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studies to women'’s studies—an expectation that women'’s studies can pro-
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vide fresh perspectives on the texts—and an almost eager receptivity to solid
ferninist scholarship. There are relatively few people actively doing women-
centered analyses of the Bible, but there is general awareness of their efforts
and a «i_:mm:nmw to leam from them.

In the past two decades there has been a tremendous change
in biblical studies, The scientistic philosophy that mun.me..&wnm ' Recognizing Patriarchy
for more than a century has given way, in biblical studies as y
in other humanities, to a more sophisticated understanding
of the interaction between the now and the then, the reader

and the text. Old ideas of history as “what actually hap-

pened” and text as having one correct and original meaning
have yielded to a current view of the continual interaction

The first impact of women’s studies on biblical studies has been the recog-

nition that the Bible is a patriarchal document from a patriarchal socie
Feminism and women's studies Dave enabied us to see

eters of this
patriarchy. Biblical society was patrilocal; women left their fathers’ house-

holds and authority at marriage and physically moved to their husbands’
domain. If the husband was still under the authority of his father, then the

-
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of the viewer and what is seen, of the text and 1ts reader.
No longer do we believe that there s a truly “value-neutral”
way of reading literature or reconstructing history.

Women's stadies did not canse this paradigm shif, bt
they are part of an enormous change in our perception of
reality. When only European middle-class Protestant men
were doing the reading, they were able to see their consen-
sual understandings as objective. When new voices entered
the cultural dialogue—the voices of Omﬂwomﬂ.,ﬁﬁiu Asians,
Afro-Americans, Afticans, people speaking-from the per-
spective of poverty, and women—then the presuppositions
that underlay the old objective readings increasingly came
to the surface, and the context was understood as part of the
reading of the text. This new understanding has made 1t
possible to see beyond the traditiona readings of biblical
texts to reach newer interpretations and insights.

The impace of this paradigm shift in biblical studies can
be seen in several ways. There are increasing numbers of
new readings of biblical stories from the perspectives of kib-
eration, the third-world, womanism, and feminism. In ad-
dition, literary criticism of the Bible has grappled with the
ways that stories have multiple codes that signify meanings
and the way that reader responses can be shaped by the text
as well as by the culture of the reader. This turmoil in bib-
lical studics has brought a general openness in the field

wife would also come under his authority. Women were subordinate to the
men of the household, and men exerted control over wemen'’s sexuality.
Patriarchy has a strong economic component. In ancient Israel, womé

-did not normally own [and, which made them economically dependent on
-men, first on their fathers, then on their husbands, and ultimately on their
sons: The Bible contains repeated injunctions to care for widows and the

fathertess. This humanitarian command is nevertheless predicated on the

-assumption of patriarchy: the widow is dependent on the concern and good

will of males only becaus s 1 roperty.
Women were not part of the great public hierarchies that developed. The

€y were not judges, courtiers, or diplomats; they were not military leaders;
nd they were not mnmma. To a very farge extent, their activity was confined
o the private sphere. Yet women were not secluded in their homes. They
eould be seen in public, they could sing and dance, and women of talent

compose and perform victory dances, jove songs, and laments.
Surprisingly, women could be prophets. Miriam, the sister of Moses, and

.Um% both termed prophet in biblical text. Moreover, 2

Kings 22 relates an episode in which the high priest Hilkiah and the scribe
Shaphan go to the prophet Huldah, who confirms that the scroll they have

:found while repairing the temple is significant and, moreover, that God will

catry out its predictions of disaster. The text does not comment on the fact
that the prophet was a woman. The casual way she is mentioned indicates

m&ﬁ_ public organizations of court, temple, and army did not include them. \
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f¥‘.ﬁ§qo:< of contmnd, As a result, their authority is based on person
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sacred tradition. Yet women were not priests. The presence of women as

prophets but not as priests may be attributed to the fact that prophecy 1s by
its very nmature nonbureaucratic. Prophets operate mdividually, without a
ha-
risma and believability rather than on an organizational power base. Al-

though women’s skill and charisma could help them attain prephetic
authority {much as their skills could lead to considerable power in the house-
hold), the hierarchical structure of the priesthood was closed to them, as it
was to all men not born into priestly families.

In biblical Israel, individual women could become powerful. This should
not blind us to the fact that as a group women were not treated the same

. e+ b T T

wa : clety was_structured along gender lines-in.a. way.that

disadvantaged women. This structure, which we often call patriarchy, was
hatacteristic of ancient lsrack. Despite the charged atmosphere in which the
Bible’s treatment of women is sometimes discussed, however, Israel was
neither the creator of patriarchy nor the worst perpetrator in the ancient
world. Anthropology shows patriarchy to have been widespread, zhnost uni-
versal, and history shows that ail the great historical civilizations were patri-
archal, including the civilizations that preceded and surrounded ancient
srael. The patriarchy of Israel was part of an inherited social structure from
the ancient world. A comparison of biblical laws with those of Assyria readily
shows that the Bible did not rival Assyria in the extent to which it subor-
dinated women. .

