Session Two

Historicity of the Prophecy

Objectives:

· to establish a timeline tracing the Israelite entry into the promised land, through the time of the judges, during the united and divided monarchies, to the time of exile and return

· to identify various histories found in the historical section of the Old Testament

· to identify the relationship between prophecy and Israel's covenant with God

· to introduce the reality of prophetic literature as 'remembered history' of later writings, faithful to the message of the original prophets

· to introduce Elijah/Elisha cycles as the bridge between the former and latter prophets

· to enumerate the reasons for the prophetic literature's theme of struggle between Yahwism and Baalism

Outcomes:

· the student will develop a sense of Israel's fidelity and infidelity to God's covenant as seen through the lives of the kings

· the student will be able to read the prophetic literature as 'remembered history', written during or after the exile

· the student will understand that Israel reads its history in light of the present situation

· the student will be able to articulate a primary issue in Hebrew prophecy as belief that exclusive obedience/fidelity to the one God Yahweh is essential

Reading Assignment:


NJBH ch. 9-11


CSB RG  Judges, 1 & 2 Kings ('Before beginning' and the sections on Elijah and Elisha)


Brueggemann ch. 11-13

A Timeline of Prophets and Prophecy in the Hebrew Scriptures

COMPARATIVE TIMELINE 

1200-928 (Conquest – United Monarchy)
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COMPARATIVE TIMELINE 

927-721 (Divided Kingdom-Assyrian Conquest)
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COMPARATIVE TIMELINE 

721-640 (Assyrian Conquest – Josiah's Reform)
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Other events of this time: Hesiod, Spartan law, Ninevah palace built, 776 first recorded Olympics, Apollo worshipped at Delphi; Etruscans, Romulus

COMPARATIVE TIMELINE (Judah)

640 -510 BC (Josiah's Reform - Return)
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Other events of the Exilic period: Sappho, Solon of Athens, building of the Acropolis, Aesop, Mayan Empire, Rome becomes a Republic and is defeated by Etruscans; Africa circumnavigated by Phoenicians; Hindu Vedas completed; aqueducts(Assyria) and subterranean water tunnels (Judah, Athens) in use; Olympic games already 200 years old; 22,000 tablet library in Ninevah


The Deuteronomist's theme is often a focus of the questions addressed to the books of the 'Former Prophets'. . I would propose that the theological and historical force of the Deuteronomistic interpretation is rooted in the  Shema of Deut. 6.4-25. Israel is to 'hear', that is, not only listen to but  identify with the call of the One God who has given his word to them as the formative force of their existence. This word is 'already in your hearts' yet needs to be given external form and expression in order for Israel to remind itself of this hidden, fundamental reality.  It is this conviction which is reflected repeatedly in the Deuteronomistic retelling of the history of the people. The overwhelming emphasis, despite and reflected in the cycle of sin and repentance, is on the gift of Divine Love which God seeks to have reciprocated. It is the recognition and memory of this Divine Love wich forms the theology and the historical interpretation of the books from Judges through 2 Kings. It is the witness to this call seen in their history which will allow the people to have hope in their darkest hour – to anticipate a return from Exile.


A secondary focus of the Deuteronomist is on the centralization of worship, the unification of cultic activity under one auspice in one location. This is a complementary aspect of the Deuteronomistic theology. God is One, God is at once transcendant and intimate. Such a theology does not, can not, allow for the cultic rituals of the 'high places' , woods and rivers. It mandates a centralization of the cult that reflects the theology of a national, not local, God. The cultic reality of gathering in one place reflects the theological conviction of the call by and to the One God. As with the idea of monarchy, the Deuteronomist both glorifies and castigates the Temple. In their ideal form both king and Temple reflect the call to unity in the worship of  the One God, but even the imaginitive remembering of the Deuteronomist recognizes, indeed emphasizes, that this ideal is seldom the reality. Divine Love calls forth and sets an example, but the human response is weak and flawed, faltering as often as it follows.


The books of 1-2 Kings, which follows the rise and fall of Solomon and the subsequent gradual corruption and conquest of the Divided Kingdoms, focuses on the Temple. The obedient Solomon of  1 Kings 1-9 builds the Temple, the objectification of the residence of  the One God with the people.  Yet even this monumental tefillin of the land is not sufficient to ensure the fidelity of king or nation. The theological conviction of the Deuteronomist asserts the presence of God within the Holy of Holies, but it is clear through the interpretative recollection that by the time of the Babylonian conquest the Temple is empty of that presence – if the people are to keep God and the commandment of love in their hearts, and the Temple is the heart of the land and the nation, when the people have turned away and their hearts are empty of that love, so too is the Temple then empty. The Divine Presence  had been rejected by the nation which relied upon human alliances and foreign gods. Of all the latter kings of both Israel and Judah only the two who attempt a cleansing of the Temple and a reformation of worship and community life are commended by the Deuteronomist. This, again, reflects the theme of the Shema, the bestowal of Divine Love  that must be reciprocated if the nation is to prosper. 


Throughout this narrative it is the prophets, beginning with Samuel, who are the repeated vocalization of the Shema. It is the prophets, former and latter, minor and major, who give voice to the Divine call to Love and to repentance, it is their voices which are raised and rejected as the nation struggles with its identity, looses it, and turns back at last in a prolonged cry of acceptance of  the One God whom they had repeatedly ignored. It is the voice of the prophets that gives repeated assurance that through fidelity, even in the absence of the Temple, the nation will be led back to the love of the One God. 

