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I. Deconstructing

In his epoch‑making commentary whose centenary recently passed, Bernhard Duhm described the exilic Isaiah as naive and lacking in self‑criticism.
 Some of the most impressive commentaries on Isaiah 40‑55, such as those of James Muilenburg and Claus Westermann,
 have been themselves disinclined to take up a critical stance in relation to the content of these chapters. It can seem that this material is treated as especially holy ground, or perhaps that readers agree to collude with the work's rhetoric. For Isaiah 40‑55 shouts very loud, and we have laid down and surrendered. Yet a work that shouts loud may be suspected of susceptibility to deconstruction. Of course the exposure of this susceptibility need not be a hostile act, but the act of someone who appreciates the text, who more than anyone wants to understand, and who wants the object of appreciation to be understood. There are reasons of substance for the conviction that this is holy ground, but the ones we appreciate deserve not to be looked at through rose‑tinted spectacles. True honour recognizes how people oversimplify themselves (to themselves and to others) and oversimplify each other, attempting to hide from ambiguities and uncertainties but not succeeding in hiding them from the eyes of those who appreciate them.

Why does Isaiah 40‑55 shout so loud? In a study of Mark and Luke in Poststructuralist Perspectives,
 Stephen D. Moore applies to
Mark's Gospel an observation by Paul de Man, one of the founding fathers of deconstruction: "a literary text simultaneously asserts and denies the authority of its own rhetorical mode."
 Much of my extending of the adaptation to Isaiah 40‑55 was stimulated by Moore's work.

Isaiah 40‑55 keeps declaring, for instance, that the word of God is all that counts and that everything depends on God, but it does so in such a way as to presuppose that everything depends on the audience's response to it. To put the point in another way, it keeps affirming that the community is secure in Yahweh's commitment and repeatedly tells the community not to be afraid, but it also keeps assaulting it, complaining about its obstinacy, and threatening it with abandonment. Chapter 55 will finally invite anyone who is thirsty to delight in the luxury of a free relationship with Yahweh, but the very next chapter begins in such a way as to query whether the invitation is real, undermining it and making the whole matter conditional: first put matters of justice right, then perhaps you may see Yahweh's deliverance. In fiction, at least, a pair of interrogators may divide between them the tasks of being "Mr. Nice" and "Mr. Nasty." The exilic Isaiah works without a partner, but by fulfilling both roles shows signs of schizophrenia. Does the velvet glove conceal an iron fist, or is the prophet all bark and no bite?

Again, the chapters keep promising a moment when all will see

Yahweh's glory (40:5), when people may comprehensively recognize (four verbs are used) that Yahweh, Israel's holy one, has

acted (41:20). But the moment never comes. The chapters portray an alternative world, using language designed to create before their hearers' eyes and ears a world in which these hearers can live as the real world in such a way that it becomes the real world, but they fail. One wonders why the exilic Isaiah is not put to death as a false prophet, or why, if 52:13‑53:12 reflects such an execution, the prophecies themselves are preserved rather than consumed in fire. Do they ask us to read them ironically, to recognize that they lead inexorably to the judgment that this was false prophecy?

Historically their readers have not read them so, but have

rather yielded to the surface demand of their rhetoric. The chapters portray an alternative world which the believing communities have wanted to be a real world whether it is so or not. It is a world in which (to consider only ch. 40) exile does not have the last word; we may pay for our failure, even to excess, but not to eternity; the plaint in Lamentations that "there is no comforter" may be true in the short term, but not in the long; God does depart, but in due course returns; outsiders may vastly outnumber insiders, but even the outsiders in due course will see; the community may be withered by the searing heat of Yahweh's breath, without this implying that Yahweh's purpose ultimately fails; the resources of the outsiders' nations, religion, political leadership, and theology may appear superabundant, but they pale into insignificance beside those of Yahweh; it may seem that Yahweh has chosen to forget the community's destiny, but actually Yahweh continues to be a God who specifically and characteristically offers renewal to the faint, weary, and resourceless.

This is an attractive world, in which people might well like to live. But the text testifies to the nagging doubts, questions, and suspicions which make hearers wisely hesitant to surrender to what may be illusory hopes. The rhetoric seeks to overcome them and gain their collusion. The repetitions, the assonance, and the accumulating, heightening parallelisms overwhelm by the force of reiteration. The rhetorical questions require the audience to involve itself by providing its own answer, yet also tell it the answer to give. The hyperbole, the irony, the ridicule, and the satire imply that only a fool would dispute the matter under discussion. Along with the explicit claim to speak the very words of God overheard in heaven are the implicit appeals to existent scripture which dare the audience to sit in judgment on God. An escalating crescendo is created as exuberant sequences of such poetry surge relentlessly to their climax, sweeping along their audience and overwhelming resistance by their force, power and drive. The metaphors, the similes, and the symbols appeal to the imagination. All these things combine to generate insight (not merely to ornament insight gained by some other route) in such a way as bypasses analytic, linear reason and the skepticism which asks, "But is it really so?" To adapt a phrase of Moore's, prophecy "is more like a dream than a dissertation. "