Nevertheless, we make a profound statement when we acknowledge that
the Bible is patriarchal. We are brought to the realization that the Bible
contains a fundamental mora! flaw: it does not treat all humans as equals.

We in the modem world are learning that respect for the equality of all
human beings and their common dignity is a moral imperative. Qur per-
ception of a moral imperative that does not derive fraan biblical teaching

.\w:\&nmﬁmm that the Bible 15 no longer our only or even. our final arbiter of

morality. This has enormous religious implications. The auithority of the
Bible must be tempered with the authority of our experiences as human
beings and our principles of morality. It is true that many of our moral ideas
ultimately come from the Bible, but it is also true that they have been
inspired by our continued reflection on the Bible during the millennia since
it was written. The Bible did not eradicate slavery; it was up to people to
do so. The Bible did not eradicate patniarchy; that is a task for current gen-
erations. The Bible did not eradicate economic oppression, and we do not
have a clue as to how 1o do so.

19 The Bible and Women's Studtes

Because of their implications for cur own time, feminist studies of the
Bible (and I would argue, all biblical studies) cannot remain isolated from
the political implications of their research, nor from their impact on the lives

does net consciously address a problem, orie Becomes part of the problem.
Therefore, there is no absolute cleavage bétweéen TSR, TeRTnist theol-
ogy, feminist hermencutics, and the study of women in the Bible or in the

of people. There is no value-neutrality with regard to oppression: if one \

i biblical world.! Precisely because of the intersection between politics and
, biblical study, feminist scholars such as Elisabeth Schiissler-Fiorenza have
urged all biblical scholars to take an active part in the moral and theological

discussions of our time.?

The Women

The study of women in the Bible is hindered by the public nature and
androcentricity of the text itself. The Bible concerns itself with the com-

munal history of Israel. Women agﬁ,m%wﬁ role In the public

of the ancient world, and the Bible focuses on the movers and

institutions

and the stories themselves never deal with the lives of women-aniong-

~——~omen, to which men had litfle access. Finding out about the history of
women in biblical times often means ferreting out information that the an-
drocentric biblical authors were either not interested in or were not inter-

ested in communicating to their audiences.
Uncovering the lives of biblical women poses sertous methodological
problems that are shared by ali attempts to reconstruct biblicai history. To

fill in the gaps in the biblical record other than by mere speculation, we
must turn to such disciplines as archaeology, ancient Near Eastern studies,
anthropology, and sociology. Archaeology and ancient Near Eastern studies
provide data, written and unwritten, that are independent of the Bible. They
can provide details about the size of families, the nature of subsistence, the

i laws of the surrounding world, and other informatien. Anthropology and
sociology shed light on cross-cultural patterns and provide models that can
help reconstruct life in ancient lsrael. The most successful attempt to use
such social science data to understand women’s history was made by Carol
Mevers.* Basing her work on information and models from peasant societies
to supplement our knowledge of Israel in the period of the judges (about
1200-1000 B.C.E,).-Meyers points out that when the most imporant arena
of life was the § here women had an active role and an important

shakers. As a result, women are rarely the major actors in biblical stories, r\\
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economic function, they had greater access to power than in later mnwﬁ%

cieties in which the public arena developed and women were excluded. For
Meyers, as for others, the period of the judges was a high point in the
prominence of women in Israel’

The Bible is more than the record of ancient Israelite civilization, and the
woman-centered study of the Bible is more than a reclamation of the history
of women in ancient Israel. The Bible i also a work of art. It is a literary
text that presents people and ideas in an artistic fashion. There has been a
great renewed interest in studying the Bible's major female characters; stories
of the Bible's great women and extensive bibliographies are developing on
such characters as theamatriarchs,® Hagar,® Tamar,” Miriam," Rahab,” and
Deborah and Yael'{From these and other studies it has become clear that
the Bible often portrays women as heroines who possess the characteristics
that Israel needs to emulate. Women wese the saviors of Israel at the begin-
ning and at the end of the biblical period. [The savior figure at the beginning
is Yael, a marginal woman, wife of the Kenite Heber. Yael ﬂoc.__m”mawngmm
of the fact that the Canaanite general Sisera fled from battle into her tent.
She agreed to guard him, gave him warm milk, and lulled him to sleep; then
she pounded a tent-peg into his temple to kill him and thus save lsrael. The
savior figure at the end of biblical history is Esther, another marginal figure,
She was a Jew living in exile who became queen of Persia and used her royal
connections to foil the villain Haman's plot to destroy Persia’s Jews. These
women, who conquered mighty enemies by their wits and daring, were
symbolic representations of the people and pointed to the salvation of Lsrael.

