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EZEKIEL'S DIVINE ROLE: AN UNCONSCIOUS

DIMENSION IN PROPHECY

PART I

One message is received by many prophets,
Yet no two prophets prophecy in the same style.

Sanhedrin 89a

The prophecy of Ezekiel defies comparison. No other prophet
endured the gripping experiential dimension of prophecy with
quite the same regularity and intensity as EzekieL. It is the un-
usual media of drama, portrayals, and experiences, rather than
the general prophetic media of prose and poetry, which trans-
mit the essence of Ezekiel's message. No dramatic spectacle,
no showmanship nor theatric is excluded by the prophet in com-
municating with IsraeL.

Let us point to just a few examples: Israel and Judea have

rebelled, and Ezekiel must lie 390 days on his left side and 40
days on his right corresponding respectively to the number of
years Israel and Judea strayed;1 God's wrath has been inflamed
against Israel, and Ezekiel must convey this anger by a "stamp
and a cry, woe!";2 the impending destruction of Judea wil be
accompanied by a severe famine, and Ezekiel must "live" this
famine. A sparse diet of rationed food and water is forced upon
him, followed by a command to consume distasteful and grue-
some food, to display the horrible famine and sufferig that will
accompany the destruction.s

This dramatic quality of prophecy reappears throughout the
book. Ezekiel prophetically experiences almost every tye of

human emotion and reaction. He jumps and rests, eats and
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starves, talks and remains silent, weeps and contains his tears,
witnesses life and death, and impersonates both friend and foe.4
Perhaps the ultimate is reached when his wife is struck dead
before his eyes to represent the destruction of "the desire of

your eyes," the Temple of Jerusalem.5

Some prophets experienced prophecy. Others participated in
prophecy. But none lived prophecy quite like EzekieJ.

This outlandish quality in the prophecy of Ezekiel demands
explanation. And scholars of "higher" Biblical criticism have
lost no time in confronting the problem. Ezekiel has been led

to the psychiatrist's couch and subjected to a rigorous and com-
prehensive psychoanalysis. The offcial diagnosis has been pub-
licly proclaimed: Ezekiel was a "true psychotic." His alternating
periods of stupor and mobilty, particularly with the "attendant
fantasies of castration and unconscious sexual regression, schizo-
phrenic withdrawal, delusions of persecution and grandeur" have
combined to make Ezekiel a classic case of catatonic schizo-
phrenia.7

The scholars employing this type of analysis are operating
from a particular frame of reference. Underlying their approach
is the assumption of the non-reality, or more properly, the "fan-
tasy" of the prophetic experience. However, the moment we
affrm that Ezekiel was actually speaking with God and not
undergoing "delusions of grandeur," the minute we recognize

the alternating periods of stupor and mobilty as humble sub-
missions to Divine dictates and not the product of mental in-
stabilties, the instant we acknowledge prophecy as prophecy,
the learned and sophisticated psychological autopsies become

amusing or offensive depending upon one's sensitivities.
It is unfortunate that modern scholars, in taking the low road,

have failed to appreciate the awesome reality of prophecy and
the true immanence of God to the prophet. For such an appre-
ciation is essential for a comprehensive understanding of the
anguished, complex and often contradictory prophecy of Eze-
kiei. Not that a traditional approach automatically obviates

all diffculties: Ezekiel's prophecy, though real, remains an
anomaly within our framework as in theirs. However, by recog-
nizing his prophecy as prophecy we can abandon empty, though
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perhaps intriguing, psychological exercises and search for mean-
ing in the life and mission of the prophet.

There are two problems which we must confront:
1. What was the purpose of Ezekiel's dramatic approach?

Why were the more subdued forms of prophecy utilized by his
fellow prophets insuffcient for the needs of Ezekiel? The idea
of God subjecting someone to such an exacting and outrageous
ordeal without some definite, momentous purpose defies com-
prehension. It seems far more likely that the prophet's dramatic
performances were meaningful and directed toward the fulfill-
ment of some predetermined purpose. What was this purpose?

2. What effects did such a bizarre mode of prophecy have
upon Ezekiel? For though we have rejected the psyche of Ezekiel
as a motivating force of his activities, it would be absurd to
patently preclude the functioning of all psychological factors

in the prophet. Despite the magnificence of his prophetic facul-
ties, Ezekiel remained a human being, a "son of man," and
thus subject to human feelings, emotions and sensitivities. And
we simply cannot imagine any human undergoing such rigorous
emotional strains without suffering some mark on his person-
ality. Can one see a fellow man struck dead and walk away un-
changed? How much more is this true in the case of a super-
sensitive person such as Ezekiel! We accept Ezekiel's activities
as being directives of God and do not ask how his psyche affected
his actions. But, we legitimately question in what manner Eze-
kiel's psyche was effected by his actions.

