THEME 1:
BLESSING OR CURSING THE POWERS THAT BE

(SAMUEL, NATHAN AND AHIJAH: THE FIRST NON-WRITING PROPHETS)

TEXT:
1 Sm 1-12; 2 Sm 5-12; 1 Kgs 8-11

(For the community meeting: 1 S, 8:1-22)


BIBLICAL KEY
0. PLACEMENT OF THE TEXT

0.1. A Deuteronomistic reflection on History
0.1.1. Monarchy and Prophetism: Historic Confrontation
Let us not forget the methodology chosen for dealing with the prophets: to situate them in their proper historical context. We know that the historical context of a prophet includes the respective monarch with whom he has to coexist and must sometimes confront. When he does have to confront the monarch, it doesn't mean that the prophet is a personal enemy. Rather, it simply means that the monarch is holding up to society a model that the prophet sees as contrary to God's will, because of its likeness to the Egyptian-Canaanite model of society, which has brought oppression and death on Israel. For the prophet's conscience, blessing the monarchy could be tantamount to betraying Yahweh (1 Sm 8:7). But cursing the monarchy would surely put the prophet in conflict with the reigning monarch. This was a built-in risk for prophets. Whenever they did not confront the king clearly, they lost prophetic quality, leaving people in a state of estrangement, ambiguity and disorientation.

0.1.2. The Rebel Theology of the Deuteronomists
It was history itself, over several centuries, that proved the falsehood of the monarchy as an alternative social system, that is as a social system capable of begetting solidarity, equality and fraternity. The successive falls of the Northern Kingdom (722 BC) and of the Southern Kingdom (587 BC) finally convinced the people of the verdict of history. This is where we ought to set the current of thought called the "Deuteronomistic School," made up of true critics of their own history and thus of their own monarchy. The Books of Samuel and Kings, which speak of the prophets we are going to deal with, belong to this Deuteronomist current of thought. Although its position regarding the monarchy could be rather temporizing, it also knew how to be quite critical.

0.2. The ideal society fought for (the Exodus)

A project of an equalitarian society that remained  an ideal of the people
One thing that remained permanently stamped on Hebrew consciousness was the Exodus, an unparalleled struggle against the mighty monarch who enslaved and oppressed them, killing their children, pressing them into forced labor, and destroying their culture and their religion (cf. Ex 1-2). The best and only thing they could do at the time was to think of an alternative model of society. And they had the guts to do so. And in this adventure, God was with them. Hence, they defined Him as the God of the poor and of slaves, and they interpreted this struggle in terms of God their go'ël  redeeming them so that they are now a people who belong to Him by purchase. (Ex 15:13,16). The verbs used in this Hebrew text mean "to set free" [gâ'al ] (v.13 "the people whom you redeemed") and "to buy" [qanah] (v.16 "the people whom you purchased). The alternative society born of the Exodus became an ideal that is yet to be reached: a society of equality, of solidarity and of fraternity.

0.3. The ideal society betrayed (the Monarchy)

0.3.1.  Did the fault lie with the project itself or with the people's lack of quality?
The immense effort carried out in the exodus and the alternative model of society that began with it were frustrated by the setting up of the monarchy. As we shall see later, the monarchy was established in Israel almost by historical necessity, but a necessity that the people themselves and their leaders were still forging, since they did not have the qualities demanded by a community project of this magnitude and complexity. Like all new things, the monarchy at first satisfied the people. It made up for the lack of leadership they had been experiencing, freed them from succumbing before the onslaught of other peoples and, of course, it gave them certain advantages and power. Perhaps this is why they accepted it so readily, although this meant a return to Pharaonic system of absolutism.

0.3.2. Can personal virtue change the wickedness of a structure?
In Israel, there was a growing notion that if absolute power were managed by one of their own people, the evils that they had known and experienced in the past would somehow change for the better. It was only much later --when history had showed them the intrinsic corruption of absolute power and its tendency to engender poverty, lower social classes, sorrow, death, war and violence-- that they became convinced of its wickedness. Then they would curse, with the prophets, the day that the monarchy was born (Mic 3:1-4,9-12). Time would show  Israel that with the monarchy, the ideal society had been betrayed. An evil structure is not healed even when it is managed by a saint.

0.4. The ideal society vindicated (the Prophets)

A new conscience for a new reality
The appearance of Israel's own brand of prophetism was linked to the establishment of the monarchy. This was a phenomenon that gave Israelite prophetism its originality vis-à-vis the prophetism of the rest of the Middle East, which remained tied down to phenomena of divination, visions, predicting the future and magic, without defining itself in terms of justice. Israelite prophetism --despite the presence of false prophets and the ambiguity of many of its true prophets-- was defined by justice. Indeed, justice became the criterion of a prophet's authenticity. The prophets were a sort of critical conscience of the monarchy. And when the prophets confronted the monarchy, they strove to vindicate the ideal society that had been betrayed by the kings. Hence, according to the prophets themselves, the origin of evil in Israel could be traced to Gilgal, where Samuel anointed Paul as King (cf. Hos 9:15). The kings did not help the people, rather, they ruined them (cf. Hos 8:4, 13:9-11). The State itself must cease to exist (= Israel must be called back to the desert: Hos 14-16,21-23).

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL

1.1. Establishment of the Monarchy

A project that called for quality, but did not receive it
If we ask why the Exodus experience failed, we would simply have to answer: Because it lacked the quality that such a project required. Nevertheless, we will list some instances of this lack of quality:

1. The division of the Tribes,  represented in the macabre dismemberment of a raped concubine into twelve pieces, shows us the humiliating division that existed in Israel itself (cf. Jgs 19-21).

2. The corruption of judges,  fostered by the very leaders of the people, brought discredit upon the administration of justice, thus providing a rationale for a change in the system (1 Sm 8:1-5).

3. The external threat of surrounding nations  (Moab, Edom, Ammon, Midian, Amalek), which sought to subjugate Israel, which could not defend itself because of its lack of unity (1 Sm 8:19-20).

4. The internal threat of the Philistines,  who were becoming increasingly bellicose and entrenched within  Israel itself. They constituted a permanent threat to the Israel of the exodus.

5. The growing use of oxen as a technical advance in farming  fostered the monopolizing of lands, against the rights of family farmers.

6. The appearance of ambitious leaders  (like Saul and David) led the people to believe in the good potential of absolute power, so long as it was managed by men of their own House.

1.2. Saul and his Army: the Creation of the Monarchy

1.2.1. The role of Yahweh regarding the monarchy
In view of the earlier expressions of corruption toward the end of the era of Judges, it was only logical that the people should be looking for a way out. Unfortunately, they did so along the lines of absolute vertical power. Paul was chosen for this. And the odd thing was that Samuel --the last of the Judges and the first of the true Prophets-- was charged to anoint him (1 Sm 10:1). What does nor strike us as odd, is that Samuel should have involved Yahweh in the problem of instituting the monarchy (1 Sm 9:27, 8:1 ff.). However, we should not forget that we are dealing here with an interpretation of history, and not with the transcription of a chronicle. This explains how Yahweh, in the symbolic content of an account, could be shown as one of the actors in the drama.

