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As much as anywhere, the older literary criticism achieved much of a
consensus on the book of Isaiah, as it has not on the books of
Jeremiah and Ezekiel.! As is commonly recognized, that consensus
includes a division of Isaiah 1-39 (eighth century), 40-55 (sixth
century) and 56-66 (probably the fifth century). The articulation of
Third Isaiah is much less secure, but at least the ‘assured results’
separate Assyrian and Babylonian Isaiah. Notice that these conclusions
concern three distinct literary pieces correlated to three identifiable
historical contexts. Very little attention has been given to the
interrelation of the parts. Indeed, the accepted tools of historical
criticism militate against such a consideration.

I

A new phase of Isaiah scholarship is initiated by Brevard Childs,’
strengthened in important ways by Ronald Clements.? In his decisive
book on canon criticism, I believe that Childs’s most spectacular
success is with the book of Isaiah. His argument is that even if we
critically separate the book into various Isaiahs (which he does not
doubt), canonical study must ask about the coherence of the whole,
in its present form. That is, even if the various elements of the book
are separate and distinct in origin and original intention, in the
canonical shape of the book a new statement is made which must be
taken with primary seriousness.

Childs’s argument is that 1-39 from the Assyrian period is
essentially a statement of judgment, 40—66 is essentially concerned
with promise that now supersedes the judgment. In this he agrees
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with the more general argument of Clements* that the final form of
prophetic books is regularly redacted around the themes of judgment
and promise. Four specific elements of Childs’s argument may be
noted:

1. The purpose of the juxtaposition of 1-39 and 40-66 is to
establish that the judgment declared in 1-39 is real and has been
implemented. There really is a judgment and Isaiah’s message has
come to fruition.

2. But that judgment is not the last word. The last word is promise.
It is the last word theologically, thus it is the last word canonically.
Second Isaiah and even more Third Isaiah are in fact eschatological,
looking to the full coming of the new age. Second and Third Isaiah
come theologically and canonically after First Isaiah, but Childs has
no special interest in their Aistorical placement.

3. Childs and Clements, in an important break with the critical
consensus, have argued that the rubric of old/new in Second Isaiah
does not refer to Exodus/New Exodus® but to the old judgments of
Assyrian Isaiah and the new promises of the Babylonian Isaiah.
‘Former things’ are the judgments of Isaiah 1-39. Thus the paradigm
of judgment/redemption dominates exegesis here. I am not sure on
this point, but it is crucial for the shift proposed by Childs and
Clements. A quite similar passage in Jeremiah 23.7-8 might support
the older judgment of Bentzen and North, but in any case, that is the
shape of the present argument.

4. Following Fohrer, both Childs and Clements argue that Isaiah
1 is an important introduction to the canonical book. That is, the
chapter is designed to announce and anticipate the themes sub-
sequently to be played out in the entire tradition. That chapter is not
the work of Isaiah in the eighth century, but is a carefully wrought,
later redactional piece to serve canonical purposes.

All of these elements together show that the book is a unity,
permitting Clements’ to conclude that the basis of unity for the book
of Isaiah in its various collections is ‘the continuity and connectedness
of this divine power’ .8

II

The main problem I have with Childs’s approach generally, and also
with Clements’s in this case, is that their view is essentially static.
Childs exhibits little interest in the social dynamic behind the text,
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and apparently regards such an interest as a distraction from a proper
canonical study. In this regard I find his work less helpful than that of
James Sanders who attends especially to the social dynamics involved
in the shaping of the text.® Though Childs may be correct, as I hope
he is here, I am still left with something like the question, ‘So what?’
Given his analysis and conclusion, what do we do next and how does
this analysis help us do it?

I suggest that the work of Gottwald may be of special help here.1°
Gottwald has paid primary attention to the creative role of the
community in formulating the text as an aid to a social intentionality.
Here I must tread lightly, for I judge the relation of the work of
Childs and Gottwald, i.e., a canonical appraoch and a study of social
dynamics in relation to the text, to be the most difficult as well as the
most important question facing us in our study of these issues. Childs
is wont to let the canonical approach transcend the realities of social
interaction, to withdraw the text from such turmoil. Indeed, that may
be his interest in the word ‘canonical’. Conversely, Gottwald is
inclined to so draw the text into the social operation that it loses its
distance, i.e., its own claim to authority over against the social
interaction. His temptation is no doubt that of Feuerbach.!!

