THEME 5:
WAITING FOR A JUST MONARCH
TEXT:

Isaiah 1 - 39 (For community meeting: Is 2,1-11 or 1,10-27)


BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
1.1. Isaiah in History:  Social-Political Setting

1.1.1. First Period: Prosperity (740 BC)
Isaiah began his prophetic activity in a climate of relative prosperity for Judah, in the days of Kings Uzziah and Jotham, around 740 BC, after a long century of instability following the death of Solomon. In this rather placid setting, Isaiah's eyes were opened to the true nature of his society and he felt the indelible impact of his vocation.

Although Judah had not reached the extremes of the Northern Kingdom, not only in prosperity, but also in social injustice and the abandonment of Yahweh, it was hastening along the same path. Hence, the contents of Isaiah's prophetic outcry could hardly be much different from the one that the prophets Amos and Hosea had raised in the North.

1.1.2. Second Period: Threats (735 BC)
It was not long before the prosperity of both kingdoms was threatened by the growing power of Assyria, which made no attempt to conceal its expansionist designs. In order to restrict Assyria's power before it became too late, and also to deal with other problems in Transjordan, Syria and Israel planned a coalition that would include Judah. When Ahaz' refused to participate in the coalition, its two northern neighbors attacked Israel in order to destroy it.

Isaiah called for complete neutrality and total trust in Yahweh, the true King of Judah. But this did not figure in the political plans of Ahaz who, on the contrary, applied to Assyria for help, with sudden but tragic consequences for Israel. In his first campaign (738), Tiglath-pileser III already made Damascus and Samaria his vassals. In his second campaign (734), Assyria brought the region of Philistia and all of Naphtali into submission, with the first deportation of Israelites. Judah itself was subject to a heavy tribute, although only as an ally. In 722-720, Shalmaneser V and  Sargon II destroyed Samaria, deported all of its ruling class and incorporated Israel into their Empire, thus ending the Northern Kingdom.

For Judah, its costly security as a tributary of Assyria lasted throughout the minority of Hezekiah (727-715), who was only five years old when his father Ahaz died.

1.1.3. Third Period: Religious Reform and Political Disaster (705 BC)
In the year 714, when he came of age, Hezekiah ascended the throne and began his religious reform, about which relatively little is known. Despite this, he was not an adherent of Isaiah's policy of neutrality and, taking advantage of the death of the Assyrian King Sargon, he, like several other vassal kings, turned to Egypt for help. This decision brought Judah to its lowest ebb in all history before the Exile. Sennacherib invaded Judah and besieged Jerusalem, which was only spared at the cost of a crushing tribute (701 BC).

The prophetic activity of Isaiah does not seem to have extended much beyond these dates.

1.2. The Kingdom of Judah

1.2.1. Yahweh, God of the Davidic Dynasty
The intelligent policy of David in choosing the eminently Northern God, Yahweh, as the God of his monarchy, not only led to longed-for unification of the Kingdom, but also transformed the very image of Yahweh into the heretofore alien image of a God-King. Later, David's son Solomon undertook the task of converting the agglomeration of clans and tribes into an organized kingdom. In the short space of two generations, the ancestral dream of an authentic "possession of the land," with its attendant social and religious changes, had become a reality.

But the burdens and problems which this dream entailed soon became apparent. The progressive settlement of the people, together with a courtly structure of centralized wealth and power, began to undermine many of the presuppositions of the seminomadic life of Yahwism. On the one hand, in the new agricultural milieu, the refined and seductive mythology of Baal worship tended to lessen the felt need for Yahweh. On the other, the neighboring petty kings and above all the mighty Pharaoh entailed a linking of powers that could not be ignored. The view of the Pharaoh was now quite different from what it  had been in the days of the Exodus, and this new view was already widely accepted even during the reign of Solomon.

Upon Solomon's death, the monarchy split into two kingdoms. In the North, the Yahwist tradition clashed with a royal court that was in a state of constant intrigue, in which the lust for power seemed to be jettisoning all traditional values sacred to Yahwism.

Judah, though a smaller and poorer kingdom, enjoyed a degree of dynastic stability in which the worship of Yahweh served as a cohesive force, rather than as a focus of contention. Surrounded by reminders of past glories lavished on the image of Yahweh by David and Solomon, and assured that the image of the royal God was on a par with the achievements of its kings, Jerusalem had reason enough to be proud of Yahweh, even though it was now passing through some rather hard times.

1.2.2. A People Oppressed, both in  Crisis and in Prosperity
In Judah as in the Northern Kingdom, the abuse of power by the elite, coupled with the extreme poverty of those living outside the charmed circle of the city, were the first symptoms that led people to doubt the sincerity of the Yahwism of the kingdom. It was this that aroused the first outcries of the prophets. Even during the great reign of Solomon, the exorbitant taxes required to support the opulence of his court provoked deep resentments that would later lead to the division of the kingdom.

