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THESIS DIGEST

This thesis is a study of the Rabbinic commentaries
on the Biblical material dealing with the prephet Elisha,
viz., I Kings 19:16-21, II Kings 2:1-8:15, 9:1, 13:14-2]1.
The specific commentators selected are Rashi (1040-1105),
Kimhi (1160-1235), Gersonides (1288-1344), and Abravanel
(L437-1508) whose commentaries have been here rephrased
in contemporary English and cellated to present a composite
medieval poertrait of Elisha as man and prophet. Although
each commentator has his unique style of Biblical interpretation,
there is a shared basic adherence to the peshat or contextual
understanding eof Scriptures. Though they may offer a variety'
of interpretations on & given verse, they do so with the
same goal in mind -- the reasoned and consigtent expoesition
of‘the sacred text. Therefore, I have chogsen to present the
various commentaries as a literary unit in that together
they best reflect a specific view of the Bible in general

and of Elisha in particular.
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INTRODUCTION

For a thousand years following the canonization of the
Bible, the interpretation of the Biblical text became the
primary intellectual activity of Jewish scholars. Until the
Middle Ages this interpretive endeavor waas reflected moest
gignificantly by midrashic exposition whieh attempted to
penetrate beyond the mere literal sense of Seriptures. The
Talmud (Sanh. 34b) compares midrash to a hammer which upon
striking a roeck causes sparks to fly eut. In general,
midrash is characterized by a flexible approach to Scriptural
study and analysis. There exists oen the one hand, the
haggadic midrash, which tolerates the free reign of imagination
in the search for practical and spirituwal lessons, and on
the other, the halachie midrash, which attempts to derive
universal legal principles from the ancient laws,

The midrash in its earliest oral form grew out of the
necessity for dynamie reinterpretation of Scriptures. Under
the leadership of Hzra when the Torah became the cornerstone
of all religious life, it became imperative tuv accommedate the
sacred texts, whose laws and precepts better suited an earlier
pre-exilic age, to the new conditions of the day. Yet this
reformulation of legal and theological concepts, despite
numerous innévations, tried whenever possible te remain
congistent with the written Torah. The haggadic and halachic
midrash was the medium by which this link between tradition

and adaptation mapintained itself.
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The writer of the midrash was less concerned with
elucidating the original or contextual meaning of a verse
than with finding plausible and convincing precedent for
accepted contemperary practices and ideas., The underlying
purpose of the midrash thus was the creation of a bridge
between the oral tradition and the written text. Typically
the author of a midrashic statement begins with a problem
dealing with a contemporary legal or theological issue. He
then scrutinizes the Biblical text for a solution. The
"problem" therefore is prior te the textual inquiry and the
Biblical verses are utilized as prooftexts fer conceptions
whieh in the first place are extraneous to the text. If the
midrash is structurally and stylistically successful it will
connect the extraneeus to the text so that in the end the
réader is convinced that they are one. Thisg process of
interpreting the text from an exterior starting point and
reading inte the text the raw material from which it will
eventually yield an explanation is known as eisegesis. Since
any verse (or word within a verse) can be employed for a
variety of situations, the midrash dees not need to restrict
itself to the meaning of a given passage in its appropriate
context., Within the midrashie framework the components of
a passage -- the verses, words, and sometimes even letters =-
are sufficiently loosened in order to be threaded inte the
explanation needed at the mement. Thé midrash is preeminently
concerned nof with the literal meaning of a verse but rather

with the many possibilities of its application.
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The Biblical exegetes of the Middle Ages on the surface
represent themselves, to varying degrees, as perpetuators
of this midrashie traditien. Rashi, Kimhi, Gersonides and
Abravenel, for example, all maintain a respectful and solici-
tous regard for the explanations of the greatl sages of the
past even when eoffering daring innevations concerning their
understanding of Scriptures. Although the aboeve mentioned
commentators used the line-by-line method of the early midrashic
expositors and although they quote midrashic statements
extensively, they represent a totally new approach to Biblical
interpretation, In contrast to the writers.of the widrash
wvho focused their attention on the "parts" of the Bible -
letters, words, and verses -- the medieval commentators
attempted to interpret the Bible (or individual books therein)
a8 a whole within the literal context. As they commented on
a farticular verse within the larger whele they were serupulous
to do so in such a way that the harmony of the whole would
nét be jeopardized. Gersonides, for example, after offering
a line-by-~line commentary in which he may even discuss
grammatical observations of single words, nevertheless
concludes with a summary of the whole chapter. The explicated
parts are meant to convey 1to us a general understanding of
the whole/ work. Even Rashi, who does not employ this format
of concluding summaries, often crogss-references his own
comments to demonstrate the mecessity of consistency and
unity in Biblical interpretation. In trying to understand

what the written text itself means, accoxrding to the sciences
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and methods of their day, the medieval commentators much
more significantly engaged in strict exegesis (as opposed
to eisegesig) than did their midrashic predecessors.

This study is an attempt to present a unified portrait
of the prophet Elisha as seen through the eyes of the major
medieval commentators who dealt with the early prophetic
writings == Rashi, Kimhi, Gersonides and Abravanel. Although
each commentator has a style uniquely his own, they all
present a total and compesite picture of the prophet and
his career according to their understanding of the written
text, In no earlier Jewish writings are integrated biographical
portraits of Biblical figures found. Midresh and Talmud
contain many statements on Elisha, but they are scattered
comments with no apparent connection between them and never
any attempt to bring tegether all of the traditions into a
composite picture.

Elisha is admittedly a secondary figure even in terms of
the importance attached to him by Scriptures itself. He treads
his prophetic path under the shadow of his more spectacular
mentor, £lijah. Modern scholars have recognized, moreover,
that the Elisha cycle is a clear imitation of the Elijah
material. ?he miracles performed by Elisha are on several
oeccasions abparent duplicatés of those performed by Elijah;
for example, the miracle of supplying oil for the widew and
feviving the Shunammite woman's son. In the eyes of the
mdeieval commentators, however, Elisha was a unique prophetiec

personality not a mere reflection of his master, Elijah. He
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emerges as a significant and influwential force among the common
people, On many occasions he unselfishly performed miracles
on behalf of the humgry, the poor, and the bereaved citizens

of the Israelite kingdom, establishing fer himself a reputation

as a miracle~working prephet par excellenece. The commentators,
as we shall see, point out that altogether Elisha performed

at least sixteen miracles, or twice the number of Elijah,
thereby earning for himself & lasting place in the annals of
Igraelite prephetic history alongside his more celebrated

master.
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CHAPTER ONE
ELISHA'S INAUGURATION

Elijah, though a great prophet in lsrael, earned the
Lord's disfavor when he allowed frustration and despair to
thwart his prophetie mission; while in hiding from the angry
Jezebel, Elijah requested that his life be taken, saying: "It
igs enough; now, 0 Lord, take away my life; for I am not better
than my fathers" (I Kings 19:4).l Beeause LElijah despaired
of his life, God instrueted him to amnoint Elisha, the son
of Shaphat, to prophesy in his stead. The termination of
Elijah's prophetie aetivity also became desirable as a
result of his execessive and barsh eensure of his people's
iniquities.z The time had eome for a ehange in prophetiae
style; Elijah's relentless and zealous defense of Yahweh was
to yield to Elisha's humble manner of helping the weak and
pbor.

