Transformation in the Prophets
John Goldingay
I was recently asked to write something on the way the prophets speak about transformation, so this lecture is an expanded version of what I’ve been working on in that connection. One thing that intrigued me about the topic was that the idea of transformation is important to us, and we instinctively think that it must be an important scriptural idea, yet words such as transformation and transform hardly ever occur in the Scriptures. So I wondered how the Scriptures do talk about transformation. Another thing that intrigued me was that the book for which I was asked to contribute something is specifically concerned with social transformation. Now the most familiar passage where the word ‘transform’ does come in the Scriptures is the beginning of Romans 12: ‘be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may recognize God’s will, what is good and acceptable and complete’. It sounds there as if Paul is talking about what we might call personal transformation, spiritual transformation, but he speaks of the renewing of their mind, not their minds, which at least hints that he is talking about the transformation of the congregation, not just the individual. He certainly makes clear elsewhere that he is concerned about the transformation of the congregation, in a city like Corinth.  And the prophets make clear that they are concerned about the individual and about the local community and about the society of Israel as a whole. So that suggests another question: how do the transformation of the individual and the transformation of the community interrelate.
When words such as ‘transformation’ do occur in English translations of the Prophets, they translate Hebrew words that mean ‘turn over’ or ‘make good’ or ‘make new’ or ‘turn back’. And that does hint at the nature of transformation. It may involve turning from one way of life to another, it may involve making new, it may involve making good. More broadly, whether these actual words occur in the prophetic books, the theme of transformation is central to them. And they speak of transformation as a need, as a promise, and as a challenge, and those are my three headings for this lecture.
Given that transformation is a central concern in the prophets, it’s not surprising that it’s central to the very first chapter in the prophetic books, to the beginning paragraphs of Isaiah. So I am going to follow a structure that derives from the beginning of Isaiah, and I’ll incorporate other references to the prophets within this framework.
First, then, we will look at transformation as something needed.
Transformation Needed
Here are Yahweh’s first words in Isaiah.

Children I brought up and reared,
	but they—they have rebelled against me.
The ox acknowledges its owner,
	and the donkey its master’s crib. 
Israel, it does not acknowledge, 
my people, it does not understand. (Isaiah 1:2-3)

Yahweh speaks like a father talking about his children—not little children but grown-up children, who in Israel would be expected to continue to accept their father’s authority. But Yahweh’s children don’t accept his authority. Yahweh uses the ordinary verb that commonly means to ‘know’, the verb for knowing facts or knowing a person, but this verb often denotes an attitude, not just an acquaintance with some facts—so I translate it ‘acknowledge’. An animal acknowledges or recognizes its owner, which means it goes the way its owner wants it to go, it does what its owner wants it to do. But Yahweh’s sons and daughter’s don’t do that. They rebel against his authority. They need transformation all right. How do they do they fail to acknowledge him?
Isaiah goes on to describe the community’s present situation, which links with that, and also shows that there is another sense in which it needs transformation. Isaiah points out 

Your country is a desolation,
	your towns burnt with fire, …
	yes, a desolation, like something overturned by strangers. (1.7)

