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Prophets commonly speak in poetry rather than in prose.  What is the theological significance of this fact?  In this paper I consider this question in relation to Isaiah 56 – 66, simply because it is material I am studying in another connection.  
In modern Hebrew and English Bibles, most of Isaiah 56 – 66 is printed as verse, while some of the closing verses and a few others are printed as prose.  Yet there is some difference between editions and translations over distinguishing verse and prose.  NJPS and BHS lay out 66:22-24 as verse, TNIV lays it out as prose, while NRSV lays out just 66:22-23 as verse and 66:24 as prose.  These differences reflect the fact that distinguishing between prose and verse is a Western practice, perhaps tied up with the invention of the printing press, and that the two are ideal types.  The distinction between them is real, but fuzzy; poetry can be prosaic and prose can be poetic.  Hortatory sentences and poetic prophecies occupy different places on the spectrum that includes both prose and verse.  It can therefore be a judgment call whether one sees particular units or verses as one or the other.  
As ideal types, one could say that Old Testament prose regularly incorporates longer and more complex sentences, uses more straightforward and literal description, and provides more aids to understanding such as the relative particle ’ăšer, suffixes, and the object marker ’et.  Poetry makes more use of imagery such as simile, metaphor and symbol, which enable it to say things that cannot be said by means of straightforward statements.  It often omits those syntactical and grammatical aids to understanding; this contributes to its being characterized by greater denseness, by a capacity to use fewer words yet to say more than prose.  Its making less use of w-consecutive often leaves the relationship between clauses less clear.  Prose seeks to make things as easy as possible for the listener and it appeals to the left side of the brain.  Poetry seeks to make the listener think and it appeals to the right side of the brain.  It has to be read slowly and attentively, and it involves its readers in discerning its meaning.  
English poetry shares with Old Testament poetry the characteristics of denseness and the use of imagery.  Old Testament poetry has a third key characteristic that is more distinctive.  It commonly expresses itself in units or lines that are shorter than regular prose sentences, comprising about six words, and that divide roughly into two halves in which the second repeats, intensifies, clarifies, contrasts with, or simply completes the first.  These two-part lines or bicola often constitute complete short sentences, though it is also possible for one or more lines to be syntactically subordinate to a preceding or following line.  While “parallelism” is not a very accurate term to describe the interrelationship of the two-part lines that characterize Old Testament poetry, it is a useful shorthand expression.  Parallelism compares and links with the device of hendiadys, in which two terms form a single compound expression.  An example I shall come back to is mišpāt ûsĕdāqâ or sĕdāqâ ûmišpāt, conventionally “justice and righteousness.”  Parallelism also compares with the way larger textual units can form chiasms, concentric structures in which the second half of the unit mirrors the first half.  Like the use of imagery, parallelism in general and hendiadys in particular can feature in prose, but they find their natural home in the two-part lines that characterize Old Testament poetry.  Similarly, chiasms appear in prose, but find their natural home in poetry.
1. The Binary Nature of Old Testament Theological Ideas
I begin from the theological significance of parallelism, a characteristic of Old Testament poetry that features in the opening verse of Isaiah 56 – 66.
Guard authority, act in faithfulness,


Because my deliverance is near to coming, my faithfulness to appearing.  (Isa 56:1)
Each of these two lines is a bicolon (2-2 and 3-2 in MT).
  Each is characterized by parallelism.  The combination of the terms mišpāt and sĕdāqâ appears in the first (it recurs in 58:2; 59:4, 9, 14).  The fact that these two nouns appearing in the different cola can elsewhere form a hendiadys encourages us to take them as a compound expression.  It serves to articulate a complex theological and ethical idea.  Mišpāt suggests the making of decisions by the exercise of legitimate power.  Sĕdāqâ suggests people doing right by one another in light of the relationships between them; it connotes doing the right thing by people.  I thus translate the two words as “authority” and “faithfulness.”  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 deliverance and faithfulness (cf. 59:16, 17; 61:10; 62:1; 63:1) and thus offers another instance of the way parallelism can express the binary relationship of ideas in the prophetic message.  Faithfulness suggests the basis for Yhwh’s acts, which lies in Yhwh’s relationship with Israel; deliverance 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, Yhwh is on high and is holy; 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, whereas the king may not make a habit of visiting people in their ordinary homes in the city, Yhwh does go 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)

