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   In the first part of this article, we began to explore ironic and even chasten-

ing uses of "spirit" [ruah] in the account of Moses, the elders and the trans-

feral of spirit (Num. 11) and in remarkably parallel narratives about Elijah 

and about Elisha's early career (II Kg. 2ff.) In this second and concluding part 

of our explorations, it remains for us to look at the whole career of Elisha, in 

order to gain insight into the biblical message about ruah that is conveyed 

even more strongly in the biblical treatment of the most distinguished of the 

prophets, Moses. 

   The remaining chapters of the Elisha cycle are all that we have to make 

sense of transferals of spirit in the Moses/elders and Elijah/Elisha passages. 

In II Kings 3:11 the question is put into the mouth of King Jehoshaphat: 'Is 

there not a prophet of the Lord here?' The Hebrew wording "prophet of the 

Lord [navi l’adonai]" is strange. It suggests a prophet as a conduit to God, 

without a Divinely sanctioned message. Indeed, Yehezkel Kaufmann wisely 

sees in the Elisha narratives an "artless candor" preserving records of an ecs-

tatic, less polished, music-induced "prophecy" like the one that briefly ani-

mated Saul (I Sam. 10:9 ff.).
1

 Could it be that the Bible is mocking such 

prophecy, along with the kind that affected the elders in Moses' time, the kind 

that Moses himself imprudently praised? 

   The narrative suggests that Elisha has his moods, and that his kind of 

prophecy may be a reflection of those moods. He condemns the deceased, 

paganizing Ahab, King of Israel, and his equally corrupt successor, but re-

sponds to King Jehoshaphat of Judah because he "respects" him (II Kg. 3:14). 

Christopher Begg, a perceptive historian, suggests that Elisha was not men-

tioned in the Books of Chronicles because he supported  Jehoshaphat's  "co-

operation with the military schemes of Israel (and the 'foreign' Edomites)," in 

violation of the biblical proposition that joining foreign nations in military or 

commercial ventures or appealing to them "inevitably leads to divinely-
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effected disaster."
2 

Begg does yeoman service in positing a biblical condem-

nation, however subtle, of Elisha's methods and words, which betray "ideo-

logical incompatibility" with sacred biblical principles. But why focus on 

only one of Elisha's actions? Perhaps the very basis of his prophetic authori-

ty, attributed to the "double portion" of spirit from Elijah, is in question. 

   Is it a compliment to Elisha that he inherited some kind of spiritual authori-

ty over the Disciples of the Prophets [b’nai neviim]? Kaufmann convincingly 

regards the very title b’nai neviim as denoting neurotic social outcasts of 

"wild imagination" whose only claim to fame may have been popular interest 

that opened the way to some morally and politically powerful leaders who 

emerged from their circles.
3

 

   Given the double spirit received by Elisha, the biblical narrative does not 

show him great respect as a top-rank prophet. First, the narrative never calls 

him a prophet per se; he is referred to in the third person only as a "man of 

God [ish Elohim]," a designation that applies as much to King David (II 

Chron. 8:14, Neh. 12:24,36) as to prophets like Elisha.
4

 The only one who 

calls Elisha a prophet [navi] is Elisha himself (II Kg. 5:8).
5

 

   Elisha must induce prophecy that is not readily available to him. At the 

moment of the query from Jehoshaphat, he requests a musician to play so that 

the "hand of the Lord" (namely, prophecy) might come upon him (3:15). On-

ly after this jam session can he assure the two kings that they will be victo-

rious over Moab.
6

 But some of Elisha's most dramatic predictions result in a 

partial victory only.
7

 

   Indeed, most of Elisha's ministry as prophet, as described in II Kings 4-8, is 

given over to road show tactics that are impressive but never quite succeed 

all at once or even once and for all. He helps the widow of one of the Dis-

ciples of the Prophets by expanding her one vessel of oil into many vessels 

that can be sold to relieve her debts. He tells her to borrow as many vessels as 

she can, for the miracle is strictly limited to the number of vessels she can 

beg or borrow (4:1-7).  

   He rewards a wealthy woman from Shunem and her husband, who have 

provided him with sleeping quarters, by telling them that they will have a 

child (4:8-17), but seems clueless when that child later succumbs to illness 

(heatstroke?). When the grieving woman informs him of it, he says: 'The 

Lord has hidden it from me and not told me' (V. 27). She responds that it was 

not she who asked for a son, implying that somehow Elisha's gifts of spirit 
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bring as much heartache as blessing. Elisha then performs a successful 

mouth-to-mouth (or spirit-to-spirit) resuscitation of the lad, as a kind of pro-

phetic damage control.
8

  

   At the end of Chapter 4, his provision of stew for the Disciples of the 

Prophets has mixed results, at least at first, but he does better at multiplying 

bread. At the beginning of Chapter 6, he must do some fishing in order to 

locate an axe head for the Disciples of the Prophets. 

   Elisha appears to use his skills best when dealing with gentile aristocracy 

and crowds, and bringing them to far-reaching appreciation of God. For ex-

ample, his cure of Naaman (Ch. 5), his benevolent victory over the Arameans 

who tried to seize him (6:8-23) and his triumph in Damascus in virtually an-

nouncing the succession of Hazael, though the latter would bring grief to the 

Israelites (8:7-15).  

   Interestingly, each of these triumphs occurs only after Elisha himself prays 

to God, or his petitioners mention prayers to God. It is not by spirit that Eli-

sha is esteemed by gentiles, but by the name of God.
9

 The rabbis perceptively 

observed that Elisha's accomplishments were by prayer and not so much by 

spirit (Megillah 27a). 