Ironically, the word for ‘overturned’ is a word that can have a good sense. It is one of the words that is occasionally translated ‘transformed’. They are transformed in a bad sense, and they need transformation in a good sense. In Jeremiah 31, Yahweh promises that he will overturn people’s mourning, he will transform it into joy (Jer 31.13). 
The background in Isaiah is that the country has been invaded. You can read the story in Isaiah 36-37. And the threat of that invasion had in effect raised a question about transformation, a question about acknowledging Yahweh. It had raised pressing questions about whether the people trust Yahweh in their corporate life, whether they trust Yahweh in connection with formulating political policies and making decisions and planning for their defence. You can read about that in Isaiah 28-31. What Isaiah points out there, is that the basis for these policies and decisions needs to be a trust in God for the community’s life as a people. The basis for making policies is not to be a fear of other nations or a reliance on alliances with other nations. Because either being afraid of other nations or relying on other nations are ways in which the community fails to acknowledge Yahweh, to use the expression in chapter 1.
Now that gives me something to think about as an Anglican. You will know that the Church of England is in a mess in various ways, and when the media have been discussing the appointment of a new Archbishop of Canterbury, they have often been talking on the assumption that the church needs someone who will take a lead in getting the church to take decisive action to reverse its fortunes, as if being archbishop was a like being the chief executive of Marks and Spencer’s. But the church is not a company that works that way. It needs bright ideas, though I’m not sure it’s short of them. Isaiah’s point is that its destiny rests with God, and it needs trust in God and to look to God. And what applies to Israel and to a national church will also apply to a local church, like the churches Paul urges to be transformed by the renewing of their mind, churches in Rome or Corinth, or churches in Turkey like the ones David specializes in.  Now I don’t know how that applies to the Elim Church or to Elim churches. But I am sure that you will be wise to think about the question what you trust in.
So one way the Israelites fail to acknowledge Yahweh is by not trusting him in practical ways. Strangely and surprisingly, we might think, Isaiah chapter 1 does not say that they fail to acknowledge him by not worshiping him or not worshiping him properly. In fact, in Isaiah 1 Yahweh goes on to talk about the fact that the people are enthusiastic worshipers (1:11-15). In this sense they do acknowledge him. But their acknowledgment operates only in worship. And in this connection Yahweh has another point to make about their failure to acknowledge him. It concerns their internal life as a community. ‘I cannot accept trouble and assembly’, he says (1:13). It is a puzzling observation, but he does go on to explain it: ‘When you pray much, I’m not listening’, he says. ‘Your hands, they are full of bloodshed’ (1:15). His point is this. They assemble for worship, and they will then no doubt pray, for instance, about their need for protection from a superpower like the Assyrians who want to make them part of their empire, and who bring trouble into their life as a people. But the problem, Isaiah says, is that they are themselves troublemakers, they are people who act in troublesome ways in their relationships with one another. How do they do that? Their hands are full of bloodshed, Yahweh says. So they lift their hands in prayer, but Yahweh can only see the blood on these hands.
Here is one way in which their hands may be full of bloodshed. There’s a dramatic story in Jeremiah 26 which illustrates how that might work. Jeremiah has been standing in the temple courtyard criticizing the people in the way that Isaiah did. And ‘the priests and the prophets said to the officials and to all the people, ‘This man deserves to be executed, because he prophesied against this city!’ Now Jeremiah did not actually get executed. But the same chapter in Jeremiah records how another prophet called Uriah did (26:11, 20-23). The people ended up with blood on their hands. And in that context, Yahweh urges the people:

Make good your ways and your acts,
	and listen to the voice of Yahweh your God,
So that Yahweh may relent of the dire action
	of which he has spoken for you. (Jeremiah 26:13)

‘Make good’ your ways, he says. It’s another of those terms that are occasionally translated ‘transform’. Your ways need to be transformed. This story in Jeremiah makes clear that the society needed transformation from the top down, and its context in the temple courtyard makes the account of violence more scandalous. It was the pastors and the prophets who were arguing for the execution of Jeremiah. They were supposed to be the people who encouraged ordinary people to respond to Yahweh’s word, but instead they were the people who were trying to silence Yahweh’s word. And it was the ordinary people who argued that someone who spoke in Yahweh’s name shouldn’t be executed. Now fortunately I don’t know which of you are pastors or prophets and which of you are ordinary people, so I can look you in the eye and say, if you are pastors and prophets, remember how easily you can fall into becoming troublemakers, to use Isaiah’s word. And if you are ordinary people, remember how important it is to be prepared to stand up to pastors and prophets.
So there are literal senses in which a community’s hands can be stained by bloodshed. There’s also a more metaphorical sense in which that’s the case. On other occasions, prophets remonstrate with the society for the way one family can swindle another family out of their land, and thus swindle them out of their livelihood, and ultimately out of their lives—in that having no land means having nothing to eat. That’s the kind of action that Isaiah goes on to condemn, when he speaks of families extending their landholding by dubious means, and then live well and enjoy music (5:8-24). The principle that needed to be safeguarded was the principle that every family has its allocation of land in Israel, and no one has the right take it away from that family.
Transformation Promised
Transformation needed. The country of Judah has been transformed in more than one bad sense; but that same opening chapter of Isaiah speaks of the promise of transformation. Yahweh promises that the country will be transformed in a good sense. Again he says so in a way that makes you think:

