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Digest 

"The Role of the Anecdote within Samuel-Kings and Chronicles" examines 

the function of the anecdote within the Deuteronomistic History and the 

book of Chronicles. Individual anecdotes are analyzed and their plfrticular 

role within the text is then determined. 

The introduction offers a definition for the term and provides a survey of the 

historical development of the anecdote. It was used by the ancient Greeks in 

biography and eventually fou nd its way into most Western societ ies. 

However no anecdotes are known to exist in Asian cultures prior to their 

involvement with European nations. lt is also believed that no anecdotes 

existed in the literature of the ancient Near East independent of the Hebrew 

bible. T he anecdote did not start to receive its modern definition until the 

eighteenth century. And it is the modem definition that is used by the author 

of this thesis in examining the biblical anecdotes. 

The second chapter examines eight individual anecdotes. Most biblical 

anecdotes appear in the books of Samuel . Some also appear in the books of 

Kings and in Chronicles. The majority of the anecdotes, however, concern 

David, but there are some about Saul and Solomon. There is also an 

anecdote about Michal and another about Jehu. Each story is analyzed 

according to-•ts literary structure, and its political function within the text is 
I 

determined. 
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The third chapter is a review of the criteria used to either accept or reject 

certain candidates as anecdotes. Three specific stories that were determined 

to not be anecdotes are examined in order to illustrate the unique nature and 

definition of the anecdote. Though each account appears to be an anecdote 

in many respects , they lack specific qualifying elements. The stories of 

David and Bathsheba, David and Hanun, and Ehud son of Gera are 

examined in this chapter. 

In the fourth chapter, the political role of the anecdote is considered. It is 

suggested here that the inspiring qualities of the anecdote served the 

political , religious, and communal objectives of King Josiah and also of later 

redactors. The biblical anecdotes, in idealizing particular aspects of their 

subject ' s character, play a key role in the books in which the centralization 

of worship in Jerusalem is an ideal. The thesis closes with general 

conclusions wherein the author ultimately concludes that biblical anecdotes 

function as an ideal within an ideology. It is the literary device through 

which the ancient Israelites and all succeeding generations understood the 

characters of the three kings of the United Monarchy . 

...... _ 
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CH.APTER I: DEFINING THE ANECDOTE 

The anecdote is thought to be primarily the product of Western civilization 

and to have distinct stages of development, most of which antedate. lhe 

biblical period. Further, the national traits that give birth to anecdote may be 

less marked in other cultures. For example, whereas England and the United 

States are replete with literary anecdotes few if any are known to have 

existed in China or Japan prior to their involvement with Western culture. 

Anecdotes from Asian societies tend to be either moral parables-- bits and 

pieces of wisdom literature-- or extended episodes. Pe~sant and desert 

societies are also thought to rarely produce anecdotes and almost none are 

known in the Near and Middle East. Indeed, there seems to be a near total 

absence of anecdotes among the known writings and inscriptions found 

among the excavations of Near Eastern societies that were contemporary 

with the biblical period.1 However, the biblical cannon itself appears to be a 

singular exception among these Near Eastern texts in that it does contain 

anecdotes, some of which meet the criteria of "modem" anecdote. 

The term anecdote comes from the Greek anekdota, meaning things not 

given out. However, in Hebrew the anecdote is defined as: a joke (i111'1:::1) or 

an interesting story ( r11111 tTle"1l1 ).2 A brief modem definition of anecdote 

understands it as a small gossipy narrative generally thought of as an 

amusing, biographical incident in the life of a famous person whose 

I Dr. Alexander Rofe citing Dr. Samuel Grecng~ the Hebrew Union College 
in a conversation with the author. 

2 Reuben Alcalay. The Complete English-Hebrew Dictionary (1srael: Massada Lid. 1990), p. 138. 
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·biography's broad outl ine has long been a matter of public recordJ . The 

Webster·s Tenth New Collegiate Dictionary informs us that an anecdote is 

"a usuall y short narrative of an interesti ng, amusing, or biographical 

incident: ' -' However. these definitions are incomplete unless we understand 

them according to thei r historical development. 

The contemporary anecdote may well have its roots in c lassicaJ Greece. As 

noted. the term itself derives from the Greek anekdota. The Italian scholar 

Arnaldo Momi gliano, in his Developmenr of Greek Biography. speculates 

that the anecdote's fo unding fa ther may have been the Peripateti c 

biographer Aristoxenus of Trarentum (born c. 370 BCE): 

(Ari stoxenus) was the man to produce a new 
blend: learned, yet worldly; anenti ve to ideas. yet 
gossipy. Perhaps he was also the first to make 
anecdotes the essential part of biography. We are so 
used to considering anecdotes the natural condiment of 
biography that we forget that just as there can 
be anecdotes without biography so there can be 
biography without anecdotes.I suspect that we owe to 
Aristoxenus the notion that a good biography is full of 
good anecdotes.5 

Yet it is not easy to distinguish between anecdote and other literary genres, 

like parable or episode. The seventh century B.C.E. Greek poet Archilochus 

composed satires agai nst his prospective fat her-in-law , Lycamber, so 

powerful that the man and his daughter both hanged themselves. His satires 

3 Frank Lenuicchia. Critical Terms/or Uterary Study (Crucago: The Universil} 
of Chicago Press. 199t). p. 429 

4 Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary. -
.S Arnaldo Momigliano, ThL Development of Greek Biography: Fo1'r Lectures 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 1971). p. 76. 
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were short and independent of a larger literary context and still they were 

episodic rather than anecdotal. 

The anecdote tends to be anti -official. It has had attached to it the 

connotation of gossip or even secrecy. This reputation may derive from the 

Byzantine historian Procopius, who called hi s sixth-century scandalous 

account of the Emperor Justinian Histnria Arcana ("Secret History") or 

Anecdora.6 

Considerably later, in the eighteenth century, the French broadened the term 

to make it apply to '"any interesting circumstance". It is at this time that the 

suggestion of amusing triviality now begins to emerge. When James 

Boswell was completing his Life of Johnson he told a colleague that it 

would contain many anecdotes; ' which word', he added, ·Johnson always 

condemned as used in the sense that the French. and we from them, use it. as 

signifying particulars' .7 However, in his Dictionary ( J 755) Samuel 

Johnson held to the classical definition of anecdote as 'something yet 

unpublished; secret history'. Yet, eighteen years later as he wrote the fourth 

edition, he had already become aware of another meaning: 'It is now used, 

after the French, for a biographical incident; a minute passage of private 

life.' This second definition, which Johnson only reluctantly acknowledged, 

was beginning to become accepted. The original meaning of •something yet 

unpublished' continued to be dominant, even after Johnson's death in 1784. 

6 Richard Atwater, ed., &cut HistorylProcopius (AM Arbor: University of 
l Michigan Press, 1963). 
7 Marlies K.. Danziger and Frank Brady, Boswell. tM GrearfliograpMr. 1789-

1795 ( Ncw York. McGraw-Hill. 1989), p. 148 
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. Though Boswell notes the evolution of the anecdote during Johnson's time, 

he also highJights its early value as an illuminator of character. This value 

was first classically formulated by Plutarch whom Boswell identifies as an 

early biographer who incorporated anecdote into his works8: 

Nor is it always in the most distinguished 
achievements that men's virtues or vices may be best 
discerned; but very often an action of small note, a short 
saying, or a jest, shall distinguish a person' s real 
character more than the greatest sieges, or the most 
important battles. 9 

Nietzche was confident that one needed only three anecdotes in order to 

arrive at an accurate picture of an individual. William Ellery Channing 

believed that only one anecdote about a person is equivalent to "a volume of 

biography." These assertions. however, may be exaggerated, for unless an 

anecdote is held up against the entire history of a person's life it may well be 

anomalous. But a sufficient quantity of them may give a somewhat accurate 

accounting. 

The question of anecdotes within the Bible was informally considered by Dr. 

Alexander Rofe. During his visit to the Cincinnati campus of the Hebrew 

Union College- Jewish Institute of Religion, he suggested that an 

examination of Biblical anecdotes be undertaken. The author of this thesis 

believes that it is important to select a sufficient number of candidates in 

order to formulate a theory about the anecdote's function within the canon. 

The ref ore a minimum of ten candidates to be examined was set. 

8 lbid. 
9 Ibid. p. 151 
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Most biblical anecdotes are found within two text groupings. The 

Deuteronomistic History (namely Samuel-Kings) appears to contain the 

largest number of anecdotes. Antony Campbell understands the 

Deuteronomistic History in the following terms: 

The immense literary achievement of the Deuteronpmic 
History was realized in very close proximity to (the) final 
crumbling of Israel ' s political freedom. At the earliest, it 
was written in support of Josiah ' s reform. If so, it was 
looking at the fate of the northern kingdom in 722, the 
very close call suffered by the south in 701 , and it sought 
to rally Israel to the cause of reform and renewal in order 
to restore a kingdom like David ' s and avoid the fate of 
conquest and exile. At the latest, it was written in the 
very time of exile, and it sought to understand and 
explain how this bitter fate had come upon God' s people. 
In either case, it is written at quite critical moment in 
Israel's history . The moment is critical not only for 
Israel ' s existence, but also for Israel ' s faith. The 
Oeutemomist assembled the great traditions of Israel 's 
past and organized them in order to interpret Israel ' s 
present. 10 

I and II Chronicles aJso hold a few candidates, though they do not match the 

quantity found in Samuel-Kings. By definition, an a~ecdote is biographicaJ 

and therefore concerns an historical figure . Though there is doubt 

concerning the existence of the three kings of the United Monarchy, there is 

also a consensus in the community of biblical scholarship that these 

individuals may have existed: 

10 Antony Campbell, ~ Snuly Companion to Ollf:kstament literature (Wilmington, Michael Glazier 
Inc .• 1989), p. 145. 
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While the Bible has much to say about David, it [is] 
obvious ... that none of the biblical material pertaining to 
·him submits easily to critical historical inquiry. By the 
same measure, any attempt to describe the ' historical ' 
Dav id wi II involve a great deal of subjective 
. d II JU gement ... 

Given this possibility our research formally begins with Saul , but earl ier 

biblical personalities are also discussed. Even a cursory examination reveals 

that certain anecdotes served a propagandistic purpose. The redactors may 

have retained these anecdotes in support of political, national , and social 

objectives. 

This thesis utilizes the New JPS translation of the Tanakh .. For the Hebrew 

text the Koren Publishers edition of the Holy Scriplures will be photocopied 

into the text of the thesis. 

11 J. Maxwell Miller and John H. Hayes • .ll History of An"'?;;nt Israel (Philadelphia, The Wesminster 
PR:ss. 1986). p. 159. 
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CHAPTER II: CATALOGUING AND ANALYSIS 
OF ANECDOTES 

A. The Deuteronomistic Anecdotes 

The Deuteronomistic History includes anecdotes about the three rulers of 

the United Monarchy. What was the intention of the Deuteronomistic 

historian? What lessons were they trying to communicate? And how did the 

following anecdotes serve these ends? Scholars argue for two editions of the 

Deuteronomistic History. The first edition had two central themes: the sin of 

Jeraboam and the faithfulness of David. This edition includes within it the 

United Monarchy and was composed during the time of Josiah. The History, 

which runs from Deuteronomy through II Kings, is overlaid with an 

ambiguity that alternates between inevitable disaster and hope, of blessing 

and curse. But salvation can only be achieved through a sincere 

comrrutment to Deuteronomistic reform. Frank Moore Cross notes: 

Thus, there is both threat and promise. and so a 
platform for the Josianic reform. ' In this edition the 
themes of judgment and hope interact to provide a 
powerful motivation both for the return to the 
austere and jealous God of old Israel. and for the 
reunion of the alienated half-kingdoms of Israel and 
Judah under the aegis of Josiah. ' 1 

The Josianic reform appears to look back to the golden age of David's 

monarchy as an historical ideal. This ideal is dramatized through anecdotes 

about David. Saul, on the other hand, receives no favorable treatment. 

I Apud: Antony F. Campbell, TM S1udy ComplmiQ_n 10 Old TestaJMnt U1era1ure (Wilmington: Michael 
Glazier, Inc., 1989) p. 237 
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Solomon is also controversial. His marriage to foreign wives and his 

excesses are harshly judged. But by building the Temple, he gives a 

spiritual unity to Israel. This is cr~cial for the Deuteronomistic Historian. 

