Midrash Analysis Essay

To show the differences and improvements that the Midrash texts create united with the Bible, I decided to devote my essay to the prophet Elijah, one of the few people to actually ascend into heaven.  To write an essay concerning all of Elijah’s appearances in the Bible and Midrash would most likely take months, so I focused primarily on his life while he was walking the earth in “human form”.  
We will see differing views between the two texts on Elijah’s miracles, his relationship with Yahweh and his final ascent into heaven.
Elijah’s first appearance in the Bible is as a messenger to Ahab, considered the most sinful of Israel’s kings. He proclaims “As the Lord the God of Israel lives, for whom I stand, there shall be neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word” (1 Kings 17: 1).  In the Midrash version, we see that Elijah initially objects to meeting Ahab.  The Midrash version states, “Elijah at first refused to seek out the sinner who had violated the Divine Injunction against rebuilding Jericho, for he said that the blasphemous talk of such evil-doers always called for his rage” (Ginzberg 4).  The Midrash also claims that Ahab mocked Elijah, saying “Was not Moses greater than Joshua, and did he not say that God would let no rain descend upon the earth, if Israel served and worshipped idols? There is not an idol to which I do not pay homage, and yet we enjoy all that is goodly and desirable”  (Ginzberg 4).  Elijah agrees and states “there shall be no dew nor rain these years, but according to my word” (Ginzberg 4).  While the biblical version might lead the reader to believe that it was Yahweh’s idea to bring forth the drought, the Midrash professes Ahab actually provoked Elijah, which resulted in Israel’s lack of rain.  To the reader, this defines Ahab as the source of Israels’ suffering; it is because of his arrogance that the land receives no rain.  

The Midrash also focuses on Yahweh’s compassion for Israel.  It states that Yahweh “tried to induce the prophet to release Him from His promise.  To influence him He mad the brook run dry whence Elijah drew water for his thirst” (Ginzberg 7-8).  In the biblical version this is never mentioned, 
God simply leads Elijah around the wilderness, telling him “hide yourself by the WadiCherith, which is east of the Jordan. You shall drink from the wadi, and I have commanded the ravens to feed you there” (1 Kings 17:3-4).The biblical version never really shows what Yahweh is feeling, it never gives us a glimpse into his emotions.  The Midrash tries to show us what exactly Yahweh is thinking. He is troubled and worried for his people, so He works to make Elijah bring rain back to Israel.  A few verses later Yahweh leads Elijah to a woman who is supposed to take care of him.  He tells Elijah “Go now to Zarephath, which belongs to Sidon, and live there; for I have commanded a widow there to feed you” (1 Kings 17:9).Once he arrives, the widow’s child becomes sick and dies; though the Bible gives us no specific reason.  The Midrash reveals that Yahweh bargained with Elijah to save the boy.  It says, “In his distress Elijah supplicated God to revive the child.  Now God had the prophet in His power.  He could give heed unto Elijah’s prayer only provided the prophet released Him from the promise about a drought […] Elijah saw there was nothing for it but to yield” (Ginzberg 10-12).  Here again we see Yahweh’s compassion for Israel in the Midrash; the revival of the boy is not an act of power from Elijah but instead a covenant between him and Yahweh.  It shows Him as less of an all-powerful being that brings torment upon any who oppose Him and more of a loving, compassionate God.
In the next chapter Elijah decides to battle the priests of Baal, the god of Ahab.  He has twin bulls brought up to him, and one was to be sacrificed in the name of God, the other in the name of Baal.  There are many differences between the Midrash and biblical versions in this story. First, the Midrash includes a conversation between Elijah and the bull intended to be sacrificed to Baal.  After successfully leading his bull to the altar, Elijah asks the other bull why it won’t move.  It replies, “We two, yonder bullock and myself, came forth from the same womb, we took our food from the same manager, and now he has been destined for God, as an instrument for the glorification of the Divine Name, while I am to be used for Baal, as an instrument to enrage my Creator” (Ginzberg 13).  Once Elijah successfully leads Baal’s bull to its altar, we see another addition in the Midrash.  “The priests sought to deceive the people. They undermined the altar, and Hiel hid himself under it with the purpose of igniting a fire at the mention of the word Baal.  But God sent a serpent to kill him” (Ginzberg 14). The Midrash also states, “To add to the confusion of the idolaters, God had imposed silence upon the whole world. […] If a single sound had made itself heard, the priests would have said, “It is the voice of Baal”” (Ginzberg 15).  Elijah also asked the sun to stand still, so that the altar and all the preparations could be completed in one day.  After all this, after the priests of Baal failed to ignite a flame, Elijah prepared to sacrifice his bull.  The Bible says that Elijah told his servants “”Fill four jars with water and pour it on the burnt offering and on the wood. […] Do it a second time. […] Do it a third time”; and they did a third time, so that the water ran all around the altar, and filled the trench also with water” (1 Kings 18:34-35).  The Midrash has a different description, stating “Toward evening Elijah summoned his disciple Elisha, and bade him pour water over his hands.  A miracle happened.  Water flowed out from Elijah’s fingers until the whole trench was filled” (Ginzberg 17).  Finally, while both the Bible and the Midrash have similar interpretations of the fire descending from heaven, the Midrash adds something else to the story.  It states, “Fire fell from heaven upon the altar, a fire that not only consumed what it touched, but also licked up the water.  Nor was that all; his prayer for rain was also granted” (Ginzberg 20-21).  So the Midrash also wraps up Elijah’s earlier story concerning the drought that had occurred in Israel.  Throughout this whole story the Midrash seems to throw even more miracles into the mix.  From the sun standing still to water pouring out from Elijah’s fingers, we get a much stronger sense of Yahweh’s power when reading the Midrash version in conjunction to the Bible.

