Major Prophets
Isaiah [see pages 988– 1071 of the Old Testament] 
The book of Isaiah is a collection of prophetic writings spanning several centuries. These writings have been joined together under the name of Isaiah, the son of Amoz, who saw “a vision concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, Hezekiah, kings of Judah” (Is 1: 1). Ahaz and Hezekiah, who ruled in Jerusalem at the end of the eighth century, play an important role in Isaiah 1– 39, the first part of the book. To each king Isaiah brings a divine word of assurance in the face of desperate situations caused by the pressure of the expanding Assyrian empire on the two kingdoms of Israel and Judah. The devastation brought on Judah by the Assyrians is presented as a failure to trust in God’s wisdom and instruction. Yet Hezekiah’s trust in God’s word led to the deliverance of Jerusalem from annihilation. In the book of Isaiah as a whole, the harm done to Judah by the Assyrians in the eighth traditionally known as “First Isaiah,” “Second Isaiah,” and “Third Isaiah.” Each of these parts displays distinct settings and internal structures but also similarities of phrasing, motif, and theme that join them to the other two parts. Awareness of these resemblances has led many scholars to avoid the numerical titles as if implying separate prophetic traditions. Such scholars emphasize the unity of the book and speak of the Isaiah tradition as a whole. In our discussion, the titles First, Second, and Third Isaiah will be used at times for ease of reference. Across its three major parts, the book of Isaiah shows many signs of careful structuring and interconnection. One might compare the book as a whole to a varied forest habitat of intertwined ecosystems that sustain an overall dynamic balance. Thus it is helpful to mark out some broad contours before delving into discrete sections of the book.
In terms of the major themes of judgment and salvation, Isaiah 1– 39, framed within the expectation of woe and judgment, includes numerous prophetic oracles of future hope and healing. Isaiah 40– 55, although heralding the Lord’s imminent deliverance of the exiled people of Judah, acknowledges resistance and rejection to this good news. And Isaiah 56– 66 speaks simultaneously of vindication and salvation for the just and humble, and condemnation and judgment for the perverse and self-driven. The interplay of judgment and salvation takes different forms in the book but weaves through the whole.
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Jeremiah [see pages 1071– 1142 of the Old Testament] 
The book of Jeremiah confronts head-on the Babylonian assault on Jerusalem. The final reduction of the city to rubble and the deportation and flight of its inhabitants are presented in Jeremiah as a tragic reversal brought about by the divine hand on a people once beloved of their God. The leveling of Jerusalem to the ground is inevitable because of the people’s persistent failings yet not predestined from the beginning. It calls for mourning and remembrance and implies that if memory is preserved and kept alive, these terrible events can serve as a basis for rethinking the relationship between God and people in terms of a “new covenant” (Jer 31: 31– 34).
The superscription of Jeremiah (Jer 1: 1) sets the prophetic word in the time of the last kings of Judah, leading up to the eleventh year of King Zedekiah, the date of Jerusalem’s fall (587 bc). The final chapter of the book describes in graphic detail this catastrophe: the breaking down of the outer walls, the burning of the city, and the dismantling of the Temple. Much of what lies between the first and last chapters of Jeremiah draws out the full weight of these events and the questions they raise about divine presence and the inevitability of human tragedy. Such questions yield no simple answers, and in addressing them the book of Jeremiah introduces new forms of prophetic speech.
The two major parts of the book are linked in part by a narrator who introduces divine speeches and instructions as well as narrative accounts of the prophet with phrases like “The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord.” This unnamed narrator is the dominant voice throughout, although Jeremiah sometimes provides his own introduction with the phrase: “The word of the Lord came to me.” Such phrases form a continuous bridge, joining all parts of the book under the rubric of the divine word to Judah through Jeremiah.
The book of Jeremiah in a full sense is a book about Jeremiah: the words he receives from God, his response to them, and the situations into which they lead him.
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Lamentations [see pages 1142– 1151 of the Old Testament] 
The book of Lamentations is a collection of five poetic laments that give voice to the helplessness and grief of Jerusalem and its people after the siege and destruction of the city. In distinct ways these laments implore God for attention to the massive suffering they vividly evoke. The Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem in 587 is implicit in these poems, although Babylon is never named (Lam 1: 4– 6, 10; 2: 6– 7, 9; 4: 11– 12; 5: 15– 18).
As many of the communal laments in the psalms do, Lamentations expresses the reaching out of a people toward God in circumstances of near extinction and apparent divine abandonment (cf. Pss 44; 74; 79, 80; 89: 39– 53; 137). The poems appeal to God to “see,” “pay attention to,” and “remember” the pain of Jerusalem. This pain is the result of divine punishment brought on by the city’s guilt (Lam 1: 5, 8, 18; 2: 14; 3: 34– 42; 4: 1– 14; 5: 7, 16), yet nonetheless horrific and tragic.
