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			Introduction

			Alan Rosen

			The present volume consists of adaptations from nine public lectures that were not included in the seven collections that appeared during Elie Wiesel’s lifetime. Wiesel focused in his lectures on the study of Jewish tradition, on Torah in the broader sense of the word: the Bible, the Talmud, Hasidism, and related topics. For Wiesel, study of any kind was a celebration, and Torah-centered study was a celebration of a special sort. Moreover, one of the frequent subjects of the lectures, Hasidism and Hasidic masters, emphasized celebration as an essential dimension of Jewish life. The fact that Wiesel was himself a Hasid guided his inspired, almost song-filled approach to study and life.

			Such an emphasis may seem to fly in the face of Wiesel’s dedication to the memory of the Holocaust. But in truth, it went hand in hand with this commitment. As he often said, “How can I oppose death if not by celebrating life?” Every word of every lecture—celebrating study in general, study of the Torah in particular, and, above all, the precious nature of life—thus served as the necessary counterpart to Wiesel’s unflinching loyalty to Holocaust memory.

			
			Wiesel began giving his public lectures in 1967, at the 92nd Street Y in New York City and at several venues in Paris. A decade later, in 1976, he began teaching and lecturing at Boston University as well. At the Y he gave four lectures a year; eventually (most likely because of increasing commitments) these were whittled down to one per year. His final lecture was delivered at the Y in November 2014.

			Over time, Wiesel experimented with the format of the lectures: sometimes it was an interview conducted by a friend or colleague, sometimes a question-and-answer session with the audience; sometimes he would focus on a theme as opposed to an individual. On a few memorable occasions he would sing selections from his favorite Hasidic melodies. His goal was, essentially, to convey his messages of hope, memory, and the joy of study. “To begin anew” and “to begin again” were among Wiesel’s recurring motifs, an exacting standard that appeared to push him toward greater heights of achievement and a passion for innovation. This principle likely inspired his experiments with diverse lecture formats, approaches, and material, in search of the most effective mode of expression.

			The lectures were a premier forum for Wiesel’s teaching—the vocation that, along with that of witness, meant most to him. In time, he would become a classroom teacher. But the lecture hall was his first regular teaching arena and lasted almost until the end of his life. In 1972, Wiesel published his first collection of lectures, Souls on Fire: Portraits and Legends of Hasidic Masters. His next collection, Messengers of God: Biblical Portraits and Legends, published in 1976, focused on figures from the Bible. Later collections—Sages and Dreamers (1991) and Wise Men and Their Tales (2003)—added Talmudic personalities to the mix, placing these three strands of Jewish tradition side by side. The present volume is modeled on its predecessors, in both form and spirit.

			
			The nature of these narratives is uniquely Wiesel’s, that of biographical portraits and legends. Each recounts significant events from the life of a biblical personage, Talmudic sage, or Hasidic master whose contribution to the Jewish experience has been profound, distinctive, exemplary, and eternal. In some cases, the details of his subject’s life are fairly well known; in others, they are obscure. From a multitude of sources, Wiesel culls facts, legends, incidents, and anecdotes, distilling reams of information on his subject’s family and friends, teachers and students, obsessions and antipathies. His purpose is not simply to set down biographical data but to show why it is important for us—today, now—to become acquainted with these extraordinary figures from the past. In telling the stories of spiritual giants, Wiesel wants to inspire us in our own quests for knowledge, in our own efforts to experience unbounded compassion for others, in forming our own bold visions for the future of the Jewish people, in resolving to live a meaningful life after suffering immense personal loss or witnessing collective catastrophe.

			Wiesel’s portraits often highlight how an individual acting alone can make a difference. In chapters that feature pairs of protagonists—for example, Rabbi Yohanan and Resh Lakish—tradition has linked the greatness of one sage with that of the other. This enables Wiesel to delve into the special and complex type of friendship that exists between such formidable personalities. His insights come as no surprise to those of us privileged to have known him; he was blessed with a great capacity to nurture friendships.

