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As a campus minister, I spend my day witnessing the contemplative thoughts, the bold
actions, and the passion for change of the young adults I minister to, those from Generation Z.
Generation Z (Gen Z) refers to the generation of Americans born between 1997 and 2012 that are
currently between the ages of 10- 25.* Though young, | watch as members of Gen Z wrestle with
the existential threats that have defined their generation. News stories from police brutality to the
pandemic force these youths to grapple with the ills facing them and the world they inhabit.
Despite this difficult task, biblical texts prove to be a source of untapped wisdom. Prophetic texts
throughout the bible show that they are not alone and, in fact, they can gain from drawing on the
Church’s rich heritage of prophets, even young prophets, who have spoken to looming existential
threats while looking to God for guidance and truth. The prophets, both men and women, young
and old, were emboldened by the words of God in their mouths and in their hearts to speak truth
to power, act for justice, and live in faith despite often debilitating circumstances. These
examples of faith were so powerful that we still hold them up as examples for our lives today.

As | consider these examples of the past, | am brought to ponder the unrecognized
prophets of today. Not only the well-known prophetic voices of history, but the brimming new
voices of young adults also calling out for change. After all, the term prophet comes from a verb
in Classical Greek meaning “to speak, to say.”? These Greek “prophetes” known as “seer” or
“messenger” were carriers of the message of God, because they could honestly “speak to” the
events happening in their midst and foresee the outcome of events yet to come.® This unique
power is harnessed in new ways today as young adults find the passion to speak courageously in

the present to inspire change that affects the future, but could the young prophetic voices of
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today be unrecognized? How are the characteristics of the past imbued in the prophets of the
present, and how can 1, as a religious educator, inspire my students to hone their prophetic call?
My students have voices that | constantly affirm for their prophetic impact. As | do so, they
consistently shrink away from this lofty title, so I have come to ask myself “why?” Though I
truly think they can each be prophets in their own context, we must address what stops them
from believing this about themselves. This hesitation for young people to claim their prophetic
voice is not a new issue, but one we see across the biblical texts.

In this paper, | argue that the issue lies in not only people’s inability to recognize
themselves as prophetic voices of our time, but also in the community’s failure to recognize and
support prophets in their midst. To address this inner and outer struggle of a young person’s
prophetic call, I will introduce moments in the life of the young prophet Jeremiah. Jeremiah, a
young prophetic voice in ancient Israel, parallels the prophetic voices of today in his struggle to
claim his prophetic voice while society opposes the truth he speaks. To engage this topic, | will
utilize the scriptural scholarship of Walter Brueggemann, the epistemological insights of
Miranda Fricker, and the perspective on ancient prophecy of Robert Wilson to engage both the
internal and external obstacles to young prophetic voices and the ongoing battle of the prophetic
call to speak honestly despite the battles one may face. By showing how prophecy operated
within ancient society, we can utilize these examples from the past to show how we can support

young prophecy in the world today.

The Young Prophetic Call



The book of Jeremiah focuses on the historical process of God’s people’s entrance and
exit from exile.* Within the text, Jeremiah is a vessel for Yahweh, who has spoken prophetic
words of what is to come for the people of Israel. Jeremiah is aware of the burden of his divine
call, and due to personal doubts and outer opposition, he struggles with his ability to carry it out.
This feeling of inadequacy, alongside the weight and difficulty of the message he bears, makes
him doubt his abilities to fulfill this divine request.®

We see in the first chapter of Jeremiah that this young prophet struggled to believe in and
utilize his prophetic voice. The prophet Jeremiah started his ministry around 627 BC.® Despite
being called from the womb to do the mighty acts of God,” Jeremiah, a young prophet of an
unknown age, tries to deny his prophetic call by saying, “I know not how to speak; I am too
young.”® Youth in the Hebrew Bible includes anyone “from a new born child to a man on the
threshold of marriage,” however more specifically, young Jeremiah is thought by some to be a
teenager.® In Jeremiah 1:7, the Lord responds to this young prophet saying, “Say not, ‘I am too
young.” To whomever I send you, you shall go; whatever I command you, you shall speak. Have
no fear before them.”!? In these verses, we see both divine invitation and human resistance.*!
Jeremiah’s denial is met with both rebuke and reassurance from the God whose mission

overrides human doubt.*? Despite his assurance from the Lord, we see Jeremiah wrestle with his
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prophetic call, not only because he questioned his ability, but also because this witness came at a
cost.