The long century of instability following Solomon's death did little to improve matters. And judging by the oracles of Isaiah --who was born toward the end of the 30 prosperous years of King Uzziah's reign-- the lot of the impoverished masses, in contrast with the luxury of the upper classes, had still not improved.

2. LITERARY LEVEL

2.1. Literary Personality of the Prophet

2.1.1. Courtly Prophet and Consummate Man of Letters
The work of (First) Isaiah leaves little doubt that he was educated in the courtly circles of Jerusalem. Otherwise, his championing of total trust in Yahweh's kingship, expressed in terms of political neutrality and distrust of any merely human power, could hardly have received the least notice at court.

But what clearly reveals his altogether uncommon education is the masterful way in which he gave verbal expression to the ineffable vision of Yahweh and of the people to which he had been raised by the experience of his prophetic calling.

In daring images and in ringing verse, he embodied the blindness of the people, the wickedness of the powerful, the Holiness and Nearness of God, and the erring ways of human politics, which vainly sought to differ with the plans of God.

Structurally, Isaiah can be viewed as a traditionalist, but the solutions he proposes for problems are radical and bear the stamp of his experience of a Yahweh who is both holy and at the same time committed to saving His people.

2.1.2. Characteristics of Each Period
The jolting experience of his vocation unifies the whole prophecy of Isaiah: Yahweh is the Holy King of Judah, with a salvific plan that is incomparable, because it is all powerful. In contrast, earthly power-brokers and kings trust only in their own interests, projects and alliances, betraying their divine King and sowing death and devastation all about them.

Although mixed with later materials, the prophecies of the first period,  which focus on social injustice, have come down to us in chs. 1-6. Those of the second period, during the Syro-Ephraimite war, focus on Yahweh, who offers a "sign" or "token," despite the incredulity of King Ahaz: chs. 7-12. Another group of prophecies that fit well in the rebellion of Hezekiah against Assyria and the brutal response of Sennacherib in the third period, are scattered throughout chs. 28-33.

The original order of the materials has been rather well preserved, within what we might expect of an era so far removed from us, a fact that lends realism to the prophet's own God-given call to "Bind up the message and seal the instruction  with My disciples" (8:16). Yet we are also struck by the long periods in the prophet's life of which no record remains. It is quite possible that what he tells us in the same text, about "sealing the instruction...and waiting for Yahweh, who is hiding His face from the House of Jacob," reflects the long silences he had to keep in view of the tragic incredulity of Judah, like the silences that Jeremiah later tried, unsuccessfully, to keep (cf. Jer 20:9).

2.1.3. Literature and Prophecy in the "School of Isaiah"
It may be that the "disciples" mentioned by the prophet carried on his work in what we might call a school, or that Isaiah's striking personality continued to galvanize future generations around it. What is certain is that his message continued to live on even after the Exile, that it was reinterpreted in keeping with the changing circumstances through which Judah went, and that, as a general rule, the high literary level of the master was maintained. In the case of Second Isaiah (chs. 40-55), it may even have been surpassed.

The later reworkings of the text altered the theological level of the original Isaiah in many aspects. At present, the whole book of Isaiah can only be read in a fully meaningful way from the post-exilic perspective in which it was recompiled. Nevertheless, the transcendent saving plan of Yahweh, the All Holy King, which had swept Isaiah off his feet, would continue to animate the work as a whole.

2.2. Later (Exilic or Postexilic) Material in Is 1-39

While not denying that there are interpolations, the majority of critics acknowledge chapters 6-9 and 28-31 as being fundamentally by Isaiah. To these we may add, on solid grounds, chapters 1-5 and 10:1-4. Thus, we consider chapters 1-10:4 and 28-31  to be original. Outside of them, original material is scarce and, in many places, completely absent.

The oracles against the nations (chs. 13-23) contain little material by Isaiah, which amounts to nothing at all in the so-called "apocalypse of Isaiah" (chs. 24-27) which, by the way, certainly does not belong to that literary genre. It consists of two very different but complementary sections that have been inserted into the central body of the work (chs. 1-39) because, in the eyes of the final postexilic redactor, they are the hermeneutic key to the work. This "apocalypse" is, in fact, the most recent material in all 66 chapters of the book.

In chapters 32-35 there remains some material by Isaiah, but it is heavily mixed with later elements.

