THEME 9:
THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT OF LIFE
TEXT:

Ezk 1-24; 33-37; 47 

(for the community meeting: Ezk 47:1-12)


BIBLICAL KEY
0. SITUATING THE THEME

0.1. Ezekiel, a singular prophet

0.1.1. Ezekiel: a hard-to-place prophet
Ezekiel is not an easy prophet, as far as biblical hermeneutics is concerned. Regarding his person and his writings, there are many contradictions, and each position on them has its grain of truth.

- As for his time, there are those who say that Ezekiel is an 8th c. prophet, adapted to the 6th c. by a later redactor; others hold that he is a 5th c. personage, or even a pseudepigraphal writer of the 2nd c.; and some deny the existence of Ezekiel, reducing his prophecy to a 7th c. text, renovated later on, in the 3rd c.

- As for the place of composition, while some say that Ezekiel exercised his ministry in the exile in Babylon, others place him in Jerusalem; others think he was active in both places, while still others say that he was active in three places (Babylon-Jerusalem-Babylon).

- As for his personality, he is read from the most diverse points of view: for some he is an ecstatic, for others he is a seer or a mystic; for still others he is a neurotic, or a psychotic, or a schizophrenic.

- As for the phenomena of his life, authors speak of him in keeping with their own special interests: trances, visions, levitation, muteness, catatonic states, the gift of bilocation, of clairvoyance, etc.

- Finally, some read Ezekiel in a psychoanalytic key, others in a parapsychological key, or historical, or symbolic, etc.

0.1.2. Ezekiel: a light for current spiritualistic tendencies
For the present moment in our modern history, which is so full of orientalizing and charismatic spiritualities, and so fond of psychic and parapsychological phenomena, we need to refresh our memory on what defines Ezekiel as a prophet. In view of this spate of opinions and tendencies, let us recall one key point: a prophet in Israel may make use of the phenomena and techniques common to prophetism in the Ancient Middle East, but it is not these phenomena in themselves, however spectacular they might be, that define a biblical prophet.

0.1.3. Some principles for understanding Ezekiel
As we look at the writings collected under the name of Ezekiel, it is worth our effort to set together a series of principles that can orient our reading of them. This will save us from wasting time and humor on readings that are spiritually fruitless. Let us focus on those principles of literary criticism that underlie the work of Ezekiel:

a) Though there are several personal allusions in the text, we do not have a "biography" of the Prophet Ezekiel. We should set aside any pretense of reconstructing his life. This does not mean that we set aside the historical happening of the prophet. The data given us can serve as necessary points of reference. But we have to go beyond the concrete 'biographical' data in order to grasp the interpretation that the prophet wants to make of the life of his people, which is what he is really concerned with. That is to say: these biographical data serve to reconstruct the theological figure of the prophet, not in order to take them quite literally, as if they represented a chronicle of the exiles. In the writings of Ezekiel, we encounter a fantastic imagination that leads him to expand, modify and highlight to the utmost the facts that affect him, in order to draw the best reading from them. Let us also bear in mind that there are certain inner experiences that can only be communicated through accounts from which one cannot hope to work out a chronicle. Let us simply be convinced that the person and life of the prophet are secondary in relation to his mission. The prophet's life should be read in the light of his mission.

b) Let us not forget the symbolic charge that most of Ezekiel's visionary accounts contain. Here, we encounter truly symbolic expressions. Faced with expressions of this sort, the best we can do is to acknowledge the main insight that the prophet wants to give us in his account, rather than focusing on what he actually tells us. He goes about his work by heaping images upon images, opening up vistas, imagining things, seeking to help his reader experience what he perceived in what happened to him. Thus he sometimes cannot even manage to tell us what he saw. He often repeats, simply: "I saw, as it were...what looked like..." (cf. Ezk 1:24-28). The events are not so important in themselves as for the weight and charge of the contents that the author has chosen to load them with.

c) We can say that the prophetic opus of Ezekiel was not written by the prophet himself. Investigations keep confirming that prophetic 'schools' were in charge of putting into writing the message they inherited from their master, giving it their own interpretation, adding,  removing, updating. And when a whole group begins poring over an inheritance like this, they put a great deal of heart, art and study into gathering dates, places, personages and anecdotes to help them relate to their master and his message.

d) What we say regarding other books of the Bible is also true regarding Ezekiel and all the prophets. What we have before us is a religious interpretation of a period in history. It is precisely because of this that our prophet can be ambiguous. When we set ourselves down before the history of Israel, we find ourselves looking at a series of contradictions with which the authors had to live and dialogue, and in which they came to grip with themselves, often by opposing the ideals that had been set before them. This does not justify what they did, but it does help to explain it.

e) Let us remember that Ezekiel and the rest of the prophets beginning with Amos and his school, wrote their message in the form of oracles, the quintessential "prophetic form." The oracle is a judgment passed on someone. The prophet Ezekiel, like the other prophets, passes judgment on the State, the monarchy and the Davidic dynasty (Ezk 17:16; 12:11-12; 19:5-9); on the institutions that represent the State of Israel: Jerusalem (21:24-27); 4:1-3,16-17; 5:12) and on the Temple (24:21-23). But he also passes judgment on the nations implicated in the sin and ruin of Israel. Almost the entire book of Ezekiel is composed in terms of an oracle or judgment, the elements of which are: 1. The Judge (God-Yahweh); 2. The accused (The State: Israel, Jerusalem, the Temple); 3. The crime or charge (what the prophet deems a sin); 4. The punishment, seen as a corrective of the surviving Israel. It is not hard to find this form of oracle or judgment in each of the parts of the overall work of Ezekiel, which is generally divided as follows:

* 1-3: the call of the prophet (vision-vocation-mission: executors of judgment)

* 4-24: judgment against Jerusalem-Judah

* 25-32: judgment against oppressor nations

* 33-37: final balance: judgment absolving Israel; judgment condemning its oppressors

* 40-48: consequence of the absolving judgment: possibility of a new project.

All of the foregoing signifies that the content of Ezekiel, like that of the other prophets, is adapted to this form of judgment. This fact undermines all attempts at a literal interpretation of the prophetic writings of Ezekiel.

f) If we set out from these principles, it is impossible for us to take the dates, places and  personages mentioned as keys for reading Ezekiel. The account is a vehicle of a truth, hence its value is relative. We must search for this truth, going beyond the externals of the account. This does not mean that we by any means want to say that there are no definite data in the writing, but that in general we must give them a meaning that surpasses a literal interpretation.

g) When the Book of Ezekiel was at last written and handed on to the community's control, neither Ezekiel nor his contemporaries were still alive, nor was the Jerusalem monarchy still functioning. The book was written for a new generation. This fact, besides being a literary contrivance, was also a theological contrivance. Because the book addresses some messages to a group of hearers who no longer exist, so that the readers who do exist may understand them and be converted, and thus not have to suffer the fate of the persons mentioned in the account.

h) Finally, we should note that the Book of Ezekiel was written long after the events. This means that the prophetic authors are concerned not so much with the events themselves, as in their meaning for the new generation.

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL

1.1. Original Experience of Ezekiel

1.1.1. A Faithful Member of the Cultic Class
Before he was exiled, Ezekiel was a priest of the Jerusalem Temple. And, as a servant of the worship of Yahweh, he would always be convinced of the value of this ministry. His own life, lived in fidelity, as he himself proclaims (4:14), would confirm him in this conviction. This is why Ezekiel, in his vision of a future society, would not set aside the cultural elements of a past which marked him forever. The roots of the Temple culture in which he had been raised would always leave their stamp on his symbolic mental scheme. Ezekiel returns to those roots, feigning to return to his unforgettable Jerusalem and its Temple (40:1 ff.).

1.1.2. A Change of Social Class
Ezekiel was the first prophet of the exile. He prophesied in Babylon, to which he had been deported in 597 BC. He received his prophetic vocation in 592 BC in Tel-Abib, near the canal of Chebar, in the fifth year of captivity of King Jehoiachin (1:1-2). When he was deported to Babylon, Jerusalem was still standing. However bad things might be, in the mind of a priest it was unthinkable that Jerusalem might be destroyed. With this conviction, Ezekiel was carried off into exile. The  system of the victors was to uproot from their own land any of the vanquished who might serve as representatives of their society. In this way, common folk of the vanquished, who remained on the land, were deprived of their chiefs, leaders and trained personnel (2 Kgs 24:14-16). Thus any popular movement could gain no momentum, since the people were kept disorganized and demoralized, always at the mercy of the victors, who kept pouring into the land, to take advantage of people as their new masters.