Nonetheless, I suggest that Gottwald’s perspective may complement
that of Childs and Clements, for it asks about the dynamic and
integral way these texts interact, not simply about a late canonical
settlement. Now in posing the question this way, I do not diminish
the importance of Childs’s canonical question. But we must try to
ask, What were the processes and dynamics that caused the literature
to reach this particular shaping? And that question cannot be
answered on simply literary grounds nor on theological grounds, but
must ask about social processes. So I suggest that in shaping the text
in this way, the community was performing specific hermeneutical
tasks which attend to the historical reality of the community and to
the diachronic reality of the text. I propose, then, in broad sweep,
that each of the Isaiahs articulates a specific practice of social
transformation. And ministry which is evoked by this canonical text
is to engage in the same specific practices of social transformation.
The text is more than a text, it is a presentation of a way through to a
world of faith.
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I

Isaiah 1-39 articulates a radical sustained critique of the dominant
ideology of that culture. Childs suggests that the match-up of
promises and threats in Isaiah 1-39 is itself a redactional device.!?
So here I speak only of the judgments, or, in the language of
Westermann,!? the lawsuit speeches in all their variation.

To be sure, this can be an historical judgment about Isaiah in the
eighth century as well as a literary judgment. That is, that historical
Isaiah serves to expose the ideology. But apart from historical
placement, Clements has identified the redactional outcome so that
First Isaiah is essentially judgment for a society and regime that is
ordered against Yahweh’s purposes.

So my proposal is not strange to our common assumption. But I
wish to transpose the terms so that we deal not with ‘prophetic
judgment’ but with ‘social criticism’. The beginning of all social
transformation begins in social criticism. One might consider many
different texts. The important thing to note is that this is not
generalized scolding nor is it righteous indignation. It is rather a
precise exposé of cultural practice and cultural value which engage in
systemic perversion. Take as an example the ‘woes’ of Isaiah 5.20-23.14
Here we can leave out the important question of possible provenance
from sapiential circles, and consider only what Isaiah makes of the
form. If ‘woe’ refers to ‘death’, then these are statements made in
pathos and not in anger, that the practices out of which society
expects life will surely yield death. Verse 20 speaks about program-
matic dishonesty, calling,

evil good and good evil,
who put darkness for light and light for darkness,
who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.

Social criticism begins by calling things by their right name.

v. 21 speaks of death for the self-sufficient, autonomous ones, who
are answerable to none, who act against the fabric of society:
... wise in their own eyes,
shrewd in their own insight.

v. 23 speaks of death wrought by the indulgent who
pervert the economic structure for personal well-being:
... acquit the guilty for a bribe,
who deprive the innocent of his right.
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Obviously not every text in 1-39 speaks so. But that is the canonical
argument made by Childs and Clements which I presume. Death
will come to a society so deeply organized against reality, against
God’s sovereignty. The judgment anticipated by the prophet is not
supernatural. It comes in the very fabric of social experience.!’ For
that reason we may speak of social criticism as a mode of prophetic
judgment.

This part of canonical Isaiah is a bold distancing between Yahweh’s
truth and Israel’s fraudulently constructed social reality. Such a
practice of critique of ideology which now is a main requirement of
ministry operates on three premises:

1. There is'a normative reality (Yahweh’s purpose; cf. Isa. 14.24-27)
which endures and persists in the face of every systemic perversion
and will not be altered by the posturing of the regime. The world is
not a subjective construct. That normative reality is borne in Israel
by the torah (cf. 5.24).¢ God and God’s truth will not be mocked
(37.17-19).