| The first step in the transmission of the prophetie role
from the elder prophet to his sueeessor took plaee in Abel-
meholah where Elijah, following God's sommand, found KElisha
plowing in the field with a team of twelve oxen. The numbher
twelve suggests, of eourse, the twelve tribes of Israel and
signifies Elisha's fortheoming appointment as prophet of thé
twelve txibes.3 That the team with whieh Elisha was plowing
had as many as twelve oxen informs us that Elisha's father was
wealthy.4

Without saying a word, Blijah first east his mantle over

Elisha then removed it, abruptly leaving but expeeting Elisha

e e e
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to understand the meaning of his symbolié act. The casting
of the mantle augered Klisha's impending ordination for it
was the practice in those days for prophets to wear mantles,
as it says in Seripture: "neither shall they wear a hairy
mantle to deceive" (Zech. 13:4).5 By remaining silent Elijah
tested Elisha, since if Elisha was indeed meant to be a prophet,
God would certainl& have put into his heart the appreopriate
understanding of the mantle as & sign ef ordination to prophecy.
Not only did Blisha comprehend Elijah immediately, but his
ready willingness to relinquish his life of abundance and ease
in favor of a life of service underscored his sincere dedication.
With a fitting successor chosen, Elijah could clese his
earthly career in peace, without anxiety. Preparing to meet
his end, Klijah traveled to Gilgal, Beth-el, and Jericho with
Elisha at his side. In both Beth-el and Jeriche the resident
gsong-of-the-prophets accosted Elisha saying, "knowest thou that
the Lord will take away thy master from thy head today?" (II
Kings 2:3) We are informed that these sons-of-the-prophets
were found in most of the cities of Israel and it was their
task to rebuke and reprove their fellow Israelites. In as
much as their prophecy was directed only at current iniquities,
neither their names nor the content of their messages were
recorded for future generations,7 However, despite their
anenymity, they were genuine prophets engaged in the divine
gservice to the full extent of their limited abilities, working
alongside the greater, universal prophetiec figures like Elijah

and Elisha.,
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When a great prophet arises he does not prophegy alone;
his superfluity of prophetie spirit (¥9€ ) inelucetably overflows
on to those at his side. This emanation of prophetie spirit
from the ehosen prophet to others is a natural prosess analogous
to the diffusion of the rays of the sun as they refleect off a
mirror thereby multiplying light, When the divine prophetiec
spirit deseends on a worthy prophet, it diffuses also to many
diseiples who may be of lesser merit, The aequisition of
propheey on the part of these diseiples does not depend wholly
on the degree to whieh they have achieved perfeetion of eharacter;
rathér, it proeeeds from the overflewing of prephetie spirit,
according to the physieal laws of nature. KElijah's digeiples
reeceived propheey from their master in the same way that Joshua
and the seventy elders rec¢eived propheey from Moses, even though
tﬁey themselves were not worthy to receive prophesgy direectly
from God, Aneient Israel, though often apr iniquitous nation,
merited the eontinuing gift of propheecy as long as they possessed
the ark and the tablets of stone upon whieh the S8hekinah
deseended and then flowed outwa,rd.8

The sons—~of-the-prophets realized that their .gift of
propheey existed only by virtue of Elijahv. Just as the source
of water !feeds its tributaries, so Elijah, the source of prophecy,
fed the sons-of-the-prophets. They fully eomprehended that the
existence of their own propheecy depended on the presenee of the
greater prophet, Elijah. Although they possessed no direet
knowledge of'Elijah's imminent departure, they inferred the

fact from the weakening of their prophetie¢ power. With this



m9m

sense of privation, they eonfronted Elisha and announced the
loss of his master. Elisha, who had experienced a similar
diminution of prophetie spirit whieh eould ounly mean that his
master was soon to be taken, had already reaeched the same
eonclusion eoneerning Elijah's fate. He therefore responded
to the sons-of-the~-prophets, "Yea, I know it; hold ye your
peace” (II Kings 2:3).9

The aseension of Blijah was & pivotal point in the history
of propheey in Israel for all time., Before his aseension, propheey
and prophets abounded in Israel; afterwards, prophecy began to

ebb.lo

In faet, as moted, the diminution already started with

the sensation on the part of the diseiples that Elijah was going

4o be taken. The song-of-the-~prophets further demonstrated

this diminution through their subsequent words and aetions.

The day before Elijah's aseension they said to Elisha, "knowest

thou that the Lord will take away thy master?" (I1 Kings 2:3)

The reference to Elijah as "thy master" instead of "our master"

indige¢ates that the gpirit of propheey had already left them

and that they no longer qualified as prophetsoll Furthermore,

we find that immediately after the aseension they implored

Elisha to organize a seareh party to determine if perhaps Elijah

had onlx been carried off a small distanee by the wind. One

day they possessed the prophetie insight that God would take

Elijah; and yet the very next day, they were ignorant of his

whereabouts., This proves the loss of their prophetie spiritulz
Oun his journey to the Jordanm where his aseension takes

plaee Elijah purposefully stopped at Gilgal, Beth-el, and




Jericho., He wished to prepare Elisha for the prophetic life
which would shortly be his. In each city he tested Elisha
with the words, "tarry here, I pray thee" (II Kings 2:4); at
each successive place Elisha showed his mettle; for when he
insisted on following his master, he came away with the
uniquely holy qualities found in each of these cities and
thereby prepared himself by stages for the purswance of his
prophetic activities in the years ahead,la

Master and disciple first stopped at Gilgal, where Joshua
had placed twelve stones taken from the Jordan as a memorial’
to the miracle that had enabled the lsraelites to make the
initial crossing inte the land of Israel.l4 Elijah stopped
at Gilgal to make a symbelic departure from his people. The
twelve stones erected by Jeoshua were meant te signify the
thlve tribes of Israel and hence represented a fitting place

from which to take leave.ls

Gilgal was moreover the scene
where impertant mitzvot had first been observed -~ the
circumecision of the people by Joshua, the preparation of the
paschal sacrifice, and the setting to rest of the Tabernacle
of Testimony and the Ark of the Covenant,l6 When Blijah asked
Flisha to remain in Gilgal, a place sanctified by mitzvet,

he, in fact, was inquiring whether Llisha would be content to
remain a hasid, a diligent performer of mitzvot and not become
a full prophet. But Elisha understood, as if to say, "I am
not satisfied with this degree of virtue (i.e., hasidut) ner
17

will I be coﬁtent until I reach your level,"

They next stopped at Bethwel, a city distinguished as
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the site of Jaeob's prophetie vision of the angels ascending
and deseending the ladder to heaven. It was there that