Yet there are no anecdotes about Solomon ·s construction of the Temple. 

Rather the anecdotes that relate to Solomon focus upon his reputed wisdom. 

1. I SAMUEL 11:1-15 
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Nahash the Ammonite marched up and besieged 
Jabesh-gilead. All the men of Jabesh-gilead said to 
·Nahash, "Make a pact with us, and we will serve you." 
But Nahash the Ammonite answered them. '1 will make a 
pact with you on this condition, that everyone' s right eye 
be gouged out; I will make this a humiliation for all 
Israel." The elders of Jabesh said to him, "'Give us seven 
days ' respite , so that we may send messengers 
throughout the territory of Israel: if no one comes to our 
aid, we will surrender to you ." when the messengers 
came to Gibeah of Saul and gave this report in the 
hearing of the people. all the people broke into weeping. 

Saul was just coming from the field driving the 
cattle~ and Saul asked, "Why are the people crying?" And 
they told him about the situation of the men of Jabesh. 
When he heard these things, the spirit of God gripped 
Saul and his anger blazed up. He took a yoke of oxen 
and cut them into pieces, which he sent by messengers 
throughout the territory of Israel , with the warning, 'Thus 
shall be done to the canJe of anyone who does not follow 
Saul and Samuel into battle!" Terror from the Lord fell 
upon the people, and they came out as one man. Saul 
mustered them in Bezek, and the Israelites numbered 
300,000, the men of Judah 30,000. The messengers 
whohad come were told, "Thus shall you speak to the 
men of Jabesh-gilead: Tomorrow , when the sun grows 
hot, you shall be saved." When the messengers came and 
told this to the men of Jabesh-gilead, they rejoiced. The 
men of Jabesh then told (the Ammonites), "Tomorrow 
we will surrender to you, and you can do to us whatever 
you please." 

The next day, Saul divided the troops into three 
columns; at the morning watch they entered the camp and 
struck down the Ammonites until the day grew hot. The 
survivors scattered; no two were left together. 

The people then said to Samuel, ''Who was it said, 
Shall Saul be king over us?' Hand the men over and we 
will put them to death!H But Saul replied. "No man shall 
be put to death this day! For this day the Lord has 
brought victory to Israel." 

Samuel said to lire people, "Come let us go to 
Gilgal and there inaugurate the monarchy.tt So all the 

9 



people went to Gilgal and there at Gilgal they declared 
Saul king before the Lord. They offered sacrifices of 
well-being there before the Lord; and Saul and all the 
men of Israel held a great celebration there. 

The Ammonites threaten the men of Jabesh-gilead with slavery and 

mutilation. In his commentary on Samuel, George B. Cai rd suggests that the 

"object of Nahash on this occasion was nor plunder but ridicule. The reason 

for gouging out the right eyes was not, as some have thought, to disable the 

men for war but to put disgrace on all lsrael.''2 An appeal is therefore sent to 

the scanered tribes of Israel. Saul demonstrates his leadership by gathering 

the tribes a nd defeating the Ammonites. The account concludes with 

Samuel's call for a gathering at Gilgal in order to inaugurate the monarchy 

(v. 14) . Now Saul not only possesses a regal appearance (I Samuel 9:2), but 

he has shown that he has the character to go with it. The tale bears many 

characteristics of a true anecdote. It is not too complex or inregral to Saul's 

overall biography. it stands on its own, and rhe account pithily captllres 

Saul's leadership qualities in an entenaining manner. 

Yet. the traditions of the monarchy were preserved in and edited by 

Jerusalem circles, which were sympathetic toward David and not Saul.J 

Presumably Saul, a Benjaminite, is sometimes portrayed negatively in order 

to enhance the prestige of David. But this account appears to cast Saul in a 

favorable light. Therefore, why was this anecdote preserved? 

-2 George B. Caird. ~ fnlerpreter 's Bible: Volume II (New York: Abington Press, 195.3), p. 939. 
3 Bernhard W. Anderson, Undotstanding thL Old Tes~nr (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, Inc., 198.5). 

p. 215 
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A standard argument suggests that the tale was too well known to edit from 

the text. Further. most scholars consider this part of the pro-Saul source. 

found in I Samuel9:1-10:16and 11 : 1-15. Thebook.seditorsjoinedthepro­

SauJ and anti -Saul sources and edited them into a text that gives both sides 

of the account. 

However. thi s anecdote could also fit into the anti -kingship tradition. 

Repetition is a common tool of OT narrators: and its use here challenges the 

classic pro-Saul understanding of this account. A similar story is repeated in 

Judges 19: 1- 20:48: it begins with a legend reminiscent of that in Gen. 19: 1-

29. But the protagonist Lot is replaced with an anonymous wandering 

Levite. The Levite is invited to stay at the home of a man from Gibealz of 

Benjamin. When the residents of Gibeah surround the house and demand 

that the Levite be released to them for their pleasure, the man refuses. In his 

place the Levite 's concubine is sent out. She is ravaged and ki lled by the 

townsfolk. Except for the death of the concubine, the story. up to this 

juncture. mirrors the experiences of Lot in Sodom. 

The Levite then retrieves her body and cuts it into 12 sections, sending the 

pieces to the different tribes. The gesture serves to unite the clans, much as 

it did when Saul divided the oxen. All unite except for Benjamin, which 

gathers to protect Gibeah. During the ensuing battle the Benjaminites inflict 

a painful loss on Israel, slaughtering over 22,000 men. The battle rages for 

three days before Gibeah and the rest of Benjamin are finally routed at a 

·great cost to Israel. 

11 



1'enjamin 's betrayal would not be forgotten . And at what better time to 

remjnd lsra~l of this event than when Saul the Benjaminite. who is from 

Gibeah, is inaugurated? However, as Henry P. Smith notes, there may be 

more than one village with that sam~ name.4 Nevertheless. an account that 

is popularly understood to describe a triumphant moment for Saul, appears 

to point rather to his questionable origins . Not only is the reader • 

immediately reminded of the events at Gibeah. but there is a further and 

more insidious association. Saul 's viJlage Gibeah. or at the very least its 

name, is linked with Sodom. Gibeah. like Sodom. violated what bound all 

of Israel-- a common sense of law and decency. Therefore Saul ' s early 

triumph apparently foreshadows his eventual transgression of those same 

boundaries. It appears that the Jerusalem redactor, through repetition. deftly 

makes a veiled condemnation of Saul at a crucial moment in his career. 

2.1Samuel19: 11-17 
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4 Henry P. Smith, nie /nternarional Critical Commentary: A Critical and Euge1ical Commentary on the 

Book of Samuel ( New York: Charles Scribner's Soos. 1904) p. 74. 
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That night Saul sent messengers to David 's home to keep 
watch on him and to kill him in the morning. But 
David' s wife MichaJ told him, 'Unless you run for your 
life tonight. you will be killed tomorrow.' Michal let 
David down from the window and he escaped and fled. 
Michal then took the household idol. laid it on the bed. 
and covered it with a cloth: and at its head she put a net 
of goats hair. Saul sent messengers to seize David: but 
she said . ' He is sick.· Saul , however . sent back"the 
messengers to see David for themselves. ' Bring him up 
to me in the bed.' he ordered, 'that he may be put to 
death .· When the messengers came, they found the 
household idol in the bed. with the net of goat 's hair at its 
head. Saul said to MichaJ , 'Why did you play that trick 
on me and let my enemy get away safely?' ' Because.' 
Michal answered Saul. 'he said to me: ' Help me get 
away or I ' II kill you.' 

T he passage qualifies as an anecdote in many respects . It exists 

independently of its context, it is humorous , and it is brief. Anecdotes are 

sometimes characterized by their descriptions of moments in the intimate 

lives of individuals. Indeed, Henry P. Smith suggests that Saul 's messengers 

come for David on the couple ' s wedding night: 

The first question is: what night is meant'? No reference 
bas been made to night at all. But the most naturaJ 
interpretation is that David 's wedding night is 
intended ... The crises comes when the hate parvenu 
actually takes his bride to his house. This will be the 
time to strike~ David will be unsuspicious, bis friends 
will have dispersed after the marriage feasting. 
Dramatically nothing could be more effective.s 

----5 Nolan B. Harmon, ed., The Jn1enunional Critical Commentary: A Crirical and Extge1ical 
Commtnlary 0 11 The Books of SamUL/ (New York: Charles Scribner's Soos, 1904), p. 178. 
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However there are three prominent characters in the account. each with 

distinct perspnalities. Saul appears baffoonish in having been tricked while 

both Michal and David are depicted as clever in eluding Saul. This chapter 

and the following contain various accounts of Saul pursuing David , which 

may suggest that I Samuel 19: 11-17 is another in a series of stories about 

David or even Saul. 6 • 

But the account revolves not around David (or Saul for that maner) but 

Michal. It is she who plants the idol in the bed after David flees . She 

disguises it . and then successfully deceives Saul's messengers. And in the 

end Michal again tricks Saul by telling him that she acted under duress. It is 

an anecdote about Michal , contrary to its overall context. The passage 

epitomizes Michal 's devotion to David and her love for him as described in 

the previous chapter.7 The passage also ascribes to Michal the craftiness for 

which David himself is already noted. 

3.1Samuel21: 11-16 

An anecdote is usually a "short narrative of an interesting, amusing, or 

biographical incident''S in the life of a famous person whose general 

biography is well known. . The following episode describes a brief and 

6 h may be argued r.hal David's success as a fugitive from a tyrannical monarch expresses a desire on I.he 
part of the country's citiz.eos to be able successfulJy to elude monarchical oppression. lo this sense 
lhe anecdote. as Bruno Beuelbeim might assen, functions like a national fairy tale, in that it is a 
literary device by which the Israeli~ audience can i;ee their hopes acted out 

7 "Now Michal daughter of Saul had fallen in lOVc with David." (1 Samuel 18:20) 
8 Webs~r·s New Collegiate Dictionary, 
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amusing incident in which David. while fleeing from King Saul. encounters 

King Achish of Gath: 
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That day David continued on his flight from Saul 
and he came to King Achish of Gath. The courtiers of 
Achish said to nim, "Why, that's David, king of the 
land! That's the one of whom they sing as they dance: 

Saul has slain his thousands; 
David, his tens of thousands." 

These words worried David and he became 
very much afraid of King Achisb of Gath. So he 
concealed his good sense from them; he feigned 
madness for their benefit. He scratched marks on the 
doors of the gate and let his saliva run down his beard. 
And Achish said to his courtiers, "You see the man is 
raving; why bring him to me? Do [ lack madmen that you 
have brought this fellow to rave for me? Should this 
fellow enter my house? 
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Tpe story highli ghts David's cunning. He displays an ingenuity similar to 

that employed by Michal in I Samuel 19. A clever deception. once again. 

affords him time to make good his escape. 

In a humorous twist that lends credibility to David' s ruse, Achish accuses 

the courtiers of bringing David to him, when in fact it appears that it was 

David who brought himself before the King. Perhaps Achish assumes that a 

drooling. scratching madman does not have the ability to find his way 

around. Yet in a later episode Achish9 gives refuge to David JO when he 

again flees from Saul. This time Achish uses him to raid and plunder, and_ 

the king trusts David enough to consider employing him in a battle against 

fsrael. It is only Achish 's advisors who. knowing David 's reputation, that 

prevent David's participation. However. if I Samuel 21: 11-16 is to function 

as an anecdote. it must. at its core, illuminate David' s character. This is best 

achieved if King Achish, acting as a foil to David's cunning, is truly duped. 

But what motivates David to feign madness? David brings himself before 

king Achish and the couniers recognize David. proclaiming: "That's the 

one of whom they sing as they dance: Saul , has slain his thousands; David. 

his tens of thousands." Upon hearing this David becomes afraid. David, the 

notorious enemy of the Philistines, apparently fears recognition. But Achish 

is already aware of David' s military prowess: the number of losses inflicted 

9 He appears to be asuccesor IO the Achish in vv. 11· 16., though H. P. Smilh believes that this is the same 
Achich king of Gath who was David's overlord in his later career. 