In the scripture, the young prophet is in conversation with God and foresees inevitable
disaster coming toward his people. Jeremiah is given two oracles of upcoming doom. The first is
the budding almond tree, a reminder of God watching as the historical event unfolds like the
flowers on the tree. The second is a boiling pot from the north, a sign of trouble brewing from
northern enemies of Judah.® The scripture depicts this moment as Jeremiah prophecies as such:
“The word of the Lord came to me again: “What do you see?” to which Jeremiah responds, “I
see a boiling cauldron...that appears from the North.”'* It is from this interaction that the Lord
states the inevitable truth of the upcoming destruction that awaits Israel. The “boiling pot”
speaks to Israel about the imminent danger of the Babylonian Kingdom coming to conquer
Judah. Jeremiah saw the onset of doom, as the nation of Israel refused to turn away from idol
worship to follow the one true God. The people of Israel were facing a crisis that could not be
avoided, and these undeniable truths would amount to one of ancient Israel’s greatest tragedies,
“the destruction of Israel by the Babylonians in 587 B.C.”* Despite what is to come, in this
defining moment, known as Jeremiah’s call narrative, we see God take initiative to empower this
young prophet.

After his defining call, God commissions his prophet to begin his prophetic duty in verses
9-10, “Then the Lord reached out his hand and touched my mouth and said to me, ‘I have put my
words in your mouth. See, today | appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear

down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.’”*® Jeremiah is given authority to speak by
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God and sent out to make God known at all.” In truth, the words of Yahweh cannot be resisted
by a prophet or a king.'® The prophetic role holds weight because, as a bearer of the divine, a
prophet can foretell the future of a city, temple, dynasty, and nation.'® The last two words “build”
and “plant” are positive sentiments from God that attest to the new possibilities God can create
new opportunities in the history of the people, even at times that may seem hopeless.?’ Yahweh
is at work in the history of the people of Israel, and God’s work ““is borne through the human
agency of Jeremiah, whose spoken words turn out to be the governing word of Yahweh.”?! The
combination of human agency and God’s word is essential to the prophetic tradition.?? Jeremiah
must believe in and claim his call so that God working through him will not be constrained.
Jeremiah must harness his power, despite self-doubt, to claim an ability that ultimately lies with
God’s presence within him. God’s presence within him does not, unfortunately, halt outer
opposition. Even when young prophetic voices come to recognize the power that lies within, they
find their insight questioned by others. The question then becomes, how do we address the biases

that keep the community from recognizing the powerful asset their voice brings.

Epistemic Injustice: What Stops Us Recognizing Young Prophets

The biblical text shows that the weight of Jeremiah’s call was not an easy one, and lack
of support can halt prophetic truths from being spoken or received. Considering the prophet’s
epistemic role as a vessel of God’s truth and justice, we also need to ponder the role that

communities can play in silencing or strengthening prophetic voices within their societal context.
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As we see in Jeremiah, Chapter 1, self-doubt plays a role in paralyzing his prophetic voice. A
doubt we see brought on not only by inner insecurities, but also by social opposition. This shows
that the social context in which one lives can also prohibit one’s response to their inner prophetic
call. These outer insecurities are amplified when the prophet's words operate outside of the social
order. In Epistemic Injustice: Power & the Ethics of Knowing, Miranda Fricker notes that the
social order can be one particular person controlling another or systems that control in
structurally defined ways.?3 She then presents an idea of testimonial injustice that challenges the
collective social imagination of the Christian context.

