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DIGEST 

This thesis is an analysis in three parts of a sampling of secondary , 

recent literature dealing with woman's status as it is presented in the 

Bible. First, I hav e dealt with her status in the creation narratives 

(Genesis 1-3) a hd the positive and negative images of womah in the 

family and in the community as they emerge in recent literature. 

Special attention has been paid to the methodology employed by the 

writers, as well as the particular biases with which they approach the 

biblical text. 

Second, I analyzed the writers' varied methodologies and critiqued 

the .n in the context of the conclusions arrived at through their interpre-

tations of the text. 

Thi rd, I have detailed my own perspective on the biblical verses 

and topics p .resented and criti cized. I have a t tempted, in my interpre

-~ 
t ation, to avoid a pro or anti feminist bias. 

Through my research, it became apparent that inherent in almost 

all of the writers' methodologies is a common flaw: Inconsistency of 

method either in the analysis of a particular verse, or in the function 

of the verse proper in its context. I have demonst rated how f requently 
.., 

verses a!'e drawn out of context with the result of either misrepresent-

ing the biblical author's intent or presenting only a partial and mis -

leading view of the narratives as a whole . 

I concluded that a convincing study of woman' s status in the Bi b l e 

remains to be done, based upon a methodologically sound interp r etation 

of th e value that Scripture places upon woman. 

• 
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Introduction 

• 
The Setting 

Attitudes toward women have changed in the United States during 

the past two decaqes, The women's liberation movement has p rompted 

much discussion and some action concerning such issues as equal 

rights and equal pay for women, abortion, child care, and wife abuse, 

The equal rights issue is still being debated in the states as well as 

in Congress. The National Organization of Women ( N. 0. W.) is still 

battling the issue of pay discrimination. According to its statistics, 

a woman earns only 59 cents for every $1. 00 earned by a man in a 

comparable job. Other statistics indicate that more than SO per cent 

of the work fo r ce in America is comprised of w9men, many of whom 

are also the heads of households. 

The women ' s movement has spread beyond the economic areaa 

and has embraced issues in the political and religious spheres as well. 

Each election year, more women are pursuing office, elective , and 

app ointive positions in local and national government. The'.appoint-

ment of Judge Sandra Day O'Co nnor to the Supreme Court is perceived 

as a major breakthrough in the struggle for women's rights. Within 

the religious realm, women are b e ing ordained as rabbi s , Episcopal 

priests, and ministers, and the struggle by women for equalit~n the .,, 

Catholic Church is g ainin g momentum. 

As impressive as these accomplishments are, however, the re are 

l 
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indications that s exism- -disrespect for the capabilities and dignity of 

women- -has o ften been fostered by re ligious institutions and traditions. 

Indeed, many blame religion for the past and present subordination of 

women in our society. Others have used religious teachings to defend 

the belief that men are indeed superior to women. And regardless of 

whi ch side of the issue one may be on, there is widespread a ckn owledg-

ment that traditional religious institutions have continually placed 

women in subordinate roles. 

Much of the recent feminist writing on religion focuses on the 

suppressio n of women in Judaism and Christianity. The autho rs of 

these articles and books prem~e their presentations on ce rtain 

assumptio n s about traditional religious systems. Some point to the 

Hebrew Scriptures as the basis fo r our religious system today and 

assert that Scripture is biased in favor of the male population. Thus, 

for example, Phyllis Bird and John Otwell state: 

We mu st begin this study with the recognition that males 
dominated the Old Testament statisti c ally 1 . . . . For the 
Old Testament is a man's b ook, where women appear far 
the most part simply as adjuncts o f men, significantly 
in the context of men's activities. 2 

This male bias resul ted in political and religious restrictions of 

women that limited thei r function to c hildbearing and family o riented 

activities. The woman was always seen as subservient to either h 

father , brothe r , o r husband, Laws were passed that kept women in a 

secondary status. Some o f the writers maintain that these laws ere-

ated and perpetuated discriminatory beliefs and actio ns towards 
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Discrimination against women was inherent in the 
socio-religious organization of Israel. It was a 
function of the system ... the system did enforce 
and perpetuate the dependence of women and an 
image of the fetnale as inferior to the male. 3 

This type of discrimination is generally reported in the literature in 

terms of laws relating to inhe r itance, marriage, divorce , and sexual 

transgressions. 

Although many writers accept a bias towards men in Scripture , 

some believe that ''new interpretations " must be found for passages 

that tend t ..i reflect this bias . Although 11the patriarchal stamp of 

Scriptures is permanent .. • . l.nterpretation of its contents is forever 

changing . 114 The employment of c ertain critical api:>1"oache s to the text 

has resulted in " new interpretation of old t exts . " These interpretations 
I 

do not remove the patriarchal "character '' of Scripture, rather, it 

sheds light on passages that " rev eal counte rvoices within a patriarchal 

5 document. " 

Those who in s ist upon new ec riptural interpretations perceive an 

ancient cultural bias against women that no longer applies in modern 

society. Fo r these writers, this bias must be identified in the biblical 

text as pertaining to a specific time a nd place. At the other pole, 

some of the modern literature recommends the Bible as a r o le model 

for society today, and uses it to support sexual discrimination against 

wo men. These writers view the Bible as God's presc riptive word 

which cannot be tampered with o r re-interp r eted , 
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Others who also accept divine authorship of Hebrew Scripture try, 

nevertheless, to prove that women were held in bigb regard during the 

biblical period. These authors attempt to prove that women could 

function within the biblical society on equal terms with men; for 

example, they were able to pursue similar occupations without dis -

criminatory qualifications. While these commentators may recognize 

that women were primarily seen in the role of wife and mothe r , they 

assert that such roles conferred on women a higher status than men. 

The relationship between God and people was actualized 
primarily by the appearance of new life within the pPople 
of God ••. the new life. . . came into being because the 
Lo r d worked in the woman's womb. 6 

Since God acted directly and uniquely through woman, her status in the 

Old Testament was high. The woman was seen as God's co- worker. 

Those who maintain the latter point of view blame the feminist 

movement for c riticiz.ing the aible on the basis of twentieth century 

biases that may not be legitimately applied t1l the biblical period. For 

example, feminist writers argue that a higher significance was given 

to activities performed in public, such as priestly functions. Such a 

statemen t may say more about contemporary values than it does at.out 

the biblical world . Another modern bias is that intellectual work is 

intrinsically superior to physical work. The men in the Bible were 

involved with legal decisions while the women generally stayed home 

with children and performed household tasks . Yet, who is to say th<>t 

this type of work was, in those times, considered less important than 
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the rendering of legal decisions ? 

Writers who perceive sexism in some of the Scriptural text have 

ch osen different ways to confront this problem. A radical approach 

calls for the end of all sexist religions , including Juaaism and Chris -

tianity. Proponents of this view argue that modern society has either 

outgrown tr~ditional religion, or that there is no way to reconcile or 

remove the sexism implicit in it. Another group suggests that past 

interpretations o f the traditional texts have been wrong and that it is 

the interpretations which must be co rrected. 

Much of the lite r atu re written on the subject of the subordinate 

status of women today begins with analysis of biblical texts, legal 

passag es and narratives, which have traditionally been viewed as con-

doning o r being responsible for the subordination o f women in our 

society. The literature, written by wo men and men, Jew• and Chris-

tians, focuses o n specific nar r atives and either suppo rts, re- interprets, 

or outrightly denounces seemingly sexist propositions. Much of the 

criticized o r applauded material is found in the Hebrew Bible, specifi-
• 

cally within the first five books of Mose s . Two primary areas of 

interest are the creation narratives in Genesis and io the rest of the 

Pentateuch, and mate rial pertaining to the woman's status in the family 

and in the community . 

Each author, whethe r or not he or she implicitly states it, relies 

on one or more of the traditions or modern schools of biblical criticism. 

Some of the modern writers choose critical textual approaches whi ch 
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best justify their positions. Before presenting each writer's method-

ology, it is important to understand the basic intention of all biblical 

c riticism, 

Biblical Criticism refers to that app roa ::h to the study 
of Scripture which consciously searches for and applies 
the canons of reason to its investigation of the text; it 
comprises a large number of distinguishable but inter
related methodologies .... 7 

The literature that will be analyzed in this thesis includes views that 

reflect form criticism, redaction c riticism, rhetorical criticism, 

tradition criticism, and the Graf-Wellhause:1 hypothesis. 

Some o f the writers rely o n form criticism o r a rela~ed approach 

to the text. This type of a nalysis looks at " the typical forms by which 

human existence is e:iq>ressed linguistically. It recognizes the reposi

t o ry o f the Jiving tradition of a common people. 11 8 Those who employ 

this method are concerned with looking at the cul tu r1e of biblical society 

and not just the verses of a narrative . Linked to this approach are 

othe r critical analyses of the Bible. Tra<1ition criticism grew out of 

form crit icism and includes investigating " the history of transmission 

of traditions within the oral traditions during periods of thei.r trans-

mission. 119 A correlative of form c riticism is redaction criticil:lm, 

which attempts to identify "the use of the formal elements in a composi -

tion and interpret them within the total literary unit as a coheren~nd 

meaningful whole. 11 10 Rhetorical criticism can be uncle rstood as a 

supplement to form criticism. 

Its task . .. is to exhibit the structural patterns employed 

• 
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in the fashioning of a literary unit, whether prose or 
poetry and to discern the various devices by which 
the predications of the composition are formulated 
and ordered into a unified whole. 11 

The documentary hypothesis preceded form c riticism and focuses on 

the dating and authorship of the Pentateuch. It divides the Pentateuch 

into four do cument,s: J (Jahwist), E ( Elohist), D (Deuterono mic). and 

P (Priestly) . 'The se docllments underwent redaction at different times 

and spanned a period of 450 years. It may be useful to group the 

modern writers according t o the type of critical, biblical method(s~ 

they employ. Under form criticism and tradition criticism we can 

include, Stai.tori. Scanzoni/Hardesty, Christ/Plaskow, Bullough, Lacks, 

Bird, Swidler , Bennet, OtwelJ . and Trible. 

Redaction criticis m is applied to the text by BirCJ, Scanzo,i/Hardesty, 

and T rible . O.oly T rible looks to rhetorical c riticism for a proper 

rendering o f the biblical material. The documentary hypothesis pro -

posed by Graf-Wellhausen is accepted and applied by Swidler, Stanton, 

Ochs, Tishler, Lacks, and Otwell. 

Two authors we shall consider reject modern bibli c al critici~'m. 

Meiselman and Applebaum approach the biblical text literally . They 

accept the divine authorship of the Bible and reject the results as well 

as the method of biblical c riticism. Both authors combine Jewish tra-

ditions described in the Talmud and other Jewish sources with customs 

desc ribed in the Bible that do not necessarily reflect a "Jewish" point 

of view. By not making a distinction in their writing between these two 

1 



8 

traditions they tend to superimpose l ater Jewish values on biblical 

society. This approach makes it difficult to decipher specific meanings 

of biblical verses. 

A major problem tbat arises frequently in the attempt to analyze 

the various positions within the recent body of literature is the incon

sistency and overlap in the various authors' approaches. A given 

author may apply more than one method of biblical criticism, even 

bhough these methods may not be altogether harmonious with each othe r. 

Another author who rejects the biblical criticism approach may rely 

on post-biblical sources or religious traditions. He/she applies 

eisegesis to the text, distorting ~t with customs and beliefs of a later 

period. 

Other commentators do not interpret a verse within its proper 

context; rather, they cite a particular verse to best pr6ve their point. 

In such cases, the reader is not aware of the setting , fne narrative in 

which the verse appears, o r the meaning of a specific term as it ap

pears in the passage. The commentator is manipulating the biblical 

text to substantiate his/her position. Such an approach tends to deceive 

and confuse the reader. Another problem arises in the proper render

ing of a Hebrew term into English. Too many of the writers rely on 

English translations of the Bible that do not always represent accu~e 

or meaningful renderings of the Hebrew original. 
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Purpose o£Thesis 

The purpose of this thesis is threefold. First, to present the 

spectrum of literature writte n o n the specific a reas of Creation and 

woman 's status in the f;i.mily and in the community. (The writings on 

the Creation narrative focus on Gene sis, chapters 1-3: 5:1-2.) The 

thesis presents this material through a verse analys is of important 

words and phras es appearing in the literature that are perceived as 

important to the reader's understa nding of: 

1. The re l atio nship anci significance of Genesis , chapters 1-3; 

""' 5 : ) -2. 

2. The meaning of the ~erm ha ' adam in the Creatio n narrative . 

3. T he meaning and function of the term s ish and ishah . 

4. T he significance of the rib in Genesis 2. 

5. The naming of the woman twic e in the Crea'.tion narrative. 

u . The nature of woman's " s in " and the punishment she receives. 

Concern ing the material pertaining to woman's status in the family 

and in the community, the thesis follows a verse analysis of the biblical 

text; ho wever , more than one nar rativ e will be p r esented. The litera

ture brea"Ks down acco rding to those authors who perceive women having 

a high status in the home and in the commun ity, and those who view them 

in a subo rdinate role . The literature specifically addresses the is es 

of the matriarchs , the s ingle woman, marriage, divo r ce, adultery, 

childbearing, inheritance, prophesy, and ritual purity. 

Second, the thesis will examine the conflicting views and consider 
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the extent to which the biblical original provides a basis for these 

various interpretations. The critique, it is hoped, will expose both 

methodological strengths and weaknesses. Special attention will be 

paid to the a ccuracy of the literature's presentation, a grammatical 

analysis of terms and verses, translations, dependence on non- biblical 

sources, and evidence of pre-existing bias--whether idiosyncratic or 

deriving from traditional interpretations. 

Third, the thesis presents my own perspective on the biblical 

verses and topics presented anrl c riti cized. Special attention will be 

paid to the Hebrew text, the biblical author and redactor's intention, 

and the relevance o( various forms of biblical c r iticism. I have 

attempted, in my interpretation in this s e ction, to avoid either a pro 

or anti-feminist bias. 1 begin with the assumption that the Bible wa s 

written and redacted within an essentially patriarchal culture. 
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Chapter 

The Image of Man and Woman 

Ln the Creation Narratives 

In this chapte r I will present the various interpretations in the 

Creation narratives as to their import fo r the hierarchical relationship 

between man and woman as it emerges in biblical text. 

Genesis 1 :26-27 

And God said, 'Let us make man in our image after 
ou r l'keness. They shall rule the fish o f the sea, 
the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, 
and all the creeping things that c r eep on earth.' 
And God c r eated man in His image, in the image of 
God He created him; male and female He created 
them. 1 

Four basic points of view, all of which are rooted ib an understand-

ing of the term ha'adam, govern the interpretation of these verses. In 

one, ha'adam is taken as a generic term, yielding the sense mankind or 

humankind. Two, ha ' adam is understood as a bi-sexual term similar 

to the generic inte rpretation of ha'adam. According to this interpreta

tion "the gem.io adam is bisexual in nature . 112 Though it appears that 

there i s no real distinction between a generic o r bi-sexual ha'adam, 

those who subscribe to a bisexual interp retation classify themselves 

as distinct from those promoting a gene ric interpretation of ha'adam. 

Since man cannot exist alone by himself it is necessary for the female 

1 l 
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aspect of ha'adam to complete him making him a bisexual being. 

third point of view suggests that ha ' adam is neither gene r ic nor specific, 

but r efers rather to an androgynous creature . According to this point 

of view the appearance o( both the singular and plural pronouns oto and 

otam (him and them) in reference to ha'adam indicates that ha 1adam was 

originally androgynous and only late r in the narrative became two dis-

tinct individuals. The fourth view contends that ha'adam in the opening 

chapter of Genesis refers to the male person only. 

The fi r st interpretation understands ha 1adam as a "dual sex form113 

representing all of humanity. One translation renders thi s term as 

persons " and reads Genesis 1 :26 as : 

Elohim said, "let us create persons in our image 
and likeness. . Elohim created persons in 
Elohim's image , male and female Elohim created 
them. 4 

... 
In this translation, the Hebrew masculine pronouns referring to ha'adam 

and Elohim are changed in the English to their respective gene r ic nouns. 

According to one interpretation, the plural end Io rm5 otam (them) at the 

end of verse 27 is a metaphor for generic mankind. The existe~ce of 

a generic ha 1adam is further supported by a close analysis of verse 27. 

a b c 
1. And created God Humankind in His image 

c' b' a' 
2. 1n the image of God c reated He him 

CI I a I I b I I 

6 3. male and female c reated he them. 
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Lines l and 2 of this verse from an inverted parallel or, to use anothe r 

term, a chiasmus. The focus of these lines is on the words " in bis 

image." 

At the c enter of the inversion, the phrase 11in his /tthe 
image" is locked ;n by the creative work of God. The 
chiasm accents this phrase while rendering its mean
ing inacce-ssible. Yet the sense of the poem itself 
does not remain hidden, because its third line intro
duces a new phrase that R,arallels "in the image of God" 
(i. e., male and female). 

Through this analysis it becomes clear that both "male and female' ' 

were created in God's image. In addition the movement from the 

s ingular pronoun oto (him) to the plural form otam (them) at the end 

nf lines 2 and 3 provides a second clue for inte rpreting ha'adam as 

generic humanity. 

A second theo ry8 sugge sts that the g e neric humanity mentioned in 

Genesis 1:27-- " And God created man in His image, in tlae image of God 

He create d him; male and female He c reated them" - - reachei:; fruition 

in Genesis 2:23 when the generic ha'adam become ish and ishah through 

the creation of se>..."Uality: 

Then the man said, "This one at last is bone of my 
bones and flesh of my flesh. T his one shall be 
called Woman (ishah), For from man (ish ) was 
she taken. " 

For those writers who perceive a relationship between Genesis 1 and 2 

the two sexual beings , ish and ishah become one flesh with the advent of 

marriage . O ne point of view 9 asserts that it is the creation of sexuality 

which joins the first and second creation narratives. The term ha'adam 
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remains generic until Genesis 4:25 ff-- 11 Adam knew his wife a g ain, and 

she bore a son and named him Seth .. . . " - -when adam becomes a 

proper name referring to the man called Adam. This pattern continues 

through the narrative with the exception of Genesis 5:1 -2: 

This is the record of Adam's line. - - When God created 
man ( adam), He made him in the likeness of God; male 
and female He c reated them. And when they were 
created, He blessed them and c alled them Man (adam) . 

In these two verses the term adam reverts back to its original meani n g 

of generic humanity. One translation of Genesi s S:J -2 is: 

This is the role of Humanity ( adam 1 s) descendants. 
On the day that God created Humanity ( adam) He made 
it in l ~e likeness of God. Male and female He created 
them. He blessed them and gave them the name 
Humanity ( adam) on th e day He created them. 1 O 

A g eneral conse nsus among those who consider ha'adam generic is that 

the two s exes are to be understood as having been created equal; how -

ever, this equality in dignity or worth is not inconsistent with differentia-

t . . h . l f . 11 
ion in t e1r ro es o r unctions. 

A h . . J Z . th }" t . h I d not er position in e 1tera ure interprets a a am as an an-

drogynous term; there is no distinction between the two sexes and it is 

"mankind" that has dominion over the creatures and the land. This 

position does not attach any significance to the terms ish and ishah 

which some writers identify as the sexually differentiated generic 

ha'adam referred to in Genesis 1. 

A h . d • • 1 3 t th h I d f t th l tu t tr position asser s at a a am re ers o e sexua crea re 

d h f . h 2 A f h . . 14 
man an t at woman irst appears in c apter . ourt position 

• 
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maintains that while ha'adam is first used to imply all o( humanity, the 

end of verse 27--"male and female He c reated them" --implies the 

creation of two creatures. This interpretation also assumes that there 

is an evolutionary order to creation in which ma."l is considered superior 

to those things created before him. Therefore, woman, who was created 

after man, is his superior . 15 Some writers who affirm this position 

maintain that Genesis 2 provides further evidence for the same hy-

pothesis, for the female created from the '' man's rib" is again last in 

the order of creation. Just as man supersedes all that has come before 

him in the narrative, woman is superior to man. 16 

The same hypothesis may result in a different conclusion, i.e .• 

l . f 1 Th" . . l 7 th th ma e seen as superior to ema e. i s position argues at e term 

ha'adam refers to both humanity and the male creature; however, the 

structure of the Hebrew language is such that nouns referring to both 

masculine and feminine objects are rendered by the masculine fo rm. 

Therefore, one must be aware of the linguistic style of the text and not 

assume that masculine gender form applies only to masculine objects. 

Genesis 2: 18 

The Lord God said, "it is not good for man to 
be alone; I will make a fitting helper for him. " 

Man and woman 1 s role can be further defined th rough the inte 1 re -

tation of the above verse , particularly the term ezer kenegdo. What i s 

the precise meaning of this term which appears only once in the B ible ? 

Ezer kenegdo is usually explained in one of three ways. 
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Fi r st, the woman is an ezer kenegdo in that she serves as a comple-

ment to man; she possesses those qualities that man lacks. It i s the 

woman 1 s r ole " to soothe, aid, persuade and help the man, 1117*whose 

maj or task is " t o guide and protect . ,.l S Second, ezer kenepdo can be 

defined by examining the meaning of each word. Ezer ·is viewed as a 

relational term, one that do es not imply a negative o r subordinate 

status. l 9 Neged suggests a counterpart position, one that the a nimals 

could not fu l fill. 20 The word~ app ears 20 times in the Bible re

ferring to God. 21 In the Genesis narrative, God is perceived a s a 

supreme Ezer--helper to humanity- - who clids humanity by creating the 

gard en, providing animals, and giving man and woman the task to tend 

the g arden. Woman is c reated e qually and endowed with the purpose of 

~ 

sexually fulfilling humanity, and she assumes a role which the animals 

c annot: "God i s the helper superior to man; the a nimals are helper s 

22 
inferio r to man; woman is the helper equal t o man. " 

Third, 2 3 rather than explicatin g ezer kenegdo from the Hebrew, one 

commentator relie s upon the older Eng lish translation of " helpmeet. " 

The te rm "helpmeet" connotes suitability or compatibility, a meaning 

not yielded by the word "he lpmate" whi ch has found its way into many 

recent English translations and suggests a secondary, rather than 

equivalent status. 

From examining God's intentions in providing ha'adam with an~ 

kenegdo the focus of the co mmentaries shift s to the p rocess involved in 

woman's creation. One positio n asserts that because woman is taken 
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from ''man's rib" she is the weaker of the two and therefore has less 

status. She assumes her "natural duty to be close by and ready to 

24 help" her husband. 

A second position considers woman's creation in Genesis 2 in rela-

tion to an ancient myth concerning the creation and development of the 

"first man. •• 25 Acco r ding to the myth there are several stages to the 

man's life: Birth, development into manhood, initiation into the tribe, 

circumcisipn, marriage , children, and death. This interpretation sug-

gests that woman's c reation in the Genesis 2 narrative parallels the 

initiation episode described in the myth. It asserts that Ge nesis 2 oar-

rative is presenting the same myth using different characters . Woman' s 

creaEon is a metaphor for man's initiation into his tribe, followed by 

marriage. The initiation involves circumcision which takes place in 

the Genesis 2 narrative under the guise of woman's creation. 

Behind the Biblical tale of Eve's creation was 
concealed the story of a puberty rite followed 
by the union of the first pair . . . 26 

Genesis 2:21-24 

So the Lord God cast a deep sleep upon the man; 
and while, he slept, He took one of bis ribs and 
closed up the flesh at that spot. And the Lo r d God 
fashioned the rib that He had taken from the man 
into a woman; and He brought her to the man. The 
man said, "This on e at last is bone of my bones 
and flesh of my flesh." This one shall be called 
Woman, for from man was sh e taken. Hence a 
m a n leaves his fathe r and mother and clings to 
his wife, so that they become one flesh. 