Suppose one could halt the poet's flow and insist on quiet reflection. Is there reason behind the rhetoric? It is nearer the surface in ch. 41 than in ch. 40. There a court scene opens with another question, about who aroused a conqueror. It is a question whose answer the prophet believes to be self‑evident (even if the Marduk priests were advocating a different one). This overt question conceals a further covert one. Who is the unnamed conqueror himself? Ancient and modem targumists view the answer as obvious but disagree on what it is, reflecting the fact (as I believe it to be) that the audience is invited to see at least both Abraham and Cyrus here. It is the pattern of God's dealings with Abraham which reappears in apparently enigmatic or worrying recent events involving Cyrus. The audience is encouraged to see the prophetic understanding of those events as consistent with a known pattern of earlier happenings (41:1‑4). Whereas other communities lack any viable way of living with these events (41:5-7), that understanding provides the prophet's audience with a way of living with them (41:8‑16). Its own past experience of seeking and finding provision (which I presume lies behind 41:17‑20) supports the point. Further, there is a pattern of Yahweh's speaking concerning the conqueror which also links Abraham and Cyrus (41:21‑29). The prophet might thus claim that the argument is not in fact merely rhetoric, even if it does fall short of being conclusively compelling in itself. A leap of hope is required if people are to live in the world the prophecy lays before them, but it is not exactly a blind leap. The prophet's own leap of hope in due course finds a place in the community's scriptures perhaps because people wanted it to be true and be​lieved that there was enough reason behind the rhetoric to take the risk of believing that it was.

It makes a difference to an evaluation of the prophet's words that they appear in the context of Isaiah 1‑39 and 56‑66. Some of the interpretative issues raised for us by chs. 40‑55 are already implicit in chs. 56‑66, which themselves presuppose the way chapters 40‑55 deconstruct. Perhaps Isaiah 40‑55 is ideological at least in the sense that it tells us what we want to hear (that pain and grief are over, that God is returning, that God's reign had begun). But the book of Isaiah could not (or at least does not) stop with chapters 40‑55. It needed something else to give some consideration to the problems they raise (or the problems they seek to avoid). The exilic Isaiah may have wanted to have the last

word, but could not be allowed to do so. In isolation Isaiah 40-55 might indeed be false prophecy. In cutting off chapters 56‑66 from chapters 40‑55 Duhm illuminated both and obscured both.

II. Mystifying

Another contradiction is involved in the exilic Isaiah's repeated assertion that God's speaking is all that counts for the imminent achievement of God's final purpose (in the End is the word). In Isaiah 40‑55 that word is put into writing so that it can make this point to people like modern readers who live long after the pro​jected End. It has to do so, for otherwise the word dies. "The mouth of Yahweh has spoken," "the word of our God will stand for ever" (40:5, 8) are large claims. Moore comments regarding an equivalent claim of Jesus, "a more thoroughgoing idealization of speech can hardly be imagined. To the spoken word, that most ephemeral of substances, a status of pure transcendence is attrib​uted," even though it falls on deaf ears.
 This is promise about the spoken word, but it is apparently incapable of realization unless spoken word becomes written word. Moreover it is prom​ise, but also quasi‑threat, for it expresses God's determination, declaring what will happen no matter how people respond. Or will it? Like Mark, the exilic Isaiah incorporates contradiction into the body of its diction. It both idealizes speech and de-idealizes it (because it is not effective). It gives the impression that there will be achievement, closure, but there never is.

Speech by its nature stands closer to its author than does writing; its meaning thus has more precision and its addresses are known. Paul Ricoeur has emphasized how writing has escaped its author's intention and meaning, and has thereby gained in rich-ness; the point was made classically by Plato in Phaedrus 275de.
 Isaiah 40‑55 is indeed rich and open in meaning. Whether or not it could have been so in oral form, in the only form we know it, and perhaps the only form in which it has ever existed, this rich multivalence depends on its being in written form. Yet it is a text which places much emphasis on God's speaking and which by

implication shares the recurrent human antipathy towards the written. Isaiah 40‑55 is presented to us as speech and therefore as clear communication; God speaks, and presumably means to communicate clearly. But it is presented to us as speech only by being presented to us as writing and thus as ambiguous and unclear, and who has the right or obligation to see themselves as addressed by it? Further, we have noted that God's speech takes up God's earlier writing (in previous chapters in Isaiah), and tends then to increase in its ambiguity‑both the ambiguity of particular texts (43:1‑4 is an example) and the ambiguity of its relationship with those earlier texts.

