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"Ding, Dong, the witch is dead!  Which old witch?  The WICKED witch!  Ding, dong, the wicked witch is dead!"  These wonderfully alliterative words from the Wizard of Oz resonate in my mind as I think of the munchkins singing merrily at the demise of the first wicked witch in the movie.  I think that's why whenever I hear the word "witch" I connect it with the word "wicked" because this song bounces to the forefront of my brain and annoyingly repeats itself over and over in spite of my efforts to ignore it.

Most of us think of witches as wickedCand rightly so.  The Hebrew Bible condemns illicit magical practices as an abomination before God worthy of the death penalty (cf. Exod 22:18; Lev 19:26, 31; 20:6; 2 Kings 21:6; 23:24; Isa 8:19; 19:3; Mal 3:5).  For instance, Deuteronomy 18:10-11 states: 

There will not be found among you one who causes his son or his daughter to pass through the fire (  ), one who divines divinations ( ), one who practices soothsaying (), or one who divines by omens (), or one who practices sorcery (), or one who casts a spell ( ), or one who consults a necromancer or wizard (  ), or one who inquires of the dead ( ).

Particularly reprehensible was the practice of necromancyCdivination by consultation with the dead.  Leviticus 20:27 states, "And a man or a woman who is among them a necromancer or a wizard will surely be put to death.  With stones they will stone them, their bloodguiltiness (is) upon them."

In every passage where necromancy is mentioned, the Hebrew Bible clearly decries the practice and/or condemns the practitionerCevery passage, that is, except one.  In perhaps one of the most curious narratives in the entire Hebrew Bible we encounter an unnamed witch
 who is not condemned by the persons who interact with her or by the narrator who recounts her story.  In fact, one of the most striking aspects of the account is the complete absence of the expected negative word about the witch.  There is good reason for this strange omission, as we shall see.

Context




In earlier passages in 1 Samuel, Saul had been denied a dynasty (13:1-14) and then, ultimately, stripped of his kingdom (15:1-31) due to his disobedience.  In the latter account, Saul had abrogated the rules of Holy War, keeping some of the spoils and allowing the king of the Amalekite army to live.  When Samuel confronted Saul with his sin, Saul offered "orthodox" excuses, claiming that he had spared some of the animals in order to sacrifice them to Yahweh.  Samuel replied:


Is the delight of Yahweh in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as it is in obeying the voice of Yahweh?  Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to give attention than the fat of rams.  For (the) sin of divination () (is) rebellion.  And iniquity and idolatry () (is) arrogance.  Because you rejected the word of Yahweh, now he has rejected you from being king.  (1 Sam 15:22-23)

Saul refused step down from his throne after being rejected as king and the situation deteriorated.  He was tormented by an evil spirit and became increasingly antagonistic toward David, threatening his life on numerous occasions and ultimately pursuing him relentlessly around the wilderness.  Just prior to the events of 1 Samuel 28, both men were forced into situations which required them to make desperate decisions.  David finally concluded that his life was endangered by Saul.  In a desperate and potentially disastrous move politically, he fled to the refuge of the Philistine army.  Meanwhile, Saul became preoccupied with the impending battle against the Philistines. 

1 Samuel 28 appears between the accounts of David fleeing to the Philistines (1 Samuel 27) and the story of his subsequent dismissal from the Philistine army and battle with the Amalekites (1 Samuel 29-30).  Although the account of Saul and the Witch of Endor might be more logically positioned before chapter 31 that describes Saul's demise, the redactor(s) apparently placed it here in order to contrast Saul with David.
  This contrast is designed to demonstrate definitively who is the legitimate king (which is, perhaps, the major thrust of chapters 16-30 where Saul and David are constantly being compared).  David's desperate flight to the Philistines on the surface appears to be a military faux pas, though it most certainly was not a religious peccadillo.  Nevertheless, it raises in the mind of the reader a question about David's loyalty to Israel.  Although 1 Samuel 29 recounts how David avoided compromising himself, the redactor artfully delays this denouement with the story of the Witch of Endor.  This was, perhaps, to provide suspense regarding David's own loyalty and legitimacy in the reader's mind.  At the beginning of 1 Samuel 28, the reader must wonder whether either man is a worthy king!  

