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Gary Remer

$e Relationship Between Biblical Prophet and 
Roman Orator: $e Limits of Preaching and 
Prudence

Abstract: !e biblical prophet and Roman orator are here seen as representing two dis-
tinct types of rhetoric: the prophet represents a “rhetoric of purity,” or truthful speech 
uncompromised by practical concerns; the orator, a “rhetoric of prudence,” in which 
speech is accommodated to context. !ese two rhetorical paths point to the particular 
characters of these speakers’ two societies. Because the religious character of Hebrew 
society dictated that wisdom is ultimately based on divine revelation, biblical prophets 
did not subordinate their speech or action to earthly wisdom or prudence. !e Romans, 
in turn, were committed to human wisdom and practical, this-worldly ends, which im-
pelled ancient orators to comport themselves with decorum and prudence. !e contrast-
ing approaches to speech adopted by prophet and orator yield diverse political results, 
with advantages and disadvantages to each. In their imprudence, biblical prophets spoke 
forthrightly and uncompromisingly but rarely succeeded in persuading their kings or 
people to change their hearts or actions. Roman orators a"ected policy decision making 
primarily by moving the public with their words, but political necessity pressed them to 
strike a bargain between truth and deception, principle and expediency.
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I argue that the biblical prophet and Roman orator exempli.ed their civ-
ilizations and that the particular characters of their societies led these 
iconic speakers down two di/erent rhetorical paths—for the prophets, 
a rhetoric of purity, that is, truthful speech unadulterated by practical 
concerns, and for the orators, a rhetoric of prudence, in which speech 
was adapted to circumstance. Because the religious character of Hebrew 
society dictated that wisdom is ultimately based on divine revelation, the 
biblical prophets did not subordinate their speech or action to earthly 
wisdom or prudence. In contrast, the Romans were committed to human 
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wisdom and practical, this-worldly ends, which impelled the ancient ora-
tors to comport themselves with decorum and prudence. I further argue 
that both prophet and orator were political speakers who bene.ted their 
polities, though each possessed a distinctive shortcoming. $e prophet’s 
contribution lay in his role as social critic, a “political outsider” without 
ties to formal political institutions, speaking truth to the powers that be. 
But the prophet did not o9en e/ect the changes he called for, because 
he spoke forthrightly and uncompromisingly—that is, imprudently. $e 
Roman orator, however, did not stand outside the power structure to 
criticize it. He was a “political insider” who a/ected policy decision mak-
ing primarily by moving the public with his words. At the same time, as 
a member of the political elite, the orator was limited in his ability to 
depart from the political status quo, and, at times, he compromised prin-
ciple for political necessity; he was constrained by a concern for practical 
consequences.

Neither my claim that prophet and orator were paradigms for their 
societies nor my comparing and contrasting of the Hebraic and Roman 
civilizations is new. Leo Strauss, for example, treats the prophet as the 
exemplar of biblical tradition because, he contends, the prophet demon-
strated his .delity to God’s revealed knowledge, not the human “quest for 
knowledge of the good.”% Similarly, other writers present the prophets as 
spokesmen for the basic principles of the Israelites and Judahites. Michael 
Walzer writes that the prophet searched for core values and called for “an 
everyday life in accordance with the core.”: Max Weber made a similar 
point: that the prophets “neither announced a new conception of God, 
nor new means of grace, nor even new commandments. At least, they 
had no intention of doing so.” Prophets, then, saw themselves as urging 
the people to follow the divine commandments already known from the 
Torah.;

Similarly, contemporary scholarship on classical oratory views 
the ancient orators as representatives of their political communities 

1 Leo Strauss, Jerusalem and Athens: Some Preliminary Re#ections (New York: City 
College, 1967), p. 27.

2 Michael Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1987), p. 87.

3 Max Weber, Ancient Judaism, ed. and trans. Hans H. Gerth and Don Martindale 
(New York: Free Press, 1952), p. 300. See also p. 304. Moreover, current biblical research 
(for example, form criticism) points to the biblical prophet as less of an outsider than 
previously perceived. As opposed to “the romantic conception of prophets as creative 
outsiders,” they are more commonly viewed today as linked to traditional values and 
as closer to the centers of political power. See Bernhard Lang, Monotheism and the 
Prophetic Minority: An Essay in Biblical History and Sociology (She<eld, England: 
Almond Press, 1983), pp. 93, 113.
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inasmuch as they re=ected the fundamental assumptions of their polity. 
Josiah Ober says of the Athenian rhetor, though his description applies 
equally to the orators of republican Rome, “Each major address by an 
Athenian rhetor… [was] about ‘civic norms’ (how should we be conduct-
ing our public and private lives if we are to be true to our core values?).”> 
Robert Morstein-Marx and Joy Connolly focus on the role of the orator 
in the late Roman republic. Although they view the ideological consen-
sus presented by the orators as concealing social inequalities, each, like 
Ober, acknowledges the orator’s part in a<rming the shared values of the 
political community. Morstein-Marx, for example, describes how Roman 
orators of con=icting political allegiances jointly reinforced the political 
consensus, or “ideological monotony,” of the late republican period in 
the popular contiones—non-voting, informal assemblies that met before 
formal voting political assemblies convened.?

In this article, I situate prophet and orator within the contexts of the 
Hebraic and Roman worlds, respectively, emphasizing how these two 
civilizations di/ered in their attitudes toward divine wisdom and pru-
dence. Because of the continuous political interactions between Jews and 
Romans since at least @; B.C.E., when Pompey took control of Judah, 
this article stands in a long line of writings that examine the similarities 
and di/erences between Roman and Israelite values. In !e Jewish War 
and in Antiquities of the Jews, the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus (ca. 
;A–%AA C.E.) set out to explain each civilization to the other, particu-
larly the Jewish to the Roman. Recently, Martin Goodman, in Rome and 
Jerusalem: !e Clash of Ancient Civilizations, analyzes each civilization 
in relation to the other, though he concentrates on Jews and Romans 
during the Roman imperial period, while I analyze Rome of the republi-
can period.@ $e novelty of this article then, lies not in its discussion of 
prophets and orators as representatives of their civilizations or of Roman 
and Hebraic culture vis-à-vis each other, but in its placing these .gures in 
the context of their civilizations and comparing the classical, particularly 
Roman, orator with the biblical prophet.

4 Josiah Ober, “I, Socrates… $e Performative Audacity of Isocrates’ Antidosis,” in 
Takis Poulakos and David Depew, eds., Isocrates and Civic Education (Austin, Tex.: 
University of Texas Press, 2004), p. 22.

5 Robert Morstein-Marx, Mass Oratory and Political Power in the Late Roman 
Republic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 229; Joy Connolly, State of 
Speech: Rhetoric and Political !ought in Ancient Rome (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2007), p. 64.

6 Martin Goodman, Rome and Jerusalem: !e Clash of Ancient Civilizations (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007).
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$is comparison and analysis of the two societies, I argue, has impli-
cations for understanding the roots of our own political order. $e West 
in general, and perhaps the United States above all, is heir to both bibli-
cal and Roman political traditions, including the prophetic and oratorical 
in=uences on politics. Although political scientists today distinguish, in 
various ways, between radical critics and mainstream politicians, they are 
generally unconcerned with the origins of these two groups. My study 
of the two categories of public speakers, however, suggests that the dif-
ferences between the two forms of political engagement—at one end of 
the spectrum, politics conducted within the political system, and, at the 
other end, political action practiced from outside the conventional struc-
tures of power—derive from Roman and Hebraic roots, among others. It 
further suggests that today’s liberal democratic systems, the bene.ciaries 
of both classical rhetorical and biblical traditions, o/er a greater range 
of possibilities for political action than what republican Rome or biblical 
Judah or Israel individually presents.

I begin by assuming that biblical wisdom is based on revelation, an 
assumption that I take as almost self-evident, but which I discuss, brie=y, 
in relation to Strauss. I then continue to explain how wisdom and virtue, 
as the Romans understood them, were practical and prudential. I next 
analyze the two types of rhetoric associated with the biblical prophet 
and Roman orator—the rhetoric of purity and the rhetoric of prudence, 
respectively. While the former was distinguished by obedience to God 
and unwillingness to compromise, the latter was characterized by accom-
modation to circumstance. When I speak of the prophet, I refer to the 
prophet of the Hebrew Bible, from Moses to the Babylonian exile, includ-
ing the “classical” or “canonical” prophets who prophesied in Israel from 
the eighth century B.C.E. (during the period of the great Assyrian expan-
sion) onward, such as Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and others. $e 
orator I discuss is the classical orator of republican Rome, especially 
of the late republican period (concurrent with Cicero’s lifetime, %A@–
>; B.C.E.).B Following the contrast of rhetorical approaches, I consider 
the political strengths and weaknesses of the orator and prophet: each 
speaker contributes to the well-being of his political community, but at 
a price. I conclude by discussing the in=uence of the two models on the 
Western, especially Anglo-American, political tradition.