2.3. Literary Demarcation of Each Period

The block of material that seems to be the most solid and original comprises chs. 6-9:6, from the second period. This block has been inserted between ch. 5 and 9:7 ff., which come from the first period. In this block we find the account of the prophet's vocation -- a precious hermeneutic key to any prophecy, and one which  is usually placed at the beginning of a book. This account is linked to the vicissitudes of the Syro-Ephraimite war and is illustrated by them. It is doubtless the nucleus for an understanding of the prophet's message.

However, Isaiah himself may have wanted to place his first preaching at the start of his book, even at the cost of seeming to give it three beginnings: 1:1; 2:1; 6:1. This tells us something about the fundamental importance that he attached to this first section. In the long run, in fact, chs. 1-12 came to form a unit.

The third part, which is more widely scattered and intercalated, takes up many of the themes of the first and second parts, reflecting a still more somber situation. Its shadows seem to be compensated for by other oracles of salvation.

One literary constant of Isaiah is the way he alternates messages of threat and condemnation with messages of salvation, reflecting the near dichotomy in which he lived, putting up with human plans and almost in vain promoting the plan of God, the beauty of which had seized him from the moment of his calling. This literary constant lent itself to added insertions and displacements from the viewpoint of later recompilers.

In this matter, we believe that in dealing with Isaiah, we should adopt a stance apart from the one favored by many critics, who have a priori  judged all the chapters on salvation as being later compositions. There can be no doubt that, even on a political level, Isaiah energetically defended the plan of Yahweh, and in some cases strove to paint it in quite vivid colors. Moreover, it is hard to conceive that an author as optimistic as Second Isaiah (chs. 40-55) would have felt so closely identified with Isaiah, unless the latter solidly supported the transcendent and saving plan of Yahweh, which he describes for us at such length.

The logical procedure to adopt would be to consider the oracles of salvation as Isaiah's, unless they are literarily or conceptually incompatible with the prophet's own outlook or epoch.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. Yahweh, God of the Davidic Dynasty: Religious Background

Isaiah was born and reared in a prosperous milieu where Yahweh stood above a whole pantheon of traditional tribal gods and gods imported through international relationships at court. Yahweh was the emblem of the  royal house and of the whole kingdom of Judah.

Familiar dealings with the God of their Ancestors, with their adventures and with the saving deeds of God experienced by the various clans, had brought Yahweh to the epic rank of Founder of the kingdom, revered, admired and adored by its citizens: an epic rank that was traced back to the very origin of all times and peoples.

The very lack of a theogony prior to the creation of the world in the Yahwist account leaves us somewhat in the dark regarding the place that other gods held in the universe of Yahwism. Unless we attribute it to a later suppression, this lack of an account on the origin of the gods shows a totally original view of Yahweh, a view that is certainly not reflected in the syncretistic conduct of Solomon (2 Kgs 11:4 ff.) and of his successors.

Be that as it may, the departure from traditional social and religious values that accompanied the establishment of the kingdom could not fail to trouble the minds of sensible persons. To advance its own ends, the royal power all too easily sacrificed the ideals of justice and brotherhood that were identified with Yahwism, thus creating a dichotomy between Yahweh and kingly power that the prophets would resolutely denounce. This problem was all the more serious, inasmuch as in antiquity, the king was regarded as the image and embodiment of the whole people. In Judah, this meant that when the king and the ruling class were just, the whole people lived in security; but when they were unjust, they set up a barrier not only between an oppressive ruling class and an oppressed people, but also between God and His people.

3.2. The vocation experience of Isaiah: ch. 6

From a pen like that of Isaiah, we could reasonably expect a masterly description of his vocation, precisely because it was such an overwhelming episode in his life.

The account seems to be already steeped in Isaiah's prophetic experience, which makes it all the richer. Moreover, from the outset, it is associated with the so-called "Book of Immanuel," which represents vocation as something incarnated in history. Both passages mutually illumine one another and are inseparable. This is confirmed by the fact that when Isaiah speaks of the "people," he is normally thinking of the ruling class and its behavior, and in particular of the king.

3.2.1. The Singular Character of Yahweh: Holiness near at hand
 
Isaiah's temple vision of Yahweh, the transcendent and true King of Judah --"seated on a high and lofty throne" (6:1)-- whose energetic glory fills the earth, is a force that restructures many values in Isaiah.

He is a God who surpasses and fills everything, yet allows Himself to be seen by a man of unclean lips, living among a people of unclean lips. Isaiah reacts in these words: "Woe is me! I am lost!" (6:5).

But Yahweh, King of Hosts, seems unconcerned about the purity of Isaiah's lips; still less, despite His All-Holiness, is He interested in exterminating the prophet, for He does nothing to intervene directly in the matter, but rather delegates a Seraph to attend to it.

