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In this paper I consider the theological significance of the prophets’ use of poetry in connection with Isaiah 56 – 66, simply because it is material I am studying in another connection.  I make four points: that Israelite poetry facilitates the expression of the binary nature of Old Testament theological ideas; that it facilitates the expression of theological depth and theological tensions; that by its use of metaphor it can suggests points of connection and attempt to say the unsayable; and that it makes it possible to speak indirectly and obscurely
My initial two points explore the theological significance of parallelism; first, that it facilitates the expression of the binary nature of Old Testament theological ideas.  This emerges in the opening verse of Isaiah 56 – 66.
Guard mišpāṭ, act in ṣĕdāqâ,


Because my yĕšû‘â is near to coming, my ṣĕdāqâ to appearing.  (Isa 56:1)
The terms mišpāṭ and ṣĕdāqâ in the parallelism of the first line elsewhere form a hendiadys, a compound expression that articulates a complex theological and ethical idea.  Mišpāṭ suggests the making of decisions by the exercise of legitimate power.  Ṣĕdāqâ suggests people doing right by one another in light of the relationships between them; it connotes doing the right thing by people.  The compound expression associates power with right relationships in the community.  Utilized in the context of poetic parallelism, it illustrates how poetic form facilitates the expression of compound theological ideas.  If it is an overstatement to see hendiadys as an implicitly poetic device, the way parallelism encourages the separation of the elements in the hendiadys highlights the separate yet related nature of the two expressions.
The second line in Isaiah 56:1 points to the related link between yĕšû‘â and ṣĕdāqâ and thus offers another instance of the way parallelism can express the binary relationship of ideas:  ṣĕdāqâ suggests the basis for Yhwh’s acts, in Yhwh’s relationship with Israel; yĕšû‘â suggests the nature of the action.  

In Isaiah 57:15, Yhwh goes on to declare,

I dwell on high and holy, and with the crushed and low in spirit.
On one hand, the transcendent God dwells in a heavenly realm, as a king lives in a palace to which ordinary people do not have access.  On the other hand, Yhwh goes walkabout with ordinary people, especially with people who are hurt.  Parallelism compares with and facilitates the expression of Yhwh’s two-sided nature as both holy and involved.  Perhaps parallelism thus has intrinsic theological significance: the very existence of parallelism points to the binary (not dualistic) nature of reality (e.g., divine and human, creator and creation, corporate and individual).  
Subsequently, the prophet testifies to a commission,
To proclaim the year of acceptance by Yhwh, the day of redress by our God.  (61:2)

The two terms “acceptance” and “redress” recognize the twofold significance of Yhwh’s act.  The line’s parallelism reflects the fact that its cola offer two ways of it.  Yhwh later similarly declares,

A day of redress was in my mind, my year of restoration had come.  (64:8)

Here “day of redress” is balanced by “year of restoration,” the “negative” and “positive” phrases appearing in the reverse order compared with 61:2.  Both acceptance or restoration and redress will be realities when God acts.  Jesus’ quoting of Isaiah 61:1-2 in Luke 4:18-19 stops after the reference to “acceptance,” and he might be thought to be deliberately distinguishing the year of acceptance from the day of redress; this understanding would cohere with modern dislike for the idea of redress.  Yet in Luke 21:22 he does also refer to the days of redress.  The promise of deliverance presupposes the logic that the freedom of the people depends on the putting down of their overlords, but its specific talk of “redress” (nāqām) as opposed to mere putting down implies Yhwh’s recognition that punishment is appropriate in light of the overlords’ wrongdoing (hence the common translation “vengeance” is also misleading).  
Parallelism thus facilitates expression of the binary of aspects of reality.  It also facilitates expression of the more complex nature of other key theological realities.  In Isaiah 58:1 Yhwh bids the prophet,
Tell my people about their rebellion, the household of Jacob about their shortcomings.

One might say that the Old Testament has a range of ways of talking about sin, as rebellion, shortcoming, unfaithfulness, wandering of the road, transgression, tresspess on someone’s honor, and so on.  But speaking of these as ways of talking about “sin” implies that there is something that we can adequately term “sin” for which we need a number of terms.  While it is convenient to have a summarizing expression of this kind, the Old Testament does not imply the view that one term such as “sin” can adequately convey the nature of the reality to which it refers.  In the Symbolism of Evil, Paul Ricoeur sees defilement, sin, and guilt as the primary symbols of evil; in The Conflict of Interpretations he speaks of shame in these terms.  I do not think that the Old Testament suggests that there are primary symbols of evil, given that it has a broader range of images for evil without implying that one is primary, though it is true of this range of images that “symbol gives rise to thought.” All help us articulate conceptually the nature of evil or sin.
An adequate grasp of the significance of human wrongdoing requires the use of a variety of images.  Each encapsulates an aspect of its significance; further, the body of images acts as a constraint on the narrowness of each individual image and guards against inappropriate inference from an individual image.  In the parallelisms in Isaiah 56 – 66, rebellion and shortcoming are juxtaposed in 58:1 (also in parallel lines in 59:2), rebellion, shortcoming, and waywardness in 59:12a, rebellion and waywardness in 59:12b.  Poetic parallelism encourages the juxtaposition of such images, enriches the prophet’s theological statement, and safeguards against narrowness or the inference that theological statements are univocal, analytic, and conceptual.  
My second comment on the theological significance of parallelism is that it facilitates the expression of theological depth and theological tensions.  I return to those opening lines in Isaiah 56:1.  
Guard mišpāṭ, act in ṣĕdāqâ,