God's speech seems to be of unclear meaning not only to us but also to its original hearers/readers who do not yet know or believe or understand (cf. 43:10). Some of the material's ambiguity may derive from its being designed to stimulate thought and/or to apply in several directions; that may be true of 42:1‑4. But the unclarity of our words often reflects an unclarity in our own mind, and if the prophet has little idea what God is talking about in the final servant passage in 52:13‑53:12, this would explain the apparent failure to achieve clarity there. Our philoso​phy of exegesis often presupposes that texts are of clear meaning and that if only we had enough information about language and context or had access to the author's mind, all would be patent. This is a fallacy.

Even when things might be viewed as exegetically clear, it is characteristic even of God's better hearers to fail to understand. This inability characterizes not only Babylonian idol‑makers (41:1‑7) and their deities themselves (41:21‑29) but Yahweh's own servant (42:18‑25) and sometimes Yahweh's own prophet (49:4a), who has not listened to the message of earlier chapters and whose understanding at the highpoint in 52:13‑53:12 (highpoint of unclarity if of nothing else) falls significantly short of the vision which nevertheless has to be shared. The message is allegedly oral and therefore reasonably clear, but people respond to it as if it were written and therefore enigmatic: as if they are dyslexic, to borrow another phrase from Moore.
 The audience of the chapters resembles the man listening to himself read from them on a journey from Jerusalem to Gaza who needed someone to explain it all to him (Acts 8). It is as if God or prophet, too,

were writing rather than speaking and no one is explaining the resultant text, and the audience is thus also reading from a written text rather than listening to a living voice. Its ears are uncircumcised or blocked, their eyes and mind closed, as was threatened in Isaiah 6:9‑10, a key text which Isaiah 40‑55 and Mark's Gospel have in common, though the exilic Isaiah saw it first. Indeed, enlightenment is still a matter of promise in Isaiah 61:1‑2 (which I take to refer to the opening of prison rather than the opening of eyes, but 42:16 illustrates how the two form one image; these are only examples of the prominence of the lan​guage of light, revelation, sight, concealment, darkness, splendour, knowledge, eyes and other terms from such fields within these chapters).

As well as giving us the impression that there will be closure and achievement but never quite providing it, Isaiah 40‑55 also sometimes leaves things open but finds that interpreters want to close them. The wide variety of interpretations of the chapters over the centuries may suggest that most subsequent readers have misunderstood them; we are all the kind of readers it complains about. I have noted that the unclarity of the material sometimes derives from its nature, for it is capable of being allusive and ambiguous, designed to provoke thought rather than to render thought unnecessary. On its own account, however, understanding is not merely a matter of the clarity of the material. Clarity in fact develops through chs. 41‑45 so that the allusiveness of ch. 41 has disappeared when we reach 44:24‑45:8, as the prophet's point about Cyrus becomes quite explicit. But this does not mean that the time for questions is over. On the contrary, this is when the audience's questions begin (45:11). Matters can be unclear and enigmatic, or clear and enigmatic. Who can understand the idea of Cyrus's being Yahweh's anointed? In other words, not everything in these chapters is allusive and ambiguous; much becomes quite clear and it is nevertheless (or rather is therefore the more) objectionable. As Mark will comment, to outsiders and insiders everything is in parables, even the things that are not. Nothing makes sense.

As is the case with Jesus's disciples, failure to understand stems from the hearers' understandable repression as well as the message's inherent ambiguity. The message attracts them by talking about good news: v. 3 of Isaiah 40 reappears as v. 3 of Mark's Gospel. The exilic Isaiah and the Nazarene Jesus declare that the

moment of God's reign has arrived. If this is so, in the event the world looks surprisingly little different. It is not this aspect of the message's fragility that I shall consider here, but rather the fact that the declaration about good news, about the return of God, and about God's reigning lulls its hearers into a false sense of security. Prophecy and story move on from evangel to death.

It is the message about death that the disciples find particularly incomprehensible, and understandably so. Isaiah 40‑55 begins from death (the people is grass withered in the searing heat of Yahweh's wind) and promises life. It transpires, however, that one can never turn one's back on death. If we are minded to be encouraged by the prospect of that withering, death‑dealing wind being turned in another direction for the sake of Israel as the servant of Yahweh (40:23‑24; 41:2‑3, 11‑12, 15‑16), it is this which lulls us. No empty wind, this (contrast 41:29), Yahweh's wind then returns (42:1) and—as will happen later in the story of Jesus's testing—drives the servant of Yahweh into a task that turns all that hope upside down. This servant declines to be death-dealing, to snap broken canes and quench flickering flames. But we are then reassured that he himself will not flicker or break, which hints at the idea that he will be subject to the same testing. The mere hint in Isaiah 42 need not be read that way, but when we return to it from the accounts of a servant's testimony in chs. 49‑50 and of a servant's humiliation in 52:13‑53:12, this seems a direction in which they suggest we read it.