1.1.3. The Challenge of this Change in Social Class
Ezekiel had not been a prophet during his exercise of temple priesthood in Jerusalem. He began to be one now, precisely during the exile. Quite possibly, he was one of those priests who, even though they belonged to an oppressive structure, were convinced of the rightness of their cause and strove to remain faithful to the Word of God (3:3). Sooner or later, this attitude would bear fruit (3:7). In exile, there was no temple in which to exercise his priestly ministry. This void of worship filled Ezekiel with a kind of pastoral ministry in exile in his own house (8:1; 14:1; 20:1). We can say that this experience of being an exile changed Ezekiel. Now, in Babylon, he became a prophet who was both a shepherd and a strong critic. He now distanced himself from the power structure and became concerned for the lot of his people.

1.1.4. The Contradictions of a Twofold Experience
Ezekiel must be understood from this twofold experience of his life: temple priest and exiled prophet. This helps us understand the presence, in one and the same man, of such contradictory features as: the ritual details of a priest and the social vision of a prophet, the bizarre and sometimes pedantic presentation of his visions and their deep social content, the elegant poetry of a cultivated man and the pompous prose of an improviser, the nearness of a temple-dweller and the farness of an exile in Babylon. One should not try to sell Ezekiel short by reducing him to one or the other. One must understand both what pertains to his experience as a priest and his distinctive experience as an exile. Neither of these realities is secondary. Hence he could quite well be both a Temple Moralist with a prophetic vision and an Exiled Prophet who adopts justice as a norm.

1.2. The Harsh Reality of Being Exiled

"Our bones are dried up, our hope is gone; we are doomed" Even in his literary form, Ezekiel gathers together the complaints and cries of the community: "Our bones are dried up" (37:11), which express the harsh reality of those who, having  once been lords and masters of the land, are now suffering the harsh lot of being slaves. A social class once heaped with privileges, has now been reduced to the lowest class. Exile had transformed them into a social class of servants who had to take refuge in farm labor or in the sort of work that all city-dwelling refugees do when they live on the periphery of the big city. Indeed, passing from lords to laborers was a very harsh reality. The word 'exile' in itself summed up the shock felt by those who had been plucked from their land and forcefully expelled from it. Those who once held their proper place in the scheme of life and work were now rootless people who do not know how they will make ends meet or where they will end up working.

1.3. Manifold Outlooks among the Exiles
1.3.1. The Danger of Harboring False Dreams
Ezekiel's point of departure regarding the exile was that it had to be taken seriously; that Yahweh was not going to patch things up very soon; that it was a false hope to believe that God had blindly allied Himself with the House of David, regardless of the injustice that that house had committed; that God could not be thought of as an accomplice of its oppression; that it was the injustice of the whole people that had blocked the fulfillment of the promises. The danger of harboring these false dreams was to believe that they were children of God by right but without responsibility. It was hard for them then --just as it is for us today-- to digest the notion that there is a relationship between grace and responsibility, between God's election and the elect's sense of privilege, between the freedom of God and the obligatoriness of His promises, between God's fidelity and human injustice, between promise and fulfillment. In the prophet's awareness, the only thing that was certain, was that God would never wed himself to the injustice of a group, just because it relied on a word of protection and survival. Depending on the different positions people took on this point, so would their reactions to the calamity that had befallen them differ. There was a group that was convinced that it was all a passing misfortune and that things would return to their normal course, with no need for conversion. A true prophet could not temporize with this position. Hence, Ezekiel confronted those who though in this way (12:21-28).

1.3.2. The Problem of God's Fidelity
Ezekiel's position was clear: the people had to take seriously the chastisement that had befallen them. The collapse of the people was not just a matter of God's fidelity, but also a matter of the responsibility of all regarding injustice. Facing up to the fatuous trust of  many who believed that they were part of an indestructible institution, Ezekiel reexamines their history and goes so far as to correct the earlier promises made in favor of the monarchy. He reformulates the messianic prophecies, for the simple reason that what they announced has not been fulfilled (34:23-24). Had Yahweh been mistaken in this? Had the earlier prophet who announced it been mistaken? Were they true promises or the muddied hopes of human hearts?

1.3.4. Utopia and Responsibility
When people vainly believe in God's making promises that do not demand conversion, their position in the face of disaster is one of surrender, of passivity, of defeatism. For people like this, it is all God's fault for not doing anything for His people, for not listening to the prayers of the oppressed. Ezekiel had to deal with people like this. In contrast, when people accept their responsibility and that of their institutions in their historic failures, their concern is to correct themselves, change their ways and destroy what led to injustice in the past, a rebuild themselves and things, based on a totally new future. These were the aims of Ezekiel, and they were bitterly rejected by many of his oppressed companions (3:4-11,27).

1.3.5. The mere fact of being oppressed does not generate liberation.
This shows us that two distinct generations were involved here: distinct not only in time, but also in the spiritual outlook they held toward the future. This reveals the great social truth that not all of the oppressed, simply because they are oppressed, are really looking for liberation. Oppression can be an objective cause that disposes one for liberation. But there is always a need for a subjective cause (a Utopia absorbed as a cause) to set in motion the liberating forces that exist deep down in each human being. Ezekiel needed the word, needed to break his silence, in order to awaken this subjective cause (24:27; 29:21).

1.4. A Monarchical Unconscious that Could Not Die

Ezekiel did not use the term "monarchy," and although sought to do away with a determined model of kingship, he could not shake off the Davidic dynasty, which clung to his soul like ivy. The memory of the Jerusalem Temple marked him for life. His conversion in exile did not destroy his conviction that the monarchy could still bear the fruits of blessing for the people, so long as it was ruled by a worthy shepherd, after the model of David, the "one shepherd... the Lord's servant David" (34:23-24; 37:24-25). Ezekiel could never bring  himself to conclude that there are models of society that are structurally evil, independently of who is running them. This prevented him from thinking of a new, non-monarchical  model of society. He criticized and denounced the monarchy and disclosed its sins, but the weight of history was too heavily on its side. In his dreams and fantasies for the future, the king always appeared, albeit in the guise of a shepherd serving his people (45:9), which was more of an unreal utopia rather than an objective one. This was the impossible goal that the prophets sought to demand of the monarchy, unaware that a structure of this sort could not fulfill their demands.

2. LITERARY LEVEL

2.1. Language and Consciousness: Ezekiel and his twofold history

2.1.1. Language is linked with a symbolic mindset
Language is always the fruit of a cultural process in which a group's history is present, whether it has been a history of oppression or of liberation. But if language reflects history, it is because this history of liberation or oppression has left its mark on the symbolic mindset of groups or persons. And this mindset, in turn, generates and governs our language. The use of language is, then, an expression of our own history, as the fruit of this process: history marks culture, culture touches the symbolic mindset, and this symbolic mindset affects language. The history that persons have lived through keeps leaving its mark on the way they use their own language. People cannot simply abstract from their own history. Throughout their life, this will keep leaving its mark on all their human expressions.

2.1.2.  Difficulties with Ezekiel's language
Regarding Ezekiel's language, readers always meet this difficulty: they believe that the realities that Ezekiel denounces and condemns at a determined critical moment are going to disappear from the prophet's mind as an option for the future. But this is not the case. Later, or in some other passage, they reappear in modified form as part of his project for reconstruction. It seems that the prophet is unable to do without them, or to rethink history without them.

2.1.3. Language reveals one's own history and consciousness
Ezekiel had the clarity of a prophet: he saw the evil of structures, denounced them, laid blame for them, wanted things to be different, dreamed and projected the future... But in his soul, because of the way history  works on culture, and culture effects the consciousness of a people, and this consciousness in turn impacts the symbolic patterns of persons, we may say that in part, Ezekiel was anchored in the past. He wanted to be a destroyer of an unjust past and a builder of what he hoped would be an entirely new future. But in the end, his plan for this new future fell short. His unconscious was chained to the values of his first experience.

2.2. The language of a priest and that of a deportee

2.2.1. A priest of the "P" tradition
As regards Ezekiel's language, we must not forget his twofold life-experience: that of Jerusalem, as a priest, and that of Babylon, as a deportee. In the former, Ezekiel belonged to the priestly class of cultic ministry in the Jerusalem Temple. This experience left an ineradicable stamp on his symbolic mindset, all of which remained alive in his soul (8:11; 40-48). The words Jerusalem and Temple, altar and sacrifice, clean and unclean, holy and profane, the glory of God, etc., reflect this experience. In this sense, Ezekiel belonged to the priestly tradition known as "P" (cf. Intro. to the Pentateuch).