Her Story

The Bible has many stories in which women play secondary roles. One of
the aims of women’s studies and a technique of feminist literary criticism is
to recover minor characters (and women were always minor) by ignoring
the biblical narrators’ concentration on heroes, focusing instead on “her
stary.”’ The biblical scholar Burke Long has focused on the role of the “great
woman™ of Shunnem, who appears in the narratives about the prophet
Elisha.

At the beginning of the story, the Shunnemite acknowledges the prophet
Elisha's privileged position and shows her support by feeding and housing
him. At the end of the story, she proclaims his holiness. Nevertheless, at the
heart of the story, she is a determined mover and shaper of events who insists
that Elisha come to the aid of her son. Long points out that our reading of

i
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this story as an Elisha tale is socially formed: the story was written to glorify
Elisha as prophet and miracle worker; it was preserved as part of a cycle of
tales about the prophets Elijah and Elisha and has been read by generations
interested almost exclusively in the heroized prophet. When we read it this
way, we may not notice that the story is also the story of a great woman."!

Focus on the women in such tales can also vield important insights into
ancient social structures. In my own study of biblical gender,'? the Shun-
nemite was noteworthy, first as an independent woman who extends pa-
tronage to Elisha and then as a determined petitioner willing to confront
everyone—husband, prophet, and king—in her pursuit of the physical and
economic well-being of her household."* Moreover, read closely, this story
indicates how gender intersects with class. The Elijah and Elisha stories take
place against a backdrop of great poverty among the rural poor. Most of the
miracles that Elijah and Elisha perform involve providing food for a starving
peasantry. In contrast to all the poor women found in these stories, the
Shunnemite is wealthy. This factor gives her striking boldness in her dealings
with the prophet; after all, she is his patron and benefactor, the one who
provides food and hospitality on his journeys. Wealthy women have greater
freedom of action than poor women do, and sometimes even more than
poor men,™*

It is possible to go deeper into the story. The Shunnemite stands out
among the women of Israel in being independent of her husband. She does
not ask his permission when she entertains Elisha, bringing him into the
picture only when she wishes to make an addition to her house. Later, when
she seeks Elisha, she does not inform her husband why she is leaving.
Though she is wealthy, does her economic well-being not depend on her
husband’s good will? Is she not in danger of divorce? A clue to the answer
lies in her puzzling reply to Elisha when the prophet wants to reward her
for her beneficence: ““1 live among my own kin” {2 Kings 4:13). This odd
statement seems to contradict what we know about ancient matriage. We
expect her to be living among her husband’s kinfolk, not among her own.

The puzzle deepens. When Elisha saves her son, he warns her of famine,
and she and her family leave for seven years. When she comes back, she
goes to the king to reclaim her property. The king pives instructions to
“restore all her property and all the revenue from her farm from the time
she left the country until now!” (2 Kings 8:6). The pronouns used are strik-
ing: her property? her farm? This is not the language we expect from the
Bible, for the laws indicate that women did not own land. Surely, the land
is her husband’s, if he is still alive, or her son’s. Either there is a greater gap
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between the laws and the narratives than we have assumed, or there 1s some-
thing special about the position of the Shunnemite. Her statement to the
prophet, “1 live among my own kin," suggests that the Shunnenite might
have the status of a daughter of Zelophehad. The five daughters of Zelo-
phehad appear in the Book of Numbers; they petition to inherit the portion
of their father, who died without sons. Their petition is granted and it is
decreed that if a father dies without sons, the daughters are the rightful
heirs.'® Later, a provision 1s added that the daughters who inherit are to
marry their own tribesmen in order to keep the land in the family.'"® A
daughter of Zelophehad orwns her Jand for her lifetime. She is not as de-
pendent for her livelihood on men as other women are. If her husband
divorces her, she stays on her land. This is probably why the woman of
Shunnem, singular among the barren women in the Bible, does not actively
seek a child before Elisha announces that she will have one. Because she is
economically secure, the Shunnemite has no need to ask her husband’s per-
ission either to seek or entertain Elisha. The same economic security makes
it possible for her to 5y both status and a secure old age even without
ever having had a child, The story of the Shunnemite can be understood as
a biblical example of how women act when the economic constraints of pa-
triarchy are temoved.

A similar study can be done of another minor character, Jv.pmmu.: Abigail
appears as the wife of 2 wealthy Jandowner, Nabal (““the boor™), during the
time when the future king David is an outlaw leader. David<ppears before
Nabal to ask for payment for the protection that David has given Nabal's
shepherds during the year. Nabal refuses to pay, reasoning that he has not
hired David to protect him. David leaves angry and vows to bring his men
back to destroy Nabal's household. The book of Samuel 15 focused on how
David became king, and the story of Abigail is told because she preserved
David's chances to be king. When, however, we focus attention on Abigail
rather than on Pavid, we see interesting things. Like the Shunnemite, Abi-
gail is both wealthy and noted for her bold initiative. She is not present at
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Nabal’s house, and David blesses her and God, who sent her to him. Once
again, an intelligent, determined woman 1s influential far beyond the formal
confines of patriarchy.™ Just as anthropology has come to 2 more sophisti-
cated understanding of the various types of power and the access of women
to informal power, so too in biblical studies it has become apparent that
biblical women had considerable influence on their world."”

