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DIGEST

Biblical account of Elijah the prophet recorded inThe
the Book of Kings is among other things a story. Its purpose

a story--to amuse and delight and to teach ai s 1 ike many
lesson. A close literary analysis of the narratives helps us
to better understand the lessons to be learned enhancing our

follow I willenjoyment of the stories. In the topages
the tools of literary analysis to the narratives in Iapply

Kings 17-19 and II Kings 1-2, unraveling the meanings and
morals embedded in the stories.

One, I the basic assumptions ofIn Chapter d i scuss
literary analysis and how it compares to the approach taken

other disciplines.in ment i on the d i mens i onsI then
particular to Biblical literature and how literary analys1s
reveals the Bible’s didactic goals. In Chapter Two I explore
the theological assumptions which form the backdrop theto
narratives. I explicate the opening episodes and demonstrate
their role in establishing thetheological bas i sthe to
narratIves. In Chapter Three I
predominant metaphors of the narratives. I show how these

functionmetaphors in character and therevealing
relationships between characters and God. In Chapter Four I

the literary tool of juxtaposition in an attempt toutilize
understand the unique aspect of prophetic success ion found
in the narratives of Elijah. In the fifth and final chapter

i

move on to explicate the two



I use the episode of The Chariot to draw certain conclusions
narratives of Elijah. This episode formsabout the an
of the prev ious andcomponentsaggregate serves

appropriate summary to the method of literary analysis.

ii

as an
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I
AN INTRODUCTION TO METHOD AND METAPHOR

Most 
idea

extent 
other
1iterature

to 
way

of us are so used to the 
that interpretation is 

something we do to literature, 
that we forget the 
which it is the 
around: that
interprets us.

Joel Rosenberg
"Meanings, Morals and
Mysteries: Literary Approaches 
to Torah."
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The character Elijahof obsesses the imagination of
many generations of readership. The biblical depiction i s
the catalyst for elaborate folklore in rabbinic and secular
Jewish 1i terature. despite theYet popularity of the
character studies of the Biblical text have beenfewvery

1 i terary fact thatpresented. It is an odd of themost
fascination with Elijah has been manifested through writing
the continuation of the story. It is as if those involved
with his concentrate their creativecharacter prefer to
speculation by writing the end of the which i sstory not
included Biblical text. They muse about the eventsin the
following inventingElijah’s translation. Elijah's
whereabouts, developing his persona as it would function in
our lives today. What little been written about thehas
Biblical conspicuously thin among severaltext is spread
disciplines. Countless studies are done in the ofname a
1i terary approach disappoint theonly toto the text,
serious student of literary analysis. While the title of an
article read “The Bible as Literature,” the content ofmay
the article may reveal any number of approaches ranging from
historical to psychological. A literary approach to Biblical
text is a specifically defined approach which I will explain
in this chapter. First let us explore what it is not.

To begin, fieldslet whose basicturn twotous
assumptions d i fferand tools of analys is greatly from
1i terary analysis often confusedand beyet toare
components of the latter: anthropology and psychology. My
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is not to exhaust the literature but rather revealpurpose

the approach of the two disciplines and show how they differ
from our approach. In an attempt to narrow my study. I would
like to focus on two areas? first the overall view of magic
exhibited di f ferentby the schools and second the
applications of assumpt i ons thethe ir to narrat i ves of
Elijah.

The of Sir James G. Frazer on the scene ofappearance
irreversible i mpactcomparative literature has had an on

subsequent approach is based theHisscholarship. on
discipline of his critics claim.and badanthropology,
anthropology. Indeed, it is difficult to read Frazer without
being distracted by his cultural bias and disdainextreme
of what he calls “savage peoples.” Frazer's approach to the
subject of magic in i11ustratessocieties thisprimitive
point. As his basic premise, Frazer assumes that the belief

which hasna i ve world v iew s ince
developed into the sophisticated knowledge of science. In
fact he states that the belief i s fundamental 1ymagicin
based logical fallacies, “all pretensions are false andon

only deceive the dupes who trust in them." 1 Such opinions
and language reader’soffend the sense ofcontemporary

faithful student of
Frazer's, attempts to smooth the jagged edges of his teacher
in his book Myth, Legend, and Custom. He admits that Frazer
is at and condenses his
scholarship to a study of the Bible.

in magic represents a

times offensive and “disjointed”3

objective research. Theodor Gaster, a
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Gaster begins his section on Elijah with the following
"Few stories in the Old Testament can be more amplycomment:

illustrated by comparative folklore and religion than that
of the contest between Elijah and the prophet of Baalim on
Mt. Carmel.“3 It is important emphasizeto that Gaster’s

are anthropological. He sees the stories involvingconcerns
Elijah, as windows through which catchto gl1mpse ofa

practices byancient i ts comparingandculture many
cultures. The stories of Elijah are not a unified whole but
v ignettes ancient and practice. This isrevealing custom
illustrated beautifully readingthrough Gaster’s of the
issue of rain-making. All cultures are possessed with issues
of weather. In fact, Frazer of thethat mostnotes one
i mportant functions of magic is its use to control weather
for the good of the tribe by rainthe fall.causing to
Because weather control
one who controls funct ion andweather importanthas an

in the community. Elijah is indeed important. Gasterstatus
continues this interpreting theschool byof thought
incident Mt. the acting out of rain-makingCarmelon as
techniques. He assumes that the writer does not understand

i swhat he writing about somehow manages to recordbut
ancient practices: "Each side employs standard, establi shed
rain-making time the traditionaltechniques, but by the
story came to be written down the true significance of these
techniques had Gaster then analyzeslong been forgotten.
various components of the story comparing them with numerous

is so important to a culture, the
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examples from comparative literature. For example, Elijah
rebuilds the altar placing twelve stones the al tar.on

“rain-stones*Gaster that are a common device usednotes
rain. Thenamong cultures to bring there i s the number

" the Biblical writer explains thetwe1ve . Gaster wri tes,
prophet’s action as the renovation of altar of Yahwehan

been overthrown and interprets the twelve stoneswhich had
The author i s ignorant

he does, according to Gaster. In ancient cultures.of what
stones are common devices which are meant to bring rain. The

twelve is a common number, a round figure in ancientnumber
interpretat ioIsrae1. “simplyWhat i shere anwe see

Israeli t ica more ancient practice.” Also present inof a
the Biblical account is another hint of ancient rain-making
techniques. It a common custom, Gaster claims, to pouris
water into a ditch in producing rain. He thenhopes of
brings several examples from various cultures. Gaster even
goes so far as to claim that the image depicting a cloud as
smal 1 a man’s fist is a mere borrowing from Finnish andas
Estonian cultures; "a little man with hand who,coppera
rising from the water, becomes a giant."

Many Frazer/Gaster approach bearaspects of the
criticism. For example, their basic assumption is that the
Biblical writer was stupid and unaware of what he was doing
and writing. all boundariesThat assumpt ion ofcrosses
objective reading into areas of cultural bias and prejudice.
Building on that assumption, Frazer/Gaster do not thesee

as symbolic of the twelve tribes."®
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text coherent unit but rather as a conglomeration ofas a
cultural behavior.Theseoftraces past two points are
contrary to the very basis of literary analysis. We will see
that the fundamental assumption of literary analysis is the
genius of the writer and the coherency of the text. On this
we will elaborate in a moment. Thirdly, they misunderstand

of magic and ritual. Two scholars, Ludwigthe ancient use
Wittenstein and Mary Douglas elaborate on this last point.

criticalWittenstein devotes ent ire to aessayan
“Frazer's ofanalysis of assumpt i ons, accountFrazer's

is unsat isfactory:magical and religious ofnot ions men
these notions appear as mistakes." * Wittenstein is reacting
against the idea that performers of magic rites are mistaken
in their
does become plausible that people do all this out of sheer
stupidity." In seeming defense of their stupidity, Frazer
claims that it is difficult, after all, find into error
magic. What is desired will happen eventually. If a magical
rite is performed in order to cause rain, alwaysi t can be
said that it was the rite that caused the rain; rain does
fall sooner or later. Wittenstein notes. “But then it is

that not notice sooner that it does rainpeople doqueer

later." be missing inWhat tosooner or seems
Frazer/Gaster is an appreciation of symbol. The acting out
of magic is symbolic. That is the nature of ritual. It is a
symbolic dance of an idea or principle. The dancer does not
take his/her motions 1iterally. Wi ttenste in i11 lustrates

perceptions of what really is going on. “It never
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this beautifully:

a

to bring the example back to Elijah, would he or anyoneOr,
really believe that stones can bring rain? Magic is not

language in the form ofsymbolicbutphysics gone wrong
act ion.

Mary Douglas, also utilizing the field of anthropology,
Frazer. One of her main criticisms ofi s also opposed to

resulted from“magicFrazer is his misunderstanding that
hisbetweendistinguishearly man's inability to own

isreality.”subjective association and external objective
Once again he is criticized for assuming that he has greater
perceptive abilities than those Mary Douglashim.before

R1tualrecognizes ritual.also ofthe symbol ic nature
formulates experience just as language does. We understand a

Ri tualby actions.concept express ing it wordsin or
with"modifies experience." discoursedirectAlmost in

Frazer, Douglas writes:

that only the observer has a primitive view of theIt seems

Once 
the ir 
appeared 
darkened.

Kissing the picture of a loved one. 
This is obviously not based on the 
belief that it will have a definite 
effect on the object which the picture 
represents. It does not aim at anything; 
we act this way and then feel satisfied.

when a band of !Kung bushmen had 
rain rituals, a small cloud 

on the horizon, grew and 
Then rain fell. But the 

anthropologist who asked if the bushmen 
reckoned the rite produced rain, were 
laughed out of court.10
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nature of ritual and objective reality. For the performer
is simply the ordering of experience, it is symbolicr i tual

language. The basic thesis of Douglas’ book relates to our
topic only on the level of philosophical attitude.

th I s

Douglas is an anthropologist and her subject is not Elijah.
who do deal withBut her Frazer/Gaster,refutation of
demonstrates h i sElijah, is dramatical1yrelevant. She

and even disdain and his misunderstanding ofcultural bias
symbol. Her study is interesting credit thedoes toand
field of anthropology. we contrast anthropology’sBefore
approach to the text with the 11 terary analysisoffield
let’s review of the Elijahpsychology’s treatment
narrat i ves.

Psychology also renders the written in i tstext own
i mage . Aharon W iener provides an excellent example of the
psychological approach. He begins his analysis of Elijah as

explicat ion further interprets.of text. Then hemere
utilizing the tools of psychology, the confrontation between
Elijah and struggleJezebe1 o f theis “the
male-consciousness independence thefor fromits
female-unconsciousness. sleep in the desert isElijah’s

When El 1jah is“the impulse to return to the unconscious. "xs

In this book I have tried to show that 
rituals of purity and impurity create 
unity in experience...by their means 
symbolic patterns are worked out and 
publically displayed. Within these 
patterns disparate elements are related 
and disparate experience is given 
meaning.xc



Page 9

in the cave of the mountain it represents “the female aspect
And Weinerof God united with the so weaves a

psychological interpretation of Elijah.

1i terature its approach to theandLet toturnus
word. The o f writingwrittenanalys1s of the process

literature is at best the manipulation of words, grammatical
effectstructures, and thought in such a way that its total

ineffable in experience. The writer creates aexplains the
emot ionalelicitsreadingwhich responseanuponpoem

inunexplainedunderstanding of theproducing ouran
theis therefore the task of the reader to seeun i verse. It

a structure which can be analyzed, using1i terary work as
in its form and content. The readerthe tools of literature,

scene against scene, conceptexamines word against word,

reconstructedagainst concept. Once analyzed, the parts are
where true meaning is understood, and theinto tapestrya

work i sineffable explained. It is the assumption that the
this approach fromcomplete tapestry that separatesone

others:
impossible

A narrative such as
purposefullyunit which, its initial concept i onat was

designed as a unit and had as its purpose to convey meaning.
thenOnce we recognize a specific work as a unified story,

male."19

we find in Kings must be viewed as a

"Literary criticism is impossible when 
a story is divided into fragments, each 
of which is claimed to have been written 
by a different writer writing at a 
different stage in the historical 
development of Biblical religion."20
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apply the many tools of literary analysis. First,we can a
definition of literary analysis:

Language is of course an essential element. As we will
a single word repeated in key moments prov idesee, can an

1mportant as to the meaning of the text.cl ue In a broader
sense of the word, language is the heart of character. What
I s significant about a character. “can be manifested almost

will also thatWe see
structure is a vital element behind the meaning of the text.
For example, Biblical relat i onsh ips. Z3narrat i ve sets up
First there is narrative analogy. One story is understood in
relationship to another. in the ElijahFor example,
narrat i ves the story involving the widow is understood in
relation to the story involving the ravens. Second there is
the relationship between in theCharacterscharacters.
biblical narrative are not i stheir natureabsolute but
revealed through understandcould thecomparison. We
character of Elijah, for example, by comparing him Ahabto

the prophets Biblical narrativeof Baal. Third theor
includes repetition. The repet i t ion isof notpurpose
redundancy esthetics. through theMeaningor emerges

comparison of the s imilar i t ies and d i f ferences of the
repeated events. For example, when the messengers come to

entirely in character’s speech."23

Literary analysis as the student of 
imaginative literature understands it, 
is the critical study of the ways in 
which language, structure, and motifs, 
for instance, contribute to a stories 
meaning.31
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order Elijah down from the mountain the events are repeated

times. A comparison of the repetition reveals furtherthree
the themeaning. This is part of that understandingway

structure is the key to understanding the text.

and metaphors are also vital to themot ifsRecurring
theunderstanding of the story. For example, the mot i f of

the metaphor of rain draws upon convention.barren woman or
The reader is aware of these conventions and waits to see

saw through a foggyandthe textFrazer looked at
who didpeople no tofwindow into the culturepast

own actions and customs. Weiner looked atunderstand the ir
dream,i mages ofthe text and saw the psyche expressed in

look at the text and see a story.neurosis, and wish. We
itYes, the story reflects the society and person who gave

“whatever else the Hebrews were they were a racelife: but
plotutilizingTheir form 1 iteraturewas

Their subject was the human condition andnarrat i ve forms.
of humanGod. The stories contentrepresented the very

read and study the Biblical text we become awareAs we
teachof its didactic purposes. Each story sets out to a

No matter the story, we notice atruth. morala
v iew. For theunity of thought, one theological point of

but also aof poet.writer istext merelynot aour
and whosetheologian whose humanityis messageconcern

in mind we proceed to thearound God. With thiscenters

lesson.

of writers.“3a

experience not abstract thought.2®

how they are used in a new and fresh way.34
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story of Elijah the prophet. We proceed with the o ftools
11terary in handcriticism and the ofone power a
theological point of view in the other.