2. The present ‘world’ in which we live is a contrived world, not a
given world. This critique is against the positivism that every regime
wants to foster, a positivism widely and easily accepted. It is urged by
this analysis that the ‘known world’ is a contrivance. And if it is a
contrivance, it could have been contrived differently. And we should
not imagine that this world is a given.!”

3. The contrivance is not disinterested or accidental. Itiis contrived
in the service of quite specific and identifiable interests. And those
interests are against the general interest.'® The tradition of Isaiah
thus proceeds in the assurance that:

a. the reality of good and evil is not in doubt or debatable,
b. the ones condemned are those who have contrived it differently,
<. they have done so for their own advantage.

The prophet is not driven simply by anger or even by anguish, but
has made a cold intellectual assessment of the social processes
around him.

The first task, thus, of ‘redescribing the world’ which the tradition
of Isaiah does, is critique of ideology. And that requires a bold
intellectual act that can only be done by those with a clear sense of
alternative norms. This task, so it appears to me, is crucial now in the
contemporary scene, as it was in Jerusalem in the eighth century.
Citizens then and now are extraordinarily naive about the positivistic
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claims of the rulers of this age. And the first task, painfully done, is to
raise the question of distance, to begin to see that how reality is
presented is not in fact how it is. And that establishment of critical
distance is the first task of canonical Isaiah, to show that the
presumed world does not square with the real world, that the decreed
truth is in fact partisan, self-serving truth out of which cannot come
life. And those who cling to this presumed world may be sure that
death and judgment will result. To speak so, as does Isaiah, requiresa
bold vision of an alternative world.

v

Now we come to the crucial question in the presentation of Childs
and Clements, the relation of First and Second Isaiah. There are of
course important theological linkages between the two parts. Both
Childs and Clements urge that connection in terms of judgment and
promise. I find that convincing, but by itself inadequate. So I pose the
question, Are there elements of social interaction that correlate with
and evoke this redactional arrangement? Is there something in the
experience of Israel that causes the theological venture of Second
Isaiah to emerge out of First Isaiah?

Obviously I will answer, Yes. And my answer is based on this: The
purpose of critique of ideology (which is how I have characterized
First Isaiah) is to permit people to become aware of their real
situation, to begin to observe the incongruities, ambiguities and
contradictions which are covered over by ideology. If the critique of
ideology be addressed only to the managers of that ideology, it will
evoke hostility. But if that critique of ideology be heard or even
addressed to the victims of that ideology, as Wilson suggests,!’ the
probable result is that people may get in touch with their victimization,
exploitation and pain. Thus for example, this ideological practice of
wrongly labeling things good/evil, bitter/sweet, is not haphazard. It is
done to benefit some at the expense of others, the innocent who are
thereby deprived of right. Isaiah does a discerning critique of the
power of propaganda. Control of the public media of communication
can present a fake world which benefits and denies rather intentionally.

So the argument here is that the ideological critique of 1-33 makes
possible the surfacing of, entry into and embrace of pain, regret and
alienation. And this pain, regret and alienation are indeed a social
fact for the community gathered around this text. So the second



BRUEGGEMANN Unity and Dynamic in Isaiah 95

dimension of social interaction which correlates with the Isaiah
tradition is the public practice of pain which touches both guilt and
grief, guilt at being responsible for so much of value that is denied,
grief that it is'gone and irretrievable. It is Second Isaiah which moves
through the embrace of pain.

Now the correlation I make of this in Second Isaiah is three-fold:

1. Second Isaiah is the voice of a pastoral poet who profoundly
acknowledges the pain and grief of his community which has
reflected deeply upon and lived through the social criticism of Isaiah.
Much of this action of reflection and living through is presumably
lodged in the hiatus between Isaiah 39 and 40.2° We do not know
what happened between the two elements, either historically or
theologically. But surely the space between the chapters is a poignant
space, not simply a blank passing of two hundred years. It is the
brooding, doubting, suffering of Israel, not knowing if this is an end
of Isaiah, or if indeed there is to be ‘more Isaiah’, i.e. a second Isaiah.
And it is the brooding of God, about what to say next, for what can a
God say after chapter 39,%! after a king as good as Hezekiah is so
captured by ideology that he hopes only for peace in his time? And
neither Yahweh nor Israel (nor the Isaiah tradition) knows just then
if there is to be more, either theologically, historically or literarily, i.e.
canonically.