By focusing on the women in biblical stories, feminist biblical scholarship
has also illumina institutions of ancient Israel. In Israel there existed
the position of gebir t queen mother.* That it was an actual position
rather than an honorific title is indicated by the fact that Asa removed his
mother from this position because she had made an asherah (a sacred grove,
tree, or tree-sculprure) (1 Kings 15:13). The existence of the position of
queen opens the possibility that the gebirah might have been well situated
for harem intrigue, maneuvering to ensure the high status of her sons. In
this way, the gebirah may have helped determine policy and succession.
Bathsheba was certainly active on behaif of her son Sclomon. The other
gueen mothers whose names are known to us (Maacah, mother of Asa
Hamural, mother of Jehoiahaz and Zedekiah; and Nehushta, mother of Je-
hoiachin) were, like Bathsheba, the mothers of younger sons who helped
put their sons into the kingship. As a result, these women influenced biblical
hiscory and attained a particular prominence during their sons’ reigns.

The Bible on Gender

The study of individual women in the Bible has {ed to several unexpected
discoveries. A major example is that even though women were subordinate
in the socioeconomic and legal systems, the Dible does not attempt to justify
this subordination by portraying women as subhuman or as other in any way.
The biblical stoties portray women as having the same set of goals, the same
abilities, and the same strategies as biblical men®' To use modern termi-
nology, the Bible is not essentialist on gender; it does not consider difterences
—between the sexes to be innate. The same 1s true of other social divisions in

her husband Nabal's negotiations with David, perhaps indicating that she is | e
Jess important and less active in her household than the Shunnemite 1s in g A Israel: the Bible has no social Darwinism and does not depict either slaves

148
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hers; after all, we have no reason to suspect that she owns her own land.
But she is no less decisive. Realizing that David must be angry at her husband
because of his refusal to pay David, Abigail acts immediately. She deduces
correctly that David might attack her household and quickly intercepts him
while bearing him gifts. Her insight saves both Nabal and David from ca-
tastrophe, her brilliant thetoric convinces David not to kill every male int

Y or poor people as essentially different from “standard” Israelites. The Bible
* inherited its social structure from antiquity and did not radically transform
it.” At the same time, the Bible did not justify social inequality by an ide-
ology of superiority or otherness. On the contrary, the Bible’s explicit ide-
ology presents a unified vision of humankind wherein women and men were
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created in the image of God and no negative stereotypes are attached to
women, the poor, mﬁmmmm\,\oa foreigners.

There is a strange dissonance here. The social structure, with its cleavages
and oppressions, is not in harmeny with the Bible’s ideology of equality.

Only the Garden of Eden story (Gen. 3-4} seems to note this contradiction,
I ———,—

announcing simply that gender inequality is the ngrm of the imperfect uni

__verse, The rest of the Bible does not consider the relation of hierarchical
structures to equal worth at all. Of course, the tension between the Bible's
ideology and social structure could not endure forever.* Postexilic writings
pay more attention to gender, and uitimately Isracl is greatly influenced by
Hellenistic thinking, which treats women as categorically “‘other.” Never-
theless, this later development should not obscure the fact that preexilic Israel
had no ideology of gender differences. In the first Temple period, the dualist
axes along which the cosmos was perceptually divided were divine-human,
holy-profane, pure-tame and [srael-nations. Male-female was not such a
category. One of the intriguing questions remaining in biblical scholarship
is the place of woman, both foreign and Israclite, at the two intersections of
Israel-nations and divine-human.

Reading with Nonpatriarchal Eyes

The gender blindness of the Bible’s view of humanity prevents the Bible
from being a completely patrdarchal text, and, indeed, one of the significant
results of feminist scudies in the Bible has been the realization that the hiblical
text itself, read with nonpatriarchat eyes, is much less injurious to women
than the traditional readings of Western civitization. There is much to re-
cover in the Bible that is not patriarchal, even beyond hitherto neglected
stories of strong heroines. The enterptise of liberating bibiical text from its
patriarchal overlay, called depatriarchalizing and first advocated by Phyllis Tri-
ble, has revealed important aspects of biblical literature.*

