Prophets & Prophecy
1. What s a prophet?
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And God said to him in the dream, “I knew that you did this with a blameless heart, and so |
kept you from sinning against Me. That was why | did not let you touch her. Therefore, restore
the man’s wife—since he is a prophet, he will intercede for you—to save your life. If you fail to

restore her, know that you shall die, you and all that are yours.”
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You shall speak to him and putf£he words in his mouth—I will be with you and with him as you

speak, and tell both of you what to do— and he shall speak for you to the people. Thus he shall
serve as your spokesman, Avith you playing the role of God to him.
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The LORD replied to Moses, “See, | place you in the role of God to Pharaoh, with your brother
Aaron as your prophet.
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This must be understood as the Targum takes it: thy interpreter. Similarly, wherever this term
of NNI11 is mentioned it refers to a man who publicly proclaims and utters to the people words
of reproof.
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2. Qualities of a Prophet
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It is a fundamental part of religion to acknowledge that God bestows prophecy upon the sons
of men. But prophecy does not descend save upon a wise man, eminent in wisdom, of sterling
character, never subdued by worldly passion, but conquering it by an ever-present willpower,
broadminded and settled to the highest degree.

R. Nissiim of Gerona (1320-13s0)

It is well known that the Blessed One, desiring to create this world for His honor, and its
ultimate purpose being that mankind serve Him, it follows that there reach man, from Him, an
effluence higher than intellect, the prophetic effluence ("®121 Yaw), to perfect the soul so that
it may glow in the Light of Life (n»nn 71R) . Intellect alone does not suffice for this...

What demands explanation, however, is why a prophet must also be strong and wealthy. Some
interpret "strong" in this connection as asserting one's intellect over one's lusts 7123 7nN1R]

%’ NR w2197, and "wealthy," as possessing the quality of contentment nnwn 717wy 1NPK]
[Yp5na, likening R. Yonathan's categories to those mentioned by Ben Zoma (Avoth 4:1). They
are obviously mistaken, however, for once ”-” is included it is no longer necessary to
mention "strong" and "wealthy" [in the aforementioned sense], for our sages of blessed
memory have said (Avodah Zarah 20b): "Humility is greater than all of the other traits." They
explain that it is impossible to attain humility without having previously attained purity,
holiness, fear of sin, and the other qualities mentioned there. This being so, it is obvious that
the humble man rules his evil inclination and that he has achieved contentment; for if his
inclination rules him and he is constantly anxious over what he has not acquired, it is impossible
for him to have achieved the other qualities.
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3. How does one become a prophet?
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But Moses said to him, “Are you wrought up on my account? Would that all the LORD’s people
were prophets, that the LORD put His spirit upon them!”

KUZARI 1:87-91

87. The Rabbi: The Sabbatical law is derived from this circumstance, as well as from the creation
of the world in six days, also from another matter to be discussed later on. Although the people
believed in the message of Moses, they retained, even after the performance of the miracles,
some doubt as to whether God really spake to mortals, and whether the Law was not of human
origin, and only later on supported by divine inspiration. They could not associate speech with a
divine being, since it is something tangible. God, however, desired to remove this doubt, and
commanded them to prepare themselves morally, as well as physically, enjoining them to keep
aloof from their wives, and to be ready to hear the words of God. The people prepared and
became fitted to receive the divine afflatus, and even to hear publicly the words of God. This
came to pass three days later, being introduced by overwhelming phenomena, lightning,
thunder, earthquake and fire, which surrounded Mount Sinai.

Maimonides Guide for the Perplexed 2:32
1. Among those who believe in Prophecy, and even among our coreligionists, there are some
ignorant people who think as follows: God selects any person He pleases, inspires him with the
spirit of Prophecy, and entrusts him with a mission. It makes no difference whether that person
be wise or stupid, old or young; provided he be, to some extent, morally good...

2. The philosophers hold that prophecy is a certain faculty of man in a state of perfection, which
can only be obtained by study. Although the faculty is common to the whole race, yet it is not
fully developed in each individual, either on account of the individual's defective constitution,
or on account of some other external cause. This is the case with every faculty common to a
class. It is only brought to a state of perfection in some individuals, and not in all; but it is
impossible that it should not be perfect in some individual of the class; and if the perfection is
of such a nature that it can only be produced by an agent, such an agent must exist.