Shel Silverstein

If you are dreamer, come in
If you are a dreamer, a wisher, a liar, 
A hope-er, a pray-er, a magic bean buyer... 
If you are a pretender, come sit by my fire 
For we have some flax-golden tales to spin. 
Come ini
Come in!
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II
THE THEOLOGY OF FRAGILITY

O

Hishnah Taanlth 2:4

May He that answered Elijah in 
Carnel answer you and hearken 
to the voice of your crying 
this day. Blessed art thou. 
Lord, who hearest prayer.
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meaningThe behindu11 imate the act ions,
contemplations, and confrontations of Elijah the prophet is

Yahweh is the one supreme God who is al 1'powerful, allthat
knowing, all responsible. The way in which the narrat i ves

this point is by revealing the fragility of humankind.make
The opening scenes of the narratives repeatedly reveal human

supreme will of God. Drought, fam i ne,vunerab i11ty theto
sickness all threaten life and are all controlled by God.
This is characters of the story.thenot tomysterya
Everyone knows that the gods control the life and fate of
humans. Elijah’s mission is not to reveal the mystery behind
human fragility but to remind the people through persuasion,
through miracles, and by force that the mystery has but one
name—Yahweh.

The wanderings and contacts of Elijah through the first
three episodes of the serve to elaborate andnarrat i ves
detail the extent of human fragility while demonstrating the
omnipotence of Yahweh. These episodes are a progression in
Elijah’s career and form the pattern on which the subsequent
episodes will be based. explicate theseI threewill
episodes, "The Ravens," "The Woman of Zarephath," and "The
Son" revealing the theme frag i1i ty and God’sof human
omnipotence. Then I would like detail the themeto same
through the use of the recurring symbol of food.
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THE RAVENS
Drought is determined and caused by God beginswhich

initiates the action in this firstthe narratives, episode.
Ahab that there will be no rain, notElijah procla i ns to

he (Elijah)even morning dew unless presumably God'sat
Initially we do not know the reason forprompting says so.

the drought. We do know that the drought will leave Israel a
wasteland. drought is an aproposPut in these terms a
punishment for Israel which is a spiritual wasteland. A king

sins. imposes her religion on the state, and thea queen
prophets are in hiding. Israel has become physleal anda
spiritual wasteland.1 Elijah’s proclamation leaves the time
frame of the drought open ended. We do know, however that
God controls the of the drought’s effect from theextent
sentences following Elijah’s proclamation. "The word of the
Lord was upon Elijah," telling him detailed directions to a
secret wadi still flowing with water. The drought towas
leave the population thirsty, hungry, in danger of dying.
The prophet must be protected from dangers, hesuch must
know the location of secret waters. Many scholars ponder the
whereabouts of Wadi Cherith3 speculating on i ts 1ingu i st ic
connect i on to Wadi Kelt. On one aspect of Wadi Cherith the
scholars agree: its location is not definitively known. It
i s possible that that is the point the writer is trying to
make. Wadi Cherith may not be an exact geographical location
but have metaphysicalmay significance. It perhaps is an
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that water can be found and only God and Elijahall Israel
know the way.

The elusive ravens support the notion that Wadi Cherith
metaphysical place. In addition to runningmythical,is a

waters, God says, birds have been commanded toprovide food
Those ravens terribly disturb the sensibilitiesEl Ijah.to

of the rational scholar. Rashi declares ravens to be Arabs.

Gray who is concerned with the historicity of the textJohn
prefers, like Rashi, to read orebin as Arabia.3 This reading

to cross from the realm of story to the realm ofal lows us
miraclehistory. But in a narrative which depends toon

fantastic andi ts this miraclewhy i sconvey message,
andunlikely? Indeed, Wadi Cherith is the realm of wonder

m iracle, the of God. Elijah drinks from its waters,realm
the ravens bring him all types of food from bread to meat.
Instead of being distracted by questions of real and true
geographic location, let us turn to is themeaning. What
meaning of Wadi Cherith and its ravens?

The theme that the framework for the threeprov ides
episodes is established in this episode. The drought is a
real threat Ahab threatens his very life. Histo itas
future is in the power of Yahweh who is the God thatonly

Ahab and his followers are still inend the drought.can
doubt however and so the episode of Mt. Carmel is necessary.

episodes is clearly revealed byframeworkThe for future
Elijah's proclamation that a drought will be upon the land.

unknown place, a place over the rainbow, the single place in
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story of the wadi and its ravens illuminate the nuancesThe
that make the tale of this prophet theintriging. First,

immediately establishes the tone ofmiracle of the ravens
the narratives. Mystery envelops Elijah. There is a faraway.

introduced by this spring of water and itsmysterious tone
unusualthere i s somethingThe reader knows thatravens.

Elijah. The mystery of this opening story prepares usabout
char i ot. Aclosing of thestoryfor the mystery of the

despite h i srevealed is thatisthatsecond nuance
uniqueness, Elijah is obedient. In verse three God tosays

in command language: "Leave this place; turn eastwardElijah
Cherith." In fourWadiinto hiding by theand go verse

provides theThisWadi .obediently theElijah togoes
Elijah experiencescontext for a future episode whichin

The drama of theand despairdoubt and die.wishes to
establi sheddespair is emphasized in light this earl yof

Master.relationship between and hisobedient servant
theFurthermore, the wadi and thatshow evenusravens

the prophet is dependentprophet, perhaps. especial 1yor
revealsupon God for sustenance and survival. droughtThe

life and the dependency of humansfragi1ity ofthe human
upon their God. The prophet is not exempt.

THE WOMAN OF ZAREPHATH
“After sometime the wadi dried up, because there was no

land." (v.8) This is the sentence that beginstherain in
the second episode. It is parallel to the thought that began
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first: There is no water—Go. Verse eight initiates thethe
action which begins the second story. The theme is the same,

plot, with different characters, andclothed in d i f ferent
with three different details. The writer gives us a semantic

in both stories is the same. In boththe themethatclue
sustainstories the phrase "I have commanded... to you " i s

God commands the ravens and then thev.9).andused ( v. 4
of Zarephath to sustain Elijah. The wording is lofty.woman

is used not the word "told." Elijah is"command"wordThe
the"sustained,” not ”fed.“ The vocabulary is lofty because

Theunderestimated.beanddeed is important not to
Godvocabulary used is crucial as it is in all 1i terature.

is a phrase that is a justification for thewhichcommands
theology of God as sustainer. The word used for sustenance,

facet of this theology. The111uminateskalkalah. another
inTwiceword is used four times in narrat i ves.the our

Obadiah (I Kingsandepisode twice in withconj unct i on

ofprophets18:4,13). Jezebel threatens the thelife of
sustaining them in a caveYahweh and Obadiah hides them,

with food and water. In all four instances, the word is used
life and death situations. It is not merely feeding thatin

Godis implied but the sustaining of life itself. Of course
but in a fundamental sense that is so basiclife.sustains

that without the sustenance, life would end. This is what is
life, this is the theology ofby the frag i1ity ofmeant

ofrepeated. thefragility. Though the theme is woman
i tsand w 1 thZarephath added detailuncovers nuance
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different approach to the theme.

This unnamed woman is identified by her andresidence
res idence us that Elijah musttellsmar I tai Herstatus.

cont inued Thefor sustenance.anothermake j ourney
is identified as such as early as thesetravel 1ing prophet

trademarkbecome hisfirst two stories. It will that he
and goes quickly and elusively. The woman is a widow.comes

maritalandt ime towardGiven the attitude of the women
possible that this designation of widow hasit isstatus,

inmetaphoric meaning. Both the land and the woman are an
status, devoid of the means for fertile activity;unnatural

introductionWith this“a woman and a land were widowed.

meet the woman of Zarephath.
How do we recognize God’s agent? This question is asked

regard to prophets. Is this prophet a true prophet, doesin
he or she really speak for God? The rabbis give answer;an

she gives us a sign. S3know a prophet to be true if hewe or
This principle seems reasonable and is the same logic which

govern Elijah, for Elijah must require a sign from thewill
Thewidow to know whether or not she is the designated one.

action begins. God instructs Elijah to travel on to the town
In which the widow resides:

When

The text does not say "the widow” but rather "a widow.”
At this point, Elijah must discover if the woman before

to Elijah’s new sustainer and God’s new agent, we prepare to

So he went to Zarephath. When he came 
to the entrance of the town, a widow 
was there gathering wood.
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him be the woman designated by God to feed him
To know, he requires a sign and so givesdid. the awoman

of the an allusiontwo-foId Each part hastest. test
in the first episodes; the f irst i tshase1sewhere part

and is used to reiterate Elijah'sallus i on in the past
partZarephath. Thepurpose in being in second has its

and is used as foreshadowing. Thethe futureparallei in
Elijah cal 1 s thefirst part of the test: out to woman,

bring me a little water in your pitcher." This test"Please
is apropos of the context of story. There is severe drought

only the one appointed by God would haveland andthein
water to share. The allusion is clear; we are reminded that

that there is drought, and thatis in need of water.Elijah
is in spiritual trouble. He then testsIsrae1 the awoman
time, before she can even respond fully to the firstsecond

test: "Please bring along a piece of Thisme. "bread for
alludes the future. Her food supply is limited, atest to

situation which will be rectified by the flourmiracle of
oil . Noting A. Rofe searches forand the two-fold test

meaning in the repetition. He writes "first her good nature
is tested. then her faith.

To search for meaning in the test we look to a parallel
in Genesis. Abraham sends his servant to find w i fe fora

As he nears theThe servant sets out on his journey.Isaac.
outside of the city he sees women drawing water. Notice that

a journey and also meets a woman atalsoElijah concludes

in thenthe entrance of the city. GenesisThe servant

as the ravens
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a double test and the one who passes is designatedconj ures
by God for Isaac. Rebecca passes both tests—she offers the

water and then offers water for the camels and thenservant
Hav ingoffers her home for him to sleep (Genesis 24:10-27).

knows that Rebecca is thepassed the the servanttest.
i s in thechosen one. Another example of multiple testing

Judges concerning Gideon. Here the parallel is notBook o f
point theit does outas elaborate as with Rebeccah but

convention of the multiple test. God speaks to Gideon saying
Israel from the"Go in this strength of yours and deliver

M id ian i tes . messenger." (Judgesmake rayyou
6:14). Gideon is skeptical and asks God for a sign (v. 17) .

him a sign but Gideon asks for a second sign (v.God g 1 ves
this second36) and still not satisfied asks God to repeat

here a literary parallel involvings ign (v. 39) . We see
multiple testing in determining God’s appointed one. In the
Elijah narrative this test is a
to remind us of the context for his visit to andZarephath
foreshadow the next miracle.

But Zarephath pass the test? Herdoes the ofwoman
response seems to put her in danger of failing:

several functions. Her lastobject i onThe woman's serves

“we shall eat and then we shall al lev iatesdie"statement,

literary device which serves

As the Lord lives, I have nothing but 
handful of 
oil in a j ug. I am 
couple of sticks, so 
and prepare it for me 
shall eat it and then we shall die."

a 
flour in a jar and a little 

I am just gathering a 
of sticks, so that I can go home 

and my son; we

I herewith
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mind as to the severity of thedoubt i n the readersany
drought. Do not be misled, the writer tells us, by Elijah’s

is merely a test, the drought isThisforrequest water.

also1 ndeed statementThis serves as a pegsevere.

grounding us in our theme. Life is fragile and the fragility

function to heri s anotheris controlled by God. There
necessitates the need for the miracle of theobject 1 on: it

beorder fed.' in toflour and oil. Robert Cohn notes.
This is an important detail whichElijah feed.must was

in the first story. To receive food from theabsent ravens
need only go to the wadi. Here in the second episodeElijah

herhe must first provide for the widow. A third aspect to
objection also resonates to the earlier story of the ravens.

TheHere Elijah first asked for water and for food.then
to the request for food. In the firstonly respondswoman

subtlyauthorthe Thestory, bring onl y food.ravens
show us that in both stories Godprov ides th is detail to

directly provides for water and uses a messenger to provide
for food.

In to the woman’s fear and objection, Elijahresponse
offers comfort and then food:

Two interesting points in Elijah’s reply bear noting. First,

Godthe widow does not know that she is des ignated by to

and i 
me a 

the

Do not be afraid, Elijah said to her, 
Go and do as you have said: but first 
make me a small cake...Thus says the 
Lord, the God of Israel: The jar of 
flour shall not give out. The jug of oil 
shall not fail. (I Kings 17:13-14)
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feed Elijah. She sees only enough food for one last meal for
observat ionmake theherself and her son. Here we are to

is possible for a person to be designated by God toitthat
knowing i t. i sThe widowperform an urgent task without

designated to feed Elijah and yet seems to be unaware of the
fact. This insight reveals the basic reality of the human

to God. God acts, wills, commands; humans, notrelat ionship
feeddo not see toknowing God's will, suppose, aassume,

But Elijah does not keep her in the dark. Elijah’sprophe t.
First ismiracle informs the widow of at least two things.