More intriguing in terms of comparison is 1 Samuel 30:6-8, which indicates that David was "greatly distressed" because the people were considering stoning him (cf. Saul's great distress, 1 Sam 28:15).  David inquired of Yahweh through the legitimate means of the ephod (Urim) and Yahweh responded positively (cf. Saul's dismal failure at inquiry, 1 Sam 28:6).  Both accounts are also related to the Amalekites.  By placing the story of Saul and the Witch of Endor between the accounts about David, the redactor brings home his point regarding the legitimacy of David's kingship versus the illegitimacy of Saul's. 

Analysis
1.  The Sound of Divine Silence (1 Sam 28:3-7).  The story itself begins in 28:3 with the statement (stated already in 1 Sam 25:1) that Samuel had died.  This narrative detail is necessarily repeated at this juncture to remind the reader that the prophetic word (as far as Saul was concerned) had died with Samuel.  Saul had banned all 
witches and wizards out of the land.  Although this "reformation" is not recorded elsewhere in 1 Samuel, the fact is stated to indicate that these unorthodox means of gaining information were unavailable due to Saul's own actions.  This makes his subsequent search for a witch that much more reprehensible.   The Philistines were encamped at Shunem
 just north of the town of Jezreel.  Their presence so far north and east emphasizes the potential threat they posedCthey were very close to cutting a path right through Israel, dividing it in half.
 Saul's forces were encamped at Mt. Gilboa on the southern side of the valley, and the battle was about to begin.  

The narrator indicates in vivid terms that Saul was extremely afraid of the Philistines: "And Saul saw the camp of the Philistines and he was afraid and his heart trembled greatly." The warrior king was reduced to overwhelming fear in the face of battle.  The narrator not so subtly criticizes Saul's kingship with this statement, since leadership in battle was a primary role for a king (cf. 1 Sam. 8:20). Saul decided to inquire ()
 of Yahweh regarding the battle.  But Yahweh did not answer him, neither through dreams, the Urim,
 nor the prophets.  Saul was confronted with the sound of divine silence.  In desperation, he told his servants to seek a mistress of sorcery () for him so he could inquire () through her.  Immediately his servants responded that just such a woman existed in Endor (v. 7).  

In a series of ironic strokes, the narrator paints the background for the desperate seance which follows.  The once courageous king is now a coward.  The man whose choice as king was determined by casting lots (Urim), now cannot receive word from Yahweh through the same means. The king who banned witches and wizards from the land now demands audience with one.  Once again Saul finds himself backed against the wall in battle, and, once again, he resorts to illegitimate ways of dealing with his predicament.

2.  A Desperate Seance at Midnight (1 Sam 28:8-14).  After disguising himself, Saul and two of his men made their way by night to Endor so that the woman could divine for him.
  The exact location of Endor remains uncertain,
 but it is possible that Saul had to cross behind enemy lines in order to reach the townCanother indication of his desperation.
  Saul commanded the woman, "Divine, please, for me by necromancy and cause to bring up for me whomever I say to you!" (28:8).  The woman protested, "Behold, you yourself know what Saul did, that he caused to cut off the witches and the wizards from the land!  And why are you striking at my life to cause me to die?" (28:9)  The woman feared for her life and was therefore unwilling to disobey the law.  But Saul reassured her by swearing an oath in Yahweh's name, "As Yahweh lives, no punishment will befall you with this deed!" (28:10).  Saul promised that the woman would avoid punishment, ironically swearing by the very God whom he disobeyed by asking the woman to perform this deed!  After Saul told her whom she was to bring up, the witch conjured Samuel (v. 11).  The narrator provides no description of the procedure, perhaps purposefully to enhance "the suggestive and mysterious nature of the episode."

