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Slogans in the Midst of Crisis: Jeremiah and His Adversaries
RODNEY R. HU1TON
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I. SLOGANEERING AND CRISIS CONTROL
Human beings take recourse to slogans in order to consolidate and simplify what is often

a scattered and complicated view of reality. Perhaps the world’s first slogan was the expression
“It was the woman, whom YOU gave me...” (Gen3:12; emphasis added), for here Adam (read
“All of us”) was trying desperately to make sense of a reality which had suddenly and
precipitously become infinitely more complicated. Furthermore, as was the case with Adam, such
slogans often serve a secondary purpose. Not only do we take refuge in them in order to “chunk”
reality into manageable and meaningful bits, but we do so in ways that seek to salvage our
integrity in the present moment of crisis.

In the midst of crisis, however, reality can be “chunked” into various configurations, and
integrity can be salvaged in different ways. There are at least three ways of “chunking” such
crisis moments: to explain the present situation as due to one’s own behavior, to explain the
situation as due to someone else’s behavior, or to explain the situation as due to no one’s
behavior. The least satisfying is the last of the three: to adopt slogans which view the present as
the chaotic result of undeterminable forces, whether of capricious gods or of some abstract notion
of “fate.” The slogan “That’s the way the ball bounces,” for example, has the tremendous
advantage of giving the ultimate explanation whenever no other explanation can possibly be
extracted from an otherwise miserable situation. It has the further advantage of salvaging
personal integrity by completely excusing oneself from any complicity or even participation in
circumstances leading up to the present moment. In the long run, however, recourse to the notion
of an impersonal fate presents the least satisfying entree to sloganeering since it mortally
jeopardizes the wider
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view of reality. It salvages the present moment but only at the expense of subjecting the universe
to the insidious and demonic forces of chaos and disintegration. “Fate” has always formed the
basis of sloganeering only when every other means of “chunking” reality has been attempted and
has failed.

More typically, therefore, human beings “chunk” reality by understanding the present
moment to have resulted either from one’s own actions or the actions of others. One way of
referring to this simple observation is to say that humans have tended to view any given crisis
situation as due either to “internal” causes (resulting from my actions) or “external” causes
(resulting from the actions of some other). But humans also “chunk” reality by considering it to
be either “unstable” or “stable” at any given moment. That is to say, any given moment of crisis



can be considered either transitory and avoidable (unstable) or permanent and unavoidable
(stable).

Given these four perspectives of internal and external, stable and unstable, we can
establish a grid with four quadrants: (1) Internal-Stable; (2) Internal-Unstable; (3) External-
Stable; (4) External-Unstable. The view of Quadrant 1 is that by my own actions I have
unleashed forces which, no matter what my subsequent actions might be, are unavoidable and
inexorable. The view of Quadrant 2 is that by my own actions I have unleashed forces which, by
my subsequent actions, can be avoided or mitigated. Quadrant 3 is perhaps the closest to the
notion of fate, since it removes control of the individual from the crisis situation at hand and
gives no hope of its amelioration: some others, either my predecessors or my contemporaries,
have unleashed destructive forces which are inexorable and unavoidable. Quadrant 4 suggests
that the present crisis is not of my making, but nonetheless I can by my subsequent actions help
to avoid or mitigate the effects. Each of the quadrants could undoubtedly be characterized and
summarized by slogans, such as “The person who sins shall die” (Quadrant 1).1 The point is,
however, that the very act of interpreting a given situation according to such a grid is itself an
action of sloganeering in that it seeks to “chunk” reality into manageable bits, organize otherwise
unmanageable data, and make sense of a scattered and potentially chaotic view of reality.

II. CRISIS CONTROL: A BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVE
Each of the Quadrants is represented in the biblical witness as it sought to come to terms

with the great crisis points of Israelite history. Quadrant 1, for example, is expressive of the
preaching of the eighth-century prophets, especially Amos but also Hosea, Isaiah of Jerusalem,
and Micah, particularly in their notion that the die had been cast, judgment was inevitable, and it
was God himself who was leading the onslaught against Israel. There has been considerable
debate about the extent to which Israelite theodicy was governed by a strict notion of retribution,
the idea that one’s actions unleashed forces which came back upon oneself either for evil or for
good. Whether such a concept of retribution operated with God as the active agent, who was
intimately and personally involved in the process (divine retribution), or whether it operated in a
fiercely mechanistic fashion, with God simply having set the rules and having fired the starting
gun (mechanical retribu-