Whereas Isaiah 49:8 referred to “a time of acceptance” and “a day of deliverance,” in Isaiah 61:1 “deliverance” becomes “redress.”  The two terms “acceptance” and “redress” recognize the twofold significance of Yhwh’s act.  The line’s parallelism reflects the fact that its two cola offer two ways of describing the same occasion: a year becomes a day, Yhwh becomes our God, and acceptance becomes redress.  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.  
The phrase “day of redress” recalls the expression “day of Yhwh.”  Traditionally people had expected Yhwh’s day to be an occasion when they would experience blessing and when redress would be exacted of their enemies; this is the expectation that Amos 5:18-20 subverts.  Isaiah 61:2 and 64:8 reverse the expectation again, reaffirming the traditional assumption about the day.  As Isaiah 47:3 has already promised God’s redress on Babylon, and as Jesus will speak of God’s redress on his people’s adversaries, presumably the Romans (Lk 18:7-8), and also on the people itself (Lk 21:22), so Isaiah 61:2 promises God’s redress on Judah’s current overlords.  

So both acceptance/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.
  A subsequent Christian expositor of Isaiah 61 such as Theodoret of Cyrrhus thus comments on the Lord’s not only promising deliverance but warning of just judgment.
  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).  Acceptance/restoration and redress are complementary aspects of the meaning of Yhwh’s act, though it may be significant that the prophet speaks of a year of acceptance/restoration and only a day of redress.  One might compare this with the way the Old Testament sees the dominant side of Yhwh’s moral character as love and mercy; while wrath and a willingness to exact judgment are also part of that character, they are less central to it.
As well as facilitating expression of the binary of aspects of reality, parallelism 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.  But formulating the point in that way implies that there is something that we can adequately term “sin.”  While it is convenient to have a shorthand 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.  The Old Testament rather uses a variety of terms to convey this reality, and in doing so it uses a number of terms that all seem to have started off life as metaphors from everyday life (even if Old Testament writers have forgotten the metaphorical origin of some of them) – hence my translating hattā’t “shortcoming” rather than “sin.”  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 am not sure whether 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.  But it is true of this range of images that “symbol gives rise to thought.”
 Each helps us articulate conceptually the nature of evil or sin.
Each of the images constitutes a compressed story, as is characteristic of images.  For convenience, I will express them as similes.  Sin is like rebelling against a superior authority (pāša‘; e.g., 2 King 3:7; cf. 1 Kings 8:50).  It is like turning one’s back on one’s marital relationship (šûb; e.g., Jer 3:6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 22).  It is like betraying a friendship (bāgad; e.g., Jer 12:1, 6; Job 6:15; cf. Jer 5:11; 9:2).  It is like getting dirty (tāmē’; e.g., Jer 2:23).  It is like wandering off the road (the noun ‘āwôn; e.g., Jer 3:21; 5:25; 9:5; 11:10).  It is like transgressing a law (‘ābar; e.g., Jer 5:22; cf. 34:18).  It is like failing to achieve something one should have achieved (hātā’; e.g., Jer 3:25; 8:14; 14:7, 20).  It is like trespassing on someone’s rights or property or honor (mā‘al; e.g., Num 5:27; cf. Ezek 14:13; 20:27).  
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.  
2. Theological Depth and Theological Tension
The interrelationship of those opening two lines in Isaiah 56:1 points to a further theological significance of parallelism:
Guard authority, act in faithfulness,

Because my deliverance is near to coming, my faithfulness to appearing.  

While sĕdāqâ has the same meaning each time, it has different reference; the first line refers to human sĕdāqâ, the second to divine sĕdāqâ.  What is the relationship between these two commitments to sĕdāqâ, 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, though 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 does 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.  Major sections of the book of Isaiah such as chapters 1 – 12 or 13 – 23 or 40 – 55 are in varying ways arranged; they do not comprise simply a series of unstructured anthologies.  The same is true of chapters 56 – 66, but only these closing chapters have a systematically concentric structure.  In this respect their rhetorical dynamic contrasts in particular with that of the preceding chapters.  Isaiah 40 – 55 works in linear fashion; it is a little like a narrative with a plot.  One cannot fully understand the significance of a passage such as 41:8-10 without considering 42:1-4, or that of 42:1-4 without considering 42:18-25, and so on.  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 indeed take the argument forward, as the second of two cola within a line characteristically goes beyond the first, and this suggests anther 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 (see 56:9 – 59:8; 65:1 – 66:17).  The other is that Yhwh is committed to the city’s glorious restoration (see 60:1 – 62:12).  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.