God is in control of this show. God is responsible forthat
the drought and is conversly sustainer of life. Second, that

all.El I jah afterElijah.she is appointed feedto
instructs her to feed him first, then herself and her son.

to God the sustainer of life, by obeyingFirst homagepay
His command to feed the prophet, then enjoy similar rewards:

few questions left unanswered. HowThere stillare a
could Elijah perform the miracle of the flour and oil when

Does the prophet actdidn’tGod command so?him doto
independently of God? And, why does the writer clearly state

"I (God) commanded a woman to sustain you" whenin verse 9,
poss i blecommand? Aclearly the woman knows suchof no

follows. Who commanded Elijah to perform thei s asanswer
Elijah?feedmiracle—God did. Did He command the widow to

First make me a small cake from what 
you have there, and bring it out to me; 
then make some for yourself and your 
son.(I Kings 17:13)
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The latter command was revealed through the miracle ofYes.
theflour and oil. The widow was first to feed Elijah and

would be endless until the rains. Untilflour and oil the
drought would end and Elijah would no longer need the widow

feed him. God commands Elijah perform thetoto
Israel" (17:14) —mlracle--"Thus said Lord, God ofthe

thereby making the widow aware of her role.

THE SON
third episode. Once again weWe proceed thetonow

confront the same theme robed details. Thisd i f ferentin

story begins with irony:

The woman earlier declared that food she
and
yet the next episode begins with the death of her son. This
represents a shift in the role Elijah plays in revealing the
theme of the stories. The ultimate fragility isin human
re vealed--death Thew i thoutseemingly reason.occurs.
woman's theology remains consistent. She immediately assumes
that she is being punished by her son’s death by God. Elijah
must take the initiative with the next miracle showto us
that is not the point of the episode but rather lifedeath

consistent clear.is the point. The theology has been and
God caused the drought, God has caused the death of the son.

was so scarce that

After a while, the son of the mistress 
of the house fell sick and his illness 
grew worse until he had no breath left 
in him. (I Kings 17:17)

her son would die. This was remedied by the miracle and
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But with each negative manifestation of God’s i s apower
drought, unlimited food is providedpos i t i ve . Desp i te the

for our hero. Despite death, the son can live. What fol lows

is a dramatic display of this theology.

son’s cond i t i on theAt the cl imax of her woman
excla i ms:

Her of thestatement reveals dramat ic humanaspecta
condition. She has recognized and acknowledged Elijah aas
prophe t. no matter how great does not permitHer tragedy,
her instincts to reject Elijah or God. Instead she blames
herse1f. What have I done to you to provoke your anger? Her
question is a good one. The narrative constantly hernotes
cooperation. She knows that God is sustainer of life because
God fed her and her son, which kept them alive. fol lowsIt
therefore that she assume that her son’s death is also God’s

will. What sin have you recalled? This reaction fromstems
the instinct exclaimthat tomakessame anpersona
approaching policeman “I didn’t do itt“ The inghosts our
closets unwarranted guilt. In fact.are
she has done nothing wrong to Elijah, committed no sin which
caused the death of her son. This is a story whose purpose

plea--GodElijah’sis instruction. The son dies w i thand
The message thus is not the son’s death,his 1ife.restores

thebut the restoration of his life. The Midrash also sees

the source of even

"What harm have I done you, oh Man of 
God that you should come here to recall 
my sin and cause the death of my son?” 
<1 Kings 17:17)
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of this miracle. The woman of Zaraphath ispos111 ve aspect
resurrect i onrewarded for her maintenance of Elijah by the

not punished by his death.of her son.
episodes, the theme has been wellThrough these three

depends God’sof lifeestablished: the frag i1i ty on
sustaining and renewing gifts. In each episode Elijah is the

is 1i terari1ywhich the themeprimary character through

progression is interesting. In the firstdemonstrated. The

episode "The Ravens" Elijah is a passive recipient of food
Then in the second epsiode he enables the widowand water.

to act as provider with the aid of a miracle from God. He is
He actively transmits God's will to thelonger passive.no

hiswidow by convincing her provider throughactto as
performance miracle of flour and oil. In the thirdof the
episode, "The Son" Elijah Is He takesinvolved.directly
initiative he directly carries out God’s role of reneweras
of life, by reviving the son.9 Through this progression we

increasingly significant interconnectedness betweensee an
prophet and God. It is as if each story is thread wovena
into single needed to complete thetapestry. Alla are
picture. With each episode, Elijah participates to a greater

in from the recipient ofdegree God’s plan. He agoes
miracle which involves sustaining life to the initiator of a
miracle which resurrects lost life. This interconnectedness

themeis subtly demonstrated through the repetition of one

through three separate episodes in which Elijah is the major

character.
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FOOD AS SYMBOL
from the broad device of a story to theWe now move

s ign i fleant roleFood hassymbol.narrower device of a
It is elevated as a symbol thatnarrat i ves.throughout the

idealtheological Godo fw i th thehumansconnects as

physical it “signifiesBe yond sustenancesusta i ner.

in theAll significant moments narrat1ves

or conclude with somebody eating. This detailbeg ine1ther
is a brilliant subtlety which serves to reinforce the the me

sustainer. By eating, humans acknowledge God asGodof as
“sponsor" which is made clear by the fact that major events
coincide with eating.

f irstThe two instances of the symbolic use of food we
have reviewed in great si ightly d i f ferentdetail w 1 th a

of view.po int The involves the ravensopening episode
Elijah. human'sfeeding If symbolic offood i s a

acknowledge ment of God as supreme and the single source of
sustenance then our prophet establishes his credent ials as

prophet of Yahweh when he eats the food that Godtruea
provides for him. In the next episode, the widow toagrees

Elijah granted unlimited food in return. Shefeed and i s
prov iding food. Heraccepts the task being God’s agent by

Elijah revives him. Thethen falls deathly ill andson

food shesequence of these events is no accident. Through
theacknowledges which al 1ows forsymbolical1y God

perspect1veher rev 1 ved. Thisopportunity of having son

sponsorship."lo
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"What harm havegives new meaning to the widow’s statement.

oh Man of God?" (I Kings 17:18). Her statementI done you,
accepted God susta iner byi mp 1i e s that after she as

Elijah and receiving food from God, whyfoodprov1d i ng to
should she experience punishment. The answer to her question

the reviving of her son. God grants life to her son.i s in
The episode is not to be seen as a punishment, but rather as

reward.

involving food includes Ahab and theThe instancenext
of Ahab andprophe ts of Baal. By comparing the story the

to the story of the widow and her son,prophe ts of Baal we
symbol. Elijahsee clearly the foodfunct ion of as a

for event at Mt. Carmel. He speaks tothe greatprepares
Ahab telling him to assemble all Israe1,the prophets of
the prophets of Baal, the prophets of Asherah at Mt. Carmel.
Then Elijah uses an Jezebel * sidiom: who"Those ateat
table." idiom which translates "Who are
maintained by Jezebel" theagain.(New note). OnceJPS
writer’s skill for detail is recognized. The writer wanted
to identify the prophets with Jezebel and did so by o fuse

idiom.this Any number of alternatives for identifying the
prophets are available. Yet the choice part icularof this
idiom contains further the nature of theinformation on

sharpEating table is insymbol of food. at Jezebel’s
the widow eating food provided byElijah andcontrast to

thatGod. This contrast is made acceptpoint toto out
any other provider of sustenance or maintenanceJezebel or

The statement is an
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(as that idiom translates) is to God. I ndeed, thereject
at Mt. Carmel vividly reveals the scorners andgreat event

rejectors of God. After Elijah's offering ignites in flame,

the people cry out, "Yahweh is God, Yahweh is God." Explicit

in their cry is , yes, we accept Yahweh as the one supreme
we reject the house of Jezebel. Those who do not acceptGod,

God as sustainer and maintainer of life appropriate 1yare
“They seized them, and Elijah took them down to thekilled:

wadi Kishon and slaughtered them there" (I Kings 18:39-40).
is clear and consistent: The fragility of lifeThe message

Is supported and maintained by God—rejection of this means

The next use of the symbol food Involves the leaderdeath.

of the people.

Ahab is told by Elijah to eat and drink “Because of the
sound of the rain translat ion of I Kingsrumbling" (my
18:419). Why is the sound of the rain for Ahab toreason

eat? Eli jah's opening statement is that “there will be no
rain until I, (as God’s prophet) say so, “ is statementa
which expressly states that God is the source of all—rain.
nourishment, the staff that supports life, even life itself.

Ahab, Ahab’sEat El 1 jah. the one God.acknowledgesays
is to eat—his life is inmaintained. He hasresponse a

turned after Baali refrom forsak ing goingbyGodsense
(I Kings 18:18) to accepting God’s supremacy in the symbolic

Robert Cohn points to a parallel in Exodusof eating.act
24:4-11 where the people swear allegience to Yahweh and eat

points out that Ahab’s eating maydrink. John Grayand
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Thesignify the end of a fast occasioned by the drought.

symbolizes renewed communion between Ahab, Elijah and“ meal

Again the sequence of events is not an accident.
symbolically acknowledging God, the rainAhabAfter eats.

comes.
In the next episode involving food, Elijah has become

to the wilderness and cries, "Enough,Hedespondent. runs
better thannow 0 Lord, take my life, am no my

fathers I" (I Kings In utter despair, Elijah falls19:4).
asleep. He is awakened by a nalach who tells him to eat. He

around and right next to him he finds water and food.looks
Elijah’s emotional energies are completely drained as if his

life has left him. He wants only to make the finalsource
step and die. But even in his despair he knows that only God
controls life and death however fragile so he prays to God
for his death. Why does God provide him with food? The first

starvation due to drought and famine. God sustained Elijah’s
phys ical existence. However he is not completely fortified.
He lies down again to sleep (I Kings 14:6).

the

Here Elijah’s life is in emotional danger, his will to live

byis completely gone. Again Elijah’s lifeGod sustains
In its symbolic sense it is truly food forproviding food.

the soul. Elijah eats and and therefore showsdrinks an

Yahweh."1a

time God provided him with food he was in physical danger of

The angel of the Lord came a second 
time and touched him and said, ’Arise 
and eat or the journey will be too much 
for you."(I Kings 19:7)

for I
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of God. He eats twice thus being physically andacceptance
spiritually sustained for a journey of immense significance.

This journey is very important. It culminates in an intimate

revelation where God “passes by“ El ijah. Elijah bemust
fort 1fled by in order to be adequatelyGod ’ s food tw ice

prepared for such a significant journey.

The last episode involving food involves the meet ing
and Elisha. Elijah begins to appoint ElishaElijahbetween

by throwing his around Elishamantle him. responds by
saying, “Let me kiss my father and mother goodbye and I will
follow you” (I Kings 19:20) But Elijah’s response is odd:

back what“Go have I done you?" To the reader theto
dramatic swinging of his mantle beto overtappears an

beckoninggesture Elisha as an attendant. Someto come
interpret

Eli jah* s be to Elisha’s mundaneto react i onresponse a
earthly concerns. After all, at the very the greatmoment

prophet appoints him successor, Elisha’s thought is to kiss

his mother and father goodbye. However, after El ijah tells
Elisha to go away, what does Elisha do?

provides food to theNot only does Elisha heeat. but

theElishapeople. The showsnarrator that acceptsus

theological system previously elaborated and naturally falls
symbolizesinto the role of God’s foodprophet. Eat ing

from 
slaughtered

boiled their 
oxen and gave 
they ate.

scholars, as well as the traditional commentators

He turned back from him and took the 
yoke of oxen and slaughtered them; he 

meat with the gear of the 
it to the people, and
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Elisha's readiness and ability, and he is then ready to rise
his attendant” (I Kings"and follow Elijah becomeand

"his rite of integration with ElijahHis19:21). meal is

and his way of engaging his people in his new enterprise."

We have demonstrated the symbolic use of food in the

an overriding theme.in Thenarrat ives pieceanotheras

j ust i f icat ion is there forquest 1 on arises. what

something beyondsymbol for i tsinterpreting food as a
literal meaning? A symbol can be used in two different ways

In a literary sense, a symbol is definedthe writer.by as
"words (which) refer to something which suggest a wide range

In this context, the writerof reference beyond itself."
private/personalsymbolsconventional/public orcan use

symbols. A conventional symbol might be "the Star of David”
be a

symbol developed by the writer for use in a particular work
developed forsymbol

Elijahthe narratives or is it a conventional symbol? The
in

the Bible to see why.
We learn in Genesis 2:16-17 that food has1mmed iate1y

symbol ic value .
man

is clear and well known. Food becomes chargedmetaphorThe

or “the Red, White, and Blue." A private symbol would

The Lord God commanded the man saying, 
of every tree of the garden you are 
free to eat but as for the tree of 
knowledge of good and bad you must not 
eat for as soon as you eat you will 
surely die.

answer is yes to both cases. We look to other narratives

or group of works. Is food a private
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mean ing 1i teral Just what thew i th beyond the level.
me taphor a major preoccupation of Westernhas beenmeans

of thiscivilization for years and beyond the focus work.
example of investing symbolic meaning intoobv i ousAnother

Le v i t icus.i s the of This is andfood book vasta
subject but the minimum observation can be madecomplicated

of foodand consistentthat there is an obvious use as
symbol. In the story of Abraham and the three malachim, food

exampleshospitality. The of thebecomes a symbol for
But is there anothersymbolic o f food endless.use are

the same meaning as it does in the Elijahinstance which has
narrat i ves? The closest we can find is I Samuel 1:8-20. In
this passage Hannah is praying to God for she is barren and
w i shes to conce i ve. in prayer that EliShe is deepso
accuses her of being drunk. She explains si tuat ionher to
him and he understands and then sends her off. Then the text
states

ate
downcast.

of the Elijah narrative we

alerted to a parallel. Eating is connected in detail toare

if her eat inga fantastic event—God gives life. It is as
Hannah does conceive;signifies

desertfor her it is a theophany Eli jah’sparalleled to
encounter.

is repeatedly demonstratedsymbolicThe of fooduse

Hannah 
year bore a son.