On the one hand, Israel is the servant of Yahweh redeemed from death. On the other, the servant of Yahweh is on the way to death. Israel will be well advised not to listen too naively to the prophet's encouraging message about its being God's servant. They will be ill‑advised to be beguiled into thinking that they can have good news without bad news. Even the good news about Cyrus, which they are not inclined to view as good news, can only lead to genuinely bad news.

When the prophet overtly addresses Babylonian gods or people, the covert intended audience is Israelite exiles. But this is only stage one in a complex process. If the prophet does mean that outsiders are to recognize the truth of the message (e.g. 42:10‑12, hard to confine to Israelites), in due course they will have to hear it, direct from Yahweh or via Israel or in some other unspecified way, so that the overt audience becomes the actual audience. For all Isaiah of Jerusalem's warnings that the covert

Israelite audience of insiders risks forfeiting the ability ever to hear if it persists in blocking its ears, the exilic Isaiah cannot contemplate insiders ever being actually replaced by outsiders, as opposed to being joined by them. The material twice walks to the edge of such an abyss then fences it with a "but now," we'attah (43:1; 44:1). Looking in the face the community's blindness and deafness, the prophet nevertheless affirms its servant/witness status. The link between the end of chs. 42 and 43 and the beginning of chs. 43 and 44 is thus essential to their meaning (and the locating of chapter divisions at these points with their mindless or perverse obscuring of this link offers further testimony to readers' capacity for misunderstanding).
Yet the ambiguity about the community generates an ambiguity in the prophet's proclamations about everyone coming to see (e.g. 41:20; cf. 42:17; each time real disjunctions, though also obscured by the medieval chapter divisions). The "everyone" can and must include insiders in status who need to become insiders in substance, as well as others who are outsiders in both senses, and the threat about being treated as outsiders applies to insiders who open themselves to this threat. In the terms of another framework, among the reasons why the debate about nationalism and universalism in Isaiah 40‑55 is misconceived is that in ways such as this the material makes a point of subverting the division between insiders and outsiders. The chapters also thus subvert their own attribution of special status to their audience on the grounds of its being ethnic "seed of Abraham."

III. Intertextual

Perhaps their audience should not shoulder the entire blame for misunderstanding the prophecies, given the fact that the prophet, while explicitly claiming that the message is oral, also implicitly claims that it is actually written, being at least in part a mere rereading of the message of Isaiah of Jerusalem. I presume this to be in written form, though doubtless not a form identical with Isaiah 1‑39 as we know it, and it would suffice if it were merely in reasonably fixed oral form. Either way it is already what the message of the exilic Isaiah will also have to become, independent of its speaker, no longer living speech. Of course Isaiah

40‑55 is not a mere rereading of a text going back to Isaiah of Jerusalem, for if that were so it would be unnecessary; actual rereading would be enough. Without wilful deafness there would be no need of prophecy; without wilful dyslexia there would be no possibility of it. The implicit claim to be restating a written message is an implicit admission that this message is insufficient of multivalent or both.

Whereas Duhm viewed the two major parts of the book of Isaiah as wholly separate, the past two decades have seen increasing interest in the relationship between its different parts and between different specific texts. Intertextuality provides an alternative conceptuality for considering these interrelationships. There are, admittedly, a number of intertextualities, but they have in common the assumption that any text presupposes other texts with which it stands in dialogue. The text's historical meaning derives in significant part from its (not necessarily explicit)

relationship with these other texts.

In literature and in scriptures an allusion to another text is unlikely to be merely a formal appropriation of its language, a rhetorical flourish. It reaffirms or contests or modifies or elaborates or claims the support of this other text. We never know the entirety of a text's intertextuality; how much we know will vary. In broad terms Isaiah 1‑39 is part of the intertext for Isaiah 40‑55, Isaiah 1‑55 as a whole for Isaiah 56‑66. Insofar as parts of these sections of the book belong in origin to periods other than those implied by their literary context (for instance, parts of chs. 1‑39 with material from the exile or after, or parts of Isaiah 40‑55 with material from after the exile, or parts of Isaiah 56‑66 with material from earlier), this means that the historical direction of the intertextuality changes, but the fact of it does not.

For different contributors to the book, the Isaiah tradition as they knew it was text they could not ignore. Indeed, it was text which in part inspired them. The new text may purport to reaffirm and reapply the old text in a new context, but it does more than merely repeat it; we have noted that if that would suffice, the old text might do. Particular aspects of the existent text are taken up, while as significantly other aspects are ignored, and the aspects that are taken up are themselves modified and/or transformed as they now appear in a new context. They contribute to the new prophecy by the nature of their own content which exercises substantial influence on its content. They also contribute by the resonances from tradition they give to the new text, and by

the authority that carries over from them to it, modifying any sense of its dangerous novelty.