Scholarly interpretation focuses on three specific actions described 
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in the above verses. First, it examines what, if any, significance c an 

be attributed to woman having been c reated from " man's rib. 11 The 

second a ction, the naming of the woman in verse 23-- " This one sha ll 

be called wo man for from man was she taken''--is of specific conce rn 

because of the similarity between the " naming of the woman" and the 

naming of the animals in verses I 9 and 20 . 

And the Lord God formed out of the earth all the 
wild beasts and all the birds of the sky, and 
brought them to the man to see what he would 
call them. . And the man g ave names to all 
the c attle .. 

In verses 19 and 20 man names the animals and assumes a superior 

position over them. The literature tries to determine if the process 

used to "name the woman" is indeed similar to the proces s the man 

used to name the animals. lf this is true it would imply that the woman, 

like the animals, is subordinate to the man. Third, c ritical writin~ 

explores the meaning and purpose o f verse 24-- " Hence a man leave s 

his father and mother and clings to his wife so that they become one 

flesh.'' 

According to one position, the fact that woman is " taken" from man 

provides the basis for her subordinate status. 27 This interpretation 

assumes that ha'adam in Genesis l refers to a specific man and not to 

generic humanity. Accordingly, Genesis 2 describes the creation of 

woman from the already created man. Those writers who accept this 

point of view perceive Genesis 1 and 2 as describing the creation of two 

human beings through separate divine action. For them, woman is 
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dependent upon man because she evolved from him. 

Other writers, however, indicate that man has nothing to do with 

woman's creation in Ge'lesis 2 and therefore cannot be accorded a 

superior statua. Such an analysis assumes that man is totally passive 

during woman's creation: ''The man slept through the process, the bone 

was taken from him as a divine acti o n. ,,ZS 

The meaning and implication of woman's creation from man's rib 

is very controversial. On one side are those writers who contend that 

woman is inferio r because she was " taken from the rib, 11 29 and on the 

other those who maintain that since the rib represents the raw material 

from which the woman was formed, i t is no more important than the 

adamah (earth) from which man was taken. 30 These writers contend 

that woman was equal to man at the moment of her creation and justify 

their position either st ructurally o r through the application of extrane~us 

texts. 

Amo ng those who view Genesis l and 2 structurally, two interpre-

tations emerge. In the first interpretation, Genesis 2 provides the 

details of humanity's (ha'adam) crei\tion in Genesis I, and it does not 

favo r a hierarchal relationship between man and woman. 

What Genesis 1 achieves in one sentence- -by defining 
man as a him and, in immediate opposition as them, 
male and female--Genesis 2 does, in stages. First 
the male is molded of matter and brought to life by 
God's breath: then the uniqueness of this creature is 
highlighted by the creation of all other animals; then 
and only then is the human viable as a species by the 

31 
extraction from the male of the indispensable female. 
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The secoud interpretation, based upon non-biblica1 sources, sug-

_ gests that the rib in Genesis 2 symbolizes equality because "the ribcage 

occupies the upper portion of the anatomy--therefore, woman is basically 

equal to man ar.d just that much more important. 1132 

Other writers choose to demonstrate woman's equal status by tak-

ing a closer look at the H ebrew text--"vayikach achat mitsal 1otav"--

"and he took one of his ribs" -- specifically the term vayikach. One posi-

tion assume::: that woman was taken from the man; however, the text 

says simply and explicitly that it was the rib, the raw material that was 

removed and then fashioned into woman. This interpretation suggests 

that both man al"d woman were divinely formed . 
33 

The verb 'sh--to 
~ 

make describes woman's creation and the verb"'i!!!- -to form is used 

to describe man's creation. Both verbs--l!!.!' and 'sh- -imply that God, 

perceived as artist, formed man and woman as t he result of His creative 

process. 

One interpretation suggests that the use of the verb lkch--to take--

does not designate a lower status to the woman because the same word 

is used in .r~ference to the man in Genesis 3: 19: 

By the sweat of your brow shall you get bread to 
eat, until you return to the ground--fo r from (lkch) 
it you were taken. . . . 

In this passage man is not subordinate to the earth by the use of the 

verb lkch- - to take; by analogy, then, the same verb does not make 

woman subordinate to man. 

In addition to the verses dealing with woman's evolution from man, 



• 

• 

21 

one is still left with the issue of man 11 namiug 11 woman. Some argue that 

implicit in the " naming' ' process is man's domination of woman. 34 The 

consequence of " naming" includes a l o wering of the status for all women 

in the future. Five positions are discernible in the literature tt:at help 

explicate the "naming" of woman. 

0 . . 35 b . . 11 1 th . f h . 1 . h ne p os ition rings into para e e naming o t e aruma s w1t 

the " naming" of the woman .. Before w o man's c reation God forms the 

animals and presents them t o man who names them in Genesis 2:19: 

And the Lord God formed out of the earth all 
the wild b easts an d all the bi rd s of th e sky, 
and brought them to the man to see what he 
would call them; and whatever the man called 
eac h living c reature, that would be its name. 

The Hebrew term used for naming the animals is qr' shemot. By nam-

ing the ani m als ha'adam assumes do min ion over them. The s ame verb 

~is used in relation to the " naming" of the woman , and the analog1 is 

made that man who~ ( c a lls) w o man also I.as dominion over her. A 

second p ositio n 36 finds an important distinction in b iblical text between 

the naming of the animals and the " naming" of the woman. 
37 

qr' (call) 

is used in context with the word shemot (names), thereby the man 

' ' called names" to the animals. Reg_:'- rding woman the verb~ (t o call) 

does not appear i;: rel ation to the w o rd shemot (names). Therefore , 

man designates or labels woman without assigning to her a proper name 

and thereby does not assume dominion over her. 

A third point of view38 associates the " naming" of woman with man's 

response-- zo t hapa'am (this at last)--after her creation. This position 

• 

• 
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infers from the text that man delighted in woman's creation and verbal-

ized his joy by the phrase zot hapa'am-- "this at last. 11 There is no 

indication by the se words that man felt superior to woman. 

Yet another position39 links zot hapa'am to man 1 s disappoir>tment at 

not finding any of the animals suitable for him. Those writers who 

assert this position believe the animals were brought to man both for 

naming and because he sought among them a suitable companion. The 

phrase zot hapa'am (this at last) indicates man's pleasure in the woman's 

likeness to him and therefore designate s her isbah and himself ish. The 

similarity between these two terms, ish and ishah symbolizes the physi

cal likeness they share. Finally~O the phrase zot hapa 1am (this at last) 

is linked to the phrase e zer kenegdo in Genesis 2 : 18--"The Lord God 

said , 'It is not good for man to be alone; r will make a fitting helper 

(ezer kenegdo) f6r him."' Zot hapa'am (this at last) implies that " finally • 
there is one c reated who is made from the .. tuff as man--the same raw 

material substance. " 

Verse 24- - " Hence a man leaves his father and mother and clings to 

his wife, so that they become one flesh 11 --supplies yet another clue to 

an understanding of woman's status at the time of her creation. Three 

interpretations are offered in the body of criticism under discussion. 

The .first suggests that this verse does not fit into the original o rder of 

creation. It implies a reversal of God's original plan, in that " man's 

domination of woman is a consequence of sin and transgression. 
1141 

Representative of this viewpoint is Russell, who states that "Yahveh did 
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not intend this patriarchal domination of woman, but had wanted her as 

co- equal to man. Yahveh's creation account implies criticism, where-

as the Priestly account shows Creation's intention. 1142 According to 

this position, Genesis 1 introduces man and woman as equal partners , 

. 
but Genesis 2:24 implies a distortion of that original equality, thereby 

hinting at the cou!"lP' s future disobedience. 

Th d . . 4 3 . t 24 b 1 h b l " f e secon position interpre s verse as a re utta to t e e ie 

that woman is subordinate to man. Indeed. the verse is used as an 

argument against the patriarchal nature of biblical society. In a 

patriarchal society, a woman leaves her famil ',' to j oin her husband; 

however, t his position suggests the opposite : man joins his wife's family . 

Therefore, the woman is the dominant OJle in the marriage relationship 

and the biblical text refers to a matriarchal rather than a patri·archal 

community. 

Nothing is said of the headship of m <:..n , but he is 
commanded to :nake her the head of the household, 
the home, a rule for centuries under the Matriarchate . 4 4 

A third view45 suggests that it is necessary to interpret verse 24 

in relationship t o generic- humanity in Genesis 1. Acco rding to this 

position ha'adarn (humani~y), originally one in Genesis 1:27- - "And God 

creat ed man in His image, in the image of God He created him; male 

and female He cre ated them"--became two through the creation of 

sexuality as ish and ishah, and now in marriage, " they return to the 

original unity as ish and ishah become one flesh. 11 46 

Once the commentators have established the original nature of man 
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and woman in Genesis 1 and 2, they proceed to examine how their 

original relationship changes in chapter 3 of the narrative. In their 

analyses, these writers focus upon three important events. First, they 

explore the meaning of the sin through which the couple ' s relationship 

. 
is affected. Second, they examine Go d 's judgment on man and woma:1. 

Thi rd, they analyze the new relationship between man and woman that 

emerges at the conclusion of c hapter 3 . 

Genesis 3:6- 7 

When the woman saw that the tree was good fo r eating 
and a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was 
desirable as a source of wisdom, she took of its 
fruit and ate. She al3o gave some to her husband 
and h< ate. 

Regarding the sin, some writers claim that the couple's primary 

sin was their disobedience to a divine command in Genesis 3: 16: 

And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, "Of 
every tree of the garden you are freP to eat, but as 
Co r the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must 
not eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall 
die. " 

A portion of these writers maintain that neither the man or the woman 

was more to blame for the disobedience . They assert that "the two of 

them became one in their disobedience. 1147 Others attempt to exonerate 

the woman on the basis of her naivete by a sse rting that her only fault 

was listening to the serpent's words about becoming "clever" in Genesis 

3:4: 

And the se rpeat said to the woman, "You are not 
going to die, but God knows that as soon as you 
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eat of it you r eyes will be opened and you will 
be like divine beings who know good a nd bad. " 

Man, on the other hand, acted with greater disobedience because of his 

"passionate longing to get knowledge and be clever. 1148 Unlike woman, 

man was not seduced into eating from the tree, but he blames God for 

his disobedience in Genesis 3: 12: 

The man said, "The w o man You put at my side- -she 
gave me of the tree, and I ate." And the Lord said to 
the woman, " What is this you have done!" The woman 
replied, "The serpent duped me, and I ate. " 

Critics vary in their interpretations of the couple's response to 

their disobedience. Some writers attempt to lessen the woman's guilt 

placing the blame squarely on the man's shou lders. According to them. 

the man "tu rns on the woman, attempting to diminish his own guilt by 

blaming the woman and God. 11 49 He plac es equal blame on God, since 

God gave him the woman. In the end, he reluc tantly accepts the conse-

quence of his actions. The woman, h o wever, does not blame the man. 

She merely indicates that she was deceived by the serpent. Whether or 

not there is t otal agreement in the literature regarding whose disobedi-

ence was g reater, the result of the couple's action is perceived as the 

same: "The two, now alienated from each other and from God, lose the 

primal harmony in the discord of mutual blame. 11 50 The couple is now 

reduced to two individuals awaiting j udgment. "Split apart one flesh 

awaits the outcome. 11 

. . 

• 
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Genesis 3:20 

The man named bis wife Eve, because she was the 
mother of all the living. 

According to the literature, two consequences result from the 

couple's disobedience. First, eternal life is denied Adam and Eve as 

death is introduced into their world. Second. the relationship betweeh • 

man and woman is colored by distortion. As God metes out judgment 

• to man and woman, the hierarchy of harmonious creation is betrayed; 

the human and animal worlds now stand in opposition to one another. 

Man becomes estra:1ged from woman as a result of their disobedience. 

They are " alienated frort' God, each other, and nature. All of the par-

ticipants suftered a loss of freedom and limitation of potential. " Man 

must now work the land t o survive, and woman is forced to assume a 

new role that is perceived by some to subordinate her to the man. 

Genesis 3:16 

And to the woman he said, "I will make most severe 
your pangs in childbearing; In pain shall you bear 
children. Yet your urge shall be for your husband, 
and he shall rule over you . " 

Some critics 51 interpret the judgment against woman as more 

severe since it includes a change. in her relationship to her husband. 

She becomes subject to him out of duty and not out of love. Other writers 

indicate that after their disobedience the woman and man "are !10 longer 

coordinate--but super and sub-ordinate to one another. 11 52 This p osi-

tion renders the woman weaker than the man and thereby establishes 

·. 
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an unequal relationship for men and women in the future. 

In addition to explicating God's judgment, some write rs attempt 

to determine if this judgment was pres cr iptive or descriptive in nature. 

Two interpretations emerge from the literature, Those critics 5 3 who 

tend to interpret the judgment as prescriptive refer to it as a curse. 

"A woman's devotion to her husband is more natural and is part of the 

54 biblical curse to Eve, 1 And your yearning shall be toward your husband!'" 

Other writers 55 argue that God's judgment on woman is not formu-

lated as a curse, but is, instead, intended t o inform her of the conse-

quences of her actions. Those who affirm this position suggest that the 

judgment on all three--the man, the wo man and the serpent- - is to be 

understood descriptively and not prescriptively. 

God speaks of what will be, not what should be. 1t 
is descriptive not prescriptive. He does not insti
tute or condone role s tereotypes for the sexes, but 
His wo rds point to the sinful ways in which men and 
women could be limited by cultural cc.nstriction. 56 

Within this interpretation three explanations are offered for the 

proper understanding of Genesis 3: 16- - " Yet your urge shall be fo r 

your husband, and he shall rule ove r you. 11 First, this verse is not 

understood as "an imperative order of creation, but rather the el€ment 

of disorder that disturbs the o riginal peace of c reation. 11 57 In other 

words this verse is a distortion of the o riginal harmony attained by the 

union of ish and ishah. Second, a close reading of text does not support 

the idea of woman subordinate to the man. Otwell suggests a parallel 

structure between the phrases-- " desire for your husband" and "he shall 
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rule over you. " Rather than suggesting a cause and effect relationship, 

this position claims that they imply the same consequence: "The husband's 

rule is either in need or sexual desire, but does not imply subordina

tion. 1158 Therefore, woman is not inferior, she is only sexually de-

pendent upon her husband. A third interpretation of verse 16 mu&t be 

explicated by its relationship to Genesis 2:24-- '"Hence a man leaves his 

father and mother and clings to his wife , so that they become one flesh . " , 
This latter verse, we shall recall, yields the unio n of isb and ishah 

through marriage. This position suggests that "despite the disobedi-

ence the woman still yea r ns for that initial unity. Miin, however, does 

not return her desire and instead ne will rule over her. 1159 A tension 

has emerged and the mutuality that existed in Genesis 1 and 2 is now 

replaced by a hierarchical division. 

Another consequence of the disobedience is the 11 renaming" of 

woma n. Feminist c ritics cha r ge that the " renaming" of woman places 

h . b d" l s f h . . 60 . t th " er 1n a su o r inate ro e . ome o t ese critics assoc1a e e re-

naming" of woman with her future role as childbearer presc ribed in 

verse 16. The man changes woman's name from ishah to Chavah, a 

c ognate form of chayim (life), because she is to become the mother of 

all human life. Through their actions, the couple acquires sexual 

awareness which would result in propagation. The " renaming" of 

woman hints at the function and destiny of all subsequent women. 

~ 

Scanzoni and Hardesty indicate that by "renaming" her, "woman be-

comes reduced to 'mother of all living things' and her natural function 

• 
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and sphere has b e en c ut in half. 11 61 

Other writers6 2 perceive an important differe1o ce between the 

naming process in Genesis 2 and 3. We recall in Genesis 2 the man 

calls (S.!.~) and do e 11 not name (qr ' shemot ) woman; however, in Genesi s 

3, man names woman using the same formula with which he named the 

animals (qr' shemot). Therefore man now has dominion over both the 

animals and woman. The naming of woman in Gen·esis 3 implies a , 
massive corruption in the original c reation. A tlra s tic change in the 

relationship between man and woman has taken plac e. From Genesis 

3:25 ff. the sexually differentiated pair--ish and is:hah--who become 

' one flesh in marriag e is no longer referred to in the narrative. Thev 

are replac ed by the ~erm ha' ad am. Some write rs understand the return 

to ha 1adam as onc e again referring to generic humanity; however , other 

writers perceive it as man's emergence as the stronger and superior 

half o f the spec ies . 63 

As the foregoing examinatio n of individual verses suggests, a 

variety of perceptions of Genesis 1- 3 emerge in the critical studies 

under discussion. One perception stresses the importance of the 

Creation stories on the reader•·s understanding of God and the world. 

It emphasizes the impact of Genesis I - 3 on the shaping of the present 

understanding of men's and women's roles in socit~ty. Although such 

perceptions have been addressed in the preceding verse analysis, 

it is useful to summarize these varying points of view in the litera-

tu re . 
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Two distinct opin;ons emerge in the lite rature concerning the role 

'of creation in the biblical narrative. One position64 claims that 

Genes i s I, by i nferen ce, suggest s that the origins and structure of 

the u nive rse occurred in th e precise o rder described by the biblic a l 

autho r . A second position65 indicates that Ge ne sis 1 and 2 form a 

metaphor describing the universe's progression from chaos to order. 

I It views t he Bible as a literary work and does not accept the literal 

interpretation of a hierarchical ordering of creation. 

In presenting the d~fferent critics ' points of view on the Bible, we 

must identify the biases man:· of these writers bring to their explica-

tion of the biblical text. These biases shade the write r s ' interpretation 

and presentation of men's and women's r oles both in biblical and modern 

society. Commentato rs' biases can be divided into three positio ns a c-

cording to the ir particular interpretation of the role of man and woman 

in Genesis 1 and 2. 

One bias is based on the a ssumptio n that God ' s plan in Genesis 1 

66 
and 2 is for mao and woman to be equal partners on earth. Among 

those who adhere to this position are some writers who maintain that 

the creation a ccounts are a n attempt to explain the reason for the roles 

of men and women in biblical society, and not how things were originally 

int ended. A second bias establishes the male as dominant and superior 

to the female. 67 One critic att ri butes this situation to the patriarchal 

environment in which the Bible was produced. According to Bennet t, it ., 
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is important, when reading the Bible, to keep in m.iod that a patriarchal 

bias favors male over female, and may present th4~ male as the stronger 

and more important of the two sexes. 68 A third bi.as grows out of the 

assumption that from the beginning of creation, m•~n and women were 

con~idered equal in dignity but different in the tasks they performed. 69 

According to this position, man and woman were given equal dominion 

over the earth but they were as s igned different functions acco r ding to 

~eir natural inclinations. Man was to assume a n"lore aggressive, 

leadership role, and wo man was to be more passive as she served as 

her husband's helper. 

In each of these three positiO::lS, the commentators' biased inter-

pretations of the creation accounts a r e linked to their understanding of 

the relationship between the first three chapters in Genesis. Some 

writers 70 subscribe t o the Documentary Hypothesis and render Genesis 

1 and 2 as separate accounts, written by differen~ authors. They attrib -

ute Genesis 1 - 2:4 to the Priestly source and Genesis 2-4:24 to the 

Jawhist source. There are some writers who only rely on the Docu-

mentary Hypothesis to explicate only some of the !biblical text and use 

othe r critical methods of interpretation to clarify other biblical narra-

tives. 

Othe r writers 71 present Genesis 1 and 2 as consistent accounts. 

Although they do not discount the possibility of moire t h an one author, 

they attach greater significance to the redactor's role in compiling the 

Bi"tile into its present form. In addition, these writers may take into 
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consideration the cultural, political. and economic fac t o rs of biblical 

sGciety in the hope that these factors can help to furtbe r explain the 

biblical author's intentions. One author who assig ns particula r impor-

tance to the author's and redactor's style is Trible, who perceives the 

biblical text as a ring composition, i.e. , the beginning and the end of 

a narrative depict the same situation. In the c ase of Genesis 1 and 2, 

a ring composition would imply that a specific pattern and linkage •• exists in the bibhcal author's o rdering of wo rds and phrases; a subject 

is introduced in one verse and then elaborated upon in another verse . 

• 
An example of this would be the use of the term " ea1th" in Gene sis 1 :1--· 

"In the beginning God c reated the heav e n and the earth. " In this verse 

no details are offered concerning earth's contents. Acco rding to this 

analysis d etails about t h e earth' s contents a re provided o n the sixth 

day in Genesis 1:24- - 1'And God said , let the earth bring forth every 

living creature: c a tt le, creeping things, and wil<l beasts o f every kind. " 

In both Genesis 1:1 and 1:24 earth is the subject of the nar ratiye. 

Yet another focus , 72 althou gh lacking in consistency, deems only 

one of the creation accounts significant and accurate in its presentation 

of male and female. Writers who promote this interpretation perceive 

woman a s subordinate in Genesis 2 because she was "taken from man, " 

rely solely on Genesis l for their explication of man's and woman's 

relatio nship in the creation narratives. Representative of this point of 

view is Stanton who c laims: 

My own opinion is that the second story (of creation) 
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was manipulated by some Jew, in an endeavor to give 
heavenly authority for requiring a woman to obey the 
man she married . •.. Genesi s 2 is an allegory of an 
imaginative author •. . the first account of creation i s 
more satisfactory for both sexe s. 73 

The fou rth position involves those commentators who combine the 

events of Genesis 1 and 2 into one account. ln this interpretation, 

verses are quoted out of context and non-biblical source material is 

used to he!p explicate the text. When secondary sources are used, 

they are often cited as if they are a part of the biblical text. 

In the following chapter we shall analyze both the commentators' 

approach to the creation narratives as well as their interpretations of 

the verses presented in this chapter. 



Unit 1 

Chapte r 2 

Critique: The Imag e o f Man and Woman 

in the Creation N11 rrative s 

The w r itings di s cussed in the first chapter of this unit focus upon 

the image of male and female as it emerges in thE~ opening chapters of 

Genesis. The writers, whether feminist o r ap olo getic, apply a more , 
consistent methodology to the textual material considered in thi s unit 

than they do , as we shall see, to that discussed in units 2 and 3. The 

• 
various writers a g ree that the c reation narratives of Gene sis 1-3 pro-

vide the foundation upon which women's s tatus i n 1the Bible is deter-

mined. Role models for women in future gene"l'ations are also derived 

from the creation narratives . 

Each critic approaches the biblical text with o ne of the following 

two biases. On one side i s the claim that the Bib1e is a s exist doc u-

ment in which woman is regarded as inherently irJferior to man from 

the time of her creation. A second, and very di{Jferent, approach as-

serts that the biblical text is, i ndeed, sympathetic towards wo men and 

supports their claim to equal s~tus with men. P r oponents of both 

these positions claim that their interpretation is bo r ne out in the Gene-

sis narrative. Ironic ally, both of these positions a re developed from 

inadequate textual analysis. Although Trible als<l approac hes the text 

with the bias that in Scripture women are equal to men; she is the only 

34 



, 

35 

writ~r among those under discussion who substantiates her claim with 

a thorough and consistent textual analysis. 

It i s my intent he re to examine the methodologies employed by 

several writers t o determine whether they have adopted a co n sistent 

textual analysis of the text or whether they have permitted their biases 

to colo r their i nt erpretations. Alternative interpretatio ns of the text 

wil1 be o ffered to demonst rate the need for a close t extual analysi s of 

the individual passages cited by the writers as well as a carefu l evalu

ation of the rela~ionship of these passages to the overall narrative in 

Genesi s 1-3. 