			In two of the chapters here, Wiesel takes a somewhat different approach. In “God in the Torah,” he acknowledges the impossibility of rendering a portrait of God, “the one Being,” as he puts it, “who will forever remain invisible.” And so he proceeds instead by way of inference, hint, and suggestion. “Satan in Ancient Memories” gives Wiesel the opportunity to reflect on the problem of evil in its subtler, if no less manifold, dimensions. It was a subject with which he was, of course, personally familiar, but one that he also explored through his constant review of the classic sources of Jewish wisdom.

			
			Time and again in these pages, Wiesel digresses to ponder—and celebrate—the greatness of studying these essential sources of Jewish life and teaching. “The Torah,” he writes, “is not in heaven but here, on earth…not among the angels but among human beings. It is up to us to appropriate it, study it, comment on it, and interpret its eternal message.” The Talmud, he says, is nothing less than a “remedy against loneliness and absurdity.” Wiesel regularly reminds us why these teachings matter so much to him, and in so doing he conveys his hope that they will matter to us as well.

			“Where are you?” This is a question that appears frequently in this book. Whether it is God addressing the fallen Adam, Rabbi Yohanan crying out for Resh Lakish, or Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi peering into the heart of his Russian jailer, the meaning is the same. How far along are you, how far along are we, in fulfilling the purpose of our own lives and the lives of those of our generation? What have we done, and what are we doing, with the days granted us? I think it is fair to say that, for Elie Wiesel, these were questions not only to be asked but also to be lived.

		

	
		
		
			
			From the Bible

		

	
		
		
			
			Elisha

			The Perfect Disciple

			The man is strange, elusive, complex, full of contradictions. Why is he so severe one day and so affectionate the next? Which principle governs his existence? A man of faith, is he a carrier of hope or of punishment? Is he dominated by rage or by love? He astonishes us by his humanity as much as by his inflexibility. Can he be understood by us, always? Does he understand himself? How is one to reconcile the kindness he shows a barren woman and the tenderness he demonstrates toward a lifeless boy with his apparent cruelty to other, living children?

			Of course, he is a prophet, and prophets do not seek to be understood or admired. All they want is to be obeyed. They teach by example. They follow God’s words; why shouldn’t people follow theirs? People rarely understand what a prophet expects of them. Nor does he understand what God wants of him. But he remains obedient—always.

			Is Elisha son of Shafat my favorite prophet? As with the great Hasidic masters whose souls were sent down to put ours on fire, all of the prophets are my favorite—but one at a time. When I evoke Isaiah, the prince of the prophets, it is he whom I most admire. But when I tell of Jeremiah’s witness, it is he whose inspiration I seek. Each time I am drawn to a prophet, whether because of the majesty of his language or the intensity of his vision, he becomes the melodious center of my inner landscape.

			
			Since Moses, the prophets have shaped the lives of the Jewish people by influencing their practices as well as their dreams. Some distinguished themselves through fear, others through hope. Some felt their mission was to disturb, others to console. What do they have in common? They allow the human being to be sovereign and speak truth to power. For them, truth matters. God is not only truthful, He is Truth itself. Truth is God’s seal, just as human beings are in His image. Our prophets proclaimed this even if it made them unpopular. Since they were not elected to their positions with the assistance of political parties, they were totally independent. They owed nothing to kings or to their subjects because they owed everything to God and God alone. God was their only elector and very special protector. And yet, prophets led lives filled with solitude and suffering; only rarely did God come to their aid. But they knew that their suffering had meaning.

			How can one not feel for them, how can one not approach them with both humility and gratitude?

			The Romans had their legislators and gladiators, the Greeks their oracles and philosophers. As for the Jews, they had their prophets. Did they reveal the future? No. The present occupied them more deeply than the future. What they did was unravel the significance of the present so as to understand its consequences for the future. In so doing, they praised virtue and condemned the cheap seduction of evil. Their mission consisted of trying to reunite the people of Israel and the God of Israel.