Isaiah 40‑55 involves a number of significant intertextualities. While I refer to some motifs which the chapters take up from other parts of the tradition, I focus on the way the exilic Isaiah claims the mantle of Isaiah of Jerusalem. I speak in those terms for convenience, not meaning to reify either person. For all I know, a score of authors may have contributed to each section of the book, and I assume we must allow for the possibility that our concern to identify material that came from a key individual is an anachronism. It is the case that from time to time there is an actual "I" in Isaiah 40‑55 whose importance has sometimes been underestimated, but this is no reason to see an individual's im​portance as all‑pervasive. The text presents us with a collection of poems which do refer to an individual prophet but do so only rarely. Why not at both points read with the grain?

The exilic Isaiah claims the mantle of Isaiah of Jerusalem. If Isaiah 40‑55 asks us to read Isaiah 1‑39 in its light, however, its claiming the support of those chapters points also to our reading Isaiah 40‑55 themselves in the light of them. Texts in intertextual relationship reverberate with each other. Isaiah 40‑55 cannot get away from aspects of Isaiah 1‑39 which it finds troublesome. It may seek to abandon the idea of an Israelite anointed king and to democratize the idea of the servant, the chosen, the one Yahweh loves, but if the idea of an individual anointed king turns out to be difficult to evade and it is thus also simultaneously applied to Cyrus, this may threaten ideologies as dangerous as the ones the exilic Isaiah is seeking to avoid. Further, the prophecy may be dangerously idealistic in its attempt to abandon the idea of the anointed king. Israel had found it could not do without one before and would be likely to find it needed one again. The community might need the harnessing of the idea of monarchy to the idea of justice as this was pressed by the kingship ideal if it was to be offered some protection from kingship without that ideal. In other words, it may be fortunate as well as inevitable that revisionist interpretations of texts do not replace their originals, even within scripture.
 Again, Isaiah 40‑55 may seek to turn the

idea of Yahweh's being "Israel's holy one" from threat to reassurance, but Second Isaiah cannot so easily shrug off First Isaiah's instinct to declare judgment on people who seem wilfully unable to see, and this also reflects the fact that Isaiah of Jerusalem was not wrong. The nature of intertextuality is that through "the anxiety of influence" the precursors still speak even as the "strong poets" are seeking to evade or overcome their vision.

Isaiah of Jerusalem had had to make a choice between death through not being written down and death through being written down.
 The exilic Isaiah takes part in his resurrection and in his death, or perhaps in his resuscitation, his death, and his resurrection, bringing him back to life by bringing his words back to people's attention, bringing him to death through making his words mean something different, and bringing him to resurrection, because the last by definition holds together revivification and transformation, the eating of bread and fish and the capacity to remain unrecognized and unconstrained. For the exilic Isaiah, too, becoming a written text is to risk death by misunderstanding A prophetic book, unlike a prophetic speech, has no direct addressees. By its nature it thus lays itself open to the kind of redeployment which the exilic Isaiah goes in for and experiences. This happens, however, as the written text again becomes speech. It is the third section of the Hebrew canon which comprises the "Writings," works which are written but not read (in the regular lectionary);
 Isaiah becomes a writing but does not escape (mis)-reading. Speech became scripture in order that scripture might become speech. It lost addressees so that it might gain them again.

So there before the anonymous prophet stalk several forms of death. Yahweh "made my mouth like a sharp sword," but the sword is two‑edged. Yahweh "made me like a polished arrow," but

the missile launcher backfires. The prophet is the victim of friendly fire, of self‑inflincted wounds. Yahweh indeed "circumcised my ear," and it meant assault and shame (50:4‑6). When the chapters offer their climactic description of Yahweh's servant, it is of someone for whom shame and assault become death, though this is indeed a death followed by transformation rather than mere resuscitation. The fate of Isaiah of Jerusalem's text adumbrates the fate of Yahweh's servant, and both provide the pattern for the exilic Isaiah's own text, of which Jesus and Mark will in due course be the resuscitation, the death, and the resurrection (without Jesus and Mark many fewer people would have heard of Isaiah 40, but the text they have heard of is not Isaiah 40). What the exilic Isaiah does to Isaiah of Jerusalem, Jesus and Mark (not to mention the Qumran community and others) will do to the exilic Isaiah.

IV. Socio‑critical

There is another way of approaching the question why Isaiah 40‑55 shouts so loud, why it seeks so hard to manipulate its hearers into compliance, whether it is an ideological text. The phenomenon raises questions about power. Consciously or unconsciously, texts are written to serve interests of their authors and their communities. That is not a total explanation of them, but it is one level of explanation. A possible question to ask of any text, then, is "Whose interest does it serve?" In Semeia 59 Norman K. Gottwald thus offered a study of "Social Class and Ideology in Isaiah 40‑55.

The sources suggest a plausible picture of the Israelite community in Babylon to which the chapters refer. It comprised chiefly the religious and political leadership from Jerusalem and its families, numbering some thousands, who had been removed there by the Babylonian army. A community once used to power and significance, they were people who now found themselves insignificant and powerless. They were disunited among themselves in their interpretation of their religious and political circumstances, taking different attitudes to international political

prospects in Babylon and to the future of Yahwistic religion in its relationship to matters such as worship by means of idols. They were thus characterized by internal and external conflict.