   The cycle of Elisha stories ends with what might be regarded as narratives 

that suggest a testiness in Elisha's ministry. These bear vivid witness to the 

haphazard effects of the spirit conveyed to him by Elijah himself. Thus, for 

example, Elisha instructs King Joash to strike the ground with his arrows as a 

portent of victory over the oppressive Aram. When Joash does this only three 

times, Elisha dooms him to defeating Aram only three times. Then, he dies 

(13:14-15).
10 This angry take on archery does have much in common with 

incantational methods that characterize many of Elisha's feats and that do 

parallel practices that come dangerously close to magical rites proscribed by 

Scripture.
11

  

   The narratives about Elisha end with a corpse being thrown upon his grave 

and coming alive and standing on its feet (13:21). This resurrection account 

may well be one final testament to the problematic effects of transferred spirit 

run amok. Just as Elisha's use of spirit was subject to his own moods and 

limitations during his lifetime, so was the power suffused, as it were, in his 

bones, out of control after his death. The narrative may contrast Elisha's re-

markable but uneven powers with Moses, whose grave was not allowed to 
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become a shrine (Deut. 34:6), and whose own transfer of spirit was directly 

guided by God.
12

 

   The narratives in Numbers 11 (Moses and the elders) and II Kings 1-13 (the 

impressive but troubling tale of Elisha) provide an astonishing but clear bib-

lical lesson on the dangers of "spiritism." The trials and errors of Elisha may 

well be related in order to provide insight into the greatness and the foibles of 

the finest and most venerated of biblical prophets and leaders, Moses. When 

the Israelites complain about lack of food and Moses suggests that God does 

not know how to treat prophets, the spirit [ruah] carries excessive food and 

out-of-control prophecy to the people, as if to say: In your complaining and 

whining, would you presume that you can better control the uses of ruah?
13

 Is 

it spirit you want, Moses and Israel, for more efficient food distribution and 

for religious authority? You had better learn now, the hard way, that you 

could not utilize it better than God. Such things should be left to God, Who 

does not want His people to be masters at manipulating spirit, but wants them 

to be loyal to God, to love God and to trust in Him.
14

  

   The message here may well be an echo of the golden calf narrative (Ex. 

34:29-35). Benjamin Scolnic persuasively argues that God renders Moses 

"horned" because the people wanted to simulate the Egyptian horned god, the 

sign of spiritual authority with which they had been familiar. In Scolnic's 

paraphrase: "You want to see a horned symbol of the sun? Take a look at 

Moses. You wanted to replace Moses and Me with the Golden Calf? Moses is 

My representative, he reflects My light. Behold My agent on earth. Here, in 

terms you cannot miss, is the message of My power."
15

 

   Likewise, the Elisha narrative says to readers of the Bible: Those who ask 

for a double portion of God's spirit from someone other than God may be 

overzealous disciples, but they will not make the best prophets. They will 

succeed to the point that they pray to God and remain humble before the 

Creator. They may win the esteem of Disciples of the Prophets with certain 

spirit gifts and with a working guild. They may even do God's work, but it 

will be in a haphazard, even roundabout way.
16

 

   It is not until the later, classical prophets that a more profound and consis-

tent quality of prophecy [nevuah] is found. The period after Elisha is charac-

terized by a scarcity of prophecy. Bible scholar Richard Elliott Friedman sees 

in the miracles of Elijah and Elisha "humans' most advanced control of divine 

powers in the Hebrew Bible."
17

 Friedman traces a Divine transfer of power to 
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human beings as God diminishes signs of His Presence in order to allow for 

increased human growth and participation. My thesis is that the biblical narr-

ative frowns upon human presumption to transfer the spirit of prophecy. The 

notion was popular in certain prophetic guilds, but seen as a brazen use of 

ruah. God is regarded as bestowing it at will, ideally with the higher prophet-

ic experience of the davar, or Divine Word, a perspective Divinely shared 

with a prophet. 

   Elijah should have learned that God’s presence is in the still small voice (I 

Kg. 19:12), and not appropriated by manipulation of ruah.
18

 But he still went 

on to "transfer" ruah to Elisha, resulting in both the promotion and obstruc-

tion of Elisha's  prophecy. As a result, there is a period of waning prophecy 

until a higher, classical prophecy emerges. We hear of a Jonah ben-Amitai, 

who brings a promise of Divine deliverance to the corrupt Jeroboam II (II Kg 

14:25), but there is no prophetic triumph here of any kind. As if promising a 

more dramatic and significant, even central, role for prophecy, however, the 

narrative pledges Divine utilization of every prophet and every seer to ask 

Israel to turn from its wicked ways, to observe My commandments and My 

laws, according to all the instruction that I commanded your fathers and that 

I transmitted to you through My servants the prophets (17:13). With these 

prophets, God will utilize spirit only as an emergency measure.
19

 

   The last word on such matters will be given to the Prophet Zechariah, who 

cries out:  

'And I will also make the so-called prophets and the unclean spirit vanish 

from the land . . . . In that day, every prophet will be ashamed of the vi-

sions [from which] he prophesied, and he will not wear the hairy mantle 

in order to deceive' (13:2,4). 

   The reference to the Elijah-Elisha stories is unmistakable here. After all, 

Elijah had employed his mantle [adderet] to initiate Elisha into prophecy (I 

Kg. 19; II Kg. 2). Zechariah calls into question both the spirit of transferred 

prophecy and the mantle, which encouraged Elisha in his inappropriate re-

quest for a double portion of Elijah's spirit.
20 

   Might Zechariah’s warning be the ultimate biblical response not only to 

Elisha's escapades with Elijah's mantle of spirit, but also to Moses' careless 

surrender of prophetic authority when the people complained about food?
21
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