Accordingly, it is impossible that an ignorant person should be a prophet; or that a person being
no prophet in the evening, should, unexpectedly on the following morning, find himself a
prophet, as if prophecy were a thing that could be found unintentionally. But if a person,
perfect in his intellectual and moral faculties, and also perfect, as far as possible, in his
imaginative faculty, prepares himself in the manner which will be described, he must become a
prophet; for prophecy is a natural faculty of man. It is impossible that a man who has the
capacity for prophecy should prepare himself for it without attaining it, just as it is impossible
that a person with a healthy constitution should be fed well, and yet not properly assimilate his
food; and the like.

3. The third view is that which is taught in Scripture, and which forms one of the principles of
our religion. It coincides with the opinion of the philosophers in all points except one. For we
believe that, even if one has the capacity for prophecy, and has duly prepared himself, it may
yet happen that he does not actually prophesy. It is in that case the will of God [that withholds
from him the use of the faculty]. According to my opinion, this fact is as exceptional as any
other miracle, and acts in the same way. For the laws of Nature demand that everyone should
be a prophet, who has a proper physical constitution, and has been duly prepared as regards
education and training. If such a person is not a prophet, he is in the same position as a person
who, like Jeroboam (1 Kings xiii.), is deprived of the use of his hand, or of his eyes, as was the
case with the army of Syria, in the history of Elisha (2 Kings vi. 18). As for the principle which |
laid down, that preparation and perfection of moral and rational faculties are the sine qud non,
our Sages say exactly the same: "The spirit of prophecy only rests upon persons who are wise,
strong, and rich."
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prophecy through training (hitlamdut).

Moreover, every wisdom and natural trait in which
a person excels, he must have some predisposition
towards it, which improves along with training.
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4. What does the prophet (not) do?
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If there appears among you a prophet or a dream-

diviner and he gives you a sign or a portent,
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saying, “Let us follow and worship another god” — ;
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whom you have not experienced—even if the sign

or portent that he named to you comes true, |  *Fi9%s]
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R. Abdimi from Haifa said: Since the day when the 97 RIN2 X122 NOON 721 TINdN
Temple was destroyed, prophecy has been taken R Ty
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was this: Although it has been taken from the




prophets, it has not been taken from the wise.
Amemar said: A wise man is even superior to a
prophet, as it says, And a prophet has a heart of
wisdom. Who is compared with whom? Is not the
smaller compared with the greater?

R. Johanan said: Since the Temple was destroyed,
prophecy has been taken from prophets and given
to fools and children.
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Abraham Joshua Heschel: The Prophets
Chapter One: “What Manner of Man is the Prophet?”




For our Rabbis have taught: When Haggai, Zechariah
and Malachi died, the Holy Spirit departed from
Israel; nevertheless they made use of the Bat Kol. On
one occasion [some Rabbis] were sitting in the upper
chamber of Gurya's house in Jericho; a Bat Kol was
granted to them from heaven which announced,
‘There is in your midst one man who is deserving
that the Shechinah should alight upon him, but his
generation is unworthy of it’. They all looked at Hillel
the elder...
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"And this is the blessing": Because Moses had first
spoken to Israel hard words — (/bid. 32:24-25) (They
will be) "hairy with hunger and embattled by
demons... On the outside (of the city) the sword (of
legions) shall devour (them), and in the chambers (of
their hearts, when they flee), fright" (will pound,
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eventually killing them), (/bid. 9:8) "And in Chorev you PINN” 7w MMINDY 2y nn”
angered the L-rd," (Ibid. 7) "You have been ,(N =10V D”M27) "27N HOVN
rebellious..." — he reverted to words of consolation. DINN” %N PR DNaxpn 11N
"And this is the blessing wherewith Moses blessed, 7127 DAY IR N 7, 0NN
etc." And from him all of the prophets learned: They 712 7WR 10720 RN :n:’mnu
first spoke hard words to Israel, and then they -non

reverted to words of consolation.
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