1For another Quadrant 1 slogan, cf. the complaint of the exiles in Ezek 33:10, “Our transgressions and our
sins are upon us, and we waste away because of them; how then can we live?”
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tion),2 it is clear that such a notion is well attested in Israel’s literature. Deuteronomic theology,
with its focus upon choosing the way of life or of death, of blessing or of curse, provided the
theological framework for the eighth-century prophets and their notion that judgment had been
sealed. Israel was about to harvest the bitter fruits of its apostasy. Jeremiah, too, particularly in
what many refer to as his “earlier preaching,” seems to have been deeply influenced by the
doctrine of retribution as passed on in prophetic tradition. His vision of the boiling pot in 1:13-
16, for example, is highly reminiscent of the visions of Amos in Amos 7:1-8:14. The repeated
insistence that God has finally and irrevocably rejected Israel (Jer 6:30; cf. 2:37 and 7:29) seals
the fate of the relationship and shows Jeremiah to have been deeply impressed with earlier
prophetic tradition.



If Quadrant 1 was represented by Deuteronomic theology and the eighth-century
prophetic tradition, then its opposite (Quadrant 4) was likely the “official” viewpoint of the urban
elite and the rulers, those who felt both that the present crisis situation was none of their making
and that they were in control enough to do something to ameliorate its impact. Particularly during
Israel’s greatest moment of crisis, the years surrounding the Babylonian assault and conquest, the
kings seem to have operated with such a view of the situation. So we see Jehoiakim relaxing
cozily before his fireplace in his winter palace as he burns the scroll of Jeremiah as it is read to
him, column by column, probably in a self-confident ritual to mitigate the effects of the prophetic
word (Jer 36:21-25). As vacillating as Zedekiah is portrayed in the book of Jeremiah, he
evidently felt confident enough about his situation to join a rebellion against the Babylonians,
one that of course proved disastrous. Even Jehoiachin’s surrender to the Babylonians some ten
years earlier was undoubtedly understood to be a remedy for a situation which was not of his
making.

There is, however, one scene in the book of Jeremiah where sloganeering comes to the
fore as a means of making sense of the present moment of crisis. Jer 31:29 records what is
perhaps the most famous slogan to have emerged from Israel’s exilic experience—the popular
complaint that “The parents have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge”3 (Jer
31:29). It is important to consider this proverb within its broader theological horizon, first by
comparing its usage in Jeremiah with its usage elsewhere and second by contrasting it with
alternative popular perspectives within the book of Jeremiah itself.

III. SOUR GRAPES IN JEREMIAH AND EZEKIEL
The slogan concerning “sour grapes” in Jer 31:29, clearly a Quadrant 3 slogan, must have

been a commonly used proverb4 expressive of the mood of the populace in the wake of the
disaster of the first Babylonian deportation. It is also recorded in Ezek 18:2 and is simply a more
creative way of giving expression to the sentiment

2On this question, cf. Klaus Koch, “Gibt es ein Vergeltungsdogma im Alten Testament?” Zeitschrift für
Theologie und Kirche 52 (1955) 1-42, and the debate his theory of a schicksalwirkende Tatsphäredenken
subsequently unleashed. Koch’s article is available in English in edited form: “Is There a Doctrine of Retribution in
the Old Testament?” in Theodicy in the Old Testament, ed. James L. Crenshaw (Phi1adephia: Fortress; London:
SPCK, 1983) 57-87.

3The expression “are set on edge” (tiqhena, qal of root qhh) relates to the notion of becoming blunt or dull
(pi’e1), as of an axe blade (Eccl 10:10).

4The Hebrew of Ezek 18:2 refers to it as a masal, a traditional proverbial saying which makes a point of
comparison or analogy.
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which is less delicately stated in Lam 5:7—“Our parents sinned, and are no more;5 and we bear
their iniquities.” The meaning behind Lam 5:7 is transparent. The fact that the parents “are no
more” (we’ enam) does not mean that the parents were punished for their sin. It means rather that
the guilty parties have fled the scene of the crime, leaving the innocent “holding the bag.”

It is not altogether surprising that the proverb recorded in Jer 31:29 and Ezek 18:2 could
have gained currency in the wake of military conquest and exile. Given the prophetic preaching
of Hosea and Jeremiah, which laid stress on the fact that Israel’s apostasy had extended back
throughout every generation of its history, and given the highly regarded tradition that God’s



punishment of sin extends several generations from the point at which the infraction occurred,6 it
is small wonder that such a proverb could easily be coined to express the bitterness and futility
felt by those languishing among the smoking ruins of Jerusalem or in the resettlement ghettos of
the empire.

