THEME 6.
POWER CENTERS AND THOSE WHO LIVE OUTSIDE THEM
TEXT:

Micah 1-7


BIBLICAL KEY
I. HISTORICAL LEVEL

1.1. Prophet(s) in two kingdoms under Assyrian power

"Hear, all you peoples," the last words of Micaiah ben Imlah (1 Kgs 22:28), are also the first words of Micah of Moresheth (cf. Mi 1:2). The misunderstanding may have been further increased by the frequency of the name Micaiah {Mi-ka-Yah = Who-is-like-Yah? -- of which Micah is a shortened form), which perhaps led the compilers to lump so many disparate materials together in the prophetic book of Micah.

Jer 26:18-19, citing Mi 3:12, places Micah of Moresheth in the days of King Hezekiah, thus partly confirming the introductory note of Mi 1:1, which situates Micah's activity "in the days of Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah." According to 2 Kgs, the last-mentioned of these monarchs held the throne of Judah when Samaria was destroyed by the Assyrians. This does not seem to have taken place yet in the period that precedes Mi 1:2-7.

Assyria's intervention in Palestine first began to be felt from 743 BC on. In that year, Menahem of Israel paid tribute to Tiglath-pileser III, so that the latter "might support him and strengthen his hold on the kingdom" (2 Kgs 15:19). The payment of the tribute --obtained at the cost of heavy taxation-- produced results contrary to those that had been hoped for. An anti-Assyrian rebellion, led by Pekah, deposed and assassinated Pekahiah, Menahem's son.

In 734, King Pekah of Israel made an alliance with Damascus and tried to force Ahaz of Judah to join the coalition (the Syro-Ephraimite War). Ahaz called on Assyria for help. Tiglath-pileser III intervened, attacking Damascus and transforming the map of the Northern Kingdom. Gilead and Galilee came under direct Assyrian rule, and the Kingdom of Israel was reduced almost to the environs of its capital, Samaria.

The Northern Kingdom attempted a final revolt in the days of its last king, Hoshea. Samaria was conquered and its people were deported in 720 BC.

For a time, the Kingdom of Judah remained a loyal vassal of Assyria, until Hezekiah, a pious Yahwist, fostered a religious reform (2 Kgs 18:1-8) and took part  in a revolt against Assyria, with disastrous results. Sennacherib intervened, subjected Judah once and for all to Assyria and exacted a heavy tribute from them.

Some authors situate the events recounted in Mi 1:8-16 in this final epoch. However, it cannot be determined whether this text contains an account of the Assyrian advance, or refers only to a threat. This and other circumstances (e.g., Gath, which belonged to Ashdod since 712 BC, is mentioned here among Judahite cities in danger) have led other authors to think that the text belongs to the same period as Mi 1:2-7.

In any case, whether the text refers to a short period of the prophet's activity before the fall of Samaria, or to more than twenty years of activity between the ruin of the Northern capital and the expedition of Sennacherib, it would still be dealing with a series of actions that do not exceed the reign of Hezekiah, according to the chronology of 2 Kgs 18:10. However, there are serious doubts about Micah's acting "in the days of Jotham and Ahaz" (Mi 1:1). The mention of these two kings in the introductory verse may be due to an assimilation of this text to the introductory verses of Hosea (Hos 1:1) and Isaiah (IS 1:1).

Be that as it may, the description that Mi 1-3 makes of the situation of his fatherland is in essential agreement with what we know from other sources regarding the conditions that Judah was in during the last third of the 8th cent. BC.

Chapters 6-7 appear to be by somebody else. The geographical data are different (Shittim, Gilgal, Bashan and Gilead), so are the traditions (exodus and journey through the desert instead of Zion), and so are the addressees of the message (the people in general instead of the leaders and governors). But the most problematic element is the notion that a Judahite prophet should close this section by placing at the end of it (and hence, as its principal theme) some promises of salvation for the Northern Kingdom. All of this leads us to think that the last two chapters are the work of an Israelite author different from all the rest.