Because my yĕšû‘â is near to coming, my ṣĕdāqâ to appearing.

While ṣĕdāqâ has the same meaning each time, it has different reference; the first line alludes to human ṣĕdāqâ, the second to divine ṣĕdāqâ.  What is the relationship between these two commitments to ṣĕdāqâ, God’s and ours?  This relationship is mysterious and impossible to articulate in unambiguous, univocal prose.  
Poetry’s freedom in omitting the link words that often clarify meaning would make it possible simply to juxtapose the lines and thus leave this question unresolved.  This particular verse achieves the same end by connecting the two lines with the word “because.”  The particle kî looks as if it will clarify the cause-effect relationship between the bidding and the statement in the two lines, but actually it increases the lines’ ambiguity.  The prophet could mean “do what is right because then God will soon do what is right.”  Or it could mean “do what is right in response to the fact that God will soon do what is right.”  The prophet’s not making clear which understanding is correct is not a weakness of thinking but a strength.  Attempts to resolve the question lead either to a contractual understanding of the relationship between us and God (we do right, then God will do so) or give the impression that human responsibility is dispensable (God will deliver us whether or not we do the right thing).  Actually, the relationship between God and us is neither conditional nor unconditional.  When two people marry, from a legal angle they enter into a contract with one another, but they do not normally see this as the central understanding of their relationship, as if they were saying to each other, “I commit myself to you on condition that you commit yourself to me.”  But neither are they saying, “I commit myself to you whether or not you commit yourself to me.”  Both parties undertake an act of commitment that presupposes that the other is doing the same, yet do so on the basis of trust and a willingness to risk oneself to the other person.  In the relationship between God and Israel, both misunderstandings are avoided and complexity is recognized by the ambiguity of the prophet’s words, which poetic forms of speech facilitate.

The larger-scale concentric or chiastic structure of Isaiah 56 – 66 as a whole fulfills the same function of preserving mystery and ambiguity, and leaving irresolvable questions unresolved.  The rhetorical dynamic of Isaiah 56 – 66 contrasts with that of  Isaiah 40 – 55, which works in linear fashion.  It is a little like a narrative with a plot; earlier passages raise questions that later passages answer, or at least take up again.  The whole section moves towards resolution.  Isaiah 56 – 66, like virtually any text, does require a linear reading; we read Isaiah 56 before Isaiah 60.  But paradoxically, a linear reading reveals that while the chapters first go somewhere, they then come back again, and the reading thus uncovers a key aspect of the chapters’ burden.  Here, too, individual passages need to be seen in light of the way the whole unfolds; but the linear reading reveals that this unfolding is circular rather than linear.

By its nature, a concentric structure thus has a different dynamic from a linear one.  Having looked as if it is going somewhere, it turns out to be doing something more ambiguous.  Its second half may take the argument forward, as the second of two cola within a line characteristically goes beyond the first, and this suggests another sense in which there may be some linearity about the concentric structure; it will be more like a spiral than a circle.  But formally, at least, the section ends up coming back to where it started.  In Isaiah 56 – 66, this is then a telling indication of the thesis that emerges from the chapters.  As their opening verse announces, they expound two chief convictions.  One is that Jerusalem needs to face Yhwh’s challenges about its life.  The other is that Yhwh is committed to the city’s glorious restoration.  But like their opening verse, the chapters do not establish the relationship between these two convictions.  They simply juxtapose them.  They, too, imply that it is an oversimplification to say that the vital thing is for Jerusalem to clean up its act, and that its restoration will then follow.  But neither is it the case that Yhwh’s act of restoration will take place irrespective of Jerusalem’s stance in relation to Yhwh.

 Isaiah 40 – 55 expounds theological issues by means of a linear argument; Isaiah 56 – 66 expounds theological issues by means of a chiasm.  These strategies are contextual and not interchangeable.  The thrust of Isaiah 40 – 55 could hardly be expressed as a chiasm, whereas the thrust of Isaiah 56 – 66 could hardly be expressed by a linear sequence.  It expounds the irresolvable tensions between challenge and promise, and also between prayer and promise, between judgment and restoration, and between an interest in the nations that focuses on their blessing and one that focuses on Israel’s blessing.  