In light of our previous analysis

“inward reconci1iations.“1H

So the woman left and she ate and was 
no longer downcast. Elkanah knew his 
wife Hannah and the Lord remembered her. 

conceived and at the turn of the 
(18-20)
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Samue1throughout the Bible. If we assume that the passage

the use of food in Elijah can be calledparallei, theni s

in its technical sense. It is"convent ional" poss iblevery

Elijah narrator used a "private" symbol.that thehowever

is the symbolic value of food inis clear however. theWhat

of the first threethe themeEl 1 jah narrat ives repeat

Parallelepisodes. God provides sustenance for people. to
metaphoric message of food which is continued1 s thethis

and onlyis the God forYahweh thesustenance. one
spiritually hungry. Elijah’s task is to persuade the people

to partake.

A FINAL THOUGHT
At the center of miracle.the episodes isthree a

fantast ic and to be . Theunbelievable m iracles tendas

miracles have the maintaining of life as their andpurpose

goal. The maintenance of life via miracle is necessitated by

the drought. The drought is God’s punishment andfor Ahab

his people’s disregard and disobedience to God. That is what

the narratives are about. Elijah’s ultimate mission is to

bring the poeple back to Yahweh, the ultimate and omnipotent

God. Though the central theme of these opening episodes seem

the ultimate message of the narratives theyfromto stray

in fact metaphorically interconnected.are

Yetdrought.a

Similarly, there isstomach prophet is full.the of our

fromspiritual hunger in Samaria caused by a turning away

There is hunger in Samaria caused by
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Yet the spirit of Elijah is filled with zeal for
God (I Kings 19:10). In order to alleviate the spiritual

wh i ch pervas i ve, Elijahhunger is must establi sh h i s

be ingcredent lais byand does the recipient andso
o f whose soleInst igator miracles is physlealpurpose

survival. To add to the aura of authenticity. the writer
cont i nual1y In fact
this phrase structures the three episodes and is used as a

dev ice. The first episode begins with "the word offraming

Zarephath beginsof " the word o f the Lord came to him"
C17:8). The third episode of the son and the final episode

th i sin end in the widow’s acknowledgement thatsequence
"the word of the Lord is truly in you mouth" (17:24). With
her affirmation, the woman of Zarephath has told us that the
miracles of these first three epi sodes have insucceded
authenticating Elijah as prophet of God.

The stage is set, its backdrop in place. The theology
of fragility has been acted out in the first three episodes
of the El i jah narratives. Through the remaining episodes.

Elijah declares God's single thethe toname answeras
mystery of human fragility. Yet despite the antiquity of the

obsess ion.an
Drought, famine, sickness remind us that our lives are at
times beyond our control. We struggle with the ofmystery

frag i1i ty; struggles with making us understandElijahour
Elijahits name. We then have concluded the introduction to

repeats the phrase "the word of God."17,

Yahweh.la

the Lord was upon him* (17:2). The second episode, the woman

message, the fragility of our lives is still
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analysis of the three episodes and theconcludeweas our

of food. With the woman of Zarephath’s acclamation ofsymbol

beg in main body of thetheEl iJah prophet.true weas

narrat ives.
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RAIN, FIRE, AND CHARACTER

Rabbi Chanan Brlchto
"How Does God Speak in the World"

All the data of experience 
must be included as at least 
the raw stuff of revelation.
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theology of fragility forms the larger contextAs the
of the narratives, whichpoetry
create the alluring substance of plot. The sophisticated use

such complexitiesof imagery and metaphor theexpose as
and relationship ofcharacterof God'snature presence,

With this inhumans to each other and deity. mind I will
analyze the leitmotifs of rain and fire and show how they
introduce and reveal the characters of Elijah and Ahab.

THE METAPHOR OF RAIN
Throughout the Bible, rain is metaphor for thea

d i f ferent man i festat ions Rain isof God. of theone
metaphors used for God as creator of nature and of all the
unI verse :

Are
heavens

In addition to being the creator of nature, God is also in
control of the functions of nature:

rain
the

ofNotice that both of these the ideasconnectpassages
part icipates indeedGod who in,God and stillcreator

we turn to the elements of

Does the rain have a father who begot 
the dew? Can you send up an order to 

clouds for an abundance of water to 
cover you? (Job 38:28)

there any among the vanities of the 
nations that are rainmakers or can the 

give showers? Oh God...You have 
made all these things. (Jeremiah 14:22)
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rainmetaphor ofcontro1s the Here, theuni verse.
bedrock of the entire Bibleestablishe s the theological

which includes the narratives of Elijah.
Building on this bedrock the metaphor of rain functions

several other layers of meaning. For example, in Ezekielon

God promises that he will "save the flock" (v .22) and in34,

time all will go according to God's prescribedfutureth is

“I will cause rain to fall in its season/there shal 1order:

(26) The metaphor speaks of God’sa shower of blessing."be

goodness, God's ordei-- this is a blessing as rain is when it
a larger category underInnourishes and sustains life.

which blessing falls is the category of reward. An obedient

people rece i ves or to explicate therain i tsat season

metaphor, God is the source of all reward, of which nature

is a part.

Conversly, rain and drought are metaphors wrathfor God’s

pun ishnent.and rain, as in the flood (GenesisToo much

7:12,8:2), is punishment provoked by disobedience. Idolatry

is of ten One clear examplethe reason given for drought.

can be found in Amos:

I

a metaphor ofrain Bible issummarize: inTo the
andcreativemult i-mean ings. It God’s powersexpresses

I f you 
and keep my 
then I 
season.

walk in my ways, in my statutes 
commandments and do them 

will give you your rain in its 
(Leviticus 26:4)

Come to Bethel and transgress... 
therefore withheld rain from you (4:4,7)
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which is made i n reward,continu ing apparentpresence

punishment, or merely the continuation of the natural order.

all levelsEl I jah narrat i ves thesethe of mean i ngIn

function at the same time. The text clearly thatexpresses

only God controls nature:

The text clearly states that the drought is punishment for

disobedience and idolatry:

In the context of example after example from elsewhere

in the Bible, the usage of rain in the stories of Elijah, 1 s

consistent and expected. analyze metaphorthewe

through the various stories in which it appears, we begin
to question if indeed its is consistent with theusage

Biblical examples. We do receive the message thatnumerous

drought is the result of punishment for sin, and at the same

t i me the text denies the effectiveness of the drought. As

isdroughttext,

taken very seriously. theIn Jeremiah 14:1-9, for example,

anguish of drought is beautifully expressed:

for 
they

The word 
Jeremiah 
is in 
1angu i sh. 
and the 
Their nobles 
water: they come to the

of the Lord which came to 
concerning the droughts. Judah 
mourning, her settlements 
Men are bowed to the ground; 

outcry of Jerusalem rises, 
sent their servant 

cisterns,

It is not I who have brought trouble 
to Israel but you and your 
fathers house by forsaking the 
mitzvot of Yahweh and following Baalim. 
(I Kings 18:18)

Yet, as

we saw from other places in the Biblical

There will be no dew or rain except at 
my bidding. (I Kings 17:1)



Page 44

poet expressed an awareness of the cause of the droughtThe

and the share and agony it brings. But here, in the Elijah
narrat i ves not only is this anguish ignored but continually
denied. Two examples of this appear in the opening episode

of "The Woman of Zarephath" which we have examined. Elijah

is driven from his wad i drought: “Afterbecause of the
somet i me the wadi dried up because there was no rain In the
land," (17:7) which, as we noted initiates action. God sends
Elijah to Zarephath where he will command a widow to sustain
him. Elijah encounters the woman and he asks her for water.
Immed iate1y goes to fetch water. We noted that this isshe
an appropriate test in light drought; only God’sof the

could produce this time. All true on oneagent water at
level. Yet on another level is quest ion. It isthere a

implicitly in the the effects of thestated thattext

found no water. They returned, their 
vessels empty. They are shamed and 
humiliated, they cover their heads. 
Because of the ground there is dismay, 
for there has been no rain on the earth. 
The ploughmen are shamed, they cover 
their heads. Even the hind in the field 
forsakes her newborn fawn, because there 
is no grass. And the wild asses stand on 
the bare heights, snuffing the air 1 i-ke 
jackals; their eyes pine because there 
is no herbage. Though our iniquities 
testify against us, act, 0 Lord, for the 
sake of Your name; though our rebellions 
are many and we have sinned against You. 
0 Hope of Israel, its deliverer in time 
of trouble, why are You like a stranger 
in the land, like a traveler who stops 
only for the night? Why are You like a 
man who is stunned, like a warrior who 
cannot give victory? Yet You are in our 
midst, 0 Lord, and Your name is 
attached to us—Do not forsake us I
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drought had Zarephath,reached of hencethe herwoman
re 1uctance food and the need for the miracle ofto share
flour and oil. But what of water? Water is not mentioned. We

that for the period of time they werethey drankassume
together before the drought’s end. It seems that the drought

has been den led in this situation. The rabbisef feet i ve

pondered the same problem deciding on a practical solution.
famine in the days of Elijah, they claimed, was one ofThe

not.1 We need notyear
their conclusion while agreeing with their question.accept

Why this suspension of the drought?

Perhaps this one instance would not be indicative of
anyth 1 ng if it weren't second Instance on Mountfor a
Carme1. Here we see another example where the e f feet i veness

of the drought is questioned. To accentuate the greatness of

igniting the altar with fire, an enormous amount of water is

poured, drenching the altar:

Where did they the writer has greatlyTheget water?
detailed the extent to which water used, departurewas a
from the usually clipped, abbreviated style. What point is
the writer trying make? the rabb i s askto Again, our

Their answer,although it is not ours, nonethelessquest ion.

Then he said, 
time;* and they did it 
"Do 
did it a third time. The i 
down around the altar, and 
trench was filled with water. 
18:34-35)

He said, “Fill four jars with water and 
pour it over the burnt offering and the 
wood." Then he said, “Do it a second 

a second time, 
it a third time," he said; and they 

time. The water ran 
altar, and even the 

(I Kings

scarcity; one year yielding, one
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This is the second instance of the suspens i on of the
In the Bible, drought is treatede f feet i veness .drough t * s

1 the reaction is
it has no effect on Elijah and the woman ofmu ted. We see

Zarephath, it has no effect on Mt. Carmel. Yet the text says
in Samaria” (18:2) and Ahab sendsfam i ne“ the was severe

Obadiah looking for "springs where grass still grows.“ The
and makes a simple point. Godcontradict ion has purpose

controls this drought—its length, the degree to which it is
felt and to whom. God’s agents are exempt, God’s enemies are
in constant search for food. The writer has expressed this

commonly expressed and fresh way. Thetruth in newa

metaphor of rain is a consistently used convention in the

Bible. It is so

stock response.3 To avoid expected react i ons thetoour
drought, the writer raises questions in our minds. First, he

suspends the drought in three Mt.widow,places (ravens,
Carme1). Second, he declares f irstdrought in thea
sentences of the narratives but does not give the reason for
the drought until much later (I Kings 18:18). Not until just

andlearn the reason
the drought. The writer plays withrespons ible forperson

andour expectations. The result is a reiteration of an old

often used idea, packaged in a new and fresh way.

THE METAPHOR OF FIRE

variousLike fire is for therain, metaphora

bears noting. The water flowed from Elijah's fingers.2

before the incident on Carmel do we

common in fact, that its usage elicits a

with anguish and fear. Here, in contrast,
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the phenomenonfire ismanifestations of God. At t iles,

such as the burning bushsignifieswh ich God ’ s presence
(Exodus 3:2) or the theophany at Mt. Sinai; "God downcame

fire" (Exodus 19:18). Fire is also used as aSinai into

metaphor for God’s anger:

fire. (Isaiah

the common usages of the metaphor utilized

in the Elijah narratives, though in a simpler way than rain

is the metaphor for God’s presence in theused. Firewas

wrathepisode on Mt. Carmel and it is the metaphor for in

the episode of the messengers.

On Mount Carmel, to maximize the drama, water is poured

on the altar. The metaphor tells us that though fire cannot

ignite from is above all impossibility. God’swater. God
reality is declared and undeniable. Two opposing elements in

donature cancel each other but unite to bring God’snot

presence before disbelievers. And it works. Upon seeing the

miracle the "The Cord alone is God: The Lordpeople cry:

alone is God!" (I Kings 18:39) In addition to a metaphor for

God ’ s for purging, forthe fire is symbolpresence, a
theofpurification of sins. Just as Moses purges the sins

by burning the Golden Calf, Elijah purges the sin ofpeople

idolatry by fire on the altar of God.

Itfunct i on.Carme1 anotherserves
rain foreshadowing the theophany in the desert.w i thjoins

Once again we see

See the Cord coming with fire 
His chariot is like a whirlwind 
To vent his anger in fury 
His rebuke in flaming 
66:15)

The fire on Mt.
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Rain and fire are metaphors for manifestations of God. The y

be mistaken as God. The people see the firenot toare on

the altar and convert. Ahab sees the end of the drought and

worship be factor in the relationshipBaal toceases a

between Elijah and Ahab. o The extremes of rain and f ire
people of Yahweh’s supremacy and yet, we willconv i nee the

fact, the sounds and lights of nature preceed GodInthem.

and herald his coming.*

The metaphors of rain and fire serve a function beyond

poe t ic meaning. They are intricately woven into the story

line of Elijah’s escapades and become a major element in the

plot. We find characters responding, reacting. and

interacting to events which have rain and or fire the iras

focus. It is for this reason that aspects of character are

revealed while analyzing the events which have the metaphors

of rain and fire at their center.