1.2.  The two voices in chapters 4 and 5

Another serious difficulty appears in chapters 4-5. There are two contrasting view on salvation: they are opposed as regards the time, place, manner and addressees of salvation. As for time, "in the days to come" (4:1) is opposed to "now" (4:9). This "now," in turn, is described as a moment of blows delivered (4:13) and blows received (4:14) and, in keeping with this, it is described as a  suitable moment for an invitation to sorrow (4:10) or as a moment of unjustified sorrow.  As for the place,  Jerusalem (4:10) is opposed to Bethlehem (5:1), and as regards the instruments of salvation, some texts speak of a non-belligerent attitude (5:3,6,9) comparable to the dew, while others speak of a violent action like that of a lion (5:4-5). The addressees  are also different: all peoples are called by God (4:2) and Israel alone is called by God (4:5).

It has been suggested that the first elements cited should be assigned to Micah, while the others should be assigned to the false prophets who are Micah's interlocutors. To the latter we would also have to assign 2:12-13. In this case, we would be dealing with a dispute like the one Micah takes up in 2:8-11 against the opinion of his adversaries, cited in 2:6-7. At any rate, it is clear than in these two chapters there are two ways of conceiving the salvation that is yet to come.

1.3.  Economic oppression of the countryside imposed by the latifundists of the capital cities

In Micah 1:5-6, crime and sin reside in the capitals of the two kingdoms. This view is carried on in the prophet's statements in chapters 3 and 6: "You build up Zion with bloodshed and Jerusalem with wickedness" (3:10) and, speaking of Samaria, "You have kept the decrees of Omri, and all the practices of the House of Ahab (6:16).

The growing intervention of Assyrian armies in the area of Syria-Palestine was attended in Micah's time by a growing arms-race on which the whole social structure was based.

Both 2 Kgs 18-20 and II Chr 29-32 testify to Hezekiah's feverish efforts in his plans to oppose the Assyrian threat: "Hezekiah...filled treasuries with silver and gold, precious stones, spices, shields and all lovely objects; and store-cities with the produce of grain, wine and oil, and stalls for all kinds of beasts, and flocks for sheepfolds" (2 Chr 32:27-28). Above all, he undertook the building of the aqueduct of Siloam: "Hezekiah stopped up the spring of water of Upper Gihon, leading it downward west of the city of David" (2 Chr 32:30).

Micah regards all this feverish activity from the viewpoint of his fellow townsmen of Moresheth-Gath. In the first chapters he often speaks of "my people" (1:9; 2:4,8,9,; 3:3,5), almost invariably with reference to his neighbors, impoverished fieldworkers and their families, whom he undertakes to represent. Micah was very likely one of the "elders of the land": unlike other notable personages, there is no mention of his father (as there  is, for example, in the case of the earlier prophet, Micaiah-ben-Imlah) or of his profession, but only of his place of origin. The elders of the land met in Jerusalem, where Micah seems to have prophesied, since it is quite likely that 2:6-11 and 3:1-11 were uttered in the capital. The expression "I am filled with strength by the spirit of Yahweh" in 3:8a, should be understood in the light of the "right" (or "justice" or "authority") in 3:8b, which is more suited to describe the office of an elder of the land, than the role of a prophet. A century later, it was the "elders of the land" who recalled the word of Micah of Moresheth (Jer 26:17).

Micah viewed the ongoing building projects in the light of the negative impact they had on the lives of his neighbors. Moresheth, located only 35 km away from Jerusalem, depended on the life of the capital. Very likely, part of the work force for construction in the capital came from Moresheth and thereabouts. The men who were engaged in these building projects, even at risk to their lives, in some measure justify the prophet's statement that Zion was built "with blood and wickedness (Mi 3:12), and in the Bible, bloodshed and wickedness are closely associated with murder and loss of life.