7 Although I believe that, in general, the similarities and di/erences I discuss 
between Hebraic and Roman societies also apply to ancient Athens, the attempt to 
include republican Rome and democratic Athens equally would diminish the analyses 
of both polities. $e greater signi.cance of Rome, as opposed to Athens, in the develop-
ment of Western political thought justi.es my choice to focus on the former.
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$e third-century Church Father Tertullian asked, “What indeed does 
Athens have to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the 
Academy and the Church? What between heretics and Christians?”D 
Strauss appropriates this distinction between the two cities, in his in=u-
ential Jerusalem and Athens, to contrast Greek and biblical wisdom and 
suggest an unbridgeable gap between the two civilizations. Jerusalem was 
the home of revelation, and Athens the abode of reason. Strauss distin-
guishes between their contrasting conceptions of wisdom, arguing that 
biblical wisdom derived from God, whose people sought it with rever-
ence, while classical wisdom was born of human inquiry unfettered by 
obedience to any divine being.E

Although I consider Strauss to have overstated the con=ict between 
biblical wisdom and human reason—the biblical tradition did not alto-
gether abandon human reason when it subordinated reason to divine 
revelation—his dichotomy largely holds true.%A In contrast to the Hebrews, 
the Greeks and the Romans did not seek wisdom in revelation—from dei-
ties outside the human realm—but in human reason. $us, while wisdom 
in the Bible is embodied in the God-given laws of the Torah, Hannah 
Arendt con.rms that “neither the Greek nomos nor the Roman lex was 
of divine origin, that neither the Greek nor the Roman concept of legis-
lation needed divine inspiration.”%%

Shi9ing from Strauss’ concentration on the Greeks to the Romans, 
we .nd that wisdom for the Romans was not only human; it was practi-
cal and linked to action. $us, for Cicero, “virtue consists entirely in its 
employment.” Implicitly comparing Greek philosophers like Plato and 
Aristotle with Roman statesmen like himself, Cicero wrote that “philos-
ophers, in fact, say nothing… that does not derive from the men who 
established laws for the states.” Virtues .nd their source, according to 
Cicero, not in the ideas of philosophers, but in the actions of men who 

8 Tertullian, “De praescriptione haereticorum” 7.9, in Writings of Quintus Sept. 
Flor. Tertulianus, vol. 2 (Anti-Nicene Christian Library, vol. 15), trans. Peter Holmes 
(Edinburgh, 1870), p. 246.

9 Strauss, Jerusalem and Athens, p. 5.
10 Leora F. Batnitzky, “On Rea<rming a Distinction Between Athens and Jerusalem,” 

Hebraic Political Studies 2:2 (Spring 2007), p. 215.
11 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: Viking Press, 1963), pp. 186–187: 

“$e very notion of divine legislation implies that the legislator must be outside of and 
above his own laws, but in antiquity it was not the sign of a god but the characteristic 
of the tyrant to impose on the people laws by which he himself would not be bound.”
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institute virtues through education, custom, and law.%: $e practical 
character of the ancient Romans was manifested in their technological 
feats, their great military machine, and the political and legal institutions 
they created, capable of governing a vast empire. $e Romans perceived 
themselves a practical people, and they contrasted their civilization with 
that of the Greeks on these grounds. Virgil echoed this sentiment in the 
Aeneid, book @, D>?–D?;, when he had the ghost of Anchises, Aeneas’ 
father, explain that what the Romans lacked in .ne arts (to “cast more 
tenderly in bronze,” to “bring more lifelike portraits out of marble”) and 
natural philosophy (“to trace the paths of heaven accurately and accu-
rately foretell the rising stars”) was more than compensated for by their 
legislation, government, and military exploits (“to pacify, to impose the 
rule of law, to spare the conquered, battle down the proud”).%;

$e Romans’ emphasis on the practical was particularly re=ected in 
Cicero’s conception of prudence. As Robert Cape writes of the Romans 
more generally, “Prudentia was a highly respected quality for the Romans 
because of its practical nature—knowledge gained from experience, 
rather than theoretical speculation.”%> $e di/erentiation between abstract 
and practical knowledge, however, preceded the Romans. Aristotle, in 
the Nicomachean Ethics, divided between two intellectual virtues: sophia, 
usually translated as “wisdom” or “theoretical wisdom,” and phronesis, 
o9en translated as “practical wisdom.” As Aristotle explained, sophia is 
concerned with the “best kind of knowledge,” which deals with study for 
its own sake, not action, and is limited to necessary and universal truths. 
Phronesis “is about things towards ends,” and it “.nds the right actions 
to be done,” which, therefore, means it is concerned with the particular 
and the contingent.%?

In De Officiis, Cicero equated the Greek terms with what he pre-
sented as corresponding Latin terms: sophia with sapientia and phronesis 

12 Cicero, De Republica (On the Commonwealth) 1.2. All translations of De 
Republica in this article are from Cicero, On the Commonwealth, ed. James E.G. Zetzel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). See also Cicero, De O$ciis (On Duties) 
1.19: “all the praise that belongs to virtue lies in action.” All translations of De O$ciis 
in this article are from Cicero, On Duties, ed. M.T. Gri<n and E.M. Atkins (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991).

13 Virgil, !e Aeneid, trans. Robert Fitzgerald (New York: Vintage, 1990), p. 190.
14 Robert W. Cape Jr., “Cicero and the Development of Prudential Practice at Rome,” 

in Robert Hariman, ed., Prudence: Classical Virtue, Postmodern Practice (University 
Park, Pa.: Penn State Press, 2003), p. 39.

15 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, book 6. $e translation here is from Aristotle, 
Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1985), pp. 411–412, 
432; David Bostock, Aristotle’s Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 74–84.
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with prudentia.%@ And while Cicero at first appeared to endorse the 
Aristotelian hierarchy of theoretical wisdom over practical wisdom 
when he wrote that “the wisdom that the Greeks call sophia [is] the 
foremost of all the virtues,” in his ensuing discussion, he undermined 
the Aristotelian claim for the preeminence of theoretical wisdom. Cicero 
included in his understanding of sapientia the seemingly pure theoretical 
“knowledge of all things human and divine,” but he rejected the notion 
that “the wisdom [he has] declared to be foremost” involves knowledge 
removed from action. “Wisdom includes the sociability and fellowship 
of gods and men with each other.” And if this sociability and wisdom “is 
something of the greatest importance, then necessarily the duty that is 
based upon sociability is also of the greatest importance”—a duty that 
involves action. “Moreover,” Cicero wrote, “learning about and reflect-
ing upon nature is somewhat truncated and incomplete if it results in no 
action.” Therefore, rather than giving priority to sapientia—understood 
as theoretical wisdom—over prudentia, Cicero gave priority of place to 
prudentia, a position that was confirmed in De Officiis, when he con-
tended that learning leading to practical achievements, to action, is the 
most praiseworthy and virtuous.%B

;. R01')(-, )F P+(-'G, R01')(-, )F P(+*1&,1

$e classical orator and biblical prophet were de.ned by their speech. 
Etymologically, the orator’s art—rhetoric or oratory—is derived from 
ancient Greek rhêtorikê, from the more ancient Greek eirô, meaning “to 
say, speak, or tell,” and the Latin oratoria, from the verb orare, meaning 
“to speak before a court assembly, or to plead.”%D $e intrinsic connec-
tion between prophet and speech is suggested by the second time that 
navi, the most common Hebrew word for “prophet,” appears in the Bible.%E 
A9er God orders Moses to speak to Pharaoh, Moses demurs in Exodus 
@:;A, appealing to the Lord to excuse him: “If I am of foreskinned lips, 
how will Pharaoh hearken to me?” God responds to Moses in Exodus 
B:%: “I will make you as a god for Pharaoh, and Aaron your brother 

16 Cicero, De O$ciis 1.153.
17 Cicero, De O$ciis 1.153, 1.18–19. Cape argues that sapientia and prudence 

“become synonymous later” in Cicero—“a result of Cicero’s attempts to link the ideas 
more closely.” Cape, “Cicero and the Development of Prudential Practice at Rome,” p. 41.

18 $e Latin orare probably derives from the Proto-Indo-European or, denoting “to 
pronounce a ritual formula.”

19 “Navi” is introduced in Genesis 20:7, where God appears to Abimelech in a dream 
instructing him to return Sarah to Abraham because Abraham is a prophet (navi).
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will be your prophet/speaker (navi).” Commenting on the dual charac-
ter of navi as prophet and speaker, the medieval biblical exegete Rashi 
stated that “prophet” (navi) shares a common root with “speech” (niv), 
as in “speech (niv) of the lips,” found in Isaiah ?B:%E.:A Implicit in Rashi’s 
observation here is that speech is an inherent quality of prophecy. Max 
Weber rea<rmed this understanding of prophecy when he wrote that 
“the prophets were primarily speakers. Prophets as writers appear only 
a9er the Babylonian Exile.”:%

Not all speech is rhetorical, but the speech of the biblical prophet and 
Roman orator was. I presume here that what makes speech rhetorical is 
still today best determined by what the tradition of classical rhetoric—as 
constituted by the writings of ancient Greeks, like Aristotle and Isocrates, 
and Romans, like Cicero and Quintilian—considered to be rhetorical. For 
most classical rhetoricians, especially Cicero and Quintilian, the goal of 
rhetoric was to persuade; hence, rhetoric was most commonly de.ned 
as “the art of persuasion.”:: My .rst criterion for rhetorical speech, then, 
is that it must be persuasive. Beginning with Aristotle and continuing 
with subsequent classical rhetoricians, rhetoric was divided into three 
main genera: deliberative oratory, which is political; judicial or forensic 
oratory, which is the rhetoric of the courtroom; and epideictic or demon-
strative oratory, which is concerned with praise and blame, intended, 
most o9en, for ceremonial occasions like funerals.:; Because all three 
genera involve public speech, I accept as a second criterion of rhetoric 

20 Rashi on Exodus 7:1, s.v. “shall be your speaker.” $ere is no consensus among 
contemporary scholars, however, about the etymology of the term. See, for example, 
Weber, Ancient Judaism, p. 102, who links “navi” to the name of the Babylonian oracle 
god. See also Joseph Blenkinsopp, who ties the term to the Akkadian word for “the 
called one,” and Klaus Koch, who writes that “navi” is “already found in Syrian Ebla in 
the twenty-third century B.C.” and that it “probably means, literally, ‘entrusted with a 
message.’ ” Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel: From the Settlement in 
the Land to the Hellenistic Period (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1983), p. 37; Klaus 
Koch, !e Prophets, trans. Margaret Kohl, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), 
vol. 1, p. 16. 

