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One methodological note: This paper reads 2 Kings 8:1–6 in the light of 2 Kings 4:8–37. Some
scholars, notably Alexander Rofé, have argued that 2 Kings 4:8–37 is a further development of a
tale that had 2 Kings 8:1–6 as a more original version; however, in its current setting, 2 Kings
8:1–6 seems to depend on 2 Kings 4:8–37 for several details—for example, it speaks only of the
woman whose son Elisha had restored to life.
Restoring the Shunammite’s Land: Law or Justice?
The story of the Shunammite’s reclamation of her property in 2 Kings 8:1–6 is noteworthy for
missing details. Raymond Westbrook leveled this complaint against the portrayal of law in
Kings in general, arguing that the legal scholar is forced to glean details from the narrative.1
This narrative leaves few details to be gleaned—pertinent facts about the Shunammite’s property
and legal concern are not provided. Despite this, several scholars have pieced together a general
legal framework. I will use Pietro Bovati’s comments as a representative example:
it may be assumed from the account that, upon her return to the land of Israel, she could
not take back possession of her house and lands because others (not identified in the
account) had usurped them; it may also be deduced that the local magistrates could not or
would not intervene on behalf of the woman; she then “goes out” to address herself to the
king's tribunal.2
Note that this is a reconstruction—Bovati “assumed” or “deduced” several steps.3 In the first
part of this paper, I reconsider the reconstruction of the Shunammite’s legal request. The
language of 2 Kings 8 describes a request for restored tenancy rather than a request for the
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intervention of the highest court of the land. In the second part of the paper, I address whether
the remedy the king provides is strictly legal or whether its expression of justice reflects a
concern for the Shunammite’s social status.

1. Where is the Adversary?
While Bovati assumes the usurpation of her land, 2 Kings 8 does not mention a local adversary
whose actions spark the Shunammite’s request. This is noteworthy because the usage of  צעקin
the Qal stem in the Elijah/Elisha narratives typically signals a legal situation in which there is a
recognizable legal adversary. When Burke Long describes 2 Kings 6:26–29 as a type scene in
which a formal legal procedure is laid out, he notes that the type scene often includes “a
statement about the matter in question, which often accuses another party implicitly of
wrongdoing.”4 The other party is often explicitly named: a creditor in 2 Kings 4:1, the breacher
of a contract in 2 Kings 6:26–29, or a superior officer in the legal fiction presented in 1 Kings
20:39. The other party is implied in 2 King 6:5 in the loss of a borrowed iron tool: the man who
lost it now has a creditor he cannot repay. Thus, contrary to expectations formed by other
occurrences of  צעקin the Elijah/Elisha narratives, 2 Kings 8 neither explicitly nor implicitly
indicates the Shunammite’s antagonist.

2. What kind of land is this?
Nor does the narrative suggest a lack of local adjudication, instead bringing the Shunammite
immediately into the presence of the king. There are good reasons for seeing the king as
something other than an appellate judge. The first is an omission: by contrast to the story of
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Naboth, whose vineyard is described as the נחלת אבותי, the Shunammite’s property is described as
“her house and her field” ( ביתהand )שדה. There is no reference to her ancestral property. Note
also that the Septuagint has “her fields” (τῶν ἀγρῶν ἑαυτῆς) in the plural, which feels a little
more grand.5 The description of the Shunammite’s property as “house and field” is economic in
nature; Moshe Weinfeld comments on the pairing in Deuteronomy 5:21: “‘Field’ forms a pair
with ‘house’ and is a typical formulaic expression for immovable property in the legal
documents of the ancient Near East and especially in the documents from Ugarit….”6 However,
Weinfeld’s comment should be taken a step further: House and field do not simply describe
immovable property. Rather, coupled with the slaves and animals listed in Deuteronomy 5:21,
house and field describe the economic apparatus possessed by the neighbor.7
Who has claim to this “house” and “field”? The location of Shunem may be significant.
Shunem was situated on the eastern edge of the Jezreel Valley and was of strategic importance in
guarding the valley.8 Nadav Na’aman argues that the Jezreel Valley was treated as crown
property by great empires from the late Bronze Age to the Second Temple period.9 More
significantly, the prophet’s offer to speak to the king or the military commander on the
Shunammite’s behalf in 2 Kings 4:13 alludes to royal interest. (This need not be seen as a
unique situation—property comes with taxes and kings like revenue.) If the Shunammite’s
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request does not concern her ancestral property, but rather an economic unit in an area with
known royal interest, then her request might well relate to a resumption of previous tenancy
rather than an appeal for judicial redress.