One cannot know. But I suggest that for purposes of dramatic
movement, we consider the poetry of the book of Lamentations
lodged just there is the faith and experience of Israel. It is that poetry,
closest to the demise of 587, the pay-off of the threats of Isaiah, that
shows Israel embracing and acknowledging the deep pain of loss, the
complete collapse of the contrived world of royal construction which
had no contact with reality. If that possibility can be entertained for a
moment, we can observe three things which illustrate the deep
acknowledgment of pain:

a. The beginning 0f 40.1, ‘comfort, comfort’, sounds like a deliberate
response to the refrain of Lamentations, ‘there is none to comfort’
(1.2, 7, 17, 21). The poetry of comfort arises precisely from a cry of
‘none to comfort’.

b. As Westermann has shown, a key genre of Second Isaiah is the
salvation oracle?? Following Begrich,”> we may suggest that the
extensive use of the genre in Second Isaiah is precisely in response to
laments, which if not those of Lamentations, then some very much
like them. That is) the move cannot be directly made from 1-39 to
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40fF,, but only through the abyss between 39 and 40, the gulf between
judgment and promise where guilt and grief have their powerful
say.”* And where there is not guilt and grief, there will not be
comfort spoken.

c. In'49.14 we are offered one example of a lament which must
have been characteristic, a sense of forgottenness.”> This example
makes clear that Second Isaiah is a response to such lamentation
which is the public practice of pain. One cannot move from critique
(judgment) to promise, as Childs and Clements seem to suggest,
without the intervening reality of pain expressed. Second Isaiah
presumed the grief and brings it to speech, even as it is evoked by the
critique of ideology. Understanding the dynamic preserved in the
shape of the canon means to take the embrace of pain into account,
and that embrace can be seen as a textual reality.

2. But clearly Second Isaiah not only embraces and acknowledges
pain. He also responds to it, moves through it to hope and promise.
Now that point is both a canonical-literary one and a theological one.
The promise is not artificially juxtaposed by an editor, but, I suggest,
the hope is both permitted and required only by the suffering faced
and claimed by the exiles. In Romans 5.3, Paul shares a key insight of
this entire tradition. ‘Suffering . . . produces hope.’ It is the suffering
of exiles, the embrace of pain made possible by critigue of ideology,
that permits the announcement of newness. The poetry of Second
Isaiah thus is not lightly offered by someone who stands outside the
grief wrought by First Isaiah, but by someone who has lived into that
trouble and there (and only there) finds a word of hope to speak. That
is, the hopeful poetry of Second Isaiah is scarred and is spoken by one
who knows.?® In that way Second Isaiah theologically is seen to be
organically derived from First Isaiah.

The response of 49.15 (‘Can a woman forget her sucking child?’) in
response to the complaint of 49.14 is the most poignant offered. And
such an offer of hope through a radical metaphor is not made from
the outside, but from within the pain. This speaker of this good news
knows about the abandonment, about the utter risk, and about the
late discovery of a mark on the hand (v. 16) that shows to whom
Israel belongs when all seems lost.?’

I suggest that the enigmatic servant song of 52.13-53.12 is
structured in the same way. It is not an easy assurance, but it is a
‘therefore’ of assurance (53.12) only wrought through the remainder
of the painful poem. We speak readily about Second Isaiah and ‘the
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suffering servant’ being the high point of Israel’s faith. But that point
is not reached from the outside. It is reached by the remarkable
insight that the suffering which seemed to be only punishment turns
out to be vocation, that once the cover of ideology has been broken as
it was in the words of Isaiah, or in the events of 587, suffering need
not be shunned but can be received as a way to live that opens the
future.®

3. One other factor in Second Isaiah is widely recognized but may
be differently understood. More than any other speaker in the exile,
Second Isaiah returns to the old traditions.?”’ He does that in a
variety of ways. On the one hand, he seems to'take the Exodus'as'a
type and urge that the deliverance now supersedes the old event. And
I think there is some of that imagery, even if Childs and Clements be
followed about ‘former things / new things’. On the other hand with
reference to Abraham (51.2-4), Sarah (54.1-3), Noah (54.9)*° and
David (55.3), he uses the old memory to re-read the presence and
discern power for new life.