	I will return my hand against you,
		and smelt your scum as with lye,
		yes, remove all your slag.
	I will return your rulers, as at the first,
		yes, your advisers, as at the beginning.
	After that, you will be called
		city of faithfulness, truthful town.  (1:25-26)

‘I will return my hand against you’. The ordinary verb for ‘return’ or ‘turn back’ is another word that’s occasionally translated ‘transform’, in a bad sense and in a good sense. The first time it occurs here it has the negative meaning. ‘I will turn my hand against you’. Instead of Yahweh’s hand being on their side. But then he goes on the describe the result of his hand being against them. It will be that he smelts away the scum on them. The background is the fact that any metal in its natural state has foreign materials mixed up in it that have to be burned away in the same way that you use something caustic to burn away the muck on something. But then burning away muck is something positive, isn’t it? It can transform your oven so it’s no longer disgusting. And Yahweh goes on to make explicit that this turning his hand against the people is thus also a turning of his hand for them. ‘I will return, turn back your rulers or authorities. your advisers or decision-makers, as they were in the old days’. When were the old days? Maybe Yahweh is referring to David’s day, or before that to Samuel’s day or Deborah’s day or Joshua’s day or Moses’s day. Whoever are the people you think of who were the society’s government then, Yahweh will turn its rulers back into people like that. Its government will be transformed. 
Yahweh will turn his hand against them, and that is also a turning of his hand for them, a transforming action. He goes on to use two related, overlapping words that convey something of the nature of this transformation. It will be as if the city of Jerusalem has a new name, indeed has two new names. 
The first name is ‘city of faithfulness’. English translations usually have ‘city of righteousness’, but the English word ‘righteousness’ doesn’t get a key aspect of the Hebrew word for righteousness, which is sedeq. In English, ‘righteousness' is inclined to suggest living one’s individual life in a holy way, whereas the Hebrew word sedeq is more a relationship term and a community term. It suggests doing right by God and by people, by one’s relationship with them and one’s commitment to them. A community’s leaders have a responsibility to encourage the community to live on that basis, to live in a faithful way, to live in the right way, with God and with each other. That would certainly be a transformation.
The second new name designates the city of Jerusalem as ‘truthful town’. It means people’s word can be trusted. It would be the opposite to being a rebellious town. As a rebellious town, they might say the right things to God and the right things about God, they might say they trust in him, but it’s a lie. Now when they say they trust in him they actually will. It will be evident in the way their leaders work out the nation’s policies. The same will be true about their relationships with one another. When they make a statement about how things are, their statements will be true. Suppose someone finds a stray donkey or a stray sheep and another farmer says, ‘That’s my sheep’, or says, ‘That’s my donkey’ (which in a Western context is equivalent to saying, ‘That’s my pick-up truck’), then in truthful town it really is that farmer’s donkey or sheep. Or think of an occasion when the community court is meeting to sort out who the donkey really belongs to or to resolve some other dispute, and suppose that one of the farmers bribes some of the elders who make the decisions in the court so that they decide things in this farmer’s way. It won’t happen in truthful town, Yahweh says. Or think of another form of truthfulness. Truthfulness also means that when someone says they will do something, then they will do it, whether they make this promise to God or to another member of the community. Their promises are reliable. Yahweh is promising a fantastic transformation of Jerusalem. Instead of its leaders being corrupt and unreliable, they will be faithful and truthful.
Yahweh goes on:

With government Zion will be redeemed,
	and its people who return, with faithfulness (1:27) 

Here’s another Hebrew word that is difficult to translate into English. The word for government is the word mishpat, and the usual English translation of that word is ‘justice’. And ideally mishpat indeed refers to the making of decisions in a just way. But in itself the Hebrew word simply denotes government. So the word commonly appears in the company of that word faithfulness, as it does here, in order to make that need explicit. Government denotes the authority with which leaders act; faithfulness denotes the right relational way in which leaders need to go about decision-making. To put the two lines more prosaically, ‘Zion, the people who return to Yahweh’s ways, will be redeemed through faithful government’. Although it is an implicit exhortation, it is also a promise. And here there’s also another occurrence of that verb for turning back, used in a good sense. It is often translated ‘repent’. You could say that it denotes people who show some transformation. 
So Zion needs the transformation of its leadership, and Yahweh promises it will get such a transformation. But in its devastated state, it also needs another kind of transformation, a down-to-earth kind. It will need it even more a century or two later, after a sequence of Babylonian invasions and after the destruction of the city in 587. Here is God’s word then:

Yahweh is comforting Zion,
		comforting all its wastes.
He is making its wilderness like Eden,
		its steppe like Yahweh’s orchard. (51:3)

Here, rather paradoxically, the verbs that the prophet uses in saying that Yahweh is comforting and is making the wilderness like Eden are the kind of verbs that one would usually translate as past, taking them to mean that Yahweh has comforted Zion, has transformed it. But the prophet is not speaking about action that Yahweh has yet taken, and most translations have future verbs: Yahweh ‘will comfort … will make like Eden’. So the prophecy speaks as if the comfort has happened when it hasn’t yet happened, because Yahweh has determined that it will happen and has thus set the process of comfort going. And here, once again, some translations quite appropriately have the word ‘transform’ for the ordinary verb meaning ‘make’. Yahweh is transforming Zion’s wilderness in making it lie Eden.
This takes us back once again to the beginning of Isaiah. At the end of what we call chapter 1, the message carries straight on.

At the end of the time
	the mountain of Yahweh’s house will be standing firm,
At the head of the mountains,
	and rising above the hills.
All the nations will stream to it,
	and many peoples will go.
They will say, ‘Go, let’s go up to Yahweh’s mountain, 
to the house of Jacob’s God,
So that he may instruct us from his ways,
and we may go on his paths’.
Because from Zion instruction will go out,
Yahweh’s message from Jerusalem.
He will decide between the nations,
arbitrate for many peoples.
And they will beat their swords into ploughshares,
their spears into pruning hooks.
A nation will not lift up a sword against a nation,		
they will not learn war any more. (2:2-4)

So one day, there will be a transformation of Judah. Like the transformation promised in Isaiah 51, this description is surely not to be taken geophysically, as if the actual landscape is to be changed. This would miss the point. The point is that Yahweh intends to bring about an act of transformation in Zion that will draw the nations of the world to come to listen to his teaching. Presumably it is Judah’s own teachers who will deliver it, people like the prophets and priests and experts and scholars. If so, it is an extraordinary extension of the vision in chapter 1. 
The vision actually focuses on the fantastic results that will issue from the teaching. No more conflicts between nations. What a transformation that this would mean for the Assyria of Isaiah’s own day, and for the Babylon and Persia of the period to which Isaiah 40-66 refers, and for the Hellenistic and Roman empires to which Daniel and the New Testament refer. One could think further about Assyria in light of Jonah’s story of transformation in Nineveh. And one could think of the less significant neighbours of Ephraim that Amos refers to (Damascus, Gaza, Tyre, Edom, Ammon, Moab; 1:3—2:3), people involved in war crimes and slave trading, about whom Amos speaks before he comes to lambast Ephraim about its own need of transformation.
In another sample promise about transformation in Ezekiel 37, the prophet relates a dream about the transformation of Judah. It comes from the aftermath of the fall of Jerusalem in 587. The dream pictures the remains of a defeated army, its bones scattered over a battle site. Yahweh implausibly bids Ezekiel to preach to the bones and tell them that Yahweh intends to turn the bones back into a living people. Ezekiel duly preaches, and the bones duly assemble themselves into skeletons and corpses. Then Yahweh goes on to bid Ezekiel summon breath from the four winds to come to enliven the corpses, which he does. 
Yahweh then explains the background. ‘People are saying, “Our bones are dry and our hope has disappeared—we have been cut off”’. What Yahweh says in response is, ‘There, I am opening your graves and I will get you up out of your graves, my people, and I will bring you to the land of Israel.… I will put my breath in you, you will live, and I will set you down on your land. And you will acknowledge that I Yahweh have spoken and acted’ (Ezek 37:1-14). 
For a people that is decimated and feels that it is simply finished, Yahweh intends an act of transformation that will give it new life as a people and new life in the acknowledgment of him that he found missing in those opening words in Isaiah. Key to this transformation is Yahweh’s wind/breath/spirit. The same word in Hebrew (ruah) covers all three, wind, breath, and spirit. Yahweh implies that the three words relate to one another in what they refer to. Jesus picks up that assumption in John 3. Israel will be transformed as a people through something that has the power of the wind and the liveliness of breath and the dynamic of Yahweh’s own spirit.
There’s a parallel sample promise about transformation in Jeremiah 31 from about the same time and the same situation. Yahweh declares: ‘There, days are coming… when I will solemnize with Israel’s household and with Judah’s household a new covenanr, not like the covenant that I solemnized with their ancestors at the time when I grasped hold of them by their hand to get them out of the country of Egypt, the covenant that they violated’. 
That was the old covenant. Now Yahweh intends to make a new one. He says,