3. What Happens to Abandoned Property?
Westbrook makes the significant point that the Shunammite’s property is abandoned rather than
unowned: “The [Shunammite’s] land was abandoned, not ownerless, and the assumption that the
king had acquired ownership of it unwarranted.”10 Other commentators have not found the idea
of royal appropriation so unwarranted; nor do I.11 As already noted, royal interest in revenue and
service obligations attached to the property are alluded to in 2 Kings 4:13, thus placing the story
of the Shunammite within a context in which abandoned property might draw further royal
interest.
Abandoned property is a legal topos in the laws of Hammurabi. LH §§30–31 concern the
desertion of a property with a service obligation by a rēdûm or a bāʾirum. Subsequently, the
service obligation has been assumed by another individual; at a still later point, the original
tenant wishes to resume his obligation.12 §30 states that if the other individual has fulfilled the
obligation for three years, the original tenant has no claim—the land will not be returned. §31
states that if the original tenant has been absent for only one year, the original tenant is free to
resume his tenancy and its attendant obligation. While this portion of LH is not concerned with
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property in general, but rather with the property of those military functionaries whose rights are
subject to special protection, it nevertheless implies that abandoned land would not be left
unattended.13 As Volkmar Fritz states with regard to 2 Kings 8,
In cases of abandonment…land could be confiscated as the king’s property. The
ownership of the land was dependent upon the actual use of property, the legal claim
therefore tied to its possession rather than mere ownership.14
A further element of LH §§30–31 is worthy of note: the duration of one’s absence impacts the
request to repossess the land.15 While absence makes the heart grow fonder, it makes the legal
claim grow weaker. At the risk of placing the Shunammite’s request too firmly in its “original
Old Babylonian context,” LH §§30–31 suggest that the Shunammite’s absence would have led to
a legal redistribution of her abandoned property by the king. Upon her return seven years after
abandoning the property, her claim for restored possession would not be legally compelling.

4. A “Great Woman”
In 2 Kings 4:8, the Shunammite is introduced as a “great woman” ()אשה גדולה, a designation not
otherwise found in the Hebrew Scriptures.16 Recent articles by Mark Roncace and Yairah Amit
argue that both wealth and status are likely conveyed by the designation.17 The description of
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Naaman in 2 Kings 5:1 includes a comparable designation—Naaman is a “great man” with
respect to his king ()איש גדול לפני מלך ארם. This leads to perhaps the single greatest interpretive
challenge in reconstructing the Shunammite’s situation. Does the narrative intend to suggest that
as a “great woman” the Shunammite is able to operate independently in a patriarchal society?
Most commentaries and reconstructions have tried to place the Shunammite in relationship to a
patriarchal household, that is, to the status of her husband or her son. If she is not able to
function independently, then her interaction with the king most naturally reads as that of a
desperate woman seeking the only possible means of legal redress—direct appeal to the king. If,
however, a great woman has a level of status that demands respect even in a patriarchal society,
then the other details in the narrative may point toward a business request for restored tenancy
rather than a desperate plea for the return of stolen property.
Pamela Barmash’s arguments that biblical law and biblical narrative mutually influence
each other may help resolve this quandary. While each genre has its own particularities, each
also may provide what is lacking in the other: narrative may provide a backstory or a rationale
not explicit in legal material, while law may explain details and order in a narrative plot.
Barmash asserts that “[t]he literary conventions and motifs on which narrative is built bear a
relationship to actual law, or else they would be neither recognizable nor acceptable to the
readers of their time.”18 What does this say about our “great woman?”
Biblical legal material makes it clear that the status of women was limited by the
structure of the patrimonial household. Thus, Westbrook states that inheritance of property in
Biblical Interpretation 11 (2003): 279 n. 2: “Here the adjective ‘great’ (gedola) means rich or a high social status;
compare Gen. 26:13; 1 Sam. 25:2; 2 Sam. 19:33; Job 1:3.)”
18

Barmash, “The Narrative Quandary: Cases of Law in Literature,” VT 54 (2004), 4. Derek Beattie made a
similar, but stronger, argument in his “The Book of Ruth as Evidence for Israelite Legal Practice” VT 24 (1974),
252: “since legal procedure forms, in a sense, the framework of civilization and law is, by its nature, both definite
and widely known, a story-teller, if he is to maintain the credibility of his fiction, will not create a legal situation
which his audience will know to be impossible.”