THE CHARACTER OF ELIJAH

Intregal theto character Elijah his moodof are

shifts, his inner emotional state as it manifests itself in
h i s act i ons. Though not sequential, there is a progression
to the inner life of the character. progress i on isThis
revealed through events concerning rain and fire.

The f irst in this progression follows the greatstep

I

I
I
|

II
I

learn, God is not in the forces of nature just in control of
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event at Mount Carmel. The prophet Is v ictor1ous. Through

displays of water and fire God proves to bethe m1raculous

supreme and omnipotent. The people repent. Ahab presumably

i s conv i need droughtand the now end. However, thecan

portrayal of the prophet’s reaction is not what wouldwe

is tender and revealing. Elijah wandersthough itexpect,

off by himself and reaches the top of the mountain. Notice
that the miracle of the flaming altar took place on the side

of the mountain, below the top. With Elijah’s ascent to the

mounta in tells us that the climax of thethe writertop,
story is yet to come. Elijah ascends, our expectations rise

wait for the rain. The image of the prophet is striking.we
Crouched low to the ground with his head in his hands he

d i straught andappears concerned. He sends a messenger to

the edge of the mountain which overlooks the sea to spot a
sign of rain approaching. With drama building the report
comes back: no sign. Seven times he is sent untiland not

the seventh time does he bring the "a cloud as small asnews

is rising 18:44)in the west." (I K i ngs

Elijah’s despondancy out of place, incongruent withseems

his v i ctory. It is clear that despite s igni fyingthe rain

God * s unsure, not convinced ofElijah i s leftsupremacy

something. The rabbis comment on this by saying that Elijah
tells God that there is no merit in Israel and for the sake

rabbis’o f the the drought end. Thecovenant should

of foreshadowing. Thisobservat ion thepoints to aspect

desertforeshadows El 1j ah* s despondancy in thepassage

a man’s hand
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is more severe. There he expresses thewhich greater and

thought that God's advocates are 1i m i ted the prophet.to

on Ht. Carmel, we can only speculate at the source ofHere,

his despair.

The transition the Carmel episodebe tween and the
is almost a miracle of comic relief:desert

The interpre tat ions of this passage are

possible that Elijah's victory was not decisive and inso

fear he runs from Jezebel. This interpretation draws on the

despondent mood that preceed and follows this miracle. It

Elijah is afraid his life.for A differentappears

interpretation focuses on the phrase “the hand of God.” This

is “synonym for the manifestation of his (God’s) strengtha

and power.“ This line theof reasoning is drawn from

understand ing of metaphor. rain signified God’sJust as

strength in the world, this God’smiracle signifies that

strength i s with Elijah. Yet another interpretation claims
that this transitional miracle is the reestablishment of the
rightful order: king follows prophet. All of the above

interpretat ions supported Thestrongly by text.are

brilliance of the wri ter complex i ty of theand the

narratives can Whatsupport several levels of meaning.

strikes this reader is the silliness of the image of Elijah

racing before the chariot of Ahab. That it as aserves

had 
his 
the

Ahab mounted 
to Jezree1 . 
come upon 1

I his chariot and drove off 
The hand of the Lord 
Eli jah. He t ied up 

skirts and ran in front of Ahab all 
way to Jezreel. (18:45-46)

numerous. It is
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trans 11 ion 1 f comic relief is apparent. The rabbisnot

capture the absurdity and turn it into profundity: I have

horses and princesservants walkinguponseen as

servants."11 Yes, how true I
Elijah’s escape to the desert is the second'Step in the

progression of his His mood darkens and heinner character.

It is now clear thatis immobile from despair. for Elijah

the fire on a water-drenched altar and the rain breaking the

drought are not strong enough symbols. They do not suffice

proof that as the poet Robert Browning put it "God’s inas

his heaven and all’s right with the world." Here we see the

me taphors of rain and fire jump to another level of meaning

the character of Elijah rises ins ight. Thoughtoas new

ra in and fire symbols manifesting attributes of God,are

they are not God. Metaphor is 1ikeness Tonot reali ty.

i 11 ustrate this the writer describes the desert theophany.

God exhibits control of nature and nurtures Elijah13 but the

truth o f God’s reality is beyond metaphor and all tools of
description, it is in the silence.

THE CHARACTER OF AHAB
The second character be hisrevealed bymaj or to

to the plot where rain and fire are centralresponse

elements Ahab.i s Ahab sinful king makesis the who

Elijah’s The extent to which Ahab hasmission necessary.

strayed from God’s path is the backdrop to the narratives of

theThe "hang heavilyElijah. sins of Jeroboam over
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narratives of Elijah and Elisha." And Ahab fol lows his

path with a marriage to Jezebel. In fact in the prologue to

the narratives we read "Ahab did more to vex the Lord, theI
Israel, than all the kings of Israel that preceededGod o f

him." (I Kings 16:33) This introduction to Ahab gives us

character before the narratives begin.Ins ight thetoan

Not only does he follow the sins of Jeroboam, the prototype

of a wicked king, but he surpasses him.

Yet, Ahab quite live up to his reputation.does not

When Elijah first confronts Ahab (17:1) we see no reaction.

The second t i me the two meet, Ahab does not respond with
force and fury but with a meager retort. "Is that that you.

Troubler of Israel?" (18:17) Elijah responds with accusation

and then the order to assemble all the prophets of Jezebel.
In 1 ight of his reputat ion. it is surprising that Ahab

And then there i s Mt. Carmel.
Dur i ng the contest of the prophets Ahab is absent. He does

not play cheerleader nor foils he simply is ment ioned.not

At the conclus ion of the Ahab continues to takeevent,

orders from Elijah (18:42,45) ultimately returning to

Jezebe1. Ahab Is pursued, showing the king’s impotence.

The nature of Ahab’s character is thus Therevealed.

me taphor of rain and fire dramatically prove the power of
God and his prophet. In sharp contrast, Ahab is shown to be

impotent and ineffective, until the incident of Naboth which

reveals further inaspects the dynamic the twoof

characters.1

I

I
I
I

follows Elijah’s order.13
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In contrast to Ahab’s weak character, Elijah shines as

We have discusseda strong personality. above the inner

character of Elijah which shows moodiness and1 ife o f the
But the character also has a public side.despondency. He

and accusation; 'unlike prophets whois o f act iona man
counterbalance their threats with prayers for divine mercy.

Elijah isElijah i 3 all Man of God,a

protector of the widow, defender of God. This publicmore

side of Elijah is also addressed in chapter three. Here, by

way of contrast to Ahab I would like to focus on the part of
Elijah they call Man of God.

MAN OF GOD

Thus have several elements in thereviewedwe

narratives which paint the picture of unified theme. Ina

Chapter One have seen a progression involving Elijah’swe

role in understanding and accepting andGod sustaineras

of life. We have seen the consequences of acceptingrenewer

and rejecting this function of God. We have seen how aspects
of God and his prophet are manifested powerful throughas

the use of metaphor. In contrast we noted that isAhab a

w icked but 1mpotent king. By way of further contrast, we
review the circumstances under which Elijah is called Man of
God.

separate episodes, Elijah is designated Man ofIn two

revealingGod. Perhaps this designation can be the key to

several layers of meaning. Does the title give us an insight

accusation.“lo
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to the nature of Elijah? What prompts people to call Elijah

relationship does the prophet who bearso f God?Han What

this title have with God? Let’s begin by reviewing other

in the Bible where the title Man of God appears.instances
I o f God is a distinction rarely given to anyone. ItMan

rather than by theis always said about someone person

Moses, Samuel, and Elisha are all called Man of Godh i use 1f.

by way of description by a second party. Twice hear ofwe

of God prophesying the death of aotherw ise Menanonymous

person or dynasty (I Samuel 2:27, I Kings 13:1). The use of

the title in these latter cases prevent us from making the
assumption that a Man of God must have the stature of Moses
or Samue1. Moses has the distinction as the only prophet who
spoke face to face with God. Samuel is called trustworthy. a1 who has all his prophecies come true <1 Samuel 3:19).man

The designation of Man of God falls under three maj or
catagor ies: anonymous, navi, and King David. Just what it

i s quest ion Some claim it beof debate. tomeans a
equivalent to Still others say it is a term

which denotes Yet rejectothers

those designations and say that Man of God is “an honorific
title conferred on certain worthy In addition to, or
perhaps desp1te the discuss ion of the modern scholars we

see the designation as having a literary function.

i nThe circumstances surrounding the use of titlethe

the Elijah narratives seem to be very mysterious. We first

find the term used in ofthe involvingstory the woman

I
i
I l
i
i

“the manic messengers."31

men.“==

the tern navi.30
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Elijah has already performed the miracle of theZarephath.
oil and flour and the woman’s son dies. After he is rev i ved

only remark is, "Now I know you are a Man ofand the woman's

God and that the word of the Lord is with you." Why does the

say this now? Didn’t the miracle of the oil and flourwoman

prove and demonstrate to her that Elijah is a Man of God?

Apparently it did not. On one level, this designation frames
First he is accusedthe episode of the son. be ing theas

of the death and then acknowledged as possessing God'scause

appropriatenesstruth. The full answer the of herto

remark lies in the comparison to the other Instance in which

is called Man of God.Elijah

I n II Kings 1 learn of the following Ahab'seventswe

death. Ahaz i ah is injured and sends tomessengers

Baal-Zebub, god of Ekron, to divine whether or not he will

Elijah is informed of this by an angel of God andrecover.

intercepts Ahaz iah’s with the prophecy thatmessengers

Ahaz iah will die. Angered, Ahaziah sends a group of fifty
soldiers. The captain shouts to the mountain top: of"Man

God, by order of the King, come down." Elijah’s response:

I f
you

and

This at the very least odd if not extreme. Itisresponse
seems that the captain would get acknowledgingcred 11 for

Instead, he and his men die.that Elijah i s a Man of God.

repe t i t i onThe story repeats. Another fifty die. Themen

I am a Man of God let fire come down 
from heaven and consume you with your 
fifty men. And fire of God came down 
from heaven and consumed him and his 
fifty men.

And
consumed
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us that this is not chance. There is something in thetells
address of the captain that warrants his death and the death

A third group approaches Elijah and this tineh i so f ■en.

the captain’s approach is quite different. The text reads.

the

fol low him.An angel of God then tells Elijah to The

uses the language of supplication--as if thethird capta in

capta i n before He "bends his knees"God. and .appears

“implores." Then the captain begs for his life, recognizing
that his destiny is in the hands of Elijah. Then the captain
re fers h i s "servants" of Elijah. Again,to in aarmy as
display of utter humility he begs for his life. This is in
sharp contrast to the first two groups of men who literally
ordered Elijah to follow. Man God isTo order of aa
conflict of concepts equal to blasphemy. This Man of God, as

the third captain recognizes. allGod iswhorepresents

powerful and the sustainer of life. Elijah takes his orders
from God, and a captain does not order a Man of God. Once

th i rdthe captain life isacknowledges that itself

controlled by God through his prophet Elijah, then his life
The story with the widow supports this. Elijahis granted.

is not recognized as a "Man of ofGod" because j ust any

miracle. He is recognized as such only after he restores

The 
top. before 

"Oh,
third captain of men climbed to 
knelt before Elijah and implored 

him saying, "Oh, Man of God, please 
have regard for my life and the lives of 
these fifty servants of yours (avdecha). 
Already fire has cone from heaven and 
consumed the first two captains and 
their men. I beg you, have regard for my 
life.
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life to the boy. A Man of God in story is whoour one
part i cI pates in the ultimate role of God as giver and taker
of life.

In this chapter. demonstrated the-have ofpowerwe
Rain and fire signified the manifestations of theme taphor.