The most discussed example of depatriarchalization is the Adam-and-Eve
story, long notorious for its denigration of women. A new reading was
provided by Trible, who pointed out that the creation offEve WEE.:& no
inferiotity; the word ezer (helpmate), used to describe Eve, ¢onnotes a men-
tor-superior in the Bible rather than an assistant and is used frequently for
the relation of God to Israel (and not for the refation of Israel to God).
Moreover, in mythology the creation order traditionally indicates that the
last-created is the culmination of creation, which is certainly the implication
of the structure of Genesis 1, in which humans are created after the rest of
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creation. [n Genesis 2, one might argue that the use of ezer for Eve and her
last-created position was intended to suggest the woman's superiority over
the man. At the very least, the text indicates that humans were destined to
be equal partners. Eve shows no inferiority to Adam anywhere in the Garden
story, and the subordination of women after the expulsion from the garden
is part of the consequences of sin.*® ‘

Trible’s explanation has had widespread acceptance. Some later readings
of the story, however, most notably that of Susan Lanser, have pointed out
that biblical authors could have expected their readers to respond in certain
culturally conditioned ways and that therefore the story relies on patriarchal
attitudes to form an indictment of Eve.” The truth is that the meaning of
the story depends precisely on the assumptions that readers make while read-
ing it. The Adam-and-Eve story is extremely laconic and cannot be retoid
without the reteller or reader adding additional information. This 1s true of
many other tales in the Bible; they are constructed so that nuch is left to
the reader to fill in and interpret. What one adds to the story determines
whether the stories will be liberating or oppressive. In a way, biblical stories
may be considered a moral chailenge, and it is for the reading community
to read them for a blessing rather than a curse.

Biblical stories are often ambiguous. One way, used in the garden story,
is by gapping: leaving out important details of the story. An additional way
is by self-contradiction: the Bible sometimes gives two different readings in
the text iself. Judith Plaskow has made the passage in Exodus 19:15 infamous
on this point.” Moses is preparing the people for the Revelation when he
says, “Make ready for the third day-—do not go near 2 woman.” Mases
looks at the people and sees only men.®® A similar blindness appears in the
tenth commandment with the injunction against coveting your neighbor’s
wife. Is it all right to covet your neighbor’s husband? Women are clearly
included in the other commandments and are always considered bound by
the covenant of Sinai. Their sudden transformation from subjects of the law
(“Do not”) to the objects of coveting 15 startling. The answer may be that
women are normally thought of as full persons and legal agents, but the
thought of sexual relations transforms women into objects upon wham one
acts, or rather, in these cases, into objects upon whom one avoids acting.

A closer look at Exodus 19 reveals that Moses is supposed to be the
intermediator between God and Israel, refaying God's words to the people.
Yet the namrative has God tell Moses to go to the people and tell them to
sanctify themselves for two days, wash their clothes, and be prepared for the
third day, when God will come (Exod. 19:10-12}. The narrator, who quotes



26 FRYMER-KENSKY

God, does not quote God as saying, “Do not go near a woman.” God is not
blind; God sees that the people are male and female.® It is Moses, with the
shortsightedness of a human male, who suddenly addresses only the males.
The narrated text contains complex layers of voices. Is there a critique of
Moses implied here? Is the text implying that the patriarchal blindness to-
ward women is certainly not from God? This is not the orly instance in
which we hear the voice of patriarchy and the voice of patriarchy’s critic in
the same story. In the dialogue between God and Abraham in Genesis 17:

P&GE  BE

18-19, there are also two voices and, once more, the less patriarchal voice,
which T call a countervoice, is divine. In this scene, God reiterates the prom-
ise to provide Abraham with children, and Abraham remarks that this prom-
ise has been fulfilled with the birth of Ishmael. At that point, it is Ged who
replies that Ishmael will have his own covenant, but that_the promise to
Abraham must be fulfilled through Sarah, and announces that Isaac will be
born to Abraham and Sarah the following season. By relating this inter-
change, the narrator of the story warns both ancient and modern readers
that we should not be too quick to accept Abraham’s androcentric view of
the nature of the covenant. .

The Bible that subtly warns its readers not to focus solely on the men in
its text does not sound like the same Bible that has been queted throughout
history as a way of keeping women in their place. Much ofthe patriarchy

TURUT UMIY LIEBRARY *

that we associate with the Bible and all of its misogyny has been introduced

to the Bible by later generations of readers. One of the impacts of women's

studies has been to focus attention on this phenomenon and on the question,

“How did we get from there to here?” Once we divorce the text from its

patriarchal message we must atterpt to delineate some of the influences that

began to transform, or rather deform, the Bible into a more patriarchal text.,

o Many of these first become visible in the Hellenistic period and grow more
= intense as Westetn history continues ™

= The Texts of Terror

Another goal of women-centered Bible studies is to focus on the stories in
the Bible that look patriarchal, seem to have no possibility of reinterpreta-
tion, and clearly read like fexts of terror”! These are the tales of victims, of