But this was not the only consequence that the mounting war industry brought with it. The ruling classes, who were swept away by their 'war mystique,' were also consumed with an insatiable covetousness and avarice. Bribes took over the administration of justice. Rulers judged for gifts  (cf. 3:11a) and, along with bosses who neglected their duties and concerns for those entrusted to their care, "detest justice and make crooked all that is straight" (3:10), thus scorning the eleventh precept of the twelve anathemas in Deuteronomy 27: "Cursed be he who accepts a bribe in the case of a murder of an innocent person" (Dt 27:25). Practices such as these seem to have been characteristic at the time, judging by Is 1:23 and 5:23.

Moresheth was strategically located. Since the times of Rehoboam, we hear of five fortified troop settlements in neighboring towns: Soco (northeast), Adullam (east), Mareshah (south), Lachish (southwest) and Azekah (north) (cf. 2 Chr 11:7-9). Hezekiah himself had strategic designs on these areas, as we read: "He overran Philisitia as far as Gaza and its border areas, from watchtower to fortified town" (2 Kgs 18:8).

Through these troops, the highroad of death reached the prophet's own terrain. The war mystique of the capital had moved out into the countryside. "Up and depart! This is no place to rest" (2:10a). Here, too, as in Jerusalem, the greed of those in power was masked over by this war mystique. This greed was manifested in their  unjust appropriation of houses and lands: "They covet fields, and seize them; houses, and they take them away" (2:2a). Isaiah described the same practices in the rest of Judah: "Woe to you who join house to house, who connect field with field, till no room remains, and you are left to dwell alone in the midst of the land" (Is 5:8). Micah shows how this violence touches individuals' lives: "They cheat an owner of his house, a man of his inheritance" (2:2b). His neighbors' lot is sad indeed: women and children must suffer the consequences without a house to live in, poor men must give up the cloak that protects him from the cold of night, the populace are treated as enemies. Micah sees his compatriots bereft of law and liberty, and subjected to the same treatment that Ahab meted out to Naboth.

1.4. The oppressing classes: leaders, prophets and military

Much of the responsibility for this sad state of affairs fell upon the military, who took advantage of the threat of external invasion in order to enrich themselves. But Micah directed his main criticisms against the religious and civil architects of an ideology that so to speak gave its blessing to injustices: "Her priests give rulings for a fee, her prophets divine for pay" (3:11). Mentioned along with them are seers and diviners. Their message is wind and a tissue of lies. Along with them, Micah also condemns the leaders of Jerusalem, a royal government that acted as an accomplice in the oppression of the poor. He utters the same condemnation against "the rich men" and "the inhabitants" of Samaria (6:12), and on "the prince," "the judge" and "the great man" (7:3).

2. LITERARY LEVEL

2.1.
"City," "land," "mountain," "shepherd," and vocabulary referring to 
leaders and plunder

The objects of Micah's visions are "Samaria and Jerusalem" (1:1). In the prophetic text itself, Samaria is mentioned only in 1:5,6. In contrast, Jerusalem appears in 1:5,9,12; 3:10,12; 4:2,8 and under the name "Zion" in 1:13; 3:10,12; 4:2,7,8,10,11,13.  The texts of chapter 4 speak of salvation. In contrast, the remaining chapters are generally couched in terms strongly charged with a tone of condemnation. In this same context we find the rare mention of the term "city": in 6:9 "Yahweh cries out to the city" a sentence of condemnation, and in 5:10  baldly states "I will demolish your cities." (It is almost certain that the reading of "cities" in the texts of 5:13 and 7:12 are mistaken).