6

ancient Israel was strictly agnatic.19 This was generally true of the ancient Near East as well.20
And yet, there are several varieties of exceptions to these general rules. Women could serve as
solutions to several crises in the patrimonial household, namely, the premature death of the
patriarch21 and the lack of a male heir.22 Additionally, in a few biblical narratives, women are
given prominent roles: Miriam and Huldah are named prophetesses, Deborah is a judge. In these
cases, social roles that are typically filled by men are filled by women. The Shunammite, as an
אשה גדולה, seems to occupy this kind of exceptional space. Commentators have remarked that in
both 2 Kings 4:8–37 and 8:1–6, she interacts remarkably with a variety of male characters—the
prophet and his assistant and the king—while her husband and son are nearly invisible.23 The
Shunammite, not the men of her household, drives the narrative.
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Part II: Restoring the Shunammite’s Status
With that, we turn to the question of the legal remedy in 2 Kings 8. Bernard Jackson, reflecting
on Moshe Weinfeld’s Social Justice in Ancient Israel and the Ancient Near East, offers a
refinement to Weinfeld’s distinction between law and justice. Jackson makes law more
restrictive—focused on legislation and its execution—and makes justice a broader commitment
to preserving social order. Jackson writes, “In liberating his subjects from various kinds of
oppression, the king was restoring an original divinely-mandated social order, one whose
legitimacy derived not from some conception of inherent human rights, but from the fact that it
had been divinely mandated.” This insight lays the foundation for recasting the Shunammite’s
restoration as a matter of social justice (restoration of the social order) rather than an issue of
law.

1. The Importance of Social Place
Ancient Near Eastern culture was hierarchical and patrimonial and Israel and Judah were not
exceptions.24 A culture whose literature warns against slaves ( )עבדיםruling over princes ()שרים
is not egalitarian.25 Rather, ancient Israelite and Judahite societies were conscious of patrimony
and social place. David Schloen writes,
In a patrimonial regime, the entire social order is viewed as an extension of the ruler’s
household—and ultimately of the god’s household. The social order consists of a
hierarchy of subhouseholds linked by personal ties at each level between individual
“masters” and “slaves” or “fathers” and “sons.”26
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As I read it, Schloen suggests that social standing is not simply tied to wealth or possession of
property. The Shunammite is described as the head of the household in 2 Kings 8; she stands at
the head of a household whose significance has been hinted at in 2 Kings 4. The Shunammite is
an  …אשה גדולהand should be treated as such even after a seven-year absence from her house and
field.

2. Social Justice as Restoring Social Place
Domonique Charpin has recently made the argument that social justice measures in Old Babylon
intended to return an individual to his or her previous or original status. That is, social justice is
designed to be restorative. It does not change the underlying dynamics of economic systems, but
rather, resets the system to a previous state. Charpin argues that this return is embodied in the
Akkadian term andurārum, a meaning confirmed by the Sumerian ideogram ama-ar-gi4, “return
to the mother” often used to inscribe it.27 Charpin’s arguments were anticipated by J. J.
Finkelstein, in his analysis of the mīšarum edict of Ammiṣaduqa. According to Finkelstein, the
purpose of the mīšarum edict was to wipe the slate clean after imbalances had built up during the
previous king’s reign:
The mīšarum-act, in the strict sense then, consisted of a series of measures designed to
restore “equilibrium” in the economic life of the society, which, once presumed to have
created the necessary effect of a tabula rasa for certain types of financial or economic
obligations, ceases to have any force.28
By cancelling debts or requiring the return of property, the edict prolonged or preserved the
livelihood of various dependent classes. Charpin notes that these measures were only temporary:
27
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“In fact, these were not reform edicts but exceptional measures; hence, the edict cancelled debts
not yet repaid, but interest rates did not change. In other words, the cards were reshuffled, but
the rules of the game remained the same.”29
In the case of the Shunammite, justice restores her to her previous significant status. The
answer to her request is a precise reshuffling of the cards. She requests her house and her field,
and she receives everything which had been hers as well as the revenue from the fields. Royal
care is taken to ensure that the exact deficit is restored. The apparent ease and precision with
which this action can be accomplished by a royal functionary increases the impression that the
land was under some kind of royal control. In the end, the great woman can be a great woman
again; her social place has been reaffirmed and her livelihood has been reestablished.

