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To Natalie, Gabriel, and Elijah,
my heroes.




A Study of Heroic Characters from the Bible and Comicbooks
By David N. Young

This thesis presents a study of seven characters from the Bible and comicbooks
who exhibit extraordinary powers. From the Bible, Gideon, Samson, Elijah, and Elisha
present fascinating stories to be compared to Captain America, the Incredible Hulk, and
Green Lantern from comicbeoks.

Studying both the biblical text and comicbook stories from a literary approach
will help to elucidate not only use of the heroic characters, but also the similarities and
differences involved in these two storytelling vehicles. Both in certain biblical narratives
and in modern comicbooks, characters with amazing abilities take center stage.

Key questions asked of these texts will be: What are the distinguishing attributes
of the main characters? Do biblical figures qualify as superheroes? What is the aim of
each genre of literature? What types of sources give biblical and comicbook characters
their powers? Is this source of power essential for the story’s purpose? Why have people
for so long been drawn to stories with such heroic characters?

To answer these questions, this chapter has delineated the literary approach for
studying these texts as literature. The next chapter will The following two chapters
carefully analyze the stories of the biblical figures and comicbook superheroes. The
subsequent chapter will consider the similarities and differences among all seven heroic
characters from both genres and attempt to reveal the role of the heroes in the texts. In
the end, the goal of this project is to explore why these figures have captivated audiences
from biblical times to the present day and to discover whether the characters merit the

classification of superheroes.
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Chapter One: An Introduction to a Literary Study of the Bible and Comicbooks'

A. General Introduction

Faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, able to rally the
troops with a single sound. Throughout history, in many different cultures, there have
been literary characters with abilities to do amazing things. Though the public tends to
think of heroes with amazing abilities as an invention of the 1930°s and 1940’s, the Bible
contains several examples of characters performing amazing feats and miracles. In the
Bible these characters gain their special abilities not from gamma radiation or radioactive
spiders, but from God.

As a young boy, I began reading superhero comics. The stories were captivating,
and the drawings on the pages made the characters come to life. I would imagine myself
in the roles of the heroes jumping off my bed onto stuffed animals, who in my mind were
a group of evildoers I had observed from atop a skyscraper. The values the heroes stood
for, such as Superman's "truth, justice, and the American way,” became an important
part of how I wanted to live my life. The way the characters behaved was as important to
me as their abilities to run at super speeds or fight twenty villains at once. The fictional

characters on the page represented real world attributes that I wanted to emulate.

! There is varied opinion as to the use of the word “comicbook” instead of the phrase
“comic book.” I have chosen single word usage in agreement with comicbook
writer/publisher/guru Stan Lee, who explains in the introduction to Marvel: Five
Fabulous Decades of the World’s Greatest Comics that the use of the modifier “comic”
in front of the word “book” implies some sort of triviality and humor, like the funny
pages in a newspaper, whereas “comicbook” describes a genre of literature, unmodified.
Les Daniels, ed. Marvel: Five Fabulous Decades of the World's Greatest Comics
(London: Virgin, 1991), iii.

? From the title sequence of television program “The Adventures of Superman,” National
Comics Publications, 1951-1957.




As an adult, I began reading fewer comicbooks and more biblical stories. As 1 did
[ realized that some of the biblical stories contained many of the features of the comics of
my youth. No longer needing the pictures to animate the characters, instead, a deeper
understanding of the text helped me imagine these characters acting in the world. Just as
with comic books, I was inspired by the values and amazing feats performed by the
characters of the Bible.

The characters Gideon, Samson, Elijah, and Elisha from the books of Judges and
Kings provide excellent examples of biblical characters doing remarkable deeds. Gideon
represents the ultimate charismatic leader, rallying troops and leading a small band to
victory against the Midianites (Judg 6:34-7:25). Samson acts as the strongman whose
uncontrollable rage is used as a tool by God against the Philistines (Judg 13:24-16:31).
Elijah and Elisha exemplify classical prophets of their day performing miracles and
working wonders for the faithful of Israel (1 Kgs 17:1-2 Kgs 13:25).

This thesis will compare these four biblical characters to three modern day comic
book characters. Captain America appears as a Gideon-like charismatic leader. A super
soldier from World War II, his patriotic views and military skills make him an exemplary
leader of superhero groups like the Avengers. The Incredible Hulk behaves in some
ways like Samson. Dr. Bruce Banner's uncontrollable anger turns him into a giant green
monster who crashes through the bad guys with little ability to think about what he is
doing. Members of the Green Lantern Corps most closely resemble Elijah and Elisha.
Green Lantern wears a power ring that can be used to focus energy to do anything the

wearer can imagine. The ring chooses who will wear it, and in sector 2814, where Earth

is located, the power is passed to people who can overcome their fears. The abilities of




Green Lantern are limited only to his or her imagination and the code of the Green
Lantern Corps. This thesis will closely analyze these different characters, using a literary
approach to unpack the texts and identify the defining features of central characters in the

Bible and contemporary comicbooks.

B. Literary Approach to the Bible

The stories of the biblical characters examined in this thesis appear in the books
of Judges and Kings. These two books are found in the Former Prophets, part of the
collection of Joshua through Kings which is also referred to as the Historical Books.
These books tell the story of the history of the Israelites from the entry into the Promised
Land until the Babylonian exile.

The desire to uncover events of the past by working backward from or combing
the pages of the Bible has remained popular since the Seventeenth Century, when Bible
scholars began utilizing the historical method for study. According to Adele Berlin and
Marc Zvi Brettler, a historical approach “aimed to reconstruct the history of ancient Israel
and the history of the biblical text”™ Examples of this type of investigation include
Source Criticism, which “recognized the inherent complexity of biblical traditions and
attempted to disentangle the strands of its development,” and Form Criticism, which
attempted to break down the various genres inherent in the biblical narrative to discern
cross-cultural sources. Berlin and Brettler explain that these types of historically oriented

methodologies strive “to determine what had actually taken place, and to recover the

3 Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler, “The Modern Study of the Bible,” The Jewish
Study Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 2090.
% Berlin and Brettler, 2085.




actual persons and events of the Bible as they had been preserved in the various stages of
biblical tradition.”
In more recent years, scholars have started to focus on the literary features of the
Bible, not just its historical aspects. A literary approach to any written work involves a
careful analysis of the use of literary devices, including but not limited to symbolism,
metaphor, hyperbole, imagery, rhythm, foreshadowing, and characterization. Robert
Alter describes literary analysis as:
The manifold varieties of minutely discriminating attention to the artful use of
language, to the shifting play of ideas, conventions, tone, sound, imagery, syntax,
narrative viewpoint, compositional units, and much else; the kind of disciplined
attention, in other words, which through a whole spectrum of critical approaches
has illuminated, for example, the poetry of Dante, the plays of Shakespeare, the
novels of Tolstoy.5
Careful reading, close attention to detail, and knowledge of the many artistic uses of
language all come into play during the literary analysis of a biblical text. Berlin and
Brettler differentiate historical and literary approaches as follows:
Whereas historical study tended to be concerned with the prehistory of the text
(oral traditions and written source materials) and with its development through
successive redactions, literary study focused on the final form of the text.
Whereas historical study was interested in the world referred to by the text,
literary study directed its attention to the world constructed in the text.”
A literary analysis focuses mainly on style, structure, and content, employing these
elements of style to strengthen the characterization in the piece.
This study will use a literary approach to focus on the nature of the heroic
characters in the stories of Gideon, Samson, Elijah, and Elisha. Attention will be paid to

the attributes of these characters, their motives, and how the narrator and other characters

5 Berlin and Brettler, 2084.
6 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 12-13.
7 Berlin and Brettler, 2090.




describe them. How the author constructs the protagonists is critical to the larger

message the author wishes to relay. Biblical narrative tends to be rather terse; often the
motives and feelings of the characters remain implicit. To access the inner workings of
the biblical characters, Alter outlines a “scale of means” that specifies the different ways
we gain information about them. Alter explains:

Now, in reliable third-person narrations, such as in the Bible, there is a scale of

means, in ascending order of explicitness and certainty, for conveying information

about the motives, the attitudes, the moral nature of characters.?

According to Alter, the most reliable way to learn about a character is through
statements made by the narrator, for their veracity is not in question. If the omniscient
narrator says: “Plony was hungry,” then the reader should have no doubt about Plony’s
appetite at that particular time.

The next most reliable are internal statements made by a character. Referred to as
a soliloquy in dramatic literature, characters’ private thoughts give special insight into the
motives involved in their past or future actions, which might be misinterpreted if not
stated explicitly. A prime example of this is Hamlet’s soliloquy at the ‘end of Act I,
scene 2, where he lets the audience know that although his behavior that seems like
madness to the other characters in the play, he is only pretending to be insane. Hamlet
also reveals his intention to have the king admit his guilt during the play within the play
in this speech. The audience members who do not give Hamlet’s soliloquy the primacy it
deserves on the scale of means often mistakenly consider Hamlet actually to be mad.

Direct speeches of characters are the next most reliable statements, for their

speech opens doors of understanding on their inner lives. However, the reader cannot

8 Alter, 116.




always rely on the sincerity of a character’s words. As a result, one must pay attention to
the situation in which the speech occurs. Alter explains:

Although a character’s own statements might seem a straightforward enough

revelation of who he is and what he makes of things, in fact the biblical writers

are quite as aware as any James or Proust that speech may reflect the occasion
more than the speaker, may be more a drawn shutter than an open window.’

Another character’s statements to or about the character are the fourth most
reliable means of characterization. Returning to Hamlet as an example, many other
characters refer to him as mad, but the knowledge revealed in his internal monologue
helps the audience understand that these characters do not understand the truth.

The fifth most reliable means for determining a character’s nature is through the
character’s appearance, gestures, posture, and costume. Alter observes that these means
of characterization leave readers “substantially in the realm of inference,”'? for we must
draw our own conclusions based on how a character acts or appears. Characters’ actions
and appearances provide the least reliable means for determining their nature. Noting
these things requires judgments to be made by the reader, which can be unreliable. Also,
they tend to speak to a character’s wealth or social standing, which usually is unimportant
for biblical characters.!! This category also requires the reader to make assumptions and
connections among several parts of this scale. What the reader assumes is not nearly as
reliable as what the author says, but these assumptions are still critical for analyzing the
text, as they give insight that others may not have realized.

Yairah Amit further classifies Alter’s scale into direct and indirect

characterization, direct characterization being what the narrator or characters say

9 Alter, 117.
10 Alter, 117.
1 Alter, 116-117.




specifically, and indirect characterization requiring inferences of the reader.'> However,

as noted above, a character’s speech can also require interpretation by the reader. In
order to ascertain the truthfulness of a character’s words, the reader must compare what a
character articulates to statements by the narrator or other characters as well as to their
prior actions.

When reading a text as terse and cleverly constructed as the Bible, the reader must
pay careful attention to the various, sometimes contradictory sources of information.
Alter writes:

We are compelled to get at character and motive...through a process of inference

from fragmentary data, often with crucial pieces of narrative exposition

strategically withheld, and this leads to multiple or sometimes even wavering
perspectives on the characters. There is, in other words, an abiding mystery in
character as the biblical writers conceive it, which they embody in their typical
methods of presentation.’

Alter’s scale of means provides a heipful lens for viewing and better understanding the

characters of the Bible.

C. Literary Approach to Comicbooks

While the applicability of the literary analysis to biblical narrative is widely
accepted, it might not seem as natural to approach comicbooks as literature. The
tendency to devalue the literary quality of comicbooks can be blamed in part on the
medium, for the illustrations hearken to children’s books or advertisements. Scott
McLoud discusses this common misconception saying:

Traditional thinking has long held that truly great works of art and literature are

only possible when the two are kept at arm’s length. Words and picture together
are considered, at best, a diversion for the masses, at worst a product of crass

2 Yairah Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 74.
13 Alter, 126.




commercialism. As children, our first books had pictures galore and very few
words because that was “easier.” Then, as we grew, we were expected to
graduate to books with much more text and only occasional pictures...and finally
to arrive at “real” books—those with no pictures at all.'

The subject matter could point to another possible reason for the degradation of
comicbooks. Superhero comics in particular’®, with their bright-costumed, branded,
larger-than-life characters lend themsclves more easily to the pantheon of pop cuiture
iconography than other comicbook genres. Many consider comicbooks to be too basic,
with heroes who unrealistically cling to black-and-white tenets of morality and work
selflessly with authority figures to bring justice to the world. But as Mila Bongco points
out, this view “is based on a too scanty knowledge of the history of superhero
comicbooks, and a far too rigid interpretation of the superhero genre, at least an outdated
one in view of the more recent re-makes of many of the genre’s characters and
narratives.” He adds: “Only a fertile and productive genre could have spread and caught
the attention of readers world-wide for so long.”'¢

A deeper understanding of the history of comicbooks in America helps to bolster
the view of this genre as a serious literary art. Comics have been a part of American
culture since 1754, when Benjamin Franklin produced the first editorial cartoon of a
snake with a severed head over the caption “Join, or die.”!” In the early 1900’s, comic

strips made their way into newspapers and magazines. In 1934 the first volume classified

1 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1994),
140.

15 According to Mila Bongco, superhero comicbooks encompass over 90% of the genre
(Mila Bongco, Reading Comics: Language, Culture, and the Concept of the Superhero in
Comics (New York: Garland Publishing, 2000), 91). Though artists such as Will Eisner
and Harry Crumb should not be ignored, they are in the minority, and this study will
focus on the type of comicbook that is published in the vast majority of the field.

16 Bongco, 92.

'7 Claude Lalumiere, “The History of Comic Books,” January Magazine, April 2000.




as a comicbook was published, called “Funnies on Parade.”'® Since then, comicbook has

become a popular form of American literature. The “Golden Age of Comics” dawned in
1938 with the appearance of Jerry Siegal and Joe Shuster’s legendary hero, Superman, in
Action Comics #1. Superman revolutionized the comicbook industry, inspiring the
creation of characters with extraordinary powers, such as Bob Kane’s Batman and Jack
Kirby and Joe Simon’s Captain America.'” Today superhero stories dominate
comicbooks, though various non-superhero comicbooks exist, such as Will Eisner’s
Contract with God trilogy®® or those by popular underground artist R. Crumb.?!

In 1954, Fredric Wertham wrote a harsh critique of comicbooks, decrying
comicbooks as being too violent, sexual, and radical. He even went so far as to incite a
United States Senate hearing that blamed comicbooks for the rise in juvenile
delinquency.? His book’s assertions have kept a stranglehold on the perception of
American comicbooks to the recent past, and combining his attitude with preconceived
notions of pictures and heroes as mentioned above, few people in the twentieth century
took comicbooks seriously as literature.

In 1992, however, a change began to take place in the public perception of

comicbooks after Art Spiegelman’s graphic novel® Maus: A Survivor’s Tale won the

'8 Though this was more a collection of comic strips from newspapers than the unified
story of a character.

19 Jaime Coville, “History of Comic Books,”
http://www.geocities.com/SoHo/5537/hist.htm, Internet.

% Will Eisner, The Contract With God Trilogy (New York: WW Newton, 2005).
21 See R. Crumb, The Book of Mr. Natural (Seattle: Fantagraphics Books, 1995) and The
Complete Dirty Laundry Comics (San Francisco: Last Gasp, 1993).
2 Fredric Wertham, The Seduction of the Innocent (New York: Rhinehart and Wilson,
1954). See also Mike McAvennie, “The Issues Behind the Issues,” Green Lantern:
Brother’s Keeper (New York: DC Comics, 2003), 126.
2 David Burke offers this explanation of the difference between a comicbook and a
graphic novel: "The graphic novel is one of the numerous categories within the broad




Pulitzer Prize.”* Comicbooks started to be recognized as serious literature deserving of
scholarly attention to the “rich formal and thematic heritage of the medium.”? The trend
to treat comicbooks as a form of literature can be demonstrated by the growing number of
books dedicated to the topic, such as McLoud’s Understanding Comics, or Bongco’s
Reading Comics. Comicbook artist Will Eisner has raised comic art to new levels in the
Jewish world in particular with his combination of publications such as his Contract with
God trilogy as well as instructional works such as Comics and Sequential Ar?® and
Graphic Storytelling.”’