1.2.2. King or Commander in Chief?
It doesn't seem that Saul was really a king in the strict sense. In the oldest texts in the First Book of Samuel, he is not called "king," but "Leader" or "Military Chief (nagîd:  1 Sm 9:16, 10:1, 13:14). Moreover, Saul's behavior seems more like that of the greater Judges, who used to lead the wars of liberation of Israel, like Deborah and Gideon. Nevertheless, Saul was the one who implanted the monarchical system which, with the creation of a standing army, would gradually take hold.

1.2.3. Personal interest or Service?
The deep reason that launched Saul as leader of the people may have been the defense of his own interests or those of the economic class he represented. This is the drift of the text that introduces the war against the Ammonites. Saul cut up a yoke of oxen and sent the pieces throughout the land with this message: "Whoever does not come out after Saul and Samuel, so shall it be done to his oxen!" (1 Sm 11:7). Moreover, Saul was a landholder who competed with David in offering lands to his followers (1 Sm 22:7). Offers like this made leaders like  Saul and David popular, suggesting that they would be good candidates to rebuild the monarchy.

1.2.4. The Strength of the Armed Forces
The fact that Saul is called a Nagîd  or military commander means that this was the main job he performed among his people. In fact, the first thin he did was to organize a standing army (1 Sm 14:47-52). With it he defied the Philistines and killed their military governor in the mountains of Ephraim, clearing the Philistines out of the center of Palestine (1 Sm 13:2-3). The army was barely the beginning of a true establishment of the monarchy. But with a standing military force, all that followed was but a logical consequence.

1.2.5. The Strength of the Economy
There is no evidence that Saul established a real capital with palaces or any permanent administrative system.

1.2.6. The Management of Religious Power
In contrast, there are texts that indicate Saul's tendency to manage and direct the religious aspect of the tribes, although at this time it was centralized in the hands of Samuel. Saul wanted to take over and manipulate the religious structure and put it at his service. Saul did not accept the customary norms of war regarding the ban (hérem) on taking booty. This injured his interests, which now became a higher norm for him, since this was why he was leader. This led to a breach between Saul and Samuel (1 Sm 13:13 ff.). This became clear after the holy war against the Amalekites, when Saul did not utterly destroy things he took for his own economic benefit (1 Sm 15:1-9). The logical consequence of all this was the rejection of Saul by Yahweh or by the religious structure of the time (1 Sm 15:10-23)

1.2.7. Summing up
A sweeping overview of Saul's life reveals the following: He successfully established a standing military structure. There is no indication that he established a tributary system. Why? His army had to live, and this was assured by the booty won in battle and the support of the landholders with whom he began his adventure. What he did not succeed in doing, was to take control of the religious structure. In this, he clashed head-on with Samuel, the first prophet to serve as the conscience of the monarchy.

1.3. David and the New Capital: the Reinforcement of the Monarchy

1.3.1. David, son of battle
Properly speaking, David rose to power as a soldier. His ability and success in war brought him to the throne. Once he was on the throne and was loaded with riches and power, he hire scribes, paid by the crown, to reflect on his life (cf. 1 Chr 23:4). These scribes would add many winning touched on his childhood, physical beauty, youthful adventures and all the usual things that enhance the lives of famous people (e.g., in 1 Sm 17:1 ff., David kills Goliath, but cf. 2 Sm 21:19, where Elhanan kills Goliath). David's military ability was celebrated among the people on the lips of women (1 Sm 18:7). His marriage with Saul's daughter Michal was a reward for his military prowess (1 Sm 18:17-30). David's real consecration as king came when the Philistines were touted and Judah recognized him as such (2 Sm 2:1-4).

1.3.2.  David trained as an administrator of oppressor cities
When David broke with Saul, he formed his own army (1 Sm 22:1-2) and maintained himself on the voluntary offerings of people who were grateful for his help (1 Sm 25). He became a subordinate of the Philistine King Achish of Gath, who made him master of the town of Ziklag (1 Sm 27:1-12). This was a rather diabolical training, which shows us how far David's heart was from the model of society created by the exodus.

1.3.3. David seeks an administrative capital of his own
Saul had managed to establish a standing army in Israel, so in this sense, David's creation of a standing army does not come as a surprise. What is surprising is David's astuteness in creating an administrative structure based on Egyptian-Canaanite models. His first concern was the conquest of Jerusalem, a city administered by the Jebusites (Canaanites), situated between the Northern and Southern Tribes, and thus preventing their union. David conquered the city and made it the capital of his own kingdom (2 Sm 5:6-12). As a Canaanite city, Jerusalem provided a good quarry from which to draw government officials experienced in administering the system of tributes. Not for nothing did David spare its inhabitants from the sword, though it meant going against a command of Yahweh (Dt 20:16-18). He established an alternate administrative body made up of men faithful to his cause, both from the ranks of the army, with Joab and Benaiah, and from the ranks of the religious establishment, with Abiathar and Zadok (2 Sm 8:15-18).

1.3.4. Indirect criticism of the monarchy
 
Still, a number of negative events accompanied the life of David: the sordid story of his liaison with Bathsheba (2 Sm 11:1 ff.); the murder of Uriah (2 Sm 11:14 ff.; his son Amnon's rape of his sister Tamar (2 Sm 13:1 ff.); the subsequent murder of Amnon (2 Sm 13:23 ff.); the revolt of his son Absalom (2 Sm 15:7-12,15-17); the revolt of Sheba the Benjaminite (2 Sm 20:1); the attempted census, chastised as a grave sin (2 Sm 24:1 ff.), etc. All of this shows, indirectly, how the authors --even though they were writing in the palace of David's dynasty-- criticized the monarchy, denouncing its sins.

1.3.5. Court Prophets
The main prophet who stood alongside David was Nathan. This prophet, too, moved in ambiguous ways. It was hard indeed to be a critic at a time when the monarchy was enjoying its greatest triumph and its highest credibility with the people. Hence, while we find the prophet blessing the monarchy (2 Sm 7:11 ff.), we also see him condemning it (2 Sm 12:1 ff.). We are surprised to find that the prophet Nathan, who condemned David most harshly (2 Sm 12:7 ff.), was later involved in a rather underhanded court intrigue (1 Kgs 1:11 ff.). The same happened with the prophet Gad, called "David's seer." Though he had helped launch David on his way to fame (1 Sm 22:5), he later condemned him for the sin he had committed in his fame (2 Sm 24:11 ff.). We can understand the ambiguity of the prophets when we understand the ambiguity in which the people had to walk during this difficult period.

1.4. Solomon builds the Temple: Legitimizing the Monarchy

1.4.1. A bloodstained king ascends the throne
Solomon came to the throne as a result of intrigues and power struggles. Although the lawful successor to the throne was David's older son Adonijah (backed by Joab in the army and Abiathar in the clergy), Solomon was made king. Nevertheless, we must add that Solomon's pathway to the throne was bathed in blood: Abiathar was expelled and both Adonijah and Joab were assassinated (1 Kgs 3:8 ff.).

1.4.2. Courtly adulation
The court historians of Solomon lavished praises upon Solomon, vaunting his wisdom (1  Kgs 5:9 ff.), fame (1 Kgs 10:1 ff.), astuteness (1 Kgs 3:16 ff.), international political statesmanship (1 Kgs 5:1), poetic inspiration (1 Kgs 5:12), heaping splendor on his God (1 Kgs 3:4, 10:5,12), even his humility (1 Kgs 3: 7 ff.) and desire to be faithful and respectful toward his people (1 Kgs 3:8 ff.).