In Fricker’s view, structural operations of power exist to create or preserve one’s social
order, and they contribute to testimonial injustice, our mishearing or complete disregard for
voices of truth in our midst.?* In this way, our collective social imagination either affirms or
denies that contribution of voices based on their identity power. In fact, the identity power
inherent in imaginative social coordination, can “control our actions even despite our belief.”?
Like Jeremiah, this deep-knowing of the young prophet becomes not only an internal but an
external question in light of the oppositional forces at work. Though youth want to contribute to
the collective faith-knowledge of the community, their lack of identity power may deem them
unsuitable by many. To counter this injustice, we must come to realize what encompasses both
credibility deficit, when the speaker is assumed to have less credibility due to factors outside
their control, and credibility excess cases, when the speaker is assumed to have more

credibility.?®
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Youth, due to their age, are often seen as credibility deficient. In order to get past this
foundational bias, we must bring a new awareness to the authentic testimony of young adults.
Adults must take up a testimonial responsibility to listen with true openness. “Testimonial
responsibility requires a distinctly reflective critical social awareness.”?’ There are no neutral
testimonial exchanges because “everybody has a race, everybody has a gender” or in this case an
age.?8 This reflective critical social awareness causes us to examine the biases we bring so that
we can distance them from the information we receive. In fact, if handled with intentionality,
Fricker believes that judgment can be neutralized by the hearer.

One example of this negative bias can be found in how we receive young activist voices
in our world today. In fact, an article called “Start Listening to What Young Activists are
Saying” by Kaitlyn Cullen at the University Wire notes that society often fails to consider that
young people of today have greater access to information than any of their forebears.?® Unlike
prior generations, the internet puts information into their hands at the click of a button allowing
for greater understanding at earlier times in one’s life. Despite this, the input of prophetic young
voices are not given credibility. For example, Greta Thunberg, a young climate-change activist
from Sweden, is often dismissed due to her age, but does not let this stop her from speaking
truth. Though not American, her courageous activism, beginning during her teen years, makes
her a prime example of the impact of a representative of Generation Z.

At the 2020 World Economic Forum hosted in Switzerland, the American president

asked listeners to reject the words of “prophets of doom™ and their predictions of the unstoppable
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concern facing our world due to climate change.®® On this very day in opposition to the
president, Greta Thunberg, a 17-years old at the time, spoke bold words calling the community to
immediate action, because this very real threat could not wait. She insisted that tree planting,
one solution named by the former president, was simply not enough when “the house is on
fire.”! In her prophet statement, Thunberg closed her call to action by stating, “I wonder, what
will you tell your children was the reason to fail and leave them facing a climate chaos that you
knowingly brought upon them? ...Our house is still on fire. Your inaction is fueling the flames
by the hour.”%2

This bold moment of speaking truth to power and foretelling of events to come emulates
the prophetic voices also found in the prophetic texts. Though well-known climate change
activist Greta Thunberg would, I’m certain, never claim herself to be prophetic, she is a
messenger who speaks the immense importance of our global environmental concern as she
foresees the dangers that await if we ignore the signs of the inevitable. Her strong words called
for justice in ways that brought attention to the irrevocable threat of climate change by calling
out those in power and calling in the global community to join her in the fight for change. She
even inspired #Fridayforfuture, a youth-led and organized movement that began after Greta
Thunberg, at 15-years old, and other young activists sat in front of the Swedish parliament every
school day for three weeks to protest against the lack of action on the climate crisis.*® Now, this

has become an international movement with young people all over the world standing up in
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protest, because they cannot sit and wait in a time of desperate need for the environment across
the world.

Greta represents a prophetic young voice often dismissed by the limited social
imagination that fails to recognize the powerful role of youth. Instead of hearing her words, she
was called an ‘alarmist’ and her climate change position was seen as an ‘irrational’ and
‘hysterical’ reaction to a scientifically non-existing problem.®* In fact, after speaking out, she
received backlash from Swedish far-right media outlets who discredited her input in the political
arena.® Regardless of her thoughtful input, Greta faces dismissal due to society’s credibility-
deficient view of her. Still, she presses on, as do other young voices like hers.

