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priests, could emulate this ultimate prophet/priest/hero.

Q This once-for-all quality of discourse concerning Moses hints
at the role of such a figure and the theological claim it implies.
Mosaic authority stems from an unrepeatable event that
authorizes the unique status of Mosaic torah within the
Yahwistic community. Other torahs, whether that of Ezekiel
(Ezek. 43:12) or someone else, were to be eschewed. To be sure,
there were prophets who spoke God’s words, but their words
paled in comparison to the constitutional words—perhaps one
should say “word”—uttered by Moses. The tradition of Moses
as prophet, therefore, has more of a polemical rather than an
authorizing tone vis-a-vis prophecy. To claim that Moses was a
prophet is, finally, to maintain that Israel witnessed only one
individual who spoke the constitutive word from Yahweh. For
the authors and the editors of the Pentateuch, the books of
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve pale as literature in
comparison. This view highlights Torah and tends to diminish
the authority of the more historically contingent oracles and
sayings of the prophets.

PROPHETIC LITERATURE AND TRADITIONS IN
THE FORMER PROPHETS

At the outset, it is appropriate to observe that the literature that
scholars today term the Deuteronomistic History had been for
many years known as the former prophets. (The
Deuteronomistic History includes Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges,
1-2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings; the former prophets do not include
Deuteronomy.) Put another way, and for reasons discussed in the
first chapter, many readers have associated things prophetic with
six historiographic books. Our task at this point is to assay the
extent to which portions of these books might be properly
construed as prophetic literature. If prophetic literature is
literature that derives from the exercise of the prophetic role,
then some elements in these books fit the definition, such as the
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narratives about Elisha.

Q Martin Noth, who developed the notion of a Deuteronomistic
History, theorized that the author/editor who created it used
some source materials. Among those were cycles or collections
associated with prophetic figures such as Elijah, Elisha, Ahijah,
Isaiah, and Micaiah.2 This judgment works especially well for
Elijah and Elisha, since there is an abundant literature about
both figures. We begin with Elisha.

Elisha

The prose accounts about Elisha are found primarily in the book
of 2 Kings, though he first appears as a character in 1 Kgs.
19:19-21. His death is reported in 2 Kings 13. Amid these
chapters, we hear about a prophet, often referred to as a “man
of God “ (2 Kgs. 4:16). In the introduction, we labeled narratives
about such prophets as legends, stories that celebrate the power,
activity, and life of a holy person. Elisha is presented to us as a
peripatetic, or someone who moves from place to place; in
Elisha’s case, the locale is the northern kingdom. In fact, the
general notices of itinerary—such as “one day Elisha was passing
through Shunem” (2 Kgs. 4:8) and “when Elisha returned to
Gilgal” (2 Kgs. 4:38)—are about all that link these legends. As
Elisha is on the road, he interacts with kings and the wealthy
but more typically with commoners and the poor. In addition,
he supports and is supported by a group known as “the sons of
the prophets.”

Elisha was apparently active during the reigns of four Israelite
kings: Jehoram (849-843), Jehu (843-815), Jehoahaz (815-802),
and Jehoash/Joash (802-786). Although many of the legends are
unrelated to the world of nations and wars, some are. For
example, the narratives construe Elisha as integrally involved in
the revolt that ended in the assassination of Jehoram and the
accession of Jehu (2 Kings 9-10). Elisha sent “a member of the
company of prophets” (2 Kgs. 9:1) to anoint the general Jehu as
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the king of Israel. That action sparked the rebellion. According
to this account, Elisha is both a kingmaker and a king breaker.
Q On the military scene, Elisha was remembered—when on his

deathbed—as consulting with the king about his future wars
[ with the Arameans (2 Kgs. 13:14-19).

Important though these historiographic legends are, the
majority involve the lives of ordinary Israelites and the ways in
which the power of this holy person affects them. Rofé has
offered a useful typology of such legends. At the core, he
discerns the simple legend, a relatively short account that
celebrates the power of such a prophet, often in response to a
dire situation. Second Kings 2:23-25 is a classic exemplar. Young
boys jeer at Elisha, whereupon he curses them and forty-two are
killed. Though some readers are offended at such violence, it is
useful to remember that holiness, the power of the sacred, is
dangerous, as the story about the death of Uzzah after he
touches the ark so clearly demonstrates (2 Sam. 6:6-7). Holiness
does not—at least in these legends—necessarily involve
goodness. Perhaps more typical is the legend preserved in 2 Kgs.
4:1-7. Here Elisha provides a miraculous supply of olive oil to a
widow (the deceased husband had been one of “the sons of the
prophets”) so that she can sell it to create an endowment upon
which she can live.

