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THIS essay is intended to address the question, "What was the social
location of Israelite prophecy?" with particular reference to an essay
written by Peter L. Berger.l Berger has sought to interpret the

soOo-culrural framework in which and to which the prophets spoke. The
"social location" of Israel's prophets, he maintains, should not be identified
\\ith the ((J11tmtoFtheir messagesor their verbalized attitudes, which in the
C"2.seof many of the "classical" or "canonical" prophets was anticultic.
Berger concludes that the prophets - even the classical prophets - did not
fW1cnonas 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
flomng from numerous modern studies of the prophets.2 He correctly points
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1 "ChariSIJ12 and Religious Innovation: The Social Location of Israelite Prophecy,"
.4"...nit.m ~k,gk:z1 Rrvit'UJ; XXV111 (1963), pp. 940-50.

: E. g., A. Jepsen, Nabi - Soziologis,hr: Studim ZUT altkstammtlkhm Literatur fInd
fu!:gior.sgn,hkhk. Miinchen: Beck, 1934 Oepsen distinguishes between prophecy accom-
.-nochtcd to court and cult in the southern kingdom and an independent nabiism of the
northern kingdom); A. Johnson, Thr: Culti, Prophet in Amimt [srllf:l. Cardiff: Univ. of
\"iles, 1944 Oohnson claims there is "considerable evidence" for the funCtion of the
prop!:et as a significant member of the cu1tic personnel, especially in Jerusalem - "evi.
c=" which I do not find "considerable" at all); A. HaJdar, Associations of Cult Prophets
z:or.m:gthr Ancimt SnnikS. Uppsala: A1mqvist and Wiksells, 1945 (Haldar emphasizes oral
cr6dicion of prophecy transmitted in cu1tic circles; the prophet, both canonical and DOn-
c:=Jcical, is a funCtionary of the mahhu type found in the Marl texts, i. e., he delivered
o:-.cles in a state of ecstatic seizure); E. Wiinhwein, "Amos-Smdien," ZAW, LXII
(1949/50), 10-52 (Wiirthwein holds that Amos functioned initially as a cu1tic flIlbi, but
experienced an inner development from a Hrils- to an UnhriISflllbi); A. Gunneweg, Miind-
i:.:f-~tmd s,hriftlkhe Tradition tkr 'IJOTrzilis,hmPTophetmhikher. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and
R~?recht, 1959 (canonical prophets began as cultic flIlbiim,but their experience and message
wo~ed them away from their Amt; "phenomenologically" [see Berger's remark a,?<>utthis
~er::loop. riz., 947] they were of the old flIlbi variety, but "facmally" they were not).See
;'[>0Adam C. ,"TeIch., Prophet and Prir:stin Old [srllf:l.New York: The Macmillan Company,
]953; H. Gank~, "Jesaja 33, eine prophetische Liturgic," ZAW, XLII (1924), 177-208;
P. Humbert, "Le probleme du livre de Nahoum," RHfR, XII (1932), I-IS. For a sample
of the older literary critical approach at its best see J. Skinner, Prophecyll1Ul Religion.
Lo:;dOll:Cambridge Univ. Press, 1922. For the most recent comprehensive survey of smdies
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out that in the formative period of biblical criticism the classical or canonical I

prophets were usually viewed as the "great Protestants" of ancient Israel,
solitary critics of Israelite society and reli~ion...who.Adnsjghts represent the
high point of Israel's religious development. It was with these prophets that
true "ethical monotheism" first emerged in history. This kind of interpretation
of Israel's history in general, and of Israel's prophets in particular, received
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 i~terpretation of Israel's history so influenced by
concepts of linear religious evolution and the assumptions inherent in focusing
upo,.nliterary criticism, began developing after WorId War I and remained
vital into the 1950's. Characteristic of this reaction was the methodology I

employed in form criticism.( An especially important figure in this develop-
ment, as indicated by Berger, was the Norwegian scholar Sigmund Mowinckel. 0 I