All o f the writers who examine the opening c r eation accounts in 

Gen e sis 1-3 take note of verse 27: " And God c reated man in His image, 

in the image of God He c reated him; male and female He created them. " 

T h e awkward disposition of singular and plural pronouns i~diately 

strikes t he reade r both in the Hebrew (oto and otam) and i n the English 

translation (him and them). As previously i ndicated in chapter 1, the 

explication of this verse i s dependent upon the writers ' interpretation 

of ha 1adam. Four points of view emerge in the literature: ha'adam 

a s generic humanity, ha'adam a s bisexual which appea r s to be similar 

in meaning to generic humanity, ha 1adam as an androgynous creature, 

and ha'adam referring only to the male earthling. An important ele

ment in considering the various interpretations of ha'adam presented 

in the literature is the manner in which the writers approach the 

opening chapte rs in Genesis . The most consi s tent explication o f the 
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text i s offered by the approach that views the opening chapters of Genesis 

ait interrelated and basically self- sufficient. These critics apply one 

of two methodologies t o the biblical te,.,"t: rhetorical criticism or the 

Documentary Hypothesis. 

Rhetorical criticism, used almost exclusively by Trible and Trible 

alone. is the most consistent and thorough in its presentation of the 

creation narratives. She suggests that Genesis 1 - 3 form a ring com-, 
position in which the beginning and end of a narrative depict the same 

situation (cf. p. 32 ). Since she perceives a relationship between 

Genesis I and 2, ha'adam in verse 26-- "let us make man (ha ' adam) in 

our image after our likeness" --is understood as the generic term em-

bracing all of humanity. Throughout her pres entation, Trible suggests 

that the bibli c al text first desc ribes man (ha 1adam) in the generic and 

in Genesis 2 further distinctio n is made by the introduction of sexuality 

through ish and ishah. In explicating ve r se 27-- " And God created man 

(ha'adam) in His imag e, in the image of God He c reated him (oto); male 

and female He created them (otam)" - -T ribl e argues that it is not the 

male of the species that is in God's image; rather, the image is r elated 

to the phrase " male and female" in the verse. Therefore, when God 

says- -"Let us make man (ha'adam) in our image" - -the ha'adam must 

refer to humanity, male and female alike . 

The Documentary Hypothesis is applied to the same biblical text 

to yield two diffe rent interpretations of ha'adam. The first suggests 

ha'adam as a gene ri c term for humanity; however, those writers who 
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apply the Documentary Hypothesis to reach this conclusion recognize 

a ~elationship between Genesis l and 2 while attributing these chapters 

to different authorship. For these commentators, male and female 

become sexual beings in Genesis 2. The second interpretation also 

acknowledges different authors for Genesis 1 and 2; however, it does 

not suggest any similarity between the two chapters. Indeed this latter 

interpretation maintains that ha'adam only refers to the male member 

•of the species. 

There are othe r writers, such as Appleman and Stanton, who 

ignore one of the creation accounts in their analyses, or who mesh the 

events of the two narratives into one, confused presentation. In either 

case, the methodology applied is weak, for it allows writers to avoid 

grappling with the basic meaning of certain passages. Selectively 

choosing that material which best supports their point of view, these 

writers develop a specious argument that the Bitle treats women 

favorably, even though it assigns roles to men and women that are 

distinctly different. An obvious problem with this approach is that the 

same method can be used to establish contrasting points of view. 

Those who perceive the Bible as supportive of women tend to look at 

the second creation account. In it the woman is last in the order of 

creation and is understood to be the "c rown of creation. " But an oppo-

site point of view can be reached by making a distinction between the 

two creation accounts, e.g., Genesis 1 is non-discriminatory, but 

woman's creation in Genesis 2 is dependent upon man's prior existence. 
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The fact that the animals are created after man in Genesis 2 adds a 

_further complication, since, according to the perspective of the first 

interpretation, the animals have a higher " evolutionary" status than 

man, having been created after him. Ii both points of view can be 

argued by applying the same approach. the strength of the method itself 

must be questioned. 

Only two approaches include Genesis 5: 1-2 as an important element 

in understanding the story, yet the interpretation of these verses vary. 

The first theory clearly follows the Documentary Hypothesis approach; 

however, the reappearance of the generic term ha'adam is only explained 

by the fact that the authorship of these verses is the same as other parts 

of the narrative in which the word has a gene ri c meaning. 

In constrast, the rhetorical textual approach offers an explanation 

that does not rely on the breakdown of authors in Genesis. This analyti

c al method perceives the chapters as literary units that possess com

mon characteristics even though the particular events are not the same. 

The presentation is consistent in that it indicates a progression in 

Genesis 1 from chaos to order and progression of Genesis 1 and 2 from 

the general to the specific. In Genesis I the creation on each day begins 

with an overall sweeping statement about the content of the specific 

creation; specifics, however, are to be filled in at a late r point. On 

the sixth day when ha'adam is created, the broad, inclusive statement 

is made--"naaseh ha'adam betsalmenu (let us make ha'adam in our image)"-

and further in the verse the details are supplied by the phrase -.,. "zachar 
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unek.evah (male and female)"--chapter 2 provides still greater detail 

of ha'adam's c reation as ha'adam emerges as a sexual creature with 

the introduction of the terms ish and ishah. 

lo all of the above mentioned approaches, certain details that 

would be useful in explicating both the rel a tionship of Genesis 1 and 2 

and the proper rendering of ha'adam, have been neglected or dis re -

garded. It is my intention he r e to try to supply these details . In my 

• presentation the re will be interpretations suggested that will be similar 

if not identical t o writings al ready discussed. 

In Genesis 1: 26-27 the creation of humanity (ha1adam) appears on 

the sixth day as a separate a c i. of c reation. 

And God said, " Let us make man i n our image, after 
our likeness. They shall rule the fish of the sea, the 
birds o f the sky , the cattle , the whole earth, and all 
the c reeping things that creep on earth. " And God 
created man in His image, in the image of God He 
c reated him; male and female He c reated them. 

The structure of the ve rse a in which ha'adam is created is similar to 

structure of the narrative involving all other c r eations, such as the 

animals o r plants. The formula is that each creative act begins with a 

statement of intention--that is, "let 'X' occur. 11 A general category is 

then mentioned which is, in turn, followed by an enumeration of its 

specific parts. For example, on the fourth day: 

God said, "Let there be lights in the expanse of the 
sky to separate day from night; they shall serve as 
signs for the set times- - the days and the years; and 
they shall serve as lights in the expanse of the sky 
t o shine upon the earth. 11 And it was so. God made 
the two great lights, the greater light to dominate 

. . 
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the day and the lesser light to dominate the night, 
and the stars. 

This passage begins with a statement of intent : "God said, ' Let there 

be lights. ' 11 The general category is " lights." The specifics of this 

category "lighte" include "the greater light to dominate the day and the . 
lesser light to dominate the night, and the stars. " This same formu-

laic style occnrs in Genesis 1:26-27 when God decides to create ha'adam 

(man) but no details are given concerning the nature of this earthling. 

In verse 27 the general category of ha'adam is broken into two parts: 

"And God created man in His image, in the image of God He c reated 

him; male and female He created them. " in Genesis 1: 26-27, then, 

ha'adam refers to generic humanity. 

Several commentators have indicated that ha1adam is a "dual sex 

form" and that the term oto (him) and~ (them) indicate, first, 

generic humanity, and second, its masculine and feminine components . • 

In their presentations, these writers do not attempt to explain the use 

of the masculine terms ha'adam and oto (him) in relation to the struc-

tu re of the Hebrew language. Unlike English that provides for a mas-

culine, feminine and neuter gender, Hebrew owns only the masculine 

and feminine genders. In adaition, when referring to both masculine 

and feminine genders Hebrew renders them in the masculine, often 

singular, form. Therefore, in regards to ha'adam which includes both 

" male and female" the masculine singular, oto (him) is used. 

1n analyzing the use of ha 1adam or any other term in the biblical 
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text it is insufficient to look only at the st ructu r e o r the l anguage of a 

given verse. One must try to disce rn what the biblical author h ad 

hoped to convey to hi s reader. To do so, one must assume that the 

biblic al autho r had a specifi c intention, and that the biblical redactor's 

. 
arrangement of the texts had a pa r ticula r purpose. Therefore the 

appearance of two s e emingly disparate creation narratives in Genesi s 

is not an accident o r the re sult of the red a ctor's oversight . It is the 

• biblical reader' s task to determine the meaning of these chapte r s in 

relation to one another. 

Before examining in detail other verses that have been discussed 

in the w ritings, it is important to p resent some of the events that occur 

in Genesis 2 before woman's c reation i n o rder to c lear up some of the 

confusi on that will arise late r in the w r itings . [n Gene sis 2 the biblical 

author focuses upon the c reation of ha'adam mentioned in the sixth day 

of creation in Genesis l. [n Genesis 2 : 7 the bib~.ical author provides 

details of ha 'adam ' s c reation: "the Lord God fo rmed man frocn the ,, 
dust of the ea r th. He blew into h is nostrils the breath of life, and man 

became a living being." The passage continues with a description of 

the garden in E den , specifying its contents, particularly two trees: 

"the tree of life in the middle of the garden and the tree of knowledge 

of good and bad. 11 God furthe r commands the man concerning o ne of 

these trees in verse 16: "Of every t re e of the garden YO\.! are free to 

eat ; but a s for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat 

of it, for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die. 11 Several questions 
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need to be a sked. What is the significance of the trees? If God plants 

i. tree of life are we to presume that death is lurking in the shadows? 

Wbat is the natu re of the "tree of knowledge of good and bad?" Why 

has a tree been ci eated if it is immediately forbidden? Obviously, the 

biblical author is waving a red flag at his reader. who knows that the 

trees have significance but does not understand their particular signi!i-

.cance. These questions will be answered later in this chapter. 

6 does demand ou r immediate attention, for 1t is interpreted as 

Verse 

a com-

mand to man and it is prescriptive in form. The Hebrew uses the 

infinitive absolute, "in which the finite Hebrew verb is preceded by its 

cognate infinitive ," for both phrases: "you are free to eat" and "you 

shall die." E . A. Speiser points out that when the infinitive absolute 

is used, " the resulting phrase is a flexible utte ranee capable of con

veying various shades of meaning. 11 1 Therefore, one need not translate 

the terms achol tochal and mot tamut ("you are free to eat" and "you 

shall die") as divine commands. As the story reveals, man does not 

die immediately upon eating from the forbidden tree, but rather becomes 

mortal and time bound. As Speiser says "The point of the whole narra-

tive is apparently man's ultimate punishment rather than instantaneous 

death . " 

Let us look again at Genesis 1:26-27: 

And God said, "Let us make man in our image after 
our likeness, They shall rule the fish of the sea, the 
birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth , and all 
the creeping things that creep on earth. " And God 
c reated man in His image, in the image of God He 

• 
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created him; male and female He created them. 

The expl~cation of the above passage and a pre s entation of the details 

in the beginning s e g m ent of Genesis 2 set the sta ge for analyzing the 

w r itings' presentation of woman's status as it emerges i n Genesis 2. 

Man and woman' s role is further defined in the writings by the explica-

tion of Genesi s 2: 18 - - "The Lord God said , 'It is not good for man to be 

alone; 1 will make a fitting helper for him.'"- -particularly the term , 
ezer kenegd o (fitting helper). Three interpreta tio n s are presente d in 

the w r itings. The first suggests that woman se rve s as man 's comp le-

ment and p r ovides those ski.Us and characteristics that he lacks. This 

position does not support itt> i nterpretation with any evide nce. There-

fore it is difficult to c r itici:r.e it except on the se lf e \fident g r ound s that 

such an approach for explication is , ·e r y weak. 

A second position, of which T r ible is the m ain proponent, is based 

upon the meaning of each part of the term, ezer a nd nege d. According 

" 
to Trible, ~is a relatio,nal term that does not imply a negative or 

subordinate status. T he word neged implies a counter position. She 

interprets the comp osite of these terms , ezer and neged within the con-

text of the narrative, asse r ting that th·e roles of God, man, and the 

animals are in relationship to o ne anothe r . Drawing upon other texts 

in the Bible in which the term ezer is found, Trible shows that God i s 

often portrayed as a supreme~ (helper). In contrast, the animals 

brought to man fo rt naming and companionship do not fulfill the role of 

man's equal. Therefore, woman is c reated to serve as the ezer (helper) 
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who is neged man (his counterpart) . 

In her analysis, Trible examines each word, ~and neged, but 

does not attempt to interpret them as the unit "ezer kenegdo" which 

appears in the text. The prefix~ in Hebrew can imply opposition. 

Indeed some w ritings do place woman in a role opposite to man which 

creates a sense of confrontation between the couple. It is ou r belief 

that the prefix k' needs to be translated as "as" or corresponding to . -
man. In this regard Bennett's rendering ezer kenegdo in te rms of the 

old English translation of helpmeet can be beneficial . That is one who 

is suited or compa tible with man. By this interpretation, conf r onta-

tion is eliminated as one facet of man' s and wo man's relationship and 

she becomes man's complement, not subordinate , 

A third position, expressed by Reik, links Genesis 2 to a non-

biblical myth involving the creation and development of the first man. 

It s pecifically includes his birth, development into manhood, initiation 

into the tribe , ci rcumcision, marriage, children, and death. Reik 

suggests that woman's creation through the rib surgery parallels the 

circumcision of this " mythical man. " Although the connection i s 

interesting, the r elevance of a myth of Australian origin to Hie Genesis 

2 narrative is questionable. There are, in fact, biblical narratives 

that appear similar to myths from other cultures , such as the Enuma 

Elish or Gilgamesh; howe ver, these stories emerged among peoples 

with whom ancient Israel was familiar. Reik' s sugge sted parallel lacks 

credibility because he neither shows how an aboriginal myth was 
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transmitted to biblical society, nor its usefulness in elucidating bibli-

cal tradition. 

The next passa ge that critics tackle is the passage in which woman 

is created and "named. 11 

So the Lord God cast a deep sleep upon the man; 
and, while he slept, He took o ne of his ribs and 
closed up the flesh at that spot. And the Lord God 
fashioned the rib that He had taken from the man 
into a woman; and He brought her to the man. Then 
the man said, 11 This one at last is bone of my bones 
and flesh of my flesh. This one shall be called 
Woman, for from man was she taken. " Hence a man 
leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, 
so that they become one flesh . 

The commentators first conside r the implication of woman being ''taken" 

from man's tlb. Three basic interpretations emerge in the literature. 

One implies that woman is subordinate because she was " taken" from 

man and is, therefore, dependent upon him for her existence. A 

second position interprets man as a passive participant io the proce~s 

and credits God with the c reative act. But was woman actually " take n" 

from man? A closer reading of the text reveals that the rib, not the 

woman, was taken from the man- - " He took one of his ribs and closed 

up the flesh at that spot. And the Lord God fashioned the rib He had 

taken from the man into a woman. " In other words, the rib possesses 

no more status than the "dust from the earth" from which man was 

created. In Genesis 2:7- - " the Lord God formed (Y!.!2:_) man from the 

dust of the earth"--and in Genesis 2:22--"God fashioned (bnh) the rib 

that He had taken from the man into a woman"--one may argue that the 
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verbs used to describe the c reation of both man and woman are di!-

ferent and one may therefore ascribe to women a secondary status . 

But; in fact, the verbs Y!!.E and bnh both refer to divine action. God 

either forms (ytsr) or builds (bnh) raw material into a final product. 

The emphasis should be on the similarity of •he divine involvement in 

the creation of man and woman, and not on the particular process. 

The next passage discussed in the writings concern man "naming" 

.man in verse 23: " This o ne at last is b one of my bones and flesh of 

my flesh. This one shall be called woman, for from man was she 

taken. 11 Some commentato:::-s suggest that woman is named twice in 

the creation narratives . The first "naming" occurs in the passage 

I 
mentioned above and the second " naming" is in Genesis 3:20-- " The 

man named his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all the living. " 

I 
Some writers explain wo man ' s "naming" through the explication of the 

term zot hapa'am (this one a t last) in verse 23. Four positions emerge 

in the literature. The first position suggests that zot hapa'am (this 

one at last) is an utterance of the man's joy in first seeing the woman. 

It asserts that the term zot hapa'am does not imply a subordinate role 

for woman. A second interpretation links the term zot hapa'am to 

man's disappointment at not finding a proper companion among the 

animals. This interpretation implies that when woman is brought to 

the man he immediately recognizes their similarity in appearance. zot 

hapa'am signifies the man's immediate awareness that the woman is 

not like the other animals. Therefore be calls the woman ishab and 

I 
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himself ish to signify their similarity. A third position relies on the 

Hebrew for a proper rentlering of the text. It links the naming of 

woman to the naming of the animals because of the verb qr' (to call) 

associated with both events . This position suggests that just as the 

man has dominion over the animals he acqui t e s the status when he 

"names" the woman. 

A fourth position sharply dieagrees with this last position. It 

4laintains that the structure of the verse in which wo man is named is 

not identical to the one regarding the animals. The term employed 

in verse 19 -- '' ... and whatever the man c alled each living c reature, 

that would be its name"--is qr' ~hemot (to call names). But in the 

case o f woman, qr' is u s ed without the second word §hemot. There-

fore man does not name the woman as he does the animals; rather he 

designates her as ishah and himself as ish: No authority is implied. 

Actually, the " naming" of woman should pose no problem since 

woman is never named in Genesis 2 :23--"This one shall be called 

woman. " Some writers who have suggested that the woman and the 

animals are similarly named indicate that the animals are brought to 

the man with the intention of finding an ezer kenegdo among them. The 

biblical text informs the reader that God creates the animals and 

brings them to the man "spec ifically to see what man would c all them." 

There is no indication in the text that God ever intended the animals 

to serve as man's ezer kenegdo. These writers make this assumption 

based on the latter part of verse 20- - 11 And the man gave names to all 

- -
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the cattle and to the birds of the sky and to all the wild beasts; but for 

Adam no fitting helper was found." One might assume that the phrase-

' ' Bnt for Adam no fitting helper was found"--implies that among the 

animals Adam cannot find one that was a proper ezer kenegdo. If we 

assu.i:ne the proper meaning of ezer kenegdo is one who is suited to the 

man, i . e. , made from the same material , it is obvious that the animals 

coul d never fulfill this role. Therefore, when man says, zot hapa'am 

.his one at last) he is acknowledging that woman is from the same 

"cloth, " so to speak,. as he is and that she fulfills the role o f eze r 

kenegdo. 

The same process will occu r when a reciprocal relatio nship is 

implied in the text. U one were to apply this rule o( grammar to our 

text, then the meaning of verse 24 would be: " This is why man and 

woman both leave father and mother to stick t o one another and become 

one flesh . " As Brichto indicates, " Anyone with a s ense of style will 

appreciate why the author wuuld not resort to anything so pedantic as, 

'This is why a man leaves his father and m other and a woman leaves 

her father and mother .... 1 112 So why is this verse included in the 

narrative? The biblical author i s addressing a society in which family 

relationships are essential, particularly the bond between parent and 

child. Does this relationship dissolve when the child marries a 

stranger? Is not the family tie st r ongel'? The biblical author indicates 

that the marriage bond is not between two strangers; rathe r, it sym

bolizes, as Trible suggests, the primo r dial harmony when humanity 
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was originally one. 

Genesis 3 begin s with the s eduction of woman by the serpent: 

"Did God really say: You shall not eat of any tree of th e ga r den?" The 

serpent assures th':! woman that if she eats from the "forbidden" tree 

she will not die; rather, her eyes will be opened and she will be like 

divine beings who know good and bad. 

• 
When the woman saw that the t r e e was goo•d for eating and 
a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable as a 
source of wisdom, she took of its fruit and ate. She also 
gave some to her husband, and he ate. 

One position in the literature claims that both man and woman are 

equally responsible for their misdeed. Another interpretation suggests 

that while the woman has been duped by the serpent, the man eats of 

the fruit because of his desire to gain wisdom, Both of these positions 

are based on the assumption that the couple breaks a divine command 

not to eat from the tree. We have indicated (cf. p. 42) that the o riginal 

"command'' is more of a warning than a command. Man and woman 

are given free will concerning the tree but they a1·e warned that conse-

quences will result if they eat from the tree. lnd1eed what transpires 

after they eat? The narrative describes the action quickly - - " she took 

of its fruit and ate. She also gave some to her hu a band, and he ate" - -

but does not indicate that there is an immediate C:hange in man's and 

woman' s technical skills. T h ey do not go out and build jet planes, 

microwave ovens, or home video games. Nor do they acquire aesthetic 

knowledge. There is no evidence that they r eceiv·e inspiration to paint 

.I 
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a picture of the garden home. The text is explicit regarding the out-

COf!le of their action: "Tnen the eyes of both of them were opened and 

they perceived that they were naked: and they sewed together fig leaves 

and made themselves loincloths. '' Man and woman acquire sexual 

know°ledge. The sexual organs , which had be en created for some 

unkuown reason, now acquire meaning. The sexual creatures, ish 

and ishah, gain sexual knowledge . , 
What consequences befall the couple? We have already indicated 

that an eventual consequence for man and woman is the introduction of 

death into their world. A second , more immediate consequence 

involves both a distortion in the harmony between man and nature and 

a change in the couple' s personal relationship. 

A dominant position in the literature claims that man, woman, 

and the serpent are "cursed" for their behavio r. If one assumes that 

the tree is never forbi dden , how can God curse them for their actions? 

The verb 'rr (to curse) is only used directly in reference to the ser-

pent: "Because you did this more cursed ( ' rr) shall you be than all the 

wild beasts. On your belly shall you crawl and dust shall you eat all 

the days of your life." But is " cursed" an adequate translation of 'rr? 

By translating the verse-- " more cursed (' rr) shall you be than all the 

wild beasts"--one is left with the impression that in some way the 

"wild beasts" are also cursed. In the narrative 'rr is used in context 

with the preposition m' (from). Together they can b~ translated as 

banned or condemned which would supply a mo re fitting translation for 

.J 
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our verse-- 11 Banned or condemned shall you be from all the wild beasts. 113 

The judgment (not curse) oo man indicates a distortion in the original 

harmony between ha'adam and the earth in Genesis 1. Originally man 

is given dominion over the earth and now tlie land becomes man's 

. 
antagonist: ' 

• 
Cursed (condemned) be the ground because of you; 
by toil shall you eat of it a ll the days of your life ; 
Thorns and thistles shall it sprout for you. But 
your food shall be the grasses of the field; by the 
sweat oi your brow shall you get bread to eat, 
until you return to the ground- -for from it were 
you taken. 

The judgment o n woman is perceived by some of the writers to be more 

severe than the judgment on the man because it involves a distortion in 

her relationship to man: "Yet your urge shall be !or your husband, and 

he shall rule over you." A closer examination of the verse and its 

context to the entire narrative is required. 

The c omponents of God's judgment of woman are interrelated. 'fhe 

first part involves her future role as mother: ' 'I will make most severe 

your pangs in childbearing; in pain shall you bear children. 11 The two 

parts of this verse form a hendiadys (a figure in which a complex idea 

is expressed by two words connected by a copulative conjunction): 

woman will have pain in childbearing. In order to have children woman 

is dependent upon her husband, therefore her desire is for her husband. 

Why is propagation suddenly necessary ? It has already been established 

that death enters into the couple's world. If this were to occur without 

other humans to take the place of man and woman how would the human 



52 

race be perpetuated? To compensate for the eventual loss of life to 

befall man and woman God builds a safeguard into his creation. Having 

acquired sexual knowledge, the couple now uses this knowledge to per-

petuate the species. It is for this reason that woman's name is fitting. 

Man now names the woman (qr' ahem) for the first time and her name 

Chavah is intricately linked to her new r ole. 

Woman, with man's assistanc e, is to perpetuate the human species . 

• we shall see io the next chapter, the biblical a u thor is c oncerned 

with prop~gation, specifically that of one specific family. If man and 

wo man never ate from the tree h o w could this propagation, so crucial 

to the biblical author's design take place ? Are th•e events in chapter 3 

-
a ploy by the biblical author to indicate t o his rea<ilers the early be-

ginnings of humanity , o r, did God create humankind to remain within 

a peac eful static garden ? As the next chapter will show, o nly the first 

suggestion is plausible. 