2.2.2. A deportee of the "D" tradition
Nevertheless, Ezekiel is not merely an exponent of the "P" tradition. He is distanced from it by his innumerable criticisms of traditional institutions and his daring social teachings, proper of the "D" tradition. Hence we say that Ezekiel was "trapped" by the priestly tradition, which did not allow him to move freely within the framework of his new life as a "converted" deportee. This new reality of being an exile and a "déclassé" liberated Ezekiel. This can be seen in his freedom of speech regarding all the structure and institutions which he held responsible for the recent downfall of his people. Perhaps we might further clarify the extent to which the "liberated" Ezekiel of the exile assimilated the "D" mentality, or just what is entailed in the "conversion" of anyone. But what cannot be denied is that captivity surely liberated Ezekiel spiritually.

2.3. A synthesis of two mental outlooks

There is a practical way for understanding this dimension of interior struggle in Ezekiel's thought: to take a close look at his vocabulary and grasp, albeit in only a few key concepts, how his words are forms for expressing what may have happened in the soul of the prophet. This, in itself, will make us more cautious regarding Ezekiel's thought, which is never as sharp and definite as his strong character as a prophet. Let us look at a few examples:

2.3.1. Regarding God:
- Is he dealing with the God of the law or with the God of life?   Regarding God, Ezekiel upholds His transcendence, understood as surpassing any tendency to mix or confuse God with nature, and also His holiness, understood as being separate from all legal uncleanness or contamination (22:26, 33:25) through which all others might be destroyed (7:4). If this were as far as Ezekiel went, we might be thinking merely of a God who is defined in terms of the laws of ritual purity. However, in Ezekiel Yahweh is also the God of life, who is seen in a quite different light. As regards human beings who await death by reason of their crimes, this God's response is: "As I live..., I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they be converted and live... Why should you die, O house of Israel?" (33:11)... "For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies" (18:32; cf. 18:23,30b-31).

- Is he dealing with a God of punishment or with a God of pardon?  Sometimes is might seem that the predominant image of God is that of one who is offended and does not pardon (5:11, 7:4,9, 8:18, 9:5,10, 24:14). Nevertheless, this is in reality a God who will make a new pact with His people. Yahweh will again be "their God" and they will return to being "His people" (16:62-63, 36:28, 37:23,27).

- Is he dealing with a God who is distant or with a God who is near?  For Ezekiel, God is both: A God who is as near as a neighbor: "This is where I will set the soles of my feet; here I will dwell among the Israelites forever" (43:7), yet a God who will do so through elements of the greatest purity (1:13,24,26).

2.3.2. Regarding  justice:
-Legal justice or social justice?  Both sometimes appear on the same level, as if there were little or no difference between them: Is it as unjust to lie with a menstruous woman as it is to oppress a neighbor? Is it as unjust to close one's heart to the hungry or naked as it is to exact usury or to judge unfairly? (18:5 ff.). Is it as unjust to disrespect sacred things as it to mistreat a foreigner or oppress orphans and widows? Is it as unjust to slander another as it is to shed blood? (18:10 ff.).

- High-flown justice or down-to-earth justice?  Sometimes Ezekiel gives the impression that he is speaking of a series of ordinances and rules that have to be complied with (5:5-8). However, Ezekiel speaks of a concrete oppression (he uses the root ynh  "exploit"), related to the monarchy's taking over people's property (45:8, 46:18), to the exploitation of the weak (18:7,12,13; 22:7,29) and to institutionalized injustice (7:23, 8:17, 12:19).

- Tightrope-walking justice?  This sort of justice sees that the oppressed are in the right but does not grant them their right, for fear of offending their oppressors. Indeed, Ezekiel holds both the powerful and the people responsible for the part that each played in the catastrophe. But when dealing with the theme of oppression, he can be quite clear: he doesn't seek to strike a balance between rich and poor, for in a just society, the rich should disappear (34:16).

- Who is responsible, then: the people or those in power?  He speaks of holding a trial to seek an account of "abominations" (7:3, 20:4). And although there are times when all --priests, leaders, prophets and people-- are guilty (22:25-29), the guiltiest of all are the kings, who defrauded the people of land and goods (45:8 f.) and were joined in this by the wealthy (34:1-10).

-What is the sin of the powerful nations?  It is the arrogance prevailing in certain nations that puts the world balance in danger (29:3,9; 30:6; 31:10 f.; 32:11). So is their wealth (27:3-36; 28:1-4). Wealth is not innocent. For example, the wealth of Tyre is criminal, since becoming rich at the cost of others' labor is a crime.

-How will nations that dominate others be saved?  Only if they give up dominating and setting themselves over others. Ezekiel takes a clear position on international politics: it is a crime for one nation to rise up above other nations and impose itself on them. But it is likewise a crime to follow the great nations in their greedy plans and to place one's trust in them (29:13-16).

2.3.3. Regarding Israel:
- Is it a profane people or an unjust people?  Sometimes is seems that Israel's great sin was a lack of legal observance (20:20) or of idolatry (8:16). At other times Ezekiel makes it quite clear that it was injustice, understood as violence (8:17).

- Was Ezekiel the man responsible for Judaism?  For many, Ezekiel laid the bases for future Judaism or the theologizing of legalism. His concept of the covenant with and choice of Israel above all peoples (16:55) was dangerous, because it would be misunderstood, since it was based on the assurance that Yahweh would live with it for ever. However, even Israel is called to judgment, to render an account of its acts (7:3); 20:4). Here,  election is a demand, a free responsibility. Besides, pardon is offered gratuitously, without legal strings attached (18:31).

- Was the future only for the exiles?  Those deported to Babylon --in Ezekiel's time and later-- had this problem: they saw the future of Israel only from the viewpoint of the deportees, without being very interested in the viewpoint of the peasants who stayed in Palestine and suffered the humiliation and destruction of Israel's defeat just as much as they did.  Although the countryside is promised a blessing (36:8,24,29), it is always on behalf of the deportees: "You shall grow branches and bear fruit for my people Israel [i.e., the deportees], for they shall soon return" (36:8). As for those who remained --the peasants who tended the land-- they are not asked whether or not they wanted the restoration of the monarchy or the temple or the centralization of everything in Jerusalem. The project for restoration would be led by those who had been led away, and they would impose it according to their own interests or mentality.

- The tendency to join God's grace with the power structure.  The same old values would be reestablished: Jerusalem, Temple, Davidic rule, cities, promised land... And the reconstruction of all this would be done by the grace of God (37:24-28), since they by themselves could not save themselves from the crushing burden of the exile. But was it within God's grace to save all of this structure, which had been historically demonstrated to be oppressive?

- A people united -- but in whose service?  The unity prior to the division of the tribes had to be recovered (37:15-23) -- but was this to be done in order that there should be "one prince for them all" (37:22) or in order that "I will put my sanctuary among them forever" (37:26).

- A redistribution of land -- but to whose benefit?  The redistribution of the areas of the Temple and of Jerusalem should also take the priests and levites into consideration, so that they might have "a place for their homes and pasture land for their cattle... and that they may have cities to live in" (45:4-5;  See L. Alonso Schökel). Lands are also assigned to the prince or king, in the candid hope "that the princes of Israel will no longer oppress my people" (45:8). An agrarian reform was being made that would give rise to a new map of Israel, setting up 14 land areas: 12 for the tribes, 1 for the priests and levites and 1 for the king. And even the tribes would be relocated, in order to provide lands for the king and those who served in the Temple, so that they could be near it (47:13 - 48:29).

- Would the king respect Yahweh's position as true King?  It is certain that Ezekiel proclaimed that the Lord is the True King (20:33). But he also indicates that Yahweh would give the people a king, who would be a new David (34:22; 37:24). But what would become of Yahweh at the moment of truth?

2.4. The Literary Genre of "Visions"

* The visions of Ezekiel: something more than an illness?  The study of Ezekiel's "visions" has given rise to many polemics. There are those who hold that Ezekiel was tormented by obsessive visions accompanied by bodily symptoms that bear all the appearances of some form of mental illness. We do not propose to vindicate Ezekiel's personality. We only want to remark on certain elements that must be borne in mind regarding this type of prophecy, in order to come to an understanding of the use of that strange, exuberant and fantastic imaginative world reflected in these visions. There are many possible sources for the "visions of Ezekiel." Hence, let us take into account:

- The apocalyptic background of this prophecy. All apocalypses are loaded with images that at once conceal and reveal some form of torment that their authors want to denounce, foresee or spell out. The apocalyptic genre has its own very distinctive ways of using language, figures and licenses.

- On a personal level, we can characterize Ezekiel as a poet educated for Temple service, but at the same time a poet whose imagination has been enriched by the sorrow of exile, set afire with a will never to give up and turned toward the future with proposals and images aimed at raising the spirits of his fellow exiles. All of his images are few enough to express the immensely rich fund that had kept accumulating in his prophetic personality.