Doubtless, the account of the forgiveness of the prophet's sin (6:7) is freighted with the full experience that had coursed through him, radically changing his mentality regarding not only the Holiness and glorious Kingship of Yahweh, but also regarding the sin of the people. All of this had a meaning far surpassing the religious notions in which Isaiah had been raised.

Holiness,  a sense of which has been lost in many of our own cultures, has always been a gut-level conviction among many peoples. It is an awareness of being in contact with something or someone wonderful, "wholly other" (R. Otto), basically benevolent, yet capable of bringing us, at times, within peril of our very life. "The Sacred" was the guarantee of human existence, but its very excellence demanded that a certain distance be rigorously kept. This may at times have given rise to superstition, but at least it made human life meaningful. It gave humans a sense both of their limitations and of their dignity.

The Holiness of God was something too well known to have impressed Isaiah to the point of saturating his work, were it not for the fact that the theophany given him had completely overturned his former notions of holiness.

The vision of God did not lessen Isaiah's concept of God's Holiness; rather, it expanded it to fill heaven and earth. What did impress him was the fact that this Holiness did not prevent Yahweh from being King of Judah down to the last detail. Yahweh had His own holy politics, which did not square at all with the politics of earthly royalty.

3.2.2. The Politics of Blindness
The true sin  and uncleanness of Judah were not so  much the impurities that the prophet had discerned in himself, as they were Judah's hard-heartedness and seeming inability to grasp or take seriously the "plan of Yahweh," and in this, they resembled the Pharaoh in Exodus. They had recourse to Yahweh to support their own plans and conduct, which were really born of their uncleanness of heart. A clear example of this is the "pious" response of Ahaz: "I will not ask. I will not put Yahweh to the test" (7:12), which was a rejection of Yahweh's offer of a sign, because Ahaz wanted to follow his own policy which was contrary to Yahweh's plan.

With great realism, the prophet sees the whole earth filled to overflowing with the glory of Yahweh and the brightness of God's irresistible action, which aims at a wise and universal dominion. Judah should translate this dominion into a holy policy, a plan as gently flowing and accessible as the waters of Siloam (8:6-7). But palace cliques are only impressed by wild flood of foreign powers, which would eventually bring ruin upon the land.

The radical sin of "that people" (6:9; 8:11) was to reject Yahweh as their King and to value their own plots and fears more than the sovereign Holiness of God (8:11-15).  Yahweh was being robbed of His people, and His projects seemed destined for the heavenly archives. Alarmed at this prospect, the prophet overcame his own fears and readied himself to heed the fears and concerns of God, the plan of King Yahweh, who did not keep him waiting. In full council, Yahweh deliberates on whom to send in His name and --as rarely happens in vocation accounts in the Old Testament--  not only does Isaiah not beg to be excused, but rather, assumed that he is the one referred to and so volunteers for the job. God is touched to the heart by such generosity, and explains the situation to him in all its raw detail:  a situation that the prophet has just experienced in his own flesh:

-- This Judah, which boasts of its Yahweh, has in reality ceased to be His people; it has renounced God as its support and guide: "Go, say to that  people" (6:9). Judah is following the ways of the nations, is plotting with them or against them, is adopting their values and counting on Yahweh to back them in their error. They are headed for perdition and Yahweh means to make this clear; hence He is sending His prophet.

-- God reaffirms His kingship over the people by proclaiming through the prophet His simple and sure policy, at which the worldly-wise will laugh, and by showing more clearly than ever the incompatibility between the Salvation He offers and the securities that the people seek, securities that will only lead them to destruction. "Make the heart of this people  sluggish..., lest their heart understand" (6:9-10). Isaiah is introduced to the neglect that Yahweh feels, precisely because He is truly the Savior. But the salvation He offers is so pure that it seems sheer madness to human planners. The more His plan is proposed to them, the madder it seems to them and the more they feel that they are in the right. And when the power of God pushes these men into a dead-end street, they display all the petulance of their insecure pride: they reject the evidence of the power of God Himself.

3.2.3. Hopes for Change
Verses 11-13 of chapter 6 seem to be a literary addition, yet they are consonant with Isaiah's historical experience and theology, which is poetically expressed in the symbolic names of his sons, of the Immanuel, and of the prophet himself:

-- His first son, Shear-Jashub (= "a remnant will return"), accompanies Isaiah in his first encounter with Ahaz (7:3). Bearing in mind that all these names are salvific, this name, too --like those in 6:13-- presages the salvation of a remnant, despite the hard-heartedness of Ahaz and the people, whose chastisement is foreseen (cf. 10:22).

-- Isaiah's second son (8:3-4) is called Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz (= "speedy-spoil-quick-booty"), as a sign of the foolishness of the fears that rack the king and the people for not believing in Yahweh. Judah, Damascus and Syria are on the eve of becoming foreign booty.

