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Foundations of Judaism II: Lesson 4

Hierarchy of an Ideal Jewish Society: Prophecy (Part 1)
© M. Zauderer 1999

LESSON OUTLINE

1. Introduction to Prophetic Experience

2. The Prophetic Experience 

3. Prophetic Limitations - Location & Time

4. “Sub-Prophetic” Levels of Divine Communication
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Introduction

What is prophecy? Why is prophecy necessary for mankind? What conditions are required, and what criteria must one meet in order to become a prophet? What are the various levels of prophetic experience? Can there be prophets nowadays? How can we determine whether someone is a true prophet? How much authority does a prophet have, and what are the limits to his authority?

In this two-part series on prophecy, we will first explore some of the parameters of prophetic experience (Lesson 4), and then we will examine the extent of the influence of prophecy on Jewish society (Lesson 5).
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Introduction to Prophetic Experience

Rabbi Bachyai (d. 1340, Spain) explains how prophetic communication is essential to the very fabric of creation.

Rabbi Bachyai (Introduction to Torah commentary, Collected Writings of Rabbi Bachyai – Trust in G‑d):

Emunah – belief in G‑d – encompasses a conviction that there exists a single Creator of the Universe, Who oversees every action of every individual, both in a general and in a specific sense. Such belief necessarily leads one to belief in Torah and in prophetic communication: when we believe that G‑d considers man’s actions to warrant overseeing, it follows that G‑d distinguishes between worthy and unworthy actions, in order to reward and punish man for those actions. This being the case, G‑d must communicate to man those specific moral behaviors that should guide him through life. The Torah is the vehicle for G‑d’s guidance to man, to enable him to lead a successful life in this world, both spiritually and physically, and to earn spiritual reward in the World to Come.

The Torah’s description of Creation (Genesis 1) reveals the need for prophetic communication, as Rabbi Bachyai explains:

With its description of G‑d’s creation of the universe ex nihilo, the Torah builds a foundation for all Jewish belief. Since G‑d created a purposeful world, it is obvious that the world has a goal, and that all of his creations take part in the fulfillment of that goal. Man, who is possessed of free will and can choose his behavior, is expected to choose behaviors that advance that goal – the moral behaviors that G‑d requires of him. That being the case, certainly G‑d oversees man’s behavior. That is why there is a shift in focus in the Torah, from the general description of the world’s creation to G‑d’s creation of man, and G‑d’s immediate command to man to partake of all the produce of the Garden of Eden, with the exception of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge (Genesis 2:7-17). That G‑d gave man a commandment so soon after man’s creation proves that there is Divine providence, as well as prophetic communication to instruct man regarding what is proper behavior (e.g., G‑d informed Adam which produce was permitted to him to consume) and what is improper behavior (e.g., G‑d prohibited Adam from eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge). Through special communications, G‑d makes known to man which actions will bring him closer to G‑d and which actions will distance him from G‑d.
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888, Germany) highlights these conclusions with a discussion of the vast differences between the intellectual and moral capacities of humans and animals, which determine the extent of their responsibility in the choices they make.

Rabbi Hirsch (Torah commentary to Genesis 3:1):

The tremendous moral contrast between humans and animals is what determines man's responsibility in his moral behavior; it is the foundation upon which human morality rises or falls.

G‑d has provided animals with innate instinct, which is G‑d’s will manifest within them. As they are limited by their instincts, animals can do no wrong. Everything the animal’s instinct instructs it to do is “good,” and anything that its instinct prevents it from doing is “bad.” Thus, animals have only to act in accordance with their nature, and then every “choice” they make is “right,” both in the moral and in the practical sense.

Man was created for a higher purpose than mere physical survival – physical survival alone is the animal’s purpose. Man, in stark contrast, was placed on earth to develop a relationship with G‑d, through exercising his free will to choose good and to reject evil. Thus, G‑d’s will speaks to man, not from within man, not through instincts – to teach man what is good and what is bad for him. When man indulges his sensual nature, he should do so having made a moral choice in the matter, as part of performing G‑d’s will. For this reason, man must be aware that not everything that appears attractive to his sensual nature is to be pursued. Man is responsible to weigh the moral options in every choice he makes, following G‑d’s will through all his choices.

If man must live in accordance with G‑d’s will, it follows that G‑d must communicate His will to man. Divine guidance is the essence of prophecy.

The Prophetic Experience

Rabbi Yehudah Ha’Levi (1080-1145, Spain), Maimonides (1135-1204, North Africa – Egypt) and Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto (1707-1747, Italy) discuss various aspects of the prophetic experience:

Rabbi Ha’Levi (Book of the Khazar, Section 1, ch. 103), Maimonides (Book One of Mishnah Torah: Fundamentals & Principles, ch. 7), and Rabbi Luzatto (The Way of G‑d, Section 3, chapters 3-4):

The Essence of Prophecy:

Any person, whether man or woman, who achieves a state of prophecy, has reached a high level of human perfection, a level at which one binds oneself to G‑d. The prophet feels the spiritually rewarding feeling of connection to G‑d (akin to the spiritual reward of the World to Come), being fully as sure of it as he would be sure of having observed a physical object with his physical senses. During a prophetic experience, one also learns many lofty truths about G‑d’s hidden mysteries of Creation.