Unit 2 

Chapter l 

Positive Images of Women 

in the Family and in the Community 

. 
The structure of u nits 2 and 3 of the thesis divides the literatUre 

into two parts. Unit Z emphasizes those po rtions of the Bible in which 

the literature perceives women holding a high status position in the 

fmily o r in the community. Special attention is paid to the matriarchs, 

the role of the mother in biblical society, and women prophets. Unit 3 

focuses on the various perspe ctives on those portio n s of the Bible in 

which the woman clearly occupies a subordinate r ole. Although the 

focus of each section is upon the woman's positive or negative position 

in t h e society , the lite rature does not always a g ree on the status of 

women in the Bible. For example, one commentato r may view the 

inhe ritance laws as evidence of women's equal status in the society, 

while another w r ite r may t ake an opposing point of view. Dissenting 

opinio n s will be included in the respective units. 

Genesis 16 : 1-6 

Sarai, Abram' s wife, had b o rne him no children . 
She had an E gyptian maidservant whose name was 
Hagar. And Sarai said to Abram, "Look, the Lord 
has kept me from bearing. Consort with my maid; 
perhaps I shall have a son through her. 11 And Abram 
heeded Sarai' s request. So Sarai, Abram's wife, 
took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian--after Abram 
dwelt in the land of Canaan ten years--and gave her 

5 3 
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to her husband Abram as concubine. He cohabited 
with Hagar and she conceived, her mistress was 
lowered in her esteem. And Sarai said to Abram, 
"The wrong done me is your fault! I myself put 
my maid in your bosom; now that she sees that she 
is pregnant, I am lowered in her esteem. The Lord 
decide between you and me! " Abram said to Sarai, 
" Your maid is in your hands. Deal fith her as you 
think right. " Then Sarai treated he r harshly, and 
she ran away from her. 

. -

Genesis 21:9-10 

• Sarah saw the son, whom Hagar the Egyptian had 
borne to Abraham, playing. She said to Abraham, 
" Cast out that slave-woman and her s o n, fo r the 
son of that slave shall not share in the inheritance 
with my son Isaac. ' 1 

Sarah is perceived in the literature as both assertive and aggres-

sive in her reaction t o Hagar's behavior. Scholars generally interpret 

Sarah as a positive role model for wo men, based on the scriptural 

presentation of her strength and authority in her household. 1 
In the 

first passage Sarah is understood t o be Hagar's owner, thereby sug-

gesting that women could own property in ancient Israel. Sarah's 

anger is kindled by Hagar's display of disrespect for her. One position 

suggests that Hagar views her pregnancy as a way to achieve a new and 

higher status in Abraham's household. 

Hagar had acted as if her pregnancy had made 
her a free woman. Sarai asked Abram to confirm 
her (Hagar's) legal standing. 2 

The fact that Sarah confronts Abraham on the issue is seen in the 

literature as a positive feature of Sarah's character. According to 

one commentator who perceives Sarah in this manner, even Sarah's 
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name, derived from the same Hebrew root meaning ruler, implies 

strength in her character. Her anger in the second passage, therefore, 

i s well justified; after all, God pro mises Sarah that she is to become 

the mother of many nations . Ishmael, Hagar' s son, poses a threat- to 

€hat promise. Sarah's au tho r ity to h andl e the situation is seen as 

c rucial. Even though she asks Abraham for a ctio n in the first passage, 

Abraham places the respons ibility back on Sarah because Hagar is con-

• sidered her property. One interp retation of Abraham's action links 

Sarah's autho rity over Hagar to the Hammurabi L aw Code. " HP re a 

, slave girl remain s the property of her mistress e ven though she has 

been assigned to her owner's husband as a concubine. 113 The fact that 

Sarah acts assertively and that she ow n s property is considered indica-

tive o f a high status position for women in biblical society. 

Genesis 24:57-59 

And the y said, "LPt us call the girl and ask for her 
reply. " T hey c alled Rebekah and said to her, " Will 
you go with this man? 11 And she said, " I will. " So 
they sent off their sister Rebekah and her nurse 
along with Abraham's servant and his men. 

Genesis 27: 5, 6, 9 , 12, 13, 42, 4 3 

Rebekah had been listening as Isaac spoke to his s o n 
Esau. When Esau had gone out into the open to hunt 
game to bring home, Rebekah said to her son Jacob, 
" I overheard you r fathel" speaking to your brother 
Esau •... Now, my son, listen c arefully as I ins truct 
you. Go to the flock a nd fetch me two choice kids, and 
I will make o f them a dish for your father, such as he 
likes .. . 11 "lf my father touches r.ne I shall appear to 
him as a trickster and bring upon myself a curse, not 
a blessing . 11 But his mother said to him, " Your cu r se, 
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my son, be upon me!" . , . Wben the words of her 
older son Esau had been reported to Rebekah, she 
sent for her younger son Jacob and said to him, 
"Your brother Esau is consoling himself by planning 
to kill you. Now, my son, listen to me. Flee at 
once to Haran to my b ;:oother Laban. " 

In the above two passages, the matriarch Rebekah ' s actions are per-

ceived in the literature as bold and impressive. One interpretation 

asserts that Rebekah displays independence and authority when she 

lives with Abraham' s servant without creating a "scandal. 114 Despite 

her family's wishes that she remain at home for ten days before be-

ginning her journey to Abraha m ' s home, she decides to leave immedi-

ately. 

Writers have fou 'ld a more positive image of Rebekah in their 

interp retation of the second passage. Although Rebekah deliberately 

deceives her husband she is credited with having acted with admirable 

insight. When Isaac, "lacked the necessary insight to evaluate Esau's 

true character, Rebekah acted in a morally courageous manner, and 

preserved the future of the Jewi sh people. 115 But Rebekah's action is 

not interpreted as her unique responsibility since it was the woman ' s 

role i n biblical society to p re serve the family no matter what the con-

sequences. The responsibility of the family rested in part with the 

woman, not only in terms of rearing the children but more importantly 

in relationship to insuring the clan ' s survival. 

The female . .. bore the primary responsibility for 
the physical survival of the family through bearing 
children. The male .•. carried the responsibility 
of being the epitome of the family. Wben a male was 
lacking however, a female took over that role. 6 
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In the case of Rebekah, Isaac was still alive; h owever, he was lacking 

in judgment and Rebekah assumed the responsibility of guaranteeing 

. 
Isaac's line through Jacob. 

Genesis 21:1-2 

The Lord took note of Sarah as He had promised, 
and the Lord did for Sarah as he had spoken. 
Sarah conc eived and bo re a son to Abraham in his 
old age, at the set time of which God had spoken. 

&;enesis 25:20-21 

Isaac was forty years old when he took to wife 
Rebekah. . . . Isaac pleaded with the Lo rd o n 
behalf of his wife, because she was barren; and 
the Lord responded to his plea, and his wife 
Rebekah conceived. 

Genesis 29:31; 30:1-2, 22-23 

The Lord saw that Leah was unlo ved and he opened 
her womb: but Rachel was barren .... When Rachel 
saw that she had borne Jacob no children, she be
came envious of her sister; and Rachel said to Jacob, 
" Give me children, or I shall die. " Jacob was in
censed at Rachel, and said, "Can I take the place of 
God, who has denied you fruit of the womb ? 11 

... Now God remembered Rachel; God heeded 
her and opened her womb. She conceived and bore 
a son, and said, "God has taken away my disgrace. " 

Some writers 7 infer from the above quotes that each matriarch 

suffered from barrenness during her life. Sarah was 90 when Isaac 

was born, and the text clearly states that Rebekah, Rachel and Leah 

needed divine intervention before they could conceive . 

Inasmuch as it was the woman's responsibility to insure the sur-

vival of the family, the first cases presented in this chapter present 
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both Sarah and Rebekah a s strong women. One position8 in the litera-

ture affirms that Sarah's and Rebekah's boldness reflected their 

primary role as mother, whereas, another interpretation 9 conside r s 

Sarah ' s action towards Haga r the result of an inner weakness because 

• 
she could not bear children. Barrenness was v iewed as a symbol of 

shame and reproach in Israel. This position interprets her actions 

as a retaliation against Hagar who held the barren Sarah i n contempt . 

• Woman's status in society depended to a large extent 
on her fruitfulness and the inability to bear children 

' was a cause of disgrace. The childless Sarah for 
example was despised by her handmaid Hagar and 
poor Sarah was beside herself when Hagar gave 
Abraham a son. 10 

ln the case of each matriarch, barrenness poses a.,,serious dilemma. 

Otwell represents that portion of the literature that perceives fruitful-

ness and barrenness as a sign of divine intervention. 

Although the promise of progeny and name was 
given the whole people and was recorded as tr ans
mitted through the fathe r , the Divine presence and 
activity which fuaranteed the progeny was re sident 
in the woman. 1 

This position maintains that God is directly responsible for the 

matriarchs' predicament, since Isaac prays to God on Rebekah's 

behalf, and Jacob tells Rachel that only God bas the power to remove 

her barren condition. 11 The womb (rechem) is a physical object upon 

which the deity acts. No one has control over it . Only God clo ses 

12 
and opens the womb in judgment, in blessing and in mystery. 11 The 

matriarchs 1 barrenness, as well as barrenness fo r any woman in 

\ 
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• Israelite society, is viewed in the writings as a blemish on hel' status 

in the family and in the community. According to Otwell , motherhood 

"was a sacred act of great magnitude which only the woman could per-

form." This "sacred act" provided woman with a special status. 

Barrenness is a hindrance in fulfilling woman's maternal role and 

thereby lowers woman's status. 

The o rigins of barrenness are best presented in the literature as • they relate to God's intervention on behalf of Rachel and Leah. Two 

· · · · O · · 13 · l" h R h l' b oppos1ng v1ewpo10ts exist. ne op101on 1mp 1e s t at ac e s ar-

~enness has been due to divine disfavor. The second position 14 suggests 

that God is only responsible for the opening of wombs, and not barren-

ness. According to the first position, God has deliberately denied 

child r en to Rachel. The second position maintains that God opens 

Leah's womb because he sees that she is hated; however , there is no 

connection between the opening of Leah's womb and the showing of dis-

favor for Rachel. Rather than close Rachel's womb, " God first blesses 

women who are hated and then woman who are loved. 1115 T here is no 

doubt that Rachel is loved; however, Leah has never been Jacob's 

favorite wife. Therefore, God is not. punishing Rachel; rather, God 

has pity fo r Leah who not only is barren, but who also does not have 

her husband's love. 

Within the position that God is re sponsible for fruitfulness o ne 

author suggests that if a man tried to prevent conception he was punished 

for having interfered with God's plan. 
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But Onan, knowing that the seed would not count 
as his, let it go to waste whenever he joined with 
his brother's wife, .;o as not t o provide offspring 

• for his brother. What he did was displeasing to 
the Lord, and he took his life also. 

The literature not only credits the matriarchs with having played 

an imp6 rtant role in the perpetuation of the Is r a elite nation, but sug-

gests that the Israelites would have suffered a serious setback if the 

Hebrew midwives had obeyed Pharaoh 's c o mmand to kill all new born 

The midwives, fearing God, did not do as 
the king of Egypt had told them; they let 
the boys live. 

In contrast to the matriarchs, th e midwives do not take a stand 

against their husbands . Instead, they dis obey Pharaohrs command 

which could have resulted in severe punishment, if not death. T h ose 

autho rs who cite this incident credit the midwives for having acted 

courageously. They argue that God , in the biblical narrative, rewa r ds 

the midwives for their actions. 

And because the midwives feared God , He 
established households for them. And God 
dealt well with the midwives; and the people ' 
multiplied and increased greatly. 

The above narrative is viewed favorably in the literature as an 

example of women taking r isks, asserting themselves and being re-

warded for their admirable behavior. Among those authors who hold 

this point of view , Trible states, " a patriarchal religion which c reates 

and preserves such .•• traditions contains resources for overcoming 
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patriar chy. 11 16 In other words, it is incumbent on t he :reader of biblical 

lite .. rature to pay special attention to those passages that reflect a posi-

tive image of women. 

In addition to the matriarchs and midwives, some writers c redit 

. 
another group of women for being responsible for Israel's future during 

biblical times. These women are not praised for their maternal role, 

but are viewed as prophets, a title usually associated with men. Gen

ially speaking, the Bible makes little mention of women prophets, 

and those who are noted have no contact with the prophetic guilds often 

associated with many male prophe ts. The Bible specifically mentions 

three women who are called p rophets : Miriam, Deborah and Huldah. 

Exodus 15:20 

Then Miriam, the prophetess, Aaro n's sister, took 
a timbrel in her hand, and all the women went out 
after her in dance with timbrels. 

Numbers 12:1-2 

When they were in Hazeroth , Miriam and Aaron 
spoke a gainst Moses because of the Cushite woman 
he had married ..• They said, " Has the Lord spoken 
only through Moses? Has He not spoken through us 
as well ?" 

In the first passage Miriam is described as both a prophet and as 

Aaron's sister, but there are no further details about her role as either 

prophet o r sister. The second passage provides more insight into both 

Miriam's personality and her role as prophet. Miriam and Aaron 

speak against their brother and consider their role as prophet on equal 
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par with Moses . 

• Miriam's punishment for berating Moses is viewed by some of the 

writers 1 7 as an attempt to reduce Miriam's status in the Bible. This 

assumption is based on the fact that only Miriam was punished, al-

though Aaron also spoke negatively about his b rother. It is suggested 

that Miriam was an independent leader at the time of the Exodus whose 

status was reduced by the J autho l.' in order to delegate total authority 

tA..to!'les. 

In addition to Miriam, Deborah is a prophet and a judge during 

' Israel's early years in Canaan. 

Judges 4:4 

Now Deborah a prophetess , the wife of 
Lappidoth, was j udging Israel at that time. 

Despite the prophetic reference to Deborah, a portion of the literature 

places greater significance on her role as judge and warrior than it 

does on her role as prophet. One may ask why the biblical writer o r 

redactor does not try to diminish Deborah ' s importance as he does in 

the case of Miriam? Swidler, 18 who claims that Miriam's importance 

has been diminished asserts that the Song of Deborah is too old and too 

important a poetic work to be removed from the Bible or altered in any 

way . Since much of the information about Deborah is stated in the Song 

of Deborah, it would be difficult to alter her importance without affect-

ing the structure and natur e of the poem. 

Other critics attempt to explain why so few women became prophets 

l 
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in ancient Israel. 

The fact that fewer women than men ruled is most 
easily explained by the more dangerous and de
manding role of woman within the family than by 
any hypothesis of the repression of woman in 
ancient Israel. l 9 

Those ~ho affirm the above statement maintain tha1t a woman fulfilled 

her obligation to her husband and family before she pursued a position 

outside of the home. 

• (The women's) exercise of their calling muBt have 
been at best part-time, at least during child- rearing 
years, and not ever have begun until late r in. life. 
Early marriage with its demands upon women of a 
primary vocation as wife and mother would have 
excluded the early culturation of the gift of prophecy. 20 

Huldah , the third woi;nan who is called a prophet in the Bible is 

quite different from Miriam and Deborah in that she is only known for 

her gift of prophecy. Unlike Miriam and Deborah, who were recognized 

for their leadership roles in addition to their gift of prophecy, Huldah 

is only known as a prophet. 

2 Kings 22: 11-14 

When the king heard the contents of the scroll of 
the Teaching, he rent his clothes. And the king 
gave orders to the priest Hilkiah . .. "Go, iinqui re 
of the Lord on my behalf, and on behalf of the 
people, and on behalf of aJl Judah ..• For g reat 
indeed must be the wrath o f the Lord that has been 
kindled against us, because our fathers did not 
obey the words of the scroll .... 11 So the priest 
Hilkiah •.. went to the prophetess Huldah--·the 
wife of Shallum .. . and they spoke to her, 

} 
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Three distinct positions on Huldah's role as prophet emerge in the 

literature. One position maintains that Hul dah is a minor character 

in the gible because she is not recognized or remembered for her own 

special abilities. This interpretation present ed by Swidler considers 

Huldah's•identification as Shallum's wife more s•gnificant in the bibli

cal text than the role she plays as prophet. He indicates that little 

attention is given to Huldah because women prophets were not an 

unu . l occurrence in biblical society. This interpretation contends 

that the examples of Miriam and Deborah show that the ability to lead, 

,rathe r than prophetic power, is what makes a woman extraordinary. 
21 
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Unit 7 

Chapter 2 

Critique: P o sitive Images of Women 

in the Family and in the Community 

, The writings discussed in Unit I analyze the images of male and 

female in the creation narratives in accordance with a specific critical 

approach to the text. But not all of the commentato rs who address 

.hemselves to the issues in Unit 1 concern themselves with the bibli

c al texts analyzed in Units 2 and 3. Those writers who do try to 

explicate the texts presented in Units 2 and 3 do not develop as thorough 

a contextual analysis as they do in their presentations of the opening 

chapters of Genes·s . Indeed, clear principles or a.eproaches in 

methodologicaJ analysis and interpretation are hardly discussed. The 

writers tend to concern themselves with loosely related examples 

which do not provide convincing evidence in support of either an equal ~ 

or subordinate role which tlte Bible has supposedly thrust upon women 

for all generations . 

Furthermore , the writers' suggestion that the roles of women who 

get special atte~tion in the Bible reflect the exceptiona l in Israelite 

society is weak in that it is purely speculative. Even if correct, the 

appearance does not rule out the exception as the biblical ideal. The 

portrayal of women may at times appear to present woman in a sub

ordinate position; however, those portions in which woman is assigned 
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a positive position must be viewed as evidence that the Bible is not 

altogether satisfied with, o r indifferent to , a sexist position. 

°l"he topics analyzed in the preceding chapter include: the matriarchs, 

the issue of barrenness among the matriarchs, the midwives in Egypt, 

and w<!men prophets. This chapter will be devoted to a critique of the 

methodologies employed by recent commentators to interpret the above 

topics . 

• When specific actions of the matriarchs are examined in which a 

higher status is ascribed to them than to women in other biblical nar-

ratives , two positions emerge in the literature. First, the matriarchs 

are examples of women who enjoy equal status with their husbands, and 

they provide a positive role model for women of future generations. 

Second, the matriarchs are especially noted in the Bible because theic 

favorable status presents the exception in biblical society. The litera-

ture neglects to specify exactly what role the matriarchs fulfill in the 

biblical narrative . 

The first passages presented for analysis in the literature involve 

the interaction between Sarah, Abraham, and Hagar in Genesis 16:1-6 

and Genesis 21 :9-1 0, which can be found on pages 53 and 54. In these 

passages, Sarah is perceived by some as possessing considerable 

power over Abraham and Hagar. Hagar's contempt for Sarah's inability 

to conceive is presented as the crux of the issue. Some commentators 

assign Sarah legal power over Hagar, for Abraham clearly informs 

Sarah that the decision is hers and that Hagar's future rests i n her 
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hands . These critics do not attempt to examine the status of slaves, 

particularly the question of to whom they are subjugated. No r do 

. 
critics attempt to gain a general perspective on slavery by investi-

ga ti ng other po r tions of the Bible in which slave status is featured. 

In brder to explain Sarah's authority over tiagar, Otwell associates 

Sarah 1 s actions with information found in the Hammurabi Code. The 

code states that a slave girl " remains the property of her mistress 

evij. though she has been assigned to her owner's husband as a con

cubine. 111 In attempting to present Sarah as a strong, assertive 

woman, Otwell only refers to that section of a law code that will sub-

stantiate Sarah's authority; howevPr, he neglects to cite other texts 

in which Sarah's actions may not prove as assertive and authoritative 

as the one he cites . A similar situation found in the Nuzi Tablets pro-

vides that if a woman is married and cannot conceive it is her obliga-

tion to provide a concubine for her husband in order to build up both 

his and her house. According to this custom/tradition, Sarah would 

have been obligated to give Hagar to Abraham. Therefore one could 

question if Sarah's actions toward Hagar were sufficient to earn her 

special status. 2 

Otwell and the othe r commentators seem to be missing the point of 

the passages involving Sarah and Hagar. Each writer tends to look at 

the content of a specific passage to reach his or her conclusion regard-

ing Sar ah's authority in her household , yet they ignore any serious 

attempt to unde r stand the biblical author's intention in these passages. 

... 
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My intention here is to present the biblical backgr1ound to the narra-

ti~s concerning Sarah and Hagar in order to show that Sarah' s impor-

tance is demonstrated not by the way in which she treats her hand-

maiden, but by the ~mportant role she plays in the future of biblical 

society. 

None of the commentators suggest any connecition between woman's 

'le described in Genesis 3:20--"The man named ihis wife Eve, because 

she was the mother of all the living" - - , Sarah's harsh treatment of 

Hagar, the matriarchs' problem of barrenness, Rebekah's deceptive 

behavio r to secure Jacob's blessing, the midwives commendable action, 

and the Levi rate law Careful study, demonstrates,, ~owever, that the 

above events are intricately related, 

Unit l of this thesis concludes with the analysis of Genesis 3:20--

"The man named his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all the 

l iving" - - in which woman is nc>med and her role is concerned with the 

propagation of humanity. The biblical author , however, is not in-

terested in all of humanity, but a specific line that will develop a 

special r elationship with God: Abraham' s descendants become that 

special line . 

In Genesis 11, the biblical author provides a genealogy which lists 

Abra m as the descendant o f Shem, the son of Noa h. Throughout that 

ge ne a logy the present ation of each descendant app•ears the same. For 

example, "After the birth of Te rah, Nabor lived 119 years and begot 

sons and daughters." The autho r impresses on the r eader that each 
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descendant "begot sons and daughters. '' In the last section of this 

genealogy the pattern is broken. 

, 

When Terah had lived s eventy years, he begot Abram, 
Nabor, and Haran. Now this is the line of Terah: 
Terah begot Abram, Nabor, and Haran; and Haran 
begot Lot. Haran died in the lifetime of hi~ father 
Terah, in his native land, Ur o f the Chaldeans. 
Abram and Nabor took to themselves wives, the name 
of Abram's wife being Sarai and that of Nahor's wife 
Mile.ah, the daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah 
and !scab. Now Sarai was barren, she had no child. 

Why does tbe author make specific mention of the women ? Why does 

he emphasize that Sarai is barren when there is no reference to the 

other women's fertility ? The answers to these questions are provided 

in the following chapt e rs of the biblical narrative. The genealogy of 

Shem is immediately followed by God's call to Abram in Genesis 12 : 

1- 3: 

The Lord said to Abram, " Go forth from your 
native land and from your father's house to the 
land that I will show you, I will make you a g reat 
nation, and I will bless you: 1 will make you r name 
great, and you shall be a blessing. I will bless 
those who bless you and curse him that curses 
you; and all the families of the earth s hall bless 
themselves by you. " 

It seems odd that God makes such a promise to Abram since the bibli-

cal author has already noted that Sarai is barren. Who will mother 

this g reat nation promised by God to Abram? 