As the genius of Isaiah 40 – 55 is to expound theological issues by means of a linear argument, the genius of Isaiah 56 – 66 is to expound 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.  There are texts that emphasize either divine action or human action, and it is not then surprising if readers can see the other emphasis lurking somewhere beneath the surface of the text.  This is so in Isaiah 40 – 55.
  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.  

3. Points of Connection and Saying the Unsayable
 One of the significances of metaphor is to suggest points of connection between things.  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 that 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, analogous to Jesus’ exhortation to let our light shine so that people may see our good deeds (Matt 5:16).  The prophets would affirm that idea, 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 1 Samuel 14:27, 29 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 (see e.g., Isa 9:1 [2], an earlier passage that talks about darkness, light, and about this light being bright – the noun “brightness” comes in 60:3).
  The city will be able to shine out its light because its light will have dawned upon it.  The second colon heightens and sharpens the point of the clause it parallels.  “God’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.  Its being able to “lighten up” will be a response to light having shone out on it.  A paronomasia is involved,
 but the paronomasia is not simply a literary device; it implies a theological point.
Isaiah 60:4-22 goes on to suggest how the prevalence of metaphor in prophetic poetry also relates to the fact that prophecy often speaks about the ultimate future.  By the ultimate future I do not mean not so much (for instance) the fall of Jerusalem that was imminent in the time of Jeremiah and Ezekiel (though they also use metaphor to convey its significance, not least the way it anticipates the ultimate future).  I mean the coming, eventual consummation of God’s purpose, which may be less amenable to literal description. 
Lift your eyes around and look: all of them have gathered, they have come to you.  

Your sons will come from afar, your daughters will support themselves on the hip.

Then you will revere and glow, your heart will be in awe and swell. 

Because the sea’s multitude will turn over to you, the might of the nations will come to you.

A multitude of camels will cover you, dromedaries of Midian and Ephah; all of them will come from Sheba.

They will carry gold and frankincense and bring news of the great praise of Yhwh.

All the flocks of Kedar will gather to you; the rams of Nebaioth will minister to you.  

They will come up for acceptance on my altar and I will glorify my glorious house.

Who are these that fly like a cloud, like doves to their hatches?  

Because for me far shores wait, Tarshish ships at the first, 

To bring your children from afar, their silver and gold with them, 

For the name of Yhwh your God, for Israel’s holy one, because he has glorified you.

Foreigners will build your walls, their kings will minister to you, 

Because in my fury I struck you down, but in acceptance I have had compassion on you.

Your gates will open continuously; day and night they will not shut, 

For bringing to you the might of the nations, with their kings also being led along.  

Because the nation and the kingdom that will not serve you: they will perish, and the nations will become a total waste.

The splendor of Lebanon will come to you, juniper, fir, and cypress together, 

To glorify the place of my sanctuary; I will make splendid the place for my feet.

The children of those who humbled you will walk to you bending low, all those who despised you will bow low at the soles of your feet.  

They will call you “Yhwh’s city, Zion of Israel’s holy one.”
Instead of your being abandoned, rejected with no one passing through,

I will make you an object of pride forever, a joy from generation to generation.

You will suck the milk of nations, suck the breast of kings.  

You will acknowledge that I am Yhwh; I am your deliverer, I, Jacob’s champion, am your restorer.

Instead of the bronze I will bring gold, instead of the iron I will bring silver; 

Instead of the wood, bronze, instead of the stones, iron.   

I will make well-being your oversight, faithfulness your bosses.

Violence will not make itself heard any more in your country, destroying or smashing in your borders; 

You will call deliverance your walls, praise your gates.

The sun will no longer be light for you by day, for brightness the moon will not be a light for you.  