-- The name Immanuel (= "God-with-us") deserves separate treatment, since it is diametrically opposed to God's repeated statement that Judah has ceased to be "His people" and has become "that people" (6:9; 8:12). God unilaterally declares His presence in the very core of human disbelief. And this presence will be the dike that saves the people from the flood of total destruction toward which they are heading by reason of their conduct (cf. 8:8-10).

-- In contrast, the name of the prophet --Isaiah (= "Yahweh is salvation")-- which is also considered as a sign (8:18), rarely appears in his oracles. This tells us that not only his mission to blind the people and to announce chastisement and promise, but also even his silences (8:16 ff.), are viewed as a saving work of Yahweh.

 
Moreover, the Holiness and Glory of Yahweh, His Kingship, which God had manifested to the prophet, showed that He was too transcendent to allow His arm to be twisted by a petty king or a handful of the impious. Yet the more-or-less idealized image of David was still too close to make people utterly despair of a change taking place.

The price of hope would be high: Judah was bent on its own destruction; all the glossy foliage of the kingdom would be stripped down to its trunk. Only when human politics had failed, and nothing remained but a stump, would the Holiness of Yahweh appear in human flesh. From the stump, a holy shoot would spring. This stripping might have been fulfilled literally, if the king idolatrously sacrificed his sons (cf. 2 Kgs 16:3) and had no others, thus leaving the dynasty of David without issue. At the very least, the celebration of the birth of Immanuel (9:5) sounds like the birth and enthronement of the first-born. Yahweh, overlooking the king's idolatry and his rejection of a sign, would afterwards take it on His own to bring about Salvation (7:14).

This unquenchable faith in the historical and transcendent salvation by God, not only nourished Isaiah in his almost absurd prophetic mission, but also sharpened his pen to transmit it in images so glowing that they would never cease resounding in the hearts of the people.

3.3. Salvation from Yahweh

The many images of Salvation which the prophet has left us should be interpreted as an attempt to express the ineffable experience he had of God's kingship and plan, both in their transcendent Holiness and in their realization in history. Hence, he paints a picture that seems idyllic, in deliberate contrast with the prevailing chaos (1:24-31; 2:1-5; 4:2-5; 7:10-17; 9:1-6; 10:20-27; 11:1-9?; 29:13-14,15-24; 30:18-26).

As an example, let us take the poem celebrating Judah's deliverance (9:1-8):

The background of the poem is Assyria's oppression of the North, which the incredulous Ahaz sees as his salvation. In Tiglath-pileser's expansionist campaign, he conquered Damascus and annexed part of Galilee to the Assyrian Empire, as already noted in 8:23b. The "noisy tramping of boots" (9:4) seems to echo the fear roused in enemy hearts by the loud marching of the Assyrian infantry, which Tiglath-Pileser had just furnished with leather boots -- one of the few trappings of war in those  times that have come down to our own day.

In itself, the poem might also refer to the Syro-Ephraimite war, in which case the boots, like the cloaks rolled in blood, would simply be a symbol of war. Let us now look at the poem in greater detail:

* 9:1-2. Judah was living in the darkness --described at length in chs. 1-5-- of social injustice, the abuse of power, unbelief, and the threat of being overthrown and exterminated, and possibly of the end of the Davidic dynasty. Suddenly, there appears a great light, which has already been shown to us in 2:1-5: the light of Yahweh, which is centered in Jerusalem but shines even to distant peoples. This light brings with it a great joy --mentioned 5 times-- only comparable to the joy caused by the greatest abundance imaginable, both in peace and in war.

* 9:3-4. The cause --or effect-- of this happy turn of events is the fact that God carries out a deliverance no less wonderful than that of Gideon (Jgs 7:8): without the help of any human forces, He destroys the tyranny weighing upon the people. In fact, He goes so far as to annihilate all war. If the passage refers to the Syro-Ephraimite war, it is meant to express not only the end of the war, but also to reflect ironically on the unbelieving fears of Ahaz and the people, fears that have led them to an enslaving compromise with Assyria. But if the passage refers to the Assyrian threat, the prophet looks beyond the logic of the immediate moment, to the sphere in which the plan of Yahweh moves.

* 9:5. The touching irony of God's plan rests in this central section: it has nothing to do with swords, or alliances or the deliverance longed-for by the king: rather, it concerns the birth of a child! A child who is a special gift from God for believers oppressed by an unbelieving king: "Unto us  a son is given. It is only natural to link this child with the sign in 7:13-14. God, whom the king has attempted to weary by his evasions, now offers a promise of salvation to a wearied people. But could a king who sought to further his pursuits by idolatrously sacrificing one of his sons regard the birth of another son as a deliverance from his present worries?