PART II

The Holy One Blessed be He said to Ezekiel, "son of man."
The son of honorable people, the son of righteous people,
the son of they who demonstrate lovingkindness, the son

of they who humiliate themselves for the glory of God and
the glory of Israel all their lives.

Vayikra Rabba 2: 8

The most immediate effect of Ezekiel's dramatics was an
identification phenomenon. Prophecy, by permeating every phase
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of Ezekiel's being, slowly weaved itself into the very fiber of
his existence. His was a prophecy that knew no boundaries and
functioned above and beyond the confines of a single isolated
experience. For prophecy was not an experience - it was life

itself! Indeed, Ezekiel integrated the mission into the marrow
of his personality to the extent that the man and his prophecy
could no longer function as two separate entities. The subject
and object fused into a single inseparable amalgam, ". . . son of
man your stomach shall assimilate and your insides shall be
filled with this scroll . . ."9 The prophet and his mission became
one.

There was a second effect of Ezekiel's active involvement.
A study of the activities of Ezekiel indicates that the vast ma-
jority involve impersonations of the people of IsraeL. ". . . And
Ezekiel shall be to you a symbol, all that he has done you shall
do . . ."10 He is not only told of an imminent catastrophe - he
suffered a symbolic personal one.i It was insuffcient to simply

waru of the coming exile - he had to portray and experience

the flight of a refugee from beginning to end.12 Prophecies of the
impending famine had to be accompanied by private starvation.13
Though in Babylon as an aftermath of the first exile of Yehoya-
chin, and immune from the catastrophic anguish of the second
exile wherein the Temple was razed, Ezekiel joined his fellow
Judeans in their pain. He suffered their sufferings. He lived with
their tensions. Ironical as it may seem, Ezekiel's involvement
begat a second identification - one between Ezekiel and the
Jewish nation. Though in uncompromising discord with the
bulk of the Jewish people in both religious commitment and
philosophical outlook, Ezekiel could not help but merge himself
with the ethos of klal yisroel. Besides Moses, who is in a cate-
gory of his own, Ezekiel is the only prophet to whom God
speaks of the Jewish people as "amcha," your people.14 Israel
was very much Ezekiel's nation. A second fusion took place:
Ezekiel and the people of Israel became one.

It was this fused Ezekiel - prophecy - Israel personality
which confronted the people of Israel with the Divine message

of reproach, consolation and hope. But as a consequence of the
prophet-prophecy fusion, it was more than an inanimate message
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that was being presented; Ezekiel was presenting himself to the
people. To respond to the message would be to respond to the
prophet, and conversely to reject the message would be tanta-
mount to a personal rejection of the prophet himself.

The people heard the prophet and their reply was swift and
unqualified: an absolute repudiation. They did not even honor
him with a dignifed or polite rejection. Ezekiel was regarded
as some type of charlatan, a subject for derision and mockery,
much as an idiot. He was amusing to listen to, entertaining to
hear - but certainly not worthy of serious consideration. Eze-

kiel was no more than a base comedian.

And you son of man, the children of your people who talk together
of you at the walls and the entrances to the houses, and speak to one
another, eaeh to his brother saying, "Come and hear what is the word
that is coming forth fram God." And they come to you, as an earnest
people, and my people sit before you, and they hear you, and they
hear your words but do them not, for they make jest with their lips
and their heart is set on their gain. And behold you are to them as
a eomie song, as one with a beautiful voice who plays pleasantly on
an instrument and they hear your words but do them not.15

This rejection proved to be a devastating personal affont to
Ezekiel; together with his prophecies it was he himself who had
failed. Ezekiel amassed all his strength and energy, suffered

every sort of indignity, sacrificed his years, his self-respect, and
even the very life of his wife to convey a message upon whose
understanding the future of Israel rested. And how did the
people react? They viewed him and his mandate as no more
than a joke. This was not a temporary reversal - it represented

a total miscarriage! Ezekiel emerged from his abortive prophetic
mission as a tragically frustrated individual, shamefully repu-
diated by the very people to whom all his efforts were directed.