The nature of the contemporary community in Jerusalem and Judah is a matter of more controversy. Lamentations pictures the city as desolate and empty; Isaiah 40‑55 suggests a similar understanding. This picture of an abandoned city may be an exaggera​tion, for rhetorical or ideological reasons or both. The surrounding Judean hills continued to be occupied by small communities of farmers and shepherds who in total numbers vastly outnumbered the exiles (see 2 Kgs 25; Jer. 40‑43), and it would be surprising if there was no occupation of the city.

The evidence from a slightly later period for the attitudes of Judean and Babylonian communities to each other is that the relationship involved considerable antipathy. Within each there were at least some who regarded the other as contaminated (see e.g. Zech. 3; Ezra 3‑6; and the indications of conflict within Isa. 56‑66). It would not be surprising if the same attitude obtained in the 540s. Earlier still, on the one hand Lamentations grieves over the removal of the city's leadership (e.g. 2:9; 4:13‑16), while on the other it lays responsibility for the city's fall squarely at the feet of that leadership and thus at the feet of its survivors now in Babylon.

There is a similar ambiguity about the relationship of Isaiah 40‑55 with Lamentations. In taking up the latter's speech and announcing a response to its pleas, Isaiah 40‑55 may implicitly see itself as one in destiny with the Judean community rather than set over against it. On the other hand, Isaiah 40‑55 makes much use of the terms 'children," "sons," and 'daughters," and refrains from describing its community as kings, princes, priests, and prophets, in the manner of Lamentations.
 This might suggest self-effacement or might constitute an evasion of responsibility. Further, if Isaiah 40‑55 treats the Judean community as non‑existent, there may be an implicitly ideological point here, parallel to one in the contemporary Middle East. "The Myth of the Empty Land," the title of Robert Carroll's paper in Semeia 59,
 facilitates the

exiles' projecting of themselves as its heirs. If they represent themselves as Sion in exile,
 this could give ideological support to a claim to be the true Israel. Representing themselves as Sion's children, entitled to return to their mother city, could have a parallel function.

Lamentations and Isaiah 40‑55 may have covert concerns to justify political positions, or they may not. Perhaps the better way to put it is to grant that there may well be an aspect of self‑interest in every text, but that this consideration may be a particularly significant factor in the shaping of these specific texts, or it may not. The exiles may actually be quite ignorant of the situation in Jerusalem and too preoccupied with their own situation to reflect on that anywhere else: that is, their silence about the Jerusalem community may be significant, but there are several ways in which it could be significant. I am reminded of the hoary debate about the prophets' attitude to sacrifice, when interpreters used to keep attacking these texts to force them to give us an answer to a question they were not asking.

I have alluded to a feature running through much of Isaiah 40-55, what von Rad called the motif of democratization.
 Within chs. 41‑42 this is represented by the treatment of Israel as God's servant. Expressions such as "servant," "chosen," "fear not, for I am with you," which appear in 41:8‑16, belong to the king, in origin or by familiar usage. They are now reapplied to "Israel." The main features of the portrait of the servant in 42:1‑4 are also royal in background, and in my view they also presuppose application to Israel. But what is this Israel and over against whom is democratization asserted? Is Israel the exilic community, or is it the Judean community, or is such an antithesis not implied? Is democratization simply asserted over against the potential power of the Davidic monarchy? On the surface the prophecy's point is not that the title "Israel" belongs to the exilic community rather than the Judean community (or vice versa) but that the community addressed means something rather than nothing and that significance attaches to all of it rather than to the Davidic house alone.

In the exilic Isaiah's democratization there is a force capable of working powerfully against ideologies, for by definition it works against loci of power. It puts all human entities under the authority and protection of deity. Of course it can be subject to ideological appropriation. Yet Isaiah 40‑55 seems to work against that, too. If its "Israel" (however identified) gains too unequivocal comfort from being reminded in 41:8‑16 of its high status as Yahweh's personal servant, such comfort is quickly subverted by the remainder of the vocation involved in servanthood in 42:1‑9 (if the passage may be read that way), and is more explicitly and devastatingly subverted by the assessment of its servanthood offered in 42:18‑25. "This is a kind of ideological literature that incorporates a reflex of ideological auto‑critique."

We have noted that abandoning the Davidic kingship ideal might be at best naive. Gottwald's socio‑critical understanding of Isaiah 40‑55 is more suspicious, seeing the chapters as especially concerned to bolster the position of the exilic community as an aristocratic oligarchy destined to resume power in Jerusalem and as lacking any reflection on the need to safeguard against the abuse and corruption of power which characterized their pre-exilic predecessors.
 The picture is a plausible one, but it remains entirely hypothetical. Aside from questions regarding Gottwald's assumption of the conflict model for understanding relationships between the exilic and Judean communities rather than a consensual model, we do not even know for certain whether the material in Isaiah 40‑55 is of Babylonian background, or perhaps of mixed origin. Duhm located it in Lebanon, and as his centenary approached, among others J.M. Vincent and R.E. Clements urged its partial Jerusalem background.
 The whole book of Isaiah may be of Jerusalem provenance. If so, then a quite different socio‑historical understanding would be possible and necessary.