Looking at comicbooks from a literary perspective entails a combination of the
analysis of literature and visual art since comicbooks contain both media. An almost
cinematic perspective in comicbooks creates a complexity that emphasizes “nuance over
action, the elongation and subdivision of story time to create sensation, effect and

9228

meaning.”™ Though it is possible for the words and pictures to occasionally overlap or

even repeat the message of the other, the relationship between the art and the text tends to

medium of comics or comic books. The comic book has traditionally been a thirty-two
page stapled pamphlet in which a brief story is conveyed through a sequential narrative
involving both visual art and print text. The graphic novel joins story narrative with
sequential art in the same way, but has a much longer scope...and is able to narrate a
complete story. A second distinguishing feature vis-a-vis comic books is that graphic
novels are developed with marked higher-end production values: hardcover books, labor
intensive, sophisticated art and design features.” David G. Burke, Review of The Lone
and Level Sands, SBL Forum, http://www.sbl-site.org/Article.aspx?Articleld=451;
Internet.

24 In the category “Special Awards and Citations: Letters.”

5 Bongco, 11.

26 Will Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art (New York: Poorhouse Press, 1985).

27 Will Eisner, Graphic Storytelling (New York: Poorhouse Press, 1996). The exhibit
scheduled to open in mid-February, 2006 at the HUC-JIR Museum in New York “The
Jewish Graphic Novel,” will feature the work of Will Eisner and other Jewish comicbook
artists.

2 Grant, Steven, “Master of the Obvious,” Comic Book Resource, vol. 106,
www.comicbookresource.com, Oct. 1, 2003: Internet.
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be interdependent. McCloud explains that language and images in combination are the
heart of comicbook art. He writes:

Indeed, words and pictures have great powers to tell stories when creators fully

exploit them both....The different ways words and pictures can combine is

virtually unlimited....In comics at its best, words and pictures are like partners in

a dance and each one takes turns leading....When these partners each know their

roles and support each other’s stren%'hs, comics can match any of the art forms it

draws so much of its strength from.”
Bongco further clarifies this point by saying:

The crucial point is how effectively the linguistic and pictorial signs interact—

how perfectly, how absorbingly and dynamically a story is related in pictures and

texts. The interaction is all-important. The relation between text and image is a

defining characteristic of comics, and the efficacy of the medium rests on the

interdependence of the two mediums. As such, comics cannot help but demand of
its readers the ability to decipher and “read” a new language of combined written
and illustrated codes.*

The linguistic aspect of comicbooks allows them to use the same literary devices
as any other written medium, such as alliteration, rhyme, and figurative language. At the
same time, the need to keep to a certain number of pages in an issue due to publication
standards demands a terseness’' that resembles biblical narrative. Enter the artist, whose
illustrations strengthen and add to the writer’s work with vibrant colors and exaggerated
human forms.>? The artist’s work must be analyzed in tandem with the writer’s, though

the methodology is different. Line and color (in color comicbooks) elicits a variety of

emotions in the viewer, just like any visual art. The way an artist uses focus and

2 McCloud, 152-156.

3% Bongco, 49.

3! Bongco, 36.

32 Most often, a writer and one or more artists collaborate to create a comicbook. In rare
circumstances a writer/artist can publish a solo work such as Will Eisner’s previously
mentioned works. Usually, if a comicbook is credited to only one person it is because of
that person’s renown in a particular area, such as the art of Jack Kirby or the writing of
Neil Gaiman.




perspective of the picture, background and foreground, and how representative or abstract
a piece is all must be taken into account in order to adequately dissect the composition.?
The combination of a textual passage and an image combine creates a “panel,” the
building-block of the comicbook. Ranging in size from a square inch to a two-page
spread, the panels establish the narrative pattern, rhythm, and time of the piece based on

how they relate to one another.** McCloud describes six types of

relationships between panels: 1) moment-to-moment, 2) action- @ @ MOMEN T
W Il

WMFA/ 7

to-action, 3) subject-to-subject, 4) scene-to-scene, 5) aspect-to-

A} 2
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aspect, and 6) non-sequitur (figure 1). Each distinct transition Terion
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a unique way that helps to establish the rhythm of the story.*
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The artist’s use of panels can make the characters within them

7

come to life with overbearing hostility if they spill out of the asrec
panel, or succumb to weakness and despair if the panel all but :gv e i
makes them disappear. In the panels from Patrick Debruin’s 5{\(1,;. Sty v
Daisho, the same character looks menacing in the top panels, and
helpless in the bottom one. When leaping at the reader, overlapping four panels in what
is called a “spill,” this character dominates the page and seems to want to attack the
reader. Then he looks helpless as he falls toward what looks like a rooftop skylight,
occupying about as much space on the page as one of his legs does in the above drawing

(figure 2).36

3 . McCloud, 43-44,
Bongco, 58.
35 McCloud, 70-74.
3 Bongco, 60.
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The average of four panels per page in a
standard twenty-two page issue of a comicbook®’
provides nearly ninety different works of art to
consider in sequence in order to fully appreciate
the story of any give comicbook. Add that to the
common theme of merging several issues to

complete one story,*® and hundreds of panels must

be assessed to fully understand one inclusive

Ficure 2
escapade. For example, the stories used in chapter three cover six issues of Captain

America, vol. 3, four issues of The Incredible Hulk, vol. 3, and six issues of Green
Lantern: Emerald Dawn. Though each plot spans four to six twenty-two-page
installments about its hero, only a single adventure for each character will be studied.
The adventure that happens to the superhero is the central focus of most comicbooks.
When the characters go through their trials and tribulations, the reader feels the
characters’ pain or triumph. Comicbook fans tend to relate so deeply to the stories that
they can often consider the characters within them or even the comicbooks themselves as
friends. They come to understand the laws that govern the world of the comicbooks as
naturally as one would understand the role of a police officer or the President. Not only
does this familiarity lead to a lack of surprise when a cape-clad character jumps into the
air and flies over buildings, but this connection creates a swelling of pride and

anticipation when the hero cries, “This is a job for Superman!” Likewise, the in-depth

37 Not including advertisements like David Burke does defining a graphic novel in the
footnote above.

38 Often one storyline will occupy several installments of a monthly comicbook. If the
_storyline is popular enough, it may get bound in one volume as a graphic novel. See
above for the difference between a graphic novel and a comicbook.
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knowledge of a back story causes the reader to understand the emotional experiences of
the characters, like how deeply a vision of his parents would affect Batman/Bruce
Wayne. Committed comicbook readers possess intimate knowledge about the texts they
read, the history of the world in which their characters live, and the connections
comicbook universes have to each other and to reality. This type of familiarity with

comicbooks helps tremendously when delving into a scholarly scrutiny of superheroes.

D. An Overview of the Thesis

Studying both the biblical text and comicbook stories from a literary approach
will help to elucidate not only use of the heroic characters, but also the similarities and
differences involved in these two storytelling vehicles. Both in certain biblical narratives
and in modern comicbooks, characters with amazing abilities take center stage.

Key questions asked of these texts will be: What are the distinguishing attributes
of the main characters? Do biblical figures qualify as superheroes? What is the aim of
each genre of literature? What types of sources give biblical and comicbook characters
their powers? Is this source of power essential for the story’s purpose? Why have people
for so long been drawn to stories with such heroic characters?

To answer these questions, this chapter has delineated the literary approach for
studying these texts as literature. The next chapter will carefully analyze the stories of
Gideon, Samson, Elijah, and Elisha to determine the defining features of these four
biblical figures. The following chapter will utilize the same methods of literary analysis
to explore Captain America, the Incredible Hulk, and Green Lantern. The subsequent

chapter will consider the similarities and differences among all seven heroic characters

14




from both genres and attempt to reveal the role of the heroes in the texts. In the end, the

goal of this project is to explore why these figures have captivated audiences from
biblical times to the present day and to discover whether the characters merit the

classification of superheroes.
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Chapter Two: Character Analyses of Biblical Characters

A. An Introduction to the Book of Judges

An understanding of the stories of Gideon and Samson will be aided by a better
understanding of the time period in which the stories take place. The stories of Gideon
and Samson occur during the age of the Judges of Israel, around the twelfth century BCE.
This was a stage of weakness for Egypt, previously the dominant presence in Canaan as
well as much of the Asian continent. The decline in Egyptian power led to an increase in
Philistine power. Without Egypt to hinder the establishment of a new authority in the
land, Israel established itself as a new political entity in the ancient Near East. Israel
originated as a tribal system, likely operating with similar structure to the city-state
system, with no central ruler over the Israelites as a whole.*

The account of Israel’s conquest of Canaan is first recorded in the book of Joshua,
which makes it seem like their undefeatable army swept through the land with
unstoppable might, leaving no speck unconquered. The book of Judges, however, makes
the conquest seem incomplete and awkward, with its successes accomplished by rogue
guerilla tactics rather than military might. Instead of a united nation under one ruler,
Israel appears as a collection of fragmentary groups that even occasionally fight with one
another, subjugating much of the land but still bowing to the pressure of more powerful
armies.*’

The leaders of the time were the people for whom the book of Judges is named.

They are not limited to any personality type, nor are they all born into a particular class,

% John Bright, A History of Israel (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975), 173.
% Susan Niditch, “Judges,” in The Oxford Bible Commentary, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 176.
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but John Bright points out that “they were men who, stepping to the fore in times of

danger, by virtue only of those personal qualities (charisma) which gave evidence to their
fellows that Yahweh’s Spirit was upon them, rallied the clans against the foe.”*' They
each had God’s spirit in them, allowing them to overcome seemingly insurmountable
odds to lead their people to victory over a variety of enemies. However, calling the rulers
of this period “judges” is a misleading translation of the Hebrew word vow, which in the
context of this book of the Bible is more accurately translated as “chieftains.”™? These
chieftains ruled from the death of Joshua to the rise of the Israelite monarchy.

Although the book of Judges recounts a particular time period in ancient Israelite
history, the book should not be considered as a historically reliable document. According
to Brettler, the book of Judges was not created with the intent of recreating the past;
instead, he claims the book aims to intentionally fictionalize history or to simply provide
entertainment.*> So the ideology of the book of Judges outweighs its historicity, as Amit
further explains: “Modern research has abandoned the conservative view, which accepted
the bulk of the book of Judges as historically authentic, and has emphasized certain
ideological (anti-Northern Kingdom, anti-Saul, pro-Davidic) and literary elements of the

book.” The first part of the book of Judges repeatedly tells a story of sin and salvation.

*! Bright, 178. One word Bright misuses is “men,” however, as he is ignoring Deborah,
one of the first Judges, who led the Israelites in victory over the Canaanites ruled by
Jabin (Jdg 4:1-24).

2 Marc Zvi Brettler, The Book of Judges (New York: Routledge, 2002), 118 n.1; see also
Yairah Amit, “Judges: Introduction,” The Jewish Study Bible, S08; K. Lawson Younger,
“Judges,” The New Oxford Annotated Bible, 353.

 Brettler, 1-8.

“ Amit, 510.

o T i < K i S




The stories of the minor and major chieflains* are placed in a pattem in which lIsraet sins
by worshipping other gods and is then punished by God through the success of their
enemies. After a time goes by, Israel cries out to God, who sends them a hero, who is
empowered with the divine spirit.** Amit explains how the stories of the individual
chieftains fit within this pattern:
Scholars distinguish between the judges’ stories, which are based on local-tribal
traditions of deliverance and which do not interpret events with theological
causality, and their frameworks, which depict the deliverer in a broad national
context, characterized by a cycle that begins with sin and ends with peace.*’

Gideon and Samson stand out as two of the more memorable figures recorded in this part

of the book of Judges.

B. Gideon*
Gideon represents a military leader who utilizes his strategic mind, and
overcomes his fears. Gideon is the fourth of the six major judges in the cycles, following

Deborah. The story of Gideon begins after a time when the Israelites again revert to their ]

* The major chieftains are Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephtah, and Samson. The
minor are Shamgar, Barak, Abimelech, Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon, so called
because text dedicated to them is much shorter than that of the major chieftains. Their
appearance in the book of Judges is likely to connect the text to historical figures. Robert
G. Boling, Judges (Garden City: Doubleday & Company, 1975), 89, 186-187, 215. Heb
11:32 considers Barak on the same level as Gideon, Samson, and Jephtah, and gives no
mention to Deborah.

4 Amit, 508-509. See also Joseph Calloway, “The Settiement in Canaan,” Hershel
Shanks, ed. Ancient Israel: A Short History from Abraham to the Roman Destruction of
the Temple (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1988), 83-84.

47 Amit, 509.

48 Research used to inform this section includes John G. Butler, Gideon: The Mighty Man
of Valor (New York: LBC Publications, 1992); Lillian R. Klein, The Triumph of Irony in
; the Book of Judges (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1988), 49-68; Dennis T. Olson, The New
Interpreter's Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes (Nashville: Abingdon Press,

i 1998), vol. II, 793-811; and Schneider, 99-131.
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offensive behavior of sacrificing to foreign gods. As a result, God punishes them through
desert nomadic tribes from Midian, Amalek, and Kedem who attack the Israelites, pillage
the land, and make their harvest fruitless. Following the pattern of the Judges cycles, the
Israelites then ask God for help. First, God sends a prophet to admonish them for
worshiping the Amorite gods (Judg 6:8-10); then God sends Gideon to defeat the enemy
and save the Israelites.

Amit points out that the Gideon cycle contains two sections: Judges 6:11-7:14
presents a wonder-filled story of the events before Gideon leads the Israelites to victory
over the Midianites, and Judges 7:15-8:35 tells a tale of a bold, victorious leader who
needs no miracles. Amit observes that in the first section “Gideon is portrayed as a
coward requiring divine support,” and in the second section “Gideon is displayed as a
charismatic leader.”

When Gideon first appears, an angel from God appears to him while he hides
wheat from the Midianites in a winepress. The angel’s first words explicate Gideon’s
heroic character: Smn =23 1w myr “Adonai is with you, heroic warrior” (Judg 6:12). The
phrase >nn =2 by itself denotes a powerful warrior. According to the Theological
Dictionary of the Old Testament:

Sometimes it is difficult to find the correct meaning of gibbor chayil, because the

word...chayil, can have different meanings. It can mean strength (general, of a

warrior, of military forces), ability (in war and in some vocation), or wealth

(possessions), but the meaning must be determined by the context. Thus a gibbor

chayil can be a wealthy man (1 S. 9:1; 2 K. 15:20), a rich landowner (Ruth 2:1),

or an a?ole man in any respect, especially with regard to work (Jeroboam I, 1 K.
11:28).

* Amit, 522.
5% G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1974) vol. 2, s.v.

“gibbor chayil.”
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Both words can mean “strength” or “hero” and the word > has many meanings and can
lead to difficulties in translating.

Shmuel Levinstam points out that the word “n can be used to represent leaders of
the people, as described in Exodus 18:21-22, when Jethro tells Moses to:

seek out from among all the people capable men [>t~um] who fear God,

trustworthy men who spum ill-gotten gain. Set these over them as chiefs of

thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens, and let them judge the people at all times. *'
This section is also appropriate for studying Judges because of the use of the verb wnth
for “and let them judge,” which comes from the same root as the word vow.” Jethro’s
instructions to Moses demonstrate the relationship between being a capable man and
being a chieftain. Gideon’s status as both, therefore, serves to strengthen his
characterization as a chieftain who is a heroic warrior.

The use of the deﬁni{e article makes Gideon’s standing unique, as it does not
appear in other occurrences of this phrase in the Bible. Here, bnn 2133 possibly means
“the mightiest hero,” if the hey is a superlative indicator. This would denote that the
choice of Gideon from among the Menassites was an easy choice to make. But when the
mightiest hero has God on his side as oy my points out, there is nothing that can stop
him.

Though Gideon is assured that God is with him, he is also characterized by fear.

His fear first manifests itself when Gideon asks for a sign that he is speaking to God

(Judges 6:17-18). Asking for signs occurs three times within the first section of the

5 JPS, 153. See also Shmuel Ephraim Levinstam, 'Entsiqlopédia Migra it (Jerusalem:
Bialik Institute, 1976), “hayil.”
*2 BDB, 1047.




Gideon narrative (Judg 6:17-18, 36-37, 39). These pleas for proof illustrate his inability

to completely trust in God, which is most evident during Gideon’s call (Judg 6:11-24).