Preparation for Prophecy:

Attaining a high level of prophetic experience is a gradual process, one that requires the guidance of a recognized, well-established prophet. Those who would learn from that prophet in the hopes of themselves achieving a state of prophecy must serve in a prolonged, intense period of apprenticeship under the master. It is important to note that no amount of effort can ensure anyone that he will achieve prophetic experience; G‑d alone determines if, when and how anyone will experience prophecy. Like other disciplines, the “student” must advance step-by-step, until he has mastered prophetic techniques. The established prophet who guides him must possess adequate knowledge and understanding of prophetic ways, and must therefore teach each student according to his own level of advancement. 

The Bible is replete with references to such “disciples of prophets” (e.g., Kings II ch. 2). These disciples dedicate themselves exclusively to the intense discipline of prophetic techniques, in order to bring G‑d’s influence upon them and to overcome the natural human barriers to Divine communication that are created by their physical condition: The fact that the soul is encased in – and encumbered by – the physical body, makes it very difficult for man to achieve prophecy; hence the rigid discipline that is necessary to raise one’s entire being – physical and spiritual – to a level of extreme closeness to G‑d. In addition to a regimen of purifying themselves physically, students of prophecy engage in a variety of meditations, prayers and pronouncements, to achieve a heightened state of spiritual sensitivity and awareness.

Even after a student begins to experience Divine revelations, the master continues to guide him toward achieving ever-higher levels of prophecy. Depending upon the type of revelation the student has already achieved, the master instructs him to help him reach still higher levels of revelation and experience of G‑d’s Presence.

Achieving Full Prophetic Vision:

One can engage in all the proper preparations for prophetic experience, yet never achieve prophecy, although such a person will certainly achieve a very high spiritual level. Even if someone does achieve full prophecy, he may reach any of the innumerable quantitative and qualitative levels and degrees of prophecy: quantitatively – a prophet may prophesy many times, or he may prophesy only once in his life; qualitatively – each prophet achieves a different level of closeness to G‑d, which will result in a higher or a lower degree of revelation. Yet, if indeed he has succeeded in attaining a level of prophecy, whatever that level may be, he is clearly and powerfully aware of his unique attachment to G‑d.

Physical Effects of Prophecy:

During a prophetic vision, the prophet is greatly overwhelmed. His body and all his limbs immediately begin to tremble, and he feels as if he is being "turned inside out" (e.g., Daniel 10:8). The prophet loses his ability to command his own senses, and his mental faculties can no longer function independently. They have all been superseded by the experience of communication with G‑d, to the exclusion of every other stimulus. The prophet’s entire being is infused with the G‑dly experience, and with the influx of Divine inspiration that is encompassing him. This is the physical nature of a person: it cannot tolerate the revelation of the spiritual, and cannot exert any control in the presence of the spiritual, particularly where direct communication from G‑d is involved.
Prophetic Messages:
There are two distinct aspects of prophetic messages that a prophet receives: the content and the wording. Thus, a prophet may receive a clear prophetic revelation that contains no specific wording, in which case, the prophet will communicate the message of his prophecy using any wording he chooses. At other times, the prophetic revelation may also contain precise wording. All the prophecies recorded in the biblical books of the Prophets are of this nature.

Public & Non-public Prophets and Prophecies:

A prophet’s career may involve his being sent to an individual, or to a group of people, with a Divine message of guidance, or of a warning to refrain from sin. Alternately, a prophet may never be sent on a public mission; instead he may experience Divine revelations for his personal benefit. Since the essence of prophecy is an exalted feeling of attachment to G‑d, along with Divine revelations concerning G‑d’s hidden mysteries of Creation, prophetic experience does not necessarily require a public message that must be delivered to other people.

Prophetic Limitations – Location & Time

In approximately 750 CE, the entire Khazar people (a tribe living in what is today southwestern Asia) converted to Judaism. According to legend, their conversion resulted from a philosophical debate between the Khazar’s king and a Jewish sage. Three centuries later, Rabbi Yehudah Halevi (1080-1145, Spain) composed a monumental work of Jewish philosophy known as the "Book of the Khazar," which he based on this debate. Among the topics he addresses in this work is the concept of the special manifestation of the Divine Presence ("Shechinah") that is intrinsic to the land of Israel. The “sage” in Rabbi Halevi’s work describes the unique qualities of the land, which makes it the station for prophetic communication on earth.

Book of the Khazar (Section 2, excerpts from chapters 9-14):

Geographical Parameters of Prophecy

Khazar King: If G‑d is indeed Omnipresent, how can you explain your claim that His influence and interaction with man, in fact His very presence, is associated with one land more than with another?

