES G. WILLIAMS, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor of Religion at Syracuse Uni-

verary. His artcles have also appeared in the Hebrew Union College Anmual and the Journal
¢f Biblical Literature. _
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2E. g., A. Jepsen, Nabi— Soziologische Studien zur alttestamentlichen Literatur und
Religionsgeschichte. Miinchen: Beck, 1934 (Jepsen distinguishes between prophecy accom-
modzted to court and cule in the southern kingdom and an independent nabiism of the
rorthern kingdom); A. Johnson, The Cultic Prophet in Ancient Israel. Cardiff: Univ. of
Wales, 1944 (Johnson claims there is “considerable evidence” for the function of the
propiet as 2 significant member of the cultic personnel, especially in Jerusalem — “evi-
dence” which I do not find “considerable” at all); A. Haldar, Associations of Cult Prophets
z7org the Ancient Semnites. Uppsala: Almqvist and Wiksells, 1945 (Haldar emphasizes oral
trzdidon of prophecy transmitred in cultic circles; the prophet, both canonical and non-
cznomical, is a functionary of the smakhu type found in the Mari texts, i. ., he delivered
cricles in a state of ecstatic seizure); E. Wirthwein, “Amos-Studien,” ZAW, LXII
(19%9/50), 10-52 (Wiirthwein holds that Amos functioned initially as a cultic nabi, but
experienced an inner development from a Heils- to an Unkeilsnabi); A. Gunneweg, Miind-
iche und schriftliche Tradition der worexilischen Prophetenbiicher. Géttingen: Vandenhoeck and
Reprecht, 1959 (canonical prophers began as cultic mabiim, but their experience and message
=oved them away from their Amt; “phenomenologically” [see Berger’s remark about this
Term, op. 6., 947] they were of the old nabi variety, but “factually” they were not).See
<50 Adam C. Welch, Prophet and Priest in Old Isracl. New York: The Macmillan Company,
1933; KL G\mkc'l, “Jesaja 33, eine prophetische Liturgie,” ZAW, XLII (1924), 177-208;
P. Humberr, “Le probléme du livre de Nahoum,” RHFR, XII (1932), 1-15. For a sample
of the older literary critical approach at its best see J. Skinner, Prophecy and Religion.
Lozdon: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1922. For the most recent comprehensive survey of studies
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out that in the formative period of biblical criticism the classical or canonica!
prophets were usually viewed as the “great Protestan'ts”. of ancient Israel.
solitary critics of Israelite society and religion, w_ho_se_ insights represent the
high point of Israel’s religious development. It was with these prophets t}.'lﬂ'.
true “‘ethical monotheism’ first emerged in history. This kind of interpretation
of Israel’s history in general, and of Israel’s prophets in particular, receivec
its decisive impetus from the pioneer biblical critic Julius Wellhausen (1844
1918), whose original “liberalism” became the cornerstone of an “‘orthodox’
stance in biblical study engaged in by most biblical scholars.

A reaction against this interpretation of Israel’s history so influenced by
concepts of linear religious evolution and the assumptions inherent in focu;m___
upon Jiterary criticism, began developing after World War I and remainec
vital into the 1950’s. Characteristic of this reaction was the methodology
employed in form criticism.* An especially important figure in this develop-
ment, as indicated by Berger, was the Norwegian scholar Sigmund Mowinckel -
Mowinckel presented the thesis that there was a prophetic office in _t,ht_’-‘ 1§_meh te
cultus. The responsibility of the prophetic office was that of mediating the
divine word to participants in the ritual (“‘sacramental” function; cf., eg.
Psalms 60:6-8; 75; 82; 110:1-4). This office was not the same as the prn.:stl):
office, through which the community’s sacrifices and prayers were mediatec
to God (“sacrificial” function). Mowinckel’s distinction between the oﬂices,.
however, does not mean that he saw the cultic personnel as distinct, separatec
into various divisions for various functions. The same official may well have
performed several functions in the cultic celebration. o

However one may evaluate Mowinckel’s thesis of the “prophetc ofﬁcnl
in the cult, it is highly questionable whether it can be applied to the canonicz!
or literary prophets as a whole without obscuring their ft}ncufm a:ncl distinctive
self-understanding. We cannot simply assume a culdc Sitz im I,fbm for
figures and passages whose social location is not clearly given in the literature
to be studied — figures who even engage in radical polemic against the cult
in their respective social situations (see below). e ;

Moreover, Berger’s discussion of Mowinclfel’s thesis is m.lslt.zadmg, fg:
he implies that Mowinckel places the canonical prophets within a culuc

of the prophets and prophetic literature see G, Fohrer, “Zehn Jahre Literarur zur alt:cstf—
mentlichen Prophetie (1951-60) " Theologische Rzmd.scbau. X?(VIII Sl962—63)_. 1-75.
235-97; 301-74. — Sigmund Mowinckel, whose studies on this question are plvot‘al in
the history of biblical scholarship, will be discussed below. I should 2dd that Berger believes
Gunneweg and Wiirthwein represent a consensus in modern Old Testament studies, whic!
i stionable. 3 .
is qu:(:f. Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel., tr. Menzies and Black. Cleveland acd
New York: Meridian Books, World Publishing Co., 1961.