			
			Were they all-powerful? Was their power limitless? In matters of study and law, they enjoyed no privileged status. “Chakham adif mi’navi,” states the Talmud. A sage, a master has priority over the prophet. In debates, it is the word of the sage and the scholar that is decisive. We are guided by his position, not by that of the prophet. But isn’t the prophet God’s emissary? Yes, but his voice is like the bat kol, the heavenly voice; it does not affect the outcome of the debate. We are commanded to believe that the Torah “lo b’shamayim hi,” the Torah is not in heaven but here, on earth. It is to be found not among the angels but among human beings. It is up to us to appropriate it, study it, comment on it, and interpret its eternal message. Is it meant to put the prophet back in his place? Perhaps, but—where is his place?

			These questions relate to all the prophets—thus also to Elisha. Who is he when he is not possessed by God’s words and is compelled to use his own? Does he have a private life, a secret existence? Does he have aspirations that are independent of God?

			Whenever we approach a biblical or Talmudic topic, we must place it in the context of our need to create through learning a community from which it is possible to draw, as from an inexhaustible fountain, a joy that is exhilarating and pure. One studies these texts not out of a desire to please or to conquer but to better understand things that both elude and envelop our being in an endless quest for transcendence.

			One studies the words left to us by the prophets in order to penetrate our collective memory, to help us find ourselves again, as we did thousands of years earlier, in the silence that, at dawn, hovers over the eternity one encounters only in the stones and the souls of Jerusalem.

			What do we know of Elisha son of Shafat? We know the time and place of his activity: some twenty-eight hundred years ago in the land of Israel.

			
			Like his master, Elijah, Elisha inspired many commentaries and interpretations both sacred and profane. Celebrated painters have tried to imagine him in their works. Their curiosity has been stimulated especially by his encounter with a famous yet nameless Shunammite woman. The paintings of that episode by Gerbrandt van den Eeckhout and Sir Frederic Leighton are to be found in the world’s greatest museums. Other artists have turned their gaze to his other celebrated adventure—the one where we find him arguing with children and setting bears upon them.

			Numerous miracles have been attributed to him—but also some abrupt changes of mood. An extremist in everything, Elisha is known for his unwavering and total loyalty to his teacher, Elijah, and also for his absolute opposition to certain kings and their families. A miracle maker, he alters the laws of nature when confronted with the dead body of a mother’s only child. Yet when a crowd of youngsters offend him…well, we shall return later to this striking and disturbing episode.

			Let us open his biographical file. We meet Elisha ben Shafat for the first time thanks to the prophet Elijah, his future tutor and spiritual guide who, on that day, feels desperately lonely. Persecuted by the pagan king Ahab’s cruel regime, hunted down by Queen Jezebel, who wishes to see him dead, Elijah finds refuge in a cave. He is hungry. He is thirsty. He is exhausted. Yet, it is mainly from loneliness that he suffers. Where are his relatives? His friends? His disciples? Dead or in hiding? His heart is so heavy that he wishes to die. He has had enough of enduring hardship for God and His people, of running from one refuge to another, from one hiding place to another, of living as a fugitive, on the sidelines. At dawn, a celestial voice orders him to “go forth and stand on the mountain before the Lord.” There the text is superb in its poetic power:

			
			And, behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and mighty wind rent the mountains and shattered in pieces the rocks before the Lord. But the Lord was not in the wind. And after the wind there was an earthquake. But the Lord was not in the earthquake. And after the earthquake there was a fire. But the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire there was a still, small voice. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle, went out, and stood at the entrance to the cave.

			

			And God spoke to him in His quiet, gentle voice:

			
				“What are you doing here, Elijah?” And Elijah replied, “I have been jealous for the Lord of Hosts, because the children of Israel have forsaken Your covenant, thrown down Your altars, and slain Your prophets with the sword; I alone am left. And they want to take my life, too.”

			

			Before reading God’s answer, we must pause and examine Elijah’s poignant statement. It is heartbreaking—but is it entirely true? That he is being persecuted is certainly the case. And who can quarrel with the fact that his life is in danger. But is he really the last surviving prophet? What about those who went underground? And those who will greet him later, when he will be accompanied by his new disciple. Let us assume he was unaware of their survival—but God knew. Why didn’t He correct Elijah?