Jaeob proelaimed, "How full of awe is this piaee! this is none
other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven"
(Gen, 28:17). And later, addressing his household, Jacob also
said, "let us arise and go up to Beth-el; and I will make there
an altar unto God who answered me in the day of my distress"
(Gen. 35:3). Just as Beth-el was a place of prophecy for
Jaeob, so it w@s for Elisha. When onee again Elijah tested
Elisha by asking him to remain, Elisha insisted on accompanying
Elijah wherever he went, Content neither with hasidut nor even
with the aombinatioﬁ of hasidut and prophecy, Elisha yearned

to reaeh a higher stage of perfeetion -~- the very level of his
master, if possible.18

| Master and diseiple then proceeded to Jerieho, their last
stop before erossing the Jordan. Opposite Jeriecho, Moses had
viewed the holy land before his death. Thereafter, under the
leadership of Joshua, the eity became the site of repeated
miraeles and wonders. An angel appeared there to Joshua saying,
"put off thy shoe from off thy fooet; for the place whereon thou
standest is holy" (Joshua 5:15)., Jerieho was then captured

by means of the great miraele. Jor the third and last time,
Elijah tested Elisha asking him to remain in Jericho and be
content with the hasidut of Gilgal, the propheey of Beth-el,
and the miraele~making powers of Jerieho. Elisha, still
dissatisfied; rejeeted Elijah's offer of these in favor of

attaining the quintessent 1evel.19
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After cressing the Jordan "Elijah said unte Elisha,
‘ask what I shall do for thee before I am taken from thee.'
And Elisha sgaid; °'I pray thee, let a double portion of thy
gpirit be upon me.' And he said: 'Thou hast asked a hard
thing; nevertheless, if thou see me when I am taken from thee,
it shall be se unte thee; but if not, it shall net be gso'"
(IT Kings 2:9-10). In asking for a double portion Elisha was
requesting twice the portion alletted to other prephets of
his day, or perhaps, even as his words seem to indicate, double
the prophetic power of Elijah. Elisha wished to receive that
which is due to the first born, in accordance with Seripture
where it says, "he shall acknowledge the first-bern... by
giving him a double pertion of all that he hath" (Deut. 21:17).20

Elisha's subsequent career furnishes several proofs that
he did in faect receive a double portioen of miracle-~making
power., In all, Elisha performed sixteen miracles whereas
Elijah enly performed eight.gl Or, it could alternatively
be argued that the deuble pertion referred noet to the total
number of miracles performed but te the one miracle of reviving
the dead.. Elijah revived only one dead person, the son of the
Zarapheth woman, while Elisha revived two dead people: the son
of the Shunammite woman and Naaman, the Sywrian capt&inozz
Though Naaman, bheing a leper, did not actually die, a leper is
considered like a dead person.23 When Elishe cured Naaman,
he, in effect, brought a dead person back to life,

Elijah's response, "You have asked a hard thing," was

to indicate that the matter of aequiring a double portion lay
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not in his hands but in (z‘rod's.z4 Elijah's stipulation, that
Elisha must witness his ascension, implies that since Elijah
will no longer be present to fulfill the request, only God
will be able to do se¢. Elijah may alse have been rebuking
Elisha for making such an impertinent request. Elisha ought
teo content himself with even half a portioni! However, if,
despite this impertinence, God still will find hinm worthy,25 his
request will be granted. How will Elisha's werth be determined?
If he could see Elijah ascending amidst miraculous eccurrences,
he would surely be worthy, for a lesser person would undoubtedly
be too terrified to open his eyes. This act of seeing, however,
may, on the'other hand, have referred to more than simply being
present to witness the event. By "seeing" Elisha would have
become embued with Elijah's prephetiec spirit. Through this
act ;f seeing a mystical transfer of prophetie spirit would
take place.z6

No miracle of such magnitude, though, could properly
transpire without the aid of some physical device. This was
thé purpese of Elijah's cloak which fell to the ground after
his departure. Like the staff of Eiisha later used to revive
the Shunammite's son, the cloak of Elijah served as the physical
instrumenti(‘{D ) through which the miracle was wrought027
Through this instrument, the miracle crossed over from the
gpiritual realm to the physieal realm, wherein it operated
in the sight of men.

But it ma& further be argued that Elisha's request for

a double portion alluded neither to the prophetie spirit ner
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to the miracles,28 for in faet, his exaet words were not "double

portion" but rather, literally, "two mouths" -« whieh can only

refer to the mouths of Elijah and Elisha. As was customary

in the case of master and disciple, the two spent many hours

in serious conversation, touching on all matters of wisdom and
law, Aware of the imminent departure of his master, Elisha
became distraught that this seholarly dialogue would come to

an end, Therefore, he requested that even after Elijah's
physieal departure their dialegwe should continue in some form.
Perhaps Elijah eould appear to him in visions and dreams to
fulfill that end. In responding, "thou hast asked a hard thing,"
Elijah expressed his astonishment that a spirit separated from
the body should be able to speak to a physieal being. If such

a thing were possible, then Elishs must make it so. Elijah

thus drew the coneclusion, "if thou see me when I am taken, ete,,"
meaning, "if in the days to eome, Llisha, you se purify your

soul as to see me in propheey after my departure, then your

request will be granted."29
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CHAPTER TVWO
BELIJAH'S ASCENSION

Aceompanied by the splitting of the Jordan waters, the

whirlwind, and the fiery ehariot, Elijah departed. Appropriately,

his asecension took place at the Jordan, thereby emphasizing
the major miraculouns accomplishments of his prophetie career.
The splitting of the waters eorresponds to the halting of the
rains in the days of Ahab; the fiery ehariot to the fire called
down from heaven to consume the offering at Mount Carmel; the
horses of fire (in the plural) to the fire that consumed the
captain of fifty with hig fifty.BO
Many questions have been asked concerning the nature of
the actual ascension and the fate of Elijah. What are we to
understand when we are told that Elijah was "taken;" or that
he "went up"? Some say that an invisible whirlwind lifted
Elijah. (Elisha could only see the fiery chariot.) By the will
of God Elijah was then c¢arried up as high as the fiery sphere,
at whieh point all his e¢lothes were burned except for the
mantle that fell to earth, there to be retrieved by Elisha.
The fiery sphere also disintegrated his flesh and bones leaving
hig spirit uneneumbered and free to returm to the God who gave
it.31 Aceording to this epinion, Elijah ac¢tually died; his
physiecal body ceased to exist, thereby releasing his seul for
continued existence after death. Also, then,it is folly to
accept the opinion of the masses that, like Adam before he
sinned, Elijah entered the Garden of Eden alive, that is, in

bodily form. We therefore need not accept tradition which
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the Lord" (Malaehi 3:24),.36

Lest onme think that Elijah's miraculous ascent marked him
a superior prophet to Meses who died a natural death, three
faets should be noted.37 First, Moses, throughout his life,
clung so tenaciously to God end his ways that he was rewarded
with a righteous man's death, releasing him from all manner of
physical existence, After his "natural" death, his soul was
free to unite with Ged. He left the world of the bhody foer the
far greater world of the separate intelligences,38 That Elijah
remained in the world of the body and aehieved some sort of
extended mortality redounds not to his favor but to his diseredit.
Elijah's soul, not as great as that of Moses, was not entitied
to disembodiment,

Second, Klijah, having a lesser love for the land of
Isra;l and its inhabitants, engaged in frequent acts of revengeful
punishment against these,39 Moses, on the other hand, so
loved the land of Israel that he was rewarded with a burial
gite from whieh he c¢ould see the land. Elijah was not so
rewarded even though it was a custom to bury leaders within
the territory that they cecaptured by the sword.