Beyond their metaphorical meanings.various aspects of God.

result being an integral part of the narratives.o fas a
they went beyond their metaphorical meanings to help reveal

and Ahab and theiraspects o f Elijahthe characters of
relationship. We now proceed to relationship:differenta
that of Elijah and Elisha.
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IV

THE TRANSFERENCE OF COMMAND

Eaily Dickenson

Silence is all we dread 
There's a ransom in a voice-- 
But silence is infinity. 
Himself hath not a face.
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I

11 ano f prophecyThe Institution contains within

theofaspect of mystery, of elusiveness. We do readnot

Biblical school of prophecy, or of a dynasty of prophets. or

of a master/disciple relationship except for minorfewa

narrat i ves El 1 jah. How does ae xcept i ons and in ofthe

tellsprophet become a prophet? Pondering this, the Midrash

‘Why can’t Iof Baruch’s as he cries to Jeremiah,anguIsh

voluntary?become a prophet like you Isare?-1 prophecy
Example after example shows the reluctant prophet bemoan his
gift, his privlege. theand ofThe e 1 us 1 venessmystery
institution lies in w i th the fact that there is nopart

institution of prophecy, there are no rules, cons i stentno

pro file of a member, no concept of voluntary participation,

recognizable connect ion secondbetween first andno

generat ions. Yet the Biblical record paints the portrait of
the prophet as recogn i zable scholarscharacter. Manya
detail the portrait taking from the prophets common
attr i butes.3 What i s prophets includ ingto ourcommon
Elijah? They commanded ‘go by God,to they areare
reluctant to do so, they know they speak yetfor God and

communleat ion i s always difficult.3 Despite their common
features, by the way in which the Bible records the career

prophet we get the impression that there are merelyof the

whenprophets; individual and solitary. They seem to appear

1

I

I
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in need of transmission. This is the case withi smessagea

sudden andEli jah. His appearance i s have thetoseems
of transmitting a message. He is alone, imparting apurpose

largerthough his life exists in the context ofmessage

interesting aspect of El i jah’s' career isand wars. Ank I ngs

generationsecond of prophet.is passed on tothat it a
prophecy and its authority isJeremiah,IsaiahUni ike or

transferred to a disciple, Elisha. In this will
of command from one prophet tothe trans ferencefocus on

another.
Is prophecy transferred from one prophet to another on

regular basis? In Amos 7:14 we read of an allusion to thea
possible existence of a discipleship: "I am prophetnot a

disciple of prophet."nor a a

example of relationship.master/disciple “Deuteronomya

18:15-18 is the locus classicus of prophetic succession.
One of the most beautiful portraits of their relationship is
the 1 r descent from Hount Sinai. Joshua hears noise coming
from below and says to Moses:

The ir in contrast. Joshua’spercept i ons sharpare
observat i on his future role as God’s warrior,foreshadows
Moses * heir. Indeed, Joshua does take over command which is

made by God’s decree that Moses willnecessary

over to the land of milk and The of thehoney. account

There is a cry of war in the camp but 
he answered, It is not the sound of the 
tune of triumph, or the sound of the 
tune of defeat. It is the sound of song 
that I hear! (Exodus 32:17-18)

never cross

Moses and Joshua are one

chapter I
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ritual i n Moses hands the leadership over to Joshuawhich

(Deuteronomy 31:14,23 and 34:88-9) is moving qu i teyet

different from the account of Elijah and Elisha. It does not
provide a parallel in its content.

two part symbolic ritual In which each 1 spart

separated o f training. Toby period understand thisa

analyzIng throughthe technique of j uxtapos i t ionprocess.

be will juxtapose four sections. First Iut i1i zed. Ican

will “Qol D'mama Daka" with section two
"The Mantle.* will sect I on three "Thecompare
Messengers" with section four "The Chariot." IAnd lastly

will juxtapose the findings in one and two with the findings

in three and four.

QOL, D'MAMA DAKA*

SECTION A

One sentence inflates the action in this Itsep isode.

content is a death threat to Elijah from Jezebel. Presumably

she is motivated to send

preceedlng events at Mt. Carmel which resulted in the murder

of Jezebel’s prophets. The Elijah’snarrat ive describes

one short abrupt comment: •frightened, he fledinresponse

at once for his life." Continuing to build thethe drama.

text he went to Beersheba. The desert localethatstates

conjures images of mystery, Moses-1 ike ofof theophanies

a hit team to Elijah because of the

compare section one

involves a

to be quite unique and is a complicated detailed process. It

The transference of command from Elijah to Elisha seems

Then I
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unknown.“ emphas izeswild The wr 1 ter images andour
associations with the desert as he includes the detail "and

his servant there) he himself went a day’s journeylefthe

Into the wilderness." Elijah is alone, solitary and travels

isolated place. Heschel notes that-"superlourre mote,to a

soulwhen the is al one.instances of a

this.Know ing
Withof drama and in two sentences. continuedsuspense

by the next twosw i ftness the completely setiss tage
sentences:

There i s ironic sense to Elijah’s despair. On one handan

the i mage o f Eli jah’s is in character.mood iness The

prev ious picture of him sitting on a hill, head in hands,

anxiously waiting for rain is still fresh. On the other

hand. why should a great prophet, continually defended by
God be afraid and despair? Because prophets. howe ver privy

Divineto will they may be, are still human. This passage
illustrates Elijah’s humanity. Yet the Biblical author hints
that there is more to Elijah’s despair than fear of Jezebel.

seemingly runs away in fear of Jezebel.Elijah If that

were the case, we would expect his prayer to be me . “"Save

Instead it complete opposite “Take my life." Thei s the

reason follows plea "for thanthe I better myam no

my 
my 

fell

the skillful writer has accomplished a sense

1i fet ime occur

He came to a broom bush and sat down 
under it and prayed that he might die. 
"Enough," he cried, "Now 0 Lord take 
life, for I am no better than 
ancestors." He lay down and 
asleep under a broom bush (19:4-5).
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ancestors." He. like his ancestors, has not ended idolatry.

He. like his ancestors has not saved Israel from sin. In

elaborates this point, and I paraphrase:El ijahtenverse

the extreme measures I took in theAfter all of God,name

Israelites still forsake you, defiling and kil-ling.the I am

the only one left who honors you and they want to kill me.
intriguingtheWhat follows is one of most passages

to El 1jah: “Stand on thefound in 11terature. God says

thismountain before the Lord.* Upon reading thepassage
our memories. The rabbis andecho of Moses inresonates

modern scholars” have detailed the parallels between the two

prophets appendix A for an abridged chart touching on( see

the po ints wh ich interest ingparticularly to ourare

subject). Both prophets have a desert theophany of which the
exact geographic location is unknown. We do know that they

both stand at a cave. The rabbis noting this parallel claim
of Hoses and of Elijah thethe werecave

same.0 On one significant level, the rabbis were right: they

stood at the which is anywhere andof theophanycave

everywhere a person meets God.

DespIte to Moses in a manner not duplicatedthe echo
e1sewhere in the Bible, God appears before Elijah:

And lo, the Lord passed by. There was 
a great and mighty wind, splitting 
mountains and shattering rocks by the 
power of the Lord; but the Lord was not 
in the wind. After the wind--an 
earthquake; but the Lord was not in the 
earthquake. After the earthquake-fire; 
but the Lord was not in the fire. And 
after the fire—a still small voice.

that the cave
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rhythm--notpoet icis written with inThe passage thea

earthquake—notwind, inwind—after the the
earthquake-after the earthquake, fire—not in the fire. The

particle "not"of therepe t i t i onthree-fold creates a

which"escalation" of phenomena culminates
rhythm is broken, jarring ourThedaka.qol d’>a»nin

expectat ions--af ter the fire--a still small voice. The last

pattern by using three words instead ofbreaks thephrase

followed neither by "God is notThe words are in theone .

in the voice." Breaking a pattern"God isbyvoice" nor

the readeris so firmly established makeswh ich stop and

the reader is similar to theThenot ice. ef feettake on

effect of a listener of hearingbus ic unresolvedaupon

chord—we search for the resolution. The next line, then, i s

assumed to be the resolution: Elijah"When heard it, he

wrapped his mantle around his face and stood at the entrance

of the cave." Does this action imply that awestruck Elijah
realizes that God is in the voice? Most scholars assume that

it does imply that. But the question misses the point. The

can be found in the contrast between this section andpo int

the contest on Mt. Carmel. The connection between these two

sections is the word qol, the point of departure is also the
word qol .

qol is used fourIn the Mt. Carmel section the word
to the god Baal. The prophets of Baal arein regardt imes

f ire.offering w i thimploring their god to respond to the
"invoked Baal by name from morning to noon shouting '0The y

progression, an



Page 67

18:26) The prophetspagan are

Baal devouring fire andcry ing to

yet they receive "no sound, and who responded.“none The
word qol, foreshadowing the contrast withthewriter uses

the appearence of Yahweh to Elijah. To be wesure do not

the writer uses the word qol threemiss the connection. more

times. With a touch of irony Elijah says to them make more

27) and then the writer tells us thatnoise Cv. indeed they

used. And

time we again read "there wasthen no
sound and none who responded or heeded."<v. 29) What follows
i s Elijah’s success, Yahweh devours the offering with fire.

When this section is contrasted to the section of the desert

theophany puzzled by an apparent contradiction. Iswe are

God in the fire as would seem on Mt. Carmel or isn’t God is

the f ire stated explicitly in the desert? There isas no

contradiction. The answer is simply yes. On Mt. Carmel the

f ire proof of God’s presence, of God’s superiority andwas

it proved that Baal was an illusion not beto worshipped.

Baal hath In the desert, God was beyond thenot voice.a
spectacle of a earthquake,destruct ive wind Godor was

beyond fire. For Elijah, God was the qol that was absent on
capable of hearingnot

soft sounds so they witnessed flashes of fire. In the desert

Elijah could comprehend more than the flash of miracle. he

could hear the silence of God’s reality.

is the function of wind, earthquake, and fire? WhyWhat

to emphasize one more

to bring them a sign, a

Baal, answer usI’CI Kings

Carmel. The people on Carmel were

cried louder (v. 28). Both times the word qol is



Page 68

earth, and fire threepick those three? Wind, are of the
Each of these threewater.iselements--missingfour are

the irfor destructivedistinguished in our passage force .
of water has been used in the narrativeselementThe

Water/ra in al low for ' foodnourishment.o felement and
proof for God as sustainer of life.prov idethematleal 1y A

haveis established. But as withwe seen fire,contrast

not that God is absolutelyIt’sabsolute.1 snothing an

revealed to humans through fire—witness Carme1. Thenever

Though rain is a symbol forw i th water.i s truere verse
it does not mean thatGod’s presence and blessing. God i s

i srain or

though God is the controlling force of nature.made that it
outside of nature. NaturalGod livesmade thatalso1 s

forces herald God's presence but are not to be mistaken for
narratives such a mistake can be made. EpisodeInGod. our

after episode has had at its center grand exhibitions of God

through aspects of nature suchhumancommun icat i ng to as
balancerain and fire. This passage inas aserves our

is not wind, fire, earth. However,God—Godofpercept i on

will inthis does not diminish God’s power as we thesee
episode of the chariot.

this episode must beconcerningquestionlastOne

fol lowing dialogueis the function of theaddressed. What

between Elijah and God and why is it repeated:

you here Elijah?
I
I
I

Why 
I am 
o f

exclusively is the God of rain. While the point

Israe1i tes 
down

as an

are you here Elijah? He answered, 
moved by zeal for the Lord, the God 
Hosts; for the Israelites have 

forsaken your covenant, torn down your
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1 sThe repetition of th I s notpassage mere redundancy.
diverse role in the Old Testament.plays“Repetition a It

for one thing, to center thought, to rescue itserves from
d i f fus i veness.“and Bydisparateness repeating this

the writer freezes it from the fast movingpassage, action

notice, read carefully.telling us to take
Gros, has focused on the questionscholar, LouisOne

you doing here Elijah?"from God “What are The f irst t i me

question the emphasis is on the word "here."asks theGod

What are you doing here instead of being out there with the

people. The question is really a rebuke. The second time God
asks the question really is—How could you be depressed.so

Gros focuses on Elijah’s claim that he is the onlyThen one

He is not the only one left. God says that thereleft. will

7,000 left in Israelbe (v. 18). Elijah simply feels

Brevard Childs focusesalso El ijah’son

he is the only one left. Childs claims thatthatstatement

is the climax of the story not,th i s others think, "aas

smal 1 vo ice.“still Elijah feels sorry for himself. His

successor has been appointed, 7,000 men remain. "El 1jah is

clearly redundant."

is yet another understanding of how this passageThere

functions which involves the reappearance of the word qol.

the context in which it appears. PreceedingreviewLet us

isolated.13

altars and put your prophets to the 
sword and I alone am left and they are 
out to take my life. (I Kings 19:9-10, 
19:13-14)
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the first appearence of this passage read of Elijah’swe

despondency. he slept, and twice ate. Then he journeyshow
to Mt. Horeb and spends the night in the cave. Our passage
1 s the phrase "then the word of thethen introduced w i th
Lord was upon him." What follows this passage is- the passage

small voice." After the theophany, Elijah andof "a still
standingGod continue. Elijah once again is theatseen

cave(v.!3) and the dialogue is repeated, this time beginning
upon him. “ The use

different introductions—the word of God was upon him vsof
-shows the reader that the still smal 1

word “voice" isvo ice thei s Againsuperfluous.not
stilltherepeated, somehow there is a connection between

small why are you herevoice and the voice that says.
Elijah?" Then God responds to Elijah’s cry by ordering him
to appo int Hazael of Aram, Jehu King of Israel, andKing
Elisha to replace him as prophet. The order from God is a

response to Elijah’s plea on two levels.

On level. this order from God is God’s answer toone
Elijah’s despair and his wish to die. The prophet notcan
res ign. Elijah quit and God responds by sayingwants to
"Get back to work." Throughout the prophetsBible we see

such as Jeremiah and Jonah wishing to resign from their job
as prophet. Consistently we see God responding He doesas

here w i th Eli jah—you until God says you’redonearen’t
done .

On a second level, God’s order to appoint two kings and

with the words "Behold a voice (qol) was

a voice was upon hi
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to replace Elijah is a direct answer to Elijah’sprophe t

Israel has forsaken God and he is thethat all onl ycry one

appo intToleft. revolut ion

leastwhich ultimately wipes out idolatry, at temporar11y.

complains that he Is the only one who is for God andEl 1 Jah
thethatsaying appointeesGod answers him by new will

rectify this through war. God’s prophecy is as follows:

onl y
that

that the idolaters perish and that Elijah iswillGod see

“zealous for God“ but is joined bynot the only one seven
of Elisha?what Why is ElijahButrighteous.thousand

Nowhere in thecommanded to appoint Elisha? Bible do we

prophet passing on his or her prophetship to anotherf ind a

Mosesof andposs ible exception Joshua,the(with as

See appendix A). The answer lies in thenoted.pre v ious1y

command to appoint Hazael Kingas

of Israel .

not appoint those two men as king. DuringdoesEl 1 jah

Kingsthe oflife Ahab, Ahaziah and Jehoram areElijah’s

and Ben Hadad is the King of Aram. Elijah ascends toIsrae1

before Jehu and Hazael ascend to the throne. Itthe heavens

fact Elisha who is responsible for their appointment.ini s
Hazael. Elijahappo inttoDamascusGod orders Elijah to

Instead we read “Elisha arrived in Damascusmakes it.never

escapes 
slain

sword
Jehu .