The concept of progeny is a c rucial aspect of biblical society. A 

clan o r family faces extinction if there are no c hildren to continue the 

family name. In a patriarchal society, such as that found in the Bible, 
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the family line is perpetuated by male children, who are considered 

more valuable than females . The biblical author has already provided 

evidence fo r thi s masculine bias. In each genealogy, although 

daughters are mentioned along with son1:1, the line descends through 

a son; however, in Genesis 11 the author includes the name of Abram's 

wife in the genealogy . Is the inclusion of Sarai' a name in the genealogy 

me.ly an inconsistency in the author's style, or does the biblical 

author intend for the reai:ier to recognize both Sarai and Abram as 

important figures ? In view of the fact that Sarai is to mother the 

"great nation," the latter interpretation seems reasonable, but there 

is a dilemma because t::e biblical author has made explicit that "Sa rai 

was barren, she had no child. " 

As Abram app r oaches old age he is concerned that God's promise 

to make him "a great nation" has not been fulfilled. He confronts 

God directly on this issue in Genesis 15 : 1-6: 

Some time later, the word of the Lord came to Abram 
in a vision, saying, " Fear not, Abram, I am a shield 
to you; your reward shall be very great." But Abram 
said, " 0 Lo r d God, what can You give me, seeing that 
I shall die childless , and the one in charge of my house
hold is Dammesek Eliezer ! 11 Abram said further, 
"Since you have g ranted me no offsp ring, my steward 
will be my heir. " The word of the Lord came to him 
in reply, " That one shall not be your heir; none but 
your very own issue shall be your heir. " He took him 
outside and said, "Look toward heaven and count the 
stars, if you are able to count them." And He added, 
"So shall your offspring be. " And because he put his 
trust in the Lord, He reckoned it to his merit. 

God informs Abram that a steward will not become Abram's heir, but 

\ 
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that Abram's line must descend through Abram's own flesh and blood. 

The s c ene is now set for the scene between Sarai and Hagar. 

Seeing that she c annot bear children, Sarai attempts to supply 

both Abram and herself with progeny. She offers her maidservant, 

Hagar, to Abram in the hope that both she and her husband will benefit 

from Hagar's offspring. The commentators present Sarai as a posi-

tive role model for all women because of her authority over Hagar and • her ability to own property; yet, what did Sarai do that was so special? 

According to the Hammurabi Code and Nuzi Tablets it was not unusual 

in the Ancient Near East for women to own slaves and exert authority 

over them. 3 Sarai' s impo r tance, then, is presented by the biblical 

author in terms o f her ability to supply progeny. When Ishmael, 

Hagar 's son is born--one of Abram's "own issue"--Abram's need for 

progeny to continue the covenant between God and Abram, is still not 

fulfilled: God informs Abram that he and Sarai must parent the son 

that will continue the covenant God makes with Abram in Genesis 17. 

Genesis 17:1-22 

When Abram was 99 years old, the Lord appeared to 
Abram and said to him ...• "I will establish my 
covenant between Me and you and I will make you 
exceedingly numerous . . . . You shall be the father 
of a multitude of nations. And you shall no longer 
be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, 
for I make you the father of a multitude of nations .. 
And God said to Abraham, "As for your wife Sarai, 
you shall not call her Sarai, but her name shall be 
Sarah. I will bless her: indeed, I will give you a son 
by her. 1 will bless her so that she shall give rise 
t o nations •.•• " Abraham threw himself on his 

" 
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face and laughed, as he said to himself, "Can a child 
be born to a mao 100 years old, or can Sarah bear a 
child at 90?" And Abraham said to God, "Oh that 
Ishmael might live by Your favor!" God said, "Never
theless, Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you 
shall name him Isaac:, and I will maintain My covenant 
with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring to 

•come. As for Ishma·el, I have heeded tou .... I will 
make him a great nation. But my covenant I will main
tain with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this 
season next year. " 

Sarah's role is now made cl1ear; she is as important as Abraham in , 
the realization of God's prornise. When Sarah and Abraham are beyond 

their procreative years, God blesses them with a child. The biblical 

author secures Isaac's importance by continuing the narrative through 

Isaac's genealogical line. Sarah's uniqueness is not in her assertive 

treatment of Hagar, but rather in the critical r ofe she plays in secur-

ing the future of Abraham's line destined to become God's covenant 

people. 

Many of the assumptions made in the critical and interpretive 

literature concerning Rebekah's role in the narratives of her courting 

process and of Jacob's blesi:;ing of his sons are not supported by the 

text. They interpret Rebekah's actions in Genesis 24 as both independent 

and assertive, but her r ole appears less significant or forceful than the 

critics indicate. They clairn, for example, that Rebekah enjoyed equal 

status with her brother Laban by sharing in household chores as the 

text in Genesis 24:15-16 suggests: 

He had scarcely finished speaking, when Rebekah. 
came out with her j a.r on her shoulder. She went 
down to the spring, :filled her jar and came up. 
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There does not appear to be any substantial textual proof that Rebekah's 

actipns were extraordinary or thal her chore was one that she ever 

shared with her brother. In verse 11 the biblical author informs the 

reader that Rebekah's task to fetch water was a common one shared 

. 
by other women in the area- - " He made the came ls knee 1 down by the 

well outside the city, at evening time, the time when women come out 

to draw wat~r." The Hebrew of this text renders the term "women 

cine out to draw water" (hashoavot) in the feminine plural. Given the 

linguistic convention in Hebrew of using the masculine form of the 

word to specify both masculine and feminine genders, it seems reason-

able to speculate that the use o f the feminine plural form would indi-

c ate a task customarily performed by women. Therefore, there is no 

proof in the biblical text that the re was equality between Rebekah and 

Laban in the tasks they performed. 

Commentators also claim that Rebekah bad the authority to invite 

st rangers into her mother's house, citing verses 23-25:" . . . Is there 

room in your father's house for us to spend the night?' ••. And she 

went on, 'There is plenty of straw and feed at home, and also room 

to spend the night.'" While Rebekah does, in these verses, assure 

Abraham's servant that there is room for him in her mother's house, 

the formal invitation is actually extended by her brother in verses 28:31: 

The maiden ran and told all this to her mother's 
household. Now Rebekah had a brother whose name 
was Laban. Laban. ran out to the man at the spring-
when he saw the nose-ring and the bands on his 
sister's arms, and when he beard his sister Rebekah 
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say, "Thus the man spoke to me. 11 He went up to the 
man, who was still standing beside the camels at the 
spring. " Come in, 0 blessed of the Lord, 11 he said, 
" why do you remain outside, when I have made ready 
the house and a place for the camels? 11 

In the se verses the biblical author supplies subtle details that provide 

the read~r with insight into Laban's personality. Laban's invitation 

comes only after he sees the gifts Abraham's servan t bas given to 

Rebekah. Uthe servant had not bestowed the jewele ry upon Rebekah, 

wouf Laban have been so hospitable ? We don't know, but what is 

clear from the text is that Rebekah provides little more than informa-

tion concerning lodging possibilities to the se r vant; the invitation is 

extended by a male member of the family. 

Yet another example of the critics' failure to accu~ate ly interpret 

the text involves Rebekah's departure from her family to go with 

Abraham's servant "without a scandal. " To what possible "scandal" 

is Swidler referring ? The text of verse 59 reads: 11 SC" they sent off 

their sister Rebekah and her nurs e a long with Abraham's se rvant and 

his men. 41 There is no indication that her departure should c ause a 

"scandal. 11 As previously noted in this thesis, the nature of a patriar-

chal society required a woman to leave he r father ' s house when she 

married. Abraham sends bis servant with the explicit instruction t o 

return to him with a wife in verses 4 - 6- - "but (you) will go to the land 

of my birth and get a wife for my son Isaac. 1 And the servant said to 

him, 'What if the woman does not consent to follow me to this land, 

shall I take your son back to the land from which you came? 1 Abraham 
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answered him, 'On no account must you take my son back there!' ' 1 

These verse! indicate that the servant has no choice but to bring 

Rebekah back to Abraham's house . From all of these verses it would 

appear that Rebekah acts neither independently nor admirably in leaving 

with Abraham''s servant; rather, she follows custom, ' 

Some critics also mistakenly credit Rebekah with pre serving the 

future of the Israelit.es when she says to Jacob; "Now, my son, listen 

carefully ' I instruct you. Go to the flock and fetch me two choice 

kids, and I will make of them a dish for your father, such as be likes . 

Then take it to your father to eat, in order that be may bless you be-

fore he dies. " In their attempt to paint Rebekah in a positive light, 

these write r s disregard certain important events in the biblical text. 

Rebekah's actions are presented as iI they had been prompted by her 

own idiosyncratic motivations, a.nd the reader is led to believe that 

Rebekah possessed better judgment than her husband Isaac. But the 

critics ignore an earlier passage that may suggest a reason for her 

,, deception of her husband. Genesis 25:22-23 reads: 

But the children struggled in her womb, and she 
said , " If so, why do I exist ? t1 She went to inquire 
of the Lord, and the Lord answered her, "Two 
nations are in your womb, Two separate people 
shall issue from your body; One people shall be 
mightier than the other, and the older shall serve 
the younger. t1 

Contrary to the assertion made in the same critica l s tudies , it is not 

necessarily evident from the text that Rebekah acted in a morally 

courageous fashion. Perhaps she was just fulfilling God 's prediction 
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in Genesis 25:23. 

One position in the literature suggests that Rebekah's actions are 

not unique because it was a woman's responsibility to insure the 

family line. 

The female . . . bore the primary responsibiljty for 
the physical survival of the family through bearing 
children. The male. • . carried the responsibility 
of being the epitome of the family. When a male was 
lacking however, a female took over that role. (cf. p . 56 , note 6) 

there is ample justification for such a distinction, surely there 

is more at stake in explaining Rebekah's actions than merely her desire 

to insure her family's line. What difference would it ha,·e made if 

E sau had received the blessing ? Was not Esau the same son to 

Rebekah and Isaac as Jacob? The answers becoro~ dear when we 

consider the import of Rebekah's actions according to the biblical 

author. 

We have previously discussed in this chapter the biblical writer's 

stress on the continuation of one special line that will fulfill God's 

promise to Abraham in Genesis 17:7, 19--"I will maintain My cove-

nant between I«e and you, and your offspring to come, as an everlast-

ing covenant throughout the ages .... Sarah your wife shall bear you 

a son, and you shall name him Isaac, and I will maintain My covenant 

with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring to come." 

God fulfills the promise t o Abraham and Sarah through Isaac's 

birth; however, the special line does not end with Isaac, for God's 

covenant is with ''his offspring to com e." Just as there is tension 

l 
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between Isaac and Ishmael in the previous narrative, there is also dis-

agreeinent between Jacob and Esau. In both cases the matriarchs, 

Sarah and Rebekah, play a crucial role. Sarah' s actions towards 

Hagar secured the line for Isaac. In the text describing Jacob's 

ble ssing, Rebekah' s actions, whether prompted by her bias in favor 

of Jacob--"but Rebekah favored Jacob"--or her obedience to God's 

prediction in Gene sis 25:23--"the older shall serve the younger"-- she 

is ledited by the biblic al author with properly securing the line through 

Jacob . 

• Even though tbe literature tries to present the matriarchs in a 

positive manner, it does n,ot overlook a seriou s threat to the matriarchs' 

status: Each matriarch suffered from a period of barrenness in her 

life. The writers perceive barrenness in two ways as it emerges in 

the biblical text. First, it is a sign of reproach and shame in b iblical 

society. This position suggests that Sarah's harsh trc?atment of Hagar 

was prompted by Sarah's low self-esteem resulting from her barre)\ 

condition. Second, as T rible asserts, barrenness is associated with 

the deity: "The womb is a physical object upon which the deity acts. 

No one has control over it. Only God closes and opens the womb in 

4 judgment, in blessing and in mystery. " It is not my intention here to 

dispute the abGve perceptions, since it is clear that both beliefs were 

operative in biblical society. In Genesis 20:17-18 for example, it is 

reported that God punished Abimelech by clos'ing the wombs of the 

women in his household . In the cases of the matriarchs there do not 
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appear to be any indications that their barrenness was the reoult of 

divine punishment. Even in the case of Rachel and Leah. although 

Trible suggests God is displaying favor and disfavor, one can only 

infer from the text-- 1'The Lord saw that Leah was unloved and He 

opened her womb; but Rachel was barren. 11 Some writers assume 

these women suffered due to some unknown flaw in their characters, 

but there is li..ttle textual evi dence to support such a contention. If God 

is «sponsible for the o pening and closing of wombs, what then is God 1 s 

purpose in denying c hildren to the matriarchs? What was the biblical 

author's intent in presenting the same "flaw" in each matriarch ? It 

is my contention that the matriarchs' barrenness fits into a pattern 

that has been emerging from the biblical t ext thraughout this presenta-

tion. Barrenness is linked to the perpetuation of that one special fami-

ly line that develops a unique relationship with God . The proper family 

line for the Israelites was not an easy one to produce. It appears t o be 

the biblical author's intention t o show that this line does not auto -

matically perpetuate itself, but takes time, effort and God's interven-

tion. Unlike those critics who perceive barrenness as a flaw in the 

matriarchs' character, it must be pointed out that the pat r iarchs were 

equally affected by their wives ' failure to conceive for progeny was 

promised to both Abraham and Sarah. 

If barrenness were linked to a matriarchal flaw would not the bibli-

cal author provide evidence that such were the case? No one, includ-

ing their husbands, blames the matriarchs for their unfo r tunate 
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situation; rather. they accept the fact that God has closed their wombs 

with9ut any apparent reason. In Genesis 25:21 Isa1ac intercedes oo his 

wife's behalf--"Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf of hi s wile, be-

cause she was barren; and the Lord res ponded to his plea, and bis 

wife R'ebekah conceived. ' 1 In regards to Rach~l, Jacob rebukes her. 

fo r blaming him fo r her barren condition-- "Can I t:ake the place of God 

who has den~ed you fruit of the womb?"--God eventually responds-

"'w God remembered Rachel; God heeded her and opened her womb. 11 

. 
The future of the line becomes secure through Rachel and Leah as 

the line that previously descended through a single individual, Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob, now blossoms into a nation thro·ugh the twelve tribes 

of Israel, who is Jacob. 

In trying to demonstrate deity's involvement in procreation Otwell 

cites the narrative in Genesis 38:9-10: "But Onan, knowing that the 

seed would not count as his, let it go to waste whenrver he joined with 

his brother's wife, so as not to provide offspring for his brother. " 

Even if his premise is accurate--that God is involved in the procre-

ative act--the example of Onan provides weak, inappropriate evidence. 

Was Onan punished for interfering with God ' s work, or was his crime 

the result of his refusal to perform the duty of the: levir ? In Deuter-

onomy 25 levirate marriage is explained. 

When brothers dwell together and one of them dies 
and leaves no son, the wife of the deceased shall not 
be married to a stranger, outside the family. Her 
husband's brother shall unite with her; take her as 
his wife and perform the levir's duty. Thie first son 
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that she bears shall be accounted to the dead brother, 
that his name may not be blotted out in Israel. 

In the- Genesis pas sage under discussion Otwell cites that portion of the 

text in which Onan expresses his displeasure in providing children to 

continu~ his brother's line. He does not ment~on the beginning of the 

narrative which clearly indicates that the issue is the levir 1 s respon-

sibility to father children for his dead brother, and not Onan' s crime 

of ~dering God's procreative intentions5 - - "Join with your brother's 

wife and do your duty by has as a brother-in-law, and provide offspring 

for your brother. " 

Still another example is provided in the literature of women who 

represent a positive r u le model. In Exodus 1:20-21-- '!.And God dealt 

with the midwives; and the people multiplied and increased g reatly. 

And because the midwives feared God, He established households for 

them" --it is clear that God commends and rewards the midwives for 

their saving the Israelite new b u rn males. What, though is the purpose 

of this narrative ? What is the bibli cal author's intention? Can one 

assume that only two midwives were responsible for saving an entire 

nation ? Or, were the Israelites so small in number that only two mid-

wives were necessary? The text does not supply the reader with these 

details. One fact can be adduced: If the Israelite s had died in Egypt, 

God's promise to Abraham in Genesis would not reach fruition. The 

continuation of the special Israelite line is again the critical issue. 

Some commentators who applaud this passage concerning the 
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midwives, do not take issue with the reward given to tbem--"And be-

cause. the midwives feared God, He established households for them. " 

Throughout their discussions these commentators criticize the empha-

sis on woman's primary role as mother. Ironically, those who hold 

this position do not take issue with God rewardt ng the midwives with. 

motherhood. It is my belief that no reward could have been more 

fitting. The ones wh o are responsible for securing the special 

rsfelite line are also guaranteed the continuation of their own family 

1. 6 
:LO e, 

There is another group of critics who assert that in addition to the 

matriarchs and midwives , a third group is responsible for aiding in 

the survival of the Israelite nation. Women prop}lets provide still 

another positive, female role model. Three women prophets are con-

sidered in the literature: Miriam, Deborah, and Huldah. In regards 

to Miriam two passages are cited that refer to her a.> prophet. 

Exodus 15:20 

Then Miriam, the prophetess, Aaron's sister, 
took a timb r el in her hand, and all the women 
went out after her in dance with timbrels. 

Numbers 12: 1-2 

When they were in Hazeroth, Miriam and Aaron 
spoke against Moses because of the Cushite 
woman he had married. . . They said, "Has the 
Lord spoken only through Moses? Has he not 
spoken through us as well? 11 

These passages, although they identify Miriam as a prophet, do not 
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include any details of her prophecy. ls it possible that the biblical 

author did not take the opportunity to mention the uniqueness and im-

portance of this aspect of Miriam's role? Or, are women prophets 

not considered an unusual occurrence in biblical society? If so, there 

would be ~o cause to elaborate on Miriam's prophetic abilities . 

Swidler cites the second passage in an attempt to further verify 

Miriam' s prophetic status- - "has the Lo rd spoken only through Moses ? 

Has~ not spoken through us as well?" In his presentation, Swidler 

ignores that part of the narrative in which God rebukes Aaron and 

I«i.riam for their previous commenl in Numbers 12:5-8: 

The Lord c ame down in a pill.u of cloud, stopped 
at the entrance of the Tent, and called out, " Aaron 
and Miriam!" The two of them came forward, apu 
He said, "Hear these My words: When a prophet of 
the Lord arises among you, I make Myself known to 
him in a vision, I speak with him in a dream. Not 
so with My servant Moses: he is trusted throughout 
My household. With him I speak mouth to mouth, 
plainly and not in riddles, and he beholds the like
ness o{ the Lord." 

God is ang ry with Miriam a nd Aaron. God does not deny prophetic 

status to Aaron and Miriam, but rather a sse rts that Moses is a superior 

prophet. Even though Swidle r chooses to ignore these verses, he is 

still accurate in his presentation of 1'tiriam as a prophet. 

Throughout this discussion we have noted that a number of writers 

misinterpret the o riginal Hebrew text because they either ignore the 

structure of the Hebrew language, o r deem the Bible a sexist document. 

The Hebrew language uses the masculine form of a verb or noun when 
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referring to both masculine and fe minine genders. ln the discussion 

of the c~eation narratives in the previous unit, the reader will recall 

that one position asserts that ha 1adam refers to the male part of the 

species while another interprets ha'adam as generic. The different 

interpretations of this term are based in part on ihe writers' percep-

tion of the language. For those writers who assert that the masculine 

gender is usually only used in regards to masculine nouns or verbs, 

it w'1d be interesting to know if they base their presentation of 

Miriam as a p r ophet o n tli e Numbers 12 passage. If so, according to 

\heir own understanding of the Hebrew language Miriam would not be 

considered a prophet because the la• guage used in God's rebuke of 

Aaron and Miriam i n verse 6 contains the masculine sintiular forms 

elav (to him) and ho (in him). " And He said, 'Hear these my words: 

When a prophet of the Lo r d arises among you, I make Myself known 

to him in a vision, I speak with him in a dream. '' Would these critics 

of the Hebrew language agree that Miriam was not a prophet? It 

seems likely that they would not. 

ln the N~:nbers passage only Miriam is punished for her criticism 

of Moses-- " As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam 

stricken with snow-white scales"--while Aaron incurs no punishment. 

Swidler contends that Miri am's punishment is inserted by a late bibli

cal author who is aware of a tradition in which Miriamis presented as 

an independent leader during the Exodus. Miriam is punished in the 

Numbers narrative in order to subjugate her to Moses' authority. But 
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by applying a similar line of reasoning one could reach a very different 

conclusion. Could not the biblical author have deleted Aaron's name 

from the punishment to preserve Aaron's reputation ? After all , it is 

through Aaron that the priestly line descends. Swidler' s argument, 

then, is rhetor ical at best. 

In Judges 4:4 Deborah is identified as both a prophet and judge: 

"Now Deborah a prophetess, the wife o{ L appidoth, was judging Israel 

at tft time. 11 Lacks, Bennett, and Bird all consider Deborah's role 

as judge more significant than her prophetic post. Lacks suggests that 

"while the women, (p r ophets) to be sure , are extraordinary enough, it 

is the quality of their leadership th11t render them so .... " In Judges, 

Deborah is certainly remembered for her military leade'rship and 

judicial capabilities, while no special attention is paid to her prophetic 

skills. 

In 2 Kings 22: 14 we find the only mention of Huldah: " ~<>'the priest 

Hilkiah . . . went to the prophetess Huldah--the wife of Shallum ... and 

they spoke to her. " Two pieces of information are given in this verse: 

Huldah is a prophet and she is Shallum' s wife. One position in the 

literature suggests that Huldah' s lack of recognition in the Bible and 

low profile, are the result of her identification as "the wife of Shallum." 

This criticism is inconsistent since Deborah, who receives considerable 

attention in the Bible is similarly identified in Judges 4 :4. 

What significance then is attached to women prophets? The 

examples cited above all seem to indicate that a woman's leadership 
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qualities were more highly regarded in biblical society than her pro

phetic skills. It is this writer ' s contention that indeed women were 

recognized more for their leadership abilities . One may assume that 

WOl'.J'len prophets may not have been an uncommon feature in biblical 

society since the text does not treat this aspect of their lives as special. 

• 
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Unit 3 

Chapter 

Negative Images of Women 

in th e Family and in the Community 

Despite the fact that some critical studies cite passages from the 

Bible in which women appear to be equal to men in ability and status, 

the re are opposing opinions that maintain that women are con side red 

subofinate to men both at home and i n the community. 

Woman is perc eived as subordinate first t o he r father and later to 

her husband. Some writers 1 cite examples in which a father makes 

decisions concerning his da~ghter' s future that result in physic al harm. 

The legal system in Israelite society permits the father to act on his 

daughter's behalf without her prior consent, as is the case in Judges 

15 : 1: 

. •. Samson came to visit his wife, bringing a kid 
as a gift. He said, " let me go into the chamber to 
my wife. " But her father would not let him go in. 
" I was sure," said her father, " that you had• taken 
a dislike to her, so I gave her to your wedding 
companion. " 

The re is no indication in the biblical text that Samson 1 s wife has agreed 

t o her father ' s action. 

The father or husband was the boss in the ancient 
Near Eastern family. While woman is legally 
recognized as moral in ritual circumstance s, her 
status with the family in relationship to her father 
or husband is clearly that of a subordinate. 2 
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Critics 3 have identified three specific cases in which a father 

treats his daughter( s) in a manner repugnant to modern sensibilities. 

Genesis 19:4-8 

• 

Tliley had not lain down, when the townspebple, the 
men of Sodom, young and old- - all the people to the 
last man--gathered about the house . And they 
shouted to Lot and said to him, " Where are the men 
who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, that 
we may be intimate with them." So Lot went out to 

, them to the entrance, shut the door behind him, and 
said, "l beg you, my friends, do not commit such a 
wrong. Look , I ha've two daughters who have not 
known a man. Let me bring them out to you, and 
you may do to them as you please; but do not do any
thing to these men, since they have come unde r 
shelter of my roof. " 

Deploring Lot's attitude towards and treatment of ,hiit daughters, 

one interpretation suggests that Lot is willing to subject his daughters 

to rape in order to prevent the two strange rs from being homosexually 

4 assaulted. It appears that Lot is less concerned about his daughters' 

welfare than he is about protecting the strangers who are his guests. 

