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Foreword

Peninnah Schram’s newest book, Tales of Elijah the Prophet, concentrates on a single “hero,” unlike her previous collection (Jewish Stories One Generation Tells Another, 1987), whose subject matter was universal. However, because of the specific and unique role played by Elijah in the folk tradition of every Jewish ethnic group, and because the main source of selected folktales—the Israel Folktale Archives (IFA) at Haifa University—universally acclaimed as the world’s storehouse of Jewish narrative lore, the present sample is characteristic of Jewish folklore in the past and present.

The legends selected, each because of its literary and ethical values, as well as the editor’s Introduction and her annotations,. are indeed praiseworthy. Peninnah Schram poses the most important question in the Jewish folklore connected with the acting character of Elijah the Prophet. This “puzzle,” as the problem is called (and rightly so) in the Introduction is: Why is Elijah so revered a character in every age and in every land where Jews have lived? This question can be expanded to: Why has Elijah become a favorite hero who overshadows other biblical and postbiblical heroes in the Jewish folk-tradition, heroes who undoubtedly play a more important role in Jewish thought and tradition (such as Abraham our Father, Moses our Teacher, King David, and others, among them many folklore protagonists like King Solomon, Maimonides, and chasidic rabbis)?

The conventional answers to the above questions, suggested also in the Introduction, connect Elijah, the living folk hero, with his biblical predecessor, the Israelite prophet of the ninth century B.C.E. Although there is no doubt that many of the narrative motifs in the Elijah stories in 1 Kings and in our collection are identical or similar, the main features of Elijah among us, in our time and space, in disguise, appearing unexpectedly and solving problems, rescuing Jewish individuals and communities in danger, punishing and rewarding human deeds, stressing social justice, all these and many other features, cannot be explained by biblical parallels or roots.

The same holds true with customs prevailing in the life-cycle and yearly cycle of almost every Jewish ethnic group, during the circumcision ceremony, the end of Shabbat, the Seder night, and on many other occasions. A clear biblical connection is hardly possible. Let us take, for example, the circumcision chair. Why is it an Elijah chair and not an Abraham chair? Was not Abraham the first man circumcised in the Torah? Was he not the first circumciser? Elijah the Prophet can, of course, be connected with some logic to the rite of circumcision, but is this connection stronger than that of Abraham our Patriarch?

Many Elijah narratives go back to Jewish customs whose origins in the realm of folk-belief are obscure; the biblical connections, often proposed by the participants in the rite, the performers of the custom, and the narrators and their audiences, have no scientific basis. Until this very day, the “practical” kabbalists solve problems, both halakhic and real, by seeking an Elijah Revelation (giluy Eliyahu), mostly in a dream, following forty days of taboos, compulsions, or magic practices. Visiting holy sites bearing the name of Elijah and telling stories there (in addition to prayer) are part of that tradition. Can the Elijah caves and synagogues in Alexandria, Damascus, and many other places be connected to a biblical context, as often claimed by the narrators in their etiological legends? These Elijah sites play an important role in Jewish folk-religion and in Jewish folk-medicine. Many of the IFA Elijah folktales were collected in the Mount Carmel Elijah cave, revered and used by Jews, Moslems, Christians, and Druze of Haifa and northern Israel.

Not one Elijah tale of the approximately 600 Elijah stories at the IFA is set in biblical time and space. Not one of them is an “expanded biblical legend” with King Ahab or Queen Jezebel, Elijah’s contemporaries, as its protagonist, expanding on the confrontation with the priests of Baal on Mount Carmel or the incidents with the woman at Zarephat, or the ravens feeding beside the Charith brook. Nor do we have among the “living” stories narratives about Elijah as the herald of the future redemption or as the precursor of the Messiah, motifs so well known from rabbinic literature and written sources.

There is, however, an inherent structural connection between Elijah the Prophet legends and those relating to the thirty-six Hidden Saints (Lamedvovniks) who imitate the deeds of their prototype, although not explicitly. The Hidden Saints tradition is another late Judaic folk-tradition—although the roots and the formulistic number are old, the intensity of the Lamedvov legends is late—and the thirty-six Elijah samples selected by Peninnah Schram may be connected to the Hidden (and therefore unexpected and unpromising) Hero motif.

Some scholars, who admit that the present mainstream of Elijah traditions does not originate in the Bible, claim an early postbiblical origin and a connection with Enoch in order to explain it. There is, indeed, a structural similarity between Enoch and Elijah, and it is mentioned by the sixteenth-century Safed kabbalist Rabbi Moses Cordovero. Their main similarity is that they were the only two biblical heroes to be carried from earthly life in an extraordinary way. They can therefore be regarded as human symbols of immortality. In the early postbiblical, pseudoepigraphical literature, the only outstanding protagonist is, however, Enoch. And no wonder. His advantages over Elijah are many: his is the seventh, and therefore the holiest, generation of the human race; his span of life in years corresponds to the number of days in the solar year; his extraordinary termination of life on earth is clearly connected, twice, with God, with whom he “walked” and who “took him.” None of these three merits is mentioned in the case of Elijah.