I am putting my instruction inside them, 
and on their mind I will write it.
And I will be God for them,
and they will be a people for me. 
	
And he adds, ‘and they will no more teach, an individual their neighbour and an individual their brother or sister, ‘Acknowledge Yahweh’, because they will acknowledge me, all of them, from the littlest of them to the biggest of them (Yahweh’s affirmation).

Because I will pardon their waywardness
	and of their wrongdoing I will no more be mindful’. (Jeremiah 31:31-34)

Again Yahweh uses a past tense verb, literally ‘I have put my instruction [my torah] inside them’, and the translation ‘I am putting my instruction inside them’ once more indicates that he speaks as if he has already begun to implement his promise. And he again talks about that proper acknowledgment of him which Ezekiel talks about and Isaiah talks about. That is transformation.
How will the transformation work? How will putting his instruction inside them happen? Maybe the answer lies in the last element in the promise, ‘because I will pardon their waywardness and of their wrongdoing I will no more be mindful’. Delivering Israel from Egypt and solemnizing his relationship with them at Sinai ought surely to have issued in their being a transformed people, a transformed society. But it didn’t. They ‘violated’ that covenant. That’s why they ended up with a wasted country and a devastated city. 
And one might have thought that their relationship with Yahweh was over. But no, Yahweh is going to do something that is even more extraordinary than bringing them out of Egypt and solemnizing the covenant at Sinai. He is going to forgive and forget. Maybe that will win a response from them that indicates that he has got inside them, inside their minds.
The books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel include spectacular promises of transformation. These promises were all larger than life. The nations did not flock to Jerusalem. Judah as a whole did not transition from death to life. Israelites did not give up teaching one another. Yet Israel accepted these promises as messages from Yahweh and held onto them. And Israel saw some tasters by way of fulfillment. Some exiles did return to the land, the people did restore the temple, and they did get closer to worshiping Yahweh and no other gods than they had in the First Temple period. And in due course the coming of Jesus brought more tasters of fulfillment, even though we too look forward to the time when the conflict will really be over and the resurrection life become a reality and the people really not needing to challenge each other about living by Yahweh’s instructions. 
That time has not come yet. In the Church of England over the past half century we have had some new work of the Holy Spirit which we could see as a new fulfillment of the promise in Ezekiel 37. We have seen some transformation. But in the second half of that time we have also seen some negative transformation, and not least in circles where the work of the Holy Spirit has been known. We have seen leaders engaged in sexual abuse and other leaders seeming to cover up the abuse or not believe in it. It’s been our experience of a failure to ask questions or to face questions. I don’t know if there is an Elim equivalent of such dynamics, but you would be wise to assume that there might be, and to act accordingly. It’s rather like Corinth, in fact, where the Holy Spirit was much at work, but there was much need of transformation, and the leaders and the congregation as a whole needed to take responsibility for it. 
The promise of transformation is real but it needs to be accompanied by a commitment to transformation. Which takes me on to transformation urged.
Transformation Urged
The larger-than-life promises stood as inspiration in connection with the possibility of transformation in the community. But that first larger-than-life in Isaiah chapter 2 concludes with a bidding:

Jacob’s household, 
	get going, let’s get going
	in Yahweh’s light. (2:5)