The eminence of the capital in social affairs and its elevated position with a view to defense against the enemy is reflected in various texts where the word "mountain" appears in association with other words: "the mount of the House" [har habbayith = temple mount] (3:12), "the mount of the House of Yahweh" [har beth-YHWH = mount house-of YHWH] (4:1), "the mount of Yahweh and the house of God" (4:2), "Mount Zion" (4:7). In other cases the word "mountains," either alone or joined with "hills" appear as witnesses to Yahweh's judgment (6:1,2) or as a height compared directly or indirectly with Yahweh's insuperably higher eminence: Yahweh will come "from mountain to mountain" (7:12), "the mountain of the house of Yahweh will be established as chief of the mountains" (4:1). This comparison can also imply the destruction that is always the fate of the "high places": "Behold! Yahweh is coming from his dwelling place; He comes down and treads the high places of the earth. The mountains melt beneath Him" (1:3-4a); "Zion shall be plowed like a field. Jerusalem will become a heap of rubble, the Temple Mount a wild thicket" (3:12). The reason for this appears in 1:5. The high places are the seat of idolatry and profanation: "What is Jacob's transgression? Is it not Samaria? What is Judah's high place? Is it not Jerusalem?"

Micah also makes use of terms referring to a rural setting. He uses "fields" in 2:2,4, to indicated the properties of farmers and in this sense alternately uses the terms "inheritance" (2:2b), "lot" (2:5) and "pasture" (2:12). But "field" is also used in order to indicate the fate of city dwellers (4:10) and of cities themselves (1:6; 3:12). In this last case it is always followed by "plowed" and a mention of "ruin" or "rubble."

Wicked governors are called "heads" or "leaders" (3:1,9). In 5:4, Yahweh is a shepherd and His role in shepherding is mentioned (5:3,5, and 7:14).

Micah constantly uses terms for despoilment, usually qualified as "wickedness" (1:12; 2:1; 3:2; 7:3). This despoilment is sometimes expressed by words like "crime" and "sins" (1:5), wickedness" (2:1), "to rise up like an enemy" (2:8), "to lead astray" (3:5), and always takes on violent characteristics, above all in chapter 3, which mentions "blood," "hacking to pieces" and "holy war."

2.2. The lawsuit (rîb) and "disputation"

The lawsuit in 6:1-8 is linked to the institutions that surrounded covenant treaties. When a vassal was unfaithful to the covenant, the great king sent him a  messenger bearing an ultimatum or with an announcement of imminent destruction. The message contained the following points:

a) Invocation of the attesting gods

b) General accusation in interrogative form

c) Articles of accusation based on the history of the parties

d) Vanity of cultic compensations

e) Invitation to change or announcement of destruction

Given the nature of the God of Israel, there could be no invocation of attesting gods. These were replaced by natural elements: "heaven and earth" (Dt 32:1) or "mountains and hills," as in the text of Micah cited above.

The influence of lawsuits may explain the prophets' insistence on the emptiness of compensatory acts of worship that are unsupported by a history of fidelity on the part of the accused party. It would also explain why we do not find any explicit calls to conversion in Micah.

The literary genre of the "disputation speech" is also represented in the Book of Micah. In 2:6-11, we see its main elements: a quotation from the prophet's opponents (2:6-7), who are given a reply that turns their self-serving words into an accusation against them, first in general (2:8a) and then in particular (2:8b-10). Lastly, the conclusion is drawn (2:11). Perhaps, like the preceding case, 2:12-13 is a quotation from the opponents and thus part of a larger unit that includes, in what follows, the accusations of the prophet, introduced by "And I said" (3:1). The presence of two voices in chapters 4 and 5 may be due to the influence of this genre.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. The God of Giving: "pasturing" "showing Himself"

Micah caught God's image based on his own experience as an "elder" of the people. In law, the elders of the people were responsible for defending the innocent and serving as witnesses in cases of law (see, for example, Lv 4:13-15; Dt 22:13-19; 25:5-10; Ruth 4, etc.). But they could also give advice and counsel.