The biblical Enoch played an important role in early Jewish legend. He became the significant protagonist in the various spiritual sectarian circles and movements during the last centuries of the Second Temple period. His figure was used more and more in gnostic and sectarian speculations, and the early Christians, elaborating on the immortality of their Messiah (born as a human being) regarded Enoch as the prototype of Jesus.

This penetration of the Enoch figure into the speculative apocalyptic identifications in non-Jewish sects probably aroused the opposition of the Jewish sages and of normative Judaism. However, Enoch was rooted too much in the early Jewish legends and in the literary tradition of many Jewish circles (for example, the apocalyptic, Ethionic, and Slavonic Book of Enoch, the Book of Jubilees, the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs, and the Dead Sea Scrolls).

There were only two ways to eliminate Enoch from the Jewish tradition: by playing down his role or by replacing him. The first trend is evident in the talmudic-midrashic anti-Enoch statements, stemming from the later normative tradition (the earlier one is preserved in pro-Enoch sayings). Accordingly, the miraculous translation of Enoch is denied, and his early removal from earth is explained by God’s concern with Enoch’s urge to sin and his potential fall (Genesis Rabbah 25:1).

The trend to replace Enoch with a more suitable hero could take only a single direction: Elijah the Prophet, his structural companion. So, for example, an early pro-Enoch legend (preserved in a late midrash, Pirkey de-Rabbi Eliezer 7:40) relates the tale of Enoch’s miraculous rod with which Moses later performed the miracles in Egypt. This origin of Moses’ rod had vanished in the later aggadah, but an “Elijah-rod” is still used among Afghani Jews and other Jewish communities to ease the pangs of birth and to overcome dangers and threats in times of tension and distress. However, this Enoch-Elijah theory still does not explain the substantial discrepancy between the Elijah figure in talmudic-midrashic literature and the same figure in the contemporary oral-legend tradition.

Circulating mainly in the kabbalistic oral tradition, the following solution to our “puzzle” may be the closest to the truth. It assumes an independent origin, not related generically to earlier literary sources. It is based on the importance of Hebrew letters and on the Hebrew language, especially theophoric names. Both elements are most significant in normative Judaism, but they are dominant in the kabbalistic tradition.

The biblical Hebrew name of Elijah (Eliyahu—[image: image]) consists of five letters (alef, lamed, yod, heh, vav), which are the five letters of the two names of God: El (alef, lamed) and YHVH (yod, heh twice, vav). As the two divine names stand for justice (din—El) and mercy (rachamim—YHVH) and for other abstract ideas confronting and opposing each other, their combination into a single entity symbolizes the whole world of ideas. Accordingly, the name of Elijah endows him with multifaceted, all-embracing, and multidimensional merits that unite confronting and seemingly opposed values: leniency and strictness, love and hatred, zealotry and tolerance, and so on.

There are, of course, many Hebrew theophoric names in biblical and later usage, but most of them have only one of the two divine names as their component (for example, Joshua and Uziahu are derived from YHVH and Yetrahmeel and Eliakim from El). Elijah’s name is exceptional and unique, containing two theophoric components—the two divine names. There is no other name of this kind in the Jewish tradition, and according to the belief of nomen-nomen (in Hebrew, [image: image]), the bearer of the name is like the name itself.

The literal translation of Elijah’s name is “My God is YHVH,” which gives the name a personal and religious character. This character is the common denominator in most of the Elijah legends. The prophet, who is very seldom a seer or fortune-teller in the literal sense and usage of the term, always acts by himself. He does not invoke divine help, he does not pray, and he behaves in a strange, unique, individual way. On the other hand, most of the stories belong in the realm of religious folktale, according to the universal classification system of the A. Aarne and S. Thompson Type-Index (Types 750–849). The same holds true with the motif-classification, according to Stith Thompson’s universal Motif-Index. Most of the motifs belong to Chapter P there: Rewards and Punishment, the main motifs in the present collection.

I know that this collection of pearls will be widely read by young and old, Jews and non-Jews, scholars and laymen, students and performers. Since pearls are enhanced by becoming part of a necklace, so too should these stories be adapted for plays and expanded in prose and poetry. This wider public will not only enjoy the tales but will also benefit from the annotations to the individual tales. Here they can glimpse the scholarship connected with folk-narrative research within the framework of folkloristics.