The dominion that this son bears on his shoulder must here refer to the promise made to David by Nathan: it is God's  fidelity to His promise.

The four names given to this child include all the responsibilities of kingship. It is not unlikely that in those times Judah followed the Egyptian custom of giving five names to the new monarch. In this case, the fifth  name would be Immanuel, which does not describe a function, but rather the distinctive mark of a Davidic monarch: not of being a king himself, but of incarnating the kingship of Yahweh.

*9:6. This is the political situation that should prevail under a king who takes his stand on Yahweh: vast and endless peace over the kingdom of David, restored and consolidated by means of justice. This is what Yahweh, the loving King, is planning and will carry out.

Conclusion:  Of itself, the whole poem might be interpreted as a royal enthronement psalm, like psalms 2 or 110.  However, this interpretation is not likely, for although v. 5 contains a number of expressions proper of an investiture, such as the imposition of names in v. 5b, and although the terms used to describe the birth of the child are realistic enough, they do not call him "son of God."

In context, the poem is quite suited to the birth of the royal child who is the unwanted "sign" promised to Ahaz in ch. 7. Moreover, it is in perfect accord with the theology of Isaiah: it contrasts human 'salvations' with that of Yahweh, by celebrating a birth --which was not often an occasion for celebration in those days of high infant mortality-- as an enthronement. This, too, is part of the sign. Yahweh's salvation and plans seem unbelievable and even ridiculous to those who regard themselves as 'saviors' (cf. 5:21).

The remedy for all this darkness and gloom is a gift from Yahweh, a child, the very one who even before his birth was a sign of deliverance.

3.4. The Holy Kingship of Yahweh versus Human Politics

The prophet constantly pokes ironic mockery at those merely human powers who are the shapers of royal policy. "Now when the House of David was informed that Aram had allied itself with Ephraim, [the king's] heart and the hearts of his people trembled like forest trees shaking in the wind" (7:2). Isaiah states: "This will not succeed, it shall not come to pass" (7:7). He goes on to say: "Ask for a sign. " Ahaz answers: "I shall not put Yahweh to the test." Isaiah retorts: "Yahweh himself shall give you a sign" (7:11-14) and then declares: "Because that people has spurned the gently flowing waters of Siloam..., my Lord will bring up against them the mighty, massive waters of the Euphrates" (8:6-8). "You must not call conspiracy all that that people calls conspiracy, or hold in awe what it holds in awe. None but Yahweh shall you account holy... Hold Him alone in awe... He shall be a stone men strike against, a rock men stumble over" (8:12-14). "Bind up the message, seal the  instruction with My disciples. So I will wait for Yahweh, who is hiding His face from the House of Jacob..." (8:16-18).

Only those who stand firm on Yahweh will recognize Him as King and abide in the lee of His salvation: "If you will not take your stand on Me you will not stand firm" (7:9). This is the fastness that will defend them from all human threats and will make Judah an accomplished witness of the holy Lordship of Yahweh before the nations. This is the easiest of courses to follow, the great privilege of Judah, and it stands within its grasp.

Nevertheless, those in power refuse to believe, but prefer instead to lean for support in the broken reed of human empires. They will hobnob and jostle with them, thus bringing misery and ruin on the poor.

3.5. The Holiness of Yahweh versus Social Injustice

The refusal to believe comes from pride and entrenches pride, leading to injustice, greed and the flaunting of power. This is a totally self-interested lack of faith: "Woe to those who say..., let Him hasten His purpose..., let the plan of the Holy One of Israel come to pass, that we may know it! Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil...those who are so wise in their own eyes! (5:19-21). "Woe to those who add house to house and join field to field, until there is room for nobody else to dwell in the land! (5:8). "Woe to those who chase after liquor from early in the morning, and until late in the evening are inflamed with wine!" (5:11). "Woe to those whose might lies in wine bibbing..., who acquit the guilty in return for a bribe, and deny justice to the upright!" (5:22-23).  "Your rulers [Jerusalem] are rebels and cronies of thieves, all of them greedy for presents and eager for bribes; they show no justice to the orphan, and the widow's cause never reaches them" (1:23).

This incredulity and evil conduct of the powerful is the reason why the formerly faithful city has become a harlot (1:21), why the children she has raised are rebellious and do not know Yahweh (1:2), and why her worship and sacrifices do nothing to better this situation (1:11 ff.).

The natural chastisement for this wicked behavior is degradation; a power structure of this sort is of no help at all (3;  9:13 ff.; 28 - 31).  Such conduct portends the ruin of the poor and at length that of the whole country (1:4-9; 5:4-7,8 ff.). The ensuing disaster makes it evident how far Judah has strayed from the reign of Yahweh.