A number of the legends about Elisha seem to have been
elaborated, and with a distinct ethical or theological flavor.
Second Kings 4:8-37 offers a compelling example. In this
narrative, Elisha wants to repay a wealthy woman for supporting
him, even after she says that no recompense is necessary. At his
helper Gehazi’s suggestion, Elisha declares that she will have a
child. The rest of the story raises serious questions about
whether this action of Elisha constitutes an appropriate use of
his power. The narrative humanizes this preternaturally powerful
person and, at the same time, conveys this woman as an
exceedingly strong character who strives to preserve the life of
her child, who had died. One senses that this was originally a
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short tale about a miraculous birth that then served as an
occasion for literary (the characters) and theological (wise use of
Q the sacral power) elaboration. Other sorts of elaboration of

legends also ensued, such as the life of a prophet, an account
[m] that expressed an interest in the birth, inception into the
prophetic role, or death of a prophet.

These legends about Elisha are, for the most part, not integral
to the flow of the Deuteronomistic History. Scholars have
accounted for this in at least two ways. First, some deem the
stories to be an independent source that was inserted into the
Deuteronomistic History. Some of these accounts may have been
revised at a later time; for example, the international flavor of 2
Kgs. 5:1-19 could reflect Israel’s experience in exile. Second,
other scholars have suggested that the legends were added to the
Deuteronomistic History well after it had been composed.?! In
either case, it is possible to read the narratives about Elisha as
prophetic literature that sits rather loosely in its larger literary
context.

These legends depict Elisha as a holy man. He is not so
much known for what he said, but for what he did. The tales
that attest his deeds expand the boundaries of prophetic
literature, which is often construed as interested primarily with
ethical concerns. The legends about Elisha move beyond the
moral to focus on the holy.

Elijah

Many readers of the Old Testament confuse Elijah and Elisha.
Both are prophets, they appear both together and sequentially,
both act with great power, both are labeled as men of God. In
fact, similar stories were told about both prophets. (Compare 1
Kgs. 17:8-16 [Elijah and a widow] with 2 Kgs. 4:1-7 [Elisha and
a widow], or 1 Kgs. 17:17-24 [Elijah revives a son] with 2 Kgs.
4:18-37 [Elisha revives a son].) Nonetheless, the picture of Elijah
as prophet and his legends are very different from the picture of
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Elisha and his legends.

Q The literature concerning Elijah is set in the period
immediately preceding that of Elisha. Elijah was active during
the reigns of Ahab (869-850), Ahaziah (850-849), and Jehoram
(849-843). This middle part of the ninth century was a time
when the Omride dynasty flourished. They created alliances with
Tyre, established détente with Judah, and often stood at odds
with the Arameans, though Israel and Syria did cooperate in
opposing the newly resurgent Neo-Assyrians. Elijah is
introduced in 1 Kings 17, immediately after the Deuteronomistic
History reports that Ahab married Jezebel, the daughter of the
king of Sidon. This marriage no doubt was part of a political
alliance  between these two nations. However, the
Deuteronomist—and Elijah—focus on its religious ramifications,
namely, the veneraton of Baal in Israel. Though the
Deuteronomistic History narrates the wars that Ahab fought
with the Arameans (1 Kings 20) and even refers to a prophet
(20:13), Elijah plays no role in this political world (in contrast to
the role that Elisha played in later military activity).

One may hypothesize that the stories about Elijah were
originally rather like those told about Elisha. But they have been
integrated—particularly those in 1 Kings 17-19—around the
motif of drought, oriented around a polemic against the
veneration of Baal, and fleshed out with great theological
sophistication. The literary style is sufficiently different from
that of the Deuteronomist that it makes sense to think that the
Elijah material was probably a source that was incorporated into
this larger work. Though different in literary style from the
Deuteronomist, the Elijah material is more consistent with it,
particularly with regard to the polemic against the veneration of
foreign deities, than are the legends about Elisha.

First Kings 17 introduces Elijah, declaring to Ahab that
drought will rule the land. Then “the word of the LORD” (v. 8),
a classic prophetic idiom, comes to Elijah, commanding him to
reside in a wadi where the natural world will provide for him.
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