10 Tbe relationship between Israel, Gath. and Ki.ng Acbish should also be considered in addressing \his textual 
difficulty. The ci ty of Oath is Phili~ine. Aw Oath i!O i;nmetimcs also a place of refuge for those fleeing l:i;rael. 
ln I Kings 2; 39 Shimi's SC1Yan1s nm 10 Gath. David and his men stay in Galh. under King Acbisb·s 
proleCl.ion, while fleeing from Saul in I Samuel Z7. Blll Israelite battles against the Philistines arc also waged 
there. Samuel conquers it. as do King David and King Uzziyyahu. ~the ark is captured by I.he 
Phili1'1ines in 1 Samuel 5:R ii ii. held in the city of C'ralh. 
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by David is not unknown to the king of Philistine. Indeed. David should 

have a lready been recognized by Achish . T herefore w hat apparent)_ 

concerns David is the effect this song w ill have on Achish. It is noteworthy 

that Saul' s earlier react ion upon hearing the same verse was rage and 

jealousy: 

!Saul was] distressed and greatly vexed about the m~.tter. 
For he said. 'To David they have given tens of thousands. 
and to me they have given thousands. All that he Jacks is 
the kingship !· From that day on Saul kept a jealo us eye 
on David .1 1 

David presumably recognizes that King Achish. like Saul. might a lso regard 

him as a potential political usurper if he remai ns in Gath. Therefore David 

feigns madness. for surely a madman cannot be a threat. Achish is taken in 

by David·s performance. and David escapes. 

David's behavior before King Achish may have been understood in 

relationship to prophesy. Insanity ( 1111;111 ) in other passages is associated 

with pro phets. In II Kings 9: 11 Elisha is called a madman ( l~i1 ) by 

Jehu' s officers. And in Jeremiah 29:26 we read: "The Lord appointed you 

priest ... to exercise authority ... over every madman ( IDUJ l!l'N ) who wants 

to play the prophet." In his madness, David scratches at the doors of the 

gate and allows saliva to run across his beard. 12 T his performance appears 

11 I Samuel 18:8·9 

I 2 Among the kings of the United and Divided Monarchies, the incident is most reminiscent of Saul in 
I Samuel 10: 9-12. Here Saul's behavior inspires the question: "Is Saul too among the prophets?" 
Saul appeais to expenenoe a genuine ccsl.alic stale, David only mocks one. Though the redactor 
may not bave intended it. David appears 'ccr-almos1 parody Saurs famous ecstatic experience. 
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extreme. and therefore it may be argued that this is a mocking of the ecstatic 

state.13 G. C. Caird appears to support this assertion: 

The suggestion has been made that this story was 
origi nally the sequel to the story of Saul and David at 
Ramah ( 19: 18-24), since then David would have got his 
idea of fei gned madness from watching the ecstatic 
frenzy of the prophets. 1.i 

T he qualities of cleverness and ingenui ty that allow David to become a great 

leader are central to this anecdote. He artfully deceives the king of 

Philistine. Yet. as this account illustrates. an anecdote does not need to be 

about an individual 's most distinguished achievements. The person's 

character may also be discerned from an action of small note or a jest. These 

can distinguish a person's real character more than the greatest sieges. or the 

most important battles. is 

13 To parody ecsi:.asy may have been unthinkable dunng cart ier scages of development or lsraelitc society 
In Lhe time or the Judges, for example, prophc.'>y was Israel' s bond of unity and Slrength. 
However. later, David's imitation or an ecstatic state may have been considered amusing after 
l!ml.Cl became a nation-- when it pos.<;e~<;ed a monarchic form of government and the mle of the 
prophels in relationship to the ruling establishment was more ambivalenL 

14 Nolan B. Hannon. ed .. The Interpreter's Bible: VoJume II (New York: Abington Press. 1953), 
p. 9ff7. -

15 Marlies K. Danzinger and Frank Brady, Boswell, tht Great Biographer, 1789·1795 (New York, 
McGraw-Hill, 1989), p. 148 
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4. II Samuel 6:20-23 
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David went home to greet his household. And Michal 
daughter of Saul came out to meet David and said. 
" Didn ' t the king of Israel do himself honor today-­
exposing himself today in the sight of the slavegirls of his 
subjects, as one of the riffraff might expose himself!,, 
David answered MihaL " It was before the Lord who 
chose me instead of your father and all his fami ly and 
appointed me ruler over the Lord's people Israel! I will 
dance before the Lord and dishonor myself even more, 
and be low in my own esteem; but among the slave girls 
that you speak of I will be honored.,, So to her dying day 
Michal daughter of Saul had no children. 

Michal despises David for exposing himself before the common people of 

Israel. She expresses her disapproval through sarcasm: "didn ' t the king of 

Israel do himself honor today-- exposing himself today in the sight of the 

slave girls of his subjects, as one of the riffraff might expose himself!,, But 

David, instead of being contrite, gloats about rus selection over Saul's family 

as king, and vows to persist in dishonoring himself. David adds that be will 

not be abased, but rather will ~honored among the handmaids. The 
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passage concludes that until her death Michal had no children. T rue to the 

anecdote genre. II Samuel 6: 20-23 is not integral to the overall narrative and 

it illustrates a particular aspect of the subject 's personality. In this example. 

it is David 's wit and cunning that are again highlighted. 

Michal 's sarcasm is easily recognized. but the humor in David?s response is 

sometimes overlooked. George B. Caird suggests that David " trusts the 

common sense of the maids and their re ligious loyalty to understand what he 

has been doing and will do again."16 But vv. 21 -22 may simply be more 

suggestive and ribald than some commentato rs acknowledge: David 

announces that he "will dance before the Lord and dishonor myself even 

more ... but among the slavegirls that you speak of I will be honored." It is the 

slavegir/s who are specifically mentioned. David apparently intends to tum 

religious zeal into an indiscreet joke. He may be respected by the f emale 

servants ( i11:1lN) not because of his religiosity, but because of what his zeal 

reveals.17 

Michal responds with sarcasm to David's immodesty. And his response to 

her is typically understood to be one of anger.1s But David rarely expresses 

anger.19 Rather, the adage '"don't get mad, get even" seems truer to his 

established character. 20 

l6 Nolan B. Hannon .• ed., TM lnterpretu 's Bi/Jle: Volume I/ (New York: Abington Press, 1953). p. 
1082 

17 1t•s noteworthy that the marriage of David and Michal both begins and wends" with vulgar references. In 
order for David to win Michal's hand rrom Saul he is required to prcsenl 200 Philistine foreskins . 
Their relationship ends when David ex~ himself. 

18 tbid. p. 100 
19 n Samuel 12:5 is a nomble exception. 
20 See 1 Samuel 24:5 ...,)' 
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Further. whereas Saul tends to be temperamental, David is typically depicted 

as even natured. Saul's explosiveness is a foil for David 's calm calculating 

personality. Therefore it is more likely that David does not react to Michal 

out of anger, but rather his response is deliberate and methodical. He 

replies to her by first noting that God chose him in place of her father 's 

family, declares that he will continue to violate royal decorum (to the del ight 

of the maid servants), and then ultimately leaves her childless. David 

effectively meets Michars sarcasm and successfully challenges her assumed 

position of superiority. 

A si milar exchange is found in a series of anecdotes about Sir Winston 

Churchill. In one account, a particular female member of Parliament berates 

him for his vulgar public behavior. Ultimately Churchill 's wit . like that of 

King David, vindicates him: 

At a dinner party one evening, there was a heated 
exchange between Churchill and a female MP. At the 
end of the exchange the lady scornfully remarked, 

"Mr. Churchill. you are drunk." 
"That may be true, but you madam," replied 

Churchill, "are ugly, and I shall be sober in the 
morning." 

The repartee found in II Samuel 6 is known to the anecdote genre. 

Whatever love Michal expressed for David in previous passages is replaced 

in II Samuel 6 by contempt and disdain. Earlier, whatever love Saul once felt 

for David was replaced by hatred and fear. Michal is not behaving as 

David' s wife but as his opponent David Clines notes, in Telling Queen 

MichaCs Story, that Michal is acting like a true daughter of Saul , and the 
.. 
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narrator has spelled this out by writing •Michal daughter of Saul ' in the two 

places where her criticism of David is expressed (vv .16,20)21 

Neither Saul nor Michal "ultimately tolerate either the behavior David 

inspires in other women of Israel or the self-proclaimed, divinely inspired 

behavior which he displays before them."22 Saul 's love for Davidl(umed to 

hate when he heard the women of lsrael sing, ' Saul has slain his thousands 

and David his ten thousands '. And now that David has acquired Saul ' s 

kingdom, Michal in turn despises David because he does not exhibit 

appropriate kingly decorum. However, in spite of his indiscreet behavior 

and Michal 's hostility toward him , David acquires a position of status 

among the common citizens of Israel. The anecdote captures David's 

cunning and wit, and depicts him as a man of the people who earns a respect 

never accorded to Saul. 

21 David Clines and Tamara EskeoiW, T~Uing Quun Michol's Story (Sheffield: JSar Press, 1991). pl28. 
22 lbid., p. 118 
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5. I Kings 3: 16-28 
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Later two prostitutes came to the Icing and stood 
before him. The first woman said, "Please, my lord! This 
woman and I live in the same house; and I gave birth to a 
child while she was in the house. On the third day after I 
was delive~ this wonian--also gave birth to a child. We 
were alone; there was no one else with us in the house, 
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just the two of us in the house. During the night this 
woman's child died, because she lay on it. She arose in 
the night and took my son from my side while your 
maidservant was asleep, and laid him in her bosom: and 
she laid her dead son in my bosom. When I arose in the 
morning to nurse my son, there he was, dead; but when I 
looked at him closely in the morning, it was not the son l 
had borne.·· 

The other woman spoke up. "No, the live one is 
my son, and the dead one is yours!" But the"first insisted, 
"No, the dead boy is yours ~ mine is the live one!" And 
they went on arguing before the king. 

The king said. "One says, 'This is my son, the live 
one, and the dead one is yours '; and the other says, ' No, 
the dead boy is yours, mine is the live one.' So the king 
gave the order, ·'Fetch me a sword." A sword was 
brought before the king, and the king said, "Cut the live 
child in two, and give half to one and half to the other." 

But the woman whose son was the live one 
pleaded with the king, for she was overcome with 
compassion for her son. "Please, my lord," she cried. 
"give her the live child; only don ' t kill it!" The other 
insisted, " It shall be neither yours nor mine; cut it in 
two!" Then the king spoke up. "Give the live child to 
her," he said, "and do not put it to death; she is its 
mother." 

When all Israel heard the decision that the king had 
rendered, they stood in awe of the king; for they saw that 
he possessed divine wisdom to execute justice. 

The anecdote ' s ability to capture a sense of character is well illustrated 

within the bible, and the story of King Solomon and the two prostitutes (l 

Kings 3: 16-28) is a premier example. Jn this anecdote two prostitutes 

approach King Solomon, each claiming to be the mother of the one 

surviving child. The king renders his decision to cut the live child in half and 

to give one portion to eaeh_9f the two disputing women. This shocking 

decision brings about the discovery of the child ' s true mother and the 
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passage concludes with. "When all Israel heard the decision that the king 

had rendereq, they stood in awe of the king; for they saw that he possessed 

divine wisdom to execute justice." (v. 28) It is a story that emphasizes 

Solomon's reputed wisdom. James A. Montgomery suggests that it is a 

judicial wisdom that is ascribed to Solomon: " Indeed the corresponding 

word for Heb. · wisdom here, hokmah, in the Arabic hukm means a judicial 

judgment23 Solomon ,s wisdom is also born out in other passage~. 24 

The tale bears most of the characteristics of a true anecdote. The account 

pithily captures King Solomon's reputed wisdom and it does so in an 

entertaining manner and it is not too complex or important to qualify as an 

anecdote. The account stands on its own, independent of the rest of 

Solomon' s history and even possesses humor and an element of the 

unexpected which are hallmarks of many modem anecdotes. 

But there is also perhaps a second moral to this anecdote. The moral offers 

an ideal. namely that of a king of Israel who ought to be wise. Norman H. 

