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PROGRAM NOTE: The Present Word participant books are in Sheri’s office. Please pick one up. If you need a 
copy mailed to you, please let Sheri or me know. The Lesson for April 18 is Lesson 3 (March 21) in the book: 
“Elijah: Prophet of Courage.” We will skip around a bit and perhaps combine some of the lessons in order to 
finish the book on May 30 and begin the Summer Quarter on June 6.  


Lesson prayer: “Faithful God, may we be reminded to love strongly with all out heart 
and soul. Amen.” 

Verse to Remember: “The Lord your God will raise up a prophet for you a prophet like me 
from among your own people; you shall heed such a prophet.” (Deuteronomy 18:15. 

The scripture selection is Deuteronomy 18: 15-22. Because the people have expressed great 
fear of hearing from God in thunder and fire as had happened at Sinai, God appoints Moses 
to be be a prophet, a mediator between God and the people. In announcing this to the 
people, Moses quotes God’s saying that the prophet will speak the words of God as given to 
him. Any who ignore the words from the prophet will be held accountable by God. Any one 
who claims falsely to speak in the name of God shall die. The words of false prophets will not 
prove true.  


The lesson writer, Lutheran Rev. Mary Lindberg, describes Deuteronomy as the story of the 
beginning of the Jewish nation — the fulfillment of God’s covenant with Abraham — and the 
centrality of the Prophets in the history of God’s covenant with the nation. She argues that 
Deuteronomy, especially today’s scripture selection, “highlights the reasons God gave us 
prophets and why they are necessary leaders.” After forty years of wandering in the 
wilderness, twelve disparate tribes of ex-slaves are formed into a nation, the chosen people 
with whom God makes a covenant. Moses is named by God as the first prophet, “chosen by 
God to impart God’s word, “to speak to them everything I command,” 


I never have thought of Moses as a prophet in the same ways that I understand Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Hosea, or Amos as prophets. Moses, I thought, fit more closely the ancient Jewish 
idea of a messiah: a great leader who would defeat Israel’s enemies and restore the nation to 
greatness —in this case, defeating Pharaoh and forming a nation, giving the Law and 
defining the covenant between God and the Jewish people. The way this is depicted in the 
Pentateuch gives rise to the notion, as expressed by Rev. Lindberg and others, of the 
prophets as “mouthpieces” for God. The story has Moses as sort of a George Washington of 
the Prophets — an imposing, stern, rather aloof emissary sent by God to free the Israelites 
from slavery. Literally from the mountaintop, he pronounces the covenant that God offers to 
the nascent Jewish nation: “I will be your God, and you will be my people.” 


I believe that the story of the covenant is less pronouncement than teaching, guidance, and 
discernment. As Rev. Lindberg explains, a covenant is initiated by a more powerful entity and 
is offered with only the proviso that the recipient be faithful and obedient to the giver. It was 



not an agreement between equals but a statement of a relationship. Later in the history of 
the Jewish nation, the covenant was written more in the language of treaties between 
sovereign nations. I believe that the covenant was God’s intentionally acting in history the 
way that I believe he acts — through inspiring humans who, as humans, discern God’s will 
and act to carry it out as best as humans can. It is is process of God’s guiding history.  
Walter Brueggemann, Professor Emeritus at Columbia Theological Seminary, states it well in 
his From Judgment to Hope: A Study on the Prophets: the prophets, he argues, “are voices 
of hope that affirm that God is a future-creating agent (his emphasis) who keeps promises 
and who, against all odds, creates a new world reality (my emphasis) that is distinct from 
present power arrangements.”


Marcus Borg, in Reading the Bible Again for the First Time, argues that the prophets “had 
experiences of God, lived within the traditions of Israel, and were passionate about social 
justice.” He cites the thesis of Rabbi Abraham Heschel, whom he calls “one of the two most 
influential Jewish theologians of the twentieth century, in his book, The Prophets, that the 
prophets were passionate about social justice and “they knew God,” and “experienced 
moments that defy our understanding.” These moments of knowing were “fellowship with 
the feelings of God, a sympathy with the divine pathos.” (His emphasis). Jeremiah expresses 
this knowing God’s pathos from personal experience: he complains bitterly of the rejection 
and even violence that he endures for his prophecy, but says that there is an aching in his 
bones that he can relieve only by going forth again and expressing God’s anguish. The 
intensity of the prophets’ feeling the pathos of God can also be seen in their courage in the 
face of hatred, rejection, and often violence, and in the sometimes bizarre ways in which they 
delivered their messages. My college Old Testament professor, Dr. Webb Pomeroy, delighted 
in sharing with the class the often bizarre but effective ways that the Prophets delivered their 
message. They did not only say “Thus saith the Lord” — they lived God’s pathos and by their 
intensity stood apart from the many false prophets who only claimed to speak for God. We 
will encounter in coming discussions some of the prophets’ often bizarre, but always intense, 
preaching.


So, I would argue that Moses, the first prophet, rather than serving only as a mouthpiece for 
transmitting God’s words, more likely actually experienced God’s anger at and rejection of 
man’s domination of other men. He experienced God’s desire for community and justice and 
was enabled to define it as a covenant and a set of laws (probably rudimentary when first 
enunciated, to be edited, interpreted, and embellished by subsequent writers). Moses 
enunciated the covenant; future prophets would define how it should guide the lives of 
humans. Subsequent prophets would feel the anguish of God at the people’s (particularly 
their leaders) failure to live in community, achieving their  humanity and enabling others to 
achieve theirs. They would feel, as Rabbi Heschel said, the pathos of the God of the Hebrew 
Bible who is not characterized by self-sufficiency but rather is intensely “moved and affected 
by what happens in the world, and reacts accordingly. Events and human actions arouse in 
Him joy or sorrow, pleasure or wrath.” (cited by L. Julianna Claassens in Theological Bible 
Commentary). This God acts by covenant, reaching out, guiding, teaching — always through 
humans who, as humans, must discern and choose God’s path.