21 Weber, Ancient Judaism, pp. 267–268.
22 Cicero states in his youthful work, De inventione, “$e function of eloquence 

seems to be to speak in a manner suited to persuade an audience, the end is to per-
suade by speech” (1.6). All translations of De inventione are from the Loeb Classical 
Library edition. 

23 Aristotle, Rhetoric, book 1, ch. 3. Citations of this work are from Aristotle, On 
Rhetoric: A !eory of Civic Discourse, trans. and introduction by George A. Kennedy 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). See also Cicero, De inventione 1.5.7; 
Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 2.13.3–14. All translations of Quintilian, unless other-
wise indicated, are from the Loeb Classical Library edition.
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that the speaker addresses a public audience.:> $e third criterion I use is 
whether the public speech belongs to one of the three rhetorical genres—
deliberative, forensic, or epideictic. By these standards, Roman oratory 
and biblical prophecy were both rhetorical.

But what of the rhetoric of the prophets? Because rhetoric as a speci.c 
concept, theory, or art has its roots in the classical world, we do not .nd 
biblical prophets theorizing or thinking systematically about the persua-
sive power of their speech or of stylistic techniques as the ancient Greeks 
or Romans did.:? Nevertheless, the prophets’ inability to conceive of their 
speech according to the canons of classical rhetoric should not negate the 
rhetorical nature of their words. If their prophecies and exhortations can 
be conceptualized in rhetorical terms—even if they did not think in these 
terms—then their speech can rightly be labeled rhetoric. I agree with 
George Kennedy’s claims that rhetoric is a “universal phenomenon” of the 
human mind and therefore should not be limited to the Greco-Roman 
world and its successors, and that, furthermore, some prophetic texts are 
particularly amenable to rhetorical analysis.:@ Likewise, the authors of the 
Hebrew Bible did not (or could not) think of their works as literature, 
poetry, theology, political theory, and so on, yet we should not abandon 
our e/orts to examine their works from within these .elds. Western-
based analysis can and ought to be applied to non-Western cultures if 
this contributes to our understanding of these cultures.

In line with the second and third criteria of rhetoric I laid out, that is, 
its public and political qualities, the prophets addressed their audiences 
in public. Weber emphasized the distinctiveness of biblical prophecy as 
a public activity. Outside ancient Israel, “the political prophet did not 
speak in the streets nor address the people directly.” Such behavior would 
not have been tolerated. Rather, the political prophet of other realms—
the king’s oracle—plied his trade in private; it “was strictly an a/air of 
court.” $e prophet of the Hebrew Bible, in contrast, usually spoke on 
his own, “under the in=uence of a spontaneous inspiration, to the public 

24 My goal here is not to o/er a universal de.nition of what is rhetorical, but to 
present standards for classifying communication that is primarily oral—such as that 
of the biblical prophet and Roman orator—as rhetorical. $e rhetoric of such actors 
has been termed “primary” as opposed to “secondary” rhetoric, which is not used, 
mainly, for oral purposes. See George A. Kennedy, Classical Rhetoric and Its Christian 
and Secular Tradition from Ancient to Modern Times (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1980), pp. 5–6.

25 James Darsey, !e Prophetic Tradition and Radical Rhetoric in America (New 
York: New York University Press, 1997), p. 7.

26 George A. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation !rough Rhetorical Criticism 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984), pp. 10–11.
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in the marketplace or to the elders at the city gate.”:B Amaziah the priest 
sent a message to King Jeroboam II of Israel that Amos was fomenting 
rebellion against the king in public prophecies;:D Amos prophesied before 
the people at Bethel, “a king’s sanctuary and a royal palace.”:E Likewise, 
Jeremiah recounted God’s message to him to speak his words publicly: 
“And the Lord said to me, ‘Proclaim all these things through the towns 
of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem.’ ”;A Again, Jeremiah was charged 
by the Lord to “stand in the court of the House of the Lord and speak 
to [the men of] all the towns of Judah.”;% Even when the prophet con-
fronted the king and his family, he o9en did so before a crowd.;: $us, the 
prophet Micaiah son of Imlah prophesied before Ahab, king of Israel, and 
Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, both “seated on their thrones, arrayed in their 
robes, on the threshing =oor at the entrance of the gate of Samaria,” with 
“about four hundred” of Ahab’s prophets in attendance.;; $ere, Micaiah 
declared to Ahab, before all, that his prophets were liars and that the Lord 
had condemned him.;>

As the previous examples suggest, the prophets spoke before kings, 
priests, counsels of state, and the people assembled as a powerful mass. 
And although prophets did not aspire to political o<ce and did not view 
their speech as political in nature, prophetic religion “embraced” poli-
tics, and “prophets became politicians,” if only de facto.;? While prophets 
were motivated to address and rebuke political authority as messengers 
of God, not political partisans, the e/ects of their speech were politi-
cal. $ey called upon political leaders to amend their actions, though, as 
will be seen, they were not responsible for bringing about these changes. 
$eir predictions, too, were political. In their prophecies of doom, most 
famously the prophecies of Jeremiah, “political disaster stood ominously 
at the gate.”;@ And, perhaps most important, they reminded earthly rulers 
that they did not possess ultimate power; God did.

27 Weber, Ancient Judaism, p. 268. 
28 Amos 7:10.
29 Amos 7:13.
30 Jeremiah 11:6. 
31 Jeremiah 26:2.
32 Weber, Ancient Judaism, p. 269.
33 I Kings 22:10, 22:6. 
34 I Kings 22:23.
35 Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, pp. 70–71; Weber, Ancient Judaism, 

p. 301.
36 Weber, Ancient Judaism, p. 301.
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$e orator likewise plied his trade in public, usually before a popu-
lar audience, and his speeches were explicitly categorized as political (or 
deliberative) oratory when delivered before Roman political assemblies 
and legal (or forensic) oratory when addressed to juries, though the latter 
speeches should frequently also be viewed as political in nature. In repub-
lican Rome, political speech was most visibly practiced by orators like 
Cicero before contiones, which typically contained audiences of several 
thousand. $e other primary opportunity for public political speech was 
in the senate, which traditionally numbered three hundred senators but 
was expanded to six hundred by Lucius Cornelius Sulla (%;D–BD B.C.E.). 
Individual senators, which included member-orators like Cato the Elder 
and Cicero, were called upon by the presiding magistrate (consul, prae-
tor, or tribune) for their opinions, and they could then speak before the 
elite body.

$e main location for legal speech in republican Rome was the iudicia 
publica, literally, the “public” (o9en rendered “criminal”) courts. $ese 
juries were far smaller than their Athenian counterparts but still were 
o9en composed of more than .9y members. Because the jury courts met 
in the Forum, though, orators attracted a much larger audience from the 
populus—a point Cicero highlighted when he said that judicial orators 
spoke not only before juries but “where there is the public opinion (exis-
timatio) of the populus Romanus and its physical presence (frequentia).”;B 
Such legal speeches, as Fergus Millar explains, “were by their nature 
‘political,’ because [all criminal trials before iudicia] took place in the 
same public space as did contiones and meetings of the comitia tributa; 
because they tended to involve persons engaged in political careers, 
careers that were profoundly a/ected by a person’s conduct in such cases 
and by the good or bad reputation gained; and because they were exposed 
to and much a/ected by crowd reactions and, in this period, were o9en 
disturbed by outright violence.”;D

37 Morstein-Marx, Mass Oratory, pp. 3, 11; George A. Kennedy, !e Art of Rhetoric 
in the Roman World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972), pp. 20–21; Andrew 
Lintott, !e Constitution of the Roman Republic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
pp. 75–82; Elaine Fantham, “$e Contexts and Occasions of Roman Public Rhetoric,” in 
William J. Dominik, ed., Roman Eloquence: Rhetoric in Society and Literature (London: 
Routledge, 1997), pp. 114–115; Andrew M. Riggsby, Crime and Community in Ciceronian 
Rome (Austin, Tex.: University of Texas Press, 1999), pp. 1, 17; Fergus Millar, !e Crowd 
in Rome in the Late Republic (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998), pp. 
14–15; Cicero, Against Verres 2.5.143, trans. Millar, in !e Crowd in Rome, pp. 71–72.

