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I tend to think of this part of the Lectionary cycle as being the summer that focuses on 
prophets. In reality, they show up pretty regularly in our 3-year Revised Common Lectionary.  I 
must say that Isaiah and Jeremiah take up the lion’s share of lectionary real estate, but what we 
consider the more minor prophets do make an appearance from time to time. 
 
There are two more or less formal sections within the Hebrew scriptures that contain the 
stories of the prophets: the section called the “major prophets”, consisting of Isaiah, Jeremiah 
and Ezekiel, and; the minor prophets, consisting of the 12 prophets whose books make up the 
balance of the Hebrew “Nevi’im” or Prophets section.  
 
I decided to go a bit further, though, and to do a Bible word search to see how many people 
were actually named as prophets within the Bible, and this is the list I came up with… [list]. I 
was interested to see that at least a few women were named as prophets. In a patriarchal 
society, that’s quite noteworthy.  
 
I’m not going to tell you the story of each of those prophets on the list. Rather, what I’d like to 
do today is to talk about what a prophet is, how we can discern “true” prophets from “false” 
prophets in our own time and place, in other words discern between the voices that are 
purporting to speak on God’s behalf and those through whom God is speaking. I would also like 
to consider the way in which we can hear God’s prophetic word within our own life and being. 
 
So, first … what is a prophet?  
A prophet is a seer, a sage, a visionary, but above all, one who speaks for the Divine, God’s 
voice to the world, if you will. Within the biblical story, prophets were concerned with keeping 
the Hebrew people close to God, calling them to account and warning them when they were 
straying. To be a prophet was, and still is, both a distinction and an affliction. The prophet, who 
has a duty to challenge, to speak difficult messages to the people, even if they refuse to hear, is 
often a lonely person.  
 
For one thing, a prophet sees and hears things in ways that others do not. The prophet’s ear 
cannot ignore the cries and anguish of suffering – whether it is the suffering of people, of 
creatures or of the earth itself. The prophet is a person who feels deeply. He or she is not often 
a light-hearted person because everything that has to do with good and evil is important, and 
urgent. Compassion is divinely precious. We might say, the prophet hears God’s voice and feels 
God’s heart. 
 
Those who were called to be prophets, realizing the role involved danger and social isolation, 
often resisted God’s call. Jonah was running from God when, as the story goes, the ship in 
which he was travelling capsized and he ended up in the belly of a fish. Isaiah, feeling his own 
lack of worth cried out, “I am a man of unclean lips.” Jeremiah, as we heard in this morning’s 
reading, certainly felt inadequate to the task as well. “I’m just a boy,” he replied to God. “I can’t 
do this.” In order to accept the challenge of uttering prophetic words, Jeremiah, and all 



prophets, have had to have absolute faith that they were not acting alone. Their faith was not 
in themselves, but in the God who promised to be there to support and guide them.  
 
Both ancient and modern societies have admired wealth, power, and I would add, latterly, 
personal charisma. The prophet’s concern lies with the moral, the ethical, the highest good. The 
prophet hears God’s voice questioning the values of those superficial and ultimately valueless 
qualities that are too often accepted as signs of wisdom and venerated in our culture. It is not 
the capacity to disrupt markets and change the world with new technological gadgets, it is not 
the capacity to command armies to march and cannons to roar, and it is not the capacity to win 
elections and change the law that are signs of God at work in the world. The prophet calls us to 
see God at work in the lives of those who care for the sick, feed the hungry and seek justice for 
the least powerful. 
 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, a 20th-century rabbi, theologian and philosopher, said: “Prophecy is 
the voice that God has lent to the silent agony, a voice to the plundered poor, to the profaned 
riches of the world. It is … a crossing point of God and [humanity]”.  
 
Keeping in mind this conception of a prophet, it would seem to be not so difficult to differentiate 
between a false prophet and a true prophet. However, anyone who doesn’t live in a cave knows 
that there are many false prophets out there, revered, divinized, and followed uncritically. I can, 
and I will, give you some criteria by which to be able to dismiss those false prophets, but, as I 
said last week, with regard to arguing about climate change, logic is not always persuasive. 
There is a concept known as the “cult of personality” - a situation where a leader has been 
idolized, who fosters or demands intense devotion, and who is made into a national or group 
icon. The supposed prophetic messages are self-serving, ego-inflating (and sometimes bank-
account inflating!), often promoting fear and panic, producing guilt and creating anxiety. Truth 
and lies are interchangeable. In an interview with a supporter of the former president of the U.S., 
the interviewee said, “I know he’s lying, but he’s saying what I want to hear.” Critical thought, if it 
ever existed, is dead. 
 
So… if we’re trying to discern legitimate prophetic voices, whether they are external or internal, I 
offer you a critical list from author and spiritual quester Paul Hawker, who in 1998 wrote of his 40 
days and nights of mountain solitude, in his book “Soul Survivor”. One of his questions was: how 
do I know who’s talking? In other words, is what I am hearing from the Divine, or is it from some 
other voice, or, in terms of an internal prophetic message, is it simply my own voice? 
The list he compiled for considering that a message was divine included that the message was: 
peaceful, consistent, loving, patient, uplifting, instructive, comforting, clear, kind, welcoming of 
scrutiny. Hawker considered thoughts as coming from himself, in other words not prophetic, not 
from God, if they: appealed to his ego, varied depending on mood or circumstance, or would 
eventually make him look good. Worth thinking about. 
 
In my own experience, God’s message is not always clear; sometimes it’s downright confusing or 
ambiguous. But it does bear scrutiny, and is consistent. Are we willing to share our sense of God’s 



call with others and to accept their critique and caution, rather than insist that they accept our 
version of the truth? 
 
Prophets must, above all, be humble about their own wisdom. If their role is to speak God’s truth, 
they must always recognize that what they say must be for the benefit of God’s work in the world 
and not something that serves their own material or egoistic ends. 
 
May it be so.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