The call of Gideon follows a typical pattern for prophetic call narratives. Here,
after an angel appears and speaks to him, Gideon asks for a sign that it is really an angel.
When the sign appears, fire from the angel’s staff consumes an offering Gideon sets out,
and “Gideon saw that it was an angel of Adonai” (Judg 6:17-22), but is scared. Finally,
God comforts him, and he begins to do what the angel tells him. Amit calls this:

a stereotypic scene composed of seven stages: meeting (vv. 11-13), presentation

of the mission (v. 14), refusal (v. 15), encouragement (v. 16), request for and

giving of a sign (vv. 17-22), acknowledgement and fear (v. 23), and further

encouragement (v. 24).>

Though Gideon’s call is a typical calling, the Bible never calls Gideon a prophet.
While prophets are known to execute God’s commands with a modicum of doubt,>*
Gideon is marked by constant doubt. Robert G. Boling refers to this scene as “the only
early narrative in the book where Yahweh speaks directly to a protagonist or to Israel.”**
He also says Gideon’s conversation reveals his difficulty in understanding that he was
speaking to God, which foreshadows later problems in the book of Judges.*® Perhaps this
exchange also serves to exhibit the fear of Gideon’s character, while showing that Gideon
has within him the ability to be a hero capable of great achievements.

After the angel causes fire to consume his sacrifice, Gideon is told by God, “Do

not be afraid” (Judg 6:22), which according to Alter’s scale of reliability means he must

have been fearful or God would not have spoken to him as such. Though speech from

%3 Amit, 523 (boldface mine).

34 See the calls of Moses (Exod 3:11-13; 4:1, 10, 13), Jeremiah (Jer 1:6), and Jonah (Jon
1:3).

55 Boling, 129 nl.

5 Boling, 129.




one character to another is the third most reliable type of statement on Alter’s scale,
God’s speech should be considered more reliable than other characters.

The next example of Gideon’s trepidation occurs when God tells Gideon to tear
down the altar to Baal in his father’s house, which he does. But the text says: “Gideon
took ten of his servants and did as Adonai had told him, but he was afraid of his father's
house and the townspeople to do it by day, so he did it by night” (Judg 6:27). Since
God’s command included nothing about time of day to take action, he could perform his
obligation at night and fulfill both his need to obey God and his need to avoid discovery.
Alter’s scale of means would declare this assessment completely reliable, because the
narrator explicitly states Gideon’s action and fear. Ergo, fearing both the divine and the
human, Gideon is depicted as an all-around coward.

The following section provides another example of Gideon’s fear of the public,
when the townspeople discover the destroyed altar and ask who tore it down (Judg 6:28-
29). Gideon’s father Joash tells them in a scolding manner that they should never have
built this altar in the first place. He states: “Do you contend for Baal? Do you deliver
him? Whoever contends for him will be dead by morning! If he is a god, let him contend
for himself, since his altar has been torn down” (Judg 6:31). Note that the people are not
told this by Gideon. Instead, Joash, Gideon’s father, scolds the people and challenges
Baal on behalf of Gideon. Joash’s statement uses the root 2 for contending three times,
which leads naturally into giving Gideon the name “Jerubaal,” meaning “Let Baal
contend with himself” (Judg 6:32). Gideon remains silent during this entire scene, even

during his renaming. He hides behind his father, afraid to confront the people and scold




them himself. Gideon appears as a non-player in this scene, yet he comes out a changed
man with a new name.

A fourth noticeable indication of Gideon’s cowardly nature occurs before
Gideon’s forces attack the Midianites. God recognizes Gideon’s fearful nature and
attempts to reassure him. God tells Gideon: “If you are afraid to go down, go down with
Purah your boy to the camp and listen to what they say, after that your hand will be
strengthened to go down against the camp” (Judg 7:10-11). Immediately, Gideon does
exactly as God says, and takes Purah to listen to the Midianite soldier’s dream (Judg
7:11-15). Gideon’s action allows for the assumption that he is truly afraid. However,
because making assumptions provides the least reliable means of assessing a character,
Gideon’s action simply emphasizes God’s words to Gideon that point out his fear.

Gideon’s fear and need for reassurance contrast with his propensity to take action.
When Gideon first appears, he hides wheat in a winepress so that the Midianites will not
find the produce. This act makes him appear enterprising. As the rest of the town cries
to Adonai for help (Judg 6:6), Gideon takes action so that even if the Midianites destroy
the fields, his family will have some wheat hidden away to help them survive.

Gideon again appears as a man of action when he encounters the people of
Succoth and Penuel while chasing the Midianite kings Zebah and Zalmuna. Afier the
officials of both of these cities refuse to nourish his men, Gideon threatens to thrash the
men of Succoth with briars and to tear down the tower at Penuel (Judg 8:5-9). By
carrying out his threats, he demonstrates his ability to act (Judg 8:16-17), all the more so

when considering that he tortures a young boy to get information about who makes the

decisions in Succoth (Judg 8:14).




Another example of his willingness to act transpires when Gideon and his men
catch up to Zebah and Zalmuna. Gideon receives credit for smiting the camp and for
chasing the two kings when they flee. The narrator reports:

: Gideon went up the road of the tent dwellers, from the east to Nobah and
; Jogbehah, and smote the camp, and the camp was secure. Zebah and Zalmunna

fled, and he chased after them, captured Zebah and Zalmunna, the two kings of
Midian (Judg 8:11-12).

Gideon also kills Zebah and Zalmuna and takes their camels’ medallions as trophies
(Judg 8:18-21). Jeter, Gideon’s som, serves as a contrast to Gideon’s active participation,
because of Jeter’s inability to kill the two kings (Judg 8:20). When Gideon slays the two
men, he single-handedly ends the Midianite regime. His son’s inaction in this episode

highlights Gideon as the only one who could succeed in defeating Midian.

The most significant example of Gideon’s inclination toward action takes place
when he summons the Israclites against the Midianites in Judges 6:34-35. Afier “the
spirit of Adonai enveloped Gideon” (Judg 6:34),”” he blows his horn and summons the
Absiezrite forces.”® Gideon remains unsatisfied with the number of men he has mustered,
and he sends messengers throughout Manassch, Asher, Zebulun, and Naphtali. When
x embraced with the spirit of God, he summons thirty-two thousand soldiers to face the

Midianites, establishing himself as a hero willing to work to accomplish his goals.

Gideon’s skill as a strategist is the characteristic that helps him with such

N IV e

accomplishments. The two major examples of Gideon’s tactical prowess are the battle

scene (Judg 7:15-25), and the confrontation with the Ephramites (Judg 8:1-3).

: 57 The significance of this phrase will be discussed in chapter four.

; %% It would be interesting to know the number Gideon summoned with the blast from his
horn when inspired by God’s power. Three hundred would be a likely guess, which is the
amount God wanted Gideon to send against his enemies, but the text does not give a
number here.
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The battle scene stands out as one of the climactic portions of the Gideon
narrative. In this scene, he devises a clever plan for his three hundred men to defeat the
Midianites. He has his men surround the camp, smash fire-filled jars and scream to
deceive the Midianites into believing they are surrounded (Judg 7:16-20). When Gideon
and his men carry out his plan, the narrator points out: “Adonai turned every man’s sword
against his neighbor” (Judg 7:22), indicating that God defeats the Midianites regardless
of Gideon’s skill as a strategist. Gideon’s facility with military maneuvers comes into
play at the end of the battle scene, when the Midianites disperse and he has the Israelites
cut off their water supply as they give chase to Oreb and Zeeb (Judg 7:24-25).

The next episode begins with another example of Gideon’s skill as a strategist.
When confronted by the men of Ephraim who ask why they were not invited to the battle
against the Midianites, Gideon instantly soothes them with well-crafted words. He asks:
“Now, what have I done like you? Aren’t Ephraim's gleanings better than Abiezer's
vintage! In your hand God has placed the Midianite generals Oreb and Zeeb, and what
was | able to do like you?” (Judg 8:2-3). With his words he makes the Ephramites feel
like their glory is greater than his own, proving that his ability to strategize applies to his
cunning linguistics in addition to his battlefield abilities. Perhaps Gideon also realizes
the validity of his statement, as his character goes through a significant change at this
point. He ceases to be a passive participant in the events of the story, and he joins his
men in their pursuit of Zebah and Zalmuna, as the text explains he goes with the three
hundred men across the Jordan to pursue the Midianite kings (Judg 8:4). Crossing the

Jordan also indicates that a transformation is taking place, as crossing a body of water is
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an indicator of significant change in ancient narratives.”® The rest of the Gideon narrative
demonstrates a transformation of character within Gideon.

The very wording of this section points to the dynamic nature of Gideon’s
character, marking him as going through a personal transformation. After the Ephramites
rebuke Gideon, the text adds the phrase: imt na™=m npma, “they contended with him
strongly” (Judg 8:1). That the Bible describes again what has just happened makes the
reader acutely aware of the seemingly superfluous phrase. The contending they do, using
the word o™ plays on Gideon’s second name Jerubaal. This is the first time the root 2
is used since Gideon receives the alias Jerubaal and the last time it appears in the Gideon
narrative. This well-placed pun helps to foreshadow Gideon’s alteration. From this point
on, Gideon is the main agent for the action of the text.

Another indication of Gideon’s transformation can be seen in the contrast
between his statement to the angel in Judges 6:13 and to the Israelites in Judges 8:23,
When the angel tells him God is with him, Gideon responds almost sarcastically, though
politely. By saying: “Adonai is with us?” (Judg 6:13), he ignores the angel’s greeting in
the second person singular and responds in first person plural. The use of plural seems to
indicate his desire to be immersed in the community. At this point, he considers himself
a part of the whole. Later, Gideon responds to the Israelites’ request to lead them,
saying: “I will not rule over you. Neither I nor my son will rule over you, Adonai will
rule over you” (Judg 8:23). The use of the words “over you” in his declaration shows a

change in his opinion of his role in the community at the beginning of his story. In this

* For biblical examples, see Gen 32:23-31, Exod 14:21-31, Josh 3:14-17, 2 King 2:8-14,
and others. In other literature, see Joseph Conrad, The Heart of Darkness; Homer, The
llliad, Book XXII; and William Shakespeare, The Tempest.
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later passage saying “over you,” indicates that he now considers himself above or
separate from the community.

Gideon’s disposition has changed considerably by the time he confronts Zebah
and Zalmuna, and his new opinion of his rank will be his undoing. Gideon’s downfall
begins when he believes too strongly in his power as a heroic warrior. After his refusal to
lead Israel as king, he builds an ephod out of the gold he takes from his men’s booty
(Judg 8:24-27). As Gideon’s story comes to a close, he constructs what becomes an idol
to the Israelites, so he embodies that which he was fighting against. Thus, idols flank the
Gideon story: one that he destroys at his father’s house and one that he builds when he
has a household of his own.

Though his transformation causes his downfall, the reactions of several characters
at the end of the narrative reveal another important trait: leadership. In Judges 8:23
Gideon speaks gallantly and does not accept full responsibility for the victory over the
Midianites or Israel’s rule after it. However, that the Israelite warriors would willingly
give him part of their spoils shows that they do see him as a leader. Though he has gone
through a considerable change in personality, his leadership is constant.

The kings of Midian, Zebah and Zalmuna, further reveal Gideon’s leadership.
When Gideon asks them what the men they killed at Tabor look like,%® they tell him,
“Like you is like them as one, in the form of sons of a king,” (Judg 8:18). This statement
falls relatively low on Alter’s scale of reliability, but if they looked like kings’ sons, then

so did Gideon. Amit points out that “their behavior is opposite that of Succoth and

% The events at Tabor are not mentioned in the Bible.
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Penuel,”61

who do not treat Gideon with respect due to a leader. This distinguishes
Zebah and Zalmuna’s answer as highlighting Gideon’s leadership ability, which is also a
change from his character at the beginning of his tale. Boling suggests that at this point

Gideon has “usurped Yahweh’s executive prerogative,”®

elevating himself above the
level of the earthly kings of Midian, and the King of Kings, even though he refuses to
officially rule over Israel after Zebah and Zalmuna are dead (Judg 8:22).

After this, Gideon names his son Abimelech, which means “My father is king,”
(Judg 8:31). This hardly seems like an appropriate name for the son of a man who would
rather have God rule over the Israelites than a king of flesh and blood. Abimelech is
mentioned because of his role as a minor chieftain in Judges 9. According to Boling:
“The name occurs thirty-one times in [Judges 9,] strongly implying the narrator’s
contempt for its bearer.”* The narrator’s disdain for the character and Abimelech’s own
violent behavior reflect poorly on Gideon’s reputation.

Though Gideon may have sired a disreputable son, he dies with little commotion.
The phrase that describes his death: “Gideon son of Joash died at a good old age, and was
buried in the tomb of Joash his father at Ophrah of the Abiezrites” (Judg 8:32), indicates
that his death was peaceful, and that he was honored at the time of his death as a leader.%

As a dynamic character Gideon at first exhibits fear, then he transforms into a

man of action, strategy and leadership. In the beginning Gideon fears both God and his

6l . Amit, 528n.

Bohng, Judges, 157.

Bolmg, The Harper Collins Study Bible, (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1997), 384n.

% K. Koch, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2003), vol. 12, s.v. “geber.” See also Elizabeth Bloch-Smith,
The Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992), vol. 1, s.v. “Burial”; and
Kent Harold Richards, The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 2, s.v. “Death.”
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own abilities. Later, as a man of action, he spends much of his time doing that which he

could have others do for him, and his military and political strategic ability allows God to
use him to lead Israel to victory over Midian.
C. Samson®

Samson is associated with uncontrollable rage, great strength, and an equally
great weakness for women. His mental prowess is usually not noted, though his
propensity for riddles, competition, and creativity prevails throughout much of the text.
God uses him as a tool against the Philistines, which serves as the backing for all of his
actions in his violent and often bawdy story.

Samson is the last of the chieftains whose stories occur in the book of Judges, and
he portrays the demise of the chieftain system. His story diverges from those of other
leaders in that he acts alone as opposed to working as a commander of troops.%® The
Samson narrative follows Samson as he battles a lion, bees, and many men with both his
muscles and his mind. Along the way, he has affairs with three women. He marries one
in Timnah, and the wedding companions given to him upset him enough to start the
vengeance that prevails throughout the account. Each time Samson does something to
the Philistines, they try to exact revenge on him; each time it backfires until they finally

capture him. His tale, according to K. Lawson Younger, presents “a cycle of revenge

% Research used to inform this section includes Brettler, 40-60; James L. Crenshaw,
Samson: A Secret Betrayed, a Vow Ignored (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1978); Klein,
109-139; Dennis T. Olson, 843-862; Schneider, 193-227; and Yair Zakovich, Life of
Samson (Judges 13-16): A Critical-Literary Analysis (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1982).
% Amit, 539n.
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with escalating violence between Samson and the Philistines.””’ Samson’s death ends
this cycle, creating a tidal wave of destruction that leaves many Philistines dead in its
wake (Judg 14-16).

Samson’s major characteristic is his strength. Again and again, throughout the
story the narrator describes him doing amazing feats of strength. In Judges 14, he makes
three trips to see the Philistine woman he marries and he performs three feats of strength,
though only the last harms the Philistines. First, he kills a lion with his bare hands (Judg
14:6). Next, he takes honey from a swarm of bees, with no concern for the bees’ ability

to harm him (Judg 14:8-9). After this, he kills thirty men with his bare hands to take their

clothing (Judg 14:19). Samson later kills one thousand Philistines using only the
jawbone of an ass as a weapon after breaking through ropes with which he is bound (Judg
15:14-15). He also rips the gate to Gaza off of its hinges and carries it up a mountain
(Judg 16:3). Finally, he repeatedly frees himself from being bound by Delilah while she
tries to determine his weakness (Judg 16:9, 12, 14).