When the woman saw Samuel, she cried out with a loud voice and for the first time realized that Saul was her client (28:11-12).
  Saul commanded her again not to be afraid.  In his desperation for a positive oracle from Samuel, Saul desired to assure the woman she would not pay the penalty for practicing her craftCeven though the law was very clear in this regard (Lev 20:27).  As Klein notes, "Perhaps the story means to suggest that the guilt in this story is Saul's alone."
  Interestingly, Saul, the one whose heart trembled with fear at the Philistine threat, was fearless when it came to disobeying Yahweh's law.  When Saul asked the woman what she saw, she replied, "A god (), I see, coming up from the earth!" The use of  here is striking because one would expect the term  instead.  Perhaps this implies that the situation was beyond the woman's control.  She expected a ghost but instead a divine-like being appeared before her.
 Saul asked what his form was and she replied, "An old
 man is coming up and he is clothed in a robe!"  With this, Saul bowed with his face to the ground (28:13-14).  

Again the narrator presents a series of contrasts:  Saul skulking by night to a mistress of necromancy (a "lady of the night" if you will!), the witch herself quoting the law to Saul and Saul flippantly disregarding it, Saul unafraid when fear was warranted, Saul swearing falsely in the name of Yahweh in order to justify his request.  Wickedness is surely afoot, but the wicked one isn't the witch!

3.  The Grave Message of Samuel (1 Sam 28:15-19).  What follows is a dialogue between Samuel and Saul.  Some commentators believe that the woman conjured Samuel and took no further part in the visionary episode.
  However, twice Saul had to question the woman concerning the apparition:  "What do you see?" (v. 13) and "What is his form?" (v. 14). In both cases Saul was reliant upon the woman to describe Samuel and only when he heard her description did he fall to the ground in recognition of the old prophet.  It therefore seems logical to conclude that the witch also voiced the words of Samuel.  The witch thus becomes a prophetic mediator, declaring Samuel's word from Yahweh to the recalcitrant king.
  

Samuel does not sound happy about being disturbed:  "Why did you cause to disturb me in order to make me come up?"  "Samuel is portrayed as a spirit, roused out of his slumber in Sheol where existence was seen as a state of weakness and forgetfulness (Psalm 88:4, 12)."
  Saul replied, "I am greatly distressed for the Philistines are encamped against me and Elohim departed from upon me and did not answer me again, even by the hand of the prophets or dreams
 and so I called to you to cause to make known
 for me what I should do!" (v. 15). In response, Samuel spelled out for Saul what the defiant king should have known already:



Why do you inquire of me?  For Yahweh has turned away from upon you and he has become your adversary.  And Yahweh will do to you according to what he really spoke by my hand and Yahweh will tear the kingdom from your hand and he will give it to your companion, David.  Because you did not listen to the voice of Yahweh and you did not bring about his wrath with Amalek, therefore Yahweh has done this thing to you this day.  And Yahweh has given even Israel with you into the hand of the Philistines and tomorrow you and your sons will be with me, even the camp of Israel Yahweh will give into the hand of the Philistines (vv. 16-19)

This sober prophetic message is a reiterated statement of Saul's demise due to his disobedience with the Amalekites (1 Samuel 15).  Notably it does not directly answer Saul's question, "What should I do?"  By reiterating Yahweh's name seven times throughout his message, Samuel condemned Saul's omission of the sacred name (v. 15b)
 and his flippant misuse of the name (v. 10). The old prophet stressed the gravity of the situation by recasting Saul's statement, "Elohim has departed from upon me," into "Yahweh has turned away from upon you and he has become your adversary."  Yahweh was not merely absent from SaulChe was against him.  In fulfillment of his own prophetic word (1 Sam. 15:28), Samuel declared that the kingdom torn from Saul had been given to David.  When Samuel said, "Tomorrow you and your sons will be with me," he was not saying something positive.  This is not the equivalent of Jesus' statement on the cross, "Tomorrow you will be with me in paradise!"  Rather, Samuel was informing Saul:  "Tomorrow, you are a dead man like me!"  Finally, Israel's fate would be tied to Saul's.  The king whom the Israelites had demanded to lead them in battle (1 Sam. 8:20) would drag them instead to their defeat.  Samuel did not tell Saul what to do because there was nothing he could do--the message from the grave was grave indeed!