			God did something better: He promised him a future. He gave Elijah his very last instructions: to anoint three men. In Damascus, General Hazael, as king of Syria; in Israel, General Yehu son of Nimshi, as king of Israel; and in Israel, Elisha son of Shafat, from the village of Abel Mehola, to be his successor as prophet. And the heavenly voice continued:

			
			And it shall come to pass, that whoever escapes the sword of Hazael shall be slain by Yehu, and whoever will escape the sword of Yehu will be slain by Elisha. Still, I will leave in Israel seven thousand men, all those who have not bowed unto Baal and whose lips have not kissed him.

			

			Here then is the future portrait of Elisha: He will be God’s emissary and executor; he will speak and punish. He will chastise and console. He will be kind to the good and pitiless with the cruel. How did the heavenly voice phrase it? “Whoever will escape Yehu’s sword will be slain by Elisha’s.” Elisha, the prophet with a sword?

			In fact, Elijah comes upon him in a peaceful setting. Elisha is laboring in his father’s field, plowing with twelve pairs of oxen. Elijah could speak to him but does not. Instead, he casts his mantle upon him. Elisha needs no explanation. He must have heard of Elijah and knows the meaning of this gesture.

			Thus we are ready for another story.

			Elisha says yes. He accepts Elijah’s invitation. But—as any good Jewish child—he wishes first to kiss his father and mother goodbye. “Then,” he says, “I will follow you.” “Go and come back,” says Elijah. Elisha obeys. He does return. But not immediately. First, he takes a pair of oxen and offers them as a sacrifice to God. Then he distributes their flesh among the people. Only then does he follow Elijah.

			And so we learn three things about his personality. One, he comes from a wealthy family, owners of fields and oxen. Two, he is an obedient son. Three, he has a good heart.

			
			Do we know anything else about his family life? No. About his education, perhaps? No. Does he belong to one of the schools for young prophets mentioned in the Book of Kings? No. He owes his new vocation to one person alone: Elijah. In fact, he owes him everything. Does he sense this immediately? Why doesn’t he question the prophet: Where do you intend to take me? To make me do what? And for how long? Is it that he intuitively realizes that with Elijah he has embarked on an adventure that will take him to the heights and depths of Jewish history? Is that why he follows Elijah, so…blindly?

			As for Elijah, he too could have questioned God on the choice of his successor: A field laborer? Couldn’t You find someone better? But Elijah trusts God, and Elisha trusts Elijah. This bond will keep them together—forever.

			It is Elijah who plays the main role in all the events that follow. Elisha stays—silently—in the shadows when his teacher defies King Ahab and Queen Jezebel, when he tells King Akhazia that he will soon die because of his idolatry, and when he annihilates the king’s soldiers, who have been sent to arrest him. In every situation, Elisha appears to be a passive onlooker. Yet he is learning. He is absorbing images and words for later, when he will be on his own.

			That moment—the fearful moment of separation—finally arrives. Its description in the text is a gem. Not one unnecessary word. What is said is as important as what is unsaid.

			On that day, Elijah and Elisha depart from Gilgal. They are still together. “Stay here,” says the master. “Stay here, for the Lord is sending me to Beth-El.” And the disciple responds, “I swear on the life of the Lord and on yours that I shall not leave you.” They continue on to Beth-El, where young local prophets approach Elisha and whisper into his ear, “Do you know that your master will be taken away today?” He tells them he knows but adds, “Be quiet.” Whereupon Elijah turns to him for the second time and says, “Stay here.” And again, Elijah explains, “Stay here, for the Lord is sending me to Jericho.” This time too Elisha refuses, again saying, “I swear on the life of the Lord and on yours that I shall not leave you.” What happened in Beth-El happens now in Jericho. A group of young prophets approaches Elisha and asks him quietly, “Are you aware that your master will be taken away today?” Yes, Elisha is aware. And again, his answer is simple, almost abrupt, “Be quiet.” And for the third time Elijah tries to discourage his disciple from following him. “The Lord is sending me to the Jordan River. Stay here.” And again, Elisha answers, “I swear on the life of the Lord and on yours that I shall not leave you.”