1.4.3. Disregard for the traditions of the people
However, the royal panorama of Solomon that the Bible itself spreads out before us is one long disaster.  In the first place, he appears as a violator of his people's culture, especially of their tribal structure, one of the most sacred points in Israelite tradition. Instead of maintaining and reinforcing the traditional distribution of the land by tribes, he redistributed the people into districts, in order to facilitate the collection of tributes and taxes (1 Kgs 4:7-19). And without regard for the poverty of some of these districts (1 Kgs 12:3-5), he held them responsible for provisioning the court, the royal table (1 Kgs 5:7-8, 2:5) and war horses, of which we are told that there were forty thousand (1 Kgs 4:26.)..

1.4.4. Solomon regresses to slavery
These tax districts were presided over by governors who collected tribute in kind or in forced labor for royal building projects. Each man was committed to four months of forced labor a year. The levies were as follows: 30,000 men to transport wood from Lebanon, 70,000, 70,000 porters, 80,000 quarriers and 3,300 supervisors (1 Kgs 5:27-30). Adoniram son of Abda, who was in charge of the levies for forced labor (1 Kgs 4:6), was later stoned to death (1 Kgs 12:18). We are also informed that Solomon used forced labor to build defenses, palaces, storehouses, garrisons and stables (1 Kgs 9:15-24). Defenders of the monarchy defended the King (1 Kgs 9:22), while others accused him (1 Kgs 11:28 ff.).

1.4.5. The king as an arms merchant
To top it off, Solomon is also portrayed as owner of a fleet of ships at Ezion-geber on the Red Sea (1 Kgs 9:26-28) and as an arms merchant on an international level: he bought horses from Cilicia for sale to Egypt, and bought chariots from Egypt for sale to the Arameans (1 Kgs 11:26-29).

1.4.6. The court converted into a huge harem
To this we must add the vast number of women with which he filled his court: 700 princess and 300 concubines (1 Kgs 11:1 ff.). The visiting Queen of Sheba remarked on how delighted his wives must be to listen to the wisdom of a husband like him (1 Kgs 10:8). The Deuteronomist was aware of the evils of all this (Dt 17:17). Clearly, each new queen-for-a-night reflected ill on her predecessor, which was but one new form of humiliating and oppressing women.

1.4.7. The who's who of these kings
How should we relate Solomon to Saul and David before him? Saul opened the way to monarchy by force of arms; David endowed it with the administrative system of the Canaanite city-states, which copied the Pharaonic system of Egypt; finally, Solomon gained control of the religious structure of the Temple, which was charged with fostering the theology of the crown among the people. What his father could not do, he could and did: he built a great and beautiful temple, based on the blood, sweat and life of his people, and on tributes paid in money and servitude.

1.4.8. A late coming prophet for the untouchable Solomon
The prophetic figure shows up at the last moment to serve as conscience to the "wise" Solomon, namely, Ahijah the Shilonite. He reflects the people's deep discontent with a corrupt monarchy (1 Kgs 11:31). He had more than enough charges with which to condemn the monarchy radically (1 Kgs 11:33), and he indeed reproved it, but at the same time he gave his blessing to yet another monarchy, thus dividing the kingdom (1 Kgs 11:31) and making two monsters where there had been one. This meant correcting one evil by multiplying it. Once again we see the ambiguity of human being, from which not even a prophet is free.

2. LITERARY LEVEL

2.1. The Deuteronomistic School and these texts

2.1.1. A school of theologians
We have already observed that the Deuteronomistic School was a current of theological writers (in both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms) that generated a literature encompassing the following Books: Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings and some parts of the Prophets. All of this literature was written, in it present form, around the end of the 7th and the beginning of the 8th century BC. These writers were marked by the crisis that had crushed the people after the downfall of the Southern Kingdom under the onslaught of the Neo-Babylonian Empire in 586 BC.

2.1.2. A reflection on history
In these books the authors do a reading and interpretation of the history of seven centuries. Their central theme is the Covenant between Yahweh and His people, unilaterally broken by Israel. This literature analyzes the consequences of this break, in order to be able to explain the overthrow of the people. And despite  the crude realism which Israel's responsibility is charged with in its downfall, a word of hope is always held out to it. Hence this literature is a hymn of hope in the midst of failure and crisis. Its fundamental thesis is: Although Israel may be chastised, it is not cast off forever.

2.1.3. Three key points
The key points around which this literature turns are:

a) The election of Israel  which, despite all, continues to be chosen. God keeps His word.

b) The Davidic dynasty,  than which none better had appeared in the history of Israel. David's achievements remain unsurpassed. A new David will reconstruct the good old days, correcting, of course, the abuses that the leaders of this dynasty had committed from its origins to the day of its fall. There is no need to hide its sins, since the grace or gratuitous love of God builds over human sin. Sin makes grace manifest.

c) Jerusalem  should continue to be the center of the reconstruction of the nation. There is no need to set it aside, but rather to correct as much as possible all the abuses of power that stained it with blood and injustice.

2.1.4. The four eras of Deuteronomistic history
The theological reflection of this school divides history into four ears, each of them characterized by mediators, centered on the Covenant with Yahweh, depending on the fidelity or infidelity of the people, marked by chastisement derived from the latter, and showing that Yahweh is still concerned for the people because they still have a capacity for conversion.

a) The era of Moses,  mediator of the covenant of Sinai, which was broken by the people and punished by their being prevented from a speedy entry into the promised land.

b) The era of Joshua, mediator of the covenant of Gilgal, which the tribes in general kept, and so managed to conquer the land, although, because of the sins of some of them, a part of it remained unconquered.

c) The era of Judges,  mediators sent to free the people, because of whose apostasy some enemy nations remain in the land, thus frustrating the community experience of the exodus.

d) The era of Kings,  in some way mediators between Yahweh and the people, but also unfaithful themselves to the covenant, and thus, by their injustices, making the monarchy a permanent chastisement for the people.

2.1.5. Theologians of the North
Theirs was a vision of history composed basically by refugees from the Northern Kingdom who were critical of the abuses of the Southern Kingdom. They had given history their own interpretation, which years earlier had given rise to the great "E" (Elohist) tradition. They reformulated the ancient traditions of Israel, accepting it as a fact that, after their own failure (the fall of the Northern Kingdom in 722 BC), history should have begun anew, starting from Jerusalem.

2.1.6. The relationship between the Covenant and the Prophets
The true project of the Deuteronomistic histories was to rebuild the Covenant, defined as a pact between Yahweh, the God of the exodus, and Israel, the people of Yahweh. The role of the Prophets was to guide the people in each new generation, as Moses had done (Dt 18:14-22). This is why this literature embodies the non-writing prophets, such as Samuel, Nathan, Gad, Ahijah, Elijah and Elisha. All of these prophets were valiant men because, in one way or another, they strove to correct the monarchy.

2.1.7. The relativizing of the king
Also characteristic of this literature is the role that it assigns the king. The king plays a very limited role. He should be submissive to the law of Yahweh, to the Word of Yahweh and to the action of the prophets, who were interpreters of the Word. The prophets could dethrone kings (e.g., Samuel, Ahijah, Elisha). The king should have no special privileges. Jerusalem continues to be of worth: it is recognized as the only place of worship (Dt 12:1-14).