Ludwig’s comments are helpful in letting us understand what is
done here. It would have been possible to decide that exile is evidence
that the old tradition had failed. But the tradition is taken by Second
Isaiah not to have failed, but to be powerful and definitional, butin a
new way. And why is that? I suggest it is because the ideology
critique destroyed the cover-up so that Israel could return to its real
story. Under the pressure of contrivance, Israel had come to believe a
false story about itself. And now, in the abandonment of false stories,
the real story can be reappropriated with authority and power. In the
vulnerability of the exile, the recent phony story was found inadequate
and so the old story was reembraced and found to have resilient and
surprising power. But that discovery depended on (a) the exposure of
the more recent story as false, (b) a social context of vulnerability and
(c) a poet enough engaged in the experience to contact the power of
the memory.3!

So I argue that critique of ideology permits embrace of pain and
causes new contact with the long-denied memories which can yield
life.32 This move from critique of ideology to embrace of pain is to
be correlated with' Childs’s ‘former things’ and ‘new things’>* and
with Clements’s ‘threat and hope’,>* except that I want to insist
much more than they seem to, that the first experience is fundamental
to the happening of the second. There is no touch of hopeful pain
unless there is a critique of that ideology which cuts us off from
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memory, requires us to deny hurt, and actively censors every
complaint.

If the tradition of Isaiah be taken as model as well as rex: (and
every authoritative text is a model for reality),>’ we learn important
things about ministry. If we are able to do ideology critique well, we
shall have our community placed in crisis. People begin to notice the
exploitation they had not yet experienced."We shall have a new sense
of the incongruity, ambiguity and contradiction which the ideology
covers over. And some of us will be angry, some of us filled with
remorse, some of us smitten with grief. It is my judgment that in our
generation, like the generation between chapters 39 and 40, very
much is at stake at this point. It could be that we will cling to the
ideology, nullify the critique, banish pain and censor lament. But'the
pastoral task of the community of faith, if this is a model for pastoral
action, is to articulate the grief, respond in hope wrought precisely
out of the grief, and enter again the stories which have power for life.
Suspicion and retrieval offer a way not only into the tradition of
Isaiah, but through Isaiah into our own cultural crisis of faith.

After First Isaiah, we tend to take Second Isaiah so much for
granted. But it may not have turned out that way. That Second
Isaiah is the next thing after First Isaiah, that rerrieval follows
suspicion, that promise follows judgment, is by no means sure in
advance. Thus the words of Second Isaiah in their place are as
unexpected and nearly as subversive as those of First Isaiah, for he
argues that in suffering, only in suffering, comes hope. Isaiah 45.9-13
is evidence that Second Isaiah had opponents. Very likely they were
the proponents of the old ideology who did not believe that suffering
is a mode into hope, who did not believe that contrived reality had
failed and who did not discern that the public embrace of pain could
lead anywhere. So Second Isaiah is not a natural or obvious next
step. It emerged out of conflict. And it established the linkage which
is always to be in dispute. Thus the linkage of First and Second Isaiah
is wrought by a powerful intellectual act, an act of enormous faith,
and a full embrace of painful vulnerability. The astonishing voice of
comfort comes in the midst of a long season of ‘none to comfort’.

\'

And that leaves us with Third Isaiah (56-66). The issues around
those chapters are more problematic and scholars are less sure.
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Clements is concerned primarily with 40-55 and really does not
substantively address the canonical position of 56-66. Childs suggests
that Third Isaiah in its canonical placement functions in relation to
1-39 just as does 40-55, as eschatological promise. Thus neither
Childs nor Clements in fact splits Third Isaiah from Second Isaiah.
I do agree with Childs, against Zimmerli, that 56-66 is not
‘spiritualizing’,® which will be evident in what follows. But I explore
what might be discerned if it is treated as a discrete element.