His greatest feat of strength also indicates his last, when he tears down the

Temple to Dagon:

Samson grasped the two central pillars that the house rested on, and leaned on
them, one on his right and one on his left. Samson said, "Let my soul die with the
Philistines!" and he stretched out with power, and the house fell on the lords and i
on all the people in it (Judg 16:29-30a). :

Samson’s entire life exhibits great strength, but his strength does not derive from his own

power. Samson’s strength comes directly from God. Samson’s displays of power against

the lion, the thirty men of Ashkelon, and the thousand men at Lehi are preceded by the

87 Younger, The New Oxford Annotated Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, i
2001), 379n.
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phrase: “the spirit of Adonai possessed him” (Judg 14:6, 19; 15:14). This phrase, or one
like it, occurs in the stories of many biblical heroes, including Joseph (Gen 41:38),
Balaam (Num 24:2), Gideon (Judg 6:34), Jephthah (Judg 11:29), and David (1 Sam
16:13, 10:6; 2 Sam 23:2).% Samson’s feats of strength happen most often when God’s
spirit comes upon him (Judg 14:6, 19; 15:14). The frequency of God’s spirit possessing

Samson shows that Samson operates under the divine will, reminding the reader that

b
j

Samson serves as a tool used by God.®

In addition to God’s spirit, another source of Samson’s strength comes from his
hair. Samson’s unshorn hair gives him his might (Judg 16:17), and he does not cut his
hair because he is a Nazirite (Judg 13:5). Though it is not the hair itself that endows
Samson with strength, his long hair is a sign that he is a holy man, dedicated to God and
therefore able to receive God’s spirit. In Judges 13, his parents Manoah and his wife
(who remains unnamed), are met by an angel. The chapter goes to great lengths to
remind the reader that he is a Nazirite, dedicated to God from birth.”” Three times the

angel mentions that Samson must avoid grape products, intoxicants, and anything

unclean, and that his mother must even avoid these things during pregnancy. Also, the

68 See chapter four for a more in-depth look at “spirit of God.” §
% Amit, 541n. See also Judg 14:4 and Boling, 394n.
7 Laws regarding Nazirites can be found in Numbers 6:1-21. The Nazirite may neither :
drink wine nor wine product, and he may not eat grapes or grape product (vv. 3-4). He 4
may neither shave nor trim his hair (v. 5), and he may not go near a dead body, even a {

family member (vv. 6-7). The difference between Samson and the Numbers Nazirites is

that in Numbers the Nazirite is consecrated to God for a limited amount of time. Though
the exact time of service is unspecified in Numbers, there is a ritual described for the end ‘
of a person’s term as a Nazirite. In contrast, Samson’s service to God lasts from birth to
death (Jdg 13:7) and therefore he is never to cut his hair nor partake in intoxicants, any :

grape products, or anything impure.
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angel tells her once that a razor may never touch his head, because of his role as a
Nazirite to God (Judg 13:5).

Though Samson never touches anything intoxicating, he does have a vice that
becomes his demise, and his tale begins with this weakness. Samson first takes center
stage when a Philistine woman catches his eye (Judg 14:1). She, like his mother, is never

named by the narrator.”' His interest in women receives primacy in his story, and it will

|

eventually bring him to ruin. Samson’s weakness leads to instances of great anger in him
and great suffering for the Philistines, but as the narrator explains: “it was from Adonai,
because it was an opportunity He was seeking against the Philistines” (Judg 14:4).

When the Philistines cannot solve Samson’s riddle, they send his new wife to
wrest the answer from him, but she does not simply ask him to tell her the answer. She
tells him: “You just hate me, you don't love me. You propounded a riddle to my
countrymen, and you did not conspire with me,” (Judg 14:16). Just as she does not ask
him flatly for the answer, he does not flatly tell her “no.” He tells her: “Behold, I did not

tell my father and mother, and you I will tell?” (Judg 14:17). Eventually, he does tell her,

and she betrays him by telling his wedding companions. This scene foreshadows his

escapades with Delilah, as the reader knows at this point that a woman can bring him
down, no matter how crafty he is being with his words.

The next woman in the Samson narrative is a whore in Gaza (Judg 16:1). Though
it might seem shocking to a modern reader to have the hero of a story sleeping with a

prostitute with no repercussions, Amit explains that the Bible “does not flinch from the

7! Of course, this is typical for women in the Bible. Normally pointing this out would ;
demonstrate a modern thinking imposed on a biblical character, but for Samson it shows 1
something a little different. Of the four women in his story, including his mother, only
Delilah receives a name. See also below.
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human aspect and has no difficulty describing Samson...visiting a whore.”” This brief
scene is the only time a woman does not cause Samson to be defeated, though the
Philistines seem to believe he is at a weak point, since they set an ambush for him.
Though the ambush fails, it illustrates that the Philistines are aware of Samson’s Achilles'
heel, which they use against him successfully with the help of Delilah.

Delilah is the third woman in the Samson narrative, but she is different than the
other two, not in her behavior or loyalties—in these aspects she is the same as his wife—
but in the way Samson feels about her. The narrator states that “he loved a woman in the
Wadi Sorek, named Delilah” (Judg 16:4). Stating Delilah’s name signals that something
will be different about her regarding how she affects Samson. Once Samson’s feelings
are known to the reader, the Philistines immediately ask Delilah to trick Samson, using
the verb 'ms, “persuade,” which is the same verb used when Samson’s wedding
companions demand that his wife find the answer to the riddle from him (Judg 16:5;
14:15). Since a woman’s persuasion has worked on him in the past, Delilah’s potential to
have power over him does not come as a surprise. Use of the same word for persuasion
from an early episode strengthens such a foreshadowing. That Delilah would so quickly
agree to betray Samson indicates that she may not be trusted. Her words to Samson will
be manipulative throughout her action in the story, and his love for this woman will bring
him to ruin.”

Delilah’s success does not come easily. She must press Samson until he finally

gives in. The word used to describe her pestering, np'gn, is the same word used to

describe the nagging done by his wife in Timnah (Judg 16:16; 14:17). Again, the

2 Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives, 7.
3 Amit, Jewish Study Bible, 544; see also Boling, 396-397.
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parallels between Delilah and the Timnite woman are striking. Blinded by his love for

Delilah, Samson tells her everything. Samson discloses the truth so thoroughly, the text
says three times that Samson “told her all his heart,” twice in the narrator’s words and
once in Delilah’s (Judg 16:17-18). Delilah breaks down his defenses in a way only she
could have done. She knew she had his heart because he loved her, so he opened his
heart to her, only to be betrayed for eleven hundred pieces of silver. Symbolic of his
blindness to her, Samson’s eyes are gouged out by the Philistines when they discover his
weakness and capture him (Judg 16:21). The great irony of this situation is that while
Samson’s weakness for women destroys him, many Philistines will perish because of his
destruction (Judg 16:30).

Even though he can be defeated, Samson’s character is full of strength of body
and spirit. He is equally fierce in his playfulness and his rage, and until he asks God
directly for strength (Judg 16:28), his power comes to him when God chooses. Samson
uses his strength for a variety of things, most of which are to cause death and destruction
to the Philistines. He also uses his wit to taunt them, usually with terse and clever poetry
(Judg 14:14, 19; 15:16), and then he uses his physical strength to destroy them (Judg
16:30). All of this destruction is in God’s design, as the text explains from the start that
Samson, the hero and judge of Israel for twenty years (Judg 15:20; 16:31), is no more
than a tool to do God’s will against the Philistines (Judg 14:4).

Marked with combinations of poetry and prose, the Samson narrative crafis a tale
about a strong yet sensitive hero. The statement at the end of Judges 15 and 16 that “He
judged Israel {in the days of the Philistines] for twenty years” (Judg 15:20; 16:31), seems

surprising because of the solo nature of his adventures. However, the repetition makes it
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clear that Samson was more than a strong arm to the Israelites. He was a gift from God,
there to save the people from the tyranny of the Philistines, and to lead them for twenty
years during difficult times. That the statement occurs twice also serves as a frame for
the last chapter of the Samson narrative, calling special attention to the Gazite whore, to
Delilah’s betrayal, and to his self-sacrifice in the Philistine temple. It is also fitting that a
Nazirite, one dedicated to service to God, would die destroying a temple to a false god.
This fits the theological message of the book of Judges as a whole, illustrating the need to
‘wipe out the false gods and return the Israelites to Temple worship. Both the false god
and the last chieftain are devastated simultaneously, showing that neither false gods nor

any rulers besides the monarchs would be acceptable in Israel.

D. An Introduction to the Books of Kings

The stories involving Elijah and Elisha overlap and are contained in the books of
Kings. The two books contain a modified history of the period spanning the time of King
Solomon to the time of the Babylonian exile, roughly the tenth to sixth centuries BCE.”
Ziony Zevit divides the two books into three sections: 1) the story of Solomon, 2) the
account of nearly two centuries of divided monarchy until the Assyrian destruction of the
Northern Kingdom, and 3) the defeat of the Southern Kingdom, ending with the
destruction of the Temple in 586 BCE. The plot develops synchronically as the stories of
both kingdoms evolve in tandem, referring to the other as a guide and linguistic marker

whenever a new king takes the crown.”” As the books of Kings progress, the prophets

™ Walter Dietrich, “1 and 2 Kings,” The Oxford Bible Commentary, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 232.
75 Zevit, 668.
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become the protagonists and the kings become the antagonists, as is evident in how Elijah
and Elisha narratives deal with royalty, especially Ahab and Jezebel.

Though written as a history and using historical data to give life to the text, the
books of Kings are ideological in nature, presenting the opinion that the Temple houses
the only valid place for Israel to worship, and that Yahwistic worship exemplifies the
only acceptable form of reverence. The books impart the authors’ views on politics and
religion and the interweaving of the two, as is the case for the book of Judges, as stated
above. Kings is a Deuteronomistic text, meaning it adheres to the views stated in the
book of Deuteronomy, and so the reader should expect that those characters who follow
the Deuteronomistic tradition will be lauded while those who do not will be punished.”®

The Elisha and Elijah narratives occur during the stories of the reigns of Ahab,
Ahaziah, Jehoram, and Joash of Israel, and Asa, Jehoshaphat, Joram, and Jehu of Judah.
As the narratives of the kings intermingle with the narratives of the prophets, the text
becomes a sort of didactic historiography, switching between the deeds of the prophets
and the villainy of the kings. Though the prophets do not have direct contact with all of
the kings who reign while their stories transpire, the narrator maintains an awareness of

the kings of Israel as his heroes’ episodes take place.

E. Elijah”’

7 Dietrich, 232-234. See also Martin A. Cohen, “In All Fairness to Ahab,” Eretz Yisrael,
vol. 12,

77 Research used to inform this section includes Mordechai Cogan, I Kings (New York:
Doubleday, 2001), 424-458, 475-486; Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmore, 2 Kings,
(New York: Doubleday, 1988); Volkmar Fritz, Anselm Hagedom, translator, / & 2
Kings: A Continental Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 181-201, 228-
240; Gwilym H. Jones, The New Century Bible Commentary: 1 and 2 Kings, Volume Il

36




Elijah’s story takes place within the text from 1 Kings 17:1 to 2 Kings 2:11. His
adventures are episodic, presented in bits and pieces, highlighting miracles he performs
and confrontations he has with Ahab and Jezebel and her god. Elijah typifies the
righteous prophet, wandering from place to place as he uses his miraculous powers and
creatively works miracles for those in need. He leads other prophets, and all that he
prophesies comes true. He personifies the struggle between God and Baal, establishing
himself as the one true prophet, and Adonai as the one true God.

The Elijah story begins with him delivering a prophecy to Ahab, instead of with a
call narrative or introduction typical of the literary prophets. There is no mention of his
genealogy and not a word by the narrator affirming him as a prophet of Israel. He is
introduced as “Elijah the Tishbite, from the sojourners of Gilead” (1 Kgs 17:1). This
introduction presents a play on words between his stated place of origin, “3gnn, and the
word *urw, used for “sojourner””® of Gilead. The double use of the word for both a
specific place from which Elijah came and to describe the type of person from whom he
came speaks volumes to the type of character Elijah portrays in his story. He will never
live permanently in any place, but he will only dwell there temporarily, scon to move on
to where God tells him to go or where he is needed next. The twofold word use alerts the

reader to the wandering nature of the Elijah texts that follow. Elijah moves from place to

(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publ. Co, 1984), 301-336, 375-450; Choon-Leong
Show, The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1998), vol. II1, 125-145, 157-160, 171-177; and Jerome T. Walsh, Berit
Olam: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry: 1 Kings (Collegeville: The Liturgical
g’ness, 2000), 225-289, 328-341, 368-375.

¥ Often translated as “resident alien” when combined with =3, as in Gen 23:4; Lev 25:35;
and Num 35:15. See 1 Chr 29:15 for an example of one who is from another land but
resides with God. BDB describes this kind of sojourner as “of a more temporary and
dependent kind than the =3 (with which it is often joined)” (444).
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place, working miracles, helping Israelites in need, and prophesying against Ahab,
Jezebel, and the Baalists, the enemies of Israel.

Though Elijah’s origins are mysterious, other characters heed his prophesy, and
his validity as a prophet is proven throughout his wanderings via the way others treat
him. The narrator shows Elijah’s validity as a prophet when God appears before him
immediately after his first prophesy. Elijah appears as a man in partnership with God,
both in his words of declaration that God is “the God of Israel before whom I stand™ (1
Kgs 17:1), and in God’s speech to him, in which God tells Elijah to go and be sustained
by ravens. The need for miraculous sustenance implies that the drought will surely
happen, and God will supply Elijah with food and water. The text further elucidates
Elijah’s reputation as a man of God several times throughout his story.

The first happens after performing miracles for the widow of Zarephath, she says
to him: “Now this I know: that you are a man of God and that the word of Adonai in your
mouth is truth” (1 Kgs 17:24). When Elijah meets King Ahab’s steward, he immediately
recognizes and reveres Elijah. Obadiah calls him “my lord,” and makes a verbose
complaint about what the king may do to him should Elijah disappear (1 Kgs 18:7-15).
Both of these instances serves as examples of the fourth most reliable means on Alter’s
scale, but other examples that support this strengthen the case for Elijah’s status. Lower
on the scale of means, the many words Obadiah uses show Obadiah in a panic around
such a venerated figure, especially the repeated phrase “he will kill me” (1 Kgs 18:12,
14). Another assumption marking Elijah’s leadership comes when Ahab calls him “my
enemy” (1 Kgs 21:20). Ahab serves as the text’s antagonist, and much of Elijah’s

struggle comes from exchanges with this idolatrous king. The ideology of the text
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presents Ahab as the negative example, therefore when he calls Elijah “my enemy,” the
text implies a rising in stature of Elijah. Though such an assertion qualifies as the least
reliable on Alter’s scale, this treatment paints Elijah with almost royal colors, as a servant
of the king of kings more powerful than a king of Israel. A more reliable statement
comes from his servant Elisha, who calls out “My father, my father,” when he is taken
away (2 Kgs 2:12). This does not mean that Elisha literally considers Elijah as his
surrogate parent, but it is a statement of esteem. Such a statement from someone who
works closely with Elijah bolsters his reputation as a respected man of God.”

Whether or not his abilities are reputed, Elijah is a powerful prophet, with the
capability to make miracles, as granted by God. He can make flour and oil not run out (1
Kgs 17:14-16), bring the dead back to life (1 Kgs 17:20-23), run faster than a chariot (1
Kgs 18:46), call fire down from heaven (1 Kgs 18:38; 2 Kgs 1:10, 12), split the Jordan
river (2 Kgs 2:8), and what he prophesies always comes true (1 Kgs 20:21-24; 2 King
1:16-17; et al). Each time he works a miracle, God lets him know that he will be
successful (1 Kgs 17:9), he specifically asks God to help him (1 Kgs 17:20; 18:36-37), or
God’s hand grants him power (1 Kgs 18:46). His abilities serve as the vehicle that drives
much of the plot of the Elijah narrative, and they characterize him as a miracle worker.

Elijah’s most impressive miracle occurs on Mt. Carmel. His defeat of the
worshippers of Baal parallels the theological message of the text that Adonai surpasses
any other gods, (which are in fact false gods.) He demonstrates the power of Adonai by
stacking the contest against himself. He gives the Baalists more time to offer their

sacrifice, he lets them choose their bull, and he douses his own sacrifice with water (1

" Paul J. Kissling, Reliable Characters in the Primary History: Profiles of Moses,
Joshua, Elijah, and Elisha (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), 159.
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Kgs 18:25-35). When his offering brings down fire from heaven, he proves God’s power
over Baal to all the Israelites who “saw and fell on their faces and said, ‘Adonai is God,
Adonai is God!"” (1 Kgs 18:39).

Parallels to the Moses narrative further demonstrate Elijah’s reputation as a
leader. Elijah’s journey to Mt. Horeb takes forty days and nights, during which time
Elijah does not eat, as does Moses’ journey up Mt. Sinai (1 Kgs 19:8).*° Another, more
subtle parallel between Elijah and Moses is the appointing of a mg, an “attendant,” to
serve and eventually replace the prophet (1 Kgs 19:21).3! This type of attendant does not
just wait on the master; he serves a higher purpose, like angels ministering to God or a
chief attendant to a king. Francis Brown gives “Joshua as chief assistant to Moses, Elisha
to Elijah” as examples of rmu, showing that the two relationships are parallel in
characterization.”? Paralleling Moses shows that Elijah serves as a major hero of the
biblical text and leader of the Israelites. Moses’ reputation as a great prophet extends to
the Taimud, which in Pirkei Avot 1:1 asserts: “Moses received the tradition from God on
Mt. Sinai.” The passing of tradition in this tractate serves to justify the Rabbis’ authority
regarding the interpretation of Torah.® By using Moses to validate themselves, they
show that Moses is regarded as a central prophet. Similarly, citing the parallels to Moses,
though low on Alter’s scale, shows his importance to the text.