Ezekiel had every ground to utterly despise the people of
IsraeL. Certainly had his heart harbored any hatred after his
bitter experience, such malevolence could not only be sympa-
thetically condoned, but perhaps respected. Yet it is astonishing
to note that the very scent of malice toward Israel defies de-
tection in the entire Book of EzekieL. Quite to the contrar,
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the prophet betrays an intense concern and devotion for them.
Ezekiel is a prophet who in the presence of God fids himself
crippled by an awesome paralysis. He cannot even summon the
strength to stand on his feet or open his mouth before the Crea-
tor; God must Himself lift Ezekiel and spoonfeed the prophet.16

Yet when Platyahu is smitten dead before the eyes of Ezekiel
as a symbol of the myriad losses to accompany the second exile,
the helpless Ezekiel suddenly erupts with a bold and passionate
cry seldom heard in any prophet: "Woe, Lord God! Wil you
dare make an end to the remnants of Israel!"17 Despite Israel's
rejection of him, Ezekiel remains his people's firmest and

staunchest advocate. His commitment to Israel is never lost.
It could not be lost. For he and his people were one.

The fused Ezekiel-prophecy unit when repudiated seeded the
prophet's heart with seeds of anger and malice, but the Ezekiel-

Israel fusion denied their growth. The Ezekiel-Israel fusion
sowed the seeds of a genuine respect and devotion, but the Eze-
kiel-prophecy rejection prevented their maturation. The dual
fusions in Ezekiel's personality acted in sheer defiance and con-
tradiction of one another. Ezekiel was a man torn apart by
diametrically opposed drives and commitments, a man frustrated
by an anger that could not bear hate and a devotion that could
not bear love.

PART II

It is possible that a prophet's prophecy be directed at him-
self alone, i.e., to broaden his understanding and to add to
his knowledge until he learns great secrets that were pre-
viously hidden from him. Also it is possible that he be sent
to a nation among the nations of the world or to the people
of a city or to a kingdom to correct their behaviour, to

inform them what actions to adopt or to admonish them

from their evil doings.
Maimonides, Yesodai ha-Torah 7:7

It was for a very definite purpose that God subjected Ezekiel
to this torturous inner conflct. Unknown to him, Ezekiel was
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being lifted to a level of understanding which neither words

nor visions alone could convey. Obscured in the subterranean

recesses of Ezekiel's psyche, among his many impersonations,
was an unconscious one, one which gave meaning and depth to
all the others: Ezekiel unconsciously played the role of God.

God also came to Israel with a message - the Torah. He

also set in motion a variety of pedagogic devices to induce them
to accept it. The great Exodus from Egypt which introduced
Israel into the arena of world history was executed by the Lord
Himself. Nothing less than the cosmic confrontation on Sinai

was employed for the presentation of the Torah to IsraeL. Overt
miracles in their early history served as almost daily reminders
of their holy covenant with God and His Torah. Prophets were
dispatched to further encourage and guide the people to insure
their adherence. And yet, despite all this care, in spite of all the
safeguards, Israel repudiated the Torah. "And the House of
Israel will not hearken unto you for they do not hearken unto
Me, for the entire House of Israel is stiff-necked and stubborn."18

Like Ezekiel, God too was rcjected brutally. And yet, like
Ezckiel, despite evcry justification for a feeling of malice the
Lord never forfeits His devotion to and compassion for His

people. Throughout their mutinous and shameful history, God
stands by Israel's side; He always wil. Even the promise of a
final redemption wil be strictly adhered to by God - if neces-
sary, even without Israel's repentance!19 God will ultimately
lead his flock back to the desolate hils of Israel and appoint a
permanent and trustworthy shepherd, His beloved servant David,
to watch over and care for them.20 No amount of provocation
can sever God's intimate bonds with IsraeL.

God wanted Ezekicl to recognize and assimilate these oppos-
ing feelings toward Israel: affection and resentment. He enlight-
ened Ezekiel in the only way it was possible - by making him
personally experience them. Certainly, the prophet suffered pro-
found emotional and physical stress in the process. But such
a perceptive insight into the relationship of God to Israel could
be achieved in no ordinary way. The verbal and visual levels of
communication had to be supplanted by the experiential dimen-
sion, if Ezekiel was to truly penetrate the depth of this delicate
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and profound aspect of the God-Israel covenantal relationship.
Ezekiel's dramatic productions and their frustrating conse-
quences were, from this point of view, an end in themselves, a
personal intellectual fulfillment for the prophet.