Such significance in a chiasm emerges when one contrasts it with a text open to deconstruction.  The genius of a chiasm (or is it the cowardice of a chiasm?) is to avoid deconstruction by being upfront with the two assertions that stand in tension with each other.  To put it another way, while Isaiah 40 – 55 is amenable to deconstruction without inviting it, Isaiah 56 – 66 wears its deconstruction on its sleeve.  It thereby engages its audience in reflecting on the relationship between its affirmations and in forming an attitude to the questions they raise.
A third theological significance of the prophets’ use of poetry emerges from the role of metaphor in poetry.  Metaphor suggests points of connection and makes it possible to say the unsayable.  

Isaiah 60:1-3 urges, 
Get up, be alight, because your light has come; Yhwh’s splendor has shone forth upon you.


Because there: darkness will cover the earth, pitch dark the peoples,


But upon you Yhwh will shine forth, his splendor will appear upon you.


Nations will walk to your light, kings to your shining brightness.  
Prosaically put, at present Judah and other peoples live under the oppressive domination of an imperial power, but God intends to bless and restore Jerusalem; its task and privilege is to let that blessing and restoration be seen by the other peoples so as to draw them to Jerusalem to share in the blessing and restoration.  Working with the image of light and darkness not only makes the prophet’s message express that prospect with greater rhetorical force.  It fulfills a theological function by suggesting a link between the nations’ calamity, Yhwh’s blessing, Jerusalem’s vocation, and the nations’ response.
In isolation, the bidding to Jerusalem to shine could constitute an exhortation to the city to take action to bring light, but this is not a way the Old Testament uses the image of light.  The only other occasion where it uses the qal of ’ôr in a metaphorical sense is to describe Jonathan’s eyes brightening, and this idea fits well here following on the exhortation or invitation to rise from a position of humiliation and subjection.  “What the prophet has in mind is a beaming look on the face.”  It implies enjoying the brightness of restoration and blessing.  “Be alight” is the kind of imperative that actually constitutes a promise (cf. Isa 54:14), “not a mere admonition but a word of power which puts new life into her limbs.”  

Whereas darkness suggests the gloom of defeat, loss, oppression, and disaster; light suggests deliverance, healing, restoration, and blessing.  The city will be able to shine out its light because its light will have dawned upon it.  The verse’s second colon heightens and sharpens the point of the first.  “Yhwh’s splendor” suggestively heightens “your light.”  The light that dawns will be no ordinary light but something supernaturally bright, and this is because it is not natural light but divine light.   The city will mirror Yhwh’s own shining brilliance.  Its restoration will not be something that can be humanly generated but something that issues from and reflects divine action.  The city’s being able to “lighten up” will be a response to light having shone out on it.  A paronomasia is involved, and the paronomasia is not simply a literary device; it implies a theological point.
Isaiah 60:4-22 in its detailed portrait of the city’s restoration goes on to suggest how the prevalence of metaphor in poetry also relates to the fact that prophecy often speaks about the ultimate future, the coming, eventual consummation of God’s purpose, which is not very amenable to literal description.  Prophecies commonly stand somewhere on a line between promising or warning of a concrete event whose fulfillment can be seen on the earthly plane and promising or warning of an event whose fulfillment requires or presupposes the introduction of a new world order.  Isaiah 40 – 55 and Isaiah 60 – 62 stand on that line, the former nearer the former end, the latter nearer the latter end.  Isaiah 60 speaks of the actual city of Jerusalem and its actual temple, of actual Judahite exiles and contemporary peoples, but it describes events in terms that are figurative and larger than life.  The rebuilding of temple and city and the return of many exiles form a partial fulfillment of its promises, but the figurative and larger-than-life form of the promises is one reason why they stand open to reformulation in later contexts, as still instructive statements of God’s ultimate intent.  Isaiah 60 is imaginative and visionary without this implying that the prophets have no hopes or expectations regarding something to happen in the community’s experience.  Poetry makes it possible to describe the indescribable.
Christian lectionaries link the chapter with the story of eastern sages bringing Jesus gold, incense, and myrrh.  There is insufficient correspondence between prophecy and event to suggest that Isaiah 60 is a “prediction” of which that event is the “fulfillment.”  Yet the Christian juxtaposing of Isaiah 60 and Matthew 2 does better justice to the nature of Isaiah 60 than does a reading that envisages Isaiah 60 as essentially describing the way a prophet expects political events to unfold at the end of the sixth century or in the fifth.  It is poetic, lyrical, and hyperbolic in its language.  Isaiah 60 is typical of Isaiah 56 – 66 in not relating its promises to specific political contexts or events, even though it links with a particular historical context in the sense that it emerges from such a context and reflects it.  But both the attempt to see it as envisaging fulfillment in such a context and the understanding of it as a prediction of a particular event six centuries later miss the significance of its poetic nature.  It is questionable whether establishing its precise historical context “does very much at all to explain its character and intention.”