38 Millar, !e Crowd in Rome, p. 88. See also Michael C. Alexander, “Oratory, 
Rhetoric, and Politics in the Republic,” in William J. Dominik and Jon Hall, eds., A 
Companion to Roman Rhetoric (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2007), pp. 101–102.
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$e .rst criterion of rhetoric—the characteristic most commonly 
associated with it from antiquity to the present—is its persuasive design. 
$at the aim of Roman orators was to persuade is axiomatic. Orators 
used the principles and techniques of classical rhetoric to move their 
audiences, explicitly when employing deliberative or forensic oratory, 
implicitly when they made use of the epideictic genre.;E In pursuit of their 
goal of persuasion, Roman orators esteemed prudence as their foremost 
virtue. In doing so, they manifested their esteem for prudential reason-
ing as a sine qua non for e/ective oratory while also evincing the broader 
Roman respect for practical wisdom. $us, Cicero de.ned prudence as 
the supreme political virtue while linking, more than any thinker before 
him, prudence to the practice of political oratory.>A

Victoria Kahn emphasizes the centrality of prudence to the orator by 
pointing out the link between prudence and decorum—a universal char-
acteristic of classical rhetoric. Regarding decorum, Cicero wrote: “I shall 
begin by approving of one who can observe what is .tting. $is, indeed, 
is the form of wisdom that the orator must especially employ—to adapt 
himself to occasions and persons.” Noting the analogy between decorum 
in oratory and prudence in life, Cicero wrote: “$e universal rule… [in 
both] is to consider propriety.”>%

Cicero adhered to prudential demands in his own speeches, pre-
senting himself as popularis when speaking to a popular audience, but 
revealing himself as opposed to popular goals—and as prejudiced against 
the lower classes—in private writings and in speeches before elite audi-
ences. For example, in De lege agraria II.B–%A, which Cicero delivered 
before a popular contio, the Roman orator a<rms himself sympathetic 

39 Orators can persuade an audience to action by inspiring the listeners to emula-
tion. Aristotle, Rhetoric 1367b35–1368a10.

40 Stephen Pender, “$e Open Use of Living: Prudence, Decorum, and the ‘Square 
Man,’ ” Rhetorica 23 (2005), pp. 373–375. Because the orator must accommodate him-
self to di/erent situations, he must possess prudence, “the mode of reasoning about 
contingent matters in order to select the best course of action” or, in Cicero’s words, 
“the knowledge of what is appropriate to a particular occasion.” See Robert Harriman, 
“$eory Without Modernity,” and Cape Jr., “Cicero and the Development of Prudential 
Practice,” pp. 5 and 48, respectively; Cicero, De oratore 3.212. Translations of this 
work are from Cicero, On the Ideal Orator, trans. James M. May and Jakob Wisse 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). $e link between prudence and oratory 
has been explored in a number of recent works, besides Harriman’s, including Eugene 
Garver, Machiavelli and the History of Prudence (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1987); Bryan Garsten, Saving Persuasion: A Defense of Rhetoric and Judgment 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006); and Pender, “$e Open Use of 
Living,” pp. 363–400.

41 Cicero, Orator 21.71. All translations of Orator are from the Loeb Classical 
Library edition.
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to the better agrarian laws, intimating that he approved, for example, of 
those proposed by “two of the most illustrious citizens, the most able 
and the most devoted friends of the Roman people, Tiberius and Gaius 
Gracchus, [who] settled plebeians in public lands, formerly occupied by 
private persons.” Contrasting himself with “those consuls who, like the 
majority, think it a crime to praise the Gracchi,” Cicero maintained that 
it was by the “advice, wisdom, and laws” of these brothers that “many 
departments of the administration were set in order.” Rather than link-
ing himself with the optimates in this speech, he identi.ed himself as “a 
consul of the people… the people’s friend.”

Elsewhere, and consistent with his elitism, Cicero was highly criti-
cal of agrarian reform. In his philosophical work De O$ciis, which was 
not directed to the common people, Cicero denounced agrarian legisla-
tion as “undermining the very foundations of the political community: 
in the .rst place, concern, which cannot exist when money is taken from 
some and bestowed upon others; and secondly, fairness, which utterly 
vanishes if everyone may not keep that which is his.”>: Cicero consid-
ered that “it is the proper function of a citizenship and a city to ensure 
for everyone a free and unworried guardianship of his possessions,” and 
land reform threatens this function.>; Unlike his popularly oriented praise 
of the Gracchi in De lege agraria, Cicero here condemned the Gracchi 
as malefactors, who “while alive did not win the approval of good men; 
and now that they are dead they are numbered among those who were 
justly cut down.”>> And in a letter to Atticus, Cicero no longer assumed 
the role of popularis, instead speaking of the common people in the most 
un=attering terms. In private, he wrote of “the dregs of the city populace” 
and “this wretched starveling rabble that comes to meetings [contiones] 
and sucks the treasury dry.”>? Similarly, in Pro Murena, a defense speech 
addressed to equestrian and senatorial jurors, Cicero stated that “nothing 
is more .ckle than people in a crowd.”>@

Like the orators, the prophets addressed their audiences seeking to 
persuade them. $e signi.cance of persuasion in biblical prophecy is 
demonstrated in the Hebrew prophets’ exhortations to moral reformation, 

42 Cicero, De O$ciis 2.78.
43 Cicero, De O$ciis 2.78. See also Neal Wood, Cicero’s Social and Political !ought 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), pp. 202–204.
44 Cicero, De O$ciis 2.43.
45 Cicero, Letters to Atticus, letter 16 (I.16), 11. All translations of Letters to Atticus 

are from the Loeb Classical Library edition. 
46 Cicero, Pro Murena 36. All translations of Pro Murena are from the Loeb Classical 

Library edition.
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pleading with their audiences to return to God and his laws, while 
also threatening them with disaster if they refuse to mend their ways. 
Jeremiah received God’s command to try bringing the people back to 
God: “Perhaps they will listen and turn back, each from his evil way, that 
I may renounce the punishment I am planning to bring upon them for 
their wicked acts.”>B Similarly, Amos appealed to the people repeatedly to 
seek God so that they might be saved: “$us said the Lord to the House 
of Israel: Seek Me, and you will live”; “Seek the Lord, and you will live, 
else he will rush like .re upon the House of Joseph and consume Bethel 
with none to quench it”; “Seek good and not evil, that you may live…. 
Hate evil and love good, and establish justice in the gate; perhaps the 
Lord, the God of Hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.”>D Such 
too appears to have been Isaiah’s intention when he implored the people 
to devote themselves to justice, lest they be “devoured by the sword.”>E 
God sent the prophets to his people with the message that time had not 
run out, that they may still repent for their sins.

$e prophets even tried to persuade their listeners to believe that God 
would ultimately redeem them a9er they endured their destruction. For 
example, Michael Fox engages in a rhetorical reading of Ezekiel ;B:%–%>, 
where the prophet used the vision of the valley of the bones to instill 
hope in a nation in exile without any rational hope of return. Fox shows 
how Ezekiel countered the people’s despair with the persuasive use of the 
imagery of the resurrection of the bones, “creating irrational expectations 
in his audience by making them believe in the reality of the irrational, by 
getting them to expect the unexpected.”?A

$e persuasive intentions of the prophets, however, were more com-
plicated than those of the orators. Because biblical prophets saw their 
speech as ful.lling God’s command to proclaim his message, they did 
not view persuasion as their ultimate goal, as the classical orators did. 
Moreover, while they may have hoped that their speech would persuade, 

47 Jeremiah 26:3. 
48 Amos 5:4, 6, 14–15.
49 Isaiah 1:17–20. 
50 Michael V. Fox, “$e Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision of the Valley of the Bones,” 

Hebrew Union College Annual 51 (1980), pp. 1–15. Ralph Lewis illustrates prophetic 
persuasion with the examples of Amos’, Hosea’s, and Micah’s use of logos, ethos, and 
especially pathos—the three classical rhetorical proofs—in their positive appeals (based 
on faith) and their negative appeals (based on fear). Ralph Lewis, “$e Persuasive Style 
and Appeals of the Minor Prophets Amos, Hosea, and Micah” (Ph.D. diss., University 
of Michigan, 1959). See also John Barton, “History and Rhetoric in the Prophets,” in 
Martin Warner, ed., !e Bible as Rhetoric: Studies in Biblical Persuasion and Credibility 
(London: Routledge, 1990), pp. 51–64; Brad E. Kelle, Hosea 2: Metaphor and Rhetoric 
in Historical Perspective (Leiden: Brill, 2005), pp. 29–34.
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even the question of whether their audience would be persuaded was in 
God’s hands, not theirs. $e success of the prophet’s mission—the stan-
dard he was personally held to—was determined by whether he carried 
out God’s orders in speaking to the people. $e prophet’s mandate, how-
ever, did not entail achieving speci.c outcomes, such as persuading the 
people. (Although prophets were not obligated to persuade their listen-
ers, their listeners were required to heed their message: “and if anybody 
fails to heed the words [the prophet] speaks in my name, I myself will call 
him to account.”)?% For example, the timing of Pharaoh’s hard-heartedness 
and eventual decision to free the Israelites was in God’s hands, not the 
prophet’s. Moses, along with Aaron, was simply commanded to proclaim 
God’s word and present his signs. $e prophet’s calling was straightfor-
ward: the Lord charged Amos, “Go prophesy to my people Israel,” and 
Jeremiah was instructed by the Lord to “go wherever I send you and 
speak whatever I command you.”?: According to Weber, the prophet was 
merely a divine instrument, “nothing but a means for the communica-
tion of divine imperatives. He always remained a tool and servant of his 
respective mission.”?; Even if Weber minimized the personal contribu-
tions of the individual prophets here, his claims correctly underscore 
the prophet’s duty not to substitute his own belief about what his proph-
ecy should accomplish, including persuasion of his audience, for God’s 
inscrutable purposes.