Snaith notes: 

(The story) is a typical example of that Oriental wisdom 
which is concerned with the actual business of living 
rather than with abstractions. The Hebrews valued 
particularly that astuteness which reveals a thorough 
knowledge of human c haracter both in strength and in 
weakness. It is a type of wisdom which often becomes a 
very worldly wisdom.2S 

23 James A. Montgomery, The Jn1erna1/onaJ Critical Commentary: A Critical and Exegetical 
Co~nlary on TIU' Book of Kings (New Y orlc: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1951 ), p. l 10 

2A "The Lord had given Solomon wisdom, as He had promised tum. There was 
friendship between Hiram and Solomon, and the two of them made a 
treaty." (J l(jngs 5:26). Also see: I Kin~ 14 

25 Nolan B. Harmon, ed.., The /nurpmer 's Bibi~: Vol~ ill (New York.: Abington Press, 1954). p. 46 
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When a figure, as Solomon, is considered exemplary. the anecdote becomes 

a concentrated representation of the idealized story that a culture would like 

to tell about itself. As Frank Lentricchia notes in Terms for Literary Study 

The teller of anecdotes has to presume the cultural 
currency of that large, containing biographical narrative 
which he draws upon for the sharp point he would give • 
his anecdote. whose effect is ultimately political: to 
trigger a narrative sense of community that the anecdote 
evokes by evoking the master biography. In evoking the 
master biography. anecdote helps us to remember. And 
remembrance, so triggered is the power which sustains 
by retrieving the basic cultural fiction . 2<" 

Lintricchia cites the example of one of America·s founding fathers , George 

Washington. Washington 's character, like Solomon 's, is captured in a 

famous anecdote. One day, when he was a little boy, George Washington 

chopped down a cherry tree in his father's orchard. His father, discovering 

the felled tree, called after the lad and said , "Do you know who killed this 

cherry tree?" Little George Washington was silent for a moment and then 

replied, " I cannot tell a lie; you know I cannot tell a lie. I cut it with my 

hatchet." His father immediately forgot his anger in his pleasure at his son's 

truthfulness. The message is clear: the government and the people are honest 

for the founding of the United States was honest, " the relationship of 

government and the people who elect it is transparent. sincere because the 

origin of the US was honest. The father of our country, and our first 

president, could not tell a lie."2'7 Similarly, King Solomon as the last ruler 

of the United Monarchy not only leaves the indelible stamp of his character 

26 Frank Lcntricchia. Critical Terms for literary Study (Chrea&f>l The University 
of Chicago Press. 1995), p. 429 

27 Ibid. 
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on that institution, but hjs wisdom as illustrated in the anecdote may reflect 

what Israelite society would have liked to believe about its mythjc origins. 

6. D Kings 10: 18-28 
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Jehu assembled aJI the people and said to them, "Ahab 
served Baal little; Jehu shall serve him much! 
Therefore, summon to me all the prophets of Baal, all his 
worshipers, and all his priests: let no one fail to come. 
for I am going to llnid a great sacrifice for Baal. 
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When a figu,re, as Solomon, is considered exemplary. the anecdote becomes 

a concentrated representation of the idealized story that a culture would like 

to tell about itself. As Frank Lentricchia notes in Terms fo r LJterary Study 

The teller of anecdotes has to presume the cultural 
currency of that large. containing biographical narrative 
which he draws upon for the sharp point he woum give 
his anecdote, whose effect is ultimately political: to 
trigger a narrative sense of community that the anecdote 
evokes by evoking the master biography. In evoking the 
master biography. anecdote helps us to remember. And 
remembrance, so triggered is the power which sustains 
by retrieving the basic cultural fiction. 26 

Lintricchia cites the example of one of America's founding fathers, George 

Washington. Washington 's character, like Solomon's , is captured in a 

famous anecdote. One day, when he was a little boy, George Washington 

chopped down a cherry tree in his father' s orchard. His father, discovering 

the felled tree, cal led after the lad and said • "Do you know who killed this 

cherry tree?" Little George Washington was silent for a moment and then 

replied, " I cannot tell a lie; you know I cannot tell a lie. I cut it with my 

hatchet." His father immediately forgot his anger in his pleasure at his son's 

r.ruthfulness. The message is clear: the government and the people are honest 

for the founding of the United States was honest. "' the relationship of 

government and the people who elect it is transparent, sincere because the 

origin of the US was honest. The father of our country, and our first 

president, could not tell a lie."27 Similarly, King Solomon as the last ruler 

of the United Monarchy not only leaves the indelible stamp of his character 

26 Frank Len1.ricchia, Critical Tenns for Uterary°'jtudy (Chjcago: The Uni"crsi1y 
of Chicago Press. 1995), p. 429 

27 Jbid. 
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on that institution, but his wisdom as illustrated in the anecdote may reflect 

what Israelite society would have liked to believe about its mythic origins. 

6. Il Kings 10: lS.28 
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Jehu assembled alJ the people and said to them, "Ahab 
served Baal little; Jehu shall serve him much! 
Therefore, summon to me all the prophets of Baal, all his 
worshipers, and all his~ests: let no one fail to come, 
for I am going to hold a great sacrifice for Baal. 
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Whoever fails to come shall forfeit his life."' Jehu was 
acting with guile in order to exterminate the worshipers 
·of Baal. Jehu gave orders to convoke a solemn assembly 
for Baal, and one was proclaimed. Jehu sent word 
throughout Israel, and all the worshipers of Baal came, 
not a single one remained behind. They came into the 
temple of Baal, and the temple of Baal was filled from 
end to end. He said to the man in charge of the 
wardrobe, "Bring out the vestments for all the worshipers . 
of Baal"; and he brought vestments out for them. Then 
Jehu and Jehonadab so of Rechab came into the temple of 
Baal , and they said to the worshipers of Baal, "Search 
only worshipers of Baal." So they went in to offer 
sacrifices and burnt offerings. But Jehu had stationed 
eighty of his men outside and had said, ''Whoever 
permits the escape of a single one of the men I commit to 
your charge shall forfeit life for life." 

When Jehu had finished presenting the burnt offering, he 
said to the guards and to the officers, "Come in and strike 
them down; let no man get away! '' The guards and the 
officers struck them down with the sword and left them 
lying where they were; then they proceeded to the 
interior of the temple of Baal. They brought out the 
pillars of the temple of Baal and burned them. They 
destroyed the pillar of Baal , and they tore down the 
temple of Baal and turned it into latrines, as is still the 
case. Thus Jehu eradicated the Baal from Israel. 

11 Kings 10:18-28 is more integral to the overall narrative than a standard 

anecdote. The historical reality underlying this anecdote is established, yet 

as Dr. Alexander Rofe notes, the episode is also "naively non-historicaJ.''28 

In The Prophetical Stories Dr. Alexander Rofe offers the following 

analysis of II Kings 10: 18-28: 

28 Dr. Alcitandcr Rofc. 11~ PropMtical Stories (Jerusalem; The Magncs ~s. 988), p. 80 
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The story of the eradication of Baal worship (10: 18-28) 
also has an anecdotal flavor. The categorical distinction 
·between servants of God and servants of Baal is naively 
non-historical. In reality, the people worshipped both the 
Lord and Baal, or united the two in a syncretistic rule, 
i.e. , they assigned to the Lord some of Baal's attributes. 
The impression of non-historicity is strengthened by the 
description of Jehu masquerading as an adherent of Baal. 
Surely his origins and ideological allegiance were public 
knowledge. Jn any event, it is difficult to imagine that an 
author who thrice portrayed Jehu as relying of the Lord's 
word to Elijah (9:25-26, 36-37; 10:10) would at the same 
time portray him as attempting to disguise himself as a 
worshipper of Baal. But on the other hand the historical 
reality underlying this anecdote ... is not to be doubted: 
Jehu did indeed destroy the temple of Baal ( I 0:27) and 
purge Israel of the Baal worship ( l 0:28).29 

The episode captures Jehu 's righteous character and serves to popularize 

Jehu's deed by making it memorable. To this end, the relationship between 

Baal worship and the worship of the Lord is polemiscized, and it gives an 

idealized account of how Jehu eliminated what was later considered the 

pernicious enemy of Israel-- BaaJ worship. 

B. The Chronicler Anecdotes 

There is scholarly disagreement about the authorship and date of the two 

books of Chronicles. Edward L. Curtis dates the Chronicler to the close of 

the fourth century: 

29 Ibid. 

... since I and 2 Ch. originally were joined to Ezra­
Nehemiah, the period of the Chronicler can also be ..........__ 

29 



determined from those books. The list of the high priests 
given in Ne. 12 extends to Jaddua, who according to 
Josephus (Ant. xi. 7, 8) was high priest in the time of 
Alexander the Great. Darius is referred to as ther Persian 
(Ne. 12:22) in a way that suggests that the Persian 
kingdom had already faJlen and that the time of 
Alexander (338-323 B.C.) had been reached. Thus the 
close of the fourth century B.C., or 300 , may be 
confidently given as the period of the Chronicler } O 

Buckner B. Trawick notes that the majority opinion asserts that I and II 

Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah were all written by the same person, 

probably a Levite, between 332 and 250 B.C.£.31 

Trawick also notes that the Chronicler intended to present an idealized 

narrative: 

His purposes were to recall the priests and Levites 
to a more zealous performance of their official functions. 
to inspire in the people a greater devotion to God, and to 
stress the importance of Temple worship in Jerusalem 
according to the ancient book of laws. 

His method is to idealize the "good old days,'' the 
glorious times of David and Solomon, and then to 
demonstrate the evils which befell the kingdoms when 
the later kings and the people ceased to worship God and 
obey his commandrnents.32 

To this end in I and 11 Chronicles David is depicted more as a religious 

leader. Further, the stories that negatively portray David (namely David's 

affair with Bathsheba) are whitewashed out of the text. Similarly, no 

30 Edward L Cunis and Alben A. Madsen, The lntunational Critical Commentary: A Critlcal and 
E:xegetica/Comnu!nlary on The Book~Chronicles (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1910) 
~6 -

31 Buckner B. Trawick, The Bible as literarure (New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1970) p. 138. 
32 Jbid .. p. 139. 
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mention is made about Solomon being led into idolatry by his numerous 

wives. Rat~er the compilers idealize Solomonts wisdom: "No mention is 

made of the intrigue by which he (Solomon) came to the throne. or of his 

idolatries or troubles near the close of his life."33 Further. the Chronicler. 

with the Priests· Code as his guide and drawing on Samuel and Kings , 

attempted to give a more complete and consistent history: 
• 

He made more universal the connection between piety 
a nd pros perity . a nd wickedness and adversity. 
heightening good and bad characters and their rewards 
and punishments, or creating them according to the 
exigencies of the occasion. Thus grandeur is added to 
David by lists of warriors who came to him at Ziglag and 
of hosts who made him king at Hebron. On the other 
hand , his domestic troubles, his adultery , and the 
rebellion of Absalom are passed over in silence.34 

The following anecdotes are highly idealized perspectives of David and 

Solomon. 

7. I Chronicles 11: 15-19 

33 Ibid pp. 9- 10 
34 Jbid. p. 9 
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Three of the thirty chiefs went down to the rock to David 
at the cave of Adullam, while a force of Philistines was 
encamped in the Valley of Rephaim. David was then in 
the stronghold, and a Philistine garrison was then at 
Bethlehem. David felt a craving and said, " If only I 
could get a drink of water from the cistern which is by 
the gate of Bethlehem!" So the three got through the 
Philistine camp, and drew water from the cistern which is 
by the gate of Bethlehem, and they carried it back to 
David. But David would not drink it, and he poured it 
out as a libation to the Lord. For he said, "God forbid 
that I should do this ! Can I drink the blood of these men 
who risked their lives?"-- for they had brought it at the 
risk of their lives, and he would not drink it. Such were 
the exploits of the three warriors. 