I

Mowinckel presented the thesis that there was a,plQPheticoffice~1hdsJ'aelite I
cultUS.The responsibility of the prophetic office was that of mediating the I
divine word to participants in the ritual ("sacramental" function; cf., e. g.,
Psalms 60:6-8; 75; 82; 110:1-4). This officewas not the same as the priestly I
office, through which the community's sacrifices and prayers were mediated
to God ("sacrificial" function). Mowinckel's distinction betWeen the offices,
however, does not mean that he saw the cultic personnel as distinct, separated
into various divisions for various functions. The same official may well have

performed several functions in the cultic celebration.
However one may evaluate Mowinckel's thesis of the "prophetic" office

in the cult, it is highly questionable whether it can be applied to the canOniC2J
or literary prophets as a whole without obscuring their function and distinctive
self-understanding. \Ve cannot simply assume- a culti,c Sit'Z im Leben for I

J 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 I
in their respective social situations (see below).

Moreover, Berger's discussion of Mowinckel's thesis is misleading, for
he implies that Mowinckel places the canonical prophets within a .cultic

,/
" I

of the prophets and prophetic literature see G,. Fohrer, "Zehn Jahre Litera~ zur alttesta-
mentlichen Prophetie (1951-60)," Theologis,he Runds,hau, XXVIII (I962-{)3), 1-75; I
235-97; 301-74. - Sigmund Mowinckd, whose smdies on this question are pivotal in I
the history of biblical scholarship, will be discussed below. I should add that Berger believes
Gunneweg and Wiirth~'ein represent a consensus in modern Old Testament smdies, which I
is questionable.

. Cf. PTOlr:grnnm~to theHistory of An,imt [srllf:l.,tr. Menzies and Black. Oevdand and I
New York: Meridian Books, World Publishing Co., 1961.

. 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. I

. Berger, op. ,it., 9-14. Cf. the third volume of Mowinckd's Ps:z1mmstudim, "Kult. I
prophetie und prophetische Psalmen." Amsterdam: Schippers, 1961.
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siruation.6As a matter of fact, Mowinckel does not do this. Perhaps it is best
to let Mowinckel speak for himself:

If, howf:\"er, the psalm [psalm 50] is "prophetic," this docs 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 cultic sitUation. Also in the condemnation

of sacrifice it distinguishes itSelf from an Amos or Isaiah or Micah. These men reject the
c.."nemalcult actions in general as they were then practiced, "the noise of the songs" not
Jess than the smoking offerings (Isa. 1:10-17; Am. 5:21-23). Our poet, to the contrary,
bnds the culric songs (and also the rites corresponding thereto) beautiful and pleasing to
God, and the offerings necessary because commanded, although not fully comparable to thesongs in Talue.:

So here I wish to call into question the misapplication of Mowinckel's ~ """"'J7'/~

thesis. The supposed "prophetic office" in the cultS hardly lends jj:§~.lLrQ..an 9n~. iaqequate understanding of the classical or literar~hets.

II

Berger's e§~a~ 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
aE:ainstdetachment from cultic institutions. In Max Weber's work, from which
&rger takes his point of departure, it .designates also such social life-situations

as military prophecy, coun prophecy, and prophecy originating in literary
circles and political ideologists.8 But Berger concentrates on the problem of
prophecy in a cultic setting.' ..

Berger's analysis ~nd 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,
social location is not necessarilydeducible from a certain kind of message, be I/'

. Gp.cit.