			
			How strange: Elijah, who in the beginning had wanted Elisha to follow him, is now pleading with him to stay away. But this time he fails. The two men remain together. Together they walk toward the Jordan River, where fifty young prophets observe them at a distance. Elijah and Elisha stop at the riverbank. Elijah takes his mantle and uses it to strike the waters that then part before them; the two men cross a dry path inside the river. Now they are alone. Elijah asks, “What would you like as a parting gift?” Elisha’s answer sounds as if it has been ready for some time: “I would like to receive a double portion of your spirit.” Which means, what Elisha wants is for his own powers to be twice as great as those of his master. “You are asking for something difficult,” says Elijah. “Still, if you see me going away, if you really see me, your wish will be fulfilled.”

			Elijah states three times his appeal to his young disciple not to follow him—for he himself has been summoned elsewhere, to a place one goes alone. In a way, one understands him: he wishes to spare his disciple and friend the pain of losing someone closest to him.

			
			It is Elisha whom we fail to understand. Three times he opposes his master’s will. Elijah wants so much to be alone when confronting death, or God, or eternity—and Elisha refuses to grant him that wish! Elisha, who has never said no to his teacher, has now said it—three times! He who has not opened his mouth in his master’s presence is now arguing with him. Is it that he seeks to witness something that no other human being has ever seen? The denouement of a singular adventure? The great prophet being “taken away” for good? Is it that he feels he ought not to miss such an experience? Could it be that Elisha wants to stay for selfish reasons? On the other hand, is it possible that he wants to show his teacher that he remains his disciple to the end? That he wants to learn from him, until the very last moment, lessons that only Elijah could teach?

			Elijah wishes to give his spiritual son a parting gift, which is only natural under the circumstances. Elisha could have asked him to wait a week, a day, an hour—to stay with him a bit longer. But he asks for something else: powers, special powers! Those powers that his teacher possesses. Better yet: he wants them to be twice as great! Is this fair, is this polite, is this respectful? Why does he wish to surpass the man who is responsible for his education and vocation? Elisha ben Shafat, is this the lesson you have learned from your parents at home or from your teacher on the road?

			Comes the moment of separation or, more precisely, of the tearing apart:

			
				And as they were walking and speaking, behold, there appeared a chariot of fire and horses of fire, and it parted them from one another. And Elijah ascended by a whirlwind into heaven. And Elisha saw it and he cried out, “My father, my father, the chariot of Israel and its horsemen!” Then he saw him no more. So he took his clothes and rent them into two pieces. He took also Elijah’s mantle that fell from him and went back to the bank of the Jordan. And he took Elijah’s mantle that fell from him and struck the waters, exclaiming, “Where is God, the Lord of Elijah?” And when he struck the waters, they parted and Elisha crossed over.

			

			
			Elisha has just performed his first miracle, yes? No, his second. The first was seeing his master departing in the chariot of fire. To be able to see a celestial event and take part in it is also miraculous. But with the second miracle he becomes the protagonist. Now the disciple has been transformed into a full-fledged prophet. He is Elijah’s official successor. From now on the list of his accomplishments will continue to grow and to impress people from all social and political spheres. Whenever anyone needed to vanquish injustice, he or she knew where to turn. In Jericho, the inhabitants complained that its waters were unhealthy. Elisha managed to purify them and, according to legend, they remain so to this day.

			In Beth-El, an incident of a different kind occurred. While climbing a hill, Elisha was followed by a group of young boys who yelled at him mockingly, “Hurry up, bald one, hurry up!” From this we learn that he was bald—and thin-skinned. Offended and indignant, Elisha cast a curse upon them. Instantly, two bears emerged from the woods and killed the boys.

			There, I admit, one shudders: Where is the miracle in all that, in his brutality? Is it conceivable that Elisha, the prophet of God who loves the children of Israel even when he is irritated by their parents, allowed his vanity to overwhelm his compassion? Rather than curse them, why didn’t he perform the miracle inherent in peaceful education? Why didn’t he teach them respect for the elderly and the learned?