The context of the passage suggests that this is a tale about "the three 

warriors." The account is embedded in a chapter that describes the exploits 

of David 's soldiers, and for the most part it repeats II Samuel 23 . The 

anecdote is preceded by a list of David 's warriors, and then it is followed by 

an account of Abishai , the head of another three. But the contents of the 

story suggest that it is about David, and, like any good anecdote, it is also 

independent of its context: 

The compiler of 2 S. probably though that the actors of 
this story were the three mighty men just mentioned, but 
since they are three of the thirty chief and the thirty have 
not yet been mentioned, they are probably entirely 
different and the story is out of its original connection.35 

35 Edward L Curtis and Albert A. Ma<lsen, Thi! Jn1erna1ional Critical CommenJary: A Critical and 
E.ugetical Commentary on The Books of Chronicles (New York: Charles Scribner's Soos, 1910)c 
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Other than the conclusion to this anecdote (v.19) which states that this was 

an exploit of the three warriors-- and another verse that briefly mentions 

them penetrating the Philistine camp. retrieving the water, and returning-­

the account says little about the warriors. The rest concerns David. 

David is portrayed as righteous. He is not willing to sacrifice the lives of his 

men on account of a personal whim. and therefore refuses to drin~the water. 

Instead he offers it as a sacrifice to the Lord. I Chronicles 18: 14 states that 

David treats his subjects fairl y: "David reigned over all Israel. and David 

performed true justice and righteousness among all his peo ple." Our 

anecdote illustrates this righteousness. 

Further, the gesture made by the three warriors, though noble. is unrealistic-­

thus reinforcing the story ' s anecdotal flavor. An anecdote does not need to 

be true, for it lies between fiction and non-fiction . It offers sufficient detail 

to make it plausible, but remains vague enough to aJmost qualify as a short 

myth or legend. We might argue that the warriors would have drawn 

enough water for themselves and also for some of the thirty chiefs. This 

would have been only practical as they prepared themselves for battle. Food 

and water are important for sustaining troops, as Jonathan notes in I Samuel 

14:30: "If only the troops had eaten today of spoil captured from the enemy, 

the defeat of the Philistines would have been complete." 

Given the non-historical nature of the story, its tangentiaJ relationship to the 

overall narrative. and its relative brevity, I Chronicles I 0: 15-19 appears to 

be an anecdote about David's righteous character. Throughout I and II 

Chronicles David's religious leadersmp is emphasized. 
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8. D Chronicles 1: 7-13 

This epis0de may be read as a fai rly taJe. In one respect it is similar. for 

example. to the story of Cinderella in that Solomon's humility. modesty. 

and inherent wisdom earn him a reward beyond earthly expectations. But the 

episode is not a fairy tale, as it concerns a recognized historical figure. 

Nevertheless the account does possess fairy tale type qualities . and its 

fanciful description of Solomon' s divine reward is meant to emphasize 

Solomon 's reputed wisdom which "excelled the wisdom of all the children 

of the east country, and all the wisdom of Egypt. ' Antony F. Campbell 

notes that the "'storyteller was gifted with the insightful eye of one who is 

wise, as well as with a remarkable capacity for literary expression."36 In 

th is respect the anecdote is similar to the episode found in I Kings 3: 16-28, 

in which Solomon renders his famous verdict to divide the child in two . 

The episode of II Chronicles l :7- 13 is, however, a reworking of the passage 

found in I Kings 3: 4-J 3. But in this earlier version the term "wisdom" is 

not used. Bernhard Anderson notes, in Understanding the Old Testament , 

that the Chronicler sometimes excerpted passages from Samuel-Kings word 

for word. At other times they rewrote the tradition according to their 

interests: 

-
36 Anton)' F. Campbell, TM S114dy Companion to Old Testament literature (Wilmington: Michael 

Glazer. Inc., 1989) p. 221 
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... they were primarily interpreters of the past, who 
selected the materials that would emphasize aspects of 
·the tradition that were relevant to their own time.37 

Anderson concludes that "(for the Chronicler) the community was to have its 

center in the Temple ... this liturgical interest is one of the major motifs of the 

Chronicler's work.''38 This liturgical concern is expressed in 11 C~ronicles 1: 

7-13. The Chronicler, in his reinterpretation of this story, adds that the Tent 

of Meeting happens to be at Gibeon when Solomon visits the shrine. W. A. 

L. Elmslie notes that it would not suit the Chronicler to record that an initial 

act of Solomon had been to sacrifice at the high place of Gibeon.39 The 

historical interpreters were careful both in guarding Solomon's image and 

protecting the sanctity of Jerusalem. 

Further, whereas in I Kings Solomon asks for an understanding mind and the 

ability to distinguish between good and bad, in Chronicles Solomon 

specifically asks for- in a word--wisdom ( i1Dln). The Chronicler condenses 

the relatively wordy petition found in I Kings into a succinct request. Curtis 

and Madsen note that this passage is just two-thirds as long as that in Kings, 

"and has been condensed with much skill, gaining force."40 And in rewriting 

and condensing the episode, the Chronicler captures Solomon's reputed 

wisdom: 

37 Bernhard W. Aodcrron. Undustanding t~ Old Testa/f'U!nt (Englewood Oiffs: Prcntioe-Hall, Inc .• 
1986) p. 512 

38 lbid. p. 513 
39 Nolan B. Harmoo, ed., ThL lnlerpreter's Bibk: Volume Ill (New York Abingtoo Press. 1954) 

p. 444 
40 Edward L Curtis and Alben A. Madsen, ThL ~onal Crilical Comme111ary: A Critical alUl 

Eugetical Col'l'DNnlary on The Books of Chronicles (New Y or1c Charles Scribner's Soos. 
1910), p. 316 

J 
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That night the Lord appeared to Solomon and said to 
him, "Ask, what shall I grant you?" Solomon said to 
God, "You dealt most graciously with my father David, 
and now You have made me king in his stead. Now, 0 
Lord God, let Your promise to my father David be 
fulfilled ; for you have made me king over a people as 
numerous as the dust of the earth. Grant me the wisdom 
and the knowledge to lead this people, for who can 
govern Your great people?" God said to Solomon. 
"Because you want this , and have not asked for wealth, 
property, and glory, nor have you asked for the life of 
your enemy, or long life for yourself, but you have asked 
for the wisdom and the knowledge to be able to govern 
My people over whom I have made you king, Wlsdom 
and knowledge are granted to you, and I grant you also 
wealth, property, and glory, the like which no king before 
you has bad, nor shall any after you have." From the 
shrine at Gibeon, from the Tent of Meeting. Solomon 
went to Jerusalem and reigned o er. Israel. 
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In crafting lJ Chronicles I: 7- 13 from I Kings 4- L3 we have an intertextual 

example of how a biblical anecdote is created. Frank Lintricchia notes that 

the curious thing about anecdotes is that , though they appear to depend on a 

stable outside narrative, they in fact work at critical turning points of cultural 

crises when the outside narrative seems to be slipping away and its binding 

power has nearly disappeared. For the Chronicler this appears to be 

precisely the case. The episode may have been rewritten for a community 

in transition:" It perhaps needed the unifying and inspiring power of well 

crafted anecdotes. And the Chronicler therefore not only retains I Kings 3: 

4-13, but rewrites it to achieve specific political and communal ends. 

Lintricchia notes that the anecdotalist desires to resuscitate the social and 

historical bonding whose absence is the trigger for his story telling: 

The anecdotalist's act of memory is generative, critical, 
and cautionary: hi s implication is always let us 
remember together, take it to heart, see the bigger picture. 
The anecdotalist. .. knows what he wants he can' t achieve 
alone; his largest hope is to engender an engaged 
readership whose cohesion will lie in a common 
commitment to a social project, the sustaining of life in 
the collective narrative. 29 

The Chronicler captures the essence of Solomon 's reputed wisdom in this 

reworked anecdote. He hopes to engender "a readership whose cohesion 

will lie in a common commitment to a social project.'' The social project is 

4I I and 11 Chronicles may have been composed in the early pos1-exilic period around the time of lbc 
building of the Second Temple (520-515 B.C.E.) . ....._ 

29 Frank Unlriochia, Critical Ttrms for Liurary Sudy (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1995), p. 430-431 
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• 
the unification of Israelite society, by sustaining the memory of its mythic 

origins in the sacred literature of Israel. 

It 
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CHAPTER ID: THE ROAD NOT TRAVELED 

Few works of literary criticism or terminology mention the anecdote. In 

discussions with both professors of Literature and with lay individuals it has 

become evident to the author that the anecdote is commonly understood to 

be little more than .. a joke" . This, of course. is not the case. The anecdote 

has a specific definition and only an exclusive group of short stories or 

episodes meet the anecdote 's selective criteria. But given the pauci ty of 

works that seriously treat the anecdote genre it may be concluded that it is 

still dogged by this undeserved reputation. 

Texts that do treat the term customarily offer only brief definitions . 

Included among those that give a cursory examination is the Dictionary of 

literary Terms by J. A. Cuddon and Literary Terms and Criticism by B. 

Peck. And even these texts sometimes use rather broad definitions. But 

perhaps the most notorious is Edmund Fuller·s Thesaurus of Anecdotes 

which includes short stories quoted from both fictional characters and 

historical figures. He also qualifies jokes as anecdotes: 

A young lady on her way to business was standing in a 
crowded New York bus going down Fifth Avenue one 
morning. She was worrying over the age-old problem of 
whether or not her slip was showing. Unable to twist 
around sufficiently to see, she put the question directly to 
a small boy standing next to her. "No ma'am," be inform 
her politely. A few blocks farther she alighted and 
started to move briskly along crowded fifth Avenue. 
Theo, to her horror, she was hailed by the voice of the 
little boy, calling to her as the bus we'iitby. yelling at the 
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top ·of his lungs. "Your slip is showing now, lady, ifs 
showing now! 1 

ln researching biblical anecdotes it is important to have a precise definition. 

But whose definition can be used? The question is challenging. The biblical 

redactors unconsciously discovered the anecdote, but they never 

contemplated or formulated its principles. 

As outlined in the introduction. the anecdote has a long history and a 

significant evolution. The French defined the term as any amusing incident. 

But this again is too broad a definition to be useful. One might also look to 

the sixth century historian Procopius. In this collection of stories, about the 

Byzantine monarch Justinian I, many of the accounts would be, by a 

modern definition, too broad and too integral to qualify as anecdotes. But 

after all , Procopius wrote at a time closer to the ancient Israelites. One 

might assume that his use of anecdotes would be more in accord with that of 

the biblical authors. 

But this reasoning is ill-considered. Culture and national history are perhaps 

as great a gulf for Procopius as they are for us. Yet, it is the modern 

definition that is most useful in researching biblical anecdotes. Why? 

Though anecdotes were written in Rome and Greece, the art was not 

discussed nor the principles formulated until the eighteenth century. The 

storytelJers, authors, and redactors of the bible were ignorant of the rules. 

Yet without giving a name to this literary device, they effectively used it. 

They created, incorporated, and applied the anecdote in modern ways. In 
.... -

1 Edmund Fuller, ed., Thesaurus of AMc.doks (New York: Crown PubUshcr, 1942). p. 127 
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his essay In Place of an Afterworc/-- Someone Reading Frank Lintricchia 

offers perhaps the most exhaustive modem analysis of this unusual literary 

device. And the definition he employs suits the ancient anecdotes under our 

consideration. 

Lintricchia begins his analysis with the standard definition of an anecdote: 

"a small gossipy narrative generally of an amusing. biographicaJ incident in 

the life of a famous person." He then observes that the anecdote both binds 

and activates the community with its cultural power. But when the relation 

of the teller of the anecdote to a potentia l audience ceases to be unified by a 

single myth, anecdotes lose their rhetorical power. Similarly, in determining 

which anecdotes would be included in this thesis, it was necessary to 

examine their value to the contemporary society. This process can be 

problematic, as the relationship between the teller of the anecdotes and the 

audience has sometimes long been Jost. Lintricchia explains this difficulty, 

drawing fro m a personal anecdote concerning his grandfather: 

One day, my grandfate er, my mother's father, at age 
seventy-nine, while rocking and smoking (but not 
inhaling) on his front porch in Utica, New York, in mid­
August heat (which he disrecognized by wearing his long 
johns), directed his grandson's attention (who was then 
about thirteen) to the man sitting on his front porch 
across the street: not rocking or smoking but huddled into 
himself, as if it were cold, age eighty. Gesturing with 
cigarette in hand toward "this American," as he called 
him (in Italian he inserted between " this" and 
"American" a salty adjective which is difficult to 
translate) , all while nodding, and in a tone that I 
recognized only later as much crafted, he said: La 
vecchiaia e 'na car6gna. A story of biographical 
incident, maybe funny as it stands, for sure funny if you 
can translate the Italian, but representative? Probably 
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onl y in the rrlind of yours truly. You don ' t, because 
through no fault of your own you probably can't , get the 
·point (what really is this anecdote of?), though some in 
my family would-- as would many first-generation Italian 
Americans, some fewer of the second generation, and 
fewer yet of my generation. My mother' s father is dead 
and those who remember him (and immigrants like him) 
in the right way with necessary specificity , where do I 
fi nd them? Soon this will be an anecdote for me alone 
because soon it will have no claim whatsoever to being 
what all we anecdotalists want our stories to be-- a social 
form which instigates cultural memory: The act of 
narrative renewal and the reinstatement of social 
cohesion .... 