Third, the "destiny" (JV{3J\) of Moses required that he
be joined to the upper world, to beecome connected with the
separate intelligences that behold the countenance of the King
of Kings. Moses, thus, had no need of a physical, bodily
existence. Elijah, however, is to reappear in future times
as a guide to the prophets, righteous men, and sages of Igrael

in the Houses of Study., He is further to reappear in the time



of the Mesgsiah., Since he has this earthly mission to fulfill,
Elijah's bedy and soul had to remain together, that is, he
had to remain physie¢ally intact. DBut how can a man of flesh

and bones be preserved to reappear in instantaneous fashion

at various times throughout history? When Elijah ascended with

the fiery chariot and horses of fire, his body dissolved and
his bones dried out, thereby transforming him inte a substance
of the heavenly bedies. In this state he was not without

body altogether, but he did assume a form other than the human
one., This process enabled Elijah 1o appear in any place
without restriction; furthermore, he would no longer need

food, drink, or any other bodily necessity.
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CHAPTER THREE
W0 WATER MIRACLES

Having just witnessed the miraculous ascent ef his master,
Elisha, in a moment of doubt, wondered if the God of Elijah
had been faithful, i.e., if indeed he was to be blessed with
a double portien of Elijah's spirit. Te satisfy his doubt he
readied himself for the performance of his first miracle, "And
he took the mantle of Elijah that fell frem him and smote the
waters and said: where is the Lord of Elijah?" (II Kings 2:14)
God answered Elisha by enabling him to suceed in this, his
first miracle-making wventure: "And when he also had smitten
the waters, they were divided hither and thither" (II Kings
2:14). Elijah, only minutes earlier, had performed the same
miracle, but he did not do it alone. KElisha was with him.
That, K former splitting was sceomplished for the sake of both
men; the latter splitting, for the sake of Elisha alon@.40
Herein lies the proof that Elisha's prophetiec pewer in the
realm of the miraculous was double that of Elijah's.

Not all will agree that Elisha so soon eclipsed his master,
for Elisha's precise words in performing his firgt miracle were:
"where is the God of Elijah, even he." "He" apparently refers
to Elijah. If immediately following his saying "even he,"
he smote thé waters, it must mean that Elijah was responsible
even this second time for the splitting of the waters. Aecording
to this epinioen, Elijah, the o0ld master, remaimed superiorx,
Elisha's "double portion" notwithstanding!41

The diseiples, thoughywere duly impressed with what appeared

to them as Elisha's duplication of Elijah's miracle. During

aa |
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not say unto you: go not?" (II Kings 2: 18) At this peint,
there could be no doubt but that Elishe was the true sucecessor
to Elijah,

Aftervards in Jerieho, the men of the city approached
Elisha requesting that he cure the "bad" water of the city:

"Behold we pray thee, the situation of this city is pleasant,

as my Lord seeth; but the water is bad, and the land miscarrieth"

(IT Kings 2:19). The water alone was the source of the city's
trouble, Other aspects of the city were positive, making it
possible to state that even in the midst of sueh a calamity,
"the situation of this city is pleasant." Water does not
determine the worth of a c¢ity. Rather, its ultimate value
depends on its inhabitants fer "The beauty of a place stems
from its inhabitantsa"45

\After the battle of Jericho, Joshua had put a herem on
the eity prohibiting anyone from rebuilding it°46 But at this
time the e¢ity was again fully pepulated and prespering, except
for the problem of bad water. Now this scourge, whieh caused
women teo misearry, cattle to cast their young prematurely,
and tﬂrees to shed their fruits before they were ripe;,; was a
recent problem. Otherwise, the builders of the eity would net
have been led to transgress the herem; they would have chosen
a more desirable spot.47 Farthermore, had the bad water been
endemic to Jeriecho for many years, Elijah would already have
been called upon earlier to cure it.48 Thus, we may conclude
that with respeét to Joshua's herem, only the rebuilding of

Jericho was a priori forbidden; its settlement once rebuilt
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was not. Consequently, men of piety, ineluding the sons-of-
the~prophets, could subsequently live in Jericho in geod faith.4

Elisha performed his first miracle, the splitting of the
Jerdan waters, in order to prove to himself that he possessed
the necessary prophetie powers. He cured the waters of Jericho
to demonstrate the same to the sons-~ef-the-prophets, some of
whom evidently remained skeptieal. In cheosging te cure the
waters by sweetening them with salt, a substance whieh mormally
embitters, Klisha effectuated a double miracle ( o) ?Lﬁ? o)
In the performance of the wmiraele Elisha carefully impressed
everyone with the faet that his miracle was not aided by any
natural influence.s1 He asked specifically for a "new" cruse
to remove the possible suspicion that some substance already
in the e¢ruse might eontribute teo the swecess of the cure. For
the Qame reason he used salt, never an ingredient to sweeten
water.52

We have a precedent for curing by purposely inverting the
laws of nature, ih this ease the laws of cehemistry, in the
deeds of Moses.s3 "And the people murmured against Meses
saying: what shall we drink?_ And he eried unto the Lord;
and the Lord showed him a tree, and he ecast it inte the waters,
and the waters were made sweet" (Ex. 15:24ff.). Know that the
tree itself was en embittering substance! This too was a

double miracle.
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the idolatrous practices of their times. Second, he recognized
their jeers as saying, "you who are not hairy like Elijah but
bald, asecend now to heaven like he did!" Elisha understood
that they mocked hig master as well as himself.59 This disrespect
against God's annointed prophets surely merits death. Twe
bears therefore emerged from the forest to infliect the necessary
punishment, one bear te revenge the honor of Elijah, the other
to revenge the honer of Elisha.6

Yet many cannot agree that Elisha was justified in killing
these forty-two ehildren for a few disrespectful remarks. They
say that Elisha was punished for this excessive retaliation,
for in relating the death of Elisha it is told, "Now Elisha
was fallen sick of his sickness whereof he was to die" (II Kings
13:14). Properly understood, this account teaches us that
thrée illnesses befell the prophet, the first two of which
served as punishment for his twe sinsg, namely, sichking the
bearg on the children, and his tetal rejection of Gehazi,
The third and last illness caused his death.61

Once, a woman of the wives of the sons~of~themprbphets,

62

whem some say was the wife of Obadiah, Ahab's servant, beseeched

Elisha to rescue her from financial straits. She had ne meney
to pay her,creditor63 who had threatened to take her e¢hildren
as bondmen., Elishs advised her to colleet from her neighbors
a3 many vessels as possible. He promised that by means of a

miracle she would be able to fill all the vessels with the one

jar of oil which she owned. He instructed the widow to

carefully clese the door when pouring the oil so that the
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miracle would take place in secreecy without fanfare or publie
attentionaé4 A locked door, furthermore, deters the "evil"
eye.65 Once inside, he told her to remain in one place while
continually moving aside the newly filled vessels, It was of
great importance to remain stationary in the execution of the
miracle, for it is the nature of miracles that they cannot
continue except in the place where they begin°66 The miracle
wrought in behalf of the widow did not invelve any creation
ex nihilo, as might appear from the observation that the
67

borrowed vessels were empty. Actually, the air inside the

vessels transformed itself into oil in much the way that Moses'

staff turned inte a snake befeore Phuroahoés
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE SHUNAMMITE WOMAN
Two miracles were wrought in behalf of the Shunammite
woman whom tradition identifies as the sister of Abishag.69
First, although barren, she was rewarded with the birth of a
son for the hospitality she extended to Elisha. Second, her
son was later miraculously revived after having succumbéd to
some fatal illness.