While Elijah parallels Moses, he stands out against the idolatrous Jezebel,

specifically regarding the end of his time on earth. It is difficult to call this scene

% See also Exod 34:28, Deut 9:9, and others.
81 ., See also Exod 24:13, Num 11:28, and others.
82 Francis Brown, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Peabody:
Hendnc]son Publishers, Inc, 1996), 1058.
% Leonard Kravitz and Kerry M. Olitzky, Pirkei Avot: A Modern Commentary on Jewish
Ethics (New York: UAHC Press, 1993), 1.
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“Elijah’s death” because the Bible never says he dies, it never says he was buried with his
fathers, nor does it use any other common biblical euphemism for one’s life force leaving

the body. When he is summoned to Heaven, God sends horses and a chariot of fire to

collect Elijah. An important note about his death is that there is no burial, because his

body goes up to Heaven, and cannot be found by the servants who go and look for it (2

R G S AR T L

Kgs 2:11, 16-18). This is a colossal contrast between Elijah and Jezebel. Jezebel is
cursed by Elijah, saying: “The dogs will devour Jezebel in the portion of Jezreel, there

will be no burial,” (1 Kgs 21:23). According to Boling: “The loss of a body before burial

S T Tt Rk e b, w1

was a calamity viewed with horror in the ancient world.”® Deuteronomy 28:26 and

Jeremiah 34:20 also make a highlight the importance of not having a burial, threatening

that disobedience of God will cause one’s body to be eaten by wild animals. Yet Elijah

transcends both the biblical stigma of having no burial and the curse he puts on Jezebel. 3
Her worst punishment is his greatest accolade, deepening the evil of Jezebel and
intensifying the good of Elijah. In addition to the Jezebel contrast, this is the third time in v

the Elijah parrative that fire comes down from Heaven, after the challenge of the priests
of Baal and the punishment of the captains of fifty and their men (1 Kgs 18:38; 2 King
1:9-12). This testifies again to Elijah’s abilities, and to God’s limitless power. The very
tools God uses for damnation can be used for salvation as well, according to God’s will
and the worthiness of the people receiving the blessings or curses. Just as Jezebel, the

Baalist priests, and the first two captains of fifty with their men deserved punishment for

their sins, Elijah deserved reward of equal strength for his continued reverence of God,

his honor, and his renown.

* Boling, 295.
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By making miracles and establishing himself as a revered character, Elijah
demonstrates his power and leadership. His greatness as a powerful prophet survives
even today, as Elijah is the symbol of hope and redemption for modern Jews,** which is a
non-textual testament to Elijah’s import, though the text informs tradition. When he
leaves this world, he bequeaths his power and his legacy to his servant Elisha. Elisha
becomes the new prophet on whom rests the spirit of God, and he continues Elijah’s work

in the world.

F. Elisha®

Elisha, like his master, is endowed with the ability to do God’s wonders. He
works hard, loyally serving his master, until he becomes the master and leads other
Israelite prophets. His story parallels Elijah’s in many ways. They perform similar
miracles, they expect honor and loyalty to God, and they perform a variety of miracles
and prophesies. Their prophesies come true with equal validity, and Elisha even

continues some of Elijah’s unfinished business. Elisha’s one significant difference from

8 Elijah appears at Passover Seders, baby namings, and Havdalah services, all of which
are ceremonies infused with hope of salvation. Joseph Telushkin, Jewish Literacy: The
Most Important Things to Know About the Jewish Religion, Its People, and Its History
gNew York: William Morrow and Company, 1991), 86-88. See also Malachi 3:23-24.

8 Research used to inform this section includes Mordechai Cogan, 449-458; Robert L.
Cohn, Berit Olam: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry: 2 Kings (Collegeville: The
Liturgical Press, 2000), 1-61, 87-95; Cogan and Tadmore; Fritz, 247-275, 312-313;
Gwilym H. Jones, The New Century Bible Commentary: 1 and 2 Kings, Volume Il (Grand
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publ. Co, 1984), 501-505; Choon-Leong Show, The New
Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1998), vol. 1L, 171-177, 177-179, 183-212, 215-217, 237-239; and Jerome T. Walsh,
Berit Olam: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry: 1 Kings (Collegeville: The
Liturgical Press, 2000), 328-341, 368-375.
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Elijah is his personal transformation, as he develops into a confident miracle worker
throughout the narrative, instead of appearing as an established prophet.

Elisha should be understood as a parallel to Elijah, and yet a distinctly separate
character with a different personality. His story begins as Elijah’s servant, and Elisha’s
qualities of hard work, righteousness, and loyalty are immediately spelled out. When he
appears in the Elijah narrative, plowing with twelve oxen, he presents himself as a strong,
able-bodied man, willing to work alongside the animals (1 Kgs 19:19). Elisha also
exudes respect, as when Elijah puts his mantle over Elisha’s shoulders yet says nothing,
Elisha immediately asks if he can say goodbye to his parents, highlighting not only his
loyalty to his family, but to the prospect of serving Elijah (1 Kgs 19:19-20). He never
questions the choice or his worthiness, only if he can take the time to show respect to his
past before he completely severs ties. So strong is his loyaity to Elijah that he destroys
the oxen and their yoke, putting them to good use by feeding the people. His action
illustrates both his loyalty to Elijah and the people, as well as righteousness and using his
action for the greater good. He does not simply destroy the things he no longer needs, he
uses them for the betterment of others (I Kgs 19:21). Introducing Elisha with such
righteous attributes so tersely yet powerfully represented allows the reader to keep that
image of Elisha in mind as they read the remainder of the Elijah narrative, even though
Elisha stays relatively silent until Elijah’s ascent. He remains a faithful, loyal servant for
the rest of Elijah’s life.

The beginning of Elisha’s reign as sole prophet of Israel occurs simultaneously
with the end of Elijah’s. Since the abilities of the two prophets are nearly ide:ntical and

Elisha takes over Elijah’s role as the prophet of Israel, this makes perfect sense for the
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structure of the Bible at this point. The strong loyalty of Elisha is emphasized by the
repeated phrase: “By the life of Adonai and by the life of your soul 1 will not leave you!”
(2 Kgs 2:2, 4, 6). His refusal to leave his master alone as he dies comes to a head when
Elijah goes up and Elisha calls out, “My father, my father! Israel's chariots and
horsemen!” as Elijah drops his mantle for him (2 Kgs 2:12). This declaration shows his
allegiance to Elijah, giving him a paternal name though he left his parents earlier in the
text. The phrase also serves as a statement of honor for Elijah, as mentioned earlier.

Elisha eagerly takes on his new role as Elijah’s successor. After Elijah
disappears, Elisha rips his clothing, takes Elijah’s mantle, and strikes the water with it,
just as Elijah had done to make it part earlier (2 Kgs 2:13). When the water does not part,
he calls out to God, and only then can he strike the water again and have it part for him (2
Kgs 2:14). With the acknowledgement that he is a vessel for God’s power and not acting
on his own accord he can begin to do the wonders Elijah was able to do. Only after
Elisha has acknowledged God’s power can he cross the Jordan. To reaffirm that the
transference of duty is complete, the guild prophets gathered on the opposite side of the
Jordan declare: “The spirit of Elijah rests upon Elisha!” (2 Kgs 2:12-15). When the men
ask to look for the body of Elijah, Elisha begrudgingly allows them, knowing that it will
not be found (2 Kgs 2:16-18). While this honors Elijah as mentioned above, it also seals
Elisha as the only prophet: Elijah’s worthy successor.

In addition to being so closely paralleled to his master, Elisha goes through a
personal transformation throughout the chapters divulging his story. He journeys from
servant to master, from loyal to demanding loyalty, and from verbose to terse. The

narrative portrays Elisha as a unique individual as he traverses Elijah’s final journey
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backwards from the Jordan to Jericho to Bethel. In Jericho, Elisha purifies the town’s
water, a miracle that Elijah never performed (2 Kgs 2:19-22). As soon as he gets to
Bethel, the end of his reverse imitation of his master, his physical difference from Elijah
becomes clear, The children who taunt him in Bethel call him “Baldy,” whereas before
Elijah’s meeting with the three captains of fifty, he is described as a hairy man (2 Kgs
1:8; 2:23). This contrast finalizes Elisha’s succession as the one and only prophet of
Israel.

Though Elisha is a prophet in his own right, he has several episodes with strong
plot similarities to Elijah’s narrative. One such occasion is when Elisha saves a widow
by causing a vessel of oil to be never-ending (2 Kgs 4:1-7). This is a direct parallel to
Elijah causing flour and oil to never run out (1 Kgs 17:14-16), the differences being that
Elisha makes the miracle happen to save children from creditors, while Elijah saves a
woman and her son from famine. The woman in Elijah’s story is equivalent twice,
compared to the occasion when Elisha meets the woman in Shunem. Elisha prophesies
that she will have a son the following year, and she does, but her son becomes sick and
dies. Like Elijah does in 1Kings 17:17-23, Elisha brings the woman’s son back to life (2
Kgs 4:8-37). Two differences in the two stories make Elisha’s miracle seem greater.
First, the boy in the Elisha narrative dies (2 Kgs 4:20), while the boy in the Elijah story
falls sick and “his illness was very strong, until no breath remained in him” (1 Kgs
17:17). Second, Elisha’s servant Gehazi cannot heal the boy, even with the help of
Elisha’s staff (4:31), which contrasts Elisha’s ability to revive him with his body and

words, and thereby attests to Elisha as unique in magnitude of power.®’

¥ Kissling, 193-195.
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Elisha’s ability to revive the dead presents a running theme throughout the Elisha
narrative. Not only literally, as in the case of the Shunnamite woman’s son, but also
figuratively as in the scene when he purifies the poison stew, as the prophets describe it:
“Death is in the pot, man of God!” (2 Kgs 4:40). By making the stew edible to the guild
prophets, Elisha has essentially removed the death from the pot. Elisha’s ability to bring
the dead back to life stays with him even after his death. After Elisha’s dies and he is
buried, a man’s body gets thrown into his grave, making contact with Elisha’s bones.
The body comes back to life, showing that Elisha’s gifts continue to work after his body
has ceased to function (2 Kgs 13:21). Though this is the only miracle in the Bible done
by a dead prophet, it serves as another parallel to Elijah’s character. Just as Elijah’s
legendary status as an eternal wanderer among Israel characterizes him as undying, so too
Elisha gets a taste of eternity when he makes a man come back to life after his death.

The episode in which the king of Aram battles Israel establishes another theme in
the Elisha parrative. Elisha sets a trap for a band of Arameans who would have
ambushed the Israclite army (2 Kgs 6:8-23). Their punishment befits their crime, as they
tried to conceal themselves to attack the Israelites, and instead they are blinded to the
presence of their enemy next to them, leading them into the trap they would have set for
the Israelites. Their treacherous behavior merits their lack of vision, whereas Elisha
permits his servant to see. Elisha performs both the removal and granting of vision with
nearly the same words: “Adonai, [please] open his/their eyes and let him/them see,” (2
Kgs 6:17, 20).3 Throughout this entire section, only Elisha sees all. He is aware of the

Aramean presence for each attempted ambush. He knows God’s army surrounds the

% The only differences between the two verses are the use of the word “please” and the
singular form in verse 17, while verse 20 is in plural form and Jeaves out the plea.
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Arameans, and he knows exactly where the Arameans are being led. Not until the other
characters are granted a modicum of his knowledge do they realize their predicaments, as
Elisha asks God to remove their blindness.

Elisha’s great vision is contrasted by his servant Gehazi. Gehazi does not typify
the same type of servant Elisha was to Elijah. Instead of serving as ame he isa-p. A
md, as described above, denotes a position of honor, not just serving a master but royally
attending to royalty. =, on the other hand, represents a youthful retainer.’® A ap
receives no special honor, and by title alone Gehazi contrasts Elisha, and by action he
emphasizes this disparity. The first time this happens is after the Shunnamite woman
approaches them on Mt. Carmel. Elisha sends Gehazi ahead to try to revive her dying
son, and the woman stays with Elisha. When she declares her intent to stay with him, she
uses the phrase: “By the life of Adonai and by the life of your soul I will not leave you!”
(2 Kgs 4:30), the exact words Elisha uses earlier when he refuses to leave Elijah (2 Kgs
2:2, 4, 6). This wording parallels the woman to Elisha and contrasts her against Gehazi,
who should be the one declaring allegiance by not leaving Elisha’s side. Instead, runs
ahead to the boy but cannot revive him. More to the point, he says: “The boy has not
awakened” (2 Kgs 4:31).”° Saying he has not awakened shows that Gehazi does not think
the boy truly died. His blasé attitude toward the situation not only contrasts the woman’s

refusal to leave Elisha’s side, it also contrasts Elisha’s flurry of action behind the closed

8 BDB, 654. See also Gen 19:4; 21:20; Exod 10:9; Deut 28:50; Josh 6:21; 1 Sam 1:24
et. al. It is possible for both terms to apply to one character, as in Exod 33:11 and 2 Sam
13:7.

% pirkei de Rebbe Eliezer Ch. 33 comments on this episode, saying that Gehazi thought
the idea of putting a staff on the boy’s face to revive him was so laughable that he told
everyone he met this ridiculous task his master has asked him to do. Because of this
mocking Gehazi was declared unworthy of succeeding Elisha.
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door with the boy as he paces the room, lies across the boy, and prays for his revival (2

Kgs 4:32-35). Gehazi lays a staff on the boy’s face, while Elisha actively does
everything within his power to revive the Shunnamite woman’s son.

Gehazi also contrasts Elisha’s strong notions of righteousness and loyalty. When
Elisha cures Naaman of fzora at, he refuses to accept a gift for the miracle, because the
reward of making it known that a true prophet exists in Israel trumps anything Naaman
can give him monetarily (2 Kgs 5:8-19). Gehazi goes against this by seeking out
Naaman, lying to him to receive the reward due Elisha in his mind, and then lying to
Elisha when asked where he was (2 Kgs 5:20-27). Gehazi’s punishment, though curable,
shuns him from being Elisha’s servant as he proves himself no longer worthy to serve
such a righteous person, which shows itself on Gehazi’s skin in the form of tzora'at.
Since Gehazi can no longer serve Elisha and will certainly not succeed him, his main
purpose in the narrative seems to be providing a contrast to his master.

While Gehazi’s actions contrast Elisha’s righteous character, the words of Joash
serve to endorse it. When Elisha dies, Joash says the same thing that Elisha did when

Elijah died: “My father, my father! Israel's chariots and horsemen!” (2 Kgs 13:14). This

line not only acts as a frame for the entire Elisha narrative and a signal that the story is
coming to an end similar to how Elijah’s story ended, it also strengthens Elisha’s status as '
a respected prophet in the eyes of the king and the parallels between the two prophet
characters.’’ Elisha has finished the work of Elijah, in anointing Jehu and Hazael and

being around for the fulfillment of Elijah’s prophecies about Jezebel. The efforts of the

9 Kissling, 179.
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miracle working men of God are done, at least in this world, and he can be buried (2 Kgs
13:20).

These examples show how Elisha’s qualities of righteousness, loyalty, and hard
work exemplify him as a character. Though he can be seen as a parallel to Elijah and a
continuation of the Elijah narrative, his own persona and his character’s transformation

shine through, setting him apart as a unique biblical hero.
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Chapter Three: Character Analyses of Comicbook Characters

A. Introduction

The unique qualities of the biblical heroes provide exciting plots for the reader to
follow. So too the comicbook heroes captivate their fans with stories of their fantastic
adventures. Using the system of analysis mentioned in chapter one, this chapter will
analyze three characters: Captain America, the Incredible Hulk, and Green Lantern. Such
an investigation will attempt to establish parallels between the biblical and comicbook
characters. Since the corpus of comicbook literature is so voluminous, one narrative has
been chosen for each character that typifies his behavior and highlights his personality.
Beginning with plot summaries of the focal storylines, each character will then be

analyzed from a literary perspective.