Judges 19:22-24 

While they were enjoying themselves , the men of the 
town, a depraved lot, had gathered about the house 
and were pounding on the door; They called to the 
aged owner of the house, " Bring out the man who has 
come into your house, so that we can be intimate with 
him. 11 The owner of the house went out and said to 
them, "Please my friends, do not commit such a 
wrong •••. Look, here is my virgin dau ghter, and 
his concubine. Let me bring them out to you. Have 
your pleasure of them, do what you want wi th them; 
but don't do this outrage against this man." 

This passage is viewed with the same contempt as the narrative of 
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Lot and his daughters. One interpretation5 blames the host for being 

more concerned with social etiquette than he is with protecting his 

daughter' s life. Another position6 asserts that homosexuality, rather 

than hospitality , is the critical issue, since biblical society viewed 

homosexuality a greater abomination than rape . To prevent this hor-· 

rible act, the fathers in each account decide that the rape of their 

daughters is lesser o ffense . 

• Judges 11: 30- 31, 34, 39 • 

II' 
And Jephthah made the following vow t o the Lord: 
Ii you deliver the Ammonites into my hands, then 
whatever comes out of the dc')r of my house to meet 
me on my safe return from the Ammonites shall be 
the Lord's and snall be offered by me as a burnt 
offering ...• When Jephthah arrived at hisnome .. 
there was his daughter coming out to meet him. 
She was an only child; he had no other son or 
daughter . . .. he did to her what he had vowed. 

Critics consider Jephthah's actions even more devastating than 

those of Lot and the old man, since he sacrifices his daughter's life 

in return for being victorious in battle. 

According to the literature, a woman ' s subordinate role did not 

cease when she married and moved out o f her father's house. 11 A 

woman was always under male jurisdiction-- she was never her own 

person. 117 One position8 in the literature links such subordination to 

the role implied by the Hebrew word for husband, baal (master or 

owner), and it traces this image of the husband as master to the "curse" 

on woman in Genesis 3: 16: "Yet your urge shall be for your husband, 
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and he shall rule over you." A second commentator indicates that a 

wife's ~sexuality is "the exclusive property of her husband. 119 

A third posit ion10 examines those biblical p o rtions in which women 

are treated as property and equated with other material possessions. 

Two passages are cited as examples: 

Deuteronomy 20:10, 12, 14 

• 
; 

When you approach a town to attack i t, ... if it 
does not surrender ... you shall lay siege to it 
.... You may, h~wever, take as your booty the 
women, the children, the livestock, and every
thing in the town- -all its spoil- -and enjoy the use 
of the spoil of your enemy which the Lord your 
God gives you. 

Deute ronomy 21:10-14 

When you take the field against you r enemies, and you 
find among the captives a beautiful woman and you 
desire her and would take her to wife, you shall 
bring her into your house . .. She shall spend a 
month's time in your house ... after that you may 
come to her and possess her, and she shall be 
your wife. Then , should you no longer want her, 
you must release her outright. You must not sell 
her for money: since you had your will of her, you 
must not enslave her. 

These passages a r e cited as evidence of the Israelites' treatment 

of foreign women during war. Although the second passage seems to 

imply that woman possesses a special status, since she cannot be 

treated as a sla'(>e, both passages are offered as evidence of the low 

status of women in biblical society. 

Writers who favor this position also examine the status of Israelite 

women in relationship to their husbands' other material possessions . 

.. 

.... 
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In attempting to determine if women were generally treated as chatt el, 

or if they were assigned a more valued position in the household, 

scholarship analyzes the following passage from the Decalogue. 

Exodus 20: 17 

You shall not covet your neighbor's house: you 
shall not covet you r neighbor's wife, or his ma.n
servant, or his maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, 
o r anyt?ing that i s your neighbor's. 

.he verse is interpreted to mean that the Israelite women held no 

better status in biblical society than did women who were captured in 

AJJar. A wife is simply listed along with other property belonging to 

11 her husband. 

An opposing position asserts that because the wife 1s mentioned 

first in the list she possesses a higher status than any of the othe r 

items mentioned in the vers.e . 
12 

As " the first - named member of the 

househol d" she is not equated with her husband's property. Critics 

holding this latter point of view cite a similar passage in Deuteronomy 

in which the difference in a wife 1 s status is mo re clearly defined . 

Deuteronomy 5: 18 

You shall not covet your neighbor ' s wife . You 
shall not crave your neighbor's house, or his 
field , or his male o r female slave, or his ox, 
or his ass, or anything that is you r neighbor's. 

ln this parallel passage a man's wife is listed totally separate from 

any of his other property. Proponents of this position contend that 

since she is not even classified as a part of her husband's house, an 
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Israelite woman is held in higher regard than a foreign woman taken in 

war and thus occupies a unique, and equal, position io her husband's 

house. 

Another important area for discussion is the way feminist writers 

consider virginity as it emerges from the text. ~afeguards were taken 

in biblical society to insure sexual morality: marriage took place at 

an early age. One position asserts th a t sexual desire and pleasure 

wer.t the root of a man's weakness. His urge to fulfill his sexual 

desire made him "almost a helpless victim in the hands of Satan. 11 13 

The biblical emphasis on virginity is considered by some critics to be 

yet another example of woman's low ::>tatus in biblical society. The 

above interpretation implies that woman in Genesis land 2 is not 

created with the same sexual needs as man, therefore it is more fitting 

to expect virginity in a bride than a groom. 

Another position perceives an implicit bias against woman in the 

case of marriage; while she was supposed to be a virgin her husband 

was not expected to meet any standard of purity. Although there is no 

biblical law requiring the virginity of a bride, critics argue
14 

that it 

was a given within the society. Citing the following passage, they point 

out that a woman could suffer dire consequences if she were accused of 

lying about her virginity when she first married. 

Deuteronomy 22: 13-21 

A man marries a woman and cohabits with her. Then 
he takes an aversion to her and makes charges against 
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her and defames her, saying, "I married this woman; 
but when I approached her, I found that she was not a 
virgin. " In such a case, the girl's father a.nd mother 

' shall produce the evidence of the girl's virginity before 
~ the elders of the town at the gate .... And they shall 

spread out the cloth before the elders of the town. The 
elders of that town shall then take the man and flog him, 
and they shall fine him a hundred shekels of silver and 
give it to the girl's father, for the man llas defamed a 
virgin in Israel. Moreover, she shall remain his wife; 
he shall never have the right to divorce her. But if the 
charge proves t rue, the girl was found not to have been 
a vir gin, then the girl shall b e b r ought out to the 
entrance of her father's house, and the men of her 

• town shall stone her to death. 

In showing how these' verses demonstrate the low status of women, 

•critics make three distinct points. One, no matter what the outcome, 

a woman is placed in an unenviable j.JOSition. 15 If a husband's charge 

is proven true, his wife is killed. If the accusation is false, he incurs 

both a fine and physical punishment, yet the c onsequences for him are 

obviously less severe than for the woman. Two, any accusation 

against a woman is also made against her family. 16 It is incumbent 

upon her father and mother to prove her innocence by producing the 

blood- stained sheets that the couple used on thei r wedding night. The 

parents must provide the evidence not only to protect their daughter's 

marriage, but to save their own reputation as well. Three,. if a woman 

is found innocent, she must live the rest of her life with a man who was 

willing to have her killed for a charge he knew wasn't true. 
17 

Since 

biblical law requires that divorce must be initiated by the man, a 

woman cannot dissolve her marriage. 

~ Although a woman cannot legally initiate 

) ~ 
a divorce, one position in 
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the literature asserts that divorce, like marriage, is a family matter. 

Therefore the woman's father can act on her behalf as does Samson's 

father-in- law in Judges 15: 1-2. 

. . . Samson came to visit his wife, bringing a kid 
as a gift. He said, "Let me go into the chamber to 
my wife . " But her father would not let hi,m go in. 
"I was sure," said her father, "that you he.d taken 
a dislike to her, so I gave her to your wedding 
companion. " 

It is interesting that this position views Samson's father-in-law as 

acti! on his daughter's behalf; iJAan interpretation of the same verse 

examined previously, the woman is considered subordinate to her 

I 
father's authority (cf. p. 86). 

Deuteronomy 24: 1 

A man takes a wife and possesses her. She fails to 
please him because he finds something obnoxious 
about her, and he writes her a bill of divorcement, 
hands it to her, and s ends her away from his house. 

The above verse is the only reference to divorce in the Bible in 

which a legal process is described. As has already been stated a 

portion of the literature understands divorce to be the exclusive right 

of a husband . It asserts that in the earlier biblical period a man could 

divorce his wife without a bill of divarce (get). Another commentator, 

agreeing with this position, asserts that divorce is similar to a form 

of expulsion, which is inferred from the Hebrew word for divorce 

(grsh- -to expell or drive out). 

In contrast to the belief that only a man can initiate a divorce one 

\ 
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position18 in the literature infers from the following passage that a 

woman can, indeed, divorce her husband. 

Exodus 21 : 7 - 1 1 

, 
Whan a man sells hi s daughter as a slavie, she shall 
not be freed as male slaves are. Ii she prove s to be 
displeasing to her master, who designated her for 
himself, he must let her be redeemed; he shall not 
have the right to sell her to outsiders, since he has 
broken faith with her .. .. If he ma r ries another, he 
must not withhold from this one her food, her clothing, 
or her conjugal rights. Ii he fails her in these three 
ways, she shall go free , without payment. 

, By inference, the last verse suggests that a woman may initiate a 

divorce, and the literature implies that a woman can divorce a man 

for not fulfilling his legal obligations. Otwell, 19 acknowledging that 

the above passage is a description of the rights of an Israelite concu-

bine, contends that an Israelite wife must have enjoyed at least the 

same privilege . 

A husband's authority did not only apply to his right to obtain a 

divorce , it also included his right to accuse his wife of adulterous 

behavior. In biblical society, adultery for a woman is defined by a 

married woman engaging in any extra-marital relationship ; however 

the same definition was not applicable t o a man. In order for a man 

to be accused of adultery, the relationship has to involve either a 

betrothed or mar r ied woman, 

Leviticus 20: 10 

If a man commits adultery with a married woman, 
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committing adultery with his neighbor's wife, the 
adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to death. 

The literature does not view adultery as essentially a sexual crime, 

but sees it instead as an offense against a husband's honor and authority. 

"The adulterer robbed the husband of his essential honor, while the 

unfaithful wife defied his authority. 11 20 

If a man causes a betrothed woman to lose her virginity he must 

,eimburse the woman's family for its loss of honor . Critics emphasize 

the point that a WOO'lan is not compensated for her loss of virginity; 

rather, the offense has been perpetrated against her family. 
21 

The following passage is interpreted in the literature as the legal 

procedure used in bib1ical society if a man suspectJ; his wife of adultery. 

The passage is often referred to as the " Ordeal by Bitter Water." 

Numbers 5:12-22 

...... 

... If any man's wife has gone astray and broken 
faith with him in that a man has had carnal relations 
with her unbeknown to her husband, and she keeps 
secret the fact that she has defiled herself without 
being forced, and there is no witness against her- -
but a fit of jealousy comes over him and he is wrought 
up about the wife who has defiled herself; or if a fit of 
jealousy comes over one and he is wrought up about 

.-

his wife although she h~s not defiled herself- -the man 
shall bring his wife to the priest .... The priest shall 
bring her forward and have her stand before the 
Lord . . • . And in the priest's hands shall be the water 
o! bitterness--that induces the spell. The p r iest shall 
adjure the woman, saying to he r , "If no man has lain 
with you, if you have not gone astray in defilement 
while married to your husband, be immune to harm 
from this water of bitterness that induces th e spell. 
But if you have gone astray while married to your 
husband and have defiled yourself, if a man other than 

I' 

\ 
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your husband has had carnal relations wi th you11
--

here the priest shall administer the curse of adjuration 
to the woman as the priest goes on to say to the woman-
"may"the Lo rd make you a curse and an imprecation 
among your people, as the Lord causes your thigh to 
sag and your belly to distend; may this water that in
duces the spell enter vour body, causing the belly to 
distend and the thigh to sag. " And the woman 6hall 
say, " Amen, amen!" The priest shall put these curses 
down in writing and rub it off into the water of bitterness. 
He is to make the woman drink the water of bitterness 
that induces the spell, so that the spell - inducing water 
may enter into her to bring on bitterness ... Once he 
h .. made her drink the water--if she has defiled herself ' 
by""'treaking faith with her husband, the spell-inducing 
water shall enter into her to bring on bitterness . ... 
But if the woman has not defiled herself and is pure, 

, she shall be unharmed and able to retain seed. 

S . . 22 b " h " ome critics o Ject tot is passage on two counts. One, this text 

prescribes a " shameful and frightening experience 1123 for the <Woman, 

which is brought on by her husband's mere suspicion of unfaithfulness. 

Two, if the woman is found innocent, after being subjected to this 

"ordeal, " the husband incurs no punishment. Even while acknowledging 

that in Israelite society the punishment prescribed for a woman may 

-have been lenient in comparison to other cultures--i. e., she would 

suffer a miscarriage rather than be killed if the husband's suspicions 

were proven true--critics view the entire process as c ruel and unjusti-

fied. 

One position24 in the literature mentions a characteristic of the 

"ordeal" that is unique to Israelite society: God acts as the judge in 

determining the woman's innocence o r guilt. The priest only serves 

as God's agent. Despite the involvement of Deity in this trial, critics 
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interpret thi s narrative as an example of woman being subordinated 

to her husband and it is representative of woman's low status in bibli

cal society. 

The laws in biblical socie ty reflective of woman's status are not 

confined to husband-wife or father-daughter r elationshtps. Specific 

patterns are discernible in the matter of a woman's participation in 

legal and ritual matters. There is disagreement among the writers 

as to wbe~r or not a woman is permitted to participate in all aspects 

of religious, legal, and politica'l life. One interpretation desc ribes 

womed as "legal non-persons. 1125 This position asserts that a woman 

is granted legal status only in those cases that pertain to her person, 

such as sexual offenses, inheritance rights, and widow's righUr. 

Concerning all other matters the woman is not consulted. One expla

nation26 of her non-participation is that a woman's primary function 

is in the family and her time is occupied by the needs of her husband 

and children . Therefore, she does not have the time to be concerned 

I' with matters pertaining to other aspects of the society. 

An opposing interpretation suggests that a woman does "discharge 

activities usually associated with a man. 1127 Although public offices 

are usuaUy held by men, this i s not exclusively the case. Women 

participate in the military, in the religious cult, and in the political 

community. Three passages are cited to substantiate this point of 

view, The first passage concerns the death of Abimelech in Judges 

9:52- 54: 
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Abimelech pressed forward to the tower and attacked 
it. He approached the door of the tower to set it on 
fire •• But a woman dropped an upper millstone on 
.Abimelech 1 s head and cracked his skull . He immedi
ately cried out to his attendant, his arms-bearer, 
"Draw your dagger and finish me off, that they may 
not say of me, 1 A woman killed him! 1 11 

Critics draw two conclusions from this passage. First, the woman 

responsible for Abimelech' s death is fighting in a battle. Second, this 

is the only passage in which a woman's performance of a traditionally 

male task4's considered unusual. It is inferred that because Abimelech 

is embarrassed to be killed by a woman, women in general do not pos-

sess the same abilities to fight as men; however, the actions of 

Deborah and Jael in Judges are not considered any more or less val-

uable because they are women. 

The second passage is in the context of Godrs charge to the Is-

raelites in Deuteronomy 29:9-11. 

You s tand this day, all of you, before the Lord your 
God--your tribal heads, your elders and your officials, 
all the men of Israel, your children, your wives, even 
the stranger within your camp, from woodchopper to 
to waterdrawer--to enter in to the covenant of the Lord 
your God ...• 

Some commentators infer from this passage that women are counted in 

the religious community. 28 The fact that ~omen witness the making of 

the covenant between God and Israel implies that they are not restricted 

to their family obligations. God considers them worthy enou'gh to 

include them explicitly; therefore, women are equally responsible for 

carrying out all the terms of the covenant. 
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One position29 assumes that Israel during the biblical period was 

a theocentri~ based community which necessitate d a strong religious 

cult. If this cult would not permit equal participation by all of its 

members, then one g roup would be subordinated t o the other in religious 

matters. It asserts that the following passage in I Samuel provides 

evidence for women as officers in the religious cult. 

I Samuel 2.2 

Now Eli was very old. )\'hen he heard all that his 
sons were doing to all Israel, and how they lay with 
the women who performed tasks at the entrance of 

' the Tent of Meeting, he said to them, 1'Why do you 
do such things ?" . •. 

The claim that this passage p1 ovldes positive proof of women's partici -

pation in the religious cult is based on the writer's understanding of the 

phrase " the women who performed tasks at the entrance of the Tent of 

Meeting . " Of particular inte re st is the word hatsovot-- " who performed 

tasks." This term is used frequently ir. t he Bible t o refer to some 

/JYPe of religious service. The writer asserts that the women " who 

performed tasks at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, 1130 though not 

priests, did serve in some type of religious function. 

In addition to examining the woman' s participation in various com-

munity functions, some writers also analyze women's legal rights 

during biblical times. One issue that is given considerable attention 

is the status of woman in terms of inheritance laws. Two conflicting 

positions emerge. One interpretation
31 

asserts that women are eligible 
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to inherit from their fatbe1·s. The second position
32 

maintains that a 

woman could not receive inheritan ce from her father. The following 

verse is cited in the literature as evidence that only sons were eligible 

to receive an inheritance: 

Deuteronomy 21 : 16- 1 7 

. • . when he wills his property to his sons he may 
not treat as first - born the son of the loved one io 
disregard of the son of the unloved one who is older. 
~tead, he must accept the first-born, the son of 
the unloved one, and allo w to him a double portion 
of all he possesses; sinc e he is the first fruit of 
his vigor, the birthright is his due. 

4

Some writers 33 claim that the inheritance laws only applied to the 

dec eased' s land. The nature of patriarchal s o ciety necessitated that 

land c ould only be inherited by male members of the family-. This 

custom was based on the fact that only male family members could 

guarantee that they would remain working participants in their family. 

Women who ~arried automati c ally became members of their husbands' 

families and could not have dual loyalties. If a woman left her father's 

house and took the land that she acquired from her inheritance, that 

property would become a part of her husband's household, thus causing 

her father's family to be diminished in wealth and status. 

Writers who disagree34 w i th the above point of view cite the follow-

iog passage as evidence that a woman was capable of inheriting property 

if her father died. 
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Numbers 27: 1-8 

The da\ighters of Zelophehad. . • came forward . 
. . • They stood before Moses, Eleazar the p r iest, 
the chieftains, and the whol e asse mbly, at the 
entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and they said, 
"Our father died in the wilderness. He was not 
one of the faction, Ko r ah 1 s faction. . • . but died 
for his own sin; and he has left no sons. Let not 
our father's name be lost to his clan just because 
be bad no son! Give us a holding among our father's 
kinsmen!" Moses brought their case before the Lord. 
And 1fe Lord s aid to Moses, "The plea of Zelophehad 1s 
dau.ers is just; you should give them a hereditary 
holding among thei r father ' s kinsmen; transfer their 
fathe r's share to them. Further, speak to the 
Israelite people as follows: If a man dies without 
leaving a son, you shall transfer his property to his 
daughter. " 

Although this verse clearly indi ~ ates that a woman can acquire her 

father's property some commentators indicate that this passage should 

be interpreted in light of the passage in Numbe r s 36. 

Numbers 36:1-9 

The family heads in the clan of the descendants of 
Gilead . . . one of the Josephite clans, came forward 
and appealed to Moses and the c hieftains , family heads 
of the Israelites, They said, " The Lord God com
manded my lord to assign the land to the Israelites as 
shares by lot, and my lord was further commanded by 
the Lord to assign the share of our k~nsman Zelophehad 
to his daughters. Now, if they marry persons from 
another tribe, their share will be cut off from our 
ancestral portion and be added to the portion of the 
tribe into which they marry; thus our allotted portion 
will be diminished. And even when the Israelites 
observe the jubilee, their share will be added to that 
of the tribe into which they marry, and their share 
will be cut off from the ancestral portion of our tribe. " 
So Moses, at the Lord's bidding instructed the 
Israelites saying, "The p lea of the Josephite tribe is 
just. This is what the Lo rd has commanded conce r ning 
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the daughters of Zelophehad: They may marry any
one they wish, provided they marry into a clan of 
their- father ' s tribe. No inheritance of the Israelites 
may pass over from one tribe to another, but the 
Israelites must remain bound each to the ance stral 
portion of his tribe. Every daughter among the 
Israelite tribes who inhe r its a share must manry 
someone from a clan of her father ' s tribe, in order 
that every Israelite may keep his ancestral shar e. 
Thus no inheritance shall pass over from one tribe 
to another, but the lsraelite tribes shall remain 
bound each to its portion. 11 

AccordinAo this passage, certain restrictions are placed o n Zelophehad's 

daughters with regard to their inheritance. They may keep the inheri-

tance 'only until they marry; at that time they must give it to the mem-

hers of their father's tribe unless they marry kinsmen, since that is 

the only arrangement which enables them to keep their inheritance and 

maintain the ancestral tribe. In either case, the daughters serve as 

placeholders for the property which must remain within their father's 

ancestral home. Therefore, even though it would appear from the pas-

sage in Numbers 27 that women can receive inheritance, the above -passage suggests that women cannot acquire and keep the property they 

inhe r it if it risks the survival and strength of their father's clan. 

Those c r itics who cite the case of Zelophehad' s daughters assert that 

a woman achieves a higher status in biblical soc;iety by her ability to 

inherit or own property. 

Of all the laws and restrictions concerning women, those involving 

r itual purity receive considerable attention in t he literature. Although 

there are many passages in which ritual purity is discussed, modern 
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critics refer to the following three passages most frequently: 

Leviticus 15 :19, 24 

When a woman has a discharge, her discharge being 
blood from her body, she shall remain in her V.rnpurity 
seven days; whoever touches her shall be unclean until 
evening ...• And if a man lies with her, her impurity 
is c ommunic ated to him; he shall be unclean seven days, 
and any bedding o n which he lies shall become unclean. 

Leviticus40: 18 

If a man lies with a woinan in her infirmity and uncovers 
nakedness, he has laid bare her flow and she has exposed 
her bloo d flow; b oth of them shall be cut off from among 

1 their peo ple. 

Leviticus 12: 1-5 

. .• when a woman at childbirth bears a male, she 
shall be unclean s e ven days; she shall be unclean as 
at the time of her menstrual infirmity ... She shall 
remain in a state of blood purification for thirty-three 
days; she shall not touch any consecrated thing, nor 
enter the sanctuary until her period of purification is 
completed. If she bears a female, she shall be unclean 
two weeks a s during her menstruation, and she shall 
remain in a state of blood purification for sixty- six 

II days. 

Two opposing positions emerge in the literature. The first includes 

writers 35 who indicate that both men and women are subject to ritual 

purification and that the duration of their impurity is determined by 

the type of impurity they contract. Adler, who represents this point 

of view clai ms that being in a state of impurity 

was not perceived as causing physical c onsequences, 
nor was it viewed as dangerous in any way. Since 
some of the basic human functions and behavior 
caused tumah every member of the society regularly 
underwent the cycle from tumah to toharah (impurity 
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to purity) . . •. Thus tumah (impurity) was an accepted 
component of the human condition. 36 

The second opinion includes those writers who perceive the purity 

laws as more restrictive for women than for men. 37 Those writers 

who subscribe to this position address two issues. The fii:st concerns 

the reason why a menstruating woman is impure longer than a man who 

has a seminal emission. Our text has already informed us that a 

v.oman i '1clean for seven days after menstruation. In contrast 

Leviticus 15: 16 states: 

And if a man has an emission of semen, he shall 
bathe his whole body in water and be unclean until 
the evening. 