- Moreover, standing behind Ezekiel is the community prophecy that his group discovered and practiced in Babylon, where it felt such a great need for the fellowship of kindred spirits in order to survive.

- And finally, let us remember that behind Ezekiel there is not just one person, but a whole prophetic school that reworked the original visions of the master, enriched them, corrected and enlarged on them at will, because they believed --and rightly-- that all of this formed part of his thought.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. The Vocation of Ezekiel

3.1.1. The land of the exiles was a land of oppression
In 593 BC, Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, decided to punish Jehoiachin, King of Judah, whom he regarded as his vassal. He accused him of rebellion, and applied the law of the vanquished to the inhabitants of Jerusalem: the present king must be exiled and put down; the new king must be a trusted ally of the victor; the chief citizens of Israel, its spiritual and popular leaders, its artisans, must go off into exile in Babylon. The lot of these deportees was by no means easy: they had to live by hard work or under inferior conditions, either as field workers or in the outskirts of big cities. They were, as in the days of their ancestors' slavery, far from the promised land, from the holy city, from God's dwelling (the temple) and from worship services. That is to say, the exiles were left without a religious, cultural, social and political foothold (2 Kgs 24:1-20). Their monarch was wasting away in jail, they had no official worship, they were without a prophet to tell them God's will, they felt as if God were absent. The fundamental questions arose: Does an exile have a right to be considered part of the chosen people? Will his new masters allow him to return to his land?

3.1.2. Even in the land of oppression God makes His presence known
Yet everything suddenly changed: God let his strong presence be felt (1:1 ff.), He called Ezekiel to be a prophet (2:1 ff.) and entrusted him with a mission (3:1 ff.). The spiritual experience of Ezekiel, when he was in the land of Israel, was that of a temple priest who had it fixed in his mind and heart that the presence of God was to be had with full intensity only in the land He had chosen. Israel, Jerusalem and its Temple were the sites where God must be sought. These were the places chosen by Him in order to reveal Himself to humanity. Ezekiel is quite surprised to learn that Yahweh is now calling him in this land of oppression. The point of departure of his call is the conviction that God has now transferred His dwelling and His glory, and has placed Himself among the exiled, unclassed and oppressed Israelites in Babylon. The spiritual revolution in Ezekiel's soul began to show: his vocation as a prophet began with the rediscovery of the fact that his God continued to be the God of the exodus: Yahweh is still standing on the side of the oppressed. Hence, He had transferred his glory to Babylon: "I got up and went out into the plain, and I saw that the glory of the Lord was in the place, like the glory I had seen by the river Chebar" (3:23).

3.1.3. The new awareness born among the oppressed was the  work of the Spirit
It was the Spirit who made the oppressed and unclassed to stand, and who joined in solidarity with them (3:24). What Ezekiel could not have understood as a member of the privileged class in Jerusalem, he now understood as a member of the community exiled in Babylon, through the work of the Spirit: God is on the side of the poor. God was accompanying the oppressed, following the same way as the exiles, who had to go up to the north and then go down to the place of their chastisement: "As I looked, a storm wind came from the North" (1:4).

3.2. Consequences of Ezekiel's call

3.2.1. Siding with the oppressed means abandoning the cause of the oppressor
Throughout his book, with great literary skill, Ezekiel proposes to abandon the cause of the oppressor. He does so as follows: as an exile, in vision he travels to Jerusalem, where he sees the oppression of the people, pinpoints the harm caused by structures (monarchy, Jerusalem, Temple). He brings back all that can be brought back to Babylon. Here, it must all be purified, so that it can be brought back clean to its place of origin when the exiles return to Israel. This is an artistic way of expressing a great theological truth: siding with the oppressed means abandoning the cause of the oppressor. This is why Ezekiel publicly spotlights the sins of Israel (6:1 ff.) and those of Jerusalem (8:1 ff.). The Monarchical State must be destroyed *Ezk 17 and 20), although not totally, since it will have some role to play in the future project.

3.2.2. The spirit leads us to destroy the oppressor within
In what we have just seen, we have met an Ezekiel who has become aware of the oppressive reality that exists within him. The interesting thing is, that he also gives us an account of the process whereby the enemy within was destroyed. He assigns this role to the Spirit, who carries him off to two very different places. First, to the place of the oppressed, so that he can consciously feel their sufferings: "The spirit seized me and I went off... Thus I came to the exiles who lived at Tel-abib by the river Chebar, and for seven days I sat among them distraught" (3:14-15). To touch this reality, to be thrust into it, living the sorrow of others, helped him see more clearly the wickedness of the oppressive structure in which they were trapped. Then the spirit takes him on a tour of sinful places that have the approval and backing of the official power-structure.  He repeats to him the refrain: "Son of  man, do you see what they are doing?" (8:6,12,15,17). We already know why Ezekiel the exile wanted to go back to his former dwelling place: to take conscious stock, on a deep level, of its oppressive reality.

3.2.3. The prophet, too, needs to be converted
When he received his prophetic calling (that of one defined as a man who must transmit God's truth, pure and simple), Ezekiel was aware that he would be tempted, as a prophet, to hide this truth from the wicked (3:18) or from persons convinced of another truth (3:4-11). He had to face both types in the Exilic community, since many of them, out of personal interests, did not want to envision a new future that would oblige them to change their ways. "If you do not warn him or speak out to him... I will hold you responsible for his death" (3:18). Ezekiel was aware that he had to destroy the false prophet within himself, the prophet who could be bought and sold, or easily temporize with the oppressor (13:1 ff.). For the fact is, that the prophet, as a prophet, needs permanent conversion.

3.3. The fruits of sorrow shared

3.3.1. Community prophecy
The Spirit carried Ezekiel off to share the lot of the exiles who formed a community in Tel-abib (3:14-15). On a deeper level, this might suggest to us the community meetings that used to take place in Ezekiel's house (8:1, 14:1, 20:1). We should not envision Ezekiel as and exiled High Priest whose power is now enhanced by the gift of prophecy and can now grandly summon others around him. Rather, we should grasp the only obvious aim of the exiles in whose midst this group was living: a gathering of people who needed one another in order to deal with the problems that exile entailed. One envisions that at these meetings there were discussions, revisions, protests, complaints, case descriptions and even demands directed at God himself (18:19,25,29; 33:24,30-33; 37:11,18, etc.). Ezekiel gathers all of this up in his prophecy, which is harsh and polemical, precisely because that was how things were done in the confrontation of opinions at these community meetings. This was, no doubt, a new way of doing prophecy. And perhaps it was not the worst way. It may have robbed individual prophecy of its luster, but the prophecy itself took on a dimension that brings us closer to the NT: "Wherever two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them" (Mt 18:20). In fact, Ezekiel was by no means a promoter of individualism, as some have portrayed him, based on his teaching about retribution.

3.3.2. Was Ezekiel a promoter of individualism?
One of the key points in the theology of Ezekiel is that of the relationship between the community and the individual. Some have portrayed Ezekiel as the standard-bearer of the individual, to the point of holding that in his prophecy the individual appears as the principal recipient of Yahweh's action. Perhaps our social context wants to find justification to nourish individualism among people. In Ezekiel there are a great many phrases which, taken our of context, might be interpreted as favoring individualism and downplaying community: "What is the meaning of this proverb that you recite... 'Fathers have eaten green grapes, thus their children's teeth are on edge?' ... Only the one who sins will die... The virtuous man's virtue shall be his own, as the wicked man's wickedness shall be his... Therefore I will judge you, house of Israel, each of you according to his ways" (18:2,4,20,30). All of these phrases are certain. What is not certain is that they annul or cripple community commitment.

3.3.3. The individual is called to judgment
The historical context of Ezekiel was this: a catastrophe had taken place, the worst in the history of Israel, and nobody wanted to take responsibility for it. They all believed that the fault lay in the past, in the sins of the fathers. God was making people pay for a debt that they themselves had not contracted.  And since they did not feel guilty, they did not examine their conscience to see the blame that each one of them had incurred in this evil that had fallen the community. For this reason, Ezekiel's thesis is clearly stated: individual responsibility needs to be reawakened, so that each one can see his or her responsibility in the community's evil. Ezekiel makes a theological advance, not by exalting individualism, but by showing the connection between the individual and the community. And this is another matter. What comes to the forefront here is the worth of the community; and in order to save it, the individual has to acknowledge his or her own responsibility. Yahweh is the first one to point this out.