Yet its character and intention do relate to the broad context of the Second Temple period rather than the period of the exile or the monarchy or an earlier time.  Patrick Miller argues that decontextualization is a characteristic feature of biblical poetry.  “Poetry in nearly all instances stands in some fashion on its own.”  While this comment is appropriate to the Psalms and the Wisdom Books, I do not think it applies to biblical poetry generally, and specifically to the Prophets.  Within Isaiah, the prose material does not seem to be more overtly contextual than the poetic material.  The point applies more broadly to Jeremiah.  Isaiah 56 – 66 is indeed the least overtly contextual of the major sections in the book of Isaiah in the sense that it makes no reference to concrete historical events or people.  But this again links with the theological message that is reflected in its concentric structure.  It sees the tension between promise and challenge as a dominant feature of the relationship between God and Israel in the period to which it belongs.  The decontextualization of its poetry reflects the theological significance of the period.  Decontextualization is not of the essence of biblical poetry.  There are more closed texts and more open texts.  An open text invites various interpretations on the part of readers.  A closed text invites readers to a specific interpretation.  Closed texts are thus more likely to derive their significance from contextual considerations; open texts are less likely to do so.  Isaiah 60 is not an open text in the way that the Psalms are.
Fourthly, poetry makes it possible to speak indirectly and obscurely.  The genius of prose is a capacity to make things clear.  The genius of poetry is a capacity to obscure them.  Why would prophets want to obscure their statements?  Sometimes their delivering of their message is designed as an act of punishment; it utilizes, confirms, and deepens the people’s willful stupidity.  But in addition, their enigmatic poetic utterances have the potential to make people think and (in combination with their use of imagery) even to get them to yield to their message before they quite understand the nature of this message.  Poetry attacks the mind not frontally (like prose) but indirectly and subversively.  

At one level this is a point about rhetoric rather than about theology, but these two are closely related.  The use of rhetoric presupposes a theology.  This aspect of the use of poetry implies the assumption that the prophets’ message will not be welcome and that its hearers will need to be won.  That is so whether the prophet is critiquing people who think they are in the right or seeking to encourage people who think there is no hope.  Prophetic poetry draws attention to the people of God’s resistance to God.  
Isaiah 56:9-11 speaks of the community’s leaders:

All you animals of the wild, come on and eat, all you animals in the forest! 

Its lookouts are blind, all of them; they do not know.

All of them are dumb dogs, they cannot bark.

They are snoozing, bedding down, loving to doze.

But the dogs – they are mighty in appetite; they do not know “enough.”

Those people – they are shepherds who do not know how to be discerning.

All of them have directed themselves to their own way, each one to his own ill-gotten gain, every last part of him.

Is the prophet’s intended audience the leaders themselves, or the community as a whole, or the people who follow these leaders?  In the verses that follow, the prophet directly addresses the last, yet the difference between the audience on the stage and the audience in the house may mean that the prophet’s own direct audience is the segment of the community that does not engage in such practices.  Either way, Isaiah 56:9-11 seeks to get the audience to look at the leadership in a new way, and does so by means of a series of metaphors.  Prosaically put, the community’s leaders do not recognize the danger that threatens it and thus do not warn the community, and they are failing in this respect because of their self-indulgence.  The poetic imagery presupposes that the community does not recognize that this is so.  The people with whom the prophet identifies do not see it, the other members of the community do not see it, and the leaders themselves do not see it.

Many aspects of a passage such as Isaiah 56:9 – 57:13 now raise difficulties of understanding.  Our exegetical study often implies we assume that these difficulties would disappear if we possessed better information on the meaning of the passage’s words or could gain access to a version of the text that was closer to the original.  While this assumption is sometimes appropriate, other difficulties were likely inherent in the text from the beginning.  Further, while some might reflect the prophet’s unintentional failure to be clear, others might reflect a deliberate desire to be compressed and dense so as to compel listeners to wrestle with the prophecy in order to come to an understanding.  That very process requires listeners to engage with its content in a more self-involving way than is necessary if the prophecy has the immediate clarity that more commonly attaches to prose.  At the same time it gives listeners the opportunity to avoid engaging with the prophecy, and thereby to avoid their last state being worse than their first by virtue of the fact that they have had God’s message made clear to them and have rejected it.  In both respects the theological significance of using poetry includes its drawing attention to the way the people of God characteristically resist God’s message.

In varying ways, then, parallelism, hendiadys, paronomasia, chiasm, imagery, ambiguity, and obscurity in the poetry in Isaiah 56 – 66 suggest the complexity, depth, interrelatedness, intelligibility, and unacceptability of the theological ideas that run through the chapters.
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