God's purpose, however, extended beyond the narrow confines
of Ezekiel's intellect. The subjection of Ezekiel to this intense
and dramatic dimension of prophecy also took place on a second
level -the level on which prophecy is imparted as a vehicle

of communication with the people at large. For Ezekiel's role
as God, besides its inherent value of opening new vistas of
knowledge for the prophet, also functioned in terms of com-
munication with the people. This insight into God's frustration
with Israel was required in order to counteract a serious dilemma
which was already troubling the Jews early in Ezekiel's career
and which would soon explode into a major religious crisis
upon the fall of Jerusalem. Indced, Israel's very survival depend-
ed to no small extent on the implied conclusions of this Divine
frustration. A slight historical digression is necessary at this

point.
Ezekiel prophesied at a critical juncture in Judean history -

the time of the destruction of the first Temple at Jerusalem.

The fall of the Temple is an event whose significance to the
J udean people is impossible for us to grasp today. For the

Temple at Jerusalem was not a temple, or spiritual center, or
religious sanctuary in the ordinary sense. The Temple was Ju-
dea's first shrine, to which there was no real second. Every re-
ligious activity, every sacrifice and form of worship, even the
very intimate experience of prayer functioned only through this
Temple. Indeed the Temple was so all-encompassing in Jewish
religious life that the people could not conceive of its destruc-
tion: the idea of God destroying His own Temple defied com-
prehension and was considered a theological impossibility. Be-
fore its destruction, those prophets who foretold the event were
assailed by the people as virtual heretics! We need point only to
Jeremiah who was beaten and arrested for uttering this "blas-
phemy.,,21

Such deep association with and attachment to the House of
God could only result, when the end fially came, in a profound
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sense of Godly rejection. A very real danger persisted that Is-
rael's belief and trust in Divine Providence would fall with the
Temple and be replaced by a new philosophy, in a God trans-
cendentally removed from the people. The event could imply
nothing less than separation, perhaps permanently, of God from
His people. "God does not see us, the land has been abandoned
by God."22

Ezekiel was charged with the task of preparing Israel philo-
sophically for the imminent happening and guiding them through
their frustration after the fall. He had to inculcate the people
with an understanding that it could happen: God could and, in
fact, would destroy His Temple. He had to present the reasons.
He had to give the justification. Indeed, the fall of the Temple
would be wasted, perhaps self-defeating, unless it were recog-
nized for what it was: God meting out a long-overdue punitive

mcasure against Israel for their rebellous past. Ezekiel had to
admonish; but he also had to console. His task was to inspire
the people with confidence that the destruction did not in any

way imply the termination of God's unique relationship with
IsraeL. Divine Providence is not determined by the erect stance
or shaky tottering of any wall or building. Unlike temporal

punishment, God's covenantal commitment to Israel is inviolate
and not subject to abrogation.

Consequently, Ezekiel on the one hand draws a somber,
almost shocking picture of Israel's ignominious past in order to
vindicate God's disgust with them and thus the holocaust. God
is pictured in the various historical chapters as frustrated by a
rebellous pcople who, by their selfish ingratitude, have treach-
erously rejected his Torah provoking his wrath.2s Yet, concom-
mitantly, God is dcpicted as unconditionally devoted to this
people with a covenant to protect, care for, and ultimately re-
deem them. God emerges from the teachings of Ezekiel as com-
mitted to two opposing forces: His Torah and His people. The
former commitment demands retaliation; the latter repatriation;
the former, disdain, the latter, devotion; the former, holocaust,
and the latter, restoration.24 Both were true. Jerusalem could
fall, the Temple could burn and God's love of Israel could re-
main as valid a principle as ever.
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Ezekiel was able to convey this fundamental concept and
thereby secure the future of Israel, for he understood it as no
one else could. He succeeded in interpreting and conveying

God's message to the people for he lived it. By having both his
prophecy and the people merged with his personality and then
experiencing the frustration of their clash, Ezekiel understood
the similar experience of God. Ezekiel was cudgeled and ridi-
culed, insulted and frustrated - but only because he endured
these indignities was he elevated to the sublime perception of
God which he attained.

His people, his prophecy, and Ezekiel were one.
Israel, the Torah, and God are one.

NOTES

1. Ezekiel 4: 4-8.
2. Ibid. 6:11.

3. Ibid. 4:9-16.
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hand, claims that "all these things are only processes of a prophetic vision,

and not real things that could be perceived by the senses of the body." (Guide
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8. The failure to understand the complexity of Ezekiel's personality and

prophecy has led some scholars to deny the unity of the book of Ezekiel,

attributing it to a fcw authors. This theory is, on the whole, not accepted

by modern scholarship. See R. H. Pfeiffer, Introduction to the Old Testament,
N. Y.: Harper and Bros., 1948.
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24. Scholars have long been troubled by these contradictory feelings and
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