Once again irony pervades the passage.  In his frantic attempt to rationalize waking Samuel, Saul declared the essence of his problem: Yahweh was no longer with him.  Yet he failed to recognize the bitter significance of divine absenceCseeking hope where there was none to be found. Saul risked his life and abrogated Yahweh's law to consult the dead Samuel only to be told that his own death and Israel's defeat were inevitable and imminent. The prophetic message reaffirmed Davidic kingship as divinely appointed.  Saul's demise and David's ascendency are effectively portrayed as the fulfillment of the prophetic word.

4.  Saul's Last Supper (1 Sam 28:20-25).  In response to the dire words of Samuel, Saul fell again to the ground and was greatly afraid.  He had no strength in him because he did not eat all day or night (v. 20).
  When the woman saw his distress, she entreated Saul:

Behold, your maidservant
 listened to your voice
 and I took my life in my hand and I listened to your words which you spoke to me.  And now, you also please listen to the voice of your maidservant and let me place before you a morsel of food to eat and it will be strength in you so that you may go on your way (vv. 21-22). 

Although at first Saul refused, when pressed he gave in, rose up from the ground, and sat on the bed (v. 23).
  The woman sacrificed a fatted (lit. "stall-fed") calf and prepared unleavened cakes (v. 24).
  The meal the witch served was not a mere testament to her "motherly"
 or "tender"
 nature, nor to her desire to show hospitality,
 nor to her effort to display pity
 or boost morale.
  Rather, the sacrificial meal serves as a fitting marker of the end of Saul's reign and further defines the woman's prophetic role.  Saul's kingship commenced with a meal provided by the prophet Samuel (1 Sam. 9:19-24).  Now the disintegration of his dominion is heralded with a meal catered by a witchCthe prophetic mediator of Samuel's word of doom.  

Once Saul and his men had eaten, they departed (v. 25).  Soon after this event, Saul's forces met the Philistines in battle and Saul and his sons died (1 Samuel 31).  The witch of Endor is never mentioned again.

The narrator concludes his story with another series of paradoxical twists. Saul's ill-advised journey to the witch was motivated by his fear of the Philistines, but it results in Saul being more afraid than before.  In the beginning of the story, Saul was the figure of authority, commanding the witch to do his bidding.  By the end of the account she is the authority, commanding Saul to obey her words and submit to her ministrations.  Amazingly enough, Saul failed to listen to the voice of Yahweh but did listen to the voice of a witch!
  Saul's last supper marks the ignoble end of his reign and evokes the meal served by Samuel at the beginning of his reign, forming an ironic inclusio to his story.

Conclusion
The witch of Endor is not at first an obvious protagonist.  In fact, because she is introduced as a "witch" the reader expects to view her in a negative light.  Ironically (and humorously), the narrator portrays her in a positive light. She is concerned about obeying the law whereas Saul is willing to disregard it.  She is not punished for her role in conjuring Samuel, Saul is.  She provides a final meal for Saul which closes the final chapter on his kingship.  In essence, the narrator clearly portrays Saul in a negative light and says not a single negative word regarding the witch.  The contrast is a narrative tool of surprise and irony designed to paint Saul in the worst light possible.  As one of my students remarked, "It's bad to be a witch in Israel, but it's far worse to be Saul."

So, does the absence of a negative word make the Witch of Endor the "Good Witch of the North"?  Not exactly.  But in comparison to Saul neither is she the "wicked witch" that we might have expected.  The key to this passage is found in Samuel's earlier statement in 1 Sam. 15:23:  "For rebellion is as the sin of divination."  In Yahweh's eyes, Saul's disobedience was the equivalent of the sin of witchcraft.  Because he had disobeyed and rebelled against Yahweh, his life was forfeit.  Ironically, Saul's rebelliousness ultimately led him to resort to actual divination as well, and that is why Saul rather than the witch, is the focus of condemnation in 1 Samuel 28.  By contrasting Saul with the witch throughout the passage, the narrator drives home one last time why Yahweh legitimately rejected him as king and chose David to replace him.  Thus, Saul is the one about whom we might sing, "Ding, Dong, the King is dead!  Which old King? The WICKED king!"  
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�Either translate or indicate NAS


�decide on translation


�Check translation against commentaries.