There are many more young people across the world who have been speaking out about
the signs of destruction in our midst as they call us to change our future by acting today. For
instance, Malala Yousafzai, a now world-renowned advocate for women's education, began
taking action at the age of 11 while under Taliban legislation.*® Despite her youth, the powerful
young voice saw opposition by this extremist group and became the target of more than one
assassination attempt for her bold worlds of truth.®” Similarly a lesser known young “messenger
of truth,” 14-year old Mari Copeny, from Flint, Michigan, began speaking up on the effects of
toxic water when it affected her local community facing the opposition of government officials.®
She now continues to speak out for affected communities around the nation. In addition, David

Hogg and Emma Gonzalez, now age 22, became nationally known gun control activists after
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witnessing the devastation that happened in their Florida school.*® Their goal was to bring
awareness to the devastation of the past to create a safer future for all. Furthermore, the young
conservationist and environmentalist, Bella Lack, began speaking out at the age of 11.%° She is
now an ambassador for animal protection organizations opposing forces of humanity that
disregard the sacred lives of animals.** Each of these young prophetic voices stood up to the
opposing forces of their day to work toward a better tomorrow.

Though these, and other young activists across the world, prove the existence of
prophetic youth, adults looking to challenge our societal biases must work to truly listen. Fricker
notes that simple additions like familiarity with the individual or remembering times when you
were in that person's shoes can help remove bias. These small considerations can help with the
core need, yet the true hope for testimonial justice lies in the collective community.*? This
collective virtue involves examining the communal biases brought on by the collective social
consciousness. In this, we allow ourselves to invite in the necessary truths to initiate a properly
reflected communal response. Just like the people of Jeremiah's time, reflection on the fruits of
the prophecy played a role in discernment. The community took part in working to identify, as
best they could, the voice of true prophets in their midst with a truly open mind and discerning
heart to God working through these individuals. Yet, this discernment was then, and is now,

muddled by competing opinions.

The Battle of Truth Versus False Prophecy
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In Chapter 28, the book of Jeremiah shows that prophetic voices battle with competing
perspectives. Like today, there were conflicting viewpoints in ancient Israel, even among those
who claimed to speak for God. This biblical moment shows us a public debate.*? In this chapter,
Jeremiah has not only spoken truths of the upcoming demise of Israel, but he has taken on the
burden of showing this reality by carrying the burden of a wooden yoke around his neck. Though
Jeremiah prophesies a long-endured suffering for the people of Babylon, there is a counter
prophecy by Hananiah, another well-known prophetic voice.

Despite the doom and destruction foretold by Jeremiah, Hananiah prophesied a short stint
of suffering claiming that God will break the people of Judah free from Babylon in two years’
time.** Hananiah’s prophecy of a short period of deportation was welcomed by a community
who did not want lasting hardship.*® Hananiah also claims to speak on behalf of Yahweh, but the
prophets disagree about God’s divine outcome for the people of Jerusalem. To challenge the
words of Jeremiah, Hananiah breaks the symbolic yoke placed around Jeremiah’s neck.*® In
verse 28:10, Hananiah states before the crowd that, “This is what the Lord says: ‘In the same
way | will break the yoke of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, off the neck of all the nations
within two years.” In his view, temples, kings, and their way of life will soon be restored as God
quickly returns their lives to normalcy. Yet, the scripture shows that it is easier to break a
symbolic yoke than to speak properly to God’s divine reality.*’

Being publicly reprimanded, Jeremiah walks away, but he is not thwarted. He then

returns even more rooted in God’s message saying, “Go and tell Hananiah, ‘This is what the
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Lord says: You have broken a wooden yoke, but in its place, you will get a yoke of iron. This is
what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: | will put an iron yoke on the necks of all these
nations to make them serve Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon.”*® Jeremiah states resolutely and
publicly to Hananiah saying, “The Lord has not sent you.”*® To further his point, Jeremiah states
that God will remove Hananiah from the earth for “persuading this nation to trust in lies.”*
Though Jeremiah’s long term prophecy could not yet be fully known, a glimpse of his prophetic
truth was seen as Jeremiah’s short-term vision was proven true. The false prophetic voice of
Hananiah met a fatal end when he died, as Jeremiah predicted, later that same year.>!
Throughout Jeremiah’s prophetic journey, he struggles with diverging readings of the
current reality. In opposition to his words, other prophetic voices who claim to speak for Yahweh
give conflicting accounts of God’s message.>? As Jeremiah prophesied the truth on behalf of
Yahweh, counter prophecies proposed competing and easier to digest outcomes for Israel.>®
Despite this, Jeremiah does not dilute his message. When met with these overly hope-filled
alternatives, Jeremiah calls out these lies as an invitation to fantasy, not reality, for nothing can
happen that is not willed by God’s divine power.>* Jeremiah notes that though there will be