Yhwh will be for you perpetual light, your God your glory.

Your sun will no longer set, your moon will not withdraw, 

Because Yhwh – he will be for you perpetual light; your days of grief will end.

Your people, all of them, are the faithful ones who will possess the country forever. 

They are the shoot I planted, the work of my hands, to manifest glory.  

The smallest will become a clan, the least a strong nation.  

I am Yhwh; in its time I will speed it. 
Prophecies commonly stand somewhere on a line between the promise or warning of a concrete event whose fulfillment can be seen on the earthly plane (see e.g., Jer 28:16-17) and the promise or warning of an event whose fulfillment requires or presupposes the introduction of a new world order such as has not yet come about even two and a half millennia after the prophet’s day (see e.g., Rev 21).  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 thus resembles the prosaic Ezekiel 40 – 48 in being 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 set the beginning of Isaiah 60 for Epiphany and thus link the chapter with the story of eastern sages bringing Jesus gold, incense, and myrrh (Matt 2:1-12).  While the recurrence of reference to gold and incense constitutes a formal link between the two passages, seeing Isaiah 60 as a “prediction” of which that event is the “fulfillment” does not work; there is insufficient correspondence between prophecy and event.  Indeed, the New Testament itself does not explicitly relate the prophecy and the event; it rather links the coming of the sages with Micah 5:1-3 [ET 2-4].  Yet the subsequent explicit 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.  
It is typical of Isaiah 56 – 66 in not relating its promises to specific political contexts or events.  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 historical context “does very much at all to explain its character and intention.”

Yet not only is it the case that it emerges from a particular historical context.  It is also the case that its character and intention relate at least in general terms to the context of the Second Temple period rather than the period of the exile or the monarchy or an earlier time.  Patrick D. Miller does argue that decontextualization is a characteristic feature of biblical poetry, as of poetry in general.  “Poetry in nearly all instances stands in some fashion on its own.”
  With regard to the Old Testament, while this comment is appropriate to the Psalms and the Wisdom Books, I am not sure that 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; indeed, a prose section such as 30:19-26 is harder to position contextually than the poetic material earlier in that chapter.  The point applies more broadly to Jeremiah.  Isaiah 56 – 66 is 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, as is reflected in scholarly disagreement about its dating.  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 subsequent to that to which Isaiah 40 – 55 overtly belongs, when Cyrus is on his way to throwing down the Babylonian empire and making it possible for Judahites in Babylon to go home.  To put it another way, the decontextualization of the poetry of Isaiah 56 – 66 reflects the theological significance of the period.  Decontextualization is not of the essence of biblical poetry.  This conclusion coheres with a remark by Anthony Thiselton: “We cannot generalize about the role of propositions, metaphors, or poetry in the Biblical writings as a whole.  The issues depend on what genre the writer is using, the purpose of the passage in question, and whether a “closed” or “open” text is under consideration.”
  Isaiah 60 is not an open text in the way that the Psalms are.
4. Indirectness and Obscurity

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 an act of punishment, utilizing, confirming, and deepening the people’s willful stupidity (see Isaiah 6:9-10).  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 humanity’s resistance to God.  It presupposes that the people of God are inherently resistant to listening to God’s word through a prophet.  
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.

With whom is the prophet is seeking to communicate?  The intended audience might be the leaders themselves, or it might be the people who follow them, or it might be the community as a whole.  At one level the answer become clearer in the material that follows, in Isaiah 57, where the prophet directly addresses the segment of the community that engages in religious observances that the prophet disdains, such as sacrificing children and making these or other offerings in connection with seeking to contact dead family members.  Yet the difference between the audience on the stage and the audience in the house may mean that the prophet’s more literal audience is the segment of the community that does not engage in such practices.  Either way, in 56:9-11 the prophet seeks to get the audience to look at the leadership in a new way, and it does so by means of a series of metaphors.  Prosaically put, the prophet declares that the community’s leaders do not recognize the danger that threatens it and thus do not warn the community, and that 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 no doubt appropriate to a number of the passage’s difficulties, other difficulties were likely inherent in the text from the beginning.  Some might reflect the prophet’s unintentional failure to be clear, in using words and formulating sentences that were obscure only by accident.  But 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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