�Biblical quotations have been translated by the author.  For an overview of the terminology found in this verse, see Joanne K. Kuemmerlin-McLean, "MAGIC-Old Testament," in Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992).  Unfortunately, most of the terms are difficult to translate with certainty due to our lack of knowledge regarding how magic was practiced in the Old Testament and the obscure etymologies of many of the terms.  


I have rendered most of the terms according to the translations found in Francis Brown, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin & Co., 1906; reprint, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), though the phrase   is particularly difficult.  BDB renders it "necromancers and wizards" here and in Lev. 20:27.  However, it should be noted that the words   and  can refer to the spirits consulted by the practitioners of magic (   would then be "one who inquires of an  ("ghost") or a  "spirit").  See, for instance, J. Lust, "On Wizards and Prophets," in Studies on Prophecy: A Collection of Twelve Papers, Supplements to Vetus Testamentum, no. 26 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), 132-42, who argues that  refers to the deceased fathers who lived in the underworld and  refers to spirits who are consulted.  See also Harry A. Hoffner, "," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, ed. G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren; trans. John T. Willis (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1974), who also relates the terms to spirits of the dead though he understands the etymology of  to concern some kind of sacrificial pit that was used in consulting such spirits. The terms  and  can also refer to the practitioners themselves (thus  is often translated "necromancer," "medium," "sorcerer," "witch," etc., and  is translated "wizard" or "spiritist."      would therefore be "one who consults a witch or a wizard"). 


�In my discussion of 1 Samuel 28, I use the term "witch" for the woman of Endor purposefully in spite of the pejorative nature of the word, because the English term connotes the kind of negativity that  ("mistress/lady of necromancy") implied for the Hebrew reader.  This negativity plays a role in the narrative in terms of irony and surprise.  See note one above for information regarding the Hebrew terminology. 


For an informative discussion of the role of anonymous characters in the books of Samuel, particularly the woman of 1 Samuel 28 and the two wise women of 2 Samuel, see Adele Reinhartz, "Anonymity and Character in the Books of Samuel," in Characterization in Biblical Literature, ed. Elizabeth Struthers Malbon and Adele Berlin, Semeia, no. 63 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 117-41.


�Hans Wilhelm Hertzberg, I & II Samuel,  Old Testament Library (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1964), 217, thinks that the story offers a contrast to David's depression in ch. 27, establishing the fact that it is Saul who is truly at the end of his rope; P. Kyle McCarter, I Samuel, The Anchor Bible, ed. Wm. Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1980), 422-23, suggests that it was located here by a later prophetic redactor who wanted to stress Saul's failure with the Amalekites prior to David's punishment of them (chs. 29-30); Ralph W. Klein, 1 Samuel, Word Biblical Commentary, ed. David A. Hubbard and Glenn W. Barker, vol. 10 (Waco: Word, 1983), 269, agrees with McCarter.  See also William McKane, I & II Samuel, Torch Bible Commentaries, ed. John Marsh and Alan Richardson (London: SCM Press, 1963), 163. 


�The identification of Shunem with the prophet Elisha (2 Kings 4:8) may suggest a subtle connection to prophecy.


�Klein, 270-71; Joyce G. Baldwin, 1 & 2 Samuel, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, ed. D. J. Wiseman, vol. 8 (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1988), 158.


�Literally "to ask" () of Yahweh.  The word play on Saul's name is playful.


�The Urim and Thummim were lot-casting devices (probably stones of some sort) found in the breastplate of the High Priest's garment (Exod. 28:30).  Saul had been chosen as king by lot (1 Sam. 10:20-21) and had encountered one previous failure attempting to inquire of Yahweh by lot (1 Sam. 14:37).