$e prophets understood their obligation to communicate God’s 
message as requiring the straightforward exposition of the divine word, 
regardless of the consequences. $us, God warned Jeremiah from the 
start that the kings and princes of Judah “and the people of the land…
will .ght against you,”?> although God guaranteed Jeremiah that he would 
be protected.?? Jeremiah tried to ignore the rejection, even the danger, so 
that he might ful.ll God’s orders. He declared to “the o<cials and all the 
people” that, “if you put me to death, you and this city and its inhabitants 
will be guilty of shedding the blood of an innocent man,” because he was 
not speaking in his own name: “for in truth the Lord has sent me to you, 

51 Deuteronomy 18:19.
52 Amos 7:15; Jeremiah 1:7.
53 Weber, Ancient Judaism, p. 299.
54 Jeremiah 1:18–19.
55 “Do not fear them, because I am with you to save you…. And I have made you 

today a forti.ed society, an iron pillar, and bronze walls against the whole land… they 
will not prevail against you, for I am with you, by the word of God, to save you.” 
Jeremiah 1:7, 18–19.
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to speak all these words to you.”?@ Jeremiah suggested to his audience that 
he could not adapt his speech to mitigate the severity of his prophecy. 
In doing so, he would have been speaking less than “all” of God’s words.

$e prophets’ belief that direct speech was what God demanded of 
them is consistent with the di/erences, discussed earlier, between the 
Hebraic and Roman conceptions of wisdom. Because divine wisdom, not 
prudence, stands supreme in the Hebraic tradition, the biblical prophet 
opted for God’s word over deliberating the practical e/ects of his speech. 
Human prudence would have dictated that Jeremiah avoid open confron-
tation with the powerful and the many. $e prophet, however, aspired 
to transcend fear—fear that he and the divine message he carried would 
be spurned, fear that he himself might be injured or killed. In contrast 
to the Roman orator, who adhered to the canons of classical rhetoric, 
based on prudence, the biblical prophet adopted a rhetoric of purity, 
obediently but o9en imprudently imparting God’s word to his people. 
Although both employed public, political speech, Roman orator and bib-
lical prophet made use of distinct rhetorics—each re=ective of its own 
civilization. Concerning prophetic speech, Fox states that “in Israel we 
have a well-documented major rhetorical movement entirely indepen-
dent of the classical tradition from which Western rhetoric and rhetorical 
criticism descend.”?B

$e prophets presented their predictions to the politically powerful 
but remained indi/erent as to whether it would please the mighty or 
not. Frequently, maybe even usually, the prophets delivered God’s word 
“precisely when it was unpleasant.”?D $e children of Israel, Isaiah states, 
“tell the seers, ‘Do not see,’ and they tell the prophets, ‘Do not prophesy 
to us upright prophecies.’ ‘Speak smooth words to us.’ ”?E Like the chil-
dren of Israel more generally, holders of political power loathed harsh 
prophecies.@A Jeremiah implied, however, that speaking harsh words 
is almost a prerequisite of prophecy, that the burden of proof rests on 
any self-declared prophet who speaks smoothly. “In the presence of 
the priests and of all the people who were standing in the House of the 
Lord,” Jeremiah responded to the prophet Hananiah son of Azzur, who 
falsely prophesied that God would shortly “break the yoke of the king 

56 Jeremiah 26:12, 14–15; emphasis added. 
57 Fox, “$e Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” p. 5.
58 Weber, Ancient Judaism, p. 108.
59 Isaiah 30:10. 
60 Michael Walzer, Menachem Lorberbaum, and Noam J. Zohar, eds., !e Jewish 

Political Tradition: I, Authority, co-ed. Yair Lorberbaum (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2000), p. 203.
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of Babylon,” proclaiming: “$e prophets who lived before you and me 
from ancient times prophesied war, disaster, and pestilence against many 
lands and great kingdoms. So if a prophet prophesies good fortune, then 
only when the word of the prophet comes true can it be known that the 
Lord really sent him.”@% Otherwise, the prophet must be assumed to speak 
falsely. Although he did not explicitly so state, Jeremiah intimated that 
prophets of doom possess a kind of ethos lacking in prophets predicting 
only good times: those who announced good tidings would be rewarded 
by the powerful and the common people and would therefore have reason 
to lie, whereas bearers of bad news would be persecuted, with nothing to 
gain, and should therefore be considered more credible.@:

Although the prophet had no responsibility to ensure that his words 
persuaded, he still tried to move his audience, and, despite his rough 
words, his prophecies sometimes did persuade. Walzer observes that “the 
kind of criticism” in which the prophets engaged “is [not] necessarily 
or always or even o9en successful.”@; $e canonical prophets, for exam-
ple, never turned the people en masse to God, with the sole exception 
of Jonah—a prophet sui generis—a Hebrew prophet speaking to a for-
eign people.@> Nevertheless, the prophets a/ected their listeners, angering 
many of them, but also inspiring some to “copy down, preserve, and 
repeat the prophetic message.” And though “the people, most of them, 
do not do what the prophet urges them to do…, they choose to remem-
ber his urging.”@? As demonstrated in the following section, the kings, 
like the people, did not react uniformly to the prophets’ admonitions; 
they were sometimes persuaded, at other times not, and at yet other 
times, the outcomes were ambiguous. $e short-term e/ects of prophe-
cies are di<cult to ascertain. Biblical accounts typically accentuate the 

61 Jeremiah 28:1–9.
62 Jeremiah’s own experience as a man battered (Jeremiah 26:12–19; 37–38) for 

speaking unpalatable truths lends his prophecies a credibility—unnoticed by his own 
contemporaries but seen by future generations—lacking in the pronouncements of rival 
prophets, like Hananiah, whom Jeremiah terms “false.” $us, Jeremiah contrasts him-
self with Hananiah, who gives the people “lying assurances” (Jeremiah 28:15). Similarly, 
Isaiah presents himself as a prophet who was persecuted for speaking the truth (Isaiah 
50:5–6).

63 Michael Walzer, !e Company of Critics: Social Criticism and Political Commitment 
in the Twentieth Century (New York: Basic Books, 2002), p. 235.

64 $e only record of Jonah’s words to the people of Nineveh is the brief proclama-
tion in Jonah 3:4: “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown.” Yet these words 
were su<cient: “$e people of Nineveh believed God. $ey proclaimed a fast, and great 
and small alike put on sackcloth…. God saw what they did, how they were turning back 
from their evil ways. And God renounced the punishment he planned to bring upon 
them, and he did not carry it out” (Jonah 3:5, 10). 

65 Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, p. 70.
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people’s unwillingness to change their sinful behaviors. When analyzed in 
terms of long-term e/ects, though, the persuasive power of the prophets 
becomes more apparent. “As time went on their rhetoric, in written form, 
imposed itself on the collective consciousness of the people and became a 
major force in shaping postexilic Judaism.” Fox draws a parallel between 
the immediate in=uence of biblical prophecy and Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address. Neither was acclaimed at the time of presentation. Rhetorical 
success or failure, however, should not be judged solely by “recording the 
e/ect on the immediate audience.” $at prophetic speech was received 
positively long a9er it was delivered, Fox suggests, must also be taken 
into account when assessing its persuasiveness.@@

>. S'(1&H'04 3&* W13I&14414

In the Hebrew Bible, political power is concentrated in the king. Although 
Deuteronomy %B:%>–:A calls for circumscribed monarchical powers, 
including limits on the king’s possession of horses—thus restricting his 
cavalry—money, and wives, the Bible tells us that the actual Judahite and 
Israelite monarchs almost never adhered to these limitations. $e prophet 
Samuel, when rebuking the people in I Samuel D:%A–%D for requesting a 
human king, presented a picture of a future kingship more akin to des-
potism than the “constitutional monarchy” described in Deuteronomy. 
Reporting God’s words to the people who asked for a king, Samuel said:

$is will be the practice of the king who will reign as king over you: 
Your sons he will take away, setting them for himself in his chari-
ots and among his riders, so that they run ahead of his chariot; to 
make them commanders of thousands and commanders of .9ies, 
to plow his plowing and harvest his harvest, and to make his battle 
weapons;… your sowing seed and your vine fruit he will tithe and 
give to his o<cers and to his servants; your servants, your maids, 
and your young men, the best ones, and your donkeys, he will take 
away, and they may do his work; your =ock he will tithe, and you 
yourselves will be for him as slaves. And you will cry out on that 
day because of your king whom you have chosen for yourselves, but 
the Lord will not answer you on that day!@B

Contrary to Deuteronomic injunctions, biblical kings wielded military 
power and accumulated wealth without restraint. Neither Samuel nor 
other authorities in the Hebrew Bible established an explicitly political 

66 Fox, “$e Rhetoric of Ezekiel’s Vision,” p. 4.
67 Based on the following translation: Give Us a King! Samuel, Saul, and David, 

trans. Everett Fox (New York: Schocken Books, 1999), pp. 38–39.
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institution to share power or counterbalance the political monopoly of 
the Hebrew monarchy.

Without holding political power per se, however, the biblical proph-
ets criticized kings, sometimes predicting God’s retribution against them, 
for transgressing the divine covenant. In a society without checks on the 
king from within political institutions, the prophet functioned as a check 
on unrestrained monarchical power. Consistent with this role, Walzer 
identi.es the prophet as the paradigmatic social critic: “$e prophets 
were (the term is only mildly anachronistic) social critics. Indeed, they 
were the inventors of the practice of social criticism.”@D Criticizing the 
reigning status quo, the prophet challenged “the leaders, the conventions, 
the ritual practices of a particular society.” $e prophet grounded his 
criticisms on the “values recognized and shared in that same society,” 
foremost among them .delity to God’s covenant.@E From his own per-
spective, the prophet imparted the voice of God, calling on the mighty 
to acknowledge what, on some level, they already knew—that their sin-
ful behavior was morally wrong and that they must correct their actions. 
$e prophet, however, was also aware that rulers had powerful forces on 
their side, including their own stable of prophets and priests, to justify 
their continued injustices.