These functions are within the purview of the "elders of the people" because they are filled with the "spirit of Yahweh" (cf. Ex 18; Num 11). The "spirit of the Lord" (Mi 3:8) is a spirit of disinterested giving, one that assures people of a place where they may live in freedom. Hence, God's concern that none of the people be  lacking what they need for life.

God takes up the cause of those whom Micah calls "my people." This means his neighbors who have been stripped of their rights, the poor of the land toward whom God feels obliged to do something in order to assure them of what they need in order to live.

As this minimum is being denied them by the failure to administer justice and right, the God of giving becomes the defender of their right to inheritance, house and life.

Thus, God shows Himself to be identified, not with the great ones of the earth and not with the ruling classes, but rather, with the needy, the neighbor, on whose behalf he intervenes with a gratuitous love of solidarity.

In Micah, God seems to anticipate the traits of the God of Jesus Christ. He is a God whose is on the side of what is right, because He is a God of compassion. Indeed, the words for "right" (mishap) and "mercy" (hesed) appear side by side in 6:8, and their juncture is linked with the history of God's dealings with people.

In Micah's oracles of salvation, these traits of God appear with even greater force. In them, God takes on the form of a shepherd concerned for His "lame sheep...the outcasts" (4:6), for "the flock of your inheritance, that they who dwell apart in a woodland...may graze in Bashan and Gilead" (7:14), for the "Remnant of Jacob" (5:6,7). We find ourselves in the presence of a God who annihilates the violence of the power-brokers and indeed, all violence; who will do away with the weapons of the oppressors and indeed, with all weapons (cf. chapters 4 and 5).

God makes Himself present by preceding and accompanying humankind along its way. Micah speaks of a present time in which rights and the God who gives rights are not recognized. But the negativity of the present does not prevent him from announcing a quite different future. Based on the historical experience of the past, he describes the intervention of God in the future. 

By God's grace, this intervention will make possible the kind of true peace that will assure human beings of the ability to enjoy all the good things of life.

Hence he speaks of the traditions of the exodus from Egypt and of the journey through the wilderness in the "visions" that refer to Samaria. God has revealed Himself in history as the One who "brought you up from the land of Egypt," as the One who "redeemed you from the house of bondage," and as the One who "sent before you Moses, Aaron and Miriam" (6:4). Hence in the "visions" referring  to Jerusalem, he changes the horizon of the traditions, and recalls the traits of David as a shepherd.

3.2.  The human response to this gift

The God of giving asks for but one thing in return: "You have been told, O man...what the Lord requires of you: only to do the right and to love goodness, and to walk humbly with your God" (6:8). They are not asked for any heroic acts or sacrifices. The God of giving has no need of gifts from human beings. Neither does he require the offering of thousands of animal or human sacrifices. He only asks us to walk in His way, in the way of right and goodness.

But society has set itself up outside the margin of giving. Instead of giving pride of place to giving, it has made appropriation its highest value. The avid and insatiable hunger for possessions has almost always been the pivot-point around which societies have turned.

This quest for gifts in preference to the God of all gifts, has corrupted the gifts themselves: "For they were amassed from fees for harlotry, and they shall become harlots' fees again" (1:7).

But human beings themselves, the builders of society, have also been corrupted by greed. Those who hold power in society impose laws that legitimate their own position and force others in society to worship before the idol of covetousness (cf. Col 3:5). Hence, those who hold power use it to take possession of what others need and they themselves could do without. The "my people" of Micah does not refer simply to the poor, but to those who have been impoverished by the actions of the leaders and rulers of society. In acting this way, the latter have clearly shown that they hate good and love evil, thus denaturing their own role: "Is it not your duty to know what is right?" (3:1).

Built on a platform of thirst for accumulating goods, there is no room left in this society for right or for compassion. Therefore, the God of life is excluded from it. Society has become the purview of murderers: "You build up Zion with bloodshed, and Jerusalem with wickedness!" (3:10). Still worse, it can be called a cannibal society in which the strong devour the weak (cf. 3:1-4).