			
			The Talmud, in the tractate Sotah, offers a debate about the nature of this miracle, which some consider a double miracle—a miracle within a miracle. Rav and Shmuel argue: One says the miracle is that the woods grew out of nowhere; the other says the miracle is that the bears appeared out of nowhere. That the bears were needed for the miracle to happen is clear, but why the woods? The answer: Bears fear empty space; they needed the forest.

			But why did this miracle occur at all? The Talmud offers various explanations for this strange episode—we shall examine their validity later.

			For now, I admit that I prefer to see Elisha in a more charitable role. For instance, I love his way of consoling women who are victims of misfortune. One of them, the impoverished widow of one of Elisha’s disciples, had two sons at home and no means to feed them. A moneylender brought a cruel proposal before her: Since she was unable to pay back a loan, he would accept her two sons as slaves. So she went to Elisha and poured out her heart to him. “What do you have at home?” he asked. “Nothing,” she said, “except a pot of oil.” “Good,” said Elisha. “Go borrow all the empty vessels from all your neighbors. Take them home and shut the door. Then start filling the vessels with the oil.”

			She did as she was told. Miraculously, she filled one vessel after another from the same pot of oil until she had no more vessels left to fill. Then she went to Elisha (whom the text calls the “man of God”) and told him what happened. “Go sell the oil,” he counseled. “Pay your debts. From what remains you will have enough to live on.”

			
			Did the woman thank him? If so, no mention is made of it. This could have weakened his resolve to help unhappy women—but it did not. Hardly is this episode concluded than another begins, and this one I love even more. It is the celebrated story of the Shunammite woman. It contains sadness and joy, trust and defiance—and above all, tenderness.

			What do we know about this woman? She is wealthy and comes from a village called Shunam, near the Jezreel Valley. This is how the story begins:

			
				And one day, Elisha passed through Shunam, where there lived a great woman. And she pressed him to eat bread. And so, whenever he happened to find himself in Shunam, he would come to her house to eat bread.

			

			In other words: the source of her greatness was her generosity. It was she who invited Elisha into her home and went so far as to make a special guesthouse out of the attic for him. Wishing to express his gratitude to her, he asks Gekhazi, his servant, to go and fetch her. The servant is the intermediary; it is through him that the prophet addresses his hostess. Does she need anything? Would she like him to speak on her behalf with the military commander or the king? Her response is short and sublime. “B’tokh ami anochi yoshevet.” I dwell among my people.

			This could mean one of two things: either that whatever she needs, she gets from her people, or that simply being with her people is enough for her. We feel that Elisha is not satisfied with her response and wants to match her generosity of spirit. When the woman withdraws from the room, Elisha asks his servant, “What is to be done for her?” Gekhazi’s reply: “But she has no son and her husband is old.” Why the “but”? The brief reply is a novel in itself. A family portrait. An image of its distress. What’s the use of having fields and houses when there is no one to inherit them? “Call her back,” Elisha says. And, like the angel in the Book of Genesis who visited Abraham and Sarah, he speaks directly to her and makes a solemn promise: “At this time next year, you will be embracing a son.” She is visibly moved, and all she can say is, “Man of God, please do not lie to your maidservant.”

			
			The narrative then follows the woman, and not Elisha. In this case, the reader is better informed than he is. Elisha and Gekhazi must have left the house to do their work in the region of Mount Carmel, the favorite place of Elijah, who is both so present and so absent in the story now. As for the woman, she had a son precisely when the prophet said she would. “Vayigdal ha’yeled.” And the boy grew up—most probably cherished if not spoiled by his mother.