Relation to Jeremiah 
Parallels in settings, such as the fall of Jerusalem; the use of phrases like “daughter Zion,” “daughter Jerusalem,” and “daughter of my people”; and the language of weeping and lament have long suggested links between the books of Jeremiah and Lamentations (cf., e.g., Jer 8: 18– 9: 21 and Lam 2: 18; 3: 48– 49). Both Jeremiah 1– 20 and Lamentations employ different speaking voices. The individual voice that laments the pain and rejection entailed in trusting in God evokes Jeremiah’s prophetic laments (cf. Lam 3: 28 and Jer 15: 17). The poems note the connection between the people’s guilt or sin and their misfortune that the book of Jeremiah repeatedly heralds.
Overall the five poems express the elemental need of the people for the God who has turned against them. They reach out in desperation and supplication, asking God to take notice of the city and its people again (Lam 1: 11, 20– 21; 2: 20; 5: 1, 20). They are prayers lifted up at a time when there is nothing left to pray for except divine attention.
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Baruch [see pages 1151– 1160 of the Old Testament] 
The book of Baruch is one of the deuterocanonical books in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox canons. In this book Baruch, the scribe and disciple of the prophet Jeremiah (Jer 36: 32; Jer 45), is presented as the author of a scroll written while he was living among the exiles in Babylon (Bar 1– 5). The last chapter of the book is presented as a copy of a letter Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the exiles in Babylon (Bar 6). The book as a whole addresses the situation of the people of Israel after the conquest of Jerusalem, both those remaining in Judah and those scattered abroad.
According to the book’s narrative introduction, Baruch writes the scroll in Babylon and sends it to Jerusalem, accompanied by funds for the restoration of sacrificial worship on the Temple altar and by the silver vessels carried off from the Temple by the Babylonians in their final assault on Jerusalem. The scroll is prefaced with a request for prayers for those living in Babylon.
As a whole, Baruch addresses a community that is still scattered after the Babylonian exile but that looks to Jerusalem and the temple as its vital center. The book directs a people who are subjected to foreign rule and influence both at home and abroad to appeal to God’s mercy, hold on to the divine gift of the revealed law, and trust in God’s salvific promise of a reunited people that will represent forever “the peace of justice, the glory of God’s worship” (Bar 5: 4).
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Ezekiel [see pages 1161– 1220 of the Old Testament] 
The book of Ezekiel is built around three visions of the glory of God: on a river bank in Babylon; in Jerusalem, exiting the defiled Temple; and back in the land of Judah, entering a reconfigured and holy Temple. Ezekiel is introduced as a priest, deported with many of leaders of Judah after the first Babylonian invasion of the city in 597 bc. The divine visions he receives inform his prophetic mission as he shares, or is directed to share, them with the exiles (Ez 11: 24– 25; 40: 4; 43: 10– 11). They impart an unforgettable visual dimension to the prophetic word.
Like Jeremiah, Ezekiel receives a divine word of judgment on Jerusalem, but from the spatial distance of exile and the visionary distance of a future beyond exile. Whereas the book of Jeremiah dwells largely on the present reality of loss and dislocation, the thrust of the book of Ezekiel is forward, toward God’s re-creation of the exiles into a new house of Israel. Ezekiel does not suggest that return to the land is imminent, as does Isaiah 40– 55 (Second Isaiah). Rather, the exiles are to ponder the visions of new life Ezekiel brings them so as to feel shame and regret for the sins that led to their banishment and in preparation for a new order of holiness in sanctuary, city, and land (Ez 43: 10– 12).
The Temple was never rebuilt according to the dimensions specified in Ezekiel 40– 48, nor were the old tribal territories of the land reapportioned, nor was Jerusalem renamed “The Lord is there” (Ez 48: 35). Yet Ezekiel’s vision of an ideal Jerusalem and Judah, with the divine presence at its center and inhabited by a community with a new heart and spirit, remains as a paradigm of hope.
A Priestly Perspective 
Ezekiel is identified as “the priest Ezekiel, the son of Buzi” in the opening verses of the book (Ez 1: 3). Jeremiah is said to be the son of the priest Hilkiah (Jer 1: 1), but the naming of Ezekiel himself as a priest implies designation for active service in the Temple. Although in exile he could not offer sacrifice (sacrifice was not allowed outside the Temple), he could take up the priestly tasks of marking for the community the distinction between the sacred and profane, clean and unclean, and teaching them the laws governing communal life revealed through Moses.
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