Two reasons are offered a s to why the man's period of impurity for an 

emission of semen is less than that of woman's during her menstrual 

cycle. One, the longer state of impurity for a woman is due to the 

general reaction to blood in the biblic al society. Blood is c0nsidered 

a life force that has c ertain taboos attached to it. Two, due to the 

-economic obligations of the man to support his family, if he were to be 

unclean for seven days as is the case with a woman, his livelihood 

could be seriously affected. 

The second issue is why a woman is impure twice as long after the 

birth of a daughter than a son. Regarding the longer period of purifica-

tion after the birth of a daughter, three positi ons emerge in the litera-

ture. One, the lengthened purification period for a woman is linked to 

the "original sin" in Genesis 3. This interpretation infers that woman 
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is responsible for the disc rderi therefore, a girl is more sinful than a 

boy and is subject to a longer purification process, 38 Two, the greater 

desirability of a so n in biblical society prompts less strict laws 

governing men's pu r ificatio n. Three , a m othe r has a closer, mor~ 

intimate contact with the Deity when carrying a daughter because the 

daughter will eventually continue the family line and have contact with 

t~Deity . 39 

Those writers who' consistantly p o rtray women in a positive light, 

interpret the ritual purity laws as beneficial to the woman. According 

to their position, the ritual pu r ity laws remove the woman fro m the 

category of sex object because her husband must r~spect her and not 

make demands o n her out of hi s own sexual needs. 4 0 

Two passag e s in L eviticus seem t o be somewhat cont r adictory. 

Leviticus 15:24 reads " and if a man lies with her, her impurity is com-

munic ated to him; he shall be unclean for seven days . " Leviticus 2_0:18 

reads "If a man lies with a woman in her infirmity and uncovers her 

nakedness . .. both of them shall be cut off from among their people. " 

In the Leviticus 15 passage, contact with a menstruating wo man results 

in an impure status for seven days. In chapter 20 excommunication 

{literally cut-off) is pres cribed for both the man and the woman if they 

have relations during her menstrual period. Swidler suggests that the 

discrepancy is due to a change in the law during a latter period in 

Is r aelite history. He perc eives the prescription in Leviticus 20 : 18 to 

be a latter addition to the biblical text and accepts its prescription for 

~!, 
I 

l 

I 

I 

,I 

' 

' 

I 

~ .............. -11! .......................... ~ ............................. .::::;t,. 
L:, .~ ~ - ' - ~ ;;_ -



106 

• "excommunication" to be the usual practice in biblical society. 41 

• 



Unit 3 

Chapter 2 

Critique: Negative Images of Women 

in the Family and in the Community 

Chapter 1 of this unit focuses upon negative images of women in the 

Bible as perceived in the literature. Topics discussed in this unit in-

elude: woman's relation to her father and husband, marriage, a9ultery, 

divorce, iteritance, and ritual purity. A general assumption made 

by some writers is that a woman is always under her father's or hus-

band's• jurisdiction and therefore does not share equal status with them. 

Other writers assert that though a woman appears to be subordinate to 

men all of her life, there is evidence in the Bible that su~gests she 

does share an equal status with men in at least some of the areas above . 

The first example of subordination examined in the literature con-

cerns the father-daughter relationship. Three narratives are com-

manly cited by the commentators as evidence of woman's subordination ,, 
in the biblical text. After discussing each incident individually, we will 

show how the three narratives are related. 

The first example cited involves Lotts treatment of his daughters 

in Genesis 19: 

They bad not lain down, when the townspeople, the 
men of Sodom, young and old- -all the people to the 
last man--gathered about the house . And they shouted 
to Lot and said to him, "Where are the men who came 
to you tonight? Brin·g them out to us, that we may be 

107 
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intimate with them." So Lot went out to them to the 
entrance, shut the door behind him, and said, "I beg 
you, [ny friends, do not commit such a wr ong. Look, 
I have two daughters who have not known a man. Let 
me bring them out to you, and you may do to them 
as you please; but do not do anything to these men, 
since they have come unde r the shelter of my roof. 11 

In their discussion of the passages, none of the writers identify 

the strangers or state their purpose in the narrative. Background 

informatio' to the incident is vitally important in judging Lot's a9tions. 

The strangers do not appear from a vacuum and their appearance in 

Sodom is not haphazard. In Genesis 18 three strangers visit Abraham 

in Beer Sheva. Abraham is a g racious h ost- - " As soon as he saw them, 

he ran from the entrance of th" tent t o greet them and, bowing to the 

g round, he said, 1 My lords, if it please you, do not go on past your 

servant. Let a little water be brought; bathe your feet and recline 

unde r the tree. And let me fetch a morsel of bread that you may re-

fresh yourselves; then go on.' " Before the strangers depart they inform 

,Jbraham that within the year Sarah will give birth to a son who will 

fulfill God ' s promise to Abraham in Genesis 17: 19- - "Nevertheless , 

Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall name him Isaac, 

and I will maintain My covenant with him as an everlasting covenant 

for his offspring t o come." Towards the end of the chapter, the 

strangers whose identity as angels is now obvious, leave Abraham's 

house-- "The men set out from there and looked down toward Sodom, 

Abraham walking with them to see them off. " The narrative in Genesis 

18 continues as God informs Abraham that the cities of Sodom and 
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Gomorroh are soon to be destroyed. Chapter 19 begins: 

The two angels arrived in Sodom in the evening as 
Lot (Abraham' s nephew) was sitting in the gate of 
Sodom. When Lot saw them, he rose to greet them 
and, bowing l ow with bis face to the ground, he said, 
"Please, my lords, turn aside to your servant'' 
house to spend the night, and bathe your feet; then 
you be on your way early. " ••. He prepared a feast 
for them and baked unleavened bread and they ate. 

Lot's behavior towards these strangers is quite similar to the hospi

tality AbraAm displays in the previous chapter. The similarity be-

tween Lot's and Abraham's behavior is too striking to be coincidental, 

and it t"S my belief that these parallel stories are related. Acco:-ding 

to the biblical author , Lot is not as deserving as Abraham and God 

saves him from annihilation because of Abraham-- '' Thus ~twas that, 

when God destroyed the cities of the Plain and annihilated the cities 

where Lot dwelt, God was mindful of Abraham and removed Lot from 

the midst of the upheaval." The men in Sodom confirm God's accusa-

tions against them by demanding Lot to turn over the " strangers" 

fan gels) for homosexual relations. When Lot urges the men not to 

commit such an offense and offers his virgin daughters instead, the 

men refuse and try to fo r ce their way into Lot's home. He is saved by 

the angels--"But the men stretched out their hands and pulled Lot into 

the house with them, and shut the door. And the people who were at 

the entrance of the house, young and old , they struck with blinding 

light, so that they were helpless to find the entrance." 

The literature's conce r n over Lot's insensitive treatment of his 
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daughters must be understood in the context of the entire narrative. 

Two suggestions can be offered concerning the author' s intent for this 

story. One, although Lot is ignorant of the strangers true identity, 

the reader has foreknowledge of their identity as well ~ purpose in 

Sodom. If Lot had succumbed to the men's wishes and handed over the 

strangers would Lot not have been committing a more severe crime? 

By offe rin~is daughters Lot was forfeiting their value as virgins; 

however, if he had obliged the SQdomites he would have been committing 

an abomination against God's messenge rs. Those writers who address 

" 
this narrative in the literature do not mention that the " strangers" are 

really angels , and that no misfv rtune actually befalls Lot's daughters. 

Still a second interpretation may explain the text according to the bibli-

cal writer's intention. 

What is the biblical author's reason for putting the stories of 

Abraham's and Lot's hospitality in consecutive order? While it appears 

~ the surface that Lot and Abraham extend identical courtesy to the 

"strangers," we are told explicitly that God does not save Lot for his 

own merit, but rather because Abraham asks that he be spared . 

The major difference between the stories of Lot and Abraham is 

Lot's treatment of his daughters. Perhaps it is the biblical author's 

intention to indicate that Lot's actions towards his· daughters is im-

proper. In looking at the passage out of its narrative context one may 

misinterpret the text. The other two passages cited in the literature 

support the interpretation that the biblical author is c ritical of the 



111 

fathers' treatment of their daughters. 

The second example cited in the writings of a father who sacri-

fice s his daughter's virginity and life to protect a stranger appears in 

Judges 19:22- 24: 

While they were enjoying themselves , the men of the 
town, a depraved lot, had gathered about the house and 
were pounding on the door. They c alled to the aged 
owner of the house, ' 'Bring out the man who has come 
into .. our house, so that we can be intimate with him. " 
Thelllllllgwner of the house went out and said t o them, 
"Please my friends, do not commit such a wrong ... 
Look, here is my virgin daughter, and his concubine . 
Let me bring them out to you. Have your pleasure of 

' them, do what you waot with them; but don 1t do this 
outrage against this man. " 

The similarities between the a Love passage and the one in Genesis 

concerning Lot are obvious . In each passage a stranger appears in a 

city whose population extends no hospitality to him except for one per-

son. Two, the men of the town demand the strangers be given to them 

for homosexual rape. Three, the host offers a daughter (and/or concu-

i'ine) in the stranger's stead. Four, the men in the town are punished 

for their behavior. 

Those writers whose primary approach to the text has been the 

Documentary Hypothesis overlook the fact that the passages in Genesis 

19 and Judges 19 are c redited to E authorship . They make no attempt 

to explain why or how such similar passages are recorded in the Bible. 

Commentators whose primary approach is form c riticism do not ex-

plain these passages in relation ship t o other passages in the biblical 

text, or to customs that were common in the ancient Near East. In 
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their analyses, several facts of the story are overlooked or deliberately 

ignored. One: though the man offers his daughter or concubine to the 

men of the city, only the concubine is actually given. Two, the 

Benjaminites' behavior is considered abhorrent and they are killed for 

their actions. It should be clear to the reader that the biblical author 

or redactor is placing these narratives i n parallel in order to stress 

the deplor~e behavior of the Sodomites and Benjaminites; however, 

one must not overlook the behavior of Lot and the Levite in Judges 19 . 

It is clear that Lot ' s actions were not well received by God. Although 
# 

it is possible that the status of the concubine is l esser, both stories 

are emphatic in condemning th" bebavior of all involved. 

A third example of a father's condemnable treatment of his daughter 

appears in Judges 11: 

And Jephthah made the following vow to the Lord: U 
you deliver the Ammonites into my hands, then what
ever comes out of the door of my house to meet me on 
my safe return from the Ammonites shall be the Lord ' s 
and shall be offe red by me as a burnt offering ..• When 
Jephthah arrived at his home .. • there was his daughter 
coming out to meet him. . . She was an only child; he 
had no other son or daughter. . • he did to her what he 
had vowed. 

Although this story does not quite parallel the previous two narratives, 

there is a narrative in Genesis that is quite similar. One might com-

pare Jephthah' s vow to sacrifice his daughter with Abraham' s near 

sacrifice of Isaac, and there is strong evidence that Jephthah serves 

as a foil to Abraham in Genesis 22. One major factor separates these 

two narratives: In Genesis 22 God commands Abraham to sacrifice 

-- - -
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Isaac and then does not allow Abraham to comply with the order. In 

Judges 11 God remains silent when Jephthah first makes hie vow and 

later when he carries it out. The verb used in both Judges 11 and 

Genesis 22 is ~--to offer up a burnt offering . Although the commen-
1 

tators attack Jephthah for his barbaric actions towards his daughter 

they make no mention of the similarity between Jephthah and Abraham. 

Why do~'t God intervene in Judges 11 as God did in Genesis 22? It 

would seem that the only nar::ative in which God a pproves of a parent's 

disregard for his child's life or well-being is in Genesis 22 where God 

initiates the a ction and then intervenes to save the child. Just as L ot 

serves as Abraham's foil ir Genesis 19, Jephthah represents Abra-

ham's counterpart in Judges 11. The fact that a father is willing t o 

sacrifice his child does not imply that it is an acceptable practice 

either t.o the society or to God . 

I' Woman's status is not only evaluated by her relationship to her 

father; the commentators believe that woman's subordinate status to 

man continues after her marriage. Four passages are cited as evi-

dence for woman's subordinate status. T he major assumption in the 

literature is that a woman bas no greater status in biblical society than 

chattel. The first passages examined are in Deuteronomy 20 and 21. 

Some writers are critical of the first passage because the woman is 

considered a part of a warrior's spoil. In the second passage the con-

cern centers on the accepted practice of a warrior taking a woman 

• 
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captured in a battle and make her his wife. Yet in their interpretations, 

these writers". do not consider the reason why it is only the women who 

are spared during a battl e . Far from suggesting that a woman ' s status 

is lower than that of a man, wa shall see that a woman is, in fact, 

more highly valued than a man during battle. 

As previously shown in Units l and 2, a woman's primary function 

in biblical lciety is in relationship to propagation. It has also been 

pointed out that in a patriarchal community a woman leaves her father ' s 

household and a ccepts the responsibility of building up her hushand' s 
# 

family. Since the line is perpetuated through the male any woman is 

of value . During battle there ; s no need to spare the lives of the males 

since they are of no value; however, a woman is capable of increasing 

the Israelite line and has, therefore, an important status. The second 

passage in Deuteronomy 21 supports this notion since the wo man is 

given more rights than a slave: 

She shall spend a month's time in your house . . . after 
that you may come to her and possess her, and she shall 
be your wife. Then, should you no longer want her, you 
must release her outright. You must not sell her for 
money; since you had your will of her, you must not 
enslave her. 

It is clear from this passage that a woman captured during battle does 

not become chattel; indeed, she has equal status to an Israelite wife, 

who does not have low status. 

The writers continue with their assumption that women, foreign or 

Israelite occupy a low status i n biblical society by focusing on two 
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passages in which Israelite wives are mentioned as part of her husband's 

property. Although they are found in two different books of the Penta-

teuch--Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5--the two passages are similar. 

Two opinions emerge in the litP.rature. One interpretation indicates 

that a woman is given no higher status than her husband ' s ox. A second 

position claims that the woman is the "fi rst-named member" of her 

husband's household and is, therefore , accorded a higher status. Al-, 
though the latter position is certainly a more accurate reflection of 

woman's biblical status, its presentation in the writings i s not thorough 

• 
and one can provide further evidence in support of thi s interpretation. 

The fact that the woman is the " first-named member" of the household 

in Exodus 20 does not necessarily prove that she has mor~ significant 

status. The structure of the verse in Deutero nomy 5 does supply the 

, ' 

required evidence. In this verse two s eparate instructions are given: 

one, do not covet your neighbor's wife; two, do not crave anything that 

belongs to your neighbor. In this passage the worn.an is clearly separate ,, 
from her husband's material possessions; therefore, the argument that 

woman is simply part of her husband's goods is weak. 
IJ 

Feminist critics who claim that the Bible is a sexist document 

provide further evidence in their analysis of the treatment of married 

women in biblical society. The writings first take issue with the 

emphasis placed on bridal virginity in the Bible. One position claims 

that marriage protects sexual morality in biblical society. It asserts 
... 

that man's rampant sexual desires threaten to make him "a helpless 

• 
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vic~im in the hands of Satan. " Yet there is no evidence in the Bible 

that men suffer from overactive libidos. Both man and woman choose 

to acquire s exual knowledge in Genesis 3; therefore, a man's sex drive 

should be no more pronounced than a woman ' s . In addition, it is im-

possible to infer from the biblical text that Satan is r esponsible for 

a man's sex drive . There is no evidence that the serpent in Genesis 

3 has any link to a satanic creature, let alone that it ia Satan in dis

guise. '*is interpretation is based on extraneous Christian sources 

in whi ch Satan is portrayed as an evil tempter • 

• A second position asserts that b ridal virginity is an implicit given 

in the biblical society. Although writers holding this point of view do 

not identify a specific law requiring virginity of a bride, they claim 

that the passage in Deuteronomy 22 is based upon the requirement 

that she be a virgin: 

A man marries a woman and cohabit s with her. 
Then he takes an aversion to her and makes 
charges a gainst her and defames her, saying, 
" I married this woman; but when I approached 
her, I found that she was not a virgin." ..• But 
if the charge proves true, the girl was found 
not to have been a virgin, then the girl shall be 
brought out to the entrance of her father's house 
and the men of her town shall st-one her to death. 

The argument that the above passage proves that a woman must be a 

virgin in order to marry is fallacious because the punishment described 

applies only to those women who initially claimed to be a virgi n. To 

assume that all women need to be virgins would imply that a widow is 

ineligible to remarry. 
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The issue of virginity is not purely an ethical one; it also involves 

economics •• If a man marries a woman presumed to be a virgin, he 

pays the woman 1 s father more money than if she is not a virgin. The 

fact that the family 1s involved in proving the woman's innocence is 

further evidence that the financial aspect of the marrtage arrangement 

i.s of primary importance. 

It may appear that the wo man is placed in an unenviable position if 

she is plven innocent since her husband is forbidden to divorce her in 

the future: however, is this passage designed to torment the wife? In 

mod~rn society, a divorced woman often has options concerning her 

future; however, thi s is not the case in biblical society. By forbidding 

the husband to divorce h i'S wife, biblical society is safeguarding the 

legal, if not the social, status of the woman. 

The one position in the literature that asserts that a woman can 

acquire a divorce by having her father act on her behalf is particularly 

~ 

weak because the case specifically cited in Judges 15 as evidence does 

not indicate that the woman ever asked her father to secure a divorce : 

Some time later, in the season of the wheat harvest, 
Samson came to visit his wife, bringing a kid as a 
gift. He said, 11 Let me go into the chamber to my 
wife." But her father would not let him go in. " I 
was sure, 11 said her father, "that you had taken a 
dislike to her, so I gave her t o your wedding com
panion. 11 

Samson' s fathe r- in-law does not suggest that bis daughter questioned 

Samson's commitment; but rather takes upon himself the responsibility 

of the decision to give her to another man. Far from providing sub-
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stantial evidence that a woman could ini tiate a divorce in biblical 

society, th~ passage merely r eaffirms patriarchal authority. 

Two positions are taken in the literature regarding divorce . One 

firmly maintains that divo r ce is the exclusive right of the husband. 

The second position asserts that a woman can initiate a divorce and it 
11 

- · cites a passage from Exodus 21 as proof. , 

I• 

,, 

- ------~~ 

• 

When a man sells his daughter as a slave, she shall 
ca be freed as male slaves are. lf she proves to be 
c!Rpleasing to her master, who designated her for 
himself, he must let h.l!r be redeemed; he shall not 
have the right to sell her to outsiders , since he has 
broken faith with her . . .. If he marries another, 
he must not withhold from this one her food, her 
clothing, or her conjugal right s . U he fails her in 
these three ways, she shall go free, without payment. 

Those commentators who cite this passage as evidence ,of~ woman's 

right to initiate a divorce base their decision on fallacious inferenc e 

from the text. The passage in Exodus 21 focuses upon the property 

status of a slave. The analogy is made in the literature th.:it if a slave 

" shall go free" should her owner deny her food, clothing or conjugal 

rights, then a mar r ied woman should have at least the same right. 

But even if one were to accept the basic premise of this analogy, there 

is no explicit evidence in Exodus 2 1: 7-11 that a woman initiates the 

divorce. A more accurate interpretation of this passage is that a man 

who denies a female slave food, clothing and conjugal rights must grant 

her her freedom without selling her to another person. The issue is 

slave status and not divo r ce. 

Some writers interpret the consequences of adultery as still a.nother 
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area in which the Bible places the woman in a subordinate role. In 

Leviticus 20.the penalty for both a man and a woman is death: "If a 

man commits adultery with a married woman, committing adultery with 

his neighbor's wife, the adulterer and the adulte r ess shall be put to 

death . " A general consensus among the critics who examine the issue ---
of adultery is that the adulterous couple violates the woman's husband's 

authority and honor. The se same critics do not make a connection , 
between the issue of adultery and that of virginity previously cited. 

But one can argue that the circumstances and results of an adulterous 

4 
relationship do, in fact, substantiate the primary issue of Deuteronomy 

22 in which a woman's virginity at the time of her marriage is brought 

into question by her husband . The prescribed punishment for a man 

who bas an adulterous relationship with a married woman differs from 

the consequences of a relationship with an unbetrothed woman. In the 

latter case the man does not transgress the authority of a husband, but 

he does cause a financial loss to the woman ' s family by decreasing her 

value as a bride. 

Those writers who examine the narrative in Numbers 5 tend to 

view the "ordeal by bitter water'' as a degrading experience for the 

woman, but their condemnation is not rooted io an unbiased o r thorough 

examination of the text. Let us look at the narrative once more • 

. . . If any man 1 s wife has gone astray and broken 
faith with him in that a man has had carnal relations 
with her unbeknown to her husband, and she keeps 
secret the fact that she has defiled herself without 
being forced, and there is no witness against her--

r-· ... 
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but a fit of jealousy comes over him and he is wrought 
up abput the wife who has defiled herself; o r if a fit of 
jealousy comes over one and he is wrought up about 
his wife although she has not defiled herself- -the man 
shall bring his wife to the priest .... The p riest shall 
bring her forward and have her stand before the Lord 
. ... And in the priest's hands shall be the w~er of 
bitterness -that induces the spell. The priest shall 
adjure the woman, saying to her, "If no man bas lain 
with you, if you have not gone astray in defilement while 
married to your husband, be immune to harm from this 
water of bitte,rness that induces the spell. But if you hal gone astray while married to your husband and 
ha defiled yourself, if a man other than your husband 
has had carnal relations with you"- -here the priest shall 
administer the curse of adjuration to the woman as the 
priest goes on to say to the woman- - "may the Lord 
make you a curse and an imprecation among your people, 
as the Lord c auses your thigh to sag and your belly to 
distend; may this water that induces the spell enter 
your body, causing the be11y to distend and the thigh 
to sag." And the woman shall say, " Amen, amen). 11 

The p riest shall put these curses down in w riting and 
rub it o ff into the water of bitterness. He is to make 
the woman drink the water of bitterness that induces 
the spell, so that the spell-induc ing water may enter 
into her to bring on bitternes s ... Once he has made 
her drink the water--if she has defiled herself by 
breaking faith with her husband, the spell-inducing 
water shall enter into her to bring on bitterness . . 
But if the woman has not defiled herself and is pure, 
she shall be unharmed and able to retain seed. 

-

Several questions need to be raised with regard to this narrative. Why 

does there appear to be so much confusion in the narrative? W.ith what 

crime is the woman charged? What is the meaning of may marim ? 

What is Deity's role in the passages ? If one examines the text closely, 

adultery seems to be the charge against the woman; however, adultery 

is expressed in four different ways in verse 13: if she goes astray, 

breaks faith, a man bas carnal relations with her, or she has defiled 
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herseli without being forced. It seems clear that the a ccusation is 

.. 
rooted in a hui>band' s mere suspicion of adulterous behavior. The 

awkward, unclear style of the text indi cates the uncertainty of the fact 

of crime . 

This passage is titled "ordeal by bitter water" both because of the 

term may bamarim, interpreted as bitter water, and the "ordeal" to 

which the .. man is subjected. The translation of "bitter" is based on 

assuming the Hebrew root to be ,mrr. However, a transl ation, 

"oracular," based on the verb yrh makes for a better under sta nding of , 
the text. According to the st ructure of the Hebrew language "bitter 

water" should be rendered as 1nayim marim and not may hamatim, 

and Brichto notes that "the use of a construct with a plural of abstrac-

tion should alert us t o a more portentious content in marim. 11 1 Oracle 

would suggest that Deity is in some way involved in the trial, and in-

deed God serves as the judge. If Deity : s c alled upon to give a verdict, 

;x implication, at least, it would seem that the evidence produced by 

the husband is questionable, as is the ability of a priest o r legal judge 

to reach a just decision. Logic suggests that the wo man is to be con-

sidered innocent unless her husband can substantiate his charge. 