B. Captain America
1. The Story of Captain America
Debuting in March 1941, Captain America, or “Cap” as fans call him, first
appeared in a post-Depression America on the cover of Captain America #1 punching
Hitler in the jaw. This image remains etched in the minds of his fans, as he symbolizes
the fight against the world’s worst evils. As Tom DeFalco remarks in 4vengers: The
Ultimate Guide:
Marvel's biggest success during The Golden Age, and one of the top-selling super
heroes of all time, Captain America is, first and foremost, a manifestation of
patriotism. His debut preceded his county's entry into World War II, and he rode the
wave of public spirit that followed Pearl Harbor; thus he identified himself forever

with a period that may have been The Golden Age of the United States as much as it
was The Golden Age of comic books. Sentimentally, a certain nostalgia for the period
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Ever since, he has fought alone or with one of several superhero teams against any evils
that challenge the people of America and the rest of the world.

Cap has always been wrapped in the American flag, but the shield he carries
functions as his personal symbol. Creators Joe Simon and Jack Kirby originally designed
his symbol to be triangular, but soon after they made it round instead. As a circle, the
shield represents both defense and a target, and when thrown like a discus, it also
functions as a surprisingly effective weapon. A safeguard that draws fire and then fires
back, the shield provides the ideal emblem for Captain America.

His shield is not Cap’s only weapon. Trained in combat fighting in World War II,
Captain America uses fists and feet with deft agility. His body serves as a fighting
machine, matched only by his keen mental prowess, which allows him to assess a combat
situation in a split second, thereby maximizing his combat skill and minimizing bystander
injury. This combination of mental and physical power gives him the ability to
accurately bounce his shield from foe to foe, disarming them as his trusty shield returns
to his side.

But this has not always been the case. Born Steve Rogers, Cap started life as a

frail young man who wanted nothing more than to serve his country. Unfortunately, he

was dismissed from the draft due to his weak stature. When he pleaded to be allowed the

chance to fight for his country, a scientist answered his request and gave him a dose of an

* Tom DeFalco, Avengers: The Ultimate Guide (New York: DK Publishing, 2003,) 14.
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"% The serum made him so strong,

experimental drug known as “Super Soldier Serum.
agile, and vigorous that the Army not only accepted him, but made him their number one
soldier. This, in part, explains why Captain America is so beloved by the pubic. He was
not blessed with innate gifts; yet because he showed up at the right place and time, and
with the right amount of passion and willpower, he deserved to wear the red, white, and
blue costurne and shield. Another factor worth noting is how he rose to popularity during
the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt, when the young citizens of the United States
were inspired by those whose charisma and mental abilities brought them to great
power.”

After World War II, Captain America vanished from the purview of the American
comicbook reader, as his decline in popularity led to a break in his publications. His
perfect patriotism seemed simplistic, and the readers no longer needed such a hero. He
was revived in the 1960s, both in terms of publication and within his storyline, when the
Sub-Mariner found him frozen in a block of ice in the Pacific. Revitalized in a new time,

he now secks the meaning of freedom in a time when patriotism may not be quite the

same thing as unquestioning loyalty to one’s country and political leaders.*®

% Of course, the scientist was assassinated just after administering the serum, making
Steve Rogers the one and only super soldier.

% DeFalco, 15.

% DeFalco, 24.
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This study will focus on seven issues of Captain America,” which take place after
Cap teams up with the Fantastic Four, Iron Man, and the rest of the Avengers to fight
Onslaught.”® After the battle, Cap and his fellow Avengers find themselves spread out
across the globe after the battle, Captain America ends up in Japan nearly a year later,
with inexplicable gaps in his memory, such as the inability to read Japanese. To add to
the tragedy, nobody believes he is the real Captain America because the day he arrives is
the day the Captain America movie premieres. He finds Japan’s obsession with
Americana distressing, but not as much as the ninjas who attack the American-frenzied
Japanese. When the Japanese try to burn an American flag, Captain America makes his
first entrance, defeating the ninjas and discovering they are led by Lady Deathstrike. He
defeats them by trapping the ninja Akutagawa on a catwalk during the premiere of the
Captain America movie, foiling an attempt by Lady Deathstrike to detonate a nerve gas
bomb in the crowded theater.”

The next episode focuses on the importance of Cap’s shield (see figure 3) and
introduces Hydra. Hydra is the villain group responsible for most of the antagonism of

the series, run by their new leader the Sensational Hydra, who seems almost too

% Ron Gamey and Bob Waicek, Captain America, Vol. 3, #1-7 (New York: Marvel
Comics, Feb-Aug 1998). This series was chosen, with the help of comicbook expert
Michael “Cap” Canaan, because of its depictions of Captain America struggling with his
public image as well as its especially typical storyline. Its position in the third volume of
the Captain America titles makes it fitting for a character analysis, due to the expository
nature of the seven issues, which spend more time than most illustrating some of Cap’s
central attributes.

b Onslaught is an immensely powerful super-villain made of pure energy accidentally
created from the minds of Professor X and Magneto. The inexplicable warp in space and
time turned out to be due to a pocket universe that Franklin Richards created to protect all
the heroes who would otherwise have sacrificed their lives to defeat Onslaught.

“Onslaught,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/onslaught saga: Internet.
% Garney and Waicek, #1.

51

31wl e on oha e by




WHAT DO

YO MEAN,
LiE "rnmen » 00 YO
HMAVE A NAME POIR
MESHT ARMP

Figure 3
ridiculous to be taken seriously. Cap infiltrates a submarine captured by Hydra, deftly
using his shield in tight quarters. With his shield behind him and a hostage in his arms,
he positions himself in the torpedo chute and fires himself out of the sinking sub just
before it crashes into a reef. Unable to withstand the blast, the straps of his shield come
loose and the disc sinks to the bottom of the ocean.'®

The next episode begins with Cap trying to get used to his new shield, constructed
for him by Tony Stark.'”! Hydra provides his first field test with the new shield at the
Smithsonian, where they have demanded he show up alone. Navigating the booby-
trapped museum, Cap saves two young boys hiding in one of the exhibits, but he cannot
maintain control of his new shield, which ends up in the hands of Hydra. He does,
however, manage to take a replica of his original shield from a display of him fighting in

World War II, which aids his troublesome escape. In a bold move outside the museum,

100 Gamey and Waicek, #2.
% Rich playboy to the public eye, but known to the Avengers as the Indestructible Iron
Man.
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he declares war on Hydra, telling them he will no longer be on the defensive against their
attacks, but he will seek them out until they are “wiped off the face of the earth.”?

Next, “Capmania” overtakes the country. Cap

and Hawkeye spend the issue discussing the benefits

and detriments associated with fame. Cap complains

that his actions are useless, as is the glorification of ’

his deeds. Hawkeye contends that the fighting of <

Hydra agents and Batroc that occur in the episode

maintain the public’s faith in Cap, which gives them

hope and inspiration. As a smirk on Cap’s face shows Figure 4
the reader the faintest glimmer that Cap may enjoy the esteem bestowed upon him (figure
4), the revelation comes that the Sensational Hydra, who hired Batroc to attack Cap,
enjoys Cap’s popularity much more than he does.'®

The following sequence begins with Captain America making good on his
declaration of war by infiltrating a Hydra lair with the help of Thor. Taking a break at a
burger joint, they find out that the Sensational Hydra has taken two hostages and is
taunting Captain America to try to free them. When reaches the hostages, he finds that
both the hostages and the Sensational Hydra are actually shape-shifting Skrulls, able to
take shape of any form and the powers of the form they assume. Tricked, Cap is trapped
in “Skrull Handcuffs” as the lead Skrull imitates Captain America, trusting that Cap’s

reputation in light of recent events will make the people do anything he says.'®

122 Garney and Waicek, #3.
19 Garney and Waicek, #4.
1% Garney and Waicek, #5.
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While Cap remains captive, the Skrull convince the public that one out of every
twenty people is a Skrull living among them, breeding mistrust and violence across the
country. By the time Cap breaks out of the Skrull Handcuffs, riots are breaking out
everywhere.'” Helping to calm rioters as Steve Rogers, he devises a plan to stop the
Skrulls. Stark builds a machine that shoots a ray forcing a Skrull to revert to normal
form, which he shoots at the Captain America-disguised Skrull just as he is making a
public address about the president being a Skrull. Cap takes down the Skrull as their true
identities are revealed. With the help of the Avengers and the Thing, the Skrull threat is
nullified and Captain America addresses the people in true form, explaining that he will
never call for violence and destruction again, that he will remain a servant of the people,
not a leader.'®
2. Analysis of the Story of Captain America

Throughout these seven episodes, patriotism remains Captain America’s central
trait. Obvious at a glance from the stars and stripes that adorn his red, white, and blue
costume, his actions further illustrate his patriotic persona. In Japan, Cap first stops a
ninja from burning an American flag, a symbol of rejection of the American values that
stir great emotion in many American readers of his comicbook. As his shield flies at one
of the demonstrators, it knocks a torch out of his hand, which Cap catches in his left hand
just as his shield returns to his right. Cap’s “entrance,” the first panel showing his face,
depicts him posed with the raised torch and shield in a reversed Statue of Liberty pose.

He comes into the scene as the emblem of the American people.'”

195 Garney and Waicek, #6.
1% Garney and Waicek, #7.
197 Garney and Waicek, #1.
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In the expository first issue of volume three, Cap’s patriotism at first seems to
contrast starkly with the anti-American sentiment of Lady Deathstrike’s men. But Lady
Deathstirke’s speech to Akutagawa in which she describes the importance of Japanese
culture and the notion of honor shows her version of nationalism. While she speaks of
her nationalistic pride, the background shows scenes of the Japanese countryside, with
beautiful colors against the black and white word-balloons of her speech. If it were not
for the discussion about the beauty of bushido suicide, it would be a sentimental scene.
Her sense of Japanese pride does not so much contrast Captain America’s patriotism.
The contrast comes in her method of displaying her pride and her twisted sense of honor
in death, while Captain America treasures human life.'"® Nevertheless, the Japanese
nationalism throughout the issue helps to make Cap’s patriotism stand out, even against
the backdrop of westernization of Japan. His American idealism is pure and not
commercialized, whereas Japan is inundated with products that belittle true patriotism in
the name of capitalism. Against both of Lady Deathstrike’s nationalism and Japan’s
westernization Cap stands out as the quintessence of America.

. He also embodies patriotism in the way he deals with peolitics and leadership.
When congressional candidate Andrew Bolt asks for Cap’s endorsement, he refuses the
offer, saying: “I believe in the system. If you’re really the best man for the job, I trust the
American people to vote for you without my say-so!”'® Cap stands for people more than
politics, the preservation of the American dream rather than the political views of any

candidate or party.

198 Canaan, October 12, 2005.
109 Garney and Waicek, #4.
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This preference for protecting the people surfaces at the end of the seventh issue
in this series, when Captain America gives a speech to the people defining his role as a
soldier and servant as opposed to a leader of the people. He says:
Captain America is not here to lead the country. I’'m here to serve it. If 'm a
Captain, I’'m a soldier. Not of any military branch, but of the American people.
Years ago, in a simpler time, this suit and shield were created as a symbol to help
make America the land it’s supposed to be, to help it realize its destiny...I will
continue to defend this nation from any and all threats it may face. But, as of
today...I am a man of the people.'!’
His speech covers four panels on one page. The first shows Cap at a podium from a
bird’s-eye view, surrounded by microphones and reporters, his shadow taking up more of
the frame than his figure. The next frame is closer and more frontal, with his body still
not taking up half of the panel. The third panel presents a waist and up picture of Cap at
the podium, hand on hip and pointing at the reporters. The fourth frame depicts only
Cap’s head, his clear blue eyes at the center of the panel, his strong facial features taking
up nearly the entire picture (figure 5). As Cap speaks of living as an average person
serving the people, the reader perceives a growing image of Cap becoming more
powerful and stronger.!!! As the point of view closes in on Cap’s eye, the scene pans out
again, this time picturing Cap standing on the torch of the Statue of Liberty, overlooking
New York City. The images of Cap and the statue frames the entire story, confirming the

reader’s vision of everything in between these two figures, keeping vigil on the American

people, Captain America and Lady Liberty.!'?

"% Garney and Waicek, #7.
"1 Canaan, October 12, 2005.
"2 Garney and Waicek, #7.




In addition to the quality of patriotism, the Captain America comicbooks highlight

Cap’s intelligence. Cap does not simply display brute force, but he consistently uses

Figure §

strategy in combat. For example, in
the fight against Lady Deathstrike,
he tries to use her deadly
adamantium claws to save the
people trapped in the theater. He
backs up, leading her toward the
chained doors which keep the people
trapped in the theater, ducking just
in time for her to slash the chains
and give them a way out
Unfortunately this plan does not
work, and he is forced to think of
another way to save the trapped
moviegoers while fighting Lady

Deathstrike and her ninjas.'"

Another example of Cap’s strategic mind occurs afier he is kidnapped by the

Skrulls. Cap finds himself bound with what the Skrull leader calls:

Skrull Handcuffs, engineered to adapt instantly to whatever form a shapeshifter
might take. Try to smash them, they’ll turn hard, burn them and they’ll freeze.

And so on and so forth.!'*

13 Garney and Waicek, #1.
" Garney and Waicek, #5.
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He spends nearly an entire issue trying to get out of them, until he finally thinks of a way
to fool the cuffs. Diving down an elevator shaft, Cap grabs the elevator cables until he
bleeds. Thinking he has turned into liquid form, the cuffs change shape into a glass-like
bubble just as Cap hits the ground, smashing the cuffs and allowing him to limp away.'"*

Due to the combative nature of superhero comics, examples of his fighting skill
pervade the issues. One more example of note arises when Cap leaps off a building,
seeming to have no hope of landing safely, in order to catch a nerve gas canister thrown
by a Hydra agent. In mid-dive, an arrow shoots past, and Cap thinks, “Well, finally!” as
he grabs the rope attached to the arrow and slides to safety once it hits its mark. On the
ground the archer, fellow Avenger Hawkeye, awaits.''® As this example demonstrates,
Cap’s capabilities in combat often center on reliance on his teammates. As a master
strategist, Cap utilizes his fellow combatants’ skills to their maximum potential, making
him an even more indomitable force than he his alone. Though he can hold his own in
solo combat, he is often surrounded by teammates, usually as the leader of teams like the
Avengers.

Leadership and trust stand out as key characteristics of Captain America. As
Hawkeye says: “If he told us to jump off a bridge, we’d be wet by now. His whole
career’s built on trust.”'!’ In another example, Cap frees a hostage from a submarine
controlled by Hydra. He sits on his shield in a torpedo tube, asking the hostage to trust

him that they will be all right. Of course, she does, and they surface safely.''® That the

15 Garney and Waicek, #6.
116 Garney and Waicek, #4.
7 Garney and Waicek, #7.
s Garney and Waicek, #2.
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Skrulls are able to exploit this trust only proves that maintaining the trust of the populace
is an essential part of Captain America’s character.

Though this popularity has its adverse side when the Skrull uses it against him,
Cap’s sense of patriotic duty wins in the end. He addresses America, explaining his
desire to be a citizen for the people and with the people, not a public figure leading them
and telling them how to behave. His strong sense of patriotism wins out as his speech
attempts to bring him down to the level of a people’s soldier, but the reader’s viewpoint
of Captain America, as described above, makes it clear that he will never completely
blend in to the crowd because he is America’s ultimate hero.

Patriotism embodies everything Cap does, backed by his combat skill and the
ability to command. Serving the people of his country to the best of his super-powered
abilities, he is portrayed as a patriotic leader whose teammates and fellow citizens trust

him to no apparent end.

C. The Incredible Hulk
1. Background and Plot Overview

The Incredible Hulk first appeared in The Incredible Hulk #1 in May, 1962.
Inspired by Frankenstein and Dr. Jeckyll and Mr. Hyde, Stan Lee and Jack Kirby had
trouble deciding exactly what would cause him to transform from Dr. Banner to the
Incredible Hulk and back again. They drafted many plots for the misunderstood monster
until in 1968, when they finally settled on an uncontrollable rage that would turn Dr.