3.6. God's Bonding with His Kingdom

In the first period, the prophet was still hoping for an immediate conversion: "Come, let us reach an understanding... If you are willing to obey... (1:18-19; cf. 1:24 ff.).

In the second period, open to international political alliances, the full hard-heartedness of those in power becomes even more evident. The prophet no longer appeals for a conversion, but for a unilateral intervention by Yahweh: the sign.

In the third period, Isaiah inveighs against Hezekiah's placing his trust in an alliance with Egypt in order to rebel against Assyria. He returns to his former themes, but in a more somber tone. In the absence of hopes for a reasonably near-term solution, the oracles of salvation begin to lose the temporal immediacy of the former periods, but gain such intensity that they seem to be idealized and are set in an indeterminate future. Many of the best-known salvific oracles seem to belong to this period: 2:2-4; 4:2-5; 10:20-27; 9:1-9; 29:17-24; 30:18-26.

CONCLUSION

Isaiah came face to face with the Holiness of God, who did not annihilate him, but swept him off his feet and made him fall passionately in love with the incredible power and beauty of His plan. The prophet had been raised in a mindset based on the salvation promised to David by Nathan. God conformed Himself to that mindset and presented Himself as King of Judah, with a policy and administration all His own, which the prophet will henceforth never renounce, but will defend at any cost.

He is a political prophet with the absurd mission of trying to teach the "divine politics" to the rulers of the moment. These rulers would first silence him and finally close the door on any outlook for hope.

Isaiah kept prophesying to the end, hoping for the rise of a king who would be as in love with God's plan as he himself was, and who would have the power to carry it out. But reality made him push the reign of such a monarch into the indefinite future. Nevertheless, the holy kingship of Yahweh kept guaranteeing the appearance of that just king. After a life full of adventures and rejections --itself a sign of the way the Great King Yahweh was treated-- the prophet would not allow himself to be intimidated by any set of circumstances or contradictions.

 
Through his faith in Yahweh, Isaiah attacked the powers that be, with a deep trust in the Power of Yahweh.  Despite the divine ironies that Isaiah had announced in order to reveal the emptiness of merely human pretensions to power, it seems that the prophet himself did not manage to draw all of the consequences implicit in that message, still less to suspect that the Reign of God would come through such seemingly powerless paths as the ones Jesus would choose in order to bring it about.


STUDY HELPS

THE VOCATION OF ISAIAH
The fact that the four Gospels (Mt 13:14 ff.; Mk 4:12; Lk 8:10; Jn 12:40), the Acts of the Apostles (28:26 ff.) and the Letter to the Romans (11:8) should have cited Is 6:9-10 literally, is in itself a tribute to the genius with which the prophet narrates his own mission, which was as impassioned as it was harsh. It was a mission that other prophets also shared.

Human beings seem to be ready to give God everything except their heart, which is precisely the one thing that God needs in order to share His wonders with us. God's drawing near to the human heart is always a risk, because it strips us bare and undermines all our defenses. Only when we are truly poor and generous will God's close and intimate presence make us break into song, like Mary in her Magnificat.


THE BOOK OF IMMANUEL AND THE NEW TESTAMENT
Mt 1:23 ff. and Lk 1:31 apply to Mary and Jesus the "sign" of Is 7:14: "The young woman is with child and will give birth to a son whom she will call Immanu-El." Rev 12:1,5 applies it to the eschatological Church. Mt 1:23 calls Jesus Immanuel (Is 7:14; 8:8-10). Mt 4:15 sees in Jesus' ministry the "light" of Is 8:23-9:1.  Lk 1:32-33 sees in Jesus the sovereignty of the child of Is 9:5-6.

Is the Book of Immanuel messianic? It does not seem likely that Isaiah was thinking of the "end times" of later apocalyptic literature, still less in the Book of Immanuel, which refers to a concrete contemporary child. The epithets the prophet uses indicate the character of divine kingship which the child embodies.

Nevertheless, Isaiah himself lays the groundwork for a messianic interpretation in three basic ways:

* The transcendent excellence of divine power, which the king incarnates and which the prophet describes so vividly, could hardly be lived up to by a king, especially in the whole tangled network through which human power is exercised. King David himself was very far from living up to this ideal.

* God himself mocks mere human power by making a child the sign against war. And even if this child were a king, that mere fact would interdict the very existence of human royal power

 
* The assurance that God will never waver in His promise to establish His holy reign in Judah, even though the prophet sees all his concrete hopes go up in smoke, so that he has to push them forward into a future epoch that cannot be pinned down concretely.