We do not have enough knowledge of the socio‑historical con​text of Isaiah 40‑55 to provide the undergirding for a properly socio‑critical interpretation; the matter is simply too conjectural. 

It would be regrettable if we turned out after all to have learned nothing about the hazards of setting at the heart of the interpretative task the attempt to fix the historical background of texts, so that socio‑critical interpretation hastened into the same marsh as historical critical interpretation.
 But there may be another way of realizing the practical concerns of such interpretation.

V. Hearer‑Involving

A feature of Isaiah 40‑55 is a running ambiguity regarding its audience. I had some sympathy with the PhD candidate who, when asked whether he had looked at a certain question within the framework of "the implied reader," confessed that the complexities of such talk gave him a headache.
 Nevertheless this framework does clarify some aspects of these chapters.

In general, what is the audience envisaged by these prophecies? Chapter 40 begins by announcing a message of comfort for Jerusalem, so that in some indirect sense Jerusalem is the audience, and I believe it is the overt addressee in vv. 9‑11. But the matter is more complicated than that. I have referred to Volz's belief that "Jerusalem" is here a figure for the exilic community, though this in fact seems an implausible as well as an unnecessary suggestion. It is implausible because everywhere else in this book so far, and demonstrably in many subsequent chapters, too, "Jerusalem" denotes the city of that name or its population. It is unnecessary because it presupposes that Isaiah 40‑55 addresses the exilic community and also presupposes that a message of comfort to Jerusalem was irrelevant to that community. Both assumption may be queried.

One basis for querying the first is the possibility we have noted that the sixth‑century material in this book is of Jerusalem provenance. In German‑speaking scholarship, however, there has been developing a substantial interest in the redactional history

of these chapters, and R.P. Merendino in his important contribution to their study has suggested that 40:1‑11 forms a new introduction to the exilic material, provided for the Jerusalem community after the exile.
 This understanding suggests another basis for reckoning that there was no need for Volz's interpretation of the opening reference to Jerusalem. Yet it is surely unnecessary even if we reckon that 40:1‑11 was addressed to the Judean community in sixth‑century Babylon, for the destiny of Jerusalem was of key importance to that community.

Merendino's work is but one understanding of the history of this material. I find that it is considering the various understandings of this history which induces headache, or rather frustration. A number of theories are plausible, but none is compelling. We cannot attain any conviction about the audience of different stages of this redactional process, if process there was, as we cannot attain any conviction about the material's socio‑historical context and significance. Where do we go from there?

Within Isaiah 40‑55 the overt audience includes both the Jerusalem community and that in Babylon. With any text it is possible that the intended audience is other than the overt audience. I presume that the prophecies addressed to the nations in Isaiah 13‑23 were never delivered to them. Yet their value to their intended Judean audience depends on their being valid statements of what could in principle actually be said to the various nations. For prophet and audience they indicate something of the perspective Yahweh has upon the nations and the purpose of Yahweh for them. The overt audience is not the originally intended audience but it is a possible audience for Isaiah 40‑55.

The overt audience of chs. 40‑55 includes from time to time both Jerusalem and the exilic community. Even if their original covert audience was exclusively one or the other, both are possible audiences for them. Jerusalem is the explicit but indirect addressee in 40:1‑2, the explicit and direct addressee in 40:9‑11. The entirety of what follows in these chapters is implicitly of interest to the community geographically focused on Jerusalem. I am attracted to S.L. Stassen's suggestion that 40:1‑11, with its Jerusalem‑Sion focus, introduces 40:12‑48:22, with its Jacob‑Israel focus, while 49:1‑13, with its Jacob‑Israel concern, introduces

49:14‑55:13, with its Jerusalem‑Sion concern.
 The two foci of the whole are thus bound together.

In 40:12‑31, in contrast, Jacob‑Israel as a whole is the explicit and direct audience; the passage does not specify what is the referent of the term "Jacob‑Israel" (e.g. whether Judean or exilic or both) and we are perhaps not to attempt to force a specific interpretation on it. It is also the audience in 41:1‑20, sometimes explicitly and directly, sometimes less so. The description of it as taken from the ends of the earth like Abraham (41:8‑9) suggests that it is pictured in its theological location in Judah, but this might not mark that as its present geographical location. In 41:21‑42:17 the identity of the direct audience is left implicit; Jacob‑Israel is not mentioned, though Zion‑Jerusalem reappears as indirect audience in 41:27.