Banner into the Hulk.'"®

119 Tom DeFalco, Hulk: The Incredible Guide (New York: DK Publishing, 2003) 7-28.

59




The story of the Hulk begins when brilliant nuclear physicist Dr. Bruce Banner
saves Rick Jones from a gamma radiation blast and in turn is infected with gamma
irradiation that causes him to transform into a hideous green monster called the Hulk. At
first, he transforms into the Hulk at sunset and returns to Bruce Banner form at sunrise.
Over the years and with the help of repeated gamma radiation treatments designed by Dr.
Banner, he learns to control the transformations to a certain extent. Now, whenever Dr.
Banner becomes angry, his rage triggers the transformation; he becomes the Hulk until he
calms down and regains control. When in Dr. Banner form, he spends the majority of his
waking hours searching for a way to free himself from the Hulk permanently.

Several manifestations of the Hulk have developed since the Hulk’s first
appearance, the most common of which is the rage-filled, green, seven-foot monster with
little of Banner’s intelligence. The Hulk is strong enough to lift a tank in each hand, and
powerful enough to leap over three miles, but he has almost no control over his rage; as a
result, anything that angers him tends to get destroyed. When engaged in battle, the
longer he fights, the angrier—and therefore stronger—he gets, which makes time his
greatest ally. The Hulk hates that Banner is a part of him, and would like to be rid of
him. However, he lacks the intelligence to adequately express this concern, much less do
anything about it.

Focusing on the current Hulk storyline beautifully illustrates his character.'? The
story begins with Bruce Banner/The Hulk hiding out in Alaska, its vast wilderness

providing cover and nourishment for the fugitive. Assuming the alias “Robert,” Bruce

120 Daniel Way, Keu Cha, and Jason Keith, The Incredible Hulk, vol. 3 #88-91 (New
York: DC Comics, Oct 2005-Jan 2006). Issues #88-91 of The Incredible Hulk were
published during the writing of this paper.
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Banner keeps himself isolated, allowing transformations into the Hulk for the purpose of
fishing. Mark, the man who flies in supplies for “Robert,” invites him into town one
evening to a local pub, reminding him that all his time isolated may make him forget his
humanity. While there, he is angered by two men forcing themselves on a woman. The
Hulk emerges, easily defeating the men and running back to Banner’s cabin.'?!

Mark shows up the next day, with different supplies from his usual stockpile,
including what looks to Banner like a cell phone. When he opens it, a projection of Nick
Fury, agent of SHIELD,'? invites Banner to a tanker in the Bering Straits. Once there,
Fury tells him about an elaborate space station built by Hydra that has been out of control
for decades and cannot usually be found by electronic equipment because of its cloaking
capabilities. The station cannot be attacked by any means at SHIELD’s disposal, because
its defense systems are more advanced than anything they have, and its Al functions
allow it to learn how to target nuclear stations on earth whenever SHEILD tries to attack
it. Their only hope is to launch the Hulk into space, since he is made of organic material
that the space station may not perceive as a threat.'>

Once he is launched into space, the station picks up the Hulk as if he was debris,
and loads him on board. A battle ensues, and as the Hulk starts to tear apart the space
station, two things happen. First, he notices a SHIELD emblem on the side of the station,

revealing Fury’s lie about Hydra’s involvement. This has always been a SHIELD

12! Way, Cha, and Keith, #88.

122 Strategic Hazard Intervention, Espionage and Logistics Directorate: SHIELD is a
government-funded black ops agency trained and equipped to handle super-powered
threats to the safety of the United States. Occasionally they enlist the help of a hero.
When this happens, SHIELD usually withholds information from the hero, supplying
information on a “need-to-know” basis.

123 Way, Cha, and Keith, #38-89.
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experiment gone awry. Next, the space station knocks the Hulk out by piercing his brain
with a metal tentacle. When he awakes, he has transformed back into Banner, and the
space station is glowing green, having absorbed gamma radiation from Banner’s
irradiated cells.'**

Confronted with a cyborg-like creature made out of the collected debris, Banner
tries to ask the station questions, but it instead prepares to attack him. Changing again
into the Hulk, they fight as the station absorbs more of the Hulk’s gamma radiation.
Unable to handle that much power, the station self-destructs, and the Hulk re-boards the
pod SHIELD provided. Surprisingly, the pod takes off away from Earth, as Fury’s voice
comes over the communication system, “Bruce, we’re so sorry, but you’ve left us little
choice.” The Hulk is sent careening into space in his capsule, with seemingly no way
back.'?

2. Analysis of the Story of the Incredible Hulk

The Hulk is the strongest creature to walk the Earth.
His strength is his primary characteristic, and since he gets
stronger as his anger grows, the limits to his strength remain
unknown. In the four issues summarized above, he spends
nearly half of the plot battling a metal monster with the
ability to transform and adapt to his rampaging fighting style.

He also withstands a nearby nuclear blast. But his strength is

not illustrated via plot and action alone. Hulk stands seven

Figure 6
feet tall, and his picture usually fills most of the panel, or spills over to increase his

124 Way, Cha, and Keith, #90.
125 Way, Cha, and Keith, #91.
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menacing presence, as described by Bongco previousl:
Hulk’s body fills most of the page, while the other two ch
the beast.'®

Rage and control are two warring factors that al:
nearly uncontrollable rage is always countered by Banne
produces a struggle every time. When he remains angry,
control, which is why Fury lies to him about Hydra’s part
station. The lie allows Fury to guarantee that
when the Hulk sees the SHIELD logo
emblazoned on the side of the space station, he
will stay infuriated and be able to maintain Hulk &
form until he defeats the station.'?’

But the need to control his rage is why § DY
Banner chooses Alaskan isolation in the ‘;fr |
beginning of the series. He sought solitude and
almost got it, but SHIELD finds him. When
Fury sends him into space after battling the

space station, the writer frames the story. He

seeks loneliness in the beginning, and in the end

Figure 7

he receives the ultimate form of loneliness, in deep space. (

chooses for himself, and the other is imposed upon him b

126 Way, Cha, and Keith, #88.
127 Way, Cha, and Keith, #90.
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figure 6). Notice how the

cters seem miniscule next to

characterize the Hulk. His
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Perhaps SHIELD believes casting the Hulk into space grants Banner the solace he seeks,
but the Hulk does not seem to think so.

Many consider the Hulk a fairly simple character because when he is a big green
monster he appears to do nothing but fight and . .,
destroy things. The Hulk’s ability to enchant
readers for so many years may be due in part to this

appearance of simplicity. However, underneath the

simple monster-smashes-villains plot lays a wealth
of conflict that mostly comes out in the illustrations.

Pictures of Banner’s reactions to situations, close-

ups on the Hulk’s agonized or enraged responses to ‘gme 8
situations, and well-placed landscapes emphasizing
the loneliness of the Hulk harmonize with the
Hulk’s pedantic banter (figure 7). Banner’s
furrowed brow and Hulk’s frustrated scowl have
subtle similarities that keep the reader believing that

the frail Dr. Bruce Banner can turn into the

menacing Incredible Hulk (figures 8 and 9).

'y, TO BE (ONTINUED ...

The similarities in the facial expressions are Figure 9
particularly surprising when reminded of Bruce Banner’s high level of intelligence.
Though Banner’s nuclear physicist mind gets buried in the Hulk’s subconscious, he is
often aware of what is happening to the Hulk. So too, the Hulk gets frustrated at the

revelations from within himself as the trapped Banner’s thoughts bubble to the surface.




Banner is as smart as the Hulk is strong, and his intelligence has also shown no signs of
reaching its limitations any time soon.

The strength of the Hulk and the mental acuity of Banner merge into a beast that
would be the perfect superhero if only his mind and muscle could coexist at the same
time. Unfortunately, the intellect must be buried when in Hulk form, and the strength
¢bbs when Banner is the apparent being. This ultimate balance of power is contrasted by
Nick Fury, who is not as smart as Banner and nowhere near as strong as the Hulk. But it
is Fury who is the real monster in the story, lying to Banner and the Hulk and tricking
both of them into being catapulted into space. Fury’s eye patch intimates piracy, all the
more fitting with his headquarters on a ship in the Bering Straits. But instead of forcing
his way on board a ship like a pirate, he forces Banner/the Hulk to board a ship he built in
space, which he needs to sink. The trick is complete when the pod shoots the Hulk in the
wrong direction, possibly stranding him in space forever. Fury is the Hulk’s nemesis and
polar opposite. Though Fury does not appear only in Hulk comicbooks, it is surely no
accident that he is chosen over other popular SHIELD agents in the Marvel Universe.'?®
The theme of struggling against his own fury manifests as the tangible hostility towards

Nick Fury.

128 Such as Sharon Carter or Agent 13.

65




D. Green Lantern
1. The Story of Green Lantern

Created by Martin Nodell and Bill Finger, the original Green Lantern debuted in
All-American Comics #16.'*° Not so much a specific hero as a title, Green Lantern has
gone through many incarnations over the years, and many alter egos, including Hal
Jordan, Guy Gardener, and Kyle Rayner. The Green Lantern title has been canceled and
revived about once a decade, and each time the series returns with new characters,
powers, and relationships for the readers to discover. Most of the cancellation and
revival has simply been due to popularity of the characters. Decline in circulation means
the comicbook titles do not get printed, since this would not be cost-effective. The most
recent publication, Green Lantern Corps,"*® focuses on the entire Green Lantern Corps,

the group of beings, based on the planet Oa, who have been chosen to protect the

universe.

Green Lanterns are chosen because of their ability to overcome great fear. When
chosen, they receive a power ring that enables them to create any form they can imagine,
from trains to bombard their enemies to ether molecules to knock them unconscious. The
ring can also answer questions, act as a universal translator, protect its wearer from harm,
and record and playback a Lantern’s memories or messages. The inability to affect
anything yellow remains the rings only known weakness, though in recent years Kyle
Rayner discovered that if a Green Lantern has enough confidence, this weakness can be

eliminated. Those who wear the rings are restrained by the Green Lantern code, which

129 Martin Nodell and Bill Finger, 4ll-American Comics #16, (New York: DC Comics,
July 1940).
130 premiere issue by DC Comics, Nov 2005.
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states that they may not use the ring for personal gain, and it must be recharged every 24
hours.

Most Lanterns recite an oath while recharging their ring. Though not necessary
for the process, it aids concentration and takes time while the ring recharges. Oaths are
marks of honor for those who recite them. For example, Hal Jordan’s oath is,

In brightest day, in blackest night,

no evil shall escape my sight,

let those who worship evil's might,

beware my power,

Green Lantern's light!'*!

Hal Jordan serves as the Green lantern of sector 2814, the sector including Earth,
which needs his help more often than other planets in the sector. Jordan was chosen from
between two possible candidates at the time of his predecessor’s death, probably because
he was geographically closest. This thesis will analyze Jordan’s origin story, published
more than forty years after the character’s creation.

This story, taken from issues #1-6 of Green Lantern: Emerald Dawn,'*?
chronicles the death of Abin Sur and Hal Jordan’s first trials as Green Lantern, as well as
his battles with the Lantern-hunting villain Legion. Jordan’s story begins with trouble
mounted on trouble, but not from any super-villain or natural disaster: Jordan’s trouble
comes from within. Watching his father crash and burm while testing an aircraft for

Ferris Aviation always weighed heavily on Hal’s mind. Then, when he loses his job and

his girlfriend at the same time, he tries to drown his sorrows in alcohol. While driving

13! Alfred Bester, Showcase #22, 1943,

132 K eith Giffin, Gerald Jones, and Jim Owsley, Green Lantern: Emerald Dawn (New
York: DC Comics, 1989) #1-6. This series was chosen, with Canaan’s help, for its
explicit description of Green Lantern’s powers and Hal Jordan’s transformation after
begin chosen as Green Lantern.
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his friends and brother home drunk, he loses control of the car and injures all three

passengers, one of whom dies from his injuries. When things cannot seem to get worse,
he goes to work to test a flight simulator, which flies off its hinges and soars hundreds of
miles into the desert, landing at the crash site of Abin Sur, Green Lantern of sector 2814.
According to the Guardians, “Abin Sur found another one just like himself. Opinionated,
intuitive, volatile, but such potential.”'** He bequeaths Jordan the power ring and dies,
leaving him with limitless power, and countless questions.'**

While Jordan begins to learn the abilities his new ring gives him, he meets the
yellow-armored villain Legion. Legion has been hunting Green Lanterns, and he caused
Abin Sur to crash on Earth, his body kept alive only by the power of the ring so that he
can find a replacement Green Lantern. The power ring cannot directly affect Legion
because of his armor, and Jordan learns the ring’s weakness: the color yellow. As his
battle with Legion rages on, he realizes he cannot win, so he asks the ring to show him to
another Green Lantern. The ring whisks him to another galaxy where he meets fellow
Lantern Tomar-Re.'**

Tomar-Re takes Jordan to Oa, the physical center of the universe and the
headquarters of the Guardians, who are in charge of the thirty-six-hundred-member
Green Lantern Corps. While there, they learn that Legion is actually an amalgam of

thousands of creatures from the planet Tchk-Tchk, who blame the Corps for their planet’s

133 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #6.
134 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #1.
133 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #2-4.




destruction. Safe for the time being, Hal Jordan begins his formal training as a member
of the Green Lantern Corps.'*®

While on Oa, Legion tracks them down and challenges the Green Lantern Corps
to a fight to the death. Nearly invincible against the Lanterns’ rings in the yellow armor,
Jordan finds a way to cover the creature with mud, allowing the Lanterns to affect it
through the layer of brown. After an arduous battle, the Lanterns defeat Legion, mostly
due to the creative thinking of new Lantern, Hal Jordan. Safe from this foe and finished
with his training, Jordan returns to Earth to face the problems of his life that the ring
cannot help him fix."*’

After serving his time in jail for drunk driving and destroying a flight simulator,
Hal’s friends at Ferris took sympathy on him and gave him the job he always wanted—
test pilot. Having conquered his fears, he flies the Ferris Jets with ease, making everyone
proud of him. His loved ones remain in the dark about his secret identity, and they do not
know that his abilities as a Green Lantern far surpass those of Hal Jordan the pilot."*®
2. Analysis of the Story of the Green Lantern

All Green Lanterns, first and foremost, are characterized by their ability to
overcome fear. Hal Jordan is no different. In the sixth issue, when fighting Legion on
Oa, he admits his fear, remembering the words of his predecessor:

“Fear is, for you, an intellectual exercise,” Abin Sur said. “It is a method of self-

preservation. That the ring singled ?'ou out indicates your potential to overcome
your fear, to become truly fearless.” 39

136 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #4.
137 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #5.
138 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #6.
139 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #6.
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He again states, “But...I’m afraid.” Nevertheless, as Hal reflects upon his fear, he moves

to save Oa from Legion. This shows that even though he reflects upon his fear, he acts
against it and overcomes it, just as Abin Sur predicted. As he thinks, he flies directly into
the central core battery, absorbing sufficient power to contain Legion so that the Corps
can bring him back to Tchk-Tchk where he will not be able to harm anyone for ages.'°

Overcoming fear is an overarching theme of the earlier issues of the Emerald
Dawn series as well, though the issue is not as explicit. The problems Hal experiences at
the beginning of the story all can be traced to fear. The memory of his father’s fiery
death keeps him trying to be a pilot, trying to make him proud. The inability to hold his
life together makes him attempt to escape by toying with danger, both in the car and in
the flight simulator. Becoming Green Lantern allows him to escape temporarily to Oa,
which Abin Sur calls the “method of self-preservation.” Though he becomes a full
fledged Green Lantern on Oa, his deeds on earth prove his fearlessness. He admits his
guilt, atones for his mistakes, and even flies planes without the help of his ring. He learns
to trust himself, which is a sign of conquering of fear.'*!

This transformation is illustrated by an [JERANN

el

inclusio that frames the narrative with two plane
crashes. The first scene of the first issue shows
Hal’s flashback to his father’s death. Unable to !
control his plane, Marty “Bishop” Jordan panics

and ignores the warnings from tower control to

Figure 10

190 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #6.
4 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #1-6.




abort his mission and eject from the plane. He tries to regain control, only to crash in an
explosion, a “brightest day,” that leaves Hal in a “darkest night.”'*? The story line ends
with another pilot testing a plane that gets out of control. This time Hal is flying, and
when the ring tries to take control of the plane, Hal takes it off and throws it out the
window, declaring, “It’s my show.” He is so confident in his abilities that he does not
even want the temptation of using the ring’s power. Landing safely, Hal’s flight not only
serves to frame the entire piece, it also contrasts his father’s flight. Mastery of his fear
helps Hal overcome the plane’s problems and bring it down in one piece. His father was

afraid and lacked the clarity of mind

necessary to land safely. Hal’s fear
becomes confidence, and his father’s
memory becomes an opportunity to
143

learn from the past.