7Gp. cit., pp. 44-S (my translation). Mowinckd understoodthe prophetic officeper Ie
as congenial to cultic religion, but distinguished most of the classical prophetS from
'Sabiismus": "diese Propheten Vertreten uberhaupt nicht den echten und eigentlichen
~abiismus, sind auch meistens von den Nebiim ihrer Zeit abgelehnt worden und liegen
laher mit denselbenin stetiger Polemik (vgJ. I K. 22; Jer. 27 f.)" (ibid., p. IS). It should
a]sobe noted that Mowinckel has stated a tA.,41against hasty and unfoundedderivation of
;Jrophetic"'ars of speaking and acting from ritUal patterns. See Prophrtyad Tradition.
Oslo: AJ\"VAO, II, 1946, pp. 81ff. For a bibliography of Mowinckel's writings see J.
Lindblom,PropMty in Ancimt IlTul. Philadelphia:Fortress Press, 1965, p. 443.

. Mowinckel's statement concerningthe relation of ancient nabiism to culqc practice
5fairly subtle. The 12rbiimwere not originally priests, but were naturally closely associated

with the important sanctuaries (Pstzlmmstudiro, III, pp. 16 f.). These prophets are members
uf the congregation who "yon der gonlichen Kraft zum Rasen geflillt werden, wie es ideell
~Ddtheorctisch der gameR Gemeinde geschehen sallte. . . . Sie sind neben den Priestern-

",hem die eigentlichen religiosi der Gemeinde, aus den Laien hervorgegangen" (ibid.,:1, 17).

. Ancimt fud.lism. Glencoc, Ill.: The Free Press, 1952, especially pp. 90 ff., 267ff.

it "religious" or otherwise. \Vhatever the relation of ideas to social p~
may be, there is abundant e\'idence to indicate that a social location, i. e.. a
position within or without any of the voluntary or involuntary associationsci
society, is no certain clue to one's self-understanding or ideology, and t1a-.
versa.

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

Our contemporary church-going populace is infected with a false kind of religion, a rdigia.
of success and peace of mind. Yet those who relax in their comfortable pew are S1IIIIIDaDcII
to a message and way of life which takes them into the world of suffering, where men =I!Y
live. For only in identifying with men in their problems and working to alleviate~
problems can we understand the message of Christ.

A statement like this might be heard on any given Sunday in many 0uisti2a
churches, or, with a few changes, on Friday evening or SatUrday morningin
Jewish synagogues. Yet such a message is no sure clue to the socialloati<XI
of the speaker. As a matter of fact, the speaker would more than likelybt
the minister of a white middle-class congregation who lives little differmrlv
from his parishioners and functions almost entirely within an institUti~
framework.

Berger's ~istinCtion betWeen ideolo~ and social location.is illuminating,
But even if one grants that it is a good distinction to keep in nlind, it must
nevertheless be related to the evidence- or what seems to be fairly cert'2iD

. or "evident" to most interpreters - which is adducible from a ~ven soci~
tot

I

cultural context. I wish now to show that although the distinction bet\\'tO
f messa e and social location is alwa s a possibility in the history of societies.
~ - and has in fact fr uentl develo ed, one must mo t e eVl ence IOtO $Om

of tWists and contortions to hold that many 0 tee aSSl prop ers, es y
.those who lived before the Babylonian eXIle (587 B.c.), were cultlc o~q2!s
or were closely attached to the cult.

In the succeeding sections of this essay I shall question the understandiJ:g
of the prophetic role that Berger has borrowed from Mowinckel and applio!
to explicate his thesis, and examine his thesis in light of key passages fra:1
Amos and Isaiah.

III

In his Psa/1l1enstudimMowinckel states that a "prophet" could be an.~
official who is believed to mediate a divine word to an audience. What heIS

really talking about is "prophetic activity," i. e., activity with certain fea~
that are especially characteristic of prophets. But this will not sufficeforthe
historian, sociologist and historian of religions. If applied stringently it tetis

.I to make an entire socio-culrural milieu into an undifferentiated blob. Who:

Mowinckel says about the prophetic role could be applied to other figures
in ancient Israel (which Mowinckel would not deny). By various means otb:f
figures not called prophets are reponed to have received a message fromGo.!