2.2. The Vocabulary of Power

This critical attitude of the Deuteronomistic School towards the monarchy (which is viewed as a chastisement in itself), can be glimpsed in the terminology that this School employs in its writings. We can organize this terminology as follows:

2.2.1. Regarding the administrative structure of the monarchy:
* The king  is the great dominating power of Egypt, whom Yahweh confronts in order to rescue his people (Dt 7:8, 11:3); the king is also the power prolonged and multiplied in the countless kingdoms which, as long as they exist, will threaten the tribal experience of Israel. Such kings are clothed in purple (Jgs 8:26). Many of them fall (Jos 5:1, 6:2, 8:1, 10:22 ff., 11:5 ff.,  12:7, etc.) and this happens simply because "Yahweh, the God of Israel, fought for Israel" (Jos 10:42).

* The fortified city  is what embodies and gives life to oppressive systems. These city-states abounded in Canaan (Num 14:28; Jos 5:1, 6:1 ff, 8:1 ff., 10:1 ff., 11:1 ff., 12:1 ff.). They had their own petty kings, they were walled and relatively small, they had the same Pharaonic socio-economic structure, they controlled the neighboring villages on which they imposed taxes, while they themselves paid tribute to Egypt. These cities --their administrative structures-- must disappear, with all that was in them. It was dangerous to leave these cities undestroyed, since their oppressive system might revive.

* Perhaps their total destruction was but a wish, a project spelt-out in radical and violent terms such as these: put under the ban, ambush, besiege, attack, burn,  put to the sword, leave not a single survivor, hang the enemy from a tree, set your foot on their neck, cut off their thumbs and big toes, bark like dogs, etc. (Jos 8:29; 10:19,24,26,28,30,33,35,37,39,40,42; 11:11-12, etc.).

* Women  were the spoils of war and a great temptation to the powerful. Solomon's wives "turned away his heart after other gods" (1 Kgs 11:4).

2.2.2. Regarding the military structure of the monarchy:
* Troops, horses and chariots  (Jos 11:4,9, etc.) were the military force that made the triumph of the Egyptian-Canaanite system possible.

* When this military power was adopted in Israel,  the older community-defense system disappeared. Formerly, everyone defended the interests of all the rest (Jgs 6:33 f.).

2.2.3. Regarding the religious structure of the monarchy
Note these characteristics and contrasts:

* The Ark.  In the Book of Joshua, the Ark of the Covenant is portrayed as taking possession of the land (Jos 3), forging the unity of the tribes (Jos 4) and conquering Canaanite cities (Jos 6). In the Books of Samuel, the specific nature of Israelite religion is shown: recognition of Yahweh as the God of justice, who can lose many battles because of the low quality of the people with whom he has made covenant, but who will never be totally vanquished (1 Sm 4); the God of justice has dominion over other peoples (1 Sm 5) and is acknowledged as a God of universal mercy (1 Sm 6).

* The Tent  that houses the Ark is rather poor (2 Sm 7:2). The monarchy seeks, rather slyly, to take control of it (2 Sm 7:2-3) in order to control the religious structure to its own advantage.

* The Priesthood.  The king appoints the high priest  and imposes a new priestly class which will doubtless be faithful to the power of the crown (2 Sm 8:15-18). Zadok was a rather shadowy individual, discovered by David. In the struggle for the succession to the throne, he supported Solomon (1 Kgs 1:26,32,34,38) and supplanted Abiathar, who had supported Adonijah (1 Kgs 2:26-27).

* The Temple.  The monarchy attempted to build the temple, changing its essence (2 Sm 7:2 ff.); its first attempt failed (2 Sm 7:5 ff.), but later succeeded (1 Kgs 6:1 ff.) and in doing so it destroyed the people's experience of its various shrines (Dt 12:13-14).

2.3. Prophetic Literary Form

2.3.1. A literary key for understanding the prophets
We already know that prophecy, in a technical sense, is a literary form, a model in which a message is cast. We know, too, that this model consisted of the so-called "oracles" in which there is a kind of legal trial, with the following elements: a) the judge (Yahweh), b) the accused (the monarchy or its representative); c) crime of which the latter is accused (in the shape of a sin); and d) chastisement (with a hope of correction). This literary form can appear in short, well-phrased oracles, like those of Amos, or in much longer oracles that draw out each one of the elements in the trial. One can only grasp a prophet's meaning when one has come to understand the literary form of prophecy. All that we have been saying applies perfectly to the three prophets we are concerned with here. We should bear in mind that a prophecy is not written or aimed at the agents who appear in it; rather, it is meant as a corrective lesson for the generation in which it is actually written, even though it may be hundreds of years after the original event.

2.3.2. Samuel's judgment on Saul
The account of the Witch of Endor (1 Sm 28:3 ff.) is a true judicial trial that contains the following elements: Yahweh appears as judge (vv. 16-19); Saul, who up to this point has taken the initiative, is now silenced and seated in the defendant's chair (vv. 16-17). The crime he is accused of is that "you did not obey the word of the Lord, and did not carry out his fierce wrath against Amalek" (v. 18). His punishment will be the loss of the kingdom (v. 17) and of his life (v. 19).

2.3.3. Nathan's judgment on David
The account of Nathan's reproaching David (2 Sm 12:1 ff.) is also cast in the form of a judgment. David appears before the one who is to judge him --Yahweh-- believing Him to be on his side (v. 5). In fact, David himself is sitting on the judge's chair, trying to judge another (v. 6). The sin of which the  prophet accuses him is that "you have despised the word of the Lord, to do what is evil in his sight by smiting Uriah the Hittite with the sword and have taken his wife to be your wife" (v. 9). The punishment imposed on him is that "the sword shall never depart from your house" (v. 10) and "I will raise up evil against you out of your own house" (v. 11).

2.3.4. Ahijah's judgment on Solomon
The judgment of the prophet Ahijah on Solomon is narrated in the account of the revolt of Jeroboam (1 Kgs 11:26 ff.). It is a judgment of the guilty in absentia.  This is significant, because it reveals how far God is from the palace of Solomon. Its doors were closed to prophets. The judge, as always, is Yahweh (v. 31). The absent guilty party is King Solomon, representing the monarchical system (v. 31). The crime he is charged with is "because he has forsaken me, and worshipped Ashtoreth...and has not walked in my ways, doing what is right in my sight and keeping my decrees and ordinances" (v. 33). The punishment imposed is the division of the kingdom (vv. 31-32).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

Behind the State, a Monarch; behind the Monarch, a Prophet.  Let us now put together a few theological reflections on the three prophetic figures with whom we are concerned. Behind each prophetic figure is a monarch. But behind each monarch we should glimpse a social system that brings sorrow and death to the people, a system that is contrary to the ideal society that was born after the exodus from Egypt, as an alternative to the Pharaonic system.

Behind the Prophet, lights and shadows.  We have already point out that each prophet is faced with some painful historical ambiguity that leads to his becoming a true prophet. On the one hand, it makes him see his role and mission in terms of justice; on the other, it causes him to stumble or falter when he tries to temporize with the selfish concerns of those in power. Pointing out this twofold pull within the prophet not only helps us see his inner ambiguity, but also to realize that he is a man in process. And to be a man or woman in process corresponds to the reality of being a human person living in history.