3.3.4.  The individual is subject to the community
Ezekiel doubtless wanted to correct the aberrant notion of community, understood as a pretext for denying personal responsibility or as the cause of the absurd practice of paying for what the person has done, thus damaging individual rights. The notion of community that Ezekiel now wants to make clear is this: each of the members of Israel has had something to do with the evil that is now scourging all of them. Hence, it is indispensable for each member to see his or her own  responsibility, their own individual capacity for generating suffering. Ezekiel is not as individualistic as some would believe (chs. 18 and 33). Ezekiel pardons nobody. All are called to personal conversion (18:4,20). In the community process of the covenant, each and every person counts: "I will make you pass, one by one, under the shepherd's staff, and I will bring you into the bond of the covenant" (20:37). The ideal is to rebuild the community: "I will accept you as a pleasing fragrance when I bring you out from the peoples and gather you from the lands in which you are scattered" (20:41). It is a crime to place individual above community interests: "As for you, my flock... Was it not enough for you to graze on the best pasture, that you had to trample the rest of your pastures with your feet? Was it not enough for you to drink the clearest water, that you had to foul the remainder with your feet? Thus my sheep had to graze on what your feet had trampled and drink what your feet had fouled" (34:17-20). The final goal is the community, not the individual: "I will give them a new heart and put a new spirit within them" (11:19)

3.3.5. Again, the individual is called to judgment
Individuals must, then, see and correct their personal failings, in order to be able to think about renewing the community. What has befallen them is not a chastisement by inheritance. The community is not, then, surpassed by the individual. The community is clean and ready for the future in the measure that the person does his or her part. Ezekiel's position is clear: the goal is still the community, but for this, the individual must be purified. This individual must become aware of the fact that his or her individual irresponsibility would undermine the foundation of the future community. Hence, Ezekiel calls the individual to repentance and a change of life (3:17-21; 14:1-11; 18; 22:1-16); 33:1-9).

3.4. Called to build the future

3.4.1. Only the Spirit makes possible the impossible
We regard Chapter 37 as a high point in the prophetic message of Ezekiel. In fact, the Spirit mentioned in the title of this section is taken from it. What the people had never imagined would happen, indeed happened: Jerusalem had been destroyed, and its destruction threatened to wipe out all the hopes of the people. The prophet took up their cry: "Our bones are dried up, our hope is lost, and we are cut off" (37:11). In view of this confession of powerlessness, the Spirit appears as the only possibility (37:14). The same Spirit of his first calling (2:2) makes His presence felt and now the prophet fully perceives the reason for his call: life  must now be given to all the death that had been sown by human ambitions.

3.4.2. Once accepted, the oppressive past gives rise to hopes of a future utopia
The prophet's greatest condemnation of the monarchy is seen in his probing and handling of its effects: the death of the people. "The hand of the Lord came upon me, and he led me out in the spirit of the Lord and set me in the center of the plain, which was now filled with bones. He made me walk through them in every direction" (37:1-2). The prophet takes stock of the fruits of death that had come of the leadership of the monarchy, and he is struck by the depth of the evils it left in its wake: "He made me see how many bones there were on the surface of the plain. How dry they were!... Can these bones come to life?" (37:2b-3). Without this conscious stock-taking, there could be no hope of giving life to a future utopia, the alternative to this lethal past.

3.4.3. Being called to build the future
Ezekiel gives us a great lesson and a definition of a prophet by answering this question for us: Is one a prophet --one who speaks the truth on God's behalf-- only when one denounces? One is also a prophet when one makes proposals for the future. We have somehow gotten the idea that one is a prophet only when he denounces. This is useful when his denunciation activates the critical awareness of the past in order to use it as a starting point for generating an alternative project. Ezekiel does not hesitate to tell us that this project should be a clear option for life: "Can these bones some to life?... Dry bones, hear the word of the Lord...  See! I will bring spirit into you, that you may come to life" (37:3-5). Ezekiel glimpsed the great proposal for the future: an option for life. Perhaps he fell short when he told us the means through which this life was to be achieved. A prophet has to be measured more by the quality of his utopia --his proposal-- than by the quantity of his denunciations. Thus, in this sense, Jesus would be the greatest of the prophets: He surpassed them all in proposals for the future.

3.4.4. A project of life should not destroy values
For Ezekiel, the project in favor of life begins with rebuilding human beings in their own earthly reality: sinews, flesh and skin. Everything that shapes their cosmic reality, the whole inheritance that their being receives from the earth from which they were taken, all of this has to be given back to them, because they form a joint project with the cosmos, which they must redeem, starting with themselves (cf. Rm 8:18 ff.). The  first man was taken from the "adamah," the red earth, whence his name, "Adam," which indicates the deep relationship that exists between himself and it (cf. Gn 2:7). The bodily reality of humans appears as a value that cannot be downplayed in the new project of life. This will be a difficult task, since this earthly, fleshly reality will be the source of many sins. Nevertheless, the project has to begin here. The Spirit of God will redeem this flesh by indwelling it. And only when He indwells it, will mankind really be created. Human beings are made truly human by the indwelling of the Spirit of God. The prophet's mission is not to destroy our fleshliness, but rather to lift it up, transform it, quicken it and make it a living Adam. Let us not forget that Ezekiel is constantly being reminded of his bodily reality: he is called "Ben-Adam" (Son of Man) some 93 times.

3.4.5. The future is not a reproduction of the past
The account of the dry bones (Ezk 37) practically repeats the creation of human beings, as the point of origin that gives rise to history.  This is why we say that in Ezekiel, we are dealing with a new creation. In Genesis, the two elements that make up this new being are always in the forefront: masculine and feminine flesh animated by the image of God (Gn 1:27); dust of the earth brought to life by the breath of God, who thus gives reality to a "living human being" (Gn 2:7). It is much the same in Ezekiel: "I heard a noise; it was the rattling as the bones came together... I saw the sinews and the flesh come upon them, and the skin cover them, but there was no spirit in them" (Ezk 37:7-8). The goal was to set in motion a new humanity capable of building a new society: "I prophesied...and the spirit came into them; they came alive [from the root hyh =  to take life, come to exist] and stood upright" (37:11). Ezekiel insists on a totally new future, whose goal is life.

3.4.6.  Summing up a new vision of the world
Ezekiel's images teem with a fantasy that awakens the immense store of utopian ideas he has accumulated in his unconscious and wants to give vent to. This venting issues in a real explosion of images that make up the prophet's finest passage, indeed, the key passage in Ezekiel, namely, the account of the dry bones (37:1-14), which is a great hymn to life. A brief run through this chapter can help us reorder and better assimilate its contents:

* The people are lifeless, hopeless and have reached the end of their history (v.11). This is the reality in which they have been buried by the socio-economic scheme practiced by the monarchy.

* He has to acquire a deep awareness of this death-dealing reality: "He made me walk through them in every direction... How many bones there were on the surface of the plain. How dry they were!" (v.2).

* The stronger his awareness of death becomes, the stronger his desire to struggle against it grows: "I will open your graves and have you rise from them" (vv.12-13).

* The Spirit and the human being achieve the impossible: from a valley of slain bodies, a multitude of live beings arise: "They came to life and stood upright, a vast army" (v.10).

* The commitment for life entails a twofold time-frame in the life-giving process: fear at the beginning and suspense during the necessary waiting period: "Even as I was prophesying I heard a noise; it was a rattling as the bones came together..., but there was no spirit in them" (vv.7-8).

* The "corpses" that some translations speak of were not just dead bodies. They were "bodies of the slain." This is what the Hebrew word harugim  (from the root hrg =  to kill, to slay) means (v.9). Behind each body of this sort, that is, of a slain person, there lurks the one who slew him. And this always instills fear.

* These new living beings are --in their inner being-- completely discontinuous with the slain bodies. Now they have a new life: "Spirit came into them" (v.10).

* There was a long struggle between death and the Spirit. Hence, in the vision we hear the word "bones" 8 times and the word "spirit-wind-breath" also 8 times (vv.1-14).

* All of this newness has an aim: to establish a new people in their own land (v.14). There will therefore have to be a new exodus: they will have to live, creating and recreating the "promised land" which will always be a place of autonomy and freedom. They must go out from under the shadow of pharaohs and empires.

3.4.7. Despite it all, the muddied past left its mark on Ezekiel
This is, without doubt, the great limitation of Ezekiel: he dreamt of a new future, but his symbolic mindset could not free itself from the shadows of the past. Ezekiel was haunted by some ghostly ancestors whom he could not critically assimilate in order to transform them or eliminate them: Jerusalem, its temple, its king, its law... He --like other prophets-- had a great insight into the spot where the true evil lay. But he did not perceive what its true remedy would be. He also had a great insight into where the true utopia of history lay: in life. But he did not know the means that were needed in order to achieve it. His political-religious institutions bore too much weight for him, as did his deep-seated conviction that God and the State, Yahweh and  the Davidic dynasty were somehow united. This prevented Ezekiel and many others from perceiving the structural wickedness of a system which, though it produced some good effects, did so despite its structure and not as a result of it. Because of his first priestly experience of this old structure in Jerusalem, his soul, filled with an inevitable nostalgia for the past, kept harking back to such elements as:

* The Tribes.  In Ezekiel, they took on an outstanding role. They had still not lost their importance. But Ezekiel was no thinking of recovering the values of the tribal system as seen from a popular viewpoint. Rather, he was thinking of the union of the two Kingdoms, in order to return to the ideal of the Davidic State (37:15 ff.).