Were the kings’ powers actually checked by the prophets’ admonitions? 
Israelite and Judahite kings’ reactions to the prophets’ rebukes varied.BA 
Even if we cannot pinpoint particular behavioral changes, the earliest 
kings appear to have taken the prophets’ words to heart. For example, in 
I Samuel %?:%–;?, the .rst king of Israel, Saul, acknowledged his wrong-
doing and begged forgiveness upon hearing the prophet Samuel’s words 
against him for violating God’s commandment. For God had warned Saul 
through his messenger Samuel to “strike down Amalek,” including every 
man, woman, and animal, but Saul spared the Amalekite king, Agag, and 
the enemy’s =ocks. $is disobedience, Samuel told Saul, would cost him 
his kingdom: “Because you have rejected the word of the Lord, he has 
rejected you from [being] king!” Nevertheless, Saul admitted his sin and 
implored Samuel to return with him, so that the king might pray to God.B%

Later, in II Samuel %%::–%:::?, we .nd that King David sinned by com-
mitting adultery with Bathsheba and arranging the death of her husband, 

68 Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, p. 71.
69 Ibid., p. 89.
70 “$e holders of established power faced these powerful demagogues [that is, the 

prophets] with fear, wrath, or indi/erence as the situation warranted.” Weber, Ancient 
Judaism, p. 271.

71 I Samuel 15:1–35. 
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Uriah, by sending him to the battle.eld. In response to these events, the 
prophet Nathan visited David to rebuke him and inform him of God’s 
retribution. Just as David had taken another man’s wife, murdering her 
husband, the prophet told David, in God’s name, that “I will raise up 
against your [person] evil from your house, I will take away your women 
from before your eyes, I will give [them] to your fellow, and he will lie 
with your wives.” Rather than attack the prophet, though, David con-
fessed to Nathan, “I have sinned against the Lord!” Even a9er God killed 
the son he bore of Bathsheba, David accepted God’s judgment. He did 
not threaten God’s messenger, nor did he try to replace him with proph-
ets more to his liking—tactics adopted by later kings.

A9er the splitting of the Hebrew kingdom in two, Israel and Judah, the 
kings showed less respect for the prophets who came to chastise them. In 
the kingdom of Israel, King Ahab of Samaria saw the prophet Elijah who 
came to rebuke him for illegally dispossessing Naboth the Jezreelite from 
his vineyard. Ahab greeted Naboth with the words “So you have found 
me, my enemy.”B: $e same Ahab imprisoned the prophet Micaiah son 
of Imlah for prophesying “misfortune” on the king in battle.B; Similarly, 
in the kingdom of Judah, King Asa consigned the prophet Hanani to 
prison for predicting that the king would face a future of wars for rely-
ing on the king of Aram instead of the Lord God.B> More harshly yet, the 
Judahite king Jehoiakim put Uriah the prophet to the sword, throwing 
his body “into the burial place of the common people” for prophesy-
ing against Jerusalem and Judah, a fate almost shared by Jeremiah, who 
provoked the people—but especially the priests and prophets—with his 
predictions of doom.B?

In place of the divinely sent prophets of doom, the kings o9en sought 
out false prophets who told them what they wanted to hear. $e peo-
ple and rulers of Israel and Judah who wanted to hear “smooth words” 
found no shortage of prophets willing to give them what they desired.B@ 
False prophets who would placate the king abounded. Jezebel surrounded 

72 I Kings 21:20. Naboth refused to sell Ahab his vineyard and was subsequently 
murdered by Ahab’s evil wife, Jezebel. See the entire chapter, I Kings 21.

73 I Kings 22:26–27, 17–18. 
74 II Chronicles 16:7–10.
75 Jeremiah 26, esp. v. 20.
76 See Walzer et al., !e Jewish Political Tradition: Authority, pp. 200–205. Perhaps 

because of the natural tendency to prefer comfortable words to harsh ones, God displays 
extreme displeasure with the false prophet. Even before God instructs the people about 
his instituting a prophet in the future (Deuteronomy 18:15–22), he warns them of the 
false prophet, who must be punished by death, “for he has spoken defection against the 
Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 13:2–6).
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herself with four hundred .9y prophets of Baal and four hundred of 
Asherah.BB And Jezebel’s husband, King Ahab, gathered “about four hun-
dred men” who claimed to prophesy in the name of the Lord, but only 
spoke the words that the king wanted to hear: “March [on Ramot-Gilad 
for battle], and the Lord will deliver [it] into Your Majesty’s hands.”BD

Notwithstanding the scorn and pain they heaped upon God’s prophets 
and their eagerness to replace them with sycophants, kings, the Bible sug-
gests, were o9en a/ected by the prophets’ predictions. King Ahab reacted 
to Elijah’s predictions of doom for Jezebel and his descendants by tear-
ing his clothes and wearing sackcloth,BE walking about subdued.DA King 
Hezekiah is said to have acted with similar remorse a9er hearing Micah 
the Morashite’s prophecies of the destruction of the Temple and of Zion. 
According to some of the elders, Hezekiah feared the Lord and implored 
him to renounce the punishment he had decreed against his people.D%

$e single example that clearly points to a prophet’s role in the spiritual 
transformation of a Hebraic king is the prophetess Huldah’s presentation 
of herself—or her prophecy—as responsible for King Josiah’s religious 
reform a9er the Bible describes both Josiah’s father, King Amon, and his 
grandfather, King Menasseh, as sinners. Announcing the word of God to 
a delegation of dignitaries, she foretold of a coming “disaster upon this 
place and its inhabitants” for their idolatry.D: But Huldah excluded King 
Josiah from the divine punishment to be visited on Jerusalem, because his 
“heart was so9ened… and [he] humbled [himself] before the Lord” upon 
hearing God’s message, rending his clothes and weeping before God.D; 
Huldah’s prophecy is followed in the text by an account of King Josiah’s 
religious renewal, where the king gathered all the people to hear him read 
“the entire text of the covenant scroll which had been found in the House 
of the Lord.” Josiah reestablished the covenant, a<rming to God that the 
people would observe God’s commandments. He further abolished idola-
try, ful.lling “the terms of the Teaching recorded in the scroll that the 

77 I Kings 18:19.
78 I Kings 22:6. 
79 I Kings 21:20–24.
80 I Kings 22:27–28. In the previous chapter of Kings, Ahab again reacted to an 

unnamed prophet’s prediction of doom with melancholy: “Dispirited and sullen, the 
king le9 for home and came to Samaria” (I Kings 20:43).

81 Jeremiah 26:17–19.
82 II Kings 22:16–17.
83 II Kings 22:19–20.
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priest Hilkiah had found in the House of the Lord.”D> Huldah’s version of 
King Josiah’s spiritual regeneration, though, stands as an exception to the 
rule. In addition, even in Josiah’s case, the Bible never explicitly describes 
the king before his religious reformation as a sinner.

Although they appear to have failed (and probably did fail) to convert 
kings to God or even alter particular actions, prophets limited unbridled 
monarchical control by ensuring that God’s covenant with Israel, with 
its moral demands on the people and their leader, was kept alive.D? $e 
prophets impelled some kings to exercise their power self-consciously. 
Kings acted remembering what the prophets demanded. King Ahab, 
for example, reacted with regret, or at least signs of regret, a9er Elijah’s 
rebuke. $e biblical text never openly states that Elijah, or any other 
prophet reminding Ahab of God’s commands, a/ected Ahab’s behavior. 
Yet Ahab’s actions were far more circumspect than Jezebel’s. Although 
Ahab was disheartened by Naboth’s refusal to sell his patrimony, he 
did not con.scate the land himself. His wife had Naboth executed on 
trumped-up charges of disobeying God and the king—apparently with-
out Ahab’s knowledge.D@ Nevertheless, a9er being informed of Naboth’s 
death, Ahab did take possession of the dead man’s vineyard.DB Ahab’s 
actions were not laudable—he colluded with his wife’s judicial murder of 
an innocent subject a9er the fact—yet he showed greater restraint than 
she did, and the biblical text comments on Ahab’s, not Jezebel’s, respect 
for Elijah. Perhaps the prophets’ preaching did not always fall on deaf 
ears. $ey may have led kings like Ahab to temper their sinfulness, and 
like the Aristotelian tyrant who moderated his rule but still remained 
a tyrant, albeit of a better sort, the king who restrained his corruption 
became “a man not wicked but half-wicked.”DD

$e uncompromising stance of the prophet, praiseworthy for its moral 
simplicity, was clearly problematic in its inability to produce clear results. 
$e prophet, as seen, was not oblivious to speaking in a way that would 
accommodate him to his audience; he was averse to this option. $e 
prophet’s rigidity re=ected his subordination to a higher authority, God, 

84 II Kings 23:1–25. See a parallel account of the same events in II Chronicles 
34:22–33.

85 Walzer o/ers us some sense of the prophet’s role in reminding the people, includ-
ing the king, of God’s expectations: “he spoke to the hearts of his people even when he 
was most harshly critical of their behavior, reminding them of Egypt, Sinai, the cove-
nant—the sacred events, ritually celebrated, that made them a people.” Walzer, Company 
of Critics, p. 235.

86 I Kings 21:8–15.
87 I Kings 21:16.
88 Aristotle, Politics 1315b9–10.
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who was the sole decision maker about if, when, and how to adapt his 
message to Israel. But the restricted rhetorical moves open to the prophet 
suggest, at least when judged by human standards, diminished rhetorical 
e/ectiveness. Both in biblical times and today, many would .nd Cicero’s 
critique of the Stoic Cato’s “stern and uncompromising set of beliefs” as “a 
little too harsh and hard for reality or human nature to endure”DE equally 
applicable to the prophets.