Now here is a surprising thing. The vision of the mountain in Isaiah 2 also appears in Micah, in chapter 4, with a different conclusion. Micah was a contemporary of Isaiah’s in Jerusalem, though they don’t refer to each other.  How do both their books come to have the same promise? Perhaps the difference in the conclusions suggests that both Isaiah and Micah learned of the promise from a third prophet whose name we don’t know, and they were both inspired to provide the promise with a practical conclusion—two different practical conclusions. Micah’s conclusion may have more obvious logic:

	And an individual will sit under his vine, 
and under his fig tree, with no one causing fear.…
Because all the peoples may go,
	an individual in the name of his god,
But we will go in the name of our God,
	for all time, forever. (4:4-5)

There are really two complementary conclusions or footnotes to the vision there. I love Micah’s picture of people sitting under their vine or fig-tree and I wish I could do that, but I am reasonably happy to settle for walking by the Thames. Following on the vision, Micah’s picture of relaxing under one’s vine could describe one consequence of the big powers ceasing to implement their expertise in warfare. Little Judah can relax and not worry about invasion. But the picture could also suggest a form of transformation in the community. It contrasts with Isaiah’s account of some families appropriating other families’ land and homes, which has also occurred in Micah before he comes to the vision:

	Hey, people who plan trouble
		and design dire action on their beds.
	At morning light they do it,
		 because it’s in the power of their hand.
	They want fields and seize them,
		and houses, and they take them.
	They defraud a man and his household,
		yes, an individual and his domain. (2:1-2)

Transformation will mean people need not fear that kind of experience. They can sit in the relaxed fashion that he describes. Here, too, the important notion that each family has its allocation of land, its domain, is presupposed. Micah’s vision is not merely of things being put right legally or even of making sure that families have enough to eat. It suggests a fullness of human life. Micah is implicitly urging a form of transformation of community life.
Micah’s second footnote in the supplement to the vision presupposes that Judah lives surrounded by people who worship different gods. It’ s thus realistic about the religious pluralism of the people’s life. It’s a realism that clashes with the universal recognition of Yahweh in the vision. In due course, the nations are all going to acknowledge Yahweh, but it’s not happening yet. Micah’s second footnote accepts that and implies that it’s not Judah’s task to compel them to come in to worship Yahweh in Jerusalem. Compelling them to come in is Yahweh’s business. Judah’s responsibility in the meantime is to live out its own corporate commitment to Yahweh. Other peoples may worship their gods, ‘but we will go in the name of our God, live our life in the name of our God, for all time, forever’. Which fits with Isaiah’s briefer footnote about going in Yahweh’s light, walking in Yahweh’s light, walking by Yahweh’s light’,  which is less explicit in its link with the vision but has the same implication. 
Yahweh’s promises about the leaders in Isaiah 1 make clear that leadership is key to the corrosion of a community, and key to its transformation. There was another occasion when people were plotting against Jeremiah and they said, with determination, 

Teaching will not fail from priest,
	advice will not fail from expert,
	message will not fail from prophet. (18:18)

Priests were like pastors. Their job was to teach people about what the Torah said and about how it applied in their day to their circumstances. The experts were the people who decided what the community and national policies ought to be. The prophets were people who brought special messages from God. That system will always work, people were saying. No it won’t, Jeremiah was saying. On yet another occasion, Jeremiah adds another leadership group:

	How can you say, ‘We are experts,
		yes, Yahweh’s teaching is with us’.
	Therefore, there, the false pen of the scholars
		has acted for falsehood. (8:8)

The people here are talking about the ‘scholars’, the scribes or theologians (the sopherim). Their job was to think about  the practical implications of the teaching that ultimately goes back to Moses and the implications of the story that goes back to Moses’s day? The prophets themselves didn’t go in for much by way of laying out practical proposals for action that would encourage transformation in the community. That was not their responsibility. It is the Torah that does that, that lays down what the community ought to look like. And the scholars’ vocation was to work out the implications of the Torah as contexts change. 
The problem is that the scholars of Jeremiah’s day are just as likely to be misleading as to be reliable in the way they do that. They will mislead the community about the implications of faith in Yahweh and of faithfulness to Yahweh, the same way as many prophets, and pastors, and rulers, and experts do. So what can ordinary people do about it? Their vocation is not to accept in an unquestioning fashion what prophets and pastors and rulers and experts and scholars say. It is to ask questions. If there are other prophets and pastors and rulers and experts who speak in a different way, it is to ask whose teaching fits what they know of Yahweh and his ways with his people. 
Jeremiah, again talks about this question in Jeremiah 23 when he critiques the false prophets, the deceiving prophets. It’s not really so hard to tell a truthful prophet from a deceiving prophet, Jeramiah says. The country is not only full of faithless people, and faithless leaders, but also of faithless prophets, people who encourage waywardness rather than confront it. And that’s how you can tell as faithless prophet from a truthful one. People need to operate avoid swallowing the majority line but to test the prophets as well as the pastors and the experts and the scholars.
Transformation is Yahweh’s responsibility, and also the people’s responsibility. The last part of the book of Isaiah is more systematic in the way it holds these two together. The last part of Isaiah begins with a bidding that does that.

