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You may be familiar with the story from the book of Daniel in which writing appears on the wall in the palace of the king of Babylon —strange writing that turns out to be a message from God to King Belshazzar. In the tale, only Daniel, a Jew in the court of the king, is able to interpret the writing on the wall. Amid the many stories about prophets and books of prophecy in the Old Testament, this tale presents prophecy received in an odd form—writing on the wall.
What we have before us in these ceramics of the Kingsmill prophets, this writing on the wall, has a lot in common with the ancient prophets of Israel and Judah. Yes, these ceramics are artistic interpretations of their words, but they are also more than that.
Two common misconceptions about prophecy will give focus to this reflection: First, that prophecy basically is fortune telling, or foreseeing the future. Second, that prophecy is basically wordy harangues by wild-eyed men on the street corner.
First, instead of fortune telling, it’s better rather to understand prophecy as a communication of God’s reality in the face of our often mistaken and self-centered reality. When a prophet speaks, what’s really going on is the clash of two worldviews, or two ways of understanding reality: God’s way of looking at the cosmos versus our way of doing that. What a prophet is doing is not telling the future (although they may talk about what’s to come) but telling the audience what God knows is really real. The prophet is bringing the evocation of an alternative reality—reality that the Creator of the universe is in charge of. Often this announcement of God’s reality is in harsh contrast to what humans think reality is. For example, humans may have placed all their faith in military alliances to save them from their enemies, but God announces that in reality, trusting in God is the path to safety.

Second, instead of seeing prophecy as words ranted by crazy folk who like to harangue an audience, it’s better rather to understand that prophecy contains all kinds of communication forms and media. Prophecy comes not just in words, although lots of words are used, primarily in poetry and in particular forms like oracles. Surely there were powerful words, words that persuaded and shocked and surprised and comforted and generated new understandings in the face of tired assumptions and false hopes. There were words that evoked unseen truth in opposition to blatant deceit, words that created beauty in the face of cruelty, gave joy to combat despair, fashioned generosity to overcome greed, and established justice in the face of oppression. These words communicated God’s reality because truth and beauty and joy and generosity and justice have always been God’s ways.
However, prophecy in the Old Testament also came in the form of all kinds of visions, and actions, and drama, and props, and events, and symbols--these are the media of prophecy. Sometimes actions included words. A dramatic example comes from the book of Amos, the prophet who announced God’s righteous anger over injustices by the rich and powerful that had oppressed the poor. God sent Amos to announce doom for the oppressors—a just judgment on their deeds. In one instance, instead of just talking, Amos came into the public square calling out a lament. Here he was speaking in a form that everyone in that ancient culture would recognize—a lament was the poetry of public mourning for the dead. While using words, the action of publicly announcing a lament proclaimed that the elites who were listening were already as good as dead!
It makes a kind of sense—if prophecy is all about the whole of reality and if it affects and communicates about all of life, then the methods and types of communication should reflect that complexity and richness. Further, if God is really trying to get across a different understanding of the world, an understanding from God’s point of view, and if humans were as thick as is apparently the case in Scripture (to say nothing of now!) then probably they needed to get the message drummed into their heads in as many ways as possible.
Let’s look at Elijah, a prophet in 9th century BCE in Israel. The panel reads, “let it be known this day that you are God in Israel. How is it known that Yahweh is God in Israel in Elijah’s story in 1 Kings 18? Elijah sets up a test of which god is the source of power and life, God or God’s rival Baal, by seeing which prophets can call down their god’s fire to consume an offering on a mountain. When Baal’s prophets fail the test, the people know a basic truth: the claim that Baal is the source of the world’s fertility is an empty and false view of the world, a vain hope for life giving waters and abundant fields. The Lord, in answer to Elijah’s prayer, sends down fire to consume the offering. Words are persuasive, yes, but the fire on the mountain gives a blazing witness to the real power of the universe.
Elijah was a prophet who was also capable of quieter actions that spoke eloquently without words about the same truth, when he carried out acts of power that displayed the Lord’s authority and compassion. These acts of power addressed basic human needs for the vulnerable and oppressed, like the provision of grain and oil for a starving widow and her son (I Kings 17: 8-16).
Isaiah of Jerusalem, in the late 8th century BCE, preached of the Lord’s might and righteousness in the context of the devastating threat of the Assyrian empire’s march to power. But words were not his only message—his prophetic vocation starts with a vision of the Lord whose majesty overwhelmed him (Isaiah 6). When he needed to give hope to the people that did not rest on empty political alliances, he spoke amazing words about one who will come in the spirit of wisdom and understanding to bring equity for the meek and about wolves lying down with lambs so that all the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord (Isaiah 11), the second panel.
This same prophet of those words and vision was equally capable of symbolic actions that confronted the misplaced reliance of political leaders. When the kings of Israel and Aram needed to know that God stood against their desperate attempts to avoid the armies of Assyria, Isaiah named his child Maher-shallal-hash-baz. “The spoil speeds, the prey hastens.” We might feel sorry for a kid with such a name, but his name and his being was the media God chose to get a message across.
The third panel evokes Jeremiah, who was called to be God’s prophet of the last days of Judah before the exile to Babylon in the 6th century BCE. Despite his protests and sufferings, Jeremiah was commanded to speak God’s message when God announced, “Now I have put my words in your mouth” (Jeremiah 1). And this prophet of God’s judgment on an arrogant city and temple spoke lots of words to an incredulous audience who apparently trusted their own version of political posturing more than God’s ways of justice and righteousness. However, God gave Jeremiah a broader commission to use performance as much as words in the service of communication, when God said, “I am watching over my word to perform it.” 
And Jeremiah was preeminently a prophet of performance. A notable occasion is the story of him smashing a pottery jug in front of the elders and priests of Jerusalem to illustrate how God will devastate the city because they had filled Jerusalem with the blood of the innocent. Later, Jeremiah undertook to buy a field from his uncle. It was a seemingly simple action that at the same time appeared nonsensical because he did it while Jerusalem was under siege by the Babylonian army. In a city starving and about to fall, Jeremiah buys a field, an action that embodied hope for the future.
Ezekiel was a prophet who specialized more in visions and dramatic actions than words, although had lots of those too. A contemporary of Jeremiah when Babylon conquered Judah, his call was to be the sentinel, the watchman sent to warn the populace that disaster was inevitable. Even in the moment of his call, God warned Ezekiel that he was being sent to a stubborn people who would not listen to God’s warning but would continue to live an illusion of false security. Ezekiel’s job was to speak and give warning, “whether they hear or refuse to hear” (Ezekiel 3:11)., the fourth panel.
But verbal warnings were often accompanied by actions from this master of bizarre drama. He portrayed the siege of Jerusalem by building a little model of the walls of Jerusalem on a brick and setting up little battering rams that would destroy the walls. Then he lay on his left side for 390 days to symbolically bear the years of the punishment of Israel, and then he lay on his right side for forty days to bear the years of the punishment of Judah. He shaved his head and burned the hair to demonstrate the fire that would come against the house of Israel. 

Weird stuff indeed—unless it is the case that more than the oral word was needed to get their attention. And if that is the case, and I think it is, then these panels function in a parallel way to what the prophets themselves did—use more than words to convey a message. The message of the panels, however, is to an audience today. Like a sermon, these panels make alive not only ancient words in contemporary words but they also make alive ancient action and drama and reality in and beyond words. Like their ancient prophetic forerunners, this works of art show a commitment to a variety of media in the same manner that God has apparently been willing to use ever since God first wanted to communicate with human beings.