Prophets were attacked by their enemies as outsiders to the society 
they addressed. Amos was admonished as an alien Judahite crossing bor-
ders to reproach Israelites rather than his fellow Judahites; Amaziah the 
priest of Bethel admonished Amos to leave Israel and return to his native 
Judah: “Seer, o/ with you to the land of Judah! Earn your living there, and 
do your prophesying there.”EA But while Amos was assailed quite literally 
as a foreigner, Jeremiah was castigated as a .gurative outsider for reject-
ing norms like the unquestioned devotion to the Temple and Jerusalem: 
“And when Jeremiah .nished speaking all that the Lord had commanded 
him to speak to all the people, the priests and the prophets and all the 
people seized him, shouting, ‘You shall die! How dare you prophesy in 
the name of the Lord that this House become like Shiloh and this city 
be made desolate, without inhabitants?’ ” Jeremiah’s compatriots were 
further infuriated by the prophet’s seeming infraction of a basic expec-
tation of any society, that countrymen remain loyal to their own against 
adversaries. Jeremiah, however, preached to the king, priests, and people 
of Judah to submit to King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, archenemy of 
Judah. $e people of Judah probably viewed the prophet Hananiah son 
of Azzur as a more faithful authority. Hananiah prophesied in the name 
of the Lord that the God of Israel would “break the yoke of the king of 
Babylon” and restore to the Temple all its vessels that Nebuchadnezzar 
had transported to Babylon. Unlike the people, though, Jeremiah accused 
Hananiah of giving “lying assurances” to the Judahites and of “slandering 
the Lord.” Jeremiah warned Hananiah that for his dishonesty he would 
die within the year. And so it came to pass that “the prophet Hananiah 
died that year, in the seventh month.”E%

In contrast to the biblical prophet, the orator in the Roman repub-
lic was not a signi.cant check on political power. Rather, the checks 
and balances in republican Rome were located in the institutions rep-
resenting the nobles and plebs embodied in the concept of the mixed 

89 Cicero, Pro Murena 62, 60.
90 Amos 7:12.
91 Jeremiah 26:8–9, 27:12–22, 28:2–3 and 15–17.
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constitution.E: For example, in the Roman republic’s political assemblies, 
the voting procedures of the centuriate assembly favored the wealthier 
classes by weighting electoral power in their favor, while the egalitarian 
voting procedures of the tribal assemblies a/orded more power to the 
poorer groups.E; Separate from these assemblies, the senate, the most 
powerful political council for much of the Roman republic, stood as a 
conservative, pro-elitist body that checked the popular tendencies of the 
assemblies, especially the tribal ones. $e tribunes were instituted, in 
turn, to protect the plebeians by diminishing “the power and authority 
of the senate” and to check the power of the chief magistrates, the two 
consuls who ruled in tandem to rein in each other’s power.E>

$e Roman orator’s political function, then, was less as a check on 
the political system than as an active participant in, and direct benefac-
tor of, the Roman res publica. Cicero, in De oratore, has Crassus extol the 
orator’s contribution to the republic. Speaking of the eloquent man who 
directs his powers toward the common welfare, Crassus asks, “What is so 
regal, so generous, so magnanimous, as lending aid to those in distress, 
raising up the aJicted, o/ering people safety, freeing them from dangers, 
saving them from exile?”E? $rough Crassus, Cicero revived the myth 
of the civilizing orator who, .rst, led the human race away from a feral 
existence to “this truly human, communal way of life,” and, then, “once 
communities had been founded… established laws, judicial procedures, 
and legal arrangements.” For Cicero, the orator protected “the safety of 
countless individuals and of the State at large”—a feat Cicero ascribed 
to himself many times, but especially in his claims of having saved the 
republic from the Catilinarian conspiracy.E@

Typically, however, the orator advanced the common good by present-
ing arguments either for or against policies and laws that were to be voted 
on in the political assemblies. Because of the orators’ speeches, Millar 
writes, “any citizen who wished to do so could hear opposing views on 
any topic, either at di/erent contiones held by di/erent o<ceholders or, 
sometimes, at the same contio…. [$e Roman republic’s] conventions 
[contiones] certainly provided ample opportunity for hearing open public 

92 Cicero, De Republica 1:65–69; Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy 1:2–4.
93 Lintott, !e Constitution of the Roman Republic, pp. 50–61.
94 Cicero, De Republica 2.59; Cicero, De legibus 3.14–16. 
95 Cicero, De oratore 1.32.
96 Cicero, De oratore 1.33–34. Cicero introduces the story of the civilizing orator 

earlier in De inventione 1.1–5.



H17(3-, P)2-'-,32 S'+*-14  49

debate in the Forum.”EB Although the actual practice of Roman debate 
did not a/ord each position an equal opportunity to be heard and ratio-
nally considered—the presiding magistrate invited speakers who would 
best promote his own position—nevertheless, some airing of alternative 
viewpoints was available.ED

$e opportunity the Roman republic a/orded to hear and consider 
opposing political views—absent in the Hebraic kingdoms—was a positive 
feature of its political system. $e conservative character of its politi-
cal oratory, however, was a shortcoming. A radical critique of existing 
policies, open to a political outsider like the prophet, was inconceivable 
to a political insider like the orator. Roman orators required a political 
base of support. Cicero, for example, upheld the interests of the powerful 
optimates in the senate, in his philosophical writings, and in his private 
correspondence—beyond the scrutiny of the common people. But when 
he presented himself as a consul popularis at the contiones, which were 
dominated by the masses, he did so because it was politically prudent, 
that is, because the plebeians held signi.cant political power, not because 
they were the weak and downtrodden. Similarly, more radical orators like 
Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus did not present their agrarian reforms to 
protect the powerless—the widows, orphans, and poor—without political 
backing, as did the Hebraic prophets.EE Like Cicero, the Gracchi required 
a base of political power, though they found theirs not in the landed aris-
tocracy but in the mercantile class, and primarily the proletariat. Because 
the prophets spoke independently, relying on divine rather than human 
support, they were able to challenge their society’s authorities and con-
ventions through their interpretations of its traditions. $is course of 
action was not open to the Roman orators.

Roman politics also brought with it oratorical deceit, insincerity, and 
a compromising of principles missing from prophetic rhetoric. For strong 
critics of rhetoric, like Plato, rhetoricians had no principles to compro-
mise. In the Gorgias, Plato made Socrates contend that orators could 
argue as easily for falsehood as for truth, for right as simply as for wrong, 
because their goal was to convince their audience of whichever side they 

97 Millar, !e Crowd in Rome, pp. 46–47.
98 Morstein-Marx, Mass Oratory and Political Power, pp. 160–203. Morstein-Marx 

concludes that his analysis of case studies casts “serious doubt on the notion that in 
actual practice [Roman contiones in the late republic] a/orded a space for authentic 
debate about serious alternatives of policy” (emphasis added). We are le9 to wonder, 
however, whether the bar Morstein-Marx sets for “authentic debate” is signi.cantly 
higher than the common criteria for meaningful debate at its most modest. Morstein-
Marx, Mass Oratory and Political Power, p. 178.

99 Isaiah 1:23, 10:1–2; Jeremiah 7:4–16; Ezekiel 22:6–7.
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were arguing.%AA But even rhetoricians like Cicero, who defended rhetoric 
as a moral enterprise, conceded that orators must sometimes use ethically 
objectionable techniques. $us, Cicero granted that orators must occa-
sionally speak in ways that philosophers, who are removed from public 
life, would .nd “not just inappropriate, but downright disgraceful and 
scandalous.”%A% Quintilian provided such an example when he wrote that 
“to vindicate the claims of truth and justice,” orators must “force and 
occasionally throw [their audiences] o/ their balance by an appeal to 
their emotions.”%A: Manipulation is the necessary price for achieving truth 
and justice. Cicero allowed that “occasions o9en arise when the actions 
that seem most worthy of a just man, of him we call good, undergo a 
change, and the opposite becomes the case.”%A; According to Quintilian, 
Cicero even took pride in confusing his audience with oratory: “Cicero 
had boasted that he had thrown dust in the eyes of the jury in the case 
of Cluentius.”%A> Like politicians today, who exchange some truthfulness 
and sincerity for electoral success, Roman orators relinquished some of 
their ethical ideals for persuasiveness.

Political necessity (or expediency) not only moved Cicero to use his 
oratorical armamentarium to manipulate (or counsel manipulation of) 
listeners’ emotions and beliefs, misrepresenting truth in the process; 
it also pushed him to compromise on policy decisions. Adapting one’s 
positions to political realities is a given in politics, ancient Roman and 
current. Aphorisms that call politics “the art of the compromise,” or, in 
Otto von Bismarck’s words, “the art of the possible,” re=ect widespread 
acceptance that politicians accommodate their desired goals to circum-
stance. Cicero’s own situation, practicing politics during the collapse of 
the Roman republic, only made his political compromises more extreme 
than those tolerated by most politicians living in more settled times. 
For example, Cicero, a committed defender of the Roman republic who 
believed Julius Caesar a tyrant deserving of death, nevertheless supported 
Caesar publicly in a speech before the senate, “De provinciis consularibus,” 
a9er initially backing Caesar’s onetime partner, then rival, Pompey. In 
this speech, Cicero approved of extending Caesar’s command in Cisalpine 

100 Plato, Gorgias 462c–466a. 
101 Cicero, De oratore 1.227.
102 Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 5.14.29.
103 Cicero, De O$ciis 1.31.
104 Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 2.17.21.
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Gaul, depicting Caesar as trustworthy, even though Cicero, along with 
most others, deemed Caesar anything but.%A?