There are, however, significantly different sentiments expressed in the two passages, as
subtle as they might be. First whereas the version of the proverb as recorded in Ezek 18:2 uses an
imperfect verbal form, “Parents eat” (’abot yo’kelu), the version preserved by Jer 31:29 uses the
perfect form, “Parents ate” (’abot ’akelu).7 The effect is to shift the focus from a generally
applicable principle (Ezekiel) to a specific situational truth (Jeremiah). For Jeremiah’s audience
the proverb is not simply referring to some timeless recurring principle. Rather it has special
reference to their precise location in history. Whether the saying is generally true is less
important for Jeremiah’s audience than is the insistence that in this particular case it certainly is!
The people are not concerned here with “a theoretical theological-philosophical problem.”8

Related to this distinction is a second. In the version in Ezek 18:2 God angrily disputes
the truth of the proverb, casting the divine rebuttal in the form of an oath.9 But God does not
simply rebut the proverb itself; there is something much more crucial at issue here, namely, the
people’s facile and willing acceptance of the proverb’s essential truth. So 18:19 relates the
popular sentiment: “Why shouldn’t the son suffer for the iniquity of the father?” The ugly truth
of the matter now shows itself. The people were not complaining about their situation in their use
of the proverb. Quite the opposite—they were extremely satisfied with the system! It seemed to
them so logical. And if God would propose that the rules had changed, then they would further
charge God with being unjust (18:25, 29)! It was because the people willingly accepted and even
defended the system summarized by the proverb that God finally threatened judgment (18:30-31).
Given the context, the “transgressions” referred to in v. 30 can only refer to the popular
sentiments expressed in vv.19, 25, and 29. The people celebrate the truth of the proverb in v. 2
and want God to leave the system alone. It has worked splendidly for generations,

5Following the reading understood by the Masoretes (the qere) as well as many versions.
6Ex 20:5f.; 34:7; Num 14:18.
7Walter Zimmerli, Ezekiel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979) 1.370, dismisses the significance of the distinction

by saying simply that “in the gnomic style both tenses are possible.”
8So also Jeremiah Unterman, From Repentance to Redemption: Jeremiah’s Thought in Transition

(Sheffield: JSOT, 1987) 97.
9“As I live, says the Lord God...” (18:3). The argument relates to a re-evaluation of Israel’s legal tradition,

as reflected in Deut 24:16.
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and if the “children” must suffer, at least they have the honor of suffering as innocent martyrs.
In Jeremiah, however, the proverb functions in quite a different way. First of all, there is

no hint that the people willingly accept its awful truth. The reader is led to hear the proverb for
what it clearly is: a complaint leveled against a system which is considered grossly unfair. In
Ezekiel it was God’s threat to change the system which was considered to be unfair; here it is the
system itself.

Second, the context of the proverb in Jeremiah expresses an incredible tolerance of and
understanding for the pain of the community which was totally lacking in Ezekiel. This tolerance
is established in several ways. Rhetorically, the recurrent introductory formula, “Behold, days are



coming...” (31:27, 31, 38), has the effect of postponing any expected change until such a time
when the new dispensation shall be brought about.10 The postponement of the new situation has
the effect of endorsing the present pain and tolerating the tears of the people, as though to say:
“In those days it will be different. Now it must be so.” The context is not that of a threat of
judgment and demand for repentance, as was the case with Ezekiel. The context here (the “Book
of Consolation,” chs. 30-33) is that of consolation, regeneration, and hope.

Even more significantly, the proverb itself is not to be viewed as something insidiously
evil and demented but rather as an understandable evaluation of a tragic time. It is as
understandable as is the longing for the ark of the covenant or the rehearsing of the exodus
tradition; for it is precisely these other two objects of remembrance, ark and exodus, which also
occur with the phrase “Behold, days are coming when [or “In those days”] they shall no longer
say...” (Jer3:16; 16:14; 23:27). The effect of linking ark, exodus tradition, and proverb in this
fashion is to elevate the proverb to a venerable position as an honored creedal formula of the
past. As with the ark and the exodus tradition, the proverb is transformed into a meaningful but
demythologized part of Israel’s antiquity. Rather than denigrating the proverb, the context of
Jeremiah raises it to emeritus status.

It is for these reasons that the slogan as recorded in Ezekiel uses the imperfect tense of the
verb “to eat” whereas Jeremiah uses the perfect tense. The people in Ezekiel regard the slogan as
a continuing theoretical truth to which they tenaciously hold in their frantic attempt at self-
justification. They refuse to give up their pretentious interpretation of reality, even in the face of
disaster. For the people in Jeremiah, however, the truth of the proverb is relegated to the past-
both the concrete past of the people’s immediate experience and the demythologized past of the
nation’s religious history.