The instinct for survival can even make use of religious sentiments in order to invent reasons for maintaining injustices. Prophets and priests, who ought to reveal the true face of God, have often become accomplices to murder and theft. They have thus become  symbols of the idol of greed and its deadly sequels: "Her priests give rulings for a fee, and her prophets divine for pay" (3:11); "[They] cry 'Peace!' when they have something to chew on, but proclaim war on him who puts nothing in their mouth" (3:5).

Hence, God "will hide His face from them" (3:4). "Then shall the seers be put to shame, and the diviners confounded; they shall cover their lips, all of them, because there is no answer from God." (3:7).

God can no longer answer, because the image of the God of all good gifts has been blurred.  Hence, in His judgment, God appears not only as a "witness" (1:2) to the injustice that has been done, but as the injured and aggrieved party Himself (6:3).

3.3. The Word of God stirs up in the prophet a passion for justice

Humans are asked, then, to change their ways, to abandon "the decrees of Omri, and all the practices of the House of Ahab" (6:16). They must heed the rights of Naboth, rights established by the God of the Fathers, regarding human life. Anyone who is filled with the spirit of Yahweh can express, in his own words and of his own responsibility, the demands of life that are God's demands, without having to state at every step that they are the words of Yahweh.

Often, as in the first three chapters of Micah, it is the unjust who mention God as their support: "Is Yahweh short of patience, or is such His practice?" (2:7b); "Is not Yahweh in our midst?" (3:11b); and probably, "Their king shall march before them, and Yahweh at their head" (2:13b).

But the prophet was not put off by this. He discovered the God of giving, of right and of compassion, in the history of the people who were being murdered, despoiled and impoverished. Through this sense of solidarity with the downtrodden, God revealed Himself to the prophet and give him the power and fighting spirit he needed (cf. 3:8) in order to denounce the crimes committed against them.

This was the origin of his confrontation, first, with the rulers, and second, with false prophets. There, in the defense of those whose life was being threatened, he discovered the perverse dynamics whereby these false prophets strove to justify their rulers' unjust appropriation of the goods that were due to all: their venality.

There, too, he discovered and wanted to disclose to  "all peoples" (1:2) the presence of the God "who will come down and stride upon the heights of the earth" (1:3) in a judgmental theophany that will disclose the inconsistency and falsehood of these false prophets: "if a man were to go about uttering windy, baseless falsehoods" (2:11).

The fighting spirit of the prophet often makes his words seem harsh and "not very prudent," insofar as the common canons of prudence might dictate. He never ceases disclosing not only the actions, but also the intentions of social leaders who "plan iniquity, design evil on their beds and, when morning dawns, do it" (2:1).

3.4. The Word becomes a rallying cry for all peoples

In a paradoxical way, this prophetic Word of condemnation becomes a rallying cry drawing all peoples together.  Only the Word that begins with the cry of the poor and expresses solidarity with them can demonstrate the concerned and universal love of a God who is coming for all human beings.

It will then be possible for people to stop walking the path of aggression that begets a mad craving for appropriation, and to begin building the city as a sacrament of true reconciliation.

The promise that "every man shall sit under his own grapevine or fig tree with no one to disturb him" (4:4) makes it possible to overcome feelings of distrust and of being victims of unjust aggression.

The acknowledgment of the gift of giving in social life gives rise to the possibility that all humanity will be able to "beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation shall not take up sword against nation, nor shall they train for war again" (Mi 4:3; cf. Is 2:4).

This peacemaking Word thus become the strongest expression of God's giving: "For the mouth of the Lord of Hosts has spoken!" (4:4d). This peace will be granted in a city new laws, built on the mountain, to which "peoples shall stream...," to which "Many nations shall come, and say: 'Come, let us climb the Mount of the Lord, to the House of the God of Jacob, that He may instruct us in His ways and that we may walk in His paths (4:1-2).
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