Jewish Sage: There is nothing unusual about the fact that any one land is superior to another in some quality. No one has ever questioned the fact that one land produces specific plants or produce that are superior to those of another land, or that one land possesses greater mineral deposits, and those of better quality, than other lands. There are even distinct physiological differences between people of different lands. That one land offers greater opportunities for spiritual growth than other lands should not puzzle you in the least.

King: Nevertheless, I have not heard of any special advantages that people living in the land of Israel enjoy over people living in other lands.

Sage: Consider the renowned fertile mountain that graces your own kingdom, which is known far and wide for the choice grapes it produces; consider the conditions under which these wonderful grapes grow. Yet it is obvious that if no one would put forth an effort to plant the grapes, or to tend the vineyards, grapes simply would not grow there, and this wonderfully fertile mountain would produce nothing. 

The same principle can be applied to the land of Israel: This land possesses a capacity for human spiritual development unparalleled in any other area of the globe. The highest level of this spiritual development that any human being can attain is that of prophetic experience. However, spiritual achievement in Israel is not automatic; on the contrary, any such achievement is dependent upon whether and how its inhabitants fulfill G‑d’s will. The effort that must be invested in a life dedicated to the fulfillment of G‑d’s will might be compared to the effort required to tend the vineyards to produce the luscious grapes that can develop to such exceptional quality only on your country’s mountain.

With rare exceptions, prophetic vision does not occur outside the land of Israel. The land of Israel is considered to be in “G‑d’s presence” (e.g., see Deuteronomy 11:12), because of the special Divine providence that exists there. So, for example, when the prophet Jonah sought to flee G‑d’s presence, he left Israel on a ship traveling to Tarshish (Jonah 1:3). 

Historical Parameters of Prophecy

The sage then discusses the time span during which Divine revelation was experienced in the land of Israel.

During the first 850 years after the Jewish people initially settled the land of Israel (1273 – 423 BCE), there were innumerable prophets among their ranks (e.g., “Many prophets arose among the Jewish people – double the number of Jews who left Egypt.” [Source: Talmud, Tractate megillah]. Note: The Talmud explains that the overwhelming majority of these hundreds of thousands of prophets remained anonymous, because prophetic messages of only forty-eight prophets, those that were necessary to instruct future generations, were incorporated among the biblical books of the Prophets.). The ideal spiritual conditions necessary for prophecy existed only during this 850-year period. At that time, the Jewish people were living on a high level of spiritual grandeur, which was reflected in the Divine Presence that infused the Tabernacle (1313 – 891 BCE), and later, the First Temple (833 – 423 BCE).

With the destruction of the First Temple (423 BCE), the special manifestation of the Divine Presence departed from the people. It did not return when the Second Temple was constructed; thus, when the last prophets - who had lived while the First Temple still stood - died, the prophetic era ended (313 BCE). The total duration of prophecy among the Jewish people was 1000 years (1313 – 313 BCE).

“Sub-Prophetic” Levels of Divine Communication

Other than direct prophecy, there are two other general forms of Divine communication, which were experienced both during and after the prophetic era. They are Ruach Hakodesh (Divine Inspiration) and Bat Kol (Divine Echo).

Ruach Hakodesh (Divine Inspiration)

Rabbi Luzatto defines the concept of Ruach Hakodesh.

Rabbi Luzatto (The Way of G‑d, Section 3, ch. 3):

G‑d created man with the intellectual capacity to understand observable phenomena, and from them to deduce what may not be readily apparent. This natural process of human reason gives man a more complete view of the world, and is the source of man’s potential to advance civilization.

However, G‑d also established higher means through which man can acquire knowledge in the world, which involve receiving a Divine influence through various special channels and levels. When this influence reaches a person’s mind, certain information accompanies it. He perceives this information clearly, without doubt and without error, and understands it with all its ramifications. This process is called Ruach Hakodesh (Divine Inspiration).

Through Ruach Hakodesh, a person can acquire knowledge of the world that is not accessible through the natural processes of human reason (e.g., knowledge regarding the mysteries of creation; knowledge of the future). In addition, he can gain information in matters that could be deduced through natural human intellect, although he understands this information in a much clearer all-encompassing way.

The books that comprise the Writings of the Bible were composed with Divine Inspiration.

Bat Kol (Divine Echo)

The “Bat Kol” is a method of Divine communication that righteous people may experience, and through it, many mysteries of Creation are revealed. The term “Bat Kol,” which means “Child of a Voice,” describes the manner in which this form of Divine communication is experienced: it sounds like an echo of a higher voice. From the time the prophetic era ended, forty years after the Second Temple was built (313 BCE), through the early years of the Talmudic era (1st-2nd centuries CE), Bat Kol was the highest level of Divine communication.

( ( ( ( ( (
Questions

Address your correspondence to: foundations@jewishstudies.org
1. You read in the newspaper that someone claims to be a prophet. How would you go about questioning the validity of his claim?

2. Your questions and comments: __________________
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