3.1. The Prophet Samuel

3.1.1. His responsibility in instituting the Israelite Monarchy
We cannot gloss over this dark aspect of the prophet  Samuel's life. His weakness lay in wanting to convert the exercise of justice (being a "judge" in Israel) --a gift given to the people by the Spirit-- into a flesh-and-blood hereditary system. He certainly witnessed the grave decline of the tribal community project, but he was also so dreadfully weak that he appointed as judges his own sons, "who did not walk in his ways, but turned aside after gain: they took bribes and perverted justice" (1 Sm 8:3).  Samuel appears to have been a victim of the woefully deteriorated social situation in which he happened to live. He could not or did not know how to find the way that would bring Israel back to the fervor of its first days. He was a victim of the social forces of his age. Hence, we see him caught up in a complete contradiction: he wants yet does not want a monarchy (1 Sm 8:1 ff.).

3.1.2. His critique of the monarchy
We have already pointed out that the historical characteristic of the prophets of Israel was to be the critical conscience of a monarchical social system that never bore the fruits of justice that were required of it. If we briefly examine 1 Sm 8:10 ff., we will find an astounding description of the institutional injustice of the monarchical system and its capacity for inflicting suffering among the people. Step by step, Yahweh reconstructs in Samuel's prophetic conscience the social scheme that Israel fell victim to in Egypt, a scheme that the people of Israel now want to reconstruct, in a sort of mad collective amnesia of the history of their own oppression:

- The king appears, surrounded with the privileges that kingship bestows on him (v.11). And behind this supreme figure loom the socio-political structures of royalty, with all their baleful power for mischief.

- The army appears, empowered to take away the best of Israel's sons, to be the king's horsemen, to run before his chariots and handle his weapons (vv. 11-12).

- The economic or administrative apparatus appears, with palaces for the king's favorites that will turn Israel's daughters into servants (v. 13) and make its lands and products the king's property (vv. 14-16).

- The intention of using even Yahweh (the religious structure) as accomplice and backer of the monarchy, thus silencing the prophets' conscience and Yahweh's voice (v. 18).

- Finally, the tributary system appears, a system that will turn the people into perpetual debtors (vv. 15 and 17).

3.1.3. His surpassing of traditional prophetism
What we have just seen, was the greatest criticism and best condemnation of the social system of the monarchy  that the prophet Samuel could have left us. In his stand-off with Saul, Samuel is a prophet utterly different from the type of prophets that the people had been accustomed to. The Bible itself tells us of a moment when Saul took part in the frenzied actions of the popular bands of the 'sons of the prophets' (1 Sm 10:5,10-12). Toward the end of his life, Saul realized that this non-critical kind of prophetism had been silenced (1 Sm 18:15). This indicates that with Samuel, a new kind of prophetism had come into existence, a prophetism that would accompany Israel throughout its history, until the monarchy came to an end. That is why Saul sought to get in touch with Samuel, even after Samuel's death, in order to consult him. Those other sorts of prophets did not know how to tell him God's truth, which he so desperately needed in that hour.

3.1.4. A new prophetism for a time of crisis
We find ourselves here in a time of decision, at the end of a rough but admirable age: the age of the judges, of community defense, of popular sanctuaries, of attempts to live in brotherhood without humiliating differences among human beings. But we also find ourselves at the beginning of a critical age, marked by the reappearance of the tributary system that would create wrongful differences and social classes among the people. This critical time called for the appearance of a special figure. That person was Samuel, whose call by Yahweh would break the traditional scheme of things. The social and religious context that externally involved Samuel seems to have belied the harsh crisis that was approaching: the old institution of the Ark of the Covenant was working successfully and along with it the institutions that surrounded it: pilgrimages to Shiloh, the resting-place of the Ark, sacrifices, worship, priesthood. But an institution should be judged not only by its outward appearances, but by its capacity to foster justice. And this first Temple, despite appearances, was already corrupted. In it, the responsibility lay with a high priest who lacked a historical consciousness and also with his greedy sons (1 Sm 1:12-17,22-26,27-36; 3:11-14).

3.1.5. The presence of miracles in times of crisis
We must set Samuel, as prophet, in relation with the religious structure whose fall coincided with the moral collapse of the people, who chose to allow the introduction of the monarchy. Samuel, consecrated to God when he was still a child, was able to share life alongside the old priest Eli, his formator and initiator. In this, Samuel was a symbol of the way things should have been. He represented a people who were as pure and simple as a child.  And while Samuel was, on the one hand, a powerless witness of the collapse of the old  system, he was also an implacable and hard-hitting judge of a corrupt structure. Something miraculous befell Samuel when he was a young boy: God himself spoke to him. But we shouldn't overstress the miraculous character of this happening; rather, we should recall that accounts of this sort strove to explain a deep experience of something that needed to be examined in depth. Here, God's voice was needed, in order to pronounce a definitive word on something of which people had become deeply aware. The miracle did not consist in God's speaking. In itself, he marvelous does not save anyone. The real miracle was the content of a message that liberates. "Miracles" with no liberating content are useless and even harmful. In a way, they are reduced to mere "human works." Miracles in "times of great crisis" bear the stamp of an awakening of conscience --aroused by God's action at a very deep level-- on the meaning of history means at a particular juncture in time. And because these awakenings bear such a massive charge of awareness, accounts of them demand that God be introduced into them.

3.1.6. Despite it all, ambiguous
The redactor who gathered together the interpretation that the community was making of the personage of King Saul, also chose to place alongside him the prophet Samuel. He viewed Samuel as a conscience critical of the first attempt at monarchy or absolute political leadership that Israel made after the exodus. From a literary and theological viewpoint, Samuel forms a cycle that sums up this first attempt at political absolutism. The result is not altogether flattering to Samuel, who comes off as an ambiguous character: he is the prophet who anoints Saul in order to enable him to receive royal investiture (1 Sm 10:1 ff.), but he is also the spirit before whom Saul is stripped of his royal trappings (1 Sm 28:8 ff.), thus revealing in some sense the failure of both men. Samuel was a man who today rejoiced in the king's ride (1 Sm 10:1,6-8), but tomorrow told the same king that Yahweh had fixed his sight on another, and that his kingship had come to an end (1 Sm 28:16). In the person of Samuel, we see a people who are caught up in the ambiguity of their desire to survive and their historical downfall. There is no need to deify or divinize the prophet. In his own person he sums up the ambiguity of the process of his people.

3.1.7. Portrait of Samuel: a man of times when "the word of the Lord was rare"
* Beneath the symbol.  We can say that the figure of Samuel gives shape to a whole cycle. Around him, the people gather accounts whose fantasy lies not so much in their lack of veracity, as in the way they interpret and  understand the hidden or secret things that are happening in history. This is why the accounts should not be taken ad pedem litterae,  but should be read as a symbolic expression of something so deep that it is almost beyond telling.

* The child Samuel,  a son of the sorrow and humiliation of a barren mother, represents the possibilities before God that are always open to poor people when they know how to be faithful to God. In this sense, both Samuel and the oppressed people are the ones who sing the most beautiful Magnificat of the Old Testament (1 Sm 2:1 ff.).