In 42:18‑44:23 Jacob‑Israel is often addressed but not identified. It can be read as Babylonian or Judean, as a people in exile promised a return to its home (which therefore plays a prominent place in the rhetoric) or as a people living around a largely depopulated capital promised the restoration of its exiled population (who therefore play a prominent place in its rhetoric). Indeed, these two alternatives apply to the material as a whole. They reflect the fact that each community it envisages has things to say to the other. It implicitly invites us to read it from both perspectives (among others: that of the Babylonians, for instance, that of the Persians, and that of other peoples whom the latter might release from the former). And in doing so it may appropriately be read socio‑critically in the sense of asking what praxis in community and society it warrants, appropriately not least because this concern is prominent in the book of Isaiah itself (a fact reflected in the role of the prophets as a significant intertext for Karl Marx).

The protagonists of socio‑critical and of canonical interpretation have seen their work as antithetical, but here at least the one may help the other. J.A. Sanders has suggested that one characteristic of prophetic hermeneutic, within writings which became scripture and in their later appropriation, is its inclination to

confront the community rather than merely confirm it in its present self‑understanding.
 Such confrontation need not always involve bringing unwelcome bad news; where the community is demoralized, it may mean bringing unbelievable good news. Where it does mean good news, it will not be a matter of mere ideology. If Isaiah 40‑55 did originally function in part to offer ideological undergirding to the exilic community's aspirations to land and power in the Judean community, in more than one way its own rhetoric frustrates this aim. By speaking to the city and not merely to the exiles, it invites us to look at the situation from the city's perspective, while its claiming of the mantle of Isaiah of Jerusalem and its literary setting within the book of Isaiah directs us to read it in the context of the whole book's recurrent concern with just order and decisive judgment within that city.

It could be, then, that the prophet's own ministry was quite ideological, the message purporting to respond to Lamentations in order to bolster the claim that the exilic community was heir to the Jerusalem traditions and had the right to declare God's response to its prayers. It thus staked a claim to power in the future Jerusalem community. If so, the message has been preserved independently of such factors and without making them clear, as it has been preserved with relatively little concrete historical reference.

The effect is to make questions of ideology prospective rather than retrospective. The question about ideology which the text raises by its ambiguity is the question about the audience's ideology. Why are we reading it? What do we intend to do with it other than satisfy our aesthetic, intellectual, and religious instincts and further our careers? Like historical‑critical study in its concern with history, the socio‑historical quest for the ideology of the text could be a way of avoiding the ideology in ourselves. We cannot

say how the material functioned historically. We can say how prophetic hermeneutic would design it to function.

A further aspect of Paul Ricoeur's work provides an alternative way of making the point. One concern of socio‑critical interpretation is to aid proper praxis. Paradoxically, by conducting us into the irresolvable uncertainties of socio‑critical interpretation it risks making it harder for the text to aid praxis. Ricoeur's work suggests that the question what past events the text points to can be replaced by the question what possible future events it points to.

The modern age has been instinctively inclined to privilege history over fiction, or at least has sometimes been so inclined (the seriousness with which we take drama and the novel suggests that we are schizophrenic about the matter). Fiction may have sense, but history has both sense and reference. Ricoeur has attempted to break our prejudice in favour of history, pointing out that fiction also emerges from human experience; fiction, too, has reference. But then fiction also brings out an aspect of the nature of narrative which is thus also a characteristic of history. It redescribes reality. Reworking Aristotle, with his linking of mythos and mimesis in Poetics 1448a, Ricoeur declares that "fiction is not a case of reproductive but productive imagination" and asks whether "by opening us to the different, history opens us to the possible, while fiction, by opening us to the unreal, brings us back to the essential?”

If the meaning of texts lies in front of them as well as behind them, in the mode of being in the world they lay out before us, it would be as easy to suggest that fiction lays before us what is possible to complement history's account of the merely actual. Ricoeur indeed stresses the link between narrative and the passion for the possible.
 Both history and fiction have reference, but history's reference lies behind it, fiction's in front of it. Fiction is indeed heuristic. Focusing on what past events generated it misses its point.

Ricoeur's point about narrative can be extended to prophecy. Compared with the two types of narrative, by its nature prophecy is more like fiction than history. In setting before us possible worlds and inviting us to go for them (or to abort them), it is not chiefly concerned with events which have (yet) taken place but with what is possible. It indeed issues this invitation with passion. In fact it does invite people to lie down (or to rather to stand up) in surrender to its rhetoric.

ABSTRACT

Isaiah 40‑55 deconstructs in that (for instance) it both asserts that everything depends on God and that everything depends on the audience's response to God. It is mystifying in that it is often characterized by ambiguity rather than univocity. It is intertextual in that it takes up motifs from Isaiah 1‑39, with which it then has a two‑way relationship. It is socio‑historical in doubtless serving the interests of its community, though that community cannot securely be identified. It is hearer‑involving in that it demands and depends on its audience's response.
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