			One day, the boy went to see his father, who was working among the reapers in the field. “Roshi, roshi!” he suddenly cried out. “My head, my head!” The boy was taken back to his mother, who held him on her lap until noon. And then he died. Without uttering a word, the woman took her son up to the attic, placed him on Elisha’s bed, and left, closing the door behind her. She sent a message to her husband: “I need one of your young men and one of the donkeys, in order to go see the man of God.” That’s all she told him. One recognizes her strength of character, as well as her love for her husband: Why tell him of the catastrophe that has struck their family? She could handle the situation by herself. But he wanted more information: “What’s the hurry?” he asked. “Today is neither the holiday of the new moon nor Shabbat.” Her answer? One word: “Shalom.” Which could mean either goodbye or don’t worry, all will be well. To her driver she said, “Go quickly, hurry!” Elisha saw her from a distance. “Look,” he said to Gekhazi, “it is the Shunammite woman! Go to her and ask if all is well with her, and her husband, and her son.” What? The prophet did not know? No, he did not. Later, he will admit it, and not without some embarrassment. As for the mother, succinct as always, she uttered only one word: “Shalom.” All is well. She wasn’t going to tell the servant the story of her life! But when she was in the presence of Elisha, she could no longer control her emotions. She threw herself at his feet. Gekhazi hurried to push her away but his master stopped him. “Leave her alone. Her soul is filled with bitterness, and God has hidden it from me.”

			
			Then the Shunammite woman spoke; you can hear her trembling voice: “Have I asked for a son, my lord? Haven’t I implored you not to deceive me?”

			Elisha responded by turning to Gekhazi. “Gird your loins, take my staff in your hand, and be on your way. If you meet anyone, do not stop to greet him. If anyone greets you, do not stop to answer. Go and place my staff on the face of the child.”

			The instructions were clear, specific. They expressed a sense of extreme urgency. As Elisha’s emissary, Gekhazi was sent to correct the injustice done to mother and child, to vanquish death, while he, the prophet, stayed behind on Mount Carmel. Gekhazi did not hesitate for a second; he went on his way. Was the mother satisfied? She was not. She did not want an emissary; she wanted the prophet himself to go to her child. “I swear to you,” she said, “on the life of the Lord and on your life, I shall not leave you.” In truth, it seems that she distrusted Gekhazi’s powers, and she was right to be skeptical. He did what he had been told to do. He placed the staff on the child’s face, but nothing happened; the child did not respond. So Gekhazi ran back to inform his master of his failure: “The child has not awakened.” When Elisha arrived at the home, it was a dead child that he discovered on his bed.

			
			Elisha secluded himself in the attic with the boy. What happens next will take your breath away:

			
				And he went up, and lay upon the child, and put his mouth upon his mouth, his eyes upon his eyes, his hands upon his hands, and he stretched himself upon him, and the body of the child became warm…and the child sneezed seven times, and the child opened his eyes.

			

			So Elisha called his servant Gekhazi to bring in the Shunammite woman.

			She came in, and he said, “Take your son.” She fell at his feet and bowed down to the ground. Then she picked up her son and left.

			In this passage, curiously, it is the woman who seems most intriguing. The prophet only does his work, his duty. He sees a woman in distress, so he comes to her aid. A miracle is needed? He accomplishes it. Granted, he should have known about the pain of his hostess, but then nobody is perfect, not even God’s spokesman. Did his miracle almost backfire? A mistake can happen, even by a prophet who, incidentally, corrected it as soon as he learned about it.

			But the woman is faultless, from beginning to end. Noble, discreet, almost invisible, she is not the complaining type. “B’tokh ami anochi yoshevet.” That’s enough for her! She dwells among her own people. Is there a greater happiness than for a person to live among compatriots and friends? She has no children? That’s God’s will; who is she to oppose it? When the prophet makes a surprising promise, she simply asks him not to deceive her. The term she uses, “al tekhazev,” lends itself to a variety of interpretations. All she wants is the truth. No false hopes, no false words. Struck in her soul by her child’s sudden death, she takes charge and spares her husband; he knows nothing of what is going on. Confronting Elisha, she doesn’t let him off with sending his servant to do things on his behalf; she stays with the “man of God” to the end. When she recovers her living son, she leaves her benefactor without a word. Has she left him for good?

			
			In rereading the text, one senses that there is a special relationship between the prophet and the Shunammite woman. It is she who realized right away that he was a saintly man. “Hinei atah yadati ki ish Elokim kadosh hu,” she said in first talking to her husband about her visitor. Behold now, I know that he is a saintly man of God. Ish Elokim, a man of God, is frequently used in the text. But
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