* The young Samuel  represents the people who are powerless as they witness the whole alternative project of the exodus come tumbling down around them. It made no sense to them that Yahweh alone, without human beings, should take the responsibility for history. They were involved in a pact that entailed co-responsibility. Yet the very structure of the pact had become corrupted (1 Sm 3:10-14).

* The adult Samuel  is a figure of a people who had to face up to history in all its ambiguity, with the risk of making a huge mistake. The same mouth that condemned the monarchy also had to bless it. The same mouth that consecrated Saul king, also had to condemn him. The same mouth that avowed his righteousness before the people (1 Sm 12:3), also had to avow his decrepitude and failure (1 Sm 12:2). The same mouth that approved the monarchy, also had to acknowledge the great evil of it (1 Sm 12:17,20).

* The elderly Samuel  is the embodiment of a people who have been stricken, yet will not let their hope die (1 Sm 12:16 ff.). He knows that hope always entails risk, and he dies uncertain of what the monarchy will bring: Will the king and the people be wise enough to remain faithful to justice> (1 Sm 12:15,25).

* Samuel, even in death,  is a symbol of the torture unconscious of a people who, even in darkness, search for new ways out, however tortuous those ways might be.

* Samuel as a whole  is nothing else than the people, seen as a victim of sin and a prophecy of hope. Samuel is not a brilliant prophet. After his spectacular calling, it seemed he would have the best of all fates. But his fate was to be that of his people: to build their history in the chiaroscuro  of contradiction.

3.2. The Prophet Nathan

3.2.1. It costs dearly to say "no" to the powers that be (2 Sm 7:1 ff.)
One of the great dangers of the religious institution is to yield before adulation. David, in his plan to put the religious structure at his service, which he knew was an indispensable step if he was to win the people's acceptance of the monarchy, began scheming on how to do  so. It would not be easy to propose the building of Temple to the people, who knew quite well what this would entail: taxes in kind and taxes in services, that is, a return to the days of forced labor. Hence, David had to appeal to the weak side of the prophet, the representative of popular religion, and thus the means through which he could win the people's approval of his plan. To this end he exclaimed in the prophet's hearing: "Here I am living in a house of cedar, while the ark of God dwells in a tent!" (2 Sm 7:2). The prophet falls into the trap, pleased at the king's concern to honor God. Hence the prophet tells the king: "Go, do whatever you have in mind, for the Lord is with you" (2 Sm 7:3). But later on, with a new awareness of things, he denies the king permission to build the temple. But in compensation, he does something much more serious: he blesses the monarchy and, in the name of God, he promises that it will last forever.

3.2.2. The temptation to make God bless the powerful (2 Sm 7:4 ff.)
Perhaps, in the mind of David's contemporaries, the achievements won by the monarchy were something that ought not to disappear. And the guarantee of this was that the line of David, inheriting the legacy of an exceptional leader, should last forever. For its part, the house of David wanted its blood line to govern the people indefinitely. In view of the fame of its military and economic power, in view of its achievements which, albeit indirectly, benefited the people, in view of the danger of not pleasing the king, who held the reins of power and fame, and in view of the risk of losing certain advantages, it was very hard to say "no" to the powerful. The famous prophecy of Nathan (2 Sm 7:1 ff.) made the king the mediator of the covenant between God and the people, ignoring the historic role of Sinai and of Moses, of the Decalogue and its contents relating to justice. This prophecy, which overlooked a great part of the history of grace, must be situated within the socioeconomic and political context that allowed it to be uttered, namely, the interests of the court that wanted to make the people accept what was in itself unacceptable: a change of the model of society, regressing to a model that had begotten the oppression of the people. All the interests of the court to justify itself, of the people who wanted a share in this power, and even of the prophet, who was in some sense flattered, fell into the temptation of making God bless the power structure.

3.2.3. The defense of the weak demands the condemnation of the powerful (2 S, 12:1 ff.)
The prophet's condemnation of David for the murder of Uriah contains some important elements that are worth  highlighting. In the first place, the cleverness and means that power had at its disposal in order to cover up its injustice. When David had his way with Bathsheba, the first thing he did was to try to cover the fact up by calling the victim's husband home so that he could later say that the child to be born was Uriah's (2 Sm 11:6-13). When David saw that this ploy would not work because of the extreme fidelity of Uriah who, instead of sleeping with his wife, chose to sleep at the entrance of the king's palace, David had recourse to a battle tactic that would do away with the injured husband. But when a people's conscience is clean, there is little that can be hidden from it, and this is reflected in the attitude of the prophet, who discloses to the king what the latter wanted to hide: his own injustice.

3.2.4. Yahweh is the God of those without rights
Another noteworthy feature is that the victim of this crime was not an Israelite, but a Hittite, that is, an alien living among the people. Since he was an alien and an immigrant, his rights could be violated with impunity, since he did not have a group of his own to support him. However, the conscience of the prophet, looking at injustice beyond the limits of flesh and blood, demands justice for this man for the simple reason that he is oppressed. In so doing, he confirms the essence of Yahweh: to be the God of those without rights.

3.2.5. Who was Nathan?
* He was a prophet who had left the circle of seers and had taken refuge in the court. There he supported the interests of one who chose to curry favor with the ruler of the day, yielding to his pretensions. As a seer, he had inherited the cultural store of the seers of his time.

* As a prophet of Israel, he took part in the historical event of the reappearance of the monarchical system among the people. And in this sense, he had eyes that could sense the injustice of the system and, when the right moment came, he knew how to criticize and condemn the court, even if that meant the great David himself.

* He wavered between adulation of the king and fidelity to the people. He paid a high price for his ambiguity, even to the closing years of his life: he was involved in the courtly intrigues which, joined with Bathsheba's ambitions, led to the crowing of Solomon as king, against all rights (1 Kgs 1:11 ff.).

3.3. The Prophet Ahijah

3.3.1. The great question regarding the monarchy
 
Regarding the monarchy that was established and consolidated in Israel, a basic question arises: Did its problem arise from its interventions or in its very structure? (1 Kgs 11:1 ff.,26-40) The people's discontent with Solomon's rule was reflected in the conscience of the prophet Ahijah, who openly condemned the Davidic dynasty. In reaction to the injustices of the court of Jerusalem, he sponsored, supported and incited others to rebellion. The outcome of his efforts was the appearance of the Northern Kingdom. Both the prophet and the people failed to grasp that the evil involved was structural, and that it could not be repaired by a simple change of persons in charge. The prophet failed to see that the king was merely a cog in a system that was flawed in its very structure. Hence, the result of his action was simply disastrous: instead of one unjust kingdom, there now appeared two kingdoms charged with evil.

3.3.2. His implicit criticism of the house of David
Solomon was presented under a halo of wisdom, because wisdom was something that the people of his time admired greatly. Who could dare criticize a sage acknowledged as such by the community? Only someone who had clear eyes and could see beyond this studied wisdom, could discover the injustice that lay concealed beneath it. This is what the prophet Ahijah did. His criticism is reflected in the phrase: Solomon "has not done what is right in My [Yahweh's] eyes" (1 Kgs 11:33).