restoration, it will not be soon or easy.>® Even when he affirms hope, he grounds it in the reality

of the inevitable hardship that cannot be escaped.>®
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When the book of Jeremiah was documented, most likely in exile, time had proven the
truth of his words, but during his prophetic ministry he had to find ways to contend with
opposition.>” Through it, Jeremiah trusted in and spoke the truth he had been given. Jeremiah, the
“true prophet” shows that false ideologies cannot denote God’s ultimate truth.®

Yet, this leaves us with the question of how to discern in the midst of dissenting opinions.
In ancient times, societal discernment was needed to separate truth from false statements. In fact,
Brueggemann notes that, “faith discernment of God is the public process that must always be
done “in the middle of things” before the data is in.>® This is both the urgency and issue of
prophetic discernment.®® A prophet must find the courage to declare what is to come without the
certainty of having it already come to pass.®! Perhaps, evidence of false long-term prophecies can
be seen as their short-term predictions die out, like Hananiah. This shows us that, if we are open,
there are signs that call us to attention of the long-term truth that we can glimpse in our current
reality. We must, however, be willing to hold difficult truths over more comforting alternative
messages. This may come with personal and political risk, but the alternative is to leave one's
faith as a consequence of, instead of a defining force, in the events unfolding in our current
reality.5? Jeremiah, in his obedience to God, chooses to speak out courageously instead of

remaining silent, and he did so trusting that his insight would one day be undeniable to all.®3

Epistemic Possibilities of Peripheral Prophecy
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These undeniable truths are continually overlooked when prophetic voices go
unrecognized and unsupported. As we consider the role the testimonial injustice and false
information plays in hindering young prophetic voices of today, we should also consider the
context of ancient Israel. Jeremiah, like the young voices of today, was a man of his time, and the
struggles of ancient Israel reveal to us where these voices fall in our world today.

As we read the words of prophets of the past, we realize that these voices were not
independent, but part of and subject to the societal imagination of their era and location. Robert
R. Wilson, author of Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel, shows us that prophets, by nature of
their vocation, were agents of social change, but the level of influence permitted was dependent
on their position as a central or peripheral prophetic voice.

It must be noted that prophecy in ancient Israel was both a vocation and an occupation.®*
Depending on your position, your livelihood was linked to your prophetic witness. Centralized
prophets had power, recognition, and were often supported ritualistically and momentarily by the
community.® These prophets received such key support from the community, that they could be
elected or appointed without any qualifications.%® A well-respected member of the community or
a person whose divine message aligned with the group's expectation was more likely to be
accepted and accredited by the community, and would be more accepted than a person who
delivered disruptive messages.®” A central prophet was not only emotionally supported but also
trained for success.®® In fact, apprenticeship was sometimes given to assure they learn behavior,

practices, and techniques that contribute to their flourishing.5® These central prophets typically
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had some amount of “wealth, social power, and prestige.”’® All of this institutionally recognized
support ensured their success. We can see the result of central prophetic support today in
politicians, celebrity spokespersons, and leaders of corporations whose words and actions are
often accepted by many without repute.