Dov Noy

H. Grunwald Chair of Folklore

Director of the Folklore Research Center

Hebrew University, Jerusalem
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Acknowledgments

Searching for stories of Elijah the Prophet is both a pleasure and an adventure, and it is as intriguing as the character of Elijah himself in all his various disguises. And although Elijah is so intricately connected with Passover, I found that there were hundreds of stories about him that were not necessarily concerned with themes for Passover alone. How to choose the stories for this collection? I used the same criterion as for my last book of stories, namely, I chose the stories I love best. These are the stories I need to listen to and retell so as to keep learning the wisdom they offer. And so by reading and retelling these stories, we open the door to Elijah and continue to draw from the well of wisdom from the ages.

I chose to retell thirty-six stories, using the Jewish symbolic number of twice eighteen, chai, which is the equivalent in Hebrew to “life.” However, I added another story, my first remembered story—an Elijah story—at the end of the Introduction. And there I explain why this became such an important story in my life and why I am fascinated with Elijah as a folk hero.

Of course, I included in this collection stories that deal with Passover. Those five stories (17 to 21) are grouped together, but only by the character and reference to the holiday. As you will discover, these thirty-six stories (actually thirty-seven) vary greatly as to mood, characters, plots, locales, time, themes, and so on. There are stories that are fantastic, realistic, and humorous, some filled with riddles and questions, one with a lullaby. All teach lessons of behavior, especially hospitality and tzedakah, or other Jewish values and customs.

I begin this volume with a story from my book Jewish Stories One Generation Tells Another, as a connection to that book. While there are thirteen Elijah stories to be found there, I repeated only three in this book (plus the one in the Introduction). Why these stories? Because they are such strong, important folk stories that I tell them more frequently than many others. I felt that they needed to be included so that this Elijah collection would be more complete, if that is possible, in painting the portrait of Elijah and his role in Jewish life and tradition throughout the ages.

For this book, which I carried as a dream for years, to become a reality, I must acknowledge and thank several people. First of all, I thank my friend and editor, Arthur Kurzweil, vice president of Jason Aronson Inc., for his continuing extraordinary enthusiasm and encouragement for my writing these stories, editorial director Muriel Jorgensen, production editor Gloria Jordan, and copy editor William Drennan. Thanks also to Beatrice Silverman Weinreich, folklorist at YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, for her permission to use several stories from her unpublished master’s thesis; to Chana Mlotek, music archivist of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research and co-editor of a bi-weekly column on Yiddish poetry and song in the Jewish Forward, for adapting a melody for the lullaby; and Roslyn Bresnick-Perry for the English translation of the lullaby. I acknowledge with appreciation the always gracious help of the staff at Yeshiva University’s Stern College Hedi Steinberg Library, especially Edith Lubetski, director; Sara Leah Gross; Rabbi Daniel Greenwald; and Rabbi Tzvi Flaum, Professor of Jewish Studies at Stern College, who answered many questions and found books and sources that I needed, always with patience and a smile. A heartfelt thanks to Professor Dov Noy of Hebrew University and founder of the Israel Folktale Archives, and Israel Folktale Archives coordinator Edna Cheichel, for their cooperation in helping me find the Elijah stories I was seeking and in answering many questions. As always, I appreciate the encouragement and confidence my husband, Jerry Thaler, gives me when he listens to my stories. I am grateful for everyone’s good counsel! In addition, there is a special thanks and gratitude I want to acknowledge—to the young woman who did a masterful job of translating from Hebrew to English the majority of these stories, Rebecca Schram Zafrany, my daughter. As a result of listening to and transcribing her translations I feel that her voice, along with mine, has become interwoven in the fabric of those stories. In a way, she is my co-reteller. This has given me great pleasure and joy.


Introduction

My earliest remembered story is an Elijah the Prophet tale that my father used to tell me when I was a young child, one I requested over and over as I sat on his lap in his oversized, cushioned, living-room chair. And each time he would say, “And Elijah whistled . . . ,” a wish was granted in the story. That was a magical phrase that I continued to recall, even when the actual story receded from my active memory.

Only after years as a storyteller, a transmitter of the Jewish oral tradition, did I begin to see a recurrent character and theme in the stories I chose to tell and record. Very clearly I was telling a significant number of Elijah tales, more than of any other character, and tales dealing with the themes of hospitality (hakhnosas orchim), of offering help to those in need, of families being reunited, and so on. Why? I asked myself.

In searching for the answer, I realized in a powerful and personal way the importance of metaphors and images, of stories and the storytellers in our lives. I discovered that my love for Elijah the Prophet and those themes that are most often found in his stories stem from that first recollected story. Furthermore, I understood that I needed to tell those stories, a form of my legacy, in order to continue learning the wisdom in those stories.

Apparently I am not alone. Elijah the Prophet, Eliyahu Hanavi, is not only the most beloved character in
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