4 For a critique of the form-critical method as it has been employed see G. Fohrer.
“Remarks on Modern Interpretation of the Prophets,” JBL, LXXX (1961), 309'—19.“

s Berger, op. cit,, 944 Cf. the third volume of I\_‘lowinckcl's Psalmenstudien, “Kult-
prophetie und prophetische Psalmen.” Amsterdam: Schippers, 1961.
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situation.® As a matter of fact, Mowinckel does not do this.
to let Mowinckel speak for himself:

If, howerer, the psalm [Psalm 3 0] is “prophetic,” this does not mean that it can be clarified
out of the spiritual world of the so-called great judgment and literary prophets. In the main
it stems out of the idea-forms and thoughts of a culric situation. Also in the condemnation
of sacrifice it distinguishes itself from an Amos or Isaiah or Micah. These men reject the
“the noise of the songs” not
smoking offerings (Isa. 1:10-17; Am. 5:21-23). Our poet, to the contrary,

(and also the rites corresponding thereto) beauriful and pleasing to
Necessary because commanded, although not fully comparable to the

external cult actions in general as they were then practiced,
less than the

finds the culde songs
God, and the offerings
songs in value.”

So here I wish to call into
thesis. The supposed “prophetic

dequate understanding of the classical or literary prophets.

I

Berger's essay on the social location of Israel’s prophets deals primaril
with the problem of cultic prophecy. Therefore “social location,” in this
context, refers primarily to professional status or role within the cult as over
:2ainst detachment from cultic institutions. In Max Weber’s work, from which
Berger takes his point of departure, it designates also such social life-situations
as military prophecy, court prophecy, and prophecy originating in literary
circles and political ideologists.® But Berger concentrates on the problem of
prophecy in a cultic setting. )

Berger’s analysis and conclusions are informed by a distinction between
norms and behavior, between ideas and symbols and the socio-cultural forces
and institutions with which they are associated. Or to state it in another way,
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social location is not necessarily deducible from a certain kind of message, be y/

* 0p. cit.

7 0p. cit., pp. 44-5 (my translation). Mowinckel understood the prophetic office per se
*s congenial to cultic religion, but distinguished most of the classical prophets from
“Nabiismus”: “djese Propheten vertreten Gberhaupt nicht den echten und eigentlichen
Nabiismus, sind auch meistens von den Nebiim ihrer Zeit abgelehnt worden und Ij en
izher mit denselben in stetiger Polemik (vgl. I K. 22; Jer. 27 £)” (ibid., p- 15). It should
Is0 be noted that Mowinckel has stated a caveat against hasty and unfounded derivation of
“rophetic ways of speaking and acting from ritval patterns. See Prophecy and Tradition,
Jslo: ANVAO, II, 1946, pp- 81 ff. For a bibliography of Mowinckel’s writings see J.
Lindblom, Prophecy in Ancient Israel. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1965 » p- 443,

* Mowinckel’s statement concerning the relation of ancient nabiism to cultic practice
s fairly subtle. The nebiim were not originally priests, but were naturally closely associated
vith the important sanctuaries (Psalmenstudien, 111, pp- 16 £.). These prophets are members
I the congregation who “von der gottlichen Kraft zum Rasen gefiillt werden, wie es ideell
od theoretisch der ganzen Gemeinde geschehen sollte. . . . Sie sind neben den Priestern-
't'hI:l')l'l die eigentlichen religiosi der Gemeinde, aus den Laien hervorgegangen” (ibid.,
. 17).

* Ancient Judaism. Glencoe, 1Il.: The Free Press, 1952, especially pp. 90 ff., 267 f.

it “religious” or otherwise. Whatever the relation of ideas to soci‘.t.l processey
may be, there is abundant evidence to indicate that a social Iocanola, ie,a
position within or without any of the voluntary or involuntary associations of
society, is no certain clue to one’s self-understanding or ideology, and tig.
versa. " :

To take an example, suppose one should hear or read a statement ki,
the following:

-goi is i i Ise kind of religion, a refigics
church-going populace is mfcctec_l Wltl'l. afa ;
gu:ux:::g;’r;gc: of mi-Ed. Yet those who relax in their comfortab!e pew are summoned
to a message and way of life which takes them into the world of suﬂcr_mg. where men really
live. For only in identifying with men in their problems and working to alleviate the
problems can we understand the message of Christ.

t like this might be heard on any given Sunday in many Clmm:n
gg:;f:‘::r’ with a fewgchangcs, on Friflay evening or Saturday morning ia
Jewish synagogues. Yet such a message is no sure clue to the social _loczum
of the speaker. As a matter of fact, the speaker would nmore than likely be
the minister of a white middleclass congregation who l'wc.s liccle dli?'t:rg:ur]y
from his parishioners and functions almost entirely within an institutionai

ork. ‘ L
frm]::‘:ger’s distinction between ideology and sr?mal location, is 1lluminzting.
But even if one grants that it is a good distinction to keep in mind, it ms
nevertheless be related to the widmu—. or.what seems to be f:u'rly certz
or “evident” to most interpreters — which is adducible fr'on'l a gyven socio-
cultural context. I wish now to show that although the distinction betweas
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d social location is always a possibility in the history o
fn?;af:iznfm frequently developed, one must mold the evidence into all sors
of twists and contortions to hold that many of the c]assica} P}_‘Ophets, esPeail.a‘_r
those who lived before the Babylonian exile (587 B.C.), were cultic officals
or were closely attached to the cult. ) :
= ‘;(n the succeeding sections of this essay I shall question the undcrstnndx_ng
of the prophetic role that Berger has borrowed from Mowinckel and apﬁ
to explicate his thesis, and examine his thesis in light of key passages
Amos and Isaiah.

11

In his Psalmenstudien Mowinckel states that a “prophet” could bcl:ii
official who is believed to mediate a-d.ivin;: -word to an audience. Wh;; <
really talking about is “prophetic activity,” i. e., activity with ccrt%m oy
that are especially characteristic of prophets. But this will not su lce'tt
historian, sociologist and historian of religions. If applied stringently i

/ to make an entire socio-cultural milieu into an undifferentiated blob. Wk

Mowinckel says about the prophetic role could be applied to other figure
in ancient Israel (which Mowinckel would not deny?. By various means pf
figures not called prophets are reported to have received a message from