IV. A CONTRARY VIEW: DISASTER AND THE QUEEN OF HEAVEN
We move to a fundamentally different conceptual world when we consider the

sloganeering which is found in Jer 44:15-19. As was stated earlier, the proverb concerning sour
grapes is illustrative of Quadrant 3, the “external-stable” notion that the present situation is due
to the actions of someone else and is unavoidable or unmitigable. When turning to Jer 44:15-19
we move to the world of Quadrant 2

10On this point, see Robert Carroll, From Chaos to Covenant: Prophecy in the Book of Jeremiah (New
York: Crossroad, 1981) 214, and Jeremiah (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986) 608-609.

page 234

and the opposite theodical view: the present situation is due precisely to my actions, and is totally
avoidable or capable of being mitigated. As popular as the slogan concerning “sour grapes” may
have been, it was in fact the “internal-unstable” view of Quadrant 2, evolving out of the
“internal-stable” tradition of the Deuteronomic school, which dominated biblical theodicy. The
theodical view of Quadrant 2 is best represented by the deuteronomistic tradition and by
Jeremiah, particularly in the later prophecies which show heavy deuteronomistic influence, if not
considerable deuteronomistic editing.11 Before we turn to a consideration of Jer 44:15-19,
however, a consideration of Jer 26:16-19 will help to clarify the relationship of Quadrant 3 to
Quadrant 2 theodicy, that is of deuteronomic to deuteronomistic theology.

A summary prophetic judgment oracle recalling the words of the prophet Micah is



recorded in Jer 26:18. The context is a trial at which Jeremiah is being accused of a seditious and
criminal attack against Jerusalem. The “defense” called to mind the case of Micah in an attempt
to mitigate the charges against Jeremiah. Micah’s prophecy, “Zion shall be plowed as a field;
Jerusalem shall become a heap of ruins, and the mountain of the house a wooded height,” was
recalled as analogous to Jeremiah’s words against Jerusalem. It is commonly accepted that
Micah’s proclamation of unconditional judgment is characteristic of the eighth-century prophetic
movement in particular and of deuteronomic theology in general: no reprieve, no opportunity for
repentance; the doom is sealed and destruction assured. It is also commonly acknowledged,
however, that history did not turn out precisely as Micah had envisioned: the threat against
Hezekiah eventually evaporated and Jerusalem was saved.12

Given this situation, how is Micah’s prophetic ministry to be evaluated? Some argue that
he was a “true” prophet in the sense that his prophecies came true at a later point in history than
originally intended. Others bluntly argue that he was a “failure” as a prophet because, as an
eighth-century prophet dedicated to an “internal-stable” view of reality, he failed to initiate the
divine inescapable judgment as predicted. Neither response to Micah’s ministry is the least bit
convincing. What is clear is that more than one hundred years after his ministry, Micah was the
subject of a rather thoroughgoing reinterpretation of the prophetic tradition. In the days of
Jeremiah, Micah was being hailed as an authentic prophet. Why? Because he effectively brought
about judgment? Or perhaps because in some delayed sense his prophecies finally had come
true? Hardly! His status was finally assured because he came to be understood according to new
canons of authentic prophetic experience—as a prophet of repentance. It was not Micah’s success
at bringing on the Assyrians which was recalled by the elders evaluating the fate of Jeremiah.
Rather, it was his ability to effect repentance in the soul of King Hezekiah (Jer 26:19)—and this
he accomplished with an unconditional oracle of judgment.

The metamorphosis of Micah from atypically deuteronomic eighth-century Quadrant 3
prophet of unconditional doom into a deuteronomistic Quadrant 2 summoner to repentance is
characteristic of the fundamental shift in outlook during the days of Jeremiah, a shift which was
itself likely occasioned by the crisis of state.

11On the question of the deuteronomistic perspective in Jeremiah, cf. E. W. Nicholson, Preaching to the
Exiles: A Study of the Prose Tradition in the Book of Jeremiah (Oxford: Basil Blackwe1l, 1970) 71-93.

12For the other side of the issue, cf. 2 Kings 19:6-7, 20-34 and the surrounding narrative which reports on
the deliverance of Jerusalem through the prophetic activity of Isaiah.
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Deuteronomistic theology was focused upon “repentance” (e.g., Deut 30:1-5; 1 Kings 8:46-53), a
theme which is prominent in the oracles of Jeremiah himself, as summarized in his constant call
for “repentance” (šub; e.g., 3:12-14, 22; 4:1; 18:11; 24:7; 25:5; 26:3).