A less notorious compromise was Cicero’s backing of the publicans 
(tax collectors in the republic who bid on contracts from the senate in 
Rome) when they attempted to renegotiate a bid they came to realize was 
too high. In a letter to Atticus, Cicero acknowledged that the publicans’ 
complaints were without merit. $e only problem with their bid for a 
contract for the province of Asia Minor was that they had bid impru-
dently, but their imprudence (as Cicero knew) did not legally justify their 
calls for renegotiation. By Cicero’s account, their “demand was disgrace-
ful, a confession of recklessness.” Still, Cicero not only supported their 
“fancy,” he “lent it [his] eloquence.” Cicero feared that without this rene-
gotiation, the publicans (members of the equestrian order) would have 
been “alienated from the senate,” endangering the concordia ordinum (the 
harmony of the orders) and, thereby, the unity of the state.%A@ Once again, 
political needs trumped plain-spoken truth.

?. C)&,2+4-)&: T01 SG87-)4-4 )F P()501'-O+'4-*1( 3&*  
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$e contrasting approaches to speech adopted by prophet and orator 
yielded diverse political results, with advantages and disadvantages on 
each side. $e prophet spoke sincerely, without arti.ce. Because he was 
not a politician, he avoided the drawbacks of the politician who compro-
mises his principles in exchange for political e/ectiveness. $e prophet 
also challenged the existing conditions favoring the powerful. But in 
eschewing prudence, prophets were not very successful when evaluated 
by political standards. $ey may have sometimes checked the power of 
the kings and the people with their reproofs, but it is di<cult, if not 
impossible, to specify when and to what degree. Perusing the biblical 
narratives of the Judahite and Israelite monarchies demonstrates that, 
notwithstanding the moral preaching of the prophets, .nding kings who 
refrained from abusing their power is far more di<cult than identify-
ing rulers who took personal advantage of their political supremacy. We 
look to the orator-politician, therefore, for better results. Yet, while we 
do not expect (or desire) our politicians to be in=exible, we are apt to be 

105 Cicero, De provinciis consularibus 39. Peter Rose, “Cicero and the Rhetoric of 
Imperialism: Putting the Politics Back into Political Rhetoric,” Rhetorica 13 (1995), 
pp. 394–395.

106 Cicero, Letters to Atticus I.17. See also Rex Stem, “Cicero as Orator and 
Philosopher: $e Value of Pro Murena for Ciceronian Political $ought,” !e Review of 
Politics 68 (2006), pp. 22–27.
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less sanguine than Cicero was about the moral compromises and unwill-
ingness to question the regnant assumptions of in=uential persons and 
classes that such prudence entails. $us, though prophet and orator both 
contributed to the common good of their societies, where the former’s 
notion of the common good was religious and the latter’s secular, we 
would likely be dissatis.ed with a society that forces a choice of one para-
digm over the other.

Modern Western democracies indeed incorporate both roles into their 
political systems. $e closest analogue of the classical orator today is the 
political representative. Like the orator of antiquity, the contemporary 
representative practices politics from within formal institutions of power. 
In the United States, for example, members of Congress are elected with 
the hope that they will act for the citizens’ welfare, though constituents 
generally understand (or at least should understand) that representatives 
must be guided by prudence in order to pass legislation. A near-universal 
consequence of this prudence is that a gap exists between the prom-
ises lawmakers make before they are elected and their actual legislative 
behavior a9er elections. $e purity that characterized the biblical proph-
ets’ speech and action is most likely to be found in modernity among 
social critics. Because social critics are generally not running for o<ce 
or trying to enact laws, they can maintain their moral rectitude; they do 
not have to compromise their principles.

When Walzer argues that the prophets “were the inventors of the 
practice of social criticism,” he is interested primarily in exploring the 
nature of social criticism through the example of the prophet, not in 
proving that modern social critics take their cues from their readings 
of the Prophets. Nevertheless, in !e Company of Critics, Walzer o/ers 
three examples of twentieth-century critics who consciously linked them-
selves to the prophets of old: Julian Benda, who proposed a conception 
of the intellectual as detached from the rest of society; Randolph Bourne, 
a critic of America’s involvement in the First World War; and Martin 
Buber, “a participant in and critic of Zionist politics.”%AB

I conclude by suggesting—but not actually demonstrating—that when 
these three social critics identi.ed themselves with the biblical prophets, 
this was not simply idiosyncratic; they exempli.ed a broader movement 
in the Western political tradition of social criticism and radicalism that 
seeks inspiration and guidance from the Hebrew prophets. Without going 
into detail, I also o/er some historical comments on how the political 
model of the prophet entered our political awareness.

107 Walzer, !e Company of Critics, pp. 42, 46, 65, 74–75.
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Biblical prophecy made its way into the Western political tradi-
tion through the Christianization of the Roman Empire. A9er Emperor 
Constantine’s conversion to Christianity in ;%: C.E., political thinking 
and practice in the West was no longer restricted by the political hori-
zons of the ancient Greek city-states and Rome. $e Old Testament, with 
its political models of kings and prophets, was available to be incorpo-
rated into and synthesized with the classical political tradition. But the 
continued role of prophets was marginalized, if not completely aban-
doned, early in the history of the Roman Catholic Church. Montanism, 
a Christian movement of the early second century that was eventually 
declared heretical, claimed a continuing role for prophecy and asserted, 
even more radically, that full revelation came not with the apostles or 
even with Christ, but with the movement’s founder, Montanus, who 
received newer revelations from the Holy Spirit. $e Orthodox Church’s 
battle with Montanism “created an a priori aversion toward prophecy 
that became enshrined in the experience of the early church and its 
writings.”%AD Contemporary prophecy was viewed as a threat to the institu-
tional authority of the Church. Some %,;?A years later, however, prophecy 
reemerged as relevant to contemporary politics within Protestantism 
more broadly—with its emphasis on reading the Bible directly (sola scrip-
tura)—and Calvinism more speci.cally, with its particular interest in the 
polity of biblical Israel as germane to a proper understanding of the ideal 
Christian commonwealth.%AE

If the impressive quantity of recent academic literature on prophecy 
and politics indicates anything, it is that the revival of the prophet as a 
political, distinctively radical, exemplar owes much to Puritanism, the 
dominant Anglo-American strain of Calvinism. Common to Puritans 
in both England and New England was their self-perception as a cov-
enanted nation, like ancient Israel, and the belief that the private calling 
of the prophets, in their own time, depended on the national covenant 
with God—just as the prophetic o<ce of the Hebrews had required the 
Mosaic covenant between the people and God.%%A Perhaps the best-known 

108 Niels Christian Hvidt, Christian Prophecy: !e Post-Biblical Tradition (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 89.

109 Although Calvin’s analysis of the Israelite states informed his views on Christian 
political institutions, he maintained that Christian commonwealths must adapt them-
selves to their speci.c contexts rather than copy the ancient Israelite polity. See Daniel J. 
Elazar, Covenant and Commonwealth: From Christian Separation !rough the Protestant 
Reformation (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 1990), p. 183.

110 John Spencer Hill, John Milton, Poet, Priest and Prophet: A Study of Divine 
Vocation in Milton’s Poetry and Prose (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman and Little.eld, 1979), 
pp. 85–91; Sacvan Bercovitch, !e American Jeremiad (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1978), pp. 3–9.
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such prophet during the English Civil War and Interregnum—though 
only one among many in his day—was John Milton, who viewed himself 
as a prophet divinely called on to herald the overthrow of the Laudian 
Babylon and to usher in the English New Jerusalem.%%%

Across the Atlantic, American Puritan clergy such as Cotton Mather 
also assumed the role of latter-day Jeremiahs—viewing Jeremiah as a 
model to be emulated without actually seeing themselves as prophets—on 
an “errand” to castigate their fellow New Englanders to change their ways 
or face God’s wrath. Like the ancient Israelites, whom God promised 
to deliver in the end, the New England Puritans believed that they too 
would ultimately be redeemed as God’s chosen. Sacvan Bercovitch argues 
this case in !e American Jeremiad, where he expands on the concept of 
the American jeremiad, “a mode of public exhortation that originated in 
the European pulpit, [but] was transformed in both form and content 
by the New England Puritans, persisted through the eighteenth century, 
and helped sustain a national dream through two hundred years of tur-
bulence and change.”%%:

A host of works pursue the special place of predominantly Protestant 
prophetic exhortation in the continuing history of radical politics in the 
United States, from the American Revolution through the nineteenth-
century .ght for abolition, the early twentieth-century struggle for 
workers, the mid– to late-twentieth-century battle for civil rights, and 
the promotion, in the last century and in this one, of Evangelical pol-
itics.%%; Among the .gures examined in these studies is the person in 
recent American history most widely perceived as prophet and social 
critic, Martin Luther King Jr.%%>

Regardless of how the idea of “prophet as critic” entered Western 
political thinking or practice, there exists, especially in England and 

111 See Hill, John Milton, Poet, pp. 77–113; William Kerrigan, !e Prophetic Milton 
(Charlottesville, Va.: University Press of Virginia, 1974).
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America, a long-standing tradition of the prophet as a truth teller to the 
powerful, as a counterpoint to the compromising politician. But most of 
us would generally prefer to have the prophet and his secular and reli-
gious heirs alongside, not substituting for, the orator and his more recent 
progeny. Unlike either the Rome or Jerusalem of antiquity, however, we 
do not have to choose between the two, and present-day liberal democ-
racies are the better for it.

Tulane University