�Although Saul may have journeyed by night simply to protect himself from discovery, the nighttime encounter might also be due to the fact that raising spirits of the dead was typically done at night.  From the narrator's perspective, it also is a convenient symbol for death.  And, as J. Cheryl Exum and J. William Whedbee, "Isaac, Samson, and Saul:  Reflections on the Comic and Tragic Visions," in On Humour and the Comic in the Hebrew Bible, 140, note, "It is no accident that just as Saul left his first meeting with Samuel in ch. 9 at the break of day, i.e. the dawn of his career, he both arrives and departs from his last encounter with Samuel while it is still night."


�It is often identified with Khirbet �EQ \O(S,.)�af�EQ \O(s,.)�âfeh or Tell el-`Ajjl, both of which are located on the Esdraelon Plain.  See Diana V. Edelman, "EN-DOR" in Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1993).


�Klein, 271; also Edelman, "EN-DOR."


�J. P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel, vol. 2, The Crossing Fates (The Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1986), 605. W. A. M. Beuken, "I Samuel 28: The Prophet as 'Hammer of Witches.'" JSOT 6 (1978): 8-9, and Klein, 271, believe that Samuel simply beat the woman to the punch by appearing suddenly before her.  But according to Samuel's words in v. 15, he was disturbed from his sleep by the conjuring. 


�This verse has puzzled commentators because there is no indication why the woman, upon seeing Samuel, would recognize Saul as king.  Hertzberg, 219, suggests an alternative reading:  "Now when the woman heard the name of Samuel."  He thinks that when the woman discovered whom she was to conjure, she suspected that only Saul would wish to conjure him and therefore recognized him.  However, this view is based on a speculative emendation of the text and fails to recognize that Saul indicated in v. 11 whom the woman was to conjure.  McCarter, 423, believes that it was "Saul's imperious tone" in v. 10 that alerted the woman to his identity.  He avers vv. 11-12, 17-18 are secondary additions attributed to the prophetic redactor.  P. R. Ackroyd, The First Book of Samuel, Cambridge Bible Commentary, ed. P. R. Ackroyd, A. R. C. Leaney, and J. W. Packer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 214, argues that the woman's fear was due to the appearance of the ghost, not to a realization that Saul was with her.  Klein, 269, asserts that something about the appearance of Samuel made the woman put two and two together in recognizing Saul.





�Klein, 271.


�Beuken, 10.


�Based on the LXX, McCarter, 419 and Klein, 268, both suggest that the MT mistook  ("old") for  ("erect") and argue that the latter is the preferred reading.


�Ibid., 6-7.


�Further evidence that the woman performed in a prophetic role is that the structure of the story and the terms used to describe Saul's encounter with the woman resemble the structure and terms used in other narratives describing prophetic consultation.  See Lust, 132-33.


�Ben F. Philbeck, Jr., "1-2 Samuel," in The Broadman Bible Commentary, vol. 3, 1 Samuel-Nehemiah, ed. Clifton J. Allen (Nashville: Broadman, 1970), 81.


�Why Saul omits Urim from his list of sources is unclear.


� is a play on one of the words for "spirit" or "ghost" (). Klein, 272.


�Many believe that only vv. 16 and 19b are original to the oracle, the remaining verses being added by a prophetic redactor.  So McCarter, 423; Hertzberg, 220; Klein, 270; Beuken, 5.  But see Fokkelman, 611-19, who treats the passage as a literary unit.


�Beuken, 5.


�Translated this way, the verse seems to indicate that after the encounter with Samuel Saul refused to eat for a day and a night.  The Hebrew may also be translated "Saul had not eaten all day and night" (i.e., prior to visiting with the witch).  If the verse is rendered this way, Saul fasted prior to consulting the witch either as part of the requirements for necromancy (McCarter, 421) or in accordance with religious requirements prior to battle.  Or, perhaps he was so agitated because of the Philistine threat he simply could not eat.