48

women abused beyond the structural norm of patriarchy, of women who
_are physically and emotionally destroyed by others. One such story, the story
i »wa/u : nm Imwm_un_\.m\vwm: known. Hagar, Sarah’s personal slave and Abraham’s con-
% cubine~Wife has no protectors. The text states that Sarah abused Hagar—
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that she treated her improperly. Hagar runs away, but God tells her to return
and subrmit, and she does so until Sarah finally sends her and her child away. >
This story starkly illuminates the relations between J¥omen in.a patsiarchy,

Relative to Hagar, Sarah has all the power. Gender inisrsece with class:
Sarah is of the dominant class and therefore in'a for § better position than
Hagar. Moreover, Sarah's actions are perfectly legal. She acts entirely ac-
cording to customary law when she makes Hagar the surrogate birthgiver.
Then, when she feels threatened, she abuses Hagar and finally sends her
away. Sarah has a perfect right to do so;* she is, after all, only freeing her
slave and allowing her to take her son with her. Yet, no one would say that
Sarah (or Abraham) has acted with compassion. Sarah’s motives are clear:
she herself is vulnerable and dependent on Abraham'’s good will toward her.
Ultimately, Sarah lacks both economic security and autonomy, and this
makes her incapable of acting well toward her social inferior. The modern
reader may be horrified by her actions and yet sympathetic to both her and
Hagar.

There is no reason to think that an ancient reader would have reacted
differently than the modern reader. As is usual in these biblicat stories, the
narrator seems neutral and shows no sympathy for Hagar, nor, for that mat-
tet, for Sarah. Where would the sympathies of the reader be expected to lie?
On the one hand, Sarah is the ancestress of the people reading the story;
Hagar is not. There is the matter of race involved here, or at least ethnic
consclousness: Hagar starts as a foreigner (an Egyptian) and ends as a for-
eigner (the mother of the Ishmaelite peoples). Sarah enables Isaac, Israel's
ancestor, to be his father’s successor. Would not the ancient reader root for
the home team? Still, such treatment of foreigners is not supposed to happen
m Isrzel. Over and over again the Israelites are told to be kind to the for-
eigner, for they too were once foreigners. Israel is also admonished always
to be sympathetic to slaves, for they too were once slaves. Sarah and Abra-
ham did not go through the slavery experience of Egypt, but their readers
have and should remember these injunctions. The story continues to sound
stranger: after Hagar runs away, God tells her to return; Israel’s law demands
that Israetites help fugitive slaves; why does God not help? Furthermore, Sarai
mistreats Hagar before she herself becomes a captive concubine in the court
of Egypt.™ Afterward (perhaps because she understands what slavery is),
Sarah sets her free and allows her to keep her son, but at that point Hagar
becomes a freed slave—the very model of what [srzel will later become.
Hagar, the newly emancipated Egyptian slave, then goes into the wilderness,
whereupon she receives a revelation from God and a promise of nationhood.
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An ancient Israelite u:&nsnwxhoma not have missed the many allusions to
their own salvation history. Hagar is the prototype of Israel, whose people
will be slaves in Egypt, mistreated, and later freed; who will escape to the
wilderness and receive Gad's revelation on Mount Sinai; and who will be-
come the people of ann.._\w In this story, Sarah who is the progenitress of
Istael, and Hagar, the prototype of lsrael, are compelled by their situation
to be at odds. Israelite readers not only recognize the tragedy of the two
women in patriarchy, but they understand how much this tragedy is mag-
nified by the fact that the future Israel is here at odds with iself. The story
thereby stands as testimony to the serious problems of a present-day soctal
situation rather than to the personal characteristics of the biblical characters.
Such considerations reveal the great complexity of the tales of terror. They
assail the reader’s emotions from all directions and make readers distinctly
uncomfortable with what is going on. The same play of negative factors 1s
prominent in the tale of Jephthah’s daughter (Judg. 11).*® The narrator 1s
ostensibly telling the tale of one of the judges of Israel, Jephthah. The story
begins with Jephthah’s birth; immediately the readers’ sympathies are with
him. He is the son of a prostitute whose half-brothers turned him out when
their father died. A disinherited fugitive, he (ltke Davjd after himj-fomms a
private army and becomes known as a warrior. When his town, Gilead, ,...w
in trouble, the elders ask him to save them. He agres to rescue them if
afterward they will make him their head.® So far, so good: the underdog
has made good, the low has become high, the biblical dream has come true.
But something terrible happens. The pious Jephthah makes an oath to sac-
rifice to God whatever comes to greet him first after his victory. Did he
expect an animal? Why not specify? In the tragic event, it 15 Jephthah's
daughter who comes rejoicing. She is his only child; besides her, according
to the text, he has neither son nor daugheer. The problem is clear. If he
sactifices his daughter, he will have no progeny; his name will die. In Israel,
this fate, called karet, is considered the worst fate that can happen to a man,
and the threat of it is reserved as a sanction for serious offenses against di-
vinity.”” The daughters of Zelophehad use this Israclite attitude to acquire
the right to inherit their father’s estate, arguing that otherwise he would lose
his future name without having done anything to deserve that penalty. The
wise woman of Tekoa uses this Istaelite attitnde to manipulate David.™ The
narrator knows that the andience will react with great horror at the prospect
of his killing his only child, and that this horror will be on behalf of Jephthah.
But what about Jephthah’s daughter? Although nameless {at least to us),
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she too is known to ancient Israel, for as the narrator reminds us, every year
the Israelite daughters go to the hills to lamtent her passing. Furthermore,
the narrator makes the audience respect and admire her, for it is she who
declares that vows must be honored and that God must be our primary
consideration. Jephthah's daughter is a pious and faithful woman wheo is
remembered in cult and story: surely nobody in Isracl viewed her death
lightly. Moreover, the Bible does not condone child sacrifice. The idea of
a great savior of Israel offering his daughter in sacrifice would have been as
horrible to the ancient Israelite as it 1s to the modern reader.