The prophetic oracle of Jeremiah 44 has all the earmarks of being a Quadrant 3 oracle of
unconditional doom (cf. vv. 11-14). The case of how Micah came to be understood, however,
cautions us against drawing such a conclusion. Might not the worldview reflected in this text
have shifted from Quadrant 3 to Quadrant 2, casting Jeremiah now not as invoking certain doom
but rather as inviting repentance? In fact the rhetoric of the chapter certainly points in this
direction. The past, in which persistent attempts were made by the prophets to effect repentance
(šub; vv. 4-5), serves as an interpretative paradigm for Jeremiah’s present ministry. The note of



appeal, “Why are you doing this?” (vv. 7-8), as well as the interrogative, “Have you forgotten?”
(v. 9), subtly give room for the people both to consider the rationale for their behavior and to
remember the lessons of the past. In spite of the use of a Quadrant 3 oracle of unconditional
doom, the worldview of this text is that of Quadrant 2: though the present crisis is of their own
making, it can be mitigated by appropriate action.

Of chief interest, however, is the people’s subsequent response. To counter Jeremiah’s
argument they adopt the same theodical world view, a Quadrant 2 “internal-unstable” analysis of
the situation, but with radically different results. They too understand the present crisis to be due
to their own actions, and they too recognize that its effects can be mitigated by subsequent
appropriate action. But that is where the similarities end. Their analysis of the situation is as
follows: “When we and our wives engaged in the cult of the Queen of Heaven everything was
fine. But then we erred and gave up our pagan ways, and since then everything has been falling
apart. We will go back to our old pagan ways, and everything will be fine once again.” One can
hardly conceive of a conclusion which could be farther from the opinion of Jeremiah!

V. THE HUMAN NEED FOR MEANING
Such sloganeering reveals two interesting problems. The one relates to the obvious fact

that even within the same perspective one can come to conclusions which are diametrically
opposite. From a purely theoretical perspective there is no a priori evidence to suggest that the
“popular” opinion expressed in 44:15-19 was any less correct than was the opinion of Jeremiah.
They were sloganeering their way to an attempted understanding of the present crisis, using the
same conceptual format within which one slogan was as valid as any other,13 When people
attempt to “chunk” reality into understandable bits they can use the same hammer and chisel and
still come to fundamentally opposite conclusions.

Of even more interest, however, is that popular sloganeering in the wake of Israel’s crisis
of state could tolerate not only the tension between Jeremiah and his adversaries but more
surprisingly the tension between opposite views of reality. The

13Carroll notes that this is an example of the same set of experiences confirming different beliefs because
of the primacy of belief over experience for both Jeremiah and the adversaries. But because of the independence of
belief and experience neither belief is warranted. Carroll, Jeremiah, 737.

page 236

slogan concerning sour grapes was based upon a Quadrant 3 “external-stable” view of theodical
reality whereas the slogan concerning the Queen of Heaven was based upon a Quadrant 2
“internal-unstable” view. Of course we have no way of knowing for certain whether both slogans
circulated among the same crowds with approximately equal popularity. Jeremiah’s portrayal of
the adversaries in 44:15-19 may have been grossly exaggerated for polemical purposes, and they
may never have seriously entertained the notions expressed.

There is no reason, however, to reject in principle the notion that in the wake of Israel’s
crisis of state, popular sloganeering could tolerate the simultaneous implementation of opposite
views of reality. Attention was already called to the popular slogan recalled in Lam 5:7—“Our
parents sinned, and are no more; and we bear their iniquities.” This text is often cited as
expressive of the “sour grapes” slogan as recorded in Jeremiah and Ezekiel. What is overlooked,
however, is the fact that a mere nine verses later we read the following: “The crown has fallen



from our head; woe to us, for we have sinned!” (Lam 5:16). Reflected in these two slogans are
once again two opposed views of reality, corresponding to the theodical views reflected in the
popular sloganeering in the book of Jeremiah.

Demands for conceptual consistency ought not be placed upon humans, particularly when
they are desperately trying to “chunk” their reality to make some sense of it. When the need
arises one will use a hammer and chisel, a jack-hammer, or even dynamite if necessary, to blast
meaning out of a crisis. The attempts of Jeremiah and his adversaries to extract meaning from
their existence provide us a vantage point from which to consider what sorts of slogans we use
when searching for meaning in our own moments of crisis.