The most thorough analysis we have of Third Isaiah now is that of
Paul Hanson,>” more recently followed closely by Elizabeth
Achtemeier.3® Hanson’s construct is that this literature is the voice
of the ‘have-not’ visionaries who are ‘world-weary’ against the
pragmatic claims of the priestly aristocracy who are mostly in control
(cf. Ezek. 40—48). That is, the literature reflects those who present an
alternative scenario of a new world, alternative to the present
ordering which leaves this group disadvantaged and marginalized.
That much I find helpful in Hanson. But unfortunately, his analysis
is not helpful for the canonical question we are addressing, namely
the relation of this material to Isaiah 1-55. On the one hand, Hanson
does not address the connection at all. On the other hand, Childs
lumps this material with 40-55. Neither faces the canonical question
in light of the critical issues before us.

So I suggest that 5666 has a very different linkage to 40-55. It is
Second Isaiah which makes Third Isaiah possible. If Second Isaiah is
about the public embrace of pain as the way to return to the old
stories, then Third Isaiah may reflect the results of this. What the
public embrace of pain does is to release social imagination, i.e., give
the community freedom, energy and courage to envision the world
alternatively arranged. Hanson has seen that this is indeed an
envisioning literature, an act of social imagination about how the
world could be. But, beyond Hanson, I suggest it is the very act of
exile, lamentation, guilt and grief which now is overcome by the act
of embrace. This is indeed the pay-off of ‘the new algebra’ which has
emerged from ‘the zero’ of Amos Wilder.

One cannot move directly from 1-39 to 5666, as though 56-66
were just an alternative form of 40-55, as Childs seems to suggest.
The literature is very different and quite clearly serves a different
rhetorical agenda. One cannot move directly from an assault on
ideology to an alternative imagination. One can move there only
through the embrace of pain which unlooses the old givens and lets
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the maps be redrawn. It is the purpose of managed ideology, to be
‘one-world’ oriented, to insist that ‘the present system is the solution’,
to insist that the world is presently organized in the only way it could
be organized. Every totalitarian regime makes this claim. And when
we are satiated, we are inclined to believe it, uncritically. It is only
the reality of pain that enables one to look again, to think an
alternative thought, to notice that not everything is accounted for,
but that alternative ways could be radically different.*

When pain is embraced, the old stories can power new visions. And
that is what is happening in Third Isaiah. Israel is created a-new
people with remarkable imaginative energy. But the royal ideology
effectively suppressed that imagination as an engine for social
alternatives. And it took the pain of exile to once again permit and
legitimate that imagination.

These examples of released social imagination in Third Isaiah may
be noted:

56.3-8 envisions the gathering of the foreigners, eunuchs and outcasts.
What'a remarkable alternative vision when the counter themes
of narrowness, purity, ritual acceptability were strongly under
way in the same period.*’ But in the face of such censorship,
this community dreamed its dream and recited its poetry.

58.6-7 offers an unthinkable, unutterable thought. It translates the
ritual act of fasting into feeding the hungry and giving the
homeless a home. Both the notion of new fasting and hospitality
are visions of a quite alternative kind."!

61.1-4  This passage is best known for its citation in Luke 4.16-17. But
here as well as in Luke, it is a vision of an alternative world
which apparently is linked to the Jubilee year, a return into
Israel’s most radical memory of release and redemption.*?

Note well that these are not social programs or specific proposals.
Rather they are acts of public imagination which still need to be
shaped for implementation. Positively they are acts which push back
the frontiers, so that things not before thought are now legitimately
in purview. Critically they are an assault on all controlled thinking
which insists that the world is presently organized in the only way
that it could be.