* The new David. Ezekiel insists on the union of the tribes with David (Ezk 37:24; 34:23-24). Indeed, this new David must be different from the old one, and not an exploiting shepherd, like the kings that had ruled ever since his time. Ezekiel did not want the new Davidic rule to be a repetition of the old. The following demands were made of this new David: that he give up his power to extort and the system that justified the exploitation of the people (34:2 ff.); that he walk in the footsteps of Yahweh, seeking out the strayed and injured sheep (34:16); that the princes of Israel should leave their land to the tribes (45:8), put away their systems of repression and violence, free the people from heavy taxes and use honest scales (45:8-10). But Ezekiel forgot that in order to accomplish all this, a king would have to cease being a king. The only one who would see this and bring it about, was Jesus of Nazareth.

* The new Temple.  Ezekiel dreamt of seeing himself once more near the dwelling place of his God (37:26-27). For him, the Temple of Jerusalem was something definitive, valid for all time (37:26). The presence of God in the exile was but a short-term solution, one that would not last very long (11:16).

* The new Jerusalem.  Ezekiel still though that Yahweh's covenant with Jerusalem was a special and everlasting covenant (16:60). One might have hoped, after reading the chapters of condemnation against Jerusalem (8-11), that the solution would be to think no more of this destroyed city. But it was not so. The old Jerusalem could not disappear from the heart of the prophet.

* The Laws.  Alongside the proposal for the new Temple (40-47), Ezekiel kept piling up a heap of legal prescriptions that increasingly muddies the waters of his utopia. It would seem that the orphaned state of the peasantry who remained in Palestine and their efforts to survive the catastrophe counted for nothing. For these poor people, the return of the exiles would mean a sort of spiritual purging of the unclean from the clean.

* The Priesthood.  This institution, obviously, was  linked to the temple and to the laws. Ezekiel points out to the priests their reason for being: "They shall teach my people to distinguish between the sacred and the profane and make known to them the difference between the clean and the unclean: (44:23). Earlier, he had accused the priesthood of doing just the opposite (22:26). Ezekiel was obsesses by a great horror of contamination. He could not detach even his own priestly class from it (8:11-13). His conscience demanded a purified and purifying priesthood.

* The Cities.  In the carrying out of his project, Ezekiel was concerned more for the city than for the country. The cities would be rebuilt and inhabited (36:33,36) and would be filled to overflowing with people (36:38).

3.4.8. Does this mean, then, that Ezekiel was not fully converted?
And just what is conversion? In Hebrew it means turning back from a way that is seen or declared to be unjust (from the root shub  = to return or turn back). We believe that Ezekiel did just this, and that he did so sincerely. The problem lies in seeing the extent to which the process of conversion brought about a total change in his consciousness. In a person's consciousness, a great role is played by cultural processes, from which it is not easy to detach oneself as a starting point. Consciousness has a built in symbolic scheme that belongs to the field of culture.  How hard it is to achieve a spiritual revolution, if one does not work on the cultural milieu! It takes time to modify or completely change what culture has absorbed as a value. It takes a critical consciousness, together with its critical distance, to set about the task of purifying and transforming the symbolic mindset of a people, awakening its utopian potential and making it grow. Ezekiel and all the other prophets who criticized the monarchy were lacking in the critical consciousness to distance themselves from it. In the exiles' consciousness, their nostalgia for their far-off homeland and institutions played an important role. And a certain kind of nostalgia is not always a good thing. Many times it lulls one's critical consciousness to sleep.

3.4.9. Who, then, was Ezekiel?
Ezekiel was a prophet who was upright in the sight of God, whose Word he was able to catch and transmit. And he was a man who was clean in the sight of the men of his time, who knew how to take the pulse of their actions, with justice as his measuring device. He neither could nor would conceal the truth, however painful it might be. His life was marked by his earliest experience:  priesthood, temple, worship, state capital and monarchy. And although he could shake off their injustice, he could not shake off his harmful remembrance and nostalgia for them. This undermined the worth of his proposal for the new society that he believed would be an alternative one. From this contradictory process, we can draw a great lesson: culture and the symbolic world that it absorbs are forces that must not be underestimated. We have to work on the cultural level if we want to bring about processes of true social transformation.

Ezekiel, son of Buzi, taught us to value the meaning of the power of the awareness of group solidarity, when it is lived in nearness to and in a sharing of life with the other oppressed people. Having to suffer the oppression of exile changed Ezekiel. And his greatest achievement was that, in the very midst of this harsh reality, he was able to perceive God and His attributes, as well as the history of his people and their institutions. The most worthwhile thing about Ezekiel is the process he went through. In him, we can learn uprightness, the solid basis for any utopia.

His final ambiguity simply proves the importance of not attaching an absolute value on any merely human thing or person, however great they might appear. Ezekiel's mind was divided between the social justice of the Deuteronomists and the legal fidelity of the Priestly Authors. Out of fidelity to the Priestly that he bore within him, he was unable to crown his work as one would have hoped of an exile. Let us be guided by Ezekiel the Deuteronomist and we will go farther, while smiling a little at Ezekiel the nostalgic Priest. Neither Ezekiel nor any other prophet was able to halt the past and point to the mountain top. Ezekiel was but a link in a long chain: the chain of lights and ambiguities of human beings, the chain of truth that is discovered little by little. This is why his work has its ambiguities. But an ambiguity that is discovered and denounced, depending on the hermeneutical key that is applied to it, can also teach and evangelize. When we do this with genuine honesty, we can become prophets of the prophets themselves, even centuries later. And this will always prove helpful to us in discovering the absolute only in God the Father, in His Son Jesus of Nazareth and in His Spirit.


AUXILIARY READINGS

THE GOOD SHEPHERD: BEYOND PASTORAL PRAXIS
1. An impossible task for the king: to become a good shepherd.  Every NT author who cites an OT text wants to show that it was fulfilled in Jesus. And whenever he does so the first thing he takes into account is the original meaning of the text. Hence it is important for us to see the meaning that a determined text had in the mind of the authors of the OT. In the case of Ezekiel 34:1 ff., the good shepherd is the alternative figure of the future king: this new king should change from an exploiter to a benefactor of the people, from one who saps their life to one who gives his own for them. Ezekiel referred to the king, and in particular to the kings of the dynasty of David. Because he dreamt of a new king, he saw him under the guise of a good shepherd who searches for his oppressed people, who are represented by the lost, injured and famished sheep. He was thinking of a shepherd who does not exploit his flock, but rather gives them his all. And when he heaps recriminations on the shepherds of Israel, he has in mind the kings who oppressed Israel.

2. Yahweh is the Model King; hence He is the Best Shepherd. For the Israelite mentality, Yahweh would be their King forever (Ps 10:16). We should not forget that divine titles always followed the symbolic mindset that the people had at the time. The titles that they used would be in keeping with their parameters for judging. If the parameter for judging was power, the titles would be titles of power. If the parameters were justice or love, so would the names of God be. In his choice of the title of shepherd, Ezekiel depends on Jeremiah (Jer 23:1-8), both in applying the title to Yahweh and in applying it to the king. Jeremiah deals with God within the parameters of love and tenderness. Behind the image of the Good Shepherd lies the image of Yahweh-King, who is the model of all kings, since, as ruler of the universe, he treats his people with the love and tenderness of a true shepherd: the same shepherd celebrated in the 23rd Psalm. Love, tenderness and commitment continue to be the best messianic prophecy of the God to come. Jesus would prove the rightness of this prophecy, in the measure that he removed the ambiguity in the way it had been stated, namely, the ambiguity of trying to blend the oxymoron of: the oppressor-king and the martyr-shepherd. Jesus, once and for all, purged this image of everything that deprived it of the nearness of God, namely, of the political-economic source of social inequalities and of the spread of suffering in the world.