Once again, the reader is left disquieted: something is very wrong. No
character acts with malice, and yet the most vulnerable character 1s horribly
abused. The reader waits for salvation. Why does somebody not stop the
sacrifice? In the world of the reader {(anctent and modern), such events do
not pass. What reader could kill another wich impuniry? Fathers do not have
the right to kiil their children. The story of Jephthah and his daughter points
to something seriously lacking in the days of the judges: no one can control
the fathers. Abraham, too, had the right to sacrifice his son; o human court
would have sought him. The family is its own world, and the father is its
ultimate authority. Moreover, a careless vow in this instance compels the
father to act against his own self-interest. There 1s no priesthood to help him
undo his vow. There is no authority higher than the family. In the binding
of Isaac {Gen. 22}, God intervenes to save the son, but God does not inter-
vene to save Jephthah'’s daughter. The story of Jephthah’s daughter, like all
the stories in the Book of Judges, tells us that God will no longer intervene
to save people who are in danger or who are being abused.

The story of the concubine in Gibeah with which the Book of Judges
ends brings these issues into focus.* The girl is vulnerable; she is a minor
wife, a concubine. When she is unhappy, she runs home. But her father
gives her back to her husband-master. The father has already given her to
another; now he gives her away again. She is solely under the authority of
this new man, a Levite. Levites are a dignified class in Israel, but this Levite
is suddenly vulnerable, When they stop in a town of strangers, the strangers
attack, A stranger is vulnerable, for he travels without his family to protect
him. Since he is alone, there is no one to rescue him. His host offers his
daughter to assuage the mob; the Levite sends out his concubine. We are
shocked: surely, no one can be gracious to another man by sacrificing his
daughter to a mob. The story makes us realize that, in those days, men had

ultimate powers of disposal over their women. Abraham could give Sarah
s
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%o Pharaoh; any man could give his daughter to ancther as a wife ot con-
cubine; Jephthah could sacrifice his daughter to God. The scene In Gibeah
is parallel to the story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 18-19. There,
Lot, the only righteous man in town, sent his virginal daughters to the mob
that had assembled to abuse his visitors. There is a great diffeence between
Genesis and Judges: when Lot sends out his daughters, the angels of God
save them. In the Book of Judges, God no longer intervenes to sive indi-
viduals, and the concubine is raped to the point of death.

The tetror of this story continues, The Levite takes revenge by butchering
her body to muster the tribes against the tribe of Benjamin. The civil war
that follows nearly wipes out a tribe of Israel; to resuscitate it, hundreds of
women are captured into rape-marriages. Horror follows horror, and the
narrator caps it with the message: in those days there was no king in lsrael,
and each man did as he wanted. i

ém s up mmwait the kingship as an end to such abuse, and

indeed the story has many parallels to the first stories about Saul, the first
ing of Lsrael. Nonetheless, kingship does not stop the problems that are
&“wna by society’s unequal power alignments. The king may act as a force
of control over ordinary men, but who can control the king? King Saul tries
to kill David; no one can stop him, and David has to flee. David himseif is
no guarantee to the end of dominance and oppression. After David becomes
king, he sees Bathsheba bathing, covets her, and sleeps with her. Later, when
Bathsheba tells David that she is pregnant, and Uriah will not sleep with her
because he is engaged in battle, David arranges for Uriah to die in battle.
David disposes of people as he wants; there is no one to stop him.* Ye,
when David's daughter Tamar is raped by her half-brother Amnen, David
does not protect her or avenge her by killing his son, Amnon the rapist. The
reader of the story, who expects that the state will provide protection for
the vulnerable;!’ now sees that the state cannot control itself,

These biblical tales of terror portray the horrible things that happen to
women under patriarchy; they serve as a warning to us to prevent such
happenings, and they were probably included in the Bible to show how
things went wrong in Israel. Neither the lack of polity of the Genesis an-
cestors not the localized sporadic government of the period of the judges
could prevent such outrages. But neither could kingship, as the stories of
Bathsheba and Tamar clearly show. The Bible, after all, was written as the
sky was falling, in the shadow of the disastrous conquests by the Assyrians
and the Babylonians.*? The historical books maintain their fith in the vl-
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nwamnm Jjustice of God and the Cosmos by blaming [srael for its own destruc-
D@P because such things happened, Isracl was destroyed. This is not
misogynist storytelling but something far more comptex, in which the treat-
ment of women becomes the clue to the morality of the social order.