So when the relation of the teller of anecdotes to a 
potential audience ceases to be unified by a single myth, 
anecdotes will become (alas!) autonomous, a story for 
itself alone , not a literary form whose genealogy, in 
parable and fable, underwrites an equation of literary and 
social forms as forms of instruction .. . The anecdotes 
about George Washington are of course ceaselessly 
renewed by the political process of American history, 
though in post-Watergate America the one about the 
cherry tree may have lost much credibility. But who will 
renew my grandfather' s cultural story? For whom can 
my grandfathe,'s biography be important? What might it 
mediate? Who, anyway, makes an anecdote work-- its 
first author or its cultural authorizer (who is rarely the 
first author), who by providing us with its mediations 
thereby both binds and activates us collectively with its 
cultural power?2 

Lintricchia offers a comprehensive treatment of the term. But in using his 

definition, in combination with that of others , a number of potential 

candidates have been eliminated. This section cites examples that illustrate 

the criteria used to accept and reject certain episodes. 

2 Frank Linfriochia, ed., Cridcal Terms for Literary Study (Chic.ago: The University of Chicago 
Press. 1995). pp 429-430 
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D Samuel 11:1- 12:25 

The story of David 's encounter with Bathsheba has an anecdotal flavor. 

One year during the time when the kings go out to fight , David remains in 

the capital and orders his army to go out and battle the Ammonites. While at 

home, looking out from bis palace, David sees a beautiful woman bathing. 

He discovers that her name is Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite. 

David disregards the fact that she is married and brings her to his palace and 

makes Bathsheba his mistress. When she informs him that she is pregnant, 

David gives the order for Uriah the Hinite to be placed in the heat of battle 

and that the other soldiers should retreat so that Uriah will be killed. Just as 

planned, Uriah dies and David then marries Bathsheba. 

The story captures David's cleverness. He, once again, ingeniousJy 

eliminates his competition (see Chapter 2: II Samuel 6: 20-23). He is 

resourceful in disposing with Uriah the Hittite. However, if the story ended 

here it might qualify as an anecdote. An anecdote, by definjtion, revolves 

around one episode. But the story continues with Nathan 's parable and 

rebuke of David, and concludes with the death of David's son and the birth 

of another. The tale has three distinct segments: 

. 
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Yet the story, though longer than an anecdote, stands on its own. It is not 

integral to the surrounding text. And it contains a moraJ that may have been 

important to Israelite society. David's deeds, though outrageous, serve to 

illustrate Israel 's belief about its relationship with God. Antony Campbell 

suggests that David, in his private life, is guilty of homicidal and sexuaJ 

transgressions. In the public life of the kingdom, his famil y will be pursued 

by homicidal and sexuaJ violence: 

Here there is evidence for the widespread conviction in 
Israel that human acts have their inevitable consequences. 
There are two ways. at least, of understanding this 
conviction. One attributes the consequences to the 
judicial act of God. judging the sinner guilty and 
apportioning the penaJty .3 

As we have seen with Solomon, the behavior and character of the king 

reflects upon the national character of the people. Though not an anecdote, it 

acts and functions as one. Only its structure bars it from inclusion. 

3 Antony F. Campbell, ~ Sfll.dy Companion IO Old Tt:stamenl literaJurt: (Wilmington: Michael 
Olazicr, lnc .• l989) p. UJl 
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I Chronicles 19: 1-5 
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Sometime afterward , Nahash the king of the 
Ammonites died, and his son succeeded him as king. 
David said, "I will keep faith with Hanun son of 
Nahash, since his father kept faith with me." David 
sent messengers with condolences to him over his 
father. But when David's courtiers came to the land of 
Ammon to Hanun, with condolensces, the Ammonite 
officials said to Hanun, "Do you think David is really 
honoring your father just because he sent you men with 
condolences? Why, it is to explore, to subvert, and to 
spy out the land that his courtiers have come to you.H 
So Hanun seized David's courtiers, shaved them, and 
cut away half of their garments up to the buttocks, 
and sent them off. When David was told about the men, 
he dispatched others to meet them, for the men were 
greatly embarrassed. And the king gave orders, "Stay in 
Jericho until your beards grow back; then you can 
return." 
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This is a difficult story to eliminate as an anecdote. It is brief and it 

illustrates D~vid 's honorable character. Immediately preceding this passage, 

I Chronicles 18:14 states that David "reigned over all Israel , and David 

executed true justice among all his people." The story depicts a just and 

compassionate king. and indeed appears to be an illustration of v. 14. But 

the story is integral to the entire chapter; which outlines the disintegration of 

the Ammonite-lsraelite diplomatic relationship. 

Hanun' s thoughtless gesture precipitates an escalation in troop movement on 

both sides and the rallying of allies (vv. 6-11 ). Shortly thereafter, in " the 

season when kings go out to battle" Joab led an army that devastated the 

land of Ammon (I Chron. 20: 1). Hanun 's insult therefore set in motion a 

chain of events. If relations had remained as they were under Nahash, Israel 

and the Ammonites probably would not have engaged in battle. Though the 

story appears to be an anecdote, its function within the text indicates 

otherwise. 

Judges 3: 15-28 
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Then the Israelites cried o ut to the Lord. and the Lord 
raised up a champion for them: the Benjaminite Ehudson 
of Gera, a left-handed man. It happened that the 
Israelites sent tribute to king Eglon of Moab through him. 
So ~Ehud made for himself a two-edged dagger, a gomed 
in length, which he girded on his ride side under his 
cloak. He presented the tribute to IGng Eglon of Moab. 
Now Eglon was a very stout man. When (Ehud) had 
finished presenting the tribute, he dismissed the people 
who had conveyed the tribute. But he himself returned 
from Pesilim, near Gil gal , and said, "Your Majesty, I 
have a secret message for you." (Eglon) thereupon 
commanded, " Silence!" So all those in attendance left 
his presence; and when Ehud approached him, he was 
sitting alone in his cool upper chamber. Ehud said, " I 
have a message for you from God"; whereupon he rose 
from his seat. Reaching with his left hand, Ebud drew 
the dagger from his right side and drove it into (Eglon's) 
belly. The fat closed over the blade and the ilt went in 
after the blade-- for he did not pull the dagger out of his 
belly-- and the filth came out. 
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Stepping out into the vestibule, Ehud shut the doors of 
·the upper chamber on him and locked them. After he 
left, the courtiers returned. When they saw that the doors 
of the upper chamber were locked, they thought , "He 
must be relieving himself in the cool chamber." They 
waited a long time; and when he did not open the doors 
of the chamber, they took the key and opened them- and 
there their master was lying dead on the floor! But Ehud 
made good his escape while they delayed... • 

The episode lies in the realm between short story and anecdote. It cannot be 

completely eliminated as anecdote. But its place in the genre is difficult to 

determine-- particularly as a biblical anecdote. lt is , for the most part. a 

completely secular account. It 's introduction (vv. 13-15) helps to blend it 

into the text, but it still stands as an independent narrative. This is. as 

discussed above, one criterion of a good anecdote. Further, the episode 

revolves around a single event and is graphic in its detail. The description of 

Eglon as a very .. stout man·· is stressed. He is so obese that rolls of fat 

enclose over the sword driven into his belly. The suspense is developed 

when Ute messengers deliver a tribute to Eglon and then leave without 

incident. As Edmund Fuller notes: "'The telling of an anecdote in a speech 

or conversation requires a certain amount of 'build up,' serving first to settle 

upon the speaker any wandering attention, and then to maintain this attention 

and keep it at a maximum for the climax of the story ."4 It is easy to envision 

an ancient Israelite story teller building suspense among his audience as he 

begins this story. But then Ehud returns to kill the king, and escapes. 

4 Edmund Fuller. Thesaurus of AMcdotes (New Y oric; Crown Publisher, I 942). p. vu. 
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Antony F. Campbell suggests that there are traces of a faith context in the 

ironic "mess~ge from God" (v 20): "lt is confirmed by the rallying cry in v 

28: 'Follow me, for the Lord has given your enemies the Moabites into your 

hand."' s In Ehud's slaughter of Eglon there is an intimation that God's will 

can be discerned. Furt.'ier. the redactor of the text has placed this account in 

a framework that encourages religious interpretation. 

Then why is this not an anecdote? Religion still remains periphery to the 

account, its placement in the text only suggests a religious interpretation. 

Further, the larger biography of Ehud is unknown. We do not know if this 

story illustrates a well-known aspect of Ehud's personality. For example, 

was he, like David, a particularly crafty fellow? As illustrated in the 

anecdote about Lintricchia 's grandfather, no audience remains to interpret 

the anecdote 's significance. It is amusing and entertaining. but too much 

information has been lost to count this as a biblical anecdote. It is for these 

reasons that the author has reluctantJy included the story in this chapter . 

• 

Exodus 4: 24-2' 
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At a night encampment on the way, the Lord encountered 
him and sought to kill him. So Zipporah took a flint and 

........._ 

5 Antony F. Campbell, ~Study Companion to Old Test~111 Literature (Wilmington: Michael 
Glazjer, Joe .. 1989) p. 185, 
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cut off her son ' s foreskjn, and touched his legs with it, 
saying, ''You are truly a bridegroom of blood to me!'' 
And when He let him alone. she added, "A bridegroom of 
blood because of the circumcision.:• 

The preceding is one of the more perplexing accounts in the Pentateuch. But 

the story tells us something about the strength of Zippporah's character. It Is 

similar to anecdote #2 in that the subject of the narrative is female, and the 

event apparently takes place on the couple's wedding ni ght. Further, the 

story contains an element of intimacy. 

J.C. Rylaarsdams suggests that the story originally included a demon who 

was attempting to take Moses · life, and it was Zipporah 's quick-witted 

presence of mind that helped them avoid the attack. Her sharp phraseology. 

quick reaction , and almost surly gesture of casting the foreskin at her 

husband's feet suggest an unusually strong personality-- not unlike that of 

Israelite Judge Deborah. And the fact that it is Zipporah-- a woman- who 

performs the circumcision only adds to the mystery. Further, she calls her 

husband a "bridegroom of blood" twice, and clarifies her initial statement by 

noting that he is bridegroom of blood because of the circumcision. This 

suggests that their may be a hidden double meaning or pun in what she says. 

The episode illustrates Zipporah's unique character, but we do not know 

much about her broader biography. and therefore it is difficult to determine 

if t~is is an actual anecdote. 

5 Nolan B. Hannon, TM Interpreter's Bible, (New York: Abington-Colt.:csbury Press. 1952) 
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CHAPTER IV: THE POLITICS OF THE ANECDOTE 

As noted in the introduction, the anecdote apparently has no antecedents in 

the literature of the Near East. It is therefore tempting to credit the creation 

and original use of the anecdote to the native genius of the ancient Israelites. 

The Japanese, for example, had their own literary inventions-- the waka and 

the haiku. Both are indigenous styles of poetry to Japan , and the Japanese 

were conscious of the fact that these were a product of their own culture. 

However, with the bible we have no indication that the Israelites were aware 

of their own literary inventions. Further, given the many influences that 

penetrated Israelite society. it is possible that this medium-- the anecdote-­

was borrowed from other cultures. Perhaps it was because of their 

geographical location-- being a land bridge between numerous nations and 

cultures-- that Israel became acquainted with this genre. Maybe they 

brought it from Babylonia. Or maybe it entered Israelite society through the 

influence of Hellenism. 