Skipping ahead quite a bit to Elijah’s end, we find Elijah and Elisha, his follower, walking through the wilderness.  The Bible says, “As they continued walking and talking, a chariot of fire and horses separated the two of them, and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven” (2 Kings 2:11).  The Midrash adds to this, “Elijah was taken up into heaven, but not without first undergoing a struggle with the Angel of Death. He refused to let Elijah enter heaven at his translation, on the ground that he exercised jurisdiction over all mankind, Elijah not excepted” (Ginzberg 31-32).  Later on, Yahweh allows the two to fight over the matter, to see if Elijah can ascend to heaven.  “With the consent of God, a combat took place between Elijah and the Angel of Death.  The prophet was victorious, and, if God had not restrained him, he would have annihilated his opponent” (Ginzberg 32).  Whereas the Bible simply states that Elijah was swept into heaven, the Midrash reveals that it was actually a struggle for him, since humans are not allowed ascend to heaven normally.  We are also given a picture of Elijah’s life once he arrives at heaven.  It states, “In heaven he goes on living for all time.  There he sits recording the deeds of men and the chronicles of the world” (Ginzberg 33-35).  
It presents us with a much more complete view of Elijah’s life through the Midrash, and it presents increased foreclosure
 upon his death.  It should also be mentioned that the Midrash reveals Elijah as an angel, stating, “Elijah’s miraculous deeds will be better understood if we remember that he had been an angel from the very first, even before the end of his earthly career.  When God was about to create man, Elijah said to Him: “Master of the world!  If it be pleasing in Thine eyes, I will descend to earth, and make myself serviceable to the sons of men” (Ginzberg 38).  


In the end, it’s clear that the Midrash texts create even more to think about when it comes to reading and understand the bible.  Sometimes things make more sense (Elijah’s anger with Ahab and the drought), while certain times it might add to the confusion (water running out of someone’s fingers is a little hard to comprehend).  If nothing else, the Midrash texts simply give us a little more to think about; while that might be over-stimulation for some, I, for one, have thoroughly enjoyed researching and writing this particular essay, which is something rare indeed
.
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