While central prophets have power and recognition, periphery prophets do not have the
same benefit. Peripheral prophets do not have this security because they are in some ways
deficient in the community's estimation. Due to the lack of institutional and structural systems of
support, those on the outskirts play a different role. Their role as outsiders allows them to call the
community to reform because they are not dependent or beholden to it in the same way as center
prophets. Periphery can serve the function of bringing about social change, because these
individuals are typically less focused on building up themselves over the society’s needs.”* They
are representatives of not only the Spirit but also typically representatives from smaller,
marginalized communities that benefit from social change.’? Periphery prophetic roles bring
social reform in two ways: affirm traditional ways of being as well as bring innovation to
society.” If allowed, they can inspire new actions and behavior in the community to push
forward while still maintaining social stability.”

Jeremiah was a voice on the peripheries in Jerusalem who spoke an unavoidable truth.
Young prophets, a reflection of Jeremiah in our society today, beseech us to hear a message that
can bring the hope of change or the harm of ongoing neglect if we stay on our current course.

Despite this, many prophetic voices face an adversarial world. Though society may dismiss them

0 Wilson, 59.
L Wilson, 71.
2 Wilson, 71.
3 Wilson, 71.
4 Wilson, 72.

16



as “too young,” we see spiritually that God calls us from the womb to do God’s work. Societies
may have preconceived ideas of how a prophet should speak or act which disenfranchise young
adults. Because they go against the approved social imagination and lack community approval,
their input is often dismissed. Young voices are often seen as naive or ignorant to the full scope
of societal truths. Unlike adults who can achieve different forms of identity power through
advanced accreditation, being the recipient of an advanced degree or higher education, or
experiential power, being known for their long-standing work in a field or craft, young adults
often enter the social arena as beginners. Their lack of tie to a preformed history or current
institutional structure is not their failure but instead possibly their greatest gift.

Jeremiah 1:5 highlights the promise of God’s call saying, “before you were born, I
consecrated you; [ appointed you as a prophet to the nations.” Despite this difficult call, Jeremiah
had been “consecrated” in order to do so. This word, meaning to make holy, is used to describe
the special call of each prophet.” The word Holy, "gadosh™ in the Hebrew bible, means to be set
apart in a special way. Though different from adults, young people may be consecrated for a
special service that highlights their unique gifts.”® They, like Jeremiah, can speak to all nations
and be the cause of spiritually and politically significant actions. His prophetic voice emerged in
a time of crisis for his nation when he called them to awareness. As | see the possibilities of the
young prophetic voices of today, | see them as a community set apart. The testimonial injustice
often received as a result of their youth makes them peripheral prophetic voices of our time, and
because God doesn’t hold the same prerequisites as society, they can be more than qualified to

carry God’s call.
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Despite being disenfranchised for their youthful perspective, by Wilson's categorization,
they may actually be the bearers of truth in ways adults in the center cannot. I find that young
adults, particularly those in Generation Z, should be considered as credibly equal, if not
credibility-excess participants in society due to the liberative state of their current context. In
fact, we fail to recognize the benefits of youth: their youthful energy may allow them to exceed
others in conviction and determination, staying up late hours with bodies that allow them to go
the extra mile. Though experience can be a marker of competence, we forget about the new
outlooks that increase and aid in our long-standing perspectives. Their fresh ideas also mark a
necessary resource for social development and bring opportunities for innovation. They also lack
the community ties that may inhibit truth. Unlike the central prophetic voices of our day who
may be beholden to the institution due to monetary needs for themselves or their family. Young
adults are often not beholden to the system; therefore, they are not strategically quieted by the
aim for a future promotion, or paralyzed by the political gains that may be lost as a result of their
bold and honest statements. They are not constrained by the labors of adulthood to only speak
what will benefit their career trajectory, and can instead speak in untethered truth against the
injustices they witness. Not only are their eyes open to seeing in new ways, but we find that their
mouths are also clear to speak truth to power. So, how do we support these peripheral prophets
of today?