Whenever Elisha passed by Shunem, this woman showed him
great kindness, even though at first she was unaware of his
prophetiec status, Having given him bread to eat on several
occasions, she began te perceive that he was no ordinary man.
When he ate, ne fly came to the table, and his garments were
always clean, showing no signs eof nocturnal pollution,70 . She
remarked to her aging husband, "behold now, I perceive that
this is a hely man of Ged, that passeth by us centinually"

(II Kings 4:9)., Is it likely that she did not immediately

recognize llisha the prophet? Had he not already established

his reputation by the performance of numerous miracles? Evidently

the episode of the Shunanmite woman belongs to the earlier
career of Elisha.7l For if this story is teld after the tales
of five miracles == the incidents of the splitting of the
Jordan wate?s, the curing of the Jericho waters, the killing
of the forty~two children, the filling ef the trenches with
wvater, and the supplying ef oil to the widow «- he would have
been well known to all the inhabitants of the land, and the
Shunammite woman would have identified him instantaneously as

the great prophet of his day.
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According to another tradition, the woman did in fact
know Elisha from the start,72 but only after he began making
a habit of passing through Shunem did she deem it necessary
to honor him with ledging privileges, "Let us make, I pray
thee, a little chamber in the roof; and let us set for him
there a bed, and a table, and a stoel, and a candlestick; and
it shall be, when he cometh to us, that he shall turn in hither"
(II Kings 4:10). She provided Klisha with private facilities,
for a man of Ged requires a place conducive to contemplation,
Alse, a man of his stature should not have to use the profane
vessels of ethers, ner should others share his.73
Appreciative of her solicitude, Elisha sought to reward
her. He offered to use his influence in the royal court to
her advantage but she demured. After she withdrew, Elisha
persisted by asking Gehazi, "what then is to be done for her?
And Gehazi answered: verily she hath ne son, and her husband
is old" (Il Kings 4:14)., She was barren and her husband too
old to sire, a situation identical to that of Abraham and &arae74
When KElisha heard this, a prophetic werd came to him and
commanded him to call the woman a second time in order to
impart to her the divine message. Due to her modesty she did
not enter the prophet's chamber but remained at the entrances7s
This time Elisha spoke to her directly predicting that
within a year she would give birth te a son. The first time
Elisha called her he spoke to her through Geha=zi, even though

she was standing in front of him.76 She learned from this that

the prophet did net want an woman to draw near him, Therefore,
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when ealled this second time, in order to respect hig holiness

she was carefal net to preceed any further than the entrance

to his chamber. Elisha, from his part, satisfied that she had

observed the proper decorum, deigned to speak te her face to

face.77
The Shunammite woman responded to Elisha's predictien

with trepidation, "And she said: nay, my Lord, thou man of God,

do not lie unto thy handmaid" (II Kings 4:16). Actually, Elisha

had asaured her that she would give birth, but he did net

promise that her sen would survive his infancy,78 Elisha said

only, "At this season, when the time cometh reund, thou shalt

embrace a son" (II Kings 4:16). The woman said to herself,

"what geod will this embrace be for me if in the end I have

to bury him?"79 HHer remonstratien was intended to disuade the

prap£et from raising any false hopes and was moetivated because

he had made this prediction in his own name, not God'sggo

What validity is there in the prophet's assurance if it proceeds

solely from his own imitiative? But God does not fail to

support the utterances of his prophets for it is said, "Thou

shalt also decree a_thing, and it shall be established unto

thee," (Job 22:28) and "Samuel grew, and the Lord was with

him, and did let none of his words fall to the ground,"

(1 S#m. 3:19) and "He will fulfill the desire of them that

fear Him" (Ps. 14%:19), Elisha initiated the pronouncement,

God upheld it; and the woman gave birth, as it is teld, "And

the woman conceived, and hore a son at that season, when the

time came round, as Elisha had said unto her" (II Kings 4:17).
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The c¢hild grew into a young lad. True 1o the Shunammite
womah's premonition he was not to mature to manhood without
obstacles., One day, while working in the field with his father
he was overcome with severe head pains crying out, "my head,
my head," before collapsing. His father had a servant carry
the boy to the house where he sat on his mother's knees until
noon when he died, His mether then lay him on the prophet's
bed, shut the doer en him, and proceeded to make preparations
for her journey te Mount Carmel where she intended personally
to confrent Elisha and implere his help. She put her son on
the bed specially reserved for Elisha on his passing through
Shunem becanse she felt that there, due ‘to the proephet's merit,
the boy would be best preserved.8l When she declared her
intention to seek Elisha, her husband questioned her, "wherefore
wil£ thou go teo him teday? it is neither new moeon ner Sabbath”
(11 Kings 4:23)., His statement teaches us that it was the
eustom in those days for people te visit the prophets on these

82

occasionss . Therefore, even today one is obligated to visit
his master to hear his words on the Sabbath and festivals.
The woman responded merely with the word "shalom" and left
her husband's puzzlement unresolved; until she presented her
case bto Elisha, she did net care to reveal her purpose to
anyone.83

At Meunt Carmel she anxiously approached the man of God
only to be repulsed for her forwardness by Llisha's servant,

Gehazi: "when she eame to the man of God to the hill, she

caught hold of his feet. And.Gehazi came near to thrust her
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her away" (Xl Kings 4:27). Gehazi's behavior was motivated

by his concern for either the woman or +the proPhet.84 In the

case of the former he felt embarrassed that the Shunammite

woman shou}d humble herself so abjectly; in the case of the

latter he was protecting his master from unnecessary and

undesirable physical contact with a woman,gs Elisha, however,

rebuked Gehazi and justified the woman's behavior, "Let her alone;

for her soul is bitter within her; and the Lord hath hid it

from me, and hath not told me" (II Kings 4:27). Elisha, thus,

showed compassion for her emotional state as well as a burning

curiosity to know her business, since God apparently had neot

yet revealed it to him. After she kissed his feet, though, her

purpose at once became known to him through prephecy.86
Favorably received in the presence of the prophet, the

Shuﬁammite woman bitterly reminded him of her previous

suspicions, "Then she said: did I desire a son of my Lord?

Did I not say: do not deceive me?" (I1I Kings 4:28) Having

never asked for a son in ' the first place, she finds it a fruel

favor to be given a son destined to die in his yauth~87

Elisha
straightaway gave his staff to his servant with instructions

to lay it en the child's face.88 He cautioned Gehazi to

proceed with due haste and not to greet or teo respond to the
greeting of any man aloeng the way. FElisha was wary that his
servant might be delayed, but his major fear was that Gehazi
would announce his migsion to passers-by giving the impression

89

that he, Gehazi, was capable of performing miracles." This

fear, however, proved unfounded for some tell us that Gehaszi
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stated clearly that his master had sent him and that he was
only an agent through whieh Elisha himself performed the
miracle,

Others tell ug that Gehazi did disobey his master.
Whenever he met someone on the road he said in ridicule, "do
you believe that this staff can revive a . dead person?go
Since he defied the prophet's command, he consequently failed
to revive the boy when he placed the staff on him. Still
others contend that the staff was never intended to revive
but only to preserve the bey's body from the natural decay
and putreficatioen of the dead until Elisha ¢ould arrive teo
effectuate the aetual revival by means of prayer and resucitationagl
Gehazi mistakenly thought that the staff did in fact pessess
reviving powers and se announced this te those whom he met
aloné the wa.y.92 Gehazi was guilty of dispensing false
information concerning the nature of the total mission eof
whieh he was a part. Consequently, he was frustrated in his
attempt to preserve the boy's bedy by means of the staff.