Look after government and do what is faithful,
	because my deliverance is near to coming,
	yes, my faithfulness to revealing itself. (56:1)

The first line talks about the community’s responsibility, about what it has to do. The other two lines talk about what Yahweh is going to do. In between them, there is a ‘because’, which is enigmatic. It doesn’t imply that Yahweh’s deliverance is dependent on the community’s faithful government. The wording implies that the deliverance is to come anyway. If anything, the link has the reverse implication. The community’s faithful implementing of government must follow on the fact that deliverance is coming. 
Now this is Isaiah 56, the beginning of the last part of Isaiah. And the context is one in which through the previous sixteen chapters, through Isaiah 40-55, Yahweh has been promising his people’s deliverance. But deliverance has not yet come, at least not with the splendour that the promises suggested. But further, neither is the community’s life characterized by the transformation that Yahweh looks for. In neither respect have things changed so much since Isaiah and Jeremiah and Ezekiel’s day. So Isaiah 56-66 goes on to interweave two realities and two sets of questions. There is the non-fulfillment of Yahweh’s promises and there is the non-fulfillment of the people’s commitment. Isaiah 56-66 doesn’t pretend to ‘solve’ the questions raised by these two realities. Rather it continues to assert the challenge to the community (‘look after government and do what is faithful’) and to assert the reliability of Yahweh’s promises (‘because my deliverance is near to coming, yes, my faithfulness to revealing itself’).
Isaiah 56 goes on to speak of the community’s attitude to foreigners and to people who are sexually deformed, and it issues a challenge to welcome such people into the community, if they are committed to keeping Sabbath. Keeping the sabbath is evidently a key marker of acknowledging Yahweh in this context. All three motifs (attitude to foreigners, attitude to people who are deformed, and attitude to Sabbath) are significant markers of transformation.
In the closing decades of the sixth century, the same decades that Isaiah 56-66 relates to, the prophet Zechariah also affirms both the promises and the challenges that appear at the beginning of Isaiah 56. One hand, there are the challenges. Yahweh says:

Exercise truthful government,
	act with commitment and compassion, 
one to his brother.
Widow and orphan, 
stranger and lowly—do not defraud them.
Dire action, one to his brother— 
do not plan it in your mind. (7:9).

The nouns all thus come before the verbs, which gives them the prominence. 
Then a few lines later, Yahweh also reissues the promises. Once again he uses past tense verbs that may suggest he is referring to action he is already initiating, though in this context his words may presuppose that the temple actually has been rebuilt. But he then also goes on to a future tense verb which indicates that there are definitely still things he is promising to do.

	I am returning to Zion,
		and dwelling within Jerusalem
	Jerusalem will be called the city of truthfulness,
		and the mountain of Yahweh the holy mountain. (8:3)

In Sunday School we used to sing,

Trust and obey, 
for there’s no other way
To be happy in Jesus,
	but to trust and obey.

According to Isaiah 56-66 and Zechariah, it’s also the key to being happy in Yahweh.
Conclusion
The prophets’ dominant concern is transformation within the people of God, and that concern of theirs is thus significant in connection with the need for transformation within the church. While it is possible to think of the church having a prophetic role in relation to the world, the Scriptures do not speak in these terms, and the church needs to listen to the prophets so that it becomes something more like an entity that embodies the prophet’s concerns. It stands in need of transformation, it lives with the promise of transformation, and it faces the challenge concerning transformation. It may then realistically hope that its prophetic voice may be heard outside its own walls.