3. Jesus of Nazareth, the true shepherd because he refuses to be king. When the New Testament speaks of Jesus the Shepherd (Jn 10:7-16), it is clearly alluding to Ezekiel. It has in mind the descendant of David who at  last does things the way they ought to be done: laying down his life for his flock --the people-- instead of fleecing them. To be sure, when John applies the image of shepherd to Jesus, he also takes a jab at the officials of the Sanhedrin and of the Temple, whom he sees as false shepherds. But this does not prevent him from speaking of a long-suffering messianic hope that is weary of so much exploitation. In Jesus, there is a fulfillment of all that the monarchical structure could never bring into being, namely, a monarch who, though he can avail himself of power structures, becomes a servant of all. Indeed, he went much further than this. He ceased being a king, in order to become something completely different: a shepherd at the service of others. At last, in history, the impossible became possible: that someone who could have used all the resources of power, gave them up of his own free will, in order to become a servant. Instead of sacrificing the lives of others in order to maintain his own power, he chose to renounce power and give up his own life.

4. The Shepherd who forever illumines the OT Assembly and the NT Church. What meaning can there be in celebrating Jesus as King, in any form at all, if he already renounced this category once and for all? The Good Shepherd of the NT, read against the prophetic background of Ezekiel, has become the best critique of the abuse of power, of that power which lorded it over the social scheme of Israel almost throughout the whole OT and from which there seemed no way out. The OT horizon of the Good Shepherd did not reside in the spiritual shepherds of the people, within the religious structure of the Temple; its true horizon lay in the monarchy as such, in the lust for power that dominated all its structures, but mainly, and worst of all, in the damage it did by absorbing the religious structure and making its functionaries eager to be or act as princes and lords. The Good Shepherd of the NT is a true critique of this monarchy, a renunciation of it and a demonstration that in the NT there should be no continuity with the forms of power in the OT.


THE WOMAN: "THE DELIGHT OF YOUR EYES"
1. "I am going to take away the delight of your eyes." "Thus the word of the Lord came to me: Son of man, behold, by a sudden blow I am taking away from you the delight of your eyes, but do not mourn or weep or shed any tears. Groan in silence, make no lament for the dead... So I spoke to the people in the morning, and at evening my wife died... Thus says the Lord God: Behold, I will profane my sanctuary, the stronghold of your pride, the delight of your eyes, the desire of your soul... On the day I take away from them their bulwark, their glorious joy, the delight of their eyes, the desire of their soul..., that day your mouth will be opened and you shall be dumb no longer. Thus you shall be a sign to  them" (24:15 ff.).

2. Temple and woman, coveted realities. The basic interpretation of this text is not difficult: the physical attraction that the temple has for the people is compared with the physical attraction that a woman has for a man. And as death will rob Ezekiel of his wife, "the delight of his eyes," so will Yahweh rob his people of their Temple, "the delight of their eyes." Israel had converted its temple into a mere source of pride, coveted by its eyes and its soul. In a word, it had converted it into an injustice, into a source of sin.. The temple was not transformed within, rather, to the contrary, its external beauty led to more covetousness, more business and less prayer (cf. Mk 11:15 ff.). All of this, in turn, led to a greater outward show. In times of spiritual decadence, appearances replace the lack of deep reflection that set human beings in a state of true prayer, namely, contemplation, before God.

3. Is the feminine only a temptation? Woman, in these biblical texts, plays the role of a sign. The reality of her body lends itself to this role: the attraction of her beautiful shapes, the exaltation of these forms, the desire to focus on them as coveted objects, etc., all serve to convert her into a negative sign which, in the moment of truth, will be destroyed by death. And the question that would be posed by any sound feminism would be: What value does feminine beauty have in this sort of religion? For this religion, that is going to leave its mark on Christianity, is woman just a sort of temptation that has to be destroyed or at best kept on the margin of things?

4. The covetous love that we all harbor within ourselves. Let us examine the text itself to see what light it provides. The word translated in the text as "delight," is mahmad.  But if we look at the Hebrew root hmd,  it means covetable, pleasing to the eye, enchanting, physically attractive and inviting to love. This is the title given by Yahweh to Ezekiel's mate. And indeed, there is something negative involved when one is captivated only by external attraction, what we would call a love of compensation. The lesson that Ezekiel receives is precisely that: it is necessary to move on from a covetous love of the external to a deep love of values. And this needs to be done in relation to the religious sphere which entails a temptation to its attractive external features, just as it needs to be done in relation to a woman, whose life becomes a tragedy when she is only seen externally and looked on only for the compensations that can be derived from her feminine charms.

5. Woman, a profaned temple. This is the great lesson, perhaps more needed now than ever before: to hanker for a  woman, to keep her alongside only for the compensations she offers, without discovering and experiencing the depths of her being, of the many ways is which she is a spiritual complement to the masculine, of her deep outlook on and insight into life, of the wealth of values hidden in the thousand parts of her body -- all of this amounts to profaning her. And what has happened throughout history to profaned temples? Ezekiel spells it out: "But you were captivated by your own beauty, you used your renown to make yourself a harlot" (16:15). It is well worthwhile to value external forms when they accompany an inner life built upon the three dimensions that humanize us: in depth, in breadth and in height.

6. Jesus was not impressed by the "beautiful stones" of his temple. The first Christians also posed the same question in the New Testament. Let us recall what happened in the scene where everyone is looking at the splendid architectural ornaments of Herod's temple: "Some were speaking of how the temple was adorned with precious stones and votive offerings. Jesus said, 'These things you are contemplating -- the day will come when not one stone will be left on another, but it will all be torn down" (Lk 21:5-6). The history of Ezekiel's temple was to happen all over again. How dangerous it is to be fascinated with the externals of religion, without any internal contents of justice! This will also, time and again throughout history, be the lot of woman: when she is only valued for bodily beauty, which men find so highly desirable, she will be condemned to exploitation, which is the surest way to destroy her.

7. On the very day Yahweh took his beloved's life. The prophetic text says that Ezekiel's wife died on the very day that the siege of Jerusalem began. The text states the date exactly: "On the tenth day of the tenth month, in the ninth year" [of the deportation, i.e. 5 January 587 BC] (24:1). If we want to interpret the text historically, we must recognize the deep trauma that the death of Ezekiel's wife caused him: he does not weep for his dead companion or mourn her, but only groaned in silence. And he did so for a long time. Ezekiel had already been struck badly in his worldly status: the Israelites were the vanquished living among the victors, and they had to pay the price of servitude. Ezekiel and his wife were among the exiles. Now he was struck even worse in the moral order: he lost his dearest love and had to pay for her in solitude and silence. Both realities were applicable to the relationships between God and hid people. Like Hosea, Ezekiel incorporates his own life-experience as a sign of his mission (16:24). But in passing, he gives us a great lesson on what woman should be for man, and of the task that every man and even every woman still have to carry out: to destroy any situation in which either woman or religion are regarded merely as  "desirable assets or objects," replacing it with an order in which both woman and religion appear as a "commitment" to be lived an loved with a beauty that is truly humanizing.

8. These values are realized in a body. The title that Yahweh gives the woman is significant: "the delight (or desired or coveted) of your eyes" (mahmád eynéka ). This title reveals a great truth. Its aim is not to hide the beauty of the feminine by anchoring it falsely in some sort of spiritual beauty. Woman is called to reflect beauty in her whole being. In fact, her tenderness, delicacy, commitment, intuition, etc., are psycho-physical qualities that shine through her whole body. Woman has many ways of being beautiful that are borne by her bodily being. All of them have a deep meaning for creation, all are destined to humanize man. One need only be conscious of them and not turn into a destructive force what is meant to give greater depth and humanity to life (cf. Gn 2:23 ff.).


"THE WOMEN OF YOUR PEOPLE WHO PROPHESY

OUT OF THEIR OWN IMAGINATION" (Ezk 13:17)
1. False prophetesses. "And you, son of man, turn toward the daughters of your people who prophesy their own thoughts; against these, prophesy" (13:17). With these words, Ezekiel squares off against false feminine prophetism/ This is a theme which subtly discloses the cause that may lead to a false feminism and which, for that very reason, complement the previous theme.

2. "Pretentious women" or the pursuit of a false model. In 13:1, Ezekiel launches into a diatribe against false prophets and false prophetesses. He summons both to judgment. The false prophet is characterized by not speaking the truth that God asks his to speak. Hence, a false prophet is one who "discourages the righteous with lies" (v.22a) or "encourages the wicked not to turn from his evil conduct" (v.22b). This image of the false prophet is tempting, since the powerful make use of it for their own ends, thus once again manipulating religious structures. There are women who also follow this model, emulating false masculine prophets. To women who harbor pretensions of being visionaries like those male seers and make so bold as to "prophesy out of their own imagination" (v.17), Yahweh says: "You shall no longer see false visions and practice divination" (v.23).