Seripture unmistakenly states that the boy did in fact
die.93 No hyperbole is intended, ner is the word "die" a
guphemism for "unconsciousness" or the like. First his illness
is mentioned as it is written, "My head, my head" (Il Kings
4:19), then his consequent death as it is written, "He sat
on her knees till noon, and then died" (Il Kings 4:20). Ve
are tvo understand from this that he died "completely," ((Jhﬁ??),
his soul separaiing from his body.94 Moreover, a toma does

not ensue from head painsg, nor is it a common affliction of
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childrenng) Seripture later, however, says, "the child ig

not awaked" (II Kings 4:31). Could it be that he had not
actually been dead but only in seome sort of dermant comdition
and that accordingly the attempt to revive him was merely a
medical procedure of curing a very ill c¢hild? No! The use

of a word connoting sleep as a synonym for death is found
elsevhore, as it is written, "Awake and sing, ye that dwell

in the dust" (Is. 26:19),96 If one were still to insist that
the son of the Shunammite woman, like the son of the Zarephath
woman, whom Elishs revived,97 did not die completely, a better
case could be made arguing as followss: if the boy had really
died, the dead body would have defiled Elisha with whom it
came into contact, but nowhere are we told that the prophet
became defiled; therefore, we must conclude that since only

the dead cean defile, the boy must have been alive throughout»98

In the revival of the boy,99 Elisha demonstrates that

although miracles have a divine origin, their execution is
dependent on the prophet's proper technique.loo Detailed neote
is therefore taken in describing the procedure that Elisha
empleyed. First, he entered the roem where the child lay

and closed the door behind him so that no one would witness
his activity., A miracle of this nature must be performed in

private.lOl In addition, seclusion is conducive to effective

prayer.lo2 The basic elements of the revival comprised
prayer and stretehing out lengthwise en top of the boy. Each

of these was alternately repeated seven times., By placing

his own body en the bhoy Elisha was augmenting the power of
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his prayerolo3 W¥hen one physically faces the object of his
prayer and directs his thoughts to it, he enhances his chances
of success. We read that when Isaac entreated God te enable
his wife, Rebekah, to give birth, he did so by facing her
direetly, as it is written, "and Isaac entreated the Lerd
opposite his wife because she was barren; and the Lord let
himself be entreated of him, and Bebekah his wife conceived"
(Gen. 25:21).104 Seven times did Elisha put his mouth on the
mouth of the lad, and his eyes on his eyes in erder to transfer
to him the breath of life. Elisha's body warmth was thus
ingstrumental in restoring the hboy's life processes.105 When
the child finally sneezed Elisha knew that his efforts had
suceeeded. Sneezing iz a sure sign of life,106 for "the child
sneezed seven times... and opened his eyes" (II Kings 4:35).
Elisﬁh now asked Gehazi to call the mother so that she could
take up her child., "Then she went in, and fell at his feet,

and bowed down te the ground; and she teok up her son, and

went out" (II Kings 4:37).
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CHAPTER SIX
THE MIRACLES OF POTTAGE AND BREAD

Fully established now as a prephet of extraordinary
healing powers, BElisha made his way to Gilgal, ene of the
Places where he had accompanied Elijah before his departure.
Elisha, we obsgerve, retraced the route he had trodden with his
master, stopping in each of these places to perform a miracle

07

in order to become increasingly foertified in his prophecyyl
Gilgal was the sight of two.miracles,lOB both of which were
performed in order te alliviate the famine then rampant in the
land., Upon seeing the sons~o¢f-the-prophets at Gilgal suffering
from hunger, Elisha ordered his servant to set a pot on the
fire for the preparation of pottage. Herbs and vines of all
kindg were gathered and put inte the pot but unknown to the
prophets ene of the ingredients, a wild vine, possessed a
poisonous quality. The bitterness of taste quickly alerted

them to the brew's dangerlog

and they cried out, "0 man of

God, there is death in the pot" (II Kings 4:40), DElisha

then ordered his servant to add flour to the mixture to cure

it. Although this act was not as impressive as the "double"

miraele of the Jericho waters, it still counted as a miracle.llo
There are those who detract from this miracle by saying

that the cur@tive preperty of flour is net in the category

of "miraculous." It is rather, they argue, a natural phexwmenon.ll1

Anyone, prephet or not, could have cured the pottage had he

simply known about the properties of flour. These detractors,

if present at the time, would have challenged Elisha to cure
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Naaman to Elisha. Knowing in his heart that he had often
disobeyed the prophet's divine charges by failing to ban
idolatrous practices in his kingdem, the King of Israel was

too ashamed to confront Elisha.lz2

The King's disturbance
over the letter merely camouflaged his resentment of Elisha's
righteous stand against{ idolatry. He thus rent his clothes
to demonstrate his repudiation of Elisha.

When the prophet heard of the King's mourning anties,

"he sent to the king saying: wherefore hast thou rent thy
clothes? let him (Naaman) come now to me, and he (the King

of Israel) shall know that there is a prophet in Israel"

(I1 Xings 5:8). Because the King did not accord Elisha the
respect due him as prophet, Elisha planned to cure Naaman

and thereby establish the validity of hig prophetic status

as Qell as the legitimacy of the God of Israe10123 This
latter was Elish's true motive. Hig eagerness to eure Naaman
stemmed neither from a desire to honor the King of Aram ner
from a mind to do any favor for the King of Israel, but rather
to publicize the greatness of God.

When Npaman presented himself at the door of Elisha's
house, the prophet declined to speak to the suppliant directly.
He sent a messenger to Naaman with instructions that he wash
in the Jordan seven times. Naaman, insulted at Elisha's
failure to appear personally, went away in anger saying, "behold,
I thought: he will surely come to me, and stand, and call on

the name of the Lord, his God, and wave his hand over ‘the

place, and cure the leprosy" (Il Kings 5:11). To be cured by
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incantation would undoubtedly be a miracle, but to bathe in
the Jordan, if successful in relieving his condition, would
merely constitute a natural eure that could easily be duplicated
in rivers of his own country.124 He did net seek the prophet
to be given instructions in natural medicine; he came to be
cured by a divine miracle! Only after his servants convinced
him by reasoned arguments did Naaman agree to bathe himself
in the Jerdan: "And his servants came near, and spoke unte
bim, and said: 'my father, if the proephet had bid thee do some
great thing, wouldst thou net have done it? how much rather
then when he saith to thee: wash and be clean?' Then he went
down and dipped himself seven times in the Jordan, according
to the saying of the man of God; and his flesh came back like
unto the flesh of a little child, and he was clean" (II Kings
3:13~14).