Hazael 
whoe ver

the two kings is to instigate

Whoever 
shal1 be 
escapes 
by Elisha. 
f ood—every 
Baal and i

as King of Aram and Jehu

> knee 
every 

kissed him (19:17-18).

the sword of 
by Jehu and 

the sword of Jehu will be slain
I will leave in Israel 

that has not knelt to 
mouth that has not
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In8:7). what
reveals to Hazael that Ben-Hadad will die.foilows, Elisha

Hazael will become king and slaughter the Israelite people.
God’s prediction towithI s in complete agreementThis

Elijah. Elisha then commands his disciple to go and anoint

Kings 9:1-13). This begins a revolution in Israel(IIJehu

begins theOmrl and Jehudynastywhich overthrows the
prediction is realized. IndeedGod ’ sOnce againdynasty.

Baal (IIJehu attempts to kill all the followers of Kings
prophe t to succeedis appointed10:18-30). Elisha as

allElijah in order to respond to Elijah’s cry that Israe1
have forsaken God.

THE MANTLE
SECTION B

In light of what was Just noted therefore, it is not at

all odd that immediately following God's order to anoint

Elijahk ings. to meet Elisha: "He set out from theregoes
and came upon Elisha son of Shaphat.“(I Kings 19:19) This

begins section B, "The Mantle." The very first image we have

of Elisha is of him plowing. imageThis resonates nicely

w i th the prev ious themes food and sustenance werewhere
crucial. The next image also resonates of previous imagery:
"There twelve yoke of oxen ahead of him." We rememberwere
the twelve stones Elijah placed as he built the o faltar
Yahweh. Through these two images, the story tells the reader

that Elisha is connected in a fundamental way w i th Elijah.

at a time that Ben-Hadad was ill."(II Kings
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two men are inseparable. Indeedth 1 s theFrom moment on
Eli jah’s inEl 1 sha * s echoes Thismany ways.career

impression begins with the images of plowing and twelve oxen

twoElijah beginsI n the sentence,next a part
"Elijah came over to him and threwof command:transference

is of thehis mantle over him." (v.19) This one several
considerLet’s just what ismantle.of theappearances

Manymantle. t imesthesymbol ofinvolved in the the

lacking in descriptiveabrupt,Biblleal narrat1ve seems

often not givenWedepth to the modern reader. theare
inner thought and motive.details of personali ty traits,

"Feeling, attitude, or intention are rather minimal" Yet

well enough to identifyknow the charactertowe seem

ourselves with him or her. One way this is accomplished is
of clothing and accesories. Forthrough the symbolic use

leadership.example, Moses’ staff represents his Joshua's

is a warrior of God, or sackclothsword tell that heus

as in Jonah wheretells us of mourning or repentance, the

removes his robe which is a symbol of royalty and putsKing

repentance(Jonahon sackcloth to show a state of 3:6). I n

Elijah narratives the mantle signifies three things. Inthe

himselfI Kings 19:13 Elijah’s gesture of wrapping in his

tells us of his inner thoughts. He is moved, humbledmantle
and struck with awe by his encounter with God. This is a

throughreveals thoughthow the textofgood example
prop(mantle) and gesture. The text does not read “Oh my God,

echoing imagery in Elijah’s career.
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am struck with awe and humility by your presence." But itI

does communicate the sense of such a thought through ofuse

the man11e .

Secondly, in II Kings 1:8 the mantle is once again used

as a distinguishing nark. Elijah is identified as "hairya
tied around hisbeltw i th leather waist."a Aman

in Zecharia 13:4 which reads: "He will notdescript ion wear

alludes to Elijah, andostens iblyha i ry mantle * whicha
therefore ties together the hairy nan and the mantle, Elijah

described in terms of clothing, not personality or deed.i s

A third level of the symbol of the mantle is found in this

As Elijah begins to anoint Elisha, he does so by aepi sode.

Heremantle.symbolic gesture the theinvolving mantle

power of prophecy which Elijah possesses.therepresents a
is turning over to Elisha.power which he

The first part of our task is completed. By juxtaposing
sect i ons A and B, we have made several observations. First,

have noted the backdrop to the appointment of Elisha iswe

Eli jah’s Thisdespondency theophany. showsand us that

although God will not let Elijah quit, at the very moment he

wants to Elijah’s career coming to an end. To markwe see

this end, his personal quest for truthGod’s climaxes in
assignment is to appoint atheophany lastand his major

the transferenceThis sets forthe stage tosuccessor.
begin. We also noted that such a transference is unusual in

the Bible and showed why it was necessary in this case. Our

hypothes i s a two part transference of command. Weinvolves
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now proceed to the bypart juxtaposingsecond two more
section C entitled "The Messengers" and section Dsect ions;

entitled “The Chariot."

THE MESSENGERS
SECTION C

The section “The Messengers" is filled with hyperbole.
large group of men (fifty) order Elijah to come down fromA

the mountain and are put to death by a fire bolt. In Hebrew
of God" alliterate with the words "Man ofwords "firethe

This happens a second tine and the third time Elijah
angel of God. The wrath and extremei s urged down by an

behavior of Elijah is anddetailed exaggerated. Yet the
somehow in character for thereader that this issenses

prophet. Part of this sense stems from section A. In this

sect ion El ijah he is "zealous for theadn its thattwice

Lord. " In section A this statement is in the form of a quiet

confess ion to God in the midst of despair. In section C,
this sentiment is acted out in hyperbolic drama. Elijah has

mad flare, an exaggerated sense of loyalty to God. Thisa

character trait is important in understanding the stories

surround i ng has great

insight to this aspect of Elijah. The text reads as follows:

insists 
the 
the

say 
of sons.

I honoring 
honoring

One 
and 

honoring
the people...Elijah insists on

God. " 10

It is possible to 
three (types) 1 
honoring God and 
One insists on 
honoring the people, 
honoring the people 
God. Jeremiah insists on 
God and

that there are 
One insists on 

the people. 
God and not 
insists on 

not honoring 
both

Elijah. The Meeh Uta D* Rabbi Ismael19
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asked—whyThe Midrash asks the isquestion itwesame
successor to Elijah? Their answerappo inttonecessary a

teaches a lesson. Elijah was zealous for God at the expense
of the people which is not the kind of prophet God desires.
The Midrash’s point is illustrated in section C where in his
zeal for truth, Elijah kills one hundredupholding God's
men. This is the backdrop for in whichsect ion D Elijah
executes the second part of the transference of command.

THE CHARIOT
SECTION D

This sect ion has in it various elements which will be
analyzed in detail in Chapter Five. However several aspects
of th 1 s subjectsect i on relevant to of theourare

transference of command. One prop and one sentence link this

section to the previous sections. The prop is the mantle and

shnayin.words Pi Lets first
address our attention to the mantle as it appears in section

D.
The word has been buzzing that the Elijah’sday of

of
and
prophet to
scripture’

as i t 
written, "I am zealous for the Lord, 
of Hosts” etc. Why does it say in 
text: "God said to him. Go back the 

you came, on to the wilderness of 
Jehu son of Nimshi 

Israel and Elisha 
son of Shaphat anoint 
succeed you.” The purpose 
is to say: a prophet 
because I don’t want

honoring God and not the people, 
i s 
God 
the 
way 
Damascus...and 
anoint as king over 

Shaphat as 
of

say: a prophet to succeed you
I don’t want your prophecy.

Jonah insists on honoring the people and 
not God....

the sentence includes the
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Elijah andarr1ved. El isha standtrans 1 a 11 on has at the

Jordan and fifty disciples stand at distancea watching.

Suddenly Elijah stands still and:

19:19KingsMantlethe reappears.Thus The

the nantle is not an accidentof or a mistakereappearence

is the deliberate usage of a prop to linkbut rather it two
This link is important becauseseparate

ofcont inuation the transferencethes ign i f iesit of

throwsElijahB, thesectionIncommand. mantle over

Elisha, thus beginning the transference. In section D this

through a series ofcompletedistransference occurrences

involving the mantle.

citedis the above.The first occurrence one First

takes off the mantle never again putting it backElijah on.

the mantle symbolizes something beyond clothing.

symbol for prophecy. Therefore, as ElijahisIt a removes
shoulders he ish i s performingthe mantle from upon a

he is stripping himself of his authority, hesymbol 1c act;

is derobing himself of his prophetic persona. This is the

of transferring command tosecond parttheofbeg i nn i ng

Elisha.

What follows is Elijah’s last miracle. With the mantle.

possesses the prophetic spirit he partssymbolicallywhich
ElishaElijah andMoses.the Jordan reminiscent of pass

mantle and 
water: 

to It 
the

episodes into one.

Thereupon Elijah took his 
rolling it up he struck the 
divided to the right and 
left.<IIKings 2:8)

As we saw.

of I
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through the parted Jordan the shore. Their walktoon
through Elijah’s last miracle are the last thesteps two
take toge ther. Yet the ritual of transference is not yet
completed. After Elijah’s translat ion the mantle appears
aga I n s1nge1 I ng that one last gesture is needed before the
transference is completed. Elisha picks up the mantle which
is that the reader nottw Ice ident i f ied Elijah’s soas
mistake it for just any piece of clothing. He picks theUP

and imitating Elijah’s gesture strikes the waters ofmantle
the Jordan while saying “Where ofGodtheLord,i s the
Eli jah?" question Elisha receivesWith this andgesture

prophecy. The ritual is then completed as walkshe across
the th is time asparted alone,Jordan River, this t ine
prophet.

haswriter
two episodes which united, give us a visualtogetherwoven

depiction of a two Ascommand.part transference of we

follow of thethe and repeatedappearance reappearance

mantle, understand its symbolic value and its power awe as
prop to tell the story of how prophet passes prophecy onone

to another.

In ment ionedthe beginning of this sect i on awe

Thislink to the previous section.
section C, “The messengers," where we see the zealousness of

Elijah hyperbolical1y. The utter exaggeration ofdescribed
his zeal strikes us as odd. theisWhy exaggerate? What
function of the hyperbole? How does this episode provide the

sentence which provides a

Through the use of a prop, the mantle, the
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backdrop for section D? The answer inlies the sentence,

"Let double of your spirit pass on to me."(II Kings 2:9) Pi

shnaym is usuallly translated "a double port ion." However,

based on Zecharla 13:8 which reads "two thirds shall perish,

itsha11 die/and is clear

is not the first part of one third by ratherthat "double"
two times one third which is two thirds. 30

this Asof sentence. theyLet’s review the context
thecross

do for you, before I an taken from you?" Elijah is asking

Elisha a last request. Elisha knows that the authorityfor
of prophecy is being transferred to him. But just how much?
To take over. Thewhat able towill Elisha beextent

author i tysuccessor does not autonatical 1 y command the same
and ability as his predecessor. So Elisha answers—give me
twice of what you had. For us his answer has meaning because
o f the Elijah's zeal was exaggerated.prev ious
What exactly will pass on to Butunknown.Elisha is yet
Eli sha has the sense that if he only had twice the zeal of
his master, he would be able to command. Thethecarry on

future of Elisha’s is unknown. Elijah answers:success

The cont inuestext with the descript ion of Elijah’s

departure. It is unclear Elisha succeeds in seeingif

asked 
as I 
will

sect ion.21

You have 
you see me 
you, this 
not,

a difficult thing. If 
am being taken from 
be granted to you; if 

it will not.(II Kings 2:10)

one third of it shall survive,"

Elijah as he is being taken away. It is therefore unclear if

Jordan, Elijah asks Elisha, "Tell me, what can I
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his wish is granted.

Elisha *s request provides the to severalanswer
questions. The exact nature of what is be ing transferred
from one prophet to the next is unknown. It is not exact. It
i s purposely ambigious. The fact that don’, t know ifwe

1 srequest granted makes curious. We beginus

reading Elisha’s career with the quest ions: How does it
compare Eli jah* sto career? Did Elisha receive two times

of Elijah’s spirit? Ourmore curiosity Theus on.urges

amb i gu i ty unt i 1 and Jehuurges Hazaelus on we see

annointed. topic for
I further study.

theElijah’s zeal gives definition to
desire for

prophecy is not quantitative. He compares
himself to El i jah and used as aElijah berefuses to
standard. We do not know if two times of Elijah*
be measured “ you have asked a difficult thing." We do not
know i f Elisha* s request is granted.

We have utilized the literary tool of juxtaposition. We
have analyzed sect ion B Then wein

Through
use of juxtaposition we have understood the transference

of command from Elijah and Elisha.

I
I
I

* 
1

light of section A. 

analyzed section D using section C as its backdrop, 

the

I

J
i

i

1 Eli sha’s

Elisha’s request provides the resolution to 

the previous section.

twice as much spirit. Elisha's request tells us 

that the nature of

A comparison of the two prophets is a

s spirit can
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V
THE CHARIOT: AN AGGREGATE OF CONCLUSIONS

Anne Sexton 
"Rowing"

This is my tale which I have told, 
If it be sweet, if it not be sweet. 
Take somewhere else and let some return to 
me.
This story ends with me still rowing.
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a richly woven tapestry, the narratives of ElijahLike

and yetcontain a variety of colors and textures of thread

beautiful picture. To understand theto createmanage one

eachatcloselylookedhavepicturemessage of the we

for its uniqueness and itsitexaminingimportant thread

Chariot"episodefunction in the larger picture. The

with all the aspects of theme and2:1-15) shines<11 Kings

discovered throughout the narrative.technique which we have
usedcontentandformofaggregateBecause it is an
thisofexaminationnarrat i ves,theconsistently in an

section asserves

framework,literary techniques used by the writer

which"The Chariot" in light of the episodesus then examine

precede it.