3.3.3. Where did Ahijah's mistake lie?
History tells us that Solomon increased the fame of his court, as if he had not done so by increasing its military and conquering power. In this, his father David had no rival. He left his mark on the people. In fact, for the prophet, David is still greater than Solomon (1 Kgs 11:33b). Herein lay Ahijah's ambiguity: he did not distrust the monarchical system itself, but rather the person who happened to be running it. This was his great mistake: the leaders of the new Kingdom, which the prophet helped to create, would make as many wicked moves as Solomon had done before them.

3.3.4. Who was Ahijah?
If we wanted to sum up Ahijah, we would say:

* A brave man who, despite the glitter of Solomon's court, was among the few critics of his time.

* A fleeting prophet, whose critical conscience was not keen enough to gain an in-depth insight into the structural evil of the monarchy.

* A gifted handler of symbols who could draw a great lesson in history from a torn-up mantle.

* A promiser of good things to Jeroboam, but one who  had no idea that the future did not depend on whether or not this man would be a good king, but rather, on whether or not the structure of government would allow him to be so.

* At any rate, he was a staunch denouncer of the injustice and idolatry that lead others to worship the easy gods that justify the injustice of the monarchical system (1 Kgs 11:33).

3.4. Strategies of the "Royal Ideology"

3.4.1. Attracting the blessing of God
There is one tradition that speaks of Saul's being chosen king by casting lots (1 Sm 10:17 ff.). There is another that says that this was done by direct choice of the prophet Samuel (1 Sm 10:1 ff.). One would think that this was an explanation expressly sought out in order to establish that the monarchy was something blessed and justified by the prophet. This would indeed be one of the great tendencies of the court: to strive at all costs to show that it somehow had Yahweh's blessing.

3.4.2. Taking over the religious structure
During his reign, David kept striving to put the religious structure at his own service. We saw how he established, within the temple structure, a new priestly class: that of Zadok, a priest of pagan origins, now converted to Yahweh and heaped with privileges, in opposition to the traditional priestly class represented by the high priest Abiathar. David also did all he could to bring the religious structure close to him: he transferred the Ark of the Covenant from Shiloh to Jerusalem (2 Sm 6:1 ff.) and planned to build a temple in Jerusalem.

3.4.3. Having God on one's side
The great theological mistake that David planted among the people was the notion, then-current in theology, that being materially blessed was equivalent to being spiritually approved. God's approval of the monarch was no more than a projection of this principle which, though it was a theological reflection, was also a human creation that corresponded to human interests.

3.4.4. Success was a blessing
It is worth taking the trouble to indicate briefly David's successes during his reign, successes that showed him to be a ruler never surpassed and ever hoped for. God's blessing on the monarchy was made tangible for the people by the following facts:

* The political unity achieved by the union of all the  tribes (2 Sm 2 - 5:25.);

* The taking of Jerusalem, which was established as the capital of a united kingdom (2 Sm 5:6 ff.);

* Religious unity built around the Ark of the Covenant (2 Sm 6:1 ff.);

* The subjection of neighboring nations, who were obliged to pay tribute (2 Sm 8:1 ff.; 12:26 ff.);

* The study of the history of the people that came with the organization of scribes, reflecting a high level of mature (?) statesmanship (1 Chr 23:1-5);

* The creation of a standing army that was truly professional, given its exceptional results (1 Chr 27:1-15);

* The enlargement of Israel's frontiers (2 Sm 8:1-14);

* The strengthening of Israel's sense of self, of its own culture, of its awareness regarding its historic destiny, to which God was committed (2 Sm 7:7 ff.).

Obviously, these successes led the people astray, since they made Israel believe that its monarchy was approved by God Himself, whereas these were merely human successes which would sooner or later lead the people to weep tears of blood. This time of great human successes was ripe for prophecies that tried to demonstrate God's conformity with these projects.

3.4.5. The theology of the crown
All of the foregoing gave its value to the so-called royal ideology or Davidic theology. This was no more than a theological justification of the king and his court (the state) among the people of Israel, as if it were something desired by God. We may say that this theology of justifying kingship was common to the whole Middle East, but it was David and his dynasty that ensconced it in Israel. It remained perpetuated in some of the Psalms (Pss 2, 89, 110).

3.4.6. Socio-political consequences
The King was called the son of God. And although this did not mean deifying the king, it loaded him with attributes that rendered him untouchable. Rebelling against the king meant rebelling against God Himself. The king was untouchable, no matter what crimes he committed. The real worth of this theology was ambiguous. It could be used to legitimize the oppression of the poor, to deny the right to criticize, to manifest discontent, to protest. This theology of the crown is present in the Bible, since its pages gather up the whole story of humanity's divine and human development, including sin. The important thing is to have a hermeneutic key that leads us to detect and denounce all sin.

3.4.7. The monarchy made itself necessary
The main point of this royal theology was that it centered God's Covenant in the king and not in the people, by invoking the existence of an everlasting alliance between Yahweh and David (2 Sm 7:14; Pss 89:29-37), as opposed to the ancient traditions, which established an alliance between God and the people (Ex 19-20). Some consequences of this royal theology were: kings were declared to be sons of God by a kind of adoption (Ps 2:7); power over the nations was given to the king as an inheritance from God (Ps 2:8); Jerusalem became God's "resting place" (Ps 132:8,13-14); finally, the king was declared to be the benefactor and defender of the poor (Ps 72:4,12-13; Ps 45). This is rather an ideal program, copied among other things from declarations of pagan nations regarding their own kings, who were also hailed as defenders of the poor. We all know from history the sort of defense these kings made of the impoverished class.

3.4.8. Religion that could not respect the monarchy
One way of defining religion is to think of it as the institutionalization of a group's gradually accumulated experiences of God. These experiences are almost always the fruit of very long processes in time and of very deep transformations in the soul. Human beings understand that if their experiences are not brought out or not communicated or not institutionalized, they run the risk of dying out. When the people went through their exodus from the land of slavery to the land of freedom and autonomy, they experienced a God who defines Himself as God of the slaves, of the oppressed, of the unclassed. It was necessary to institutionalize this experience, in order not to lose it. And for them, institutionalizing it meant creating a model of society in which everything turned about equality: popular judges, popular shrines, popular defense-systems: in a word, feeling that they were all children of the same Father, in a society of equality, solidarity and fraternity. This beautiful experience was not respected by the monarchy, which little by little went about changing and destroying it.

3.4.9. From the God of the Tribes to the God of the Monarchy
In contrast, the step to the monarchy meant experiencing a God who made covenant with a person and with his family; a God who authorized inequality and the appearance of social classes; a God who calls one powerful man His son, giving him privileges that set him above all the rest. Wasn't this a substantial change in the way of perceiving God? And the gravest aspect of it was that the whole new system was institutionalized in  dangerously attractive forms: Jerusalem, the Temple, Coronation Feasts and Anniversaries, granting the monarch priestly powers, grandiose liturgies, purification rites, the temple treasury and temple guards, the High Priesthood, etc. Wasn't all of this another sort of religion, another way of perceiving and expressing God that was quite different from all that had gone on before?  Let us remember that in this case a change of religion did not mean changing God, but only changing the way in which the same God was perceived and expressed. Let us remember too, that the building of the Temple had to go through a long and painful process. It was not easy to uproot from the soul of a people, in a short time, its former experience of God. And perhaps it could never be uprooted from the heart of good Israelites.