This miracle trangformed Naaman into a true believer in
the God of JIsrael. He returned to Elisha te announce his new
faith and present him with an assortment of expensive gifts.
Elisha refused these. Some say that though these gifts were
sincerely offered, they were tainted with the blood of idolatry,lzs
Others c¢laim that Elisha declined to accept money in order to
demongstrate that a true prephet, in contrast to the idolatrous
priests, does not practice his profession for hire.126 As
God's inst;ument the prophet ought not to seek material benefit
for himself. The only "gift" asked is that of loyalty to God

in return for his mighty deeds. In refusing to accept Naaman's

generous offer, Flisha made an oath which tradition has explained
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in two ways. According to the common understanding, he gaid,
"As the Lord liveth, before whom I stand, I will receive none"
(Il Kings 5:16). According to a more novel interpretation,
he said, "As the Lord liveth, (and) as [ served him (i.e.,
Elijah), 1 will receive none." In this explanation we see
FElishe recalling his loyalty to Elijah in order to underscore
the firmness of his oath.127
As a result of his conversion, Naaman requested two mules'
burden of earth upon which to build an altar in Aram for the

L]
worship of the Lord«lzg

He gained Elisha's sympathetic ear
when he explained that upon resuming his post in Aram he must
take pains to conceal his conversion. On occasion he will
even have to participate in idolatrous worship, but in seo }
doing, he insisted, his heart will still be with the Lord.

He depiéted his dilemma to Elisha saying, "in this thing may
the Lord pardon thy servant: when my master goeth into the
house of Rimmon to worship there, and he leaneth on my hand.,..
and I prostrate myself... may the Loerd parden thy servant in
this thing" (II Kings 5:18). It is generally agreed that
Naaman's request for pardon was granted, yet some say that
because he was not circumecised, Elisha advised him not to
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proceed with his conversion. As Naaman departed Elisha

added, "go in peace" (II Kings 5:19), as if to warn him of

the dangers of conversion in his 5ituatian.LBO
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CHAPTER EIGH?T
GEHAZI

Naaman began his journey back to Aram with all the goods
that he had brought as gifts fer KElisha. The pro@het had
demenstrated his integrity by refusing the gifts, but his
servant Gehazi, who lacked such moral perfection, was overcome
by cupidity. He said to himself, "Behold my master hath
gpared this Nsaman the Aramean in net receiving at his hands
that which he brought; as the Lord liveth, I will surely run
after him and take something from him" (II Kings 5:20). Gehazi
succeeded in acquiring goods from Naaman on the pretext that
Elisha had changed his mind, now desiring te have the gifts
that he had earlier turned down. Gehazi asked for only one
talent of silver with twoe changes of raiment, but feceived
two talents of silver and twe changes of raiment,l3l Naaman,
convinced that these gifts would find their way te Elisha
through his servant, continued on his journey to Aram. Gehazi,
mesnwhile, transported the goods to his ewn house. Soon after
we find Elisha rebuking Gehazi for receiving "money, garments,
oliveyards and vineyards, sheep and oxen, men servants and
maid servants” (YI Kings 5:26). But from the hands of Naaman
Gehazi had rgceived only silver and garments! Hew then did
Gehazi. come to possess these other items? VWe must realize

that when it said, va'yifkod ba'bayit (Il Kings 5:24), it

does not mean that Gehazi "deposited" the original silver and
garments in his house, but rather that he "appeinted in his

house" agents from among his friends te acquire more goods
q
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religion of Israel. He departed from Elisha's sight and
abandoned his country to seek haven with the enemy, Aram.

It is even said that he went directly to Naaman, a foermer
leper, whom he imagined to be sympathetic to his physical
affliction.138 At a later date Eligha traveled +to Damascu3139
to seek Gehazi's repentance, but the apostate, comfortable in
his evil ways, refused. It is told that Gehazi was not only
reproachable for his personal habits but was also guilty of
leading others to sin and the worship of idols. It was Gehazi
who suspended a lodestone between heaven and earth wupon which
vas engraved the ineffable name of God, This stone, which
attracted the héathens to idolatrous worship, blasphemousiy
contained the first two commandments of the decalogue: "I am

the Lord," and "thouw shalt have no other Gods before mee“l40
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require something new to bring them to fruition.l44 As a new

Jar was added then, go here a new piece of wood was used. Having
secured the "new" wood, Elisha fashioned it into a precisely
measured handle which could fit perfectly inte the sunken axe-
head. When he threw the handle into the water it descended
to the bottom where it joined with the axe=-head. Then the two
objects, now a complete axe, rose to the surface.145
The remarkable recovery ef the axe~head was miraculous
in two respects., First, the newly fashioned handle made of
wood, a substance which nermally floats, descended to the
bottom where it joined the axe~head. Second, the axe-head
made of irom, a substance which does not fleoat, rose to the
surface. All agree that the latter aspect was indeed miraculous,
though some maintain that the former can be accounted for by
the 1&#3 of nature.l46 After all, had Elisha taken a heavy
piece of wood and thrown it with all his strength it would
have descended quite naturally. But even here it is admitted
that enly a prophet could have had such perfect aim as to have
made the handle join the iren!
An altogether different interpretation eof this miracle
has been handed down to us by those who maintain that the
handle never joined the irom axe~head at all and that the two
objects never rose as a complete axe.l47 Tradition plainly
tells us that the handle made the iron to float, but newhere
are we told that the handle too re-surfaced. Therefore, we

may conclude that the piece of woed threwn by Elisha served

as his messenger, so to speak, calling to the iron and conveying
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to it the prophet's command that it rise to the surface.

148



CHAPTER TEN
WAR WITH ARAM

The King of Aram, Ben~hadad, sent maurading bands inte
the territory of lsrael on numerous occasions in order to
capture the King of Israel. But each time Aram planned an
ambush, the army of Israel seemed prepared, The King of
Aram gsuspected treasdn within his own campiand his "heart was
sore troubled by this thing; and he called his servants and
said unto them: 'will ye not tell me which among us is on
the side of the King of Xsrael?' And one of his servants
said: 'nay my lord, O King; but Elisha, the prephet that ig

* in Israel, telleth the King of Israel the words that thou
speakest in thy bedchamber'" (II Kings 6:11-12). Elisha, as
prophet, was able to know the thoughts of the enemy king's

' mind' and thereby revealed his military secrets,

Ben-hadad's only hope for victory therefere lay in
capturing the preseient prophet. He thereupon sent a full

army with horses and chariots to Dothan where he was told

Elisha could be found. Soon the entire city was encompassed

by the Aramean hest. Although Elisha remained confident

that no harm would come to anyene, his servant became nonplused
and fearful for his life and the lives of the other townsfolkal49
He said to ﬁis master, "‘'Alas... what shall we do?' And Elisha
answered: ‘fear not: for they that are with us are more than
they that are with them'" (Il Kings 6:16)., The servant was

ineredulous. Surely his master was mistaken! Aram had an

immense army encireling the city whereas Israel had not a
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single seldier at that moment with which to defend itself.

To assuage his servant's fear Flisha had to make him see
what did net in reality exist:lso "And ¥Xlisha prayed and
said: 'Lord, I pray thee, open his eyes that he may see.'

And the Lord opened the eyes of the young man; and he saw;
and behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots of
fire round about Eligha" (II Kings 6:17). One might ask: how
can these troops be in the mountain which is outside the eity
and at the same time around Elisha who is inside the city?
They cannet! But God made the servant see thewm in his
imagination so that he would not be afraid and ery out,
thereby revealing Elisha's whereabouts to the enemyelsl

When the enemy descended from the hills te capture the
prophet, he smote them with blindmess and led them to the
c&pitgl ¢ity of Samaria. There, he restored their sight and
restrained the King from taking any vengeful action. Elisha
actually demanded that the King show the captured Arameans
kindness and coenmpassion, "Theu shalt not smite them; hast
thou taken captive with thy sword and with thy bew these
whom thou wouldst smite? set bread and water before them
that they may eat and drink?" (II Kings 6:22) Although
Elisha Qas responsible for both blinding the Arameans and
subsequently restoring their sight, only the latter act was
prerfermed with full prophetic enthusiasm, for when he wmote
them with blindness he did not invoke God's name,153 but when

he restored their vision he triumphantly cried, "Lord, open

the eyes of these men that they may see" (II Kings 6:20).