�Although the witch refers to herself as Saul's maidservant () in vv. 21 and 22, the term is no mere expression of humility.  It functions uniquely in the Deuteronomistic History to refer to women who are integral in establishing and legitimizing David as king. See Robert Polzin, David and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deuteronomic History, Part 3, 2 Samuel, Indiana Studies in Biblical Literature, ed. Herbert Marks and Robert Polzin (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1992), 67, who noted this phenomenon with the term  though not with .  This writer (independently) discovered this curious usage with the word  and considered the unique role of women in the books of Samuel in a paper entitled "Wives, Witches, and Wise Women:  The Role of Women in the History of David's Rise and the Succession Narrative" presented to the Society of Biblical Literature, Deuteronomistic History section, 23 November 1997, San Francisco, California.


�Interestingly, the NAS translates the Hebrew expression   in this verse and v. 18 as "obey," but in verse 22 renders it "listen to the voice of" when placed in the mouth of the woman (an inconsistency in translation that seems unwarranted even by the particle of entreaty []).


�This small detail seems strangeCwhy does the narrator indicate that Saul sat on the bed?  Pamela Tamarkin Reis, "Eating the Blood: Saul and the Witch of Endor," JSOT 73 (1997):15-16, points out the close relationship between "on the bed" () here and the phrase in 1 Sam. 19:13, 16 where Michal places teraphim () on the bed in order to deceive Saul's men and preserve David's life (the only other occurrence of the phrase is in Gen. 49:33).  Reis believes that the detail is stated in 1 Samuel 28 in order to call attention subtly to Saul's idolatrous nature.  Like the teraphim in 1 Samuel 19 which Michal covers with  (a cloth), Saul disguised himself in different clothes () (1 Sam. 28:8).  Reis, 16, concludes, "The analogous portrayals of Saul and of teraphimCboth , both covered with Cmay hint at what the once majestic Saul has become:  a hollow man, a fake, an abomination."  If indeed a connection is being implied by the phrase "on the bed" (and, admittedly the connection is so subtle it may not have been intended at all), I would suggest that the true purpose of the narrator was to evoke 1 Sam. 15:23 in the mind of the reader, where the concepts of rebellion, divination, arrogance, iniquity, and idolatry () occur.


�For an intriguing perspective on the possible association of this meal with the practice of divination and eating the blood (an act forbidden by Lev 19:26), see ibid., 3-23.  Reis avers that the meal served by the witch included raw meat and it served two purposes:  1) it propitiated the spirits which Saul called upon to protect him in battle, and 2) it served as a covenant meal between the witch and Saul which preserved her life.  Although Reis's proposal is interesting, I remain unconvinced by her first argument that Saul and his men ate the blood.  Her conclusion here is based, in part, on a tenuous argument from silence:  because the text does not specify that the witch cooked the meat, it must therefore be raw.  Although this is a possibility, it seems that if indeed such a significant ritual infraction took place the narrator would have been sure to emphasize it as is done in 1 Sam. 14:32. 


I also am unconvinced by her second argument that the woman prepared the meal in order to strike a bargain between herself and Saul to preserve her life.  Twice in the passage Saul assured the woman that she would not suffer any consequences for her actions (vv. 10, 13) and there is no indication that after she performed her services for Saul that he planned to renege on his promise. 


I do agree, however, that the narrator uses sacrificial and covenantal terminology to describe the mealCbut for a different purpose. I believe this terminology is used to evoke Samuel's meal with Saul in 1 Samuel 9 for ironic contrast. Thus, the orthodox meal which marked God's choice of Saul as king is contrasted with an unorthodox meal which signaled Saul's end as king. 


�Fokkelman, 619-22, but especially 620.


�Philbeck, 82.


�Klein, 273.


�Beuken, 13, states, "The invitation of the medium perhaps wells up out of pity, but also out of a lack of comprehension of the power of the prophetic word."  Beuken assumes that the witch has no understanding of the gravity of the situation due to her pagan background:  "The mysterious practices shackle her to a level of mental comprehension on which she cannot follow the prophet."


�Baldwin, 161.





�Klein, 273.
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