Conclusion:
The story of the Shunammite in 2 Kings 8:1–6 has been read and reconstructed as the case of a
desperate widow seeking redress for a legal wrong. This pattern is well attested in the Hebrew
Bible. However, I have argued in this paper that a reconsideration of the text suggests more
greatness and less desperation on the part of the Shunammite. There is no adversary and no hint
of a prior level of ineffective adjudication. The narrative portrays just the Shunammite and the
king, and the Shunammite asks for and receives the renewal of her previous economic
arrangement. This act fits a model of justice as the restoration of social order, in which, as
Volkmar Fritz states, “the king uses his regal privilege to reestablish a status quo to which there
existed not even a right claim, thus proving himself to be … a guarantor of justice.”30
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Appendix 1: 2 Kings 8:1–6
ואלישע דבר אל־האשה אשר־החיה את־בנה1 Now Elisha spoke to the woman whose son he
 לאמר קומי ולכי אתי וביתך וגורי באשר תגוריhad revived, “Rise and go, you and your
 כי־קרא יהוה לרעב וגם־בא אל־הארץ שבעhousehold and sojourn wherever you might
sojourn, since YHWH now proclaims a
 שנים׃famine, and also it is about to come to the land
for seven years.
2
 ותקם האשה ותעש כדבר איש האלהים ותלךSo the woman rose and did according to the
 היא וביתה ותגר בארץ־פלשתים שבע שנים׃word of the man of God and she and her
household went and sojourned in the land of
the Philistines for seven years.
3
 ויהי מקצה שבע שנים ותשב האשה מארץAt the end of seven years, the woman returned
 פלשתים ותצא לצעק אל־המלך אל־ביתה ואל־from the land of the Philistines and entered in
 שדה׃order to cry out to the king concerning her
house and her field.
4
 והמלך מדבר אל־גחזי נער איש־האלהים לאמרNow the king was speaking to Gehazi, the
 ספרה־נא לי את כל־הגדלות אשר־עשה אלישע׃servant of the man of God, “Recount for me all
the great acts that Elisha did.”
5
 ויהי הוא מספר למלך את אשר־החיה את־המתHe was recounting for the king the one where
 והנה האשה אשר־החיה את־בנה צעקת אל־המלךhe had revived the dead, when right there was
 על־ביתה ועל־שדה ויאמר גחזי אדני המלך זאתthe woman for whom he had revived her son,
crying out to the king concerning her house
 האשה וזה־בנה אשר־החיה אלישע׃and her field. Then Gehazi said, “O my master
the king, this is the woman and this is her son,
whom Elisha revived!”
6
 וישאל המלך לאשה ותספר־לו ויתן־לה המלךThe king inquired from the woman and she
 סריס אחד לאמר השיב את־כל־אשר־לה ואת כל־recounted to him. Then the king gave to her an
official, “Return everything that was hers and
תבואת השדה מיום עזבה את־הארץ ועד־עתה׃ פ
all the income of the field, from the day she
abandoned the land until now.”
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ויהי המלך עבר והוא צעק אל־המלך…
 Superiorאחד מבני
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2 Kings 4:1
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 Womanואשה אחת מנשי בני־הנביאים צעקה אל־אלישע
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2 Kings 4:40
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 Shunammiteותצא לצעק אל־המלך אל־ביתה ואל־שדה
 Shunammiteוהנה האשה אשר־החיה את־בנה צעקת אל־
המלך על־ביתה ועל־שדה …
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