It soen came to pass that Arém once again resumed her
militancy toward lsrael: "Ben~hadad king of Aram gathered all
his host and went up and besieged Samaria" (Il Kings 6:24).

On account of the siege, food became scarce and famine ensued.
War conditions increased in severity and reduced the Israelites
to abject poverty and degradation. We are told that Elisha,
wvho called for the famine as a punishment for Israel's sins,
did not call it off after three years as the compassionate
Elijah had done but allowed it to persist for sevem long and

154

terrible years. In the first year of the famine the peeple

155 in the second

of Isreel ate what they had in their homes;
year they ate whatever they could find in the fields; in the
third year they ate the meat of clean animals; in the fourth
year they ate the meat of uneclean animals; in the fifth year
they éte ingects and reptiles; in the sixth year they ate
their sons and daughters; and in the seventh year they ate
their own arms. All these horrors of the seven year famine
fulfilled the proephecy of Mase3156 as it is written: “And
thou shalt eat the fruit of thinme own body, the flesh of thy
song and daughters whom the Lord thy Ged hath given thee; in
the siege and in the straitness wherewith thine enemies shall
straiten thee" (Deut. 28:53), and the prophecy of Isaiah157

as it is written: "every man will eat the flesh of his own

arm" (Is. 9:19).
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
THE CLOSLE OF A PROPHETIC CAREER

When the famine subsided, Elisha journeyed to Damascus

te seek the repentance and return of his former servant Gehazi.lsg
Since he was struck with leprosy and banished from his master's
sight, Gehazi became enmeshed in a wicked life of idolatry.
Despite Elisha's efforts he refused to return to the way of

the Lord.

While in Damascus, HElisha's presence was revealed to Ben-
hadad, the King of Aram, who on his sick bed said te Hazael,
his servants "take a present in thy hand and go meet the man
of God, and inquire of the Leord by him, saying: °'8hall I recover
of this sickness?'... So Hazael went to meet him... and said:
*thy son Ben-hadad king of Aram hath sent me 1o thee, saying:
Shall I recover of this sickness?' And Elisha said unto him:
'to, say unto him: Thou shalt shurely recover; howbeit the
Lord hath shown me that he shall surely die'" (II Kings 8:8~10).
Elisha's response, although seemingly contradicteory, was meant
to convey to Hazael, by hint, that the king would recover from
hig illness and survive if not unnaturally put to deathulsg
From this Hazael understood that he would be the one to fulfill
the prophecy‘of Ben-hadad's death, Elisha had carefully couched
his propheey in equivecal terms, for had he stated explicitly
that Ben-hadad would die, many would later have assumed that
the king died from fear of the ominous prophecy rather than

from the proephecy itself. Prophets apparently often adopted

such & manner in order that their utterances would merit the
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fullest faith of the people,l6o

Sinee the death of Ben~hadad unmistakably meant that
Hazael would succeed to the throne, Elisha began to weep.
"And Hazael said: 'Why weepeth my lord?' And he answered:
'because I know the evil that thou wilt do unto the children
of Israel: their stronghelds wilt thou set on fire, and their
young men wilt thou slay with the sword, and wilt dash in
pieces their little ones, and rip up their women with chilad'"
(II Kings 8:12).

The following day the king became delirious with fever.
Hazael, who was attending'at his side, "took the coverlet
(i.e. bath-cloeth), and dipped it in water, and spread it on
his face, and he died" (Il Kings 8:15). Hazael had made the
king believe that this was a medical procedure; actually, it
was ﬁ means of hastening his death by teo rapid cooling of
the body.161 Thus, the prophecy of Elisha was fulfilled and
Hazael assumed the reign ovarams

It was after these events had c¢ome to pass that Elisha

fell sick and lay near death. Upon hearing that the prophet
was about to die, Joash, the king of Israel, came to see him;
Joash was afraid that the prophet's death would leave Israel
unprotected. and prey to the Aramean forces, FElisha thereupon
ingstructed Joash to shoot an arrow, as a symbolic act, te
insure victory even after his departure. When Joash shot the
arrow Elisha said: "the Lord's arrow of viectory, even the arrow
of victory against Aram; for thou shalt smite the Arameans in

Aphek, till thou have consumed them" (1I Kings 13:17). Aphek
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at the feet of Elijah that he be given a double portion of

his master's prophecy was now granted. Elijah had revived

but one child; Elisha revived the son of the Shunammite woman

during his life and this other man during his death.164 One

165

tradition identifies the man as Shallum ben Tikvah, the

husband of Huldabh the prophetess. For his righteousness the

holy spirit rested on his wife too, who later gave birth to

Hanamelelﬁ6 And he, like his parents, was possessed of great

167

piety and learning. Anether tradition tells us that the

man thrown into Elisha's grave was not Shallum ben Tikvah at
all but a wicked man of that generation.l68 Because the bones

of the wicked man were allewed to come inte contact with those

of Elisha, God sent the treops of Moeab into the land of Israel
169

as punishment. This man was revived oenly so that he might
remavelhimself frem Elishas, His revival was therefore partial;
"He stood up on hig feet," walked off a short distance, and
died againol7o This time he was properly buried and the henor
of Elisha was duly preserved,

Bven those who insist that this wicked man was not fully
revived still admit that Elisha had been granted a double
portion of his master's prophecy. Did Elisha not revive the
son of the Shunammite woman as well as cure Naaman whose
leprosy made him appear like a dead man!l71

Flisha's prophetie career was a spectacular one, replete
with miracles wrought both during his lifetime and afterwards.

From the beginning, when his master Elijah acquiesced in

granting him a double portion of prophecy, Elisha's future
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said unto them: 'Take the prophets of Baal; let not one of
them escape.' And they took them; and Elijah brought them
down to the brook Kishon, and slew them there.®

40Rashi and Kimhi on II Kings 2:14. Gersonides comments
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allusion to the requested double portion.

lKimhi on Il Kings 2:14 suggests oenly asg one possibility
that Jul» ngrefers to Elijah., His first suggestion follows
Rashi that the referemce is to Elisha in the second clause of
the verse.

426ersonides on LI Kings 2:16.

43Rashi on Il Kings 2:17.

44Gersmnides on II Kings 2:17.

45Rashi and Kimhi on II Kings 2:19.

468@@ Joshua 61:26.

47, , , ,
Gersonides on II Kings 2:19.

481bid.

“O1pig.

5

OKimhi on II Kings 2:20 and Rashi on II Kings 2:21.

-
)lGersonides on Il Kings 2:22.

Ibhid.

[oretadniey

53kimhi on II Kings 2:20.

i}
543ashi and Kimhi on 1I Kings 2:23.







w3 ()

75Abravanel on II Kings 4:16, pp. 616-617 claims that
Elisha maintained his prophetic purity by keeping his
distance from women; also Gersonides on Il Kings 4:12,
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