What is the purpose of this ritual- -not legal- -procedure? It has 

been noted throughout this thesis that there are situations in which a 

woman is subordinated to her husband; however, the Numbers 5 nar-

rative seems to indicate that a husband must prove his suspicion of 

adultery beyond any reasonable doubt; he must " put up or shut up. '' 
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lo contrast to those commentators who condemn this proc edure as 

prejudicial fo woman's status, it is our understanding that it attempts 

to support the woman when her husband makes groundless accusatio n 

against her. 

In addit ion to the restrictions placed on a woman in a father- daughter 

or husba.wife rel ationship, some of the writers investigate the role 

women play in b oth legal and religious matters in biblical society. Ac -

cordi,ngly, woman's participation in legal and religious cult matters 

p rovides a further basis fo r judging either her equality o r subordina-

tio n in the society. It is hardly surprising that a specific pattern 

emerges among the commenta tors. Those writers whose intention it is 

to present b ibl i cal woman's status in a positive light tend to a sc ribe to 

her equal participation with men in the legal and religious spheres of 

the society. Three examples are cited a s evidence of woman' s equality, 

I' but these passages provide only weak, inconclusive evidence. 

The first example comes from Judges 9: 

Abimelec h pressed forward to the tower and attacked it. 
He approached the door of the tower to s et it o n fire. 
But a wo man dropped an upper millstone on Abimelech's 
head and cracked bis skull. 

Although critics have inferred from this passage that a woman is able 

to serve in the military, the biblical text indicates little more than 

that the woman responsible for Abimelech' s death was a townsperson 

who threw the millstone from the top of the tower, not necessarily with 
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a ny particular target in mind, and it struck Abimelech on the head· 

"Within the town was a fortified towe r and all the citizens of the town, 

men and women, took refug~ there. They shut themselves in, and 

went up on the roof of the tower. 11 There is no indication in this pas-

sage that the women, let alone the men, are soldiers . 

A second pas sage cited in the literature as proof for wom an 1 s 

equal par~ipation in the religious and legal community is from 

Deuteronomy 29: 

, You stand this day, all of you, before the Lord your 
God--your tribal heads, your elders, and your officials, 
all the men o f Israel, your children, your wives , even 
the stranger within your camp, from woodchoppe r to 
waterdrawer- -to ente r into the covenant of the Lord 
your God. 

This example provides little if any evidence for the commentators' 

claim. The fact that women are mentio ned in this passage as part of 

the community with whom God makes a c ovenant does not ir: itself con-

firm that women have equal status with men on either legal or religious 

matters, In the passage "little ones" and "soojourners" are also 

mentioned, yet one would not argue that a minor or stranger share 

equal status with the elders in the community. 

Those writers who cite the passage from I Samuel 2:22 to show 

that a woman is able to hold religious office in biblical society are also 

relying on very weak evidence: 

Now Eli was very old. When he heard what his sons 
were doing to all Israel, and how they lay wi th the 
women who perfo r med tasks at the entrance of the 
Tent of Meeting, he said t o them, "Why do you do 
such things? '' 
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One position claims that although there is no mention of a priestess in 

the religious cult, one can infer that a woman can have a cultic office 

from the phrase, "et hanashim hatsovot petach ohel moed11 (the women 

who served at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting). The word hatsovot 

is translated i n the literature as " who served, 11 which it is inferred, 

means a form of Temple service; however, the context of the verse 

in-ates otherwise. The Hebrew is uncertain regarding the term 

hatsovot; however it is possible that the passage refers to women who 

are cult prostitutes and rather than part of the official Temple worship. 

One could infer that the women performed a different task, however, 

the nature of the task Lr the status attached to it is not ~lear. There-

fore the passage is not an example of woman• s positive o r negative 

status in the biblical society, rather, it tells of Eli's sons' repre-

mandable behavior. The description in the passage of Eli's sons lends 

at least indirect support for this interpretation-- " Now the sons of Eli 

were worthless men; they had no regard for the Lord." 

Concerning the issue of inheritance, two positions emerge io the 

writings. One position asserts that only males are eligible for in

heritance based upon the passage in Deuteronomy 21: " when he wills 

his property to his sons he may not treat as first-born the son of the 

loved one in disregard of the son of the unloved one who is older. 11 

Although it is true that inheritance is transferred through the male line, 

the passage cited above does not produce conclusive evidence since 

the topic does not necessarily pertain to the general rules governing 

) 
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inhellitance. The passage i s in the context of the inheritance of the 

first-born a~ the injunction against a father displaying favoritism 

towards one son over another. 

A second position claims the passage in Numbers 27 provides 

evidence that women are eligible for inheritance. The pass~ge in 

Numbers 27 discusses the plP.a o! Zelophehad ' s daughters to receive 

their father's inheritance since there was no male heir. Some writers • indicate that this pas sage must be read in light of another pas sage in 

which Moses further clarifies Zelophehad 1 s daughters' inheritance. 
, 

Numbers 36 qualifies the women's inheritance: 

They may marry anyone tbey wish, provided they 
marry into a clan of their father's tribe. No in
heritance of the Israelites may pass over from one 
tribe to another, but the Israelites must remain 
bound each to the ancestral portion of his tribe . 

The c ritical issue concerning inheritance involves the perpetuation of the 

clan. Since women usually marry outside of their father's family, it is 

important that they do not inherit property and then leave their father's 

"' household, thereby depleting the clan of its wealth. 

This latter position, though it consistently examines the biblical 

text , does not explain how inheritance affects woman's status in bibli-

cal society. It is clear from the Numbers 36 passage that women can 

be place holders for inheritance until it is necessary to relinquish 

inheritance privileges to the males of the family. We have already 

seen examples of women as owners of property in Genesis (e.g. , Sarah's 

authority over Hagar), but property ownership and inheritance rights 



126 

are "ot the same issue. If a woman owns a slave, at the appropriate 

time the slave beco mes part of her husband's tra.nsferable property, 

not hers. But the fact that inheritance laws are rooted in the patriarchal 

structure of the society does not necessarily imply a subo rdinate r ole 

for women. The rules governing inheritance simply insure the per-

petuation of a family ' s economic st rength. 

as 

The writers studied here pay particular attention to woman's status 

it is aflcted by the laws of ritual purity. Two positions e merge in 

the literature. The first maintains that both men and women are sub-

~ 
ject to ritual purification and that the length of the purification process 

i a dependent on the type of impurity contracted. A second position 

claims that the laws for ritual purity are more re strictive for women 

than for men. Each of these positions focuses on impurity stemming 

from the sexual o r gans . 

Regarding a woman's longer period of impurity after the birth of a 

daughter, three positions emerge in the literature. The first links -thi s lengthened time period of two weeks instead of one (for a boy) to 

the " Original Sin" of man and wo man in Genesis 3. We have already 

shown in unit 1 that the woman is not more responsible than the man 

for the events in Genesis 3. Mo re impo rtantly, the biblical t el'l makes 

no reference to an "or.iginal sin11 in its presentation of the garden, nar-

rative. It is clear that Scanzoni and Hardisty are drawing upon later 

Christian theological beliefs that are inapplicable to the biblical narra-

tive. 
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A second position suggests that a woman's state of impurity is 

longer for a (.emale child because biblical society is biased in favor of 

males. It would be just as logical. however, to argue that a longer 

period of purification is indicative of the higher status of a female 

child. 

A third position thus claims that the lengthy purification period 

after the birth of a female is due to a closer relationship between a 

mother an~od during pregnancy because a daughter will perpetuate 

the family line. This last argument is no more substantiated than the 

one thclt precedes and opposes it. In short, the regulations in regard 

to ritual purity or purification cannot be adduced for the question of 

female status one way or the other. 

Those commentators who claim that the ritual purity laws benefit 

a woman because they remove her from the realm of sex object, ap-

pear to me to be presenting an apologetic point of view. Throughout 

" their analysis of the Bible these writers, represented primarily by 

Meiselman, tend to ignore or avoid any and all negative images of 

women. Although their intention is to criticize recent feminist li~ra-

ture from a Jewish perspective, this " Jewish" point of view generally 

does not reflect the biblical intention. Rather, it presents the view of 

Talmud and other post-biblical sources. 

Swidler provides inconsistent evidence for his claim that the ritual 

purity laws are more stringent when dealing with a woman's impurity 
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than a man ' s. He asserts that the punishment for sexual contact during 

a woman's iinJ>urity is inconsistent in the Bible. Leviticus 15:24 states: 

"And if a man lies with her, her impurity is communicated to him; he 

shall be unclean seven days, a n d any bedding on which he lies shall 

be unclean." According to Swidler, the passage in Leviticus 20:18 

prescribes a stricter punishment: " If a man lies with a woman in her 

infirmity and uncovers her nakedness , he has laid bare her flow and • she has exposed her blood flow; both of them shall be cut off from 

among their people. " It is necessary to understand each of these pas -

sages i~ their proper context. The selection from Leviticus 15 appears 

in a chapter which focuses upon impur ity stemming from a discharge 

from the body. In contrast, the Leviticus 20 verse does not appear 

to be related to ritual impurity since it is s andwiched in between an 

entire section of incest prohibitions. It is our contention that verse 18 

relates to incest taboos and it follows , therefore, that the prescribed 

punishment is more severe. ,, -, 



Conclusion 

This th~sis bas p r esented a fair sampling of the recent literature 

on Scripture's attitude on women in te r ms of dignity, rights, and social 

status. My analysis of these interpretations a nd met}\odologies dis-

closes that one flaw is common to almost all of them: Inconsistency 

of method, either in the analysis of a particular verse o r in the 

function o.he verse proper in its context. I have demonstrated bow 

frequently verses are d r awn out of context with the result of eitbe r 

misrepresenting the biblical author's intent or presenting only a partial , 
and misleading view of the narrative as a whole. 

The majority of comment->tors discussed in this thesis tend to 

rely on one or mo r e forms of biblical critic ism as base and substan-

tiation for their varying interpretations of the text as it is seen to bear 

on the status of women. The exclusive use of a single critical approach , 

whether Documentary Hypothesis, form c riticism or rhetorical criti-

cism, presents three problems, First, the various critical approaches 
IJ 
fail to do justice either to the bibli cal author's intention in general and 

in fine, or to the question of editorial consistency as reflected in the 

final biblical product as it has reached us. A second c r iticism applies 

to each of the methods used with perhaps the exception of Trible's 

rhetorical criticism. The several methods a re not consistently applied 

to all of the passages. Each commentator seems to employ a specific 

approach when it best supports bis or her particular bias towards a 

129 
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text. Finally, scholars who do not subscribe to another critic ' s 

meth.9-jlogy may reject that critic ' s interpreta tion, 

strating its lack of validity, but simply on the basis 

with the approach applied. 

not by demon-

of disagreement 

The present writer is neither a biblical scholar nor an expert in 

ancient Near Eastern studies. I have , however, tried to analyze the 

biblical narratives without a bias in favor of any particular critical 

approach. My general conclusion is that a convincing study of women's 

status in the Bible remains to be done . I would like to suggest five 

I 

factors critical to such a study. One, the author of such a study must 

be aware of the pitfalls that the use of a particular critical approach 

presents . Two, in order to avoid pitfalls, one must examine the text 

in the Hebrew and not rely on English translations. In addition one 

must examine the narr.atives as they pertain to their setting in the 

framework of biblical society. Three, since the Bible was produced 

ove r a period of centuries, one must filter out early and latter tradi-

tions that otherwise would seem to co- e xist at each stage of Israelite 

development. Four, one must distinguish within a narrative between 

desc r iptive story and prescriptive values . It is my belief that the 

desc r iption of a particular event that places woman in a subordinate 

role does not necessarily reflect the biblical author's normative point 

of view. Indeed, a narra tive may be written to point out the negative 

elements in a particular social practice. Thus, for example, in Unit 

3 the "Ordeal of Bitter Water" was seen to be composed in recognition 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

11 

' 
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of woman ' s subordination to her husband. The author, however, al-

thou~nable to alter the woman's subordinate status , could indicate 

the negative features of such a practice and suggest the need of a 

remedy. Finally, one must distinguish between biblical society' s 

customs and those operative in our own culture at the present moment 

in time. The Bible describes a society rooted in a patriarchal, 

patrilineal culture and should not be seen as necessarily prescribing 

its customs and laws for any other future culture. The values in 

general rather than their application at a given time and place must be 

• 
discerned. Our times call for a balanced and methodologically sound 

interpretation of the value that Scripture pl aces upon woman, upon the 

dignity or lack of it which it sees as owing to her, and the implications 

of such value and dignity for women 1 s roles in the economic and social 

context of twentieth centui:y society. 
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Otwell and Trible. 
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Swidler. 
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(Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1980). p. 13. 

13Those commentators who assert that ha'adam refers to the sexual 
creature man include Meiselman, Russell, Lockyer, and Tishler. 
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181bid •• p. 4. 
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28Trible, "Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation, " p . 224. 

2.9Stanton in her interpretation assumes that woman occupies a 
subordinate role; therefore, Stanton only considers the c reation account 
in Genesis 1 as viable. 

30Trible, "Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation, tt p. 223•. 
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by this quote which I received via communication with Herbert ChanaDL 
Brichto. 

32 Solomon Appleman, The Jewish Woman in Judaism, p. 8. 
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Scanzoni/Hardesty, and Trible . 
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status in all future generations, cf. Women and Judaism--Myth, History 
and Struggle, p . 14. 

35 Trible, "Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation," pp. 224-
225. 

36 Trib~ "Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation," pp. 224-
226. 
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Ibid. ' p. 226. 

389canzoni/Hardesty, All Were Meant To Be, p. 27. 

39 Russell, The Liberating Word, p. 48 . 

40 Trible, "Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation," p. 224. 

41 Russell, The Liberating Word, p. 49. 

42Ibid., p. 49. 

43 The sole proponent of this point of view is Elizabeth Cody Stanton, 
cf. note 44. 

II 44E1izabeth Cody Stanton, The Woman' s Bible (Seattle: Coalition 
'task Force on Women and Religion, 1974), p. 22. 

45The primary writers who affirm this position are Scanzoni/ 
Hardesty and Trible. 

46Trible, "Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation," p . 224. 

47Ib'd _l_• I P• 227. 

48Bennett, "The Biblical and Traditional Subordination of Women," 

p. 28. 

491bid., p . 29. 

50 Nancy M. Tishler, Legacy of Eve (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 
1977), p. 50. 
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51 
This position is primarily represented by Schepps. 

52
Swi dler, Biblical Affirmations of Women, p. 79. 

53 Those commentators who interpret God' s judgment as p r esc r ip
tive include: Meiselman, L ockyer, and Tishler. 

54Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law, p. LO. 

55Those writers who suggest that God's judgment is descriptive 
include: Bird, Lacks, Swidler, Scanzoni/Hardesty and Tribl e. 

56 scanzoni / Hardesty, All Were Meant To Be, p. 34. 

57Ibif. ' p. 35. 

58 Otwell, And Sar ah Laughed, p . 18. 

~Scanzoni/Hardesty, All Were Meant To Be, pp. 35-36. 

60 Those writers who indicate that the r ole of woman is linked to 
the 11 renaming" of wo man in Genesis 3 include: Meiselman, Lacks, and 
Lockyer. 

225. 

61 Scanzoni/Hardesty, All Were Meant To Be, p. 36. 
-._./"I 

62 Trible, "Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation, " pp. 224-

63Russell rejects the concept that ha'adam is the stronger of the 
species even though ha ' adam "renames" woman. - 64 This position is maintained by those wri ters who subscribe to a 
literal understanding of the biblical text, e.g., Meiselman and Appleman. 

65 Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 12. 

66Those commentators who perceive man and woman as equal 
partners in c reation are: Scanzoni/Hardesty, $widler, and Trible. 

6 7 Th . . h . d . d . . e 1nterpretahon t at man is omrnant an superior is pre-
sumed by Swidler to be a tradit ional interpretati on that h e r ejects. 

68Bennett, "The Biblical and Traditional Subordination of Women, " 
p. 27. 

69 The major proponent of this point of view is Schepps, pp. 3-4. 
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70Those who affirm this position include: Swidler, Otwell, and 
Stanton. To aJ.esser extent, Lacks, Bird, Bennett, Ochs, Tishler, 
and Lockyer . 

71 Those who subscribe to this point of view include Bird, Scanzoni/ 
Hardesty and Trible. To a lesser extent Swidl-er can be included. 

72Those who~discuss only one account of creation i ttclude: Stanton, 
Meiselman, Appleman, Russell, and Schepps. 

73stanton, The Woman's Bible, p. 17 . 

Chapter 2 • 
1 E. A. Speiser, Genesis, The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday 

and Co.
1

, Inc. , 1964), p. 1 7. 

2 This quote as well as other information critical to my presenta
tion was received by means of oral communication with Herbert Chanan 
Brichto. 

3 This quote as well as my discussion on the "banned" and "cursed" 
was received by means of oral communication with Herbert Chanan 
Brichto. A general discussion of the nature of a curse can be found in 
Herbert Chanan Brichto, "On Slaughter and Sac rifice, Blood and Atone
ment" in Hebrew Union College Annual, Vol. 48, 1976. 
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Unit 2 

Chapter l 

1 Those commentato r s who assert this point of view include: 
Bullough, Meiselman, Scanzoni/Hardesty. 

2 Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, p. 103. 

3rbid. I pp. 102- 103 . 

4 Vern L . Bullough, The Subordinate Sex (Baltimore: Penguin 
Books, Inc., 1974), pp . 121-172. 

5Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law, p . 20. 

6 # 
Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, p . 145. 

7 Those critics who affirm this position include: Bird, Lacks, 
Otwell, Scanzoni/Hardesty. 

8 Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law, p. 168. 

9 This position is supported by Bullough, Lacks, and Otwell. 

lOBird , "Images of Women in the Old Testament, 11 pp . 44-45. 

11 otwell, And Sarah Laughed, p. 61. 

12Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p . 35. 

13 Trible suggests this possible position in God and the Rhetoric 
of Sexuality; however, she proceeds to argue a different, more plausible 
point of view. 

14Trible , God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, pp. 34- 35. 

15Ibid, I P• 35, 

16rbid. I p. 202. 

17 Swidler, Biblical Affirmations of Woman, p. 85. 

18Bennett, 11 The Biblical and Traditional Subordination of Women, " 
p. 29. 
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l9otwell, And Sarah Laughed, p. 151, 

20 ~ 
Bird, "[mages of Women in the Old Testament," p. 68. 

21 Swidler, Biblical Affirmations of Women, pp. 85-87. 

Chapter 2 

1 Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, pp. l 02-103. 

2For further explanation cf. E. A. Speiser, Genesis, The Anchor 
Bible (Garde.ity, New York: Doubleday, Inc . , 1964). pp. 117-121. 

3Ibid. 

4 cf. note Unit 2, Chapter 1 number 12. 

5otwell makes the assumption that the issue critical to the bibli
cal passage is God ' s punishment of Onan because he refuses to comply 
with the general command to havt. children. It is our understandiDg 
that the passage neither is concerned with a general comma~d for chil
dren, nor does it have any relationship to the issue of barrenness as 
Otwell suggests. The passage is in referenc e to Onan's refusal to 
comply with h is obligation to fulfill the levir' s responsibility for his 
dead brother; it is for this that Onan is punished. 

For fu r ther discussion on this topic cf. Herbert Chanao Bricbto, 
"Kin, Cult, Land and Afterlife- -A Biblical Complex" in Hebrew Union 
College Annual (Vol. 46, 1975), pp. 43-45. 
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Unit 3 

Chapter 1 

1 
Writers who affirm this position include: Bi rd , Bullough, and 

Otwell. 

2 
Lacks, Women in Judaism, p. 111. 

3 Critics who have made mention of one or more of the narratives 
in which a father mistreats his daughter include: Bullough, Lacks, 
Otwell, and Sw.e r. 

4 - 6 There is agreement in the literature that daughters were sub
jected to cruel treatment by their fathers as was the case with Lot, the 
Levite and Jephthah. Swidler makes the c ase that hospitality was the 
essential issue. Other critics such as Otwell and Bird condemn the 
fathers' unreasonable behavior but don ' t offer ariequate explanation for 
the motivations involved. Speiser in Genesis, The Anchor Bible (New 
York: Doubleday and Company, In c., 1964) and Sarna in Understand
ing Genesis (New York: Schocken Books , 1976). offer more detailed 
information. 

7 S c anzoni/Hardesty, All Were Meant To Be, p . 43. 

8
0twell, And Sarah Laughed, pp . 77- 78. The same position is 

also suggested by Swidler in Biblical Affirmations of Women, p. 140. 

9 Bird, " Images of Women in the Old Testament, " p. 51. 

-10 
Commentators who assert that women are equated with material 

possessions include Bird, Otwell, and Swidler. 

11 This position is assert ed by Bird and Otwell. 

12 Otwell , And Sarah Laughed, p. 76. 

13Bullough, The Subordinate Sex, p. 42. 

14Bird, "Images of Women in the Old Testament, " p . 51. A 
similar view is presented by Bullough. 

15Those writers who maintain the position that woman was in an 
unenviable position include: Swidler, Otwell, Bird, Lacks and Scanzoni/ 
Hardesty. 
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16
otwell assumes that the charge is made against a woman's family 

as does Meiselman; however, Meiselman does not necessarily perceive 
the procedure to-place woman in a subordinate role. 

17 This issue is presented by Lacks and Bird in reference to the 
Deuteronomy 22 passage as well as the Numbers 5 passage concerning 
the " Ordeal of Bitte r Water. 11 

18 Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, pp. 120-121. 

19Ibid .. pp. 120-1 2 1. 

20Bird, " Images of Women in the Old Testament, " p. 51 . , 
21 Critics who affirm this point of view i nclude: Bird, Lacks, and 

Otwell. 

22Sc<jnzoni/Hardesty and Swidler. 

23scanzoni/Hardesty, All Were Meant Tc Be, p. 48 . 

24Ibid., pp. 45-46. 

25Bi rd, " Images of Women in the Old Testament, " p. 56. 

26 Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law, p . 168. 

27 Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, p . 137, 

28Ib"d _1_ •• pp. 153-154. 

-
29

Ibid. , p. 152. 

30Ib"d _ 1_ •• p. 155. 

31 Ibid., pp. 144-145. 

32Lacks , Women in Judaism, p. 89. Meiselman agrees with Lacks 
in Jewish Woman in Jewish Law, p. 88. 

33Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law, pp. 84-95. Similar 
to above note Lacks in her book agrees with Meiselman. 

34Bird, Lacks, Meiselman and Otwell all give the example of 
Zelophehad' s daughter as evidence that women in certain situations 
could hold property. They do for the most part indicate that women 
were placeholders till the inheritance could transfer through the male 
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•line; however, they don't mention the Numbers 36 passage as solid 
evidence for their point of view. 

' 35 Those writers who agree that purification laws were determined 
by the different types of impurity include: Trible in 11 Depatriarchalizing 
in Biblical Interpretation, 11 Otwell and Scanzoni/Hardesty. 

36Rachel Adler, "Tumah and Toharah: Ends and B~innings" in 
Response special edition The Jewish Woman An Anthology, eg.. Liz 
Koltun (Summer 1973, Number 18), p. 119. 

37This view is affirmed by: Bird, Otwell, Scan zoni/Hardesty, and 
Swidler. 

38 • . 
Scanzom/Hardesty, All Were Meant To Be, pp. 130-1 31. 

39 Otwell, And Sarah Laughed, pp. 176-177. 

40 . 
Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law, p. 127. This position 

is also affirmed by Appleman. 

41 Swidler, Biblical Affirmcltions of Woman, pp. 148-149. 

Chapter 2 

1For further discussion of the analysis of the ve rb~ as well 
as a more thorough explanation of the position presented by the present 
writer see Herbert Chanan Brichto, "The case of the Sota and a Recon
sideration of B iblical 'Law' 11 in Hebrew linion College~ual, Vol. 46, 
1975. ,, 
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