CLARETIAN KEY

THE PROPHETIC VOCATION
The memory of the prophets is present in the genesis of Claret's missionary vocation (Aut 113-120, 214-220). Claret's is a missionary vocation: "Ever since I lost the desire to become a Carthusian," Clartet tells us, "I not only though about becoming holy myself, but I was continuously trying to imagine what I could do to save the souls of my neighbors. Hence I prayed continuously to Jesus and Mary, offering myself to them for this purpose" (Aut 113).

In Claret's vocational experience we find the traits of the callings of the prophets. Perhaps his own vocation has connotations closer to that of Isaiah. Claret's experience of the presence of God (cf. Is 6:3-4) -which he explains, however, through his insights into the EGO SUM ("Lights and Graces" 1859, in AW, pp. 312-313)- sets him closer to the experience of Isaiah who, though he was awed by the extraordinary phenomena that accompanied the manifestation of Yahweh, nevertheless fully gave himself over to the mission that was entrusted to him: the mission of announcing the Word of God that calls people to conversion. Claret knew that he was chosen and supported -possessed- by God. The words he found in Isaiah touched him to the heart: "Your are my servant, I have chosen you and not cast you off" (Is 41:9; cf. Aut 114).

Through his assiduous reading and meditating on Scripture, Claret nourished his experience of God in Christ and kept growing in conformity with Him as an evangelizing prophet (MCT 53-69).

Our vocation, too, is prophetic: it is "our way of following Jesus, a Prohet powerful in works and words" (SW 13). Therfore, our vocation must be centered in the experience of God, as its Source, in communion with Christ, the Prophet, and must always grow under the powerful action of the Spirit, with a passionate concern for our brothers and sisters (SW 4.5).


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. The uncontrolled desire to possess. In our own world, in diverse social conditions and with distinct nuances, we witness the raw manifestations of the uncontrolled desire for possessions, which lead some to merely use and even to enslave others. Isn't Isaiah inviting us to a renewed awareness of this situation?

2. Violence has different faces. We can't deny it. It is happening all around us and it affects us. We have even experienced it in the bosom of our own family, in our own neighborhood: violence against nature, violence against persons. The destruction of nature that breaks down it harmony --and here, we would do well to recall many of the words we have meditated on in the texts of Isaiah-- is an act of violence. Violence may have different names in situations of opulence (drugs, idleness, loneliness in the closing years of life, etc.) and in situations of dire need (hunger, arbitrary acts by authorities, death, lack of access to education or medical care, etc.), but it is one and the same reality that destroys God's plan and cries out for liberation.

3. Critically taking up the challenges of our world. We witness different attitudes regarding the manifold challenges that today's world sets before us. In cultural, political, social, ethical and religious spheres, there are many persons who face these challenges with attitudes that are at least questionable:

- Simply accepting "the new," with the na_vet_ of of those who think that everything new is necessarily good, while ignoring the complexity of the problems involved.

- Bring paralyzed by fear. Disillusined with the past and concerned for the future, many are inhibited, staying on the margin of events that are happening, with neither the ability nor the will to take a stand.

- Ignoring the changes that are taking place in history and taking refuge in a past that seems more reassuring, and thus is deemed the best.

4. The Laity in the Church. Never before has there been so much talk about the leading role of laity in the Church. We have read and studied the documents of the Magisterium and we ourselves have certainly been working for their formation and promotion. But we would do well, once again, to ask ourselves whether their vocation is rightly acknowledged (living the following of Christ in the secular world) or whether some would like to limit them to sevices within the bosom of the Christian community. Now that the laity have been better educated, it will be impossible to keep them confined in the sacristy. Most of the great prophets of Israel were laypersons!


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. In our own different surroundings, how are we living and concretely expressing our oprtion for an evangelization "from the viewpoint of the poor"?

2. Initiatives in favor of justice and peace are growing ever more numerous in our society and in the Church itself. How are we participating in them? Are we taking up this dimension as a constitutive part of our missionary service of the Word?

3. Does the economic organization of our own life and that of our community or province express the prophecy of justice? Within our reading of the prophecy of Isaiah, wouldn't it be well for us to ask ourselves about our sobriety in the use of goods and assets?

4. We, too, have to face up to the challenges of the present moment:  What is our attitude toward them: a flight from the future, entrenchment in the past, standing still in the present and hoping for better times ahead?

5. What is our experience of the "Holiness" of God, a theme that appears repeatedly in Isaiah? How does it question us and transform us? What attitudes does it awaken in us?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Hosea 11:1-11.

3. Dialogue on Theme 5 in its different keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving ot intecession based on what we have shared in community.

5. Closing song.
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