ENTRANCES, TRANSITIONS, EXITSTHE IMAGERY:

Itword.writtentheImagery ofmagicis the

in the mindcommunicates through mental pictures conjured up
oneor

apictures frompicture othertriggermay

"Theofscenesopeningwork. theinSuch is the case

of Elijah here which weChariot." a clear pictureWe see
examineLet usseen.

brings to mind.

timefirsttheWe see Elijah and Elisha together for
thisofbeginningtheneet ing inthe ir ini t ials i nee

associate with other pictures we have

this opening imagery in "The Chariot" noting associations it

"The

of the reader. One image may associate with another,
other parts of

an appropriate summary. By imploying the
letas a
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epi sode. The picture is somewhat conical. It thatseems
Elijah i s trying to escape the companionship of Elisha. He

tries to lose Elisha by claiming that he has work doto
first in Gilgal, then Bethel, then Jericho, then the Jordan.
Each attempt to get away is met with Elisha’s insistance "as
the Lord lives and youas

hand itElisha's ironic. Onisstatement one assumes

Elijah’s death as the time when Elisha will no longer follow

Elijah. Yet, Elijah’s death is never conclusive and Elisha
of Elijah by receivingcont inues "spirit"follow theto

prophecy and continuing his mission. In this opening scene
Eli jah tries unsuccessfully to rid himself of Elisha. He is
almost like a dying elephant trying to wander away to sone
mysterious What is oddplace so that he may die in peace.
here is not that Elijah is trying to escape Elisha but that
he i s temporarily unable to do so. Elijah’s elusiveness is
one of the characteristics andintru igingthat make him
mysterious.

What i s elusive in is hisElijah entrances,

transitions, and exits. This section, where Elijah tries to
Elisha’s grasp, dramatizes this aspect of Elijah. Asescape

we read it. we make associations to other sections of the
narrat i ve where Elijah appears or disappears abruptly or in

a unique fashion. We have noted in a previous chapter that
introduction Elijah is abrupt. In the midst of thetoour

annals of Kings writer introduces Elijah deeplyour as
involved in his work, “Elijah, the Tishbite, an inhabitant

live, I will not leave you."
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of Gilead, said to Ahab... < I 17:1)."Kings That is our
introduction. is provided, not even "the sonNo geneology
of.." is given. We get the impression by what fol lows that

have begun middle of the story. Contrast toin thewe
Isaiah, where although not elaborate, definitewe see a
introduction to the prophet Isaiah (Isaiah 1:1). Or contrast

elaborate. Weis haveJeremiah, introductionto whose

a detailed geographic location, detailed dating,geneology,

prophet ic spirit.hisand poetry describing the origin of

sense, and through comparison, we see thatThrough our own
Elijah’s initial entrance is abrupt and mysterious. The text
continues to support this impression.

Elijah meets Obadiah and tells him toIn I K ings 18
thatObadiah’s response is one of fear Ahabsummon Ahab.

will a great search for Elijahkill him. He thatsays
concluded that he was nowhere The elusivefound.beto

nature of Obadiah knows that Elijahthe prophet is noted.
appears and disappears suddenly: theleave you,
spirit o f the Lord will carry you off I don’t know where;
and when I come and tell Ahab and he does not find heyou.
will kill me(v. 12). ■Obadiah’s lengthy, clumsy repetitive
speech is in sharp contrast to Elijah’s precise response."1
The prophet’s controlled and distant, and ourispersona
impressions are confirmed by the text. Elijah mysteriously
enters and exits.

Again to this, the text supplies a detail bysupport
way of transition which serves only to confirm the mystery

“When I
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o f El I jah. In I Kings 18 Elijah is victorious over the

prophets of Baal and succeeds in ending the drought. The

rain is pouring down and Ahab sets out to Jezreel to tell
Jezebe1 of the events that insued. The text then reads “the

hand of the Lord had cone upon Elijah. He tied up his skirts
to Jezreel."(v.46) This

ostens ibly a transition, yet it more successfullyprovIdes

suppl les whichanother link in the chain of mystery

surrounds Elijah.

us back to the episode the "The Chariot."This brings

Elijah tries to be elusive as he is described Obadiah.by

He is temporarily unsuccessful because the narrativeonly

concludes in the most elusive, mysterious exit of all. It is

in the the fiery chariot that Obadiah’s wordscontext of

ring of foreshadowing. ThisElijahGod does take away.
final ex i t with the vivid imagery of fiery horses,filled

chariots, and a whirlwind captures the imagination. El I jah

is continually drawing our attention because ofappeali ng.

the ‘Themystery of his entrance. exits.andtrans 11 ion
Chariot" elaborates this aspect of Elijah through imagery of
h 1 s grandattempted histhroughof Elisha andescape

ultimate escape of the world.

SYMBOL: THE SOURCE OF AUTHORITY

This been addressed in great detail in thetopic has

previous chapter. By God's command, prophecy is transferred

from Elijah exit via the chariot is theto Elisha. The

in front of Ahab all the wayand ran
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Bible’s most vivid account of a heavenly Yet theascent.
not this ascent. It seems to benarrat1ves main i sfocus

hasThe ascent
1 ightfurther theshedssymbolic whichvalue on

transference. All along our focus in regard to prophecy has
The chariot diverts this focus tobeen on Elijah and Elisha.

theInfocus.appropiateGod, the real source, the more
midst of the episode which is the climax of the transference

miracle whoseof prophetic authority we
is aundeniably God. The chariot.i ssource

symbol for the command of God. God is the commander, God is
therelated tothe Integral 1yof prophecy.source

originaltransference of command is this strong symbol. The
anoint Elishad Kings 19:16). Theorder Godfrom towas

different.qu 1 tesomethingshows us

horses and a fiery chariot separate the two prophets.Fiery

’Father,So great is the event that onl yElisha crycan
The repetitionFather I Israel’s horseman."chariots and

ofthe Songcarries with it a inofsense urgency as
3Deborah, 5:12).song.“ (Judges"Awake, Awake utter a

Fol low ing theacqu iresthis Elishaexclamat ionurgent
symbol for God as theprophe tic spirit. The chariot

has theGodsource of prophecy is U11 i mate 1yconf irmed.

power to decree who shall be prophet.

THE METAPHOR OF MIRACLE

catches the reader’s attention inPerhaps what first

as a

on this level,

see the flash of a

more concerned with prophetic succession.2

ultimate occurrence
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the narrative are the miracles connected w i th Elijah. The

wr iter tells a fantastic tale of miracle after miracle. To
the reader who ask—but is th i sdares true--ato most
fantastic miracle ends the stories jarring our sense of real

and logic. The miracles In the Elijah narratIves are

They stand for something beyond the literal. Theymetaphor.

omnipotent. God isrepeatedly give us one message: God is
the source of life and death. God decidesGod i ssupreme,

who shall live as we saw with the widow’s son. God decides
when humans shall be sustained as we saw in the metaphors of

rain and fire. God alone controls life giving and sustaining

saw on Mt. Carmel. God is the source of lifepowers as we

and the thisof chariotdeath. Thesource encompasses

most dramatical1y. the one that GodElijahmessage was
provided for in time of drought. Elijah whoseis the one
death is orchestrated by a display of ultimate power by God.

Does Elijah die? The searchdisciples theydoubt it as

mountain and valley for him. Does Elijah die? Elisha thinks
so as he rents his clothing tells thein mourning and

disciples that their search will prove futile. Does Elijah
die? The reader is isThe textnot sure.
ambiguous—purposely ambiguous. We conclude that themay
metaphor of the chariot tells us ambiguous death isthat

another forterm immortality. God controls life, controls
death, God can make the prophet immortal.

The metaphor of miracle is repeated and its message is
clear. The writer does not want us to believe in ravens
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delivering food, boys rising from death, altars consumed in

heavenly fire. The

writer in fact asks us not to believe in fantast ic winds.

earthquakes and f i res. We asked bel ieve in thetoare
silence of a voice that is God. We are asked to believe in

the me taphor that proclaims God’s supremacy and power over

life and death itself.

HYPERBOLE AND UNDERSTATEMENT: DRAMA AND SILENCE

theinWe hyperbolehave ofabundanceseen an

is a goodnarrat i ves. find that the chariotOnce again we

example Elijah’sofof element. Thea common scene

disappearance is nothing if not hyperbolic. In the midst of

andhairy

the talking when suddenly out of the sky aother bald are
fiery chariot pulled by fiery horsemen men

and the bald one can finish a sentence of shock thebefore

isis whisked heavenward in a whirlwind. The scene

exaggerated, dramatic and rather comic. One of the functions

of hyperbole is to provide understatement.tocontrasta

Many parts of Eli jah
unnoticed if they were not set outrageoustoin contrast

hyperbolic moments.

two sides ofTo illustrate. theglance atwe can

Eli jah’s publicHischaracter-- the public.private and
top of Mt.appearances

Carmel proving to all the supremecy of his God. Carme1Mt.

or even a chariot with fiery horsemen.

the parted Jordan River two men.

hairy one

stand out. We see a wild-eyed man on

one excessively

pass between the

are understated and would go relatively
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unquestionably a public appearance of Elijah. It is alsoi s

utilizeswhich hyperbole.unquestionably a scene At Mt.

Carmel, Elijah is tough, singleminded, and bit of a fanatic.

on

will not stop until he wins. And he does win.andidolatry

which details

exaggerated, in which hyperbole succeeds in impartingare a

grand message. Contrast this to the next scene. Elijah runs

is now alone. We catch a glimpse atdesert. Hetheoff to

the private Elijah. One who is scared, given to despair. One

almost a whisper, I alone am left in my zealcr les inwho

for God. How different from the man who just yelled from a

"How long will will you keep hopping betweenmounts in top,
two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; and if Baal,

him.“(I Kings Here we see two Elijahs:follow 18:20) the

public persona described in the language of hyperbole and

the private persona described in hushed tones, understated.

This contrast repeats itself in various We theways. see

public Elijah with Hethe is again crazed,messengers.

fanatic, declaring war. Contrast that to a previous scene in

I Kings 18:42-43) Elijah is alone in a pose of despondency.

head in hands, waiting for rain, waiting for quietGod. A

an understated moment characteristic of the privatemoment,

Elijah.

One last illustration: the ultimate of quietmoment
contrasted of publicthesoli tude to ultimate moment

The ultimate public spectacle is obviously thespectacle.

His religious zeal cannot be denied. He has declared war

This is a public moment, this is a moment in
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char i ot. How fitting for the public Elijah, fanatic in zeal
for God to ultimately be carried away before a crowd by the

God. The quiet solitude is hisult inate moment ofsame

desert theophany. the episodeThis is where the writer
tells in plain language that hyperbole serves only as aus

device by which to illuminate understatement. God is not in
displays of wind, earthquake, and fire. God is in thenoisy

silent voice. Listen to the silences.
the ofThe message of the hyperbole lies in concept

decoy. defines decoy as a thing or personThe diet!onary

is flashy,used to lure or tempt into a Hyperboletrap.
obv1ous, We are drawn to the moments in whichdistracting.
hyperbole is used in MountrememberWethe narrat i ves.
Carmel, the chariot—for centuries we remember them. But i f

to remember these moments qu ietto forget the scenesmeans
of Elijah, then havethen we have fallen into the trap, we
been successfully decoyed theofthefrom essenceaway

narratIves. it is theFor despite the noise of miracles,

s 1 lence inof still resoundvo ice shouldthat oura

memories. IfThere is a danger in falling into the trap.

think that God participates in throughonlyworldwe our
grand miracle we will soon be non-believers. Our text tells

believe realus not to in miracle. Thethe noise of
miracles in quiet moments like another sunrise, anotherare
child born, another person falling in love. theThese are

miracles. The grandeur of God is in the mundane, and we
meet this grandeur in the silence of a desert voice.
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FOOTNOTES

andRepitition3 J. Mullenburg, “Hebrew Rhetoric: 
Style," Vl» (Supplement One, 1953), p. 102.

Dean-Ott ing, 
(Ph.D.

Institute of

* Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, (New 
York: Basic Books, Inc., 1981), p. 73.

Heavenly Journeys in 
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Hellenistic Jewish Literature
Union College- Jewish 
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APPENDIX A

El Hah
THEOPHANY:

Exodus 33:21-23 I Kings 19:11-13.

Takes place near Mount Sinai

“Stand on the mountain"

God ’ s presence passes by

covers Moses’

TRANSFERENCE OF COMMAND

of trans-

DEATH

Mysterious

spec-Obsession for future 
u1 at i on

God's hand 
face

“Station yourself on the 
rock “

the task 
of 
Land

Obsession for future spec
ulation

Detailed ritual of trans
ference

Elisha finishes the job 
anoints Hazael and Jehu 
to end Idolatry

Elijah covers his face 
with a mantle

God’s presence appears 
in a soft murmuring 
sound

Takes place near Mount 
Horeb

Detailed ritual 
ference

Transference needed 
because Elijah wants 
to quit

Myster1ous

Joshua completes t‘„- - 
and leads the children 
Israel to the Promised

Transference needed because 
God fires Moses
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APPENDIX B

DEFINITIONS

The Bible: to refer to the Pentateuch,I th i s termuse
Prophets, and Writings. It is a 11 terary w i thdocument a

consistantcons 1s tant andof v lewtheological point a

condition.humanattitude toward the multi-aspects of the
therefore possible to make comparisons and analogiesIt is

between the different parts of the Bible.

JPS translation is used unless otherwise Indicated.

thatimplyThe Writer: By using this term I do not mean to
Bible was one male writing in one tinethe writer of the

period. However all Biblical recorders had at their disposal

conventions, a common vocabulary, and a concept of11terary
itsandme taphor which intelligible,renders the text

interpretation possible.
I the pronoun “he“ while acknowledging that the writeruse

could be either male or fenale.

God: The pronoun "he" clearmakeGod tois applled to
wri tten expression poss ible. The

thatrendered "Lord." In both cases the assumption is not
God is male, but that human expression of God is limited to
metaphor.

The new

proper noun "Yahweh" is
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