Wortan as Symbol

The literary treatment of women illuminates other symbolic uses of women
mnmm of the femnale. Just as women are relatively small and powerless in society
so 15 [srael small and powerless among the nations. Some of the heroines w:.
the Bible symbolize Israel rising and subduing its enemies. This is particularty
true of Yael, the Kenite woman who killed the Canaanite general Sisera at
the beginning of the period of the judges, and Esther, the “diaspora Jew,”
whe married the king of Persia and prevented the extermination o?rn._me_ﬁ
of Persia. Womar is also the personification of Israel in the marital metaphor
of :Bm_‘ as the wife of God. This well-known and much-beloved image is
not as stmple as it first appears. It captures well the intimacy between God
and Israel, but it captures equally well the terror that such intimacy can hold
with a more powerful force. This is not the equal iove affair of the Song of
mowmﬁ interpreted either a5 human love or as the love of God and Israel,
@ This is a patriarchal marriage: the husband has all the power. In today’s view
the marriage is also abusive, for the husband gets angry, punishes, and then
v.aﬂmm_dw his love and wants reconciliation.*® The beloved wife is also a
victim, and the woman symbol captures both ove and vulnerabilicy.

The marital metaphor has another problem: it codifies the gender of God
as male. Monotheism has a potential advantage over polytheism, for it can
create a divine world in which there is no gender division, no division of
powers or attributes between male and female. This advantage, however, is
only a potential advantage. [n ancient Israel the gender of God was cm:m.:w
thought of as male because males were predominant in the social order, If
the gender of God is frozen as male, then the danger is present that Bm._mm
will become the earthly representatives of divinity, and females will be frozen
out of what is sacred. This does not fully happen in biblical Israel, which
preserves images of God as mother. Nevertheless, the marital metaphor is
one example of the dangers of this process. g

In postexilic Israel another danger of using woman as symbol becomes
.&mﬁ.. The images of Zion as daughter and Zion as mother beconte combined
in an eschatological vision with the idea of the wife of God. In many ways
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this is 2 beautiful vision of wholeness: the madonna (mother Zion) and the
virgin {daughter Zion) are fused with the whore, Moreover, Zion is seen as
the wife of Israel as well as the wife of God {lsa. 62:5). She becomes a symbol
and means of union for God and Israel—they both love her, and their love
for her unites ther, If Israel is the Jover of the woman Zion, however, then
there is a danger that Israel will be seen as totally male and the women of
Israel will become invisible. This is the danger of all the female divine sym-
bols that begin to multiply in the postexilic and second Temple periods. [n
these periods, the portrayal of wisdom as a lover-woman develops into the
depiction of the divine Sophia as the wife of her devotees, and the Torah
as the beloved of her sages. Rabbinic writings also have an image of the
Sabbath as a bride. In all these metaphors, the human is male, his partner is
an unearthly female, and flesh and blood women are not part of the image
at all** The use of the feminine as a symbol can serve highly patriarchal
purposes when human women are left out. '\ "

There are many other questions raised by ferninist scholarship. Some are
questions about sexuality. When the Bible addresses the subjéct of sexuality
and its control, men are seen as agents and women as objects. What does
this say about biblical ideas of sexuality, and in turn, how does that interact
with our current attempts to construct a nonpatriarchal theology of sexu-
ality? The Bible is not antisex, but it does not develop a clear understanding
of sexuality, and postbiblical religion, particularly Christianity, has developed
a distinct antisex bias. .

There are still other questions being addressed today. Some questions
concern the ancient Israelite religion and the role of the Asherah: Was the
Asherah the feminine part of God? Was it a case of idolatry? Why was it
ultimately exorcised from biblical religion, and did this contribute to or
reflect the emergence of God-as-husband?*> Beyond these are two inter-
linked questions: Were women better served by polytheism, which created
a symbolic straightjacket of what a female and a male can be, and which
nevertheless afforded women an undeniable and unremovable part of the
sacred, or were women better served by monotheism, which does not nec-
essarily Himit the roles and characters of women, but which was clearly used
for patriarchal purposes? Can the Bible be the inspiration for a truly liberated
monotheism, free of patriarchy and all other forms of oppression? In the past
twenty years, as we have come increasingly to appreciate the intricacies,
atnbiguities, and multiple meanings of biblical texts, it has become ever-
mere apparent that the answer is truly up to us.
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The questions [ am asking here. however, remain unanswered.