Whatever its origins the anecdote's principles were undefined, however its 

fundamental nature would have been well understood. An anecdote by itself 

is not told around a campfire. One does not sit down to listen to an anecdote 

for it is too short. The stories of the Exodus, of Joseph, or Ruth would 

require a sining. An anecdote is brief, to the point, and can be told in 

passing, in conversation, or in a speech. The anecdote grabs its audience~s 

attention, and then almost as quickly it releases them, leaving them with a 

lasting impression of its subject's character. Within a written ext anecdotes 
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~re concise. The biblical editors may have been attracted to the anecdote 

precisely because it is easily grasped by the reader. 

Often what the anecdote specifically brings to a biography is humor. Humor 

can be pivotal or periphery to a legend or fairly tale, but it is frequently 

central to the anecdote. At the risk of being anachronistic, the anecdote 

appears at times to function as comic relief for the sometimes desperate 

stories that fill the canon. We don ' t have to look much further than the 

account of Ehud and Eglon' to understand that here is an account that offers 

a humorous twist to a serious religious concern. 

The humor of the biblical anecdotes can also have popular appeal. When 

David feigns madness in front of Achish, the Israelite reader may see 

himself represented in the story. The reputedly heroic David acts like a 

common madman to escape execution. There is no divine intervention to 

facilitate his escape, he uses just his natural wits. Joseph interprets dreams, 

Moses performs miracles, but David drools. Again, as when he exposes 

himself before the people. his behavior is less than regal-- it is in fact anti­

heroic. The audience can therefore more easily identify with David's 

character. 

But most importantly the anecdote captures a particular aspect of an 

individual 's personality. For example, we might say that Saul is depicted as 

volatile, David as clever, and Solomon as wise. This, of course, does not do 

justice to the complexities of their personalities. But the anecdote is not 

concerned with complexity, it paints the large picture. It captures the person 
....__ 

1 Though not counted in this thesis as an anecdote. it possesses many of the qualities of one. 
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' in one broad brush-stroke. For example. President Calvin Coolidge was 

known as a solemn man given to few words. The fact that Coolidge was an 

avid angler. cigar smoker, and member of the National Press Cl ub is 

irrelevant, or at best periphery. to an anecdote. Let us consider the 

following: 

A lady sitting next to Coolidge at a dinner tried to coax 

him into talking to her. ..I have made a bet, Mr. 

Coolidge, that l could get more than two words out of 

you." 

"You lose," said Coolidge. 

The anecdote is a re latively uncomplicated lite rary device and is , as 

mentioned earlier, the decoration on biography. Because of its simplicity it 

offers clear insight into the subject 's personally. Friedrich Nietzche, for 

example, believed that few anecdotes were needed in order to achieve an 

aC((urate picture of a person 's personality. 

We have several anecdotes about the rulers of the United Monarchy. There 

are more however about David than about Saul or Solomon. The United 

Monarchy split apart following Solomon's death. In its place emerged two 

smaller kingdoms which would exist alongside each other for nearly two 

hundred years. The northern kingdom took the name Israel and the southern 

kingdom called itself Judah. lt is in the southern kingdom of Judah that the 

unique historical and cultural demands become evidenL The southern 

redactors of the Deuteronomistic History ha specific goals and employed 

the anecdote to support social and politica.I objectives. Namely the editors 
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w.ere interested in centralizing worship in Jerusalem. Cultic matters were of 

primary con.cern, and they wanted to preserve the distinctive elements of 

Israel's faith while strengthening Josiah 's own claim to be the legitimate 

Davidic king of Israel. They drew from an idealized past to provide the 

necessary models for their reform: 

Josiah' s reform ... represented a break with Assyria , 
whose cultural influence had been deeply impressed upon 
Judah during the reign of Menasseh. Religiously, it 
involved a repudiation of what in those days might have 
been called "modernism'': the attempt to conform to the 
religious fashions of the Assyrian empire and to blend 
Israel 's religion and other religions into a coat of many 
colors. Josiah's reform was essentially conservative, for 
it sought to return to and conserve the distinctive 
elements of Israel 's faith, rather than capitulate to the 
cultural pressures of the world. The reform was based on 
the conviction that unless people repudiated the 
syncretism that sapped their vital ity, Judah would go the 
way of the Northern Kingdom, which had been destroyed 
because the sacred past. .. had been forgotten.2 

To this end some scholars believe that an attempt may have been made to 

discredit Saul in the text, as he represents the old tribal order. Whereas 

David is the young and vigorous progenitor of a dynasty that continues 

through Josiah. 

David is simultaneously glorified and humanized. The anecdotes about 

David make him into a figure with which the common individual can 

identify- and this is the political genius of the editors. David is an eternal 

......_ 
2 Bernhard W. Anderson, Understanding IM Old TeslalMnt (F.nglewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall. 1986). 

p. 375 
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• 
hero because he comes from humble origins and acts like a common man but 

becomes king. He· establishes a dynasty patterned after the Covenant of 

Sinai, fights great battles, and expands Israel's territory. He is righteous in 

the eyes of God. Yet , when he exposes himself before the ark he is a 

common man (anecdote #4). when he feigns madness he is a common man 

(anecdote #3) , and when he scurries out his bedroom window he is also a 

common man (anecdote #2). The editor uses the anecdote to propagandize 

the idea that David is a man of the people who is energetic in his exploits. 

But David's popularity is gained at the expense of his predecessor Saul: 

David represents the youth and vigor of the new nationaJ 
order wi thin which Israel was to find a new unity and 
was to search for a new formulation of its historic faith . 
Saul hjmself belonged more to the old period than to the 
new age that was coming with historical inevitability. 
But Saul 's rejection by Samuel put him outside the 
sanctions and supports of the old regime; and David' s 
popularity was a constant reminder that Saul could not 
enter the new .3 

This is not to suggest, however, that David's character and personality are 

inventions of the Deuteronomistic historian. Many of the anecdotes had 

probably long captured the imagination of previous generations. But the 

accounts are colored by the political biases of circJes sympathetic to David: 

... the narratives of I Samuel are now dominated by the 
bias of historians of the southern kjngdom of Judah, and 
Saul is put in an unfavorable light in order to enhance the 
prestige of David, who founded the dynasty of Judah. 
We must remember that all the traditions of the 

..... _ 
3 Bernhard W. Anderson. Urukrstanding IM Old Ttst~nt (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1986), p. 

214 
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monarchy were preserved and edited by Jerusalem 
circles, which were sympathetic toward David:" 

Anderson contemplates what would happen if we had a historical narrative 

wrinen in circles sympathetic to Saul, perhaps written by members of Saurs 

own tribe Ber1jamin. Saul might have emerged as a heroic figure who, "like 

Hamlet was the victim of baffling, uncontrollable ci rcumstances and the • 

dark depths of his ow n sensitive and passionate nature."5 But it is 

appropriate that the reformers should look to David as their model. David 

ushered in a new stage of Israel's development, and was visionary in his 

plan to build the Temple. Similarly Josiah. presented with the newly 

discovered book of Law . also sought to lead Israel through a national 

religious reformation. 

Josiah 's objective was to centralize worship in Jerusalem. The biblical text 

suggests that Josiah was presented with a Book of Law (perhaps a version of 

the Deuteronornic text) by Shaphan the secretary of Hilkiah the high priest, 

who reported finding the book in the Temple. Shaphan read the book to 

Josiah. After consulting Huldah, Josiah, using the text as his guide, 

implemented his reforms. 

The proposed refonns were an ideal, however, but the political realities in 

Israel that, under Hezekiah, originally necessitated the centralization of 

worship in Jerusalem no longer existed when Josiah came to power: 

4 fbid., p. 115 
5 1bid .• p. 215 
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The• idea of centralization had already emerged , of 
course, in the days of Hezekiah . T hus when the 
Deuteronomic corpus was put into effect at the time of 
Josiah's reform, the concept was in the text awaiting 
enforcement. For Hezekiah, the move toward 
centralization was a defensive maneuver. He wished to 
associate Yahwism so closely and exclusively w ith 
Jerusalem that the people throughout the land would fight 
loyally to defend the royal city. Conditions were 
different under Josiah. The priests of Jerusalem would 
have had their reasons for favoring centralization, and it 
was perhaps under their infl uence that the idea was 
written into the Deuteronornic materials from the 
beginning. Times were different now, however. and the 
need to strengthen nat ional defense on the basis of a 
centralized place of worship was no longer an issue. Thus 
even if Josiah pushed the idea, it seems not to have met 
with overwhelming success.6 

With the weakening of Assyrian influence in the region and a laissez faire 

styl,e of governance by the Egyptians, Hilkiah the High Priest. and perhaps 

Josiah too, may have fel t that the time was ripe to revive the old ideology. 

It is unclear as to wh'o may have written the Book of Law found in the 

Temple. But scholars have speculated that the Book was a "pious fraud", 

perhaps written by one of the Temple scribes or priests. Perhaps Josiah 

himself participated in the manufacturing of this document. Conveniently, 

Josiah was able to use this newly "discovered·' text to institute his sweeping 

reforms. Under the reinsti tution of these laws Sacrifice to Yahweh was to be 

confined to the central sanctuary, and people would now also have to make 

pilgrimages to the Temple in Jerusalem to celebrate the great religious 

festivals. 
._ 

6 J. Maxwell Miller, A History of Aflcitnr I srael afld Judah (Pb.iladelphia; The Weslrninsler Press., 1986), 
p.399. 
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Josiah, using this document to add legitimacy to these changes, may have 

also enhanced the character's of David and Solomon in order to undergird 

the Deuteronomic Reformation. By emphasizing his association with David 

and Solomon, Josiah combines within himself two types of leaders. The first 

is that of a true leader who is attempting to implement a complicated and 

delicate series of reforms. Usually this person works behind the scenes and 

sets the administration 's agenda. The second is that which Miles Copeland 

calls a "handsome front man"-- someone whose personality and mythos can 

excite the population. It appears that Josiah may have believed that the 

personalities and myth of David and Solomon could be instrumental m 

galvanizing the people. 

In his book The Game of Nations , Miles Copeland labels the two types of 

leadership as the ' Naguib style ' and the ' Nasser style '. These styles are a 

way of explaining the Egyptian people 's receptivity in the mid-twentieth 

century to public communication as an instrument of social change. Naguib 
' I 

was an Egyptian general who projected what for Egytians during the l 950's 

was an image of a lovable and kindly old crook. "He was the sort of idol 

Egyptians tend to fall back on in their quieter moments between sprees of 

violence incited by more austere leader types.'ry But his style in thinking and 

speaking could be attributed to an image that was carefully constructed by 

others. Most notably this was accomplished by author Leigh White, who 

actually wrote many of the wise sayings attributed to Naguib. In this sense 

the ' Naguib style' is similar to the anecdotal David or Solomon. 

7 Miles Copeland, ThL ~of Narions (London: Weidcnfcld and Niooloson. 1969). p. 98.. 
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But while the 'Naguib style' makes a nice national figure-bead, the 'Nasser 

type' is mor~ managerial : 

As Nasser, before the coup, took a good look at his 
country, he saw people who didn ' t really want anything. 
who weren ' t really motivated in any direction. He saw 
that it was nece:>sary to surround them with an 
environment which would stimulate the motivation; the 
' leader' was merely a part of the environment...And it 
was not necessary to Nasser that he be the leader himself, 
so long as he could engineer the environment and retain 
control of it ... Nasser wanted a figurehead . and Naguib 
could have stayed on indefinitely as long as he was 
content to remain one. And ' engineering an 
environment' , rather than Hitler-type leadership, is the 
Nasser style.s 

Both styles are evident in the biblical text. The anecdotes about David and 

Solomon tell of a need for a ' Naguib style' leadership. But clearly during 

the time of Josiah there was also a ' Nasser' type who could operate in the 

background and dispassionately directed the various stages of religious 

reform. 

Similarly. in order to engineer the environment and therefore stimulate and 

motivate the people, Nasser found it neccessary to create a myth- he needed 

to decide what traditions to institute. Nasser dispassionately decided upon 

what myth to adopt. His new myth would eventually become the aspirations 

and convictions of his people. In Nasser' s case, after displacing General 

Naguib, he set himself up as the symbol of the downtrodden who could 

' humiliate those who humiliate the Arabs.' 