No doubt the most powerful such anticipation of an alternative
world is in 65.17-25. That poem bespeaks an alternative earth, an
alternative heaven, an alternative Jerusalem. But the vision does not
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spiritualize. The theme of an alternative Jerusalem is sounded
already in 1.26-27. The alternative city for which this poem waits is
not that of whoring economics and exploitative politics, but it is a
city of equitable advisers and fair judges, of righteousness and
faithfulness, of justice. It is a city where there will be disarmament
(2.2-4), and there will be an end to hostility (11.6-9). The poem
imagines a city free of ‘weeping and distress’ (65.19), no more
violence and terror, no more the kind of poverty that leads to high
infant mortality rate (65.20). In vv. 21-22, we are offered a ‘futility
curse’, but now the genre is used for social reconstruction.*® The fact
that another eats the fruit or another inhabits the house is not
because of a ‘sinister force’ or because of social chaos, but because of
a rapacious, confiscatory government policy. Thus the dream is for a
government that does not oppress, precisely the opposite social
reality to that presented by First Isaiah. So the new age will be one of
longevity (65.22-23), harmony (v. 25), and the presence of God upon
the earth (v. 24). It is clear that this poetic act of social imagination is
not a prediction nor is it ‘futuring’ as modern social sciences are wont
to do. For these scenarios from the poets are not extrapolations.
Rather they come out of a discontinuity of pain and exile in which an
underived newness is entertained as social possibility.

There is of course much more of such imagination offered. But I
wish to make only three points about it:

1. This social imagination is|zkis-worldly, earthly and political. It
anticipates a thoroughly transformed organization of social power.
The images are characteristically social, political and economic. This
corresponds to the social criticism of First Isaiah.

2. This social imagination is no substitute for policy implementation
(which is left to such as Nehemiah).* But it is my urging that social
policy depends on social imagination, and will never go beyond it.#}
Social imagination, the freedom, energy and courage to envision an
alternative arrangement, is the arena, framework, warrant and
engine for specific social policy. Indeed, where there is no vision, the
people may not perish, but they will simply be administered in a
contrived world.

3. It is my urging that social imagination of the kind done in Third
Isaiah is possible only because of the embrace of pain done in Second
Isaiah. I think that is experientially the case. As long as we are
embodiments of success, prosperity and self-sufficiency, we cannot
entertain alternatives. Social criticism can lead to contact with pain
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that destabilizes enough to be amazed. And what is evident
experientially is also presented canonically.

VI

I have tried to reflect on a canonical understanding of Isaiah in
relation to the social dynamics that might be correlated with elements
of the text. So far as I know, I have stayed within the lines of the
canonical proposal of Childs and Clements. But I'have tried to see
what kinds of social dynamics might match this canonical shape,
though perhaps Childs and Clements would resist such a matching.
What I have in mind is that the tradition of Isaiah, in the words of
Ricoeur, may be ‘limit-expression’, to be matched by the ‘limit-
experience’ I have suggested here.*® If the canonical shape is
matched to social experience, I suggest these elements of correlation:

Isaiah 1-39: a critique of ideology;

Isaiah 40-55: a public embrace of pain which leads to hope;

Isaiah 56-66: a release of social imagination.
Thus the parts of the Isaiah tradition are dynamically related to each
other. Each is thus better understood out of the preceding which
permitted it and/or the following element permitted by it. Of course I
do not suggest that each ‘Isaiah’ is fully slotted this way. Childs*’
and Clements® are not unaware that some elements of social
imagination are present in 1-39, so my utilization of such a broad
sweep applies only in the sense that their own canonical shaping
applies.

But along with a dynamic sense of canonical shape, I have
proposed that this canonical structure provides a model for the on-
going life of the community of faith. That is, the situation of ministry
out of such texts has not changed. Out of this analysis may come an
awareness that there is still need for the socially strategic moves of
critique of ideology, embrace of pain and release of social imagination.
Each step along the way is an act which intends to subvert the
present ordering of the world. The first subverts ideology that does
not want to be exposed. The second subverts a denial of pain that
keeps people hopeless. The third subverts a world view that denies
any alternative is possible. So I offer this statement as a heuristic
suggestion of how subversive is the book of Isaiah, and the community
which may take the text canonically.*
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