3.4.10. The danger of "christening" the theology of the crown
* What the O.T. never learned or managed to do.  The experience of the OT is painful: the fact of "legalizing or canonizing" the theology of the crown led the people to abandon that Utopia that is still the only valid way to engender justice and peace: so that human beings may come to regard one another as brothers and sisters, with all that this means socially, with equal rights for all. For ten centuries Israel kept waiting for a miracle that could never happen: that a bad tree would bear good fruits (Mt 7:18), that social inequality would produce equality, that the powerful would become a "brother" and that a wolf would become a lamb (Ezk 22:27; Mt 7:15).

* The proposal of Jesus of Nazareth.  When Jesus appeared, the NT indeed presented him as the "king foretold" (Lk 1:32-33). This was necessary in order that the people of Israel, who depended on the announcements made by the prophets, should see their fulfillment in Jesus. That is to say, this title, as applied to Jesus, did not have a political, but rather a theological meaning. The OT waited in vain for a monarch who of his own right would change or annul the system from within, thoroughly converting and reforming it. The theology of the NT was concerned to claim for Jesus this right to be king, in order to legitimize his definitive rejection of any earthly monarchical power (Jn 18:33-37), and of any highhanded behavior of superiority over or oppression of human being over human being (Lk 22:24-27).

* A necessary examination of conscience.  All of this requires us to face up to any of our theological, liturgical and ecclesial tendencies and expressions that seek to find a justification in Jesus for any forms of monarchical behavior in the Church. The OT texts that speak of a future ideal monarch have no political fulfillment in Jesus, because Jesus never exercised any power of this sort. Indeed, Jesus renounced it, and even  rejected it as a temptation (Lk 4:5-7). "Messianic prophecies of this sort never had any value for Jesus, since he did not fulfill what was announced in them, namely, to replace David as monarch. To justify the theology of the crown would be to destroy Jesus of Nazareth, the God-man crucified. He, by his death on the cross, annulled all hope of seeing him on the throne --under whatever idea of kingship one might have-- arousing feelings of domination, arrogance or oppression in those who have placed their faith in him.


CLARETIAN KEY

THE PROPHETIC WORD CANNOT BE NEUTRAL
"The consecrated life is a prophetic sign when it makes present and visible the primacy of God's love, and witnesses to it in accord with the particular charism of each Institute, lived with the compassionate heart and merciful spirit of their founders, for the service of the poor and the abandoned, of victims of violence and injustice, of the new poor who sadden the panorama of society, and with a sensibility for human rights and for just causes of human advancement" (Working Document of the Synod on Consecrated Life, n. 64).

"During these years, we Claretians have been haunted by the panorama of impoverished and oppressed human masses who live in inhuman conditions. This situation impels us to reiterate with still greater force our congregational option for the poor (cf. CC 39, 46)... In these situations the prophetic Word cannot be neutral, but inevitably takes on a political dimension; and it can never --if it is truly authentic-- be at the service of the idol of power" (Servants of the Word, 20).


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. In history and for life. "With the Word of God we illumine the historical reality of our people, and we defend the victims of such great injustice, saying what it is that God wants and what it is that God does not want." This is how the Archbishop of San Salvador defined his preaching regarding the powers of "repression of a people who have another project." Fifteen days later, Archbishop Romero was killed. Samuel, Nathan and Ahijah taught --although with their own ambiguities-- the same lesson. The prophets are "critics of their history." All systems or institutions of power should be judged by their fruits of justice and fraternity, or of injustice, suffering and death. Words and gestures that not rooted in history (on behalf of the life so loved by the Father of Jesus) are not a "Word of God." Is this biblical and human "common sense" widespread in religious orders and in Churches today? Or  is there an overabundance of fundamentalism and doctrinal officiousness?

2. Toward a worldwide change? -- prophets in the midst of ambiguity. While deep and universal changes are rapidly taking place, the changes most urgently need for both human coexistence and survival, and even for that of our planet, seem to be impossible... If we are told of Samuel, Nathan and Ahijah that "not even a prophet is free of ambiguity," let us imagine the ambiguities that beset our present crises: military forces have not disappeared (indeed, their "traffic" has increased and there is no end of conflicts), economic and technological powers are growing by leaps and bounds (the superpowers and neoliberals are spreading a global model of competitive and consumerist society, which is normally exclusive and excluding), economic policies that exhaust the weak are frequently imposed, worldwide ecological disasters are on the increase... Even our analyses and judgments are increasingly fraught with ambiguities. Should we bless or curse the superpowers, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the latest dictatorships? Or should we just keep silent (a form of complicity that smacks of a blessing)?

3. "Where are the prophets?" This question from a current denunciatory song is pertinent. Where are the prophets in society today? And where are the prophets in the Church? Has Moses' desire, "Would that all the Lord's people were prophets!" (Nm 11:29), been fulfilled in the Church since Pentecost? The much "talked-about" promotion of the laity in the Church, and their "playing a leading role" in the "new evangelization," will either be accomplished from the standpoint of Christ's prophetism or they will not be accomplished at all. This challenges us as missionary-prophets with an option to raise up lay evangelizers.

The prophetic People of God should not have to be embroiled in the old ambiguities overcome by the newness of Jesus. The Church has to learn to look beyond appearances and clearly proclaim the life of the Kingdom, pointing out the "structural evil" of society and confessing the evil that exists in its own institutions, powers and customs (of baptized sinners). It is for this that it has received the Spirit and the Word. What temptations are holding back this prophetic vocation in our Church?

4. Hymns to hope: miracles in times of crisis. If --given our human condition-- there is not prophet without ambiguities, neither is there a prophet without flashes of awareness and hymns of hope, by the grace of God who includes the outcast and raise up the crucified. We see this in the boy Samuel, in simple people, in Mary's song of praise... These hymns circulate through the Bible and in "prophetic" country places and in the streets of our  cities. "In times of great crisis" nobody makes hymns of prophetic hope without good flashes of awareness that are the fruit of compassion, lucidity, simplicity and grace, of an enormous and unbreakable faith.


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. What great insights or strong messages or challenges of grace (for discernment, prayer, sharing in community and growing "vocationally") have I found in the prophets Samuel, Nathan and Ahijah?

2. In the historic changes and in the model of society we happen to live in, can we classify ourselves as prophets, as victims, as onlookers, as...? What experience have I had of the risks of blessing or condemning power? Regarding the powers that be, what is the Word of God asking of us?

3. Ambiguity also affects my own judgments and behavior. What can cloud or distort my vision of current reality? In my judgments, options and ministries, is the newness of Jesus a strong light?

4. Has there been or is there sufficient "historical realism" in my formation, and in my present life and ministry? This would include my spirituality, community life, theology and other services of the Word.

5. Are we forming laypersons with sufficient awareness of their prophetic mission in society and in the Church?

6. As for "hymns of hope" in times of crisis and failure, can it be that we have some at hand or some that we could search for? Perhaps some of our brethren have lived and created some; we ourselves may be creating and living them. Re-reading them, sharing them, praying them... may rekindle our hope.


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: 1 Sm 8:1-22.

3. Dialogue on Theme I in its different keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession base on what we have shared in community.

5. Closing song.
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