8 Jbid.. p. 99 
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From Nasser's example it becomes clear that a nationaJ leader can potentialy . 
present to hi.s people any kind of propoganda in order to motivate them to 

move in a particular direction. And we perhaps see this same process at work 

with Josiah 's Deuteronomic Reformation. Truth is almost irrelevant, or at 

best secondary, to these efforts. The "pious fraud" -- the Book of the Law-­

and the manipulatiou of the characters of David and Solomon may have 

served Josiah 's purposes in much the same way as myth and General Naguib 

did for Nasser. 

Later redactors of the Deuteromomic material remained committed to the 

project of centrali zation. And they perhaps further enhanced the image of 

David and Solomon through later revisions. The anecdotes offer idealized 

accounts of the monarchs' personalities. And their ideal characters are 

central to an Ideal theology. The refonners and redactors understood the 

key role that anecdotes played in presenting their reforms to a public that 

was still attracted to foreign modes of worship. 

From this we may conclude that a tool of this reformation was propaganda. 

Leaders have at their disposaJ an array of techniques to motivate che public. 

Richard Lambert notes in Propaganda . that the essence of propaganda is to 

influence people to do or to think things which they would not do or think if 

left to themselves.9 The Romans were early masters of propaganda: 

The lmperiaJ Roman Empire between 50 B.C. and 50 
A.O. applied systematic propaganda techniques that 
utilized all of the available forms of communication and 
symbology to create an extremely effective and extensive 

9 Rjchard S. Lambert, Propaganda (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd., 1939). p. 9 
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network of control. The resulting image of Imperial 
Rome remains strong even today ... The Roman Emperors 
developed their propaganda strategies to meet a very real 
need. The geographic extent of far-flung conquests had 
created a difficult problem of control and necessitated the 
development of a strong, highly visi ble centrali zed 
government. The wealth and power that had come with 
the conquests were used to maximum advantage as vast 
sums of money were spent on symbolizing the might of 
Rome through architecture, art and literature , and even 
the coinage. 10 

Garth Jowett and Victoria O ' Donnel note however, in Propaganda and 

Persuasion . that propaganda, particularly in the realm of religion. is not 

necessari ly negative: 

When considering the effect of long-range propaganda 
activities, there have been no more successful campaigns 
than those waged by the great proselytizing religions of 
Buddhism, C hrist ianity, and Mohammedani sm . 
Although each of these great religions has used different 
strategies to achieve its purpose, they have all relied upon 
the use of charismatic figures, heavy symbolism, a simple 
and inces~t moral philosophy, and an understanding of 
their audience's needs. In each case the new religion had 
to find a way to replace the existing religious beliefs, and 
to win over the minds and hearts of the populace. To 
examine the propaganda tactics of a religion in no way 
demeans it; on the contrary, it provides a clear example 
that not all propaganda messages are negative, but are 
often aimed at some positive social or political purpose. 11 

10 Garth S. Jowett and Victoria O 'Donnel Propaganda and Persuasion (Newbury Park Sage Pu'btieatlons 
1986). p. 40 

11 Ibid., p. 42 
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From the start, propaganda was associated with religion. T he Catholic 

Church. for ~xample . was de1iberate in its use of propaganda to counter the 

effects of the Reformation . A Commission of Cardinals was set up by 

Gregory XIII. (1572-85), charged with spreading Catholicism and regulating 

ecclesiastical affai rs in heretic, schismatic, or heathen lands. A generation 

later Gregory XV. in 1622 made the Commission permanent, as a sacred 

congregation de propaganda fide.12 This first propagandist institute was 

therefore simply a body charged with improving the spread of a group of 

religious dogmas. 

Similarly the Deuteronomistic Historian and Chronicler desired to counter 

what they perceived to be the corrosive effects of foreign religious practice. 

To underscore the validity of their reforms they relied upon the use of 

charismatic figures-- particularly those drawn from the past. The redactors 

either altered, omitted, o r rewrote events to suit their objectives. By modem 

criteria this might be classified as historical falsification or revisionism: 

-Historical falsification and revisionism are two distinct 
yet interrel~ted propaganda techniques. Because 
historians rely heavily on written records to gain their 
understanding of the past and establish facts , any 
alteration of written documents, through destruction, 
alteration, or fabrication will affect the conclusions. 
Historical falsification is the creation of a version of the 
past through the fabrication or deliberate destruction of 
records. Revisionism refers to view of the past based on 
ahered records or on di sto rted interpretations of 
records.13 

12 Richard S. Lambert. Propaganda (l.ondoo: Thomas Nelson and Sons Ud., 1939). p. 7 
13 Rohen Cole, TM Encyclo~ of Propaganda: Volume I (Armonk: Sharpe Rererencc, 1998), 

pp. 321-322 
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But the power of the biblical anecdote lies in its ability to link the 

intellectual and emotional dimensions of the mind through symbolism. Each 

biblical anecdote relies on an image, concentrated ideal. or slogan (see chart 

below) in order to galvanize its audience. Symbols embody the cultural 

myths of the group it serves to represent. The use of symbols in propaganda 

is defined as "a form of emotional shorthand through which the recipient is 
~ 

able to recapitulate instantly all previous knowledge , experiences, and 

feelings that have been attached to a symbol." 14 For example, in anecdote# l , 

the symbol could be Gibeah. Gibeah is the town in which the inhabitants 

repeated the anti-social behavior originally displayed by the residents of 

Sodom. The association is immediate for the reader. Gibeah is also the town 

from which Saul hails. Gibeah, as a powerful symbol of moral degradation, 

is employed in anecdote #1 to make a quick and immediate condemnation of 

Saul . 

Conversely, the song in anecdote #3 is a powerful and positive slogan. 

Achish ' s courtiers ask if David is not the one about whom the Israelites sing: 
• 

"Saul has slain his thousands, but David, his tens of thousands?" (I Samuel 

21: 12). The symbol (in this case it is a song) acts to praise David, and is 

repeated several times in the text. Immediately prior to this account a priest 

offers David Goliath 's distinctive sword. The anecdotes context suggests 

that David brings it with him to Gath. The sword is another powerful 

.symbol of David's might. and it may hold certain emotional associations for 

the ancient reader. 

14 Ibid., VolumeUI, p. 757 
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Similarly, with Solomon, Wisdom seems to be the outstanding symbol of his 

monarchy. Yet, Wisdom as a symbol is abstract. The symbols found in the 

anecdotes of the Deuteronomistic Historian are predominantly concrete: an 

idol , Baal, Gibeah, the ark of the covenant. etc. And this accords with the 

History 's attention to the day-to-day concerns of historical figures. 

Conversely, the Chronicler anecdotes appear to use more abstract symbols-­

David's righteousness and Solomon' s wisdom. The Chronicler 's history is a 

theologized version of the older material , and more commonly employs 

intangibles, as the following chart indicates: 
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Book Protagonist Story Symbol Verses 

Anecdote#] I Samuel Saul Sau] def eats Gibeah 15 
the 
Ammonites. 

Anecdote #2 I Samuel Michal Michal helps Household 7 
David escape idol 
from Saul 's 
messengers. 

Anecdote#3 l Samuel David David Song and 6 
escapes from Goliath 's 
Achish of sword 
Gath by 
feigning 
madness 

Anecdote #4 II Samuel David Michal The ark of the 4 
despises covenant 
David for 
expos mg 
himself 
before the ark 

Anecdote #5 I Kings Solomon Solomon Wisdom 13 
demonstrates 
his wisdom .. by 
determining 
who is the 
inf ants reaJ 
mother 

Anecdote #6 II Kings Jehu Jehu Baal 11 
eliminates the 
followers of 
Baal 

Anecdote#7 I Chronicles David David does David's 5 
not accept the righteousness 
offer of water 

Anecdote#B II Chronicles Solomon Solomon Solomon's 7 
appeals to wisdom 

............... God for 
wisdom 
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Clearly, the redactors of the biblical text saw the political usefulness of the 

anecdote. And the anecdote itself provides an early example of how the 

Deuteronomistic Historian and the Chronicler used a particular literary 

structure to propagandize their social and political objectives. • 
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CHAPTER V: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The anecdote has a long historical development. It was used in 

ancient Greek literature, and it eventually found its way into the literature of 

most European societies. The French, English, and Irish used the anecdote 

more frequently than almost any other Western nations. lt is unclear as to 

why this is the case , but perhaps it can be attributed to their respective 

national characters. It may certainly be argued, particularly in the case of 

the Irish and French, that there is a love of story telling. It is an oral art. 

And as we know , the oral tradition of Rabbinic Judaism has it roots in 

ancient Israel. The aggadot of our tradition include a number of great short 

stories and parables: 

It is reported of l(jng David that when he finished the 
book of Psalms, he became so arrogant that he said to the 
Holy One, 'Master of the universe, is there anyone in the 
world who has uttered as many songs as I? ' In that 
instant, a frog confronted him and said, 'Do not be so 
arrogant-- I utter more songs than you." 1 

But it is unknown whether anecdotes developed in Israel or were borrowed 

from other cultures. What is known, however, is that the unique political 

and historical circumstances of Israel in the biblical period provided fertile 

ground from which a variety of literary genres could flourish. 

There are stories in the Bible that have anecdote-like qualities but ultimately 

don 't function as anecdotes within the text. The story of David and 

Bathsheba, for example, captures~articular aspect of King David's 

l Hayim Nahman Bialik and Yeboshua H. Ravnitzky. ThL Book of ug~nds (New York: Scboken 
Books, 1992). p. 778 ,;. 
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personality but it is too long and complicated to qualify as an anecdote. The 

story of David and Hanun is too integral to the overall context to be an 

anecdote. And the stories of Ehud son of Gera and of Zipporah and the 

circumcision may well be anecdotes but the overall biography of those 

respective characters is unknown. Therefore these stories are not regarded 

by the author of this thesis as biblical anecdotes. 
• 

Those stories that do quali fy as biblical anecdotes are located in the books of 

Samuel and Kings as well as in I and II C hronicles. In order to qualify as an 

anecdote each episode has to meet a certain set of criteria. The ancient 

Israelites used the anecdote but did not formulate its principles. f n fact. no 

attempts to define the anecdote were made until the eighteenth century . At 

that time it began to be understood as a small gossipy narrati ve thought of as 

an amusing biographical inc ident in the life of a famous person whose 

biography's broad outline has long been a matter of publ ic record. This 

definition still stands today. But it is Frank Lentricchia in his book Critical 

Terms for Literary Srudy who identifies the anecdote 's relatio nship to 

cultural ideals and myth. Through Lentricchia's definition we can 

understand the biblical anecdotes ability to capture as pects of the 

personalities of key historical figures in ways that could hold the 

imagination of the ancient Israeli tes. Further. in order for an anecdote to 

properly function it had to have an audience who understood its broader 

message. The anecdote must be independent of it overall context and ought 

to capture the essence of its subject's character. Anecdotes are also relatively 

brief and often contain elements of humor. 
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The characters of David and Solomon particularly became what Lenlricchia 

call s "concentrated ideals··-- they embodied myths and ideals that the 

Israelite culture wanted to believe about itself. These concentrated ideals 

were perhaps used by King Josiah and later redactors of the text as they 

sought to centralize worship in Jerusalem. It is unclear as to whom may have 

written the Book of Law found in the Temple. But scholars have speculated • 
that the Book was a "pious fraud,', perhaps written by one of the Temple 

scribes or priests. Perhaps Josiah himself participated in the manufacturing 

of this document. Conveniently. Josiah was able to use this newly 

"discovered" text to insti tute his sweeping reforms. Under the reinstitution 

of these laws Sacrifice to Yahweh was to be confi ned to the cenlral 

sanctuary, and people would now also have to make pilgrimages only lo the 

Temple in Jerusalem to celebrate the great religious festivals. 

As we learn particularly from the example of the mid-twentieth century 

Egyptian leader Gama! Abdel Nasser, a national leader easi ly can tel I his 

people almost anythi ng he pleases. S imilarly, King Josiah could have 

perpetrated his "pious fraud." And by extension, it may also be asserted that 

the characters of Saul , David, and Solomon were reinvented to buttress the 

Deuteronomic Reformation. The anecdotes present idealized versions of 

their personalities, therefore the bibl ical anecdotes appear to offer an 

inspiring ideal within an ideology. 
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