3. Second-class sorcerers, or competitors with masculinity. Woman has just as much right as man to be called to prophecy, but she must not fall into the temptation of imitating false male prophets. Ordinarily, false feminism engages in a struggle to win rights, but following a masculine model, which is nearly always  macho, and hence, oppressive. The result of this is that woman becomes masculinized and above all alienated. Moreover, she is exploited, because she sets the goal of her liberation on a false model. Reproducing the oppressive scheme of men is not feminine liberation. In vindicating her rights, woman must be creative, otherwise she will become no better than a second-class sorcerer, imitating "fools" (v.3). Woman should not reproduce or prolong those alienated masculine forms that have so deeply saddened history. That feminism will always be a false one if it is one in which woman competes with man in what is least worthy of him.

4. Women dying of hunger: surviving in a society that marginalizes others. The desire to copy on a feminine level the role of false prophet turns woman into an odious figure: a huntress of people's lives and a power-seeker (v.18), who plies her trade, dishonoring Yahweh's sanctity for handfuls of barley and scraps of bread (v.19a), swindling people who willingly hear lies (v.19b). Ezekiel understands a woman's need to seek survival in a society that denies her the rights in order to keep her dependent. But she needs to understand that her liberation does not lie in copying the oppressive schemes of men. When she learns to face her own hunger with dignity, she will be liberated herself and will be able to liberate others, to tear away the veils that entrap others (v.20). This is the finest task of genuine feminism.


LOVE IN EZEKIEL
1. Was the love of Ezekiel's God forgotten? Ezekiel rarely uses the verb "to love." For many, God is stripped of all sentiment, thus becoming a harsh God. The figure of God as the "Husband of Israel" is not the image of a loving God for the future, but rather that of a God betrayed by the past (16:1-63).

2. Ezekiel's wounded love. Nevertheless, there is in Ezekiel a great deal of that love-sorrow one feels toward a pair of star-crossed lovers: he (God) unjustly abandoned, she (the people) unjustly exploited by the powerful. This sort of wounded, tender love stands out in the chapter dedicated to the shepherds of Israel who have sheared their flock, who have not "encouraged the weak sheep, tended the sick, bandaged the hurt, recovered the straggler or searched for the lost... My flock is dispersed over the whole country, with no one to ask after them or search for them" (34:1-6). "I myself will look after and tend my sheep and go in search of them... I will bring them out from every nation...and lead them home to their own soil... I myself will give them rest... The lost I will seek out, the strayed I will bring back, the injured I will bind up, the sick I will heal" (34:11-16). Could there be anything more tender? Ezekiel  is experiencing a wounded love, and the tenderness of this injured love is more of a complaint than a recrimination, more of a lament than a word of endearment. The problem lies in the fact that we sometimes identify love only with sweet talk.

3. Kisses of the Spirit in Ezekiel. Let us go on to Ezk 37. If the beloved (the people) were still alive, it would be good to kiss her with the kiss of the lips, as the Song of Songs would later put it (Song 1:2); but id the beloved is dead (as the prophet imagines Israel to be after the destruction of Jerusalem), the only way to kiss her would be to kiss her soul, since this might bring her to life: "I will put my spirit into you, and you shall live" (37:14). The people were by no means spending a night of love. They were going through the darkest night in their history. And in that sort of night one has to live one's love in quite another way. The beloved is sick, dying. Thus, she cannot engender life, since she herself is almost lifeless.


CLARETIAN KEY

WATCHMAN OF THE HOUSE OF ISRAEL
Claret has left us three lists of texts in which he discovered his missionary vocation: one when he was a seminarian, another from 1856 in connection with his first vision of the Angel of the Apocalypse, and a third one while he was writing his Autobiography. Ezekiel figures in the second list (EA p. 429) and is included in the third, with this introduction:

"I had the same experience on reading the prophet Ezekiel, especially chapter 3, at these words: 'Son of man, I have appointed you a sentry to the house of Israel. Whenever you hear a word from me, warn them in my Name" (v.17).

"If I say to a wicked man: You are to die, and you do not warn him; if you do not speak and warn him to renounce his evil ways and do live, then he will die for his sin. But I will hold you responsible for his death" (v.18).

"If, however, you do warn a wicked man and he does not renounce his wickedness and his evil ways, then he shall die for his sins, but you yourself will have saved your life" (v.19). (Aut 119).

While Claret was Archbishop of Cuba, he used this text in his Pastoral Letter to the People as a basis for his action, and near the end of the Letter, he asks himself: "Can I remain at rest? -- No. The charity of Christ presses me and drives me to insist again and again until your conversion is achieved." And nothing or nobody could intimidate him from doing this. The Word of God that had  been entrusted to him offered him light enough to judge situations, and strength enough to face those who opposed that Word and the plan of salvation that it reveals to us. He did not shudder at the thought of the possibility of martyrdom. Here we can clearly see that Claret's prophetism found its fullness in Christ.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Where is God for the prophet? This great "existential" question of faith --Where is God?-- becomes crucial for those called to the prophetic ministry. Ezekiel, accustomed to the Temple, underwent a "spiritual revolution" when he discovered God's presence "in the land of oppression." Abbé Pierre (French Capuchin, founder of the Rag pickers of Emmaus), never tires of telling two revealing incidents in his long life as a prophet. One day, an atheist mechanic who saw him spending his life and crying out for the homeless, told him: "I don't know if God exists, but I'm sure that if He does exist, it is in the work you're doing!" The other incident: exposed to death in a shipwreck on the way to Argentina, the Abbé Pierre "saw" that "whoever has given a hand to the suffering poor, has found God's hand in theirs." For the prophet, as for everyone, "ubi caritas et amor.. where love is, God is there." But in this inhuman world, where is love? God has his most "striking" presence in the ill-treated and scorned. Where the "powers of death" are at work, the God of Life and Love is there --hidden and silent, but active-- "calling out" to those whose job in history should be to cry out in his Name for life.  The God of Jesus is in the crucified...

2. "Prophetic itinerancy": toward the haunts of death. TV, radio and the press bring home to us some of the places and situations of death: not all of them, nor in their full truth. For whom are they enough to turn him into a prophet? You have to be in the place of suffering in order to "see" and announce the changes that God wants to see effected there. When Ezekiel changes his priestly situation for that of an exile among his people, he changed his mental outlook to that of a prophet. This change of spiritual positions, enabling him to "see" the God who changes death into life, could only take place when his ministerial position (his place and the work he was dedicated to) had changed. Ezekiel was liberated precisely by his captivity. Prophetic itinerancy --moved by the Spirit-- entails uprooting and deep changes. We can all see whether there is sufficient "mobility" (changes of positions) in our Church and Congregation toward the places of death (that is, whether we are taking "inculturation" seriously), or whether there is immobility and lack of prophetic imagination and daring.

3. "Community prophecy." Today, collectivities mark the functioning of many people (achievements, denunciations, vindications) in all spheres, civic life, economy, politics, labor, education, ecology, family, culture, sport, religion... Collectives, groups, communities... the label is not all that important, what is important is that they activate the community values of persons and that they "work" historically: prophetic collectives. A recent report on "Youth and Vocation Ministry" in one Claretian Province underscored the fact that young people are attracted much more by collective leadership that by personal leadership. "In their music and at concerts, they are not much impressed by a single performer, even one as great as Michael Jackson, Sting, Madonna or whoever. They are captivated by groups or combos." Personal projection  goes a lot further when one is a "somebody" in a group, in a collective or in a community, than if one were a "somebody" alone. What counts is not the missionary, but the missionary group, not the Claretian but the Claretian community, not even Claret alone, but Claret's group. "Community prophecy is not a novelty, but today there is a good climate and there are good reasons for it.


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. What lesson does Ezekiel's twofold experience as priest and as prophet hold for my Claretian vocation?

2. What changes of positions (mental, spiritual, material and local) is our personal and community prophetic itinerancy asking of us?

3. "Inculturated evangelization" id a great ecclesial challenge for everyone. Opening ourselves to the symbolic world view of others is indispensable for any "inculturated" service of the Word (cf. MCT 167 ff.; SW 16.3). What effort am I making in this direction? Is it one of our habitual concerns? Do we help one another in community?

4. In my service of the Word, what is most prevalent: protest against the present, nostalgia for the past, or proposals for the future" In my personal project (and in those of the community and the province), is there a clear option for life and for the defense of life> Are we generating alternative attitudes and processes of life, in keeping with the newness of Jesus?

5. Our documents insist that the community is the bearer of the mission of all and of each one of us (cf. CC 13; SW 7, 15.1, 17.1). What is my experience in this? What do we have too much or too little of in order to be a community that gives a "community Prophecy"?  Let us try to envision and project possibilities for "collective  prophecy" in our fields of pastoral ministry.

6. In my own personal process, what is suggested to me by the notion of "killing the false prophet" that we all bear within us.


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Ezk 47:1-12.

3. Dialogue on Theme 9 in its different keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession, based on what has been shared in community.

5. Closing song.

22