Robert R. Wilson names that the community’s role in denial or support of a prophet,
which he calls an “intermediary,” is crucial to their success or failure. ’’ For intermediaries to

begin their mission, there needs to be belief in their power, belief that the power they hold can
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influence earthly matters, assurance that their input is encouraged or tolerated, and a place where
the society requires their presence due to ongoing stress and continuing social change.”
The support of believing in their power is needed for a healthy developmental process, and
without it this intermediary role will fade away.’®For both prophetic groups, affirmation is one
way to support a prophetic voice.?’ By simply believing in one's power, we affirm to the person
and to the community the importance of their unique gifts. This support can be through peers, a
small outside group, or by the greater community as a whole.®

As we see in both Fricker and Wilson’s scholarship, communal support is essential. As
Jeremiah needed reassurance from God, the Lord says, “To whomever | send you, you shall go;
whatever I command you, you shall speak. Have no fear before them.”®? The community can aid
in helping them overcome their fears. In fact, there are already young people courageously
stepping up and out together to speak from the peripheries as they call us to change, and with our
communal aid, there can be more. It does not take full community acceptance, power can be
found in small supportive communities, within Church or society, that recognize and affirm their
young prophetic abilities. This keeps them from being suppressed by the larger society.

Because the prophetic position operates within society, Wilson states that the
community’s acceptance of our prophetic voices must come before they can be accepted by
society at large.® Wilson warns that without social guidance and support the prophetic voice will

disappear.®* This shows the vulnerable state of those who find themselves in a peripheral
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prophetic role, because societies will often only tolerate the presence of intermediaries who do
not depart too far from the expected norms.®Much like Fricker’s suggests, many communities
will immediately support a particular intermediary but firmly reject another for rational or
irrational reasons.®® For prophets on the peripheries, societal support from the very beginning is
key, but what will it mean when gifted prophetic voices are unsupported or silenced? How will it

affect the community when the truth given by these peripheral voices is realized too late?

Jeremiah 34: The Inescapable Truth

As we consider the possible prophetic wisdom of youth, the story of Jeremiah becomes
not only an example but a lesson. In chapter 34, the biblical text witnesses the fall of Jerusalem
as Jeremiah’s prior predictions come to pass. The “boiling pot” once prophesied by Jeremiah
becomes an undeniable truth as the Babylonians conquered Judah. The predictions of the young
prophet manifested as Judah crumbled to the ground and not even King Zedekiah could stop the
inevitable. Instead, the king and the people of Judah had to watch the former statements of this
prophet become their reality. At these defining moments, Jeremiah continues to prophecy saying,
“This is what the Lord says: I am about to give this city into the hands of the king of Babylon,
and he will burn it down. You will not escape from his grasp but will surely be captured and
given into his hands.”®’ Jeremiah prophecies that the King of Judah and his officials will be
placed in the hands of their enemy at the culmination of the fight that will eventually burn down

their sacred city. Though they once feared the words of Jeremiah, they now see that his words
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simply warned of the Babylonian military force “laying waste to the towns of Judah.”®® The truth
once spoken became the truth now revealed.

Though we can dismiss the words of young adults today, what will we do if their
unfettered words become our reality? Will we turn in wonder or horror at the words once
dismissed and ignored, or will we take the time to acknowledge them today? This biblical
moment is a word of warning to the community of today that we cannot wait until the inevitable
arrives to listen to the young voices of today. Their periphery role has power. The power to call
us to truths that may go unacknowledged by others. The kind of truth that calls us to action. For
Jeremiah, the threat of the Babylonian army and the many years spent in exile was once just a
prophecy of a young man, but it is now the historical account of the people of Judah. Though
history will reveal the truth of their words, these young prophetic voices may allow us to glimpse
the truth before our eyes.

So, what will we do? Young prophets of our time, like Jeremiah did in his, continually
call the community to necessary change and growth. Young people are the peripheral prophetic
voices of today calling us to reform, deepened tradition, and exciting new innovation in faiths.
We have seen that they are bearers of truth despite opposition, seekers of justice in times of
inequality, and can be called by God, just like Jeremiah, despite their age and with our support,
to be bearers of truth that brings justice in our world today. These young adults have four
qualities that parallel the recognized prophets in ancient Israel: truth, justice, divine significance,
and with our help, the courage to speak. Not only in the large moments, but also in the seemingly
insignificant ones. For each time they make their voice known, it is a prophetic opportunity to

change minds, hearts, and the world as we know it.
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