
Summary Study Guide: "The Prophets" by
Abraham Joshua Heschel
"The Prophets" is a seminal work by renowned Jewish philosopher and
theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel. Published posthumously in 1962, this
comprehensive volume explores the lives and teachings of the biblical
prophets, offering a profound insight into their prophetic messages and
their relevance to contemporary society.

Key Concepts

Prophecy as Resistance

Heschel argues that prophecy is not merely foretelling the future but a form
of divine protest against injustice and oppression. The prophets were not
passive observers but active agents who challenged the status quo and
denounced the evils of their time.
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Heschel emphasizes the uniqueness of the prophetic vocation. Prophets
were not chosen for their greatness or wisdom but for their sense of
responsibility to witness against injustice and call people to a higher moral
path.

Prophetic Dialogue with God

The prophets had a special relationship with God, characterized by intense
encounters and profound revelations. Heschel highlights the dialogue
between God and the prophets, where God's demands for justice and the
prophets' cries of anguish and hope intermingle.

Major Themes

Justice and Compassion

Justice is the central theme of "The Prophets." Heschel argues that the
prophets were primarily concerned with social justice and the plight of the
poor and oppressed. They denounced oppression, economic exploitation,
and the abuse of power.

Human Responsibility

Heschel emphasizes the importance of human responsibility in the face of
prophetic challenges. The prophets did not absolve people of their moral
obligations but held them accountable for their actions and the
consequences they brought.

Covenantal Relationship

The prophets believed in a covenantal relationship between God and the
people of Israel. Heschel explains that this covenant required obedience to
God's commandments and the pursuit of justice and righteousness.



Messianic Hope

Despite the often harsh messages of judgment, the prophets also
expressed hope for a future redemption. Heschel sees in their writings a
vision of a messianic age when justice would prevail and all nations would
come to know God.

Summary of Key Prophets

Amos

Amos denounced the exploitation of the poor and the corruption of the
ruling class. He called for social justice and denounced religious hypocrisy.

Isaiah

Isaiah prophesied about the coming of a messianic king and the
establishment of a just and peaceful world. He also denounced the reliance
on military power and the pursuit of wealth.

Jeremiah

Jeremiah is known for his prophecies of judgment and destruction. He
condemned the people of Jerusalem for their idolatry and moral decay.
However, he also expressed hope for the restoration of the people after a
period of exile.

Ezekiel

Ezekiel prophesied during the Babylonian exile. He used vivid symbolism to
describe God's judgment on Israel and the hope of a future restoration.

Zechariah



Zechariah was a post-exilic prophet who prophesied about the rebuilding of
the temple and the restoration of the people of Israel. He emphasized the
importance of inner purity and obedience to God.

Relevance to Contemporary Society

Heschel argues that the message of the prophets is not confined to ancient
times but remains relevant to contemporary society. He sees in their
writings lessons about the power of resistance against injustice, the
importance of compassion and solidarity, and the need for hope amidst
adversity.

"The Prophets" by Abraham Joshua Heschel is a profound and thought-
provoking work that explores the prophetic tradition in the Hebrew Bible.
Heschel's insightful analysis sheds light on the lives, teachings, and
relevance of the biblical prophets, providing a framework for understanding
their critical role in shaping human history and inspiring social change.
Through their messages of justice, compassion, and hope, the prophets
continue to challenge and inspire people to strive for a better world.
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