Another defining feature of

Green Lantern is his creativity, which Figure 11

guides the wonders wrought for him through the power of his ring. Sometimes he wills
something to happen and it does, like forming a giant lawn mower to cut down
carnivorous grass (figure 10). Other times he asks the ring for help if he does not know
exactly how to perform the feat in his mind, like when he wants it to take him to another
Lantern. In either case, the ring can bestow whatever marvels Hal can imagine.
Occasionally, the ring moves on its own, providing protection for Hal that he may not

even know he needs, like moving him out of the way of incoming projectiles (figure 11).

2 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #1.
143 Giffin, Jones, and Owsley #6.
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In the six issues studied here, a great deal of the ring’s power materializes as simple
lasers shooting from Hal’s fingers or force fields surrounding his body. Usually, though,
it seems a new form emerges in every issue of Green Lantern. Part of the attraction to
him for many readers is the power of the ring in partnership with the command of Hal’s
mind.'*

Hal Jordan is known to comicbook fans as, “the greatest Green Lantern who ever
lived.”'*> Though he protects sector 2814, he often heeds the call of Green Lantern
Corps when they need extra help from time to time. There may be others who wield

power rings, but nobody will ever top his fearlessness and creativity.

]

144 Canaan, May 30, 2005.
145 Phil Jimenez, DC Comics Encyclopedia (New York: DK Publishing, 2004), 132.
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Chapter Four: Comparisons of Biblical and Comicbook Characters

Leadership, strength, personal transformation, mental competence, combat
prowess, creativity, and working wonders are all characteristics shared by some or all of
the seven characters examined in the two previous chapters. Captain America represents
the patriotic warrior, struggling to keep his ego in check in light of the public’s
admiration and his teammates’ respect for him. The Incredible Hulk symbolizes strength
incarnate; battling super-powered villains as he fights to control his own rage requires
both the physical aptitude of the Hulk and the mental powers of Bruce Banner. Green
Lantern embodies fearlessness, creativity, and power. Gideon plays the role of heroic
warrior while evolving from fearful farmer to fear-inspiring military leader. Samson
epitomizes strength of body and mind, and simultaneously he demonstrates how
vulnerability can tear down the strongest physical being, while faith in God grants
strength to the devoted. Elijah and Elisha both denote leadership and creativity through
miracles, and Elisha’s conversion from servant to master distinguishes him from Elijah
and elevates both of them as God’s prophets.

These seven characters exhibit certain similarities as far as personality, abilities,
reputation, and experiences. But can they be classified as superheroes? The comicbook

characters are called superheroes because they are more than regular heroes who might

be defined as focal characters of their stories, great military figures, or individuals
famous for their strength.!*® Danny Fingeroth defines superheroes as “individuals with

fantastic powers (whether magic or ‘science’ based), [or] people who fight their battles

195 Philip B. Gove, ed, Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (Springfield, MA:
G & C Merriam Company, 1961), “Hero.”
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with advanced technology (often differentiated from magic only because the author says
50).”'% Fingeroth points out that three things superheroes have in common are strength
of character, positive values, and the willingness to protect said values at any cost.'’
Bongco expands upon Fingeroth’s explanation:

Some of the features that would be repeated countless times in...superhero stories

could be listed as follows: a) aberrant or mysterious origins, b) lost parents, c)

man-god traits, d) a costumed, secret identity, e) difficulties with personal and

emotional relationships, f) great concern for justice, and g) use of superpower in

politics."*®

Captain America, the Incredible Hulk, and Green Lantern all exhibit the defining
features of a superhero. They are granted abilities to aid them through the action of their
narratives. They are all costumed, they have secret identities, their parents are not
involved in the stories,'*® and their atypical origins are the sources of their marvelous
abilities. Their abilities are varied, but they all are granted “fantastic powers” or
“advanced technology,” that endow them with “man-god traits,” and accord them the title
superhero.

In contrast, Gideon, Samson, Elijah, and Elisha do not have mysterious origins.
The narrator informs the reader that they are from Abiezer (Judg 6:11'), Zorah (Judg
13:2), Tishbi (1 Kgs 17:1), and Abel-meholah (1 Kgs 19:16), and the text identifies all
but Elijah’s fathers. Gideon, Samson, Elijah, and Elisha are neither costumed nor

orphans, and their identities are far from secret. They are well-known and act in view of

1% Danny Fingeroth, Superman on the Couch (New York: Continuum Publishing, 2004),
16.

147 Bingeroth, 16-18.

18 Bongco, 101-102.

149 Captain America and Bruce Banner’s parents are dead, and Green Lantern’s mother
seldom appears in his adventures, and usually only in flashbacks or brief cameo-like
scenes.




the public eye. Ahaziah, for example, recognizes Elijah by his servants’ vague
description; “a hairy man, with a hide girdle tied around his loins.” (2 Kgs 1:8). The
most significant disparity between the biblical and comicbook characters comes from the
source of their powers. The biblical characters do, however, exhibit some characteristics
from Fingeroth and Bongco’s classification of superheroes. The abilities and
experiences appear to be the common aspects that link them as venerated literary figures.
The first quality shared among many of them is leadership. Gideon and Samson
serve as chieftains, which testifies to their positions of leadership. Though Gideon
refuses to serve as king, the text makes it clear that the people follow Gideon’s
instructions when he asks for a part of their spoil after the Midianite battle. The Israelites
immediately comply and give him part of their booty, and their lack of hesitation
“indicates Gideon’s status and influence”'®® (Judg 8:24-25). Gideon also leads the
Israelite anmy, while Samson does not need to lead militarily because he is an army of
one. Elijah and Elisha also emerge as leaders, but not in a military sense like Gideon.
They are often referred to by other characters in the narrative with honorifics such as
“My lord” (1 Kgs 18:7, 13; 2 Kgs 2:16; 4:16; et al), “master” (2 Kgs 2:3, 5, 16; 6:5, 15; et
al), and “my father” (2 Kgs 2:12; 13:14).""' When Elijah proves the power of God over
Baal, the episode acts as a polemic emblematizing his authority over that of the earthly
king Ahab (1 Kgs 18:19-40). Elisha’s interchange with Jehu shows him as an authority
figure, especially when he puts his hand over Jehu’s (2 Kg 13:16), which testifies to the

esteem Elisha held in the eyes of Israel.

10 Amit, 529n.
151 Amit describes this phrase as “possibly an epithet of Elijah as Israel’s defender,”
728n.
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The comicbook characters also exemplify leaders of the people. Captain
America’s leadership defines him as much as his patriotism. His quality as a vanguard of
the American people is so prominent that even when he declares his desire to serve the
people as a soldier, the pictures reveal that his authority outweighs his intent.'®? Though

leadership is not a main characteristic of Green Lantern and the Hulk, when called upon

Green Lantern has been known to lead the Justice League of America; he ranks just
below Superman and Batman when a leader is needed.'”> Even the Hulk conducts
himself as a leader when in Banner form, for his vast knowledge of nuclear physics is
respected by much of the scientific community.'>*

The next attribute common among these characters is strength. Samson and the
Incredible Hulk are identified most strongly with muscular power. Both of these
characters perform incredible feats of strength, such as Samson killing a lion with his
bare hands (Judg 14:5-6) or the Hulk manually ripping through a metal space station.'*®
Captain America also gains an increase in physical fortitude from the super soldier
serum, though not to the same degree as Samson and the Hulk. An extra amount of vigor
even supplies Elijah with the ability to run ahead of Ahab’s chariot (1 Kgs 18:46), but
strength writ large is not one of Elijah’s defining characteristics; instead, his super speed
in this scene indicates his ability to work miracles.

Miraculous power is another common trait. Elisha and Elijah are able to perform
miracles throughout their narratives, as described earlier (1 Kg 17-2 Kg 13). Worthwhile

examples performed by both characters include bringing the two boys to life (1 Kgs

2 Garney and Waicek, #7. See also figure 1, last chapter.
153 Jimenez, 162.

134 DeFalco, 9.

133 Way, Cha, and Keith, #90-91.
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17:18-24; 2 Kgs 4:20-37) and providing unending supplies of flour and oil (1 Kgs 17:11-
15; 2 Kgs 4:1-7). Green Lantern can manipulate the energy from his power ring into
almost anything from weapons and shields to SCUBA gear. For instance, after he meets
Tomar-Re, Green Lantern creates a giant lawn mower to cut down the carnivorous grass
infestation on Tomar-Re’s planet.'56 He also possesses the ability to fly and to clothe
himself in Green Lantern garb.'"”” As mentioned earlier, the only things that limit his
ability to perform wonders are his own imagination and the adherence to the Green
Lantern Code.

Another shared characteristic is creativity or cleverness. Gideon develops a
strategy to defeat the Midianites by making them believe they are surrounded by a great
army (Judg 7:15-21). Samson shows his creative side with his poetic rants (Judg 14:14,
18; 15:16) and when he sets the Philistine wheat, grape, and olive supply ablaze by
setting torch-laden foxes loose in their fields (Judg 15:4-5).'>® Captain America, as stated
previously, enhances his combat abilities with advanced strategies and clever use of his
shield."* Though the Hulk rarely does what can be called creative or crafty, his alter ego

constantly attempts new ways to maintain control over the monster within him, from

1% Griffin, Jones, and Owsley, #4.

157 Ron Marz, Green Lantern #51 (New York: DC Comics, 1994). Hal Jordan uses the
same costume for nearly thirity years as Green Lantern, but Kyle Rayner (who works as a
comicbook artist when not saving the world), frequently designs new costumes for
himself. See also Judd Winnick, Green Lantern: Brother's Keeper (New York: DC
Comics, 2003), 11.

18 The biblical text proves this act to be especially well thought out when considering the
first line of Judges 15, which includes the phrase “in the days of the wheat harvest,”
which would otherwise seem unnecessary for the advancement of the plot. Knowing that
Samson’s plan is implemented during the harvest shows that he is causing them more
than an inconvenience—he is destroying their food supply for the season (Judg 15:1).

' Garney and Waicek, #2.
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continued gamma radiation treatments to Aboriginal meditation.'®® Green Lantern’s
creativity is revealed in everything he forms with his ring. If he can think of something,
he can make it happen.'®'

Personal transformation is also prominent among these characters. Gideon
changes from fearful farmer to heroic warrior, though God views him as a warrior all
along (Judg 6:12-8:32). Elisha develops from faithful servant to zealous master (1 Kgs

19:19-2 Kgs 13:20). Hal Jordan’s conversion into Green Lantern requires learning how

to deal with his fear, adjusting from running from it to overcoming it." For Bruce
Banner, his goal is to prevent change, but the quest to stop becoming the Hulk makes
transformation a focal point for his character as well.

Leadership, physical strength, miraculous power, creativity, and personal
transformation stand out as the central defining features shared by the biblical and
comicbook characters. Strength and abilities can be considered “fantastic powers™ or
even “man-god traits,” from the explanation of “superhero” above.'® Leadership can
occasionally manifest itself as “use of superpower in politics,” though it usually shows
itself as “great concern for justice,” from Bongco’s definition. Creativity and personal
transformation, however, do not fit into these definitions, and therefore are not part of the

requirements to be considered a superhero.

160§ ee, Kirby, The Incredible Hulk, Vol. 1, #3ff: various authors, The Incredible Hulk,
Vol. 3, #621f.

18! This ability was dangerous to Hal Jordan soon after his home town of Coast City was
destroyed. He goes insane and rebuilds the entire city with energy from the power ring,
attempting to construct a fantasy world for himself. Since this was classified by the Oans
as using the power for personal gain, they tried to banish him from the Corps (Ron Marz
and Darryl Banks, Green Lantern #48).

162 (3iffin, Jones, and Owsley, #1-6.

163 However, “man-god traits” would not be recommended for describing characters from
the Bible due to the theological purpose of the biblical text.
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Though the characters share many similarities, the source of their powers points
to a significant difference between the biblical text and comicbooks. While the
comicbook superheroes take on powers and use them according to their own will, the
biblical figures get their abilities from God. In each case, the character is affected by
God’s spirit. The phrase nm mm, “spirit of God” is used for Gideon when he summons
the Israelites (Judg 6:34). The same phrase appears Samson is possessed by the spirit of
God when he fights the lion, the thirty Philistines, and the thousand Philistines (Judg
13:25; 14:6, 19; 15:14). Obadiah describes Elijah as being moved by the spirit of God (1
Kegs 18:12),'** and regarding Elisha the prophets declare: “The spirit of Elijah rests upon
Elisha,” by which they mean the powers granted Elijah by God (2 Kgs 2:15). Each time
it appears, God’s spirit strongly affects the hero in question, whether enveloping (Judg
6:34), possessing (Judg 14:6, 19; 15:14), or resting on the character (2 Kgs 2:15). Each
time the prevailing image is one of dominating the individual to endow him with
SUpErpowers.

The biblical definition of mm mm comes from Isaiah, which describes it as “A
spirit of wisdom and insight, A spirit of counsel and valor, A spirit of devotion and
reverence for the LORD” (Isa 11:2).'®® Binyamin Oppenheimer further explains that
mm can only affect one character at a time, as demonstrated in 1 Sam 16:13-14, when
God’s spirit leaves Saul and cleaves to David. The hero affected by the spirit of God can

do whatever God wills, such as having incredible strength or the ability to work miracles.

14 The phrase “hand of God” is also used for Elijah when he races ahead of Ahab’s
?gariot (1 Kgs 18:46). The intent is the same, even though the exact words are different.
JPS, 870.
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Only one hero can be great enough to deserve God’s spirit at a given time, which
strengthens the monotheistic message of the Bible: One hero parallels one God.'®

The concept of only one hero in the world stands out against the comicbooks, in
which many heroes work simultaneously, and the characters’ various abilities come from
non-divine sources, such as alien, mutate, or science. Typically a comicbook hero is born
with powers or is granted them either intentionally or through an accident that defines
their development into a hero. Similar accidents happen to super-villains, the nemeses
that are powerful enough to present challenges to superheroes. Whether the ability-
granting causes the character to become a hero or a villain depends on the caliber of the
individual. For Captain America, his abilities are given to him because of his strong
sense of patriotism and duty. Bruce Banner would never have gotten hit with gamma
rays had he not been concerned with the life of another human. Green Lantern was
explicitly chosen because of his ability to overcome great fear.'s’

Another key difference between the Bible and comicbooks is the purpose of the

texts. The Bible is sacred literature, while comicbooks are entertainment literature. The

16 Binyamin Oppenheimer, *Entsiglopédia Migra't. (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1976),
“Riah.”

167 A classic example of personality having opposite effects on individuals can be found
in the Batman origin story, when Bruce Wayne witnesses his parents” murder at the hand
of young mob goon Jack Napier, he dedicates his life from that moment on to training his
mind and body, forcing it beyond the limits of human potential until he becomes Batman,
As Batman, he devotes himself to deterring crime in Gotham City, and he eventually
encounters an older, more powerful Napier. When Napier shoots at Batman, the bullet is
deflected, punctures Napier’s cheeks, and knocks him into a vat of strange chemicals.
Though he survives, his skin pales, his hair becomes green, and his scars twist his face
into a wild grin. From then on Napier takes the moniker Joker, and his deranged lack of
concern for life makes him as formidable as Batman. Hence both Batman and the Joker
are victims of circumstance, but Bruce Wayne’s noble character makes him a hero, while
Jack Napier’s criminal mind makes him a psychotic adversary of the caped crusader.
Frank Miller, David Mazzucchelli, Batman #401-404.
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books of Judges and Kings specifically present theological statements about the need for
a united monarchy and the validity of Adonai over other gods. While comicbooks do
occasionally exhibit social, political, and even religious themes,'®® their primary function
remains economic gain for their publishers gamered via entertainment for their readers.
So too the Hebrew Bible entertains even though it chiefly serves as sacred a guide for
Jewish religious life. Thus, although the characteristics of the heroes in both texts are
similar, they serve different purposes in their texts. The heroes of the Bible represent
vehicles of God’s power, while the heroes of comicbooks provide amazing stories with
crises that can only be resolved by super-powered protagonists.

This analysis of the biblical heroes shows that they do not warrant the label
“superhero.” They serve as the heroes of the Bible, but they are not above that level as
the name superhero suggests, because God is the source of all power in the Bible. To

confuse that issue would be to go against the theological message the biblical text

presents so eloquently. Superheroes of comicbooks act on their own merit, and their
abil<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>