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This thesis is a collection and close analysis of themextensive

midrashic interpretation of Genes:.s, Chapter 38, the Judah and

Tamar.story. The author's intent is not merely to understand how

the rabbis viewed these characters and their relationship, but also

to gain insight into the ways they depart from the pshat of the

biblical text and the affect that their interpretations had on
-~ subsequent readings of the text.

-~ : . :

At the outset, the author lays out the questions that she is asking

about the rabbinic interpretive process, all  of which focuses on

the tension between the literal meaning of the biblical text and

the rabbis' interpretation of it, and the limits beyond which even

the rabbis cannot go. Her ultimate concern is how later readers of
r the text, including our contemporary midrashists, use the biblical

.text for their own purposes, and the legitimacy of that process.

The first step in her investigation was a close textual examination
of Chapter 38 with an eye to the major themes evident and the key -
questions posed. In so doing, she highlights four characteristics
of the biblical material: 1) the Judah and/Tamar story is based on
~an ancient folktale which is embellished by classic Israelite
practice and given an acceptable motive, i.e., the perpetuation of
the Davidic line; 2) the narrative is essentially tied to and is an
s inherent part of the Joseph cycle; 3) the key to the biblical story
.is the establishment of the lineage of King David; and 4) the
~themes and characteristics of Gen. 38 reappear and are refined in
-, the Book of Ruth. y

After closely examining the primary biblical material and
highlighting the -biblical writer' sycharacter:.zation of the two
- persons,; the —author gathered the pertinent rabbinic texts by
utilizing the available verse indices and topical anthologies.

* -, Because of the tremendous number of texts, she limited her research

k ‘to thee classic compilations up to and including Midrash ha Gadol.
- ‘ In the course of her analysis of the textual nater:.al, she began to

in Genesis 38, including. the concern for intermarriage and
interaction with the surrounding cultures, issues.dealing with

. see key themes emerging from the rabbis' treatment of the material ' .
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+ sexual behavior, the issue of intent as a criterion for judging a

person's actions and the possibility /6f repentance for each

- individual. Having categorized the' rabbinic material in this

! manngr, the author then chose to arrange her data intoffwo basic
' " - sections.

Section One involves a verse by verse commentary to anpter 38
which enabled the author to juxtapose the biblical material with
its rabbinic interpretive overlay. This allowed her to underscore
the tension between the two as well as within the layers of the
midrash itself and to highlight development and changes of focus
over time. On" each verse, she lays out the biblical material,
determines its focus and the questions which pertain to it, and
, then provides the reader with a setection of midrashim which
present the range of rabbinic interpretations“bf the same verse.

In the second section the author brings together into five units
the thematic material which surfaced within her commentary. 1In
effect, it provides the reader with a thematic overview of the
rabbinic treatment of the Genesis 38 narrative. The five units
include the following interpretive themes: a) the tension between
the Israelite and the foreigner, as seen through treatment of both
Bat Shua and Tamar; b) the conflict in human instinct as it
~ . pertains to sexual activities, which focusses on Judah's
responsibility for his actions, acceptable or unacceptable sexual
A partners and the nature of the levirate relationship; c) measure
for measure and the paralleling of actions throughout the Joseph
cycle; d) the sovereignty of Judah, which is solidified by his
transformation throughout the Joseph cycle and specifically in this
’ story; and specifically story; and e) the redemption of the
individual and the people as a whole as seen through the models of
Tamar and Judah. .

Although it is always difficult to gain a clear understanding of
such a vast collection of material, the author has handled it in a
highly competent and often creative manner. She has not only
presented many textual insights regarding differentaspects of the
Genesis 38 text and its midrashic interpretation, but has
conclusively shown how freg:rntly the areas of rabbinic concern
move us beyond the simple meaning of the biblical text. The
exigencies of their own life situations and their struggle for
’ meaning and survival in a state of exile forced them to find
- relevancy in the text in a way that is similar to every generation
of readers. For example, the emphasis by the rabbis on Judah's
voluntary confession which was the result of the actidns of the
modest and chaste Tamar served for them as a model of redemption.
Judah repented and atoned for all his actions, including the
selling of Joseph, and, as a result, was rewarded by being deemed

the progenitor of the messianic line.

Ms. Kasten is to be highly commended for her research, analysis and

~ insightful comments on the textual material. She has demonstrated

- her ability both to analyze text and to integrate diverse material.
In addition, she writes with clarity in a simple, staightforward
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The process of interpretation presents an opportunity,
to probe the eternally relevant principles contained within
Torah, and to bring them to light within a specific context.
There are two related goals in this process: the first, to
derive and 1impart universal truths, and the second, to keep
the Torah in the minds and hearts of the people. Many times,
when preparing a sermon or dvar Torah, I have wondered if my
intérpretation of the text might stray too far from 1ts
literal mganing. At times 1 may see an element within the
text which reminds me of something el;e. and that "something
else" becomes the basis for my own text 1nterpretation. The
1ideas 1 presen?kmay exhibit little apparent connection to
the original biblical text. In the context of contemporary
homiletics, questions are often posed: Is there a 'liqit to
this process, beyoﬁd which 1nterpretation can no 143§er g;
considered legitimate™ In our‘attempt to bring Torah to the
peaple, might we at times depart from the literal meéning af

. =

the text to such an extent that the text becomes distorted™

-—

[
If so, what are the implications of using the text for our

own purposes in this way?
A liberal mind is free to point cut that the study of

Midrash also praompts these questions. Exegetical

-interpretation, and use of proocftexts 1n Midracsh, aften seem
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to be products of a solid familiarity with text, combined
|

with an active imagination. At times, one senses thqk the
rabbinf; agenda dominates the interpretat{bﬂ of a given
text. Sometimes that agenda might be the strengthening of
r'gbinic authority. At other times, the agenda might be the
r§§ignalization of a particular historical situation, or the
justif?fation of character flaws in a biblical hero. 1
became interested in studying the ways that the rabb:§
interpreted biblical texts within Midrash, as a means fér
exploring the extéht to which they departed from the literal

\Hheaning of the text, in order to make it personally
;élevant. In addition, I was interested in looking at the
effect that interpretation had on subsequent readings of the
text.

The first step-i1in this investigation was to chaose a
body of material, whose interpretestions would be traced
through its appearances in rabbinic literature. There were
many reasons to choose‘éthé Judah and Tamar narrative, .
Genesis Chapter 28, for this purpose. To begin with,
determining the simple meaning of cne thirty-verse text was
a much more manangeable task than attempting to det;.m1ﬁs’—
the meaning§ of independent verses. In addition, it was
possiﬁle to determine the simple meaning of Genesis Chapter
38 somewhat adequately, a, factor which 1s not always present
when choosing among biblizal texts. In thinking about the

midrashic texts to study, this chapter includes several key
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verses which are well represented in Rabbinic literature.
The study of interpretation on one related unit of/;ext
allowed for the examination of interpretive theme;_gpd
character development within that text. Finally, the story
of Tamar and Judah is a fascinating and dramatic one, filled
‘with ihtrigue and sexual tension, and the richness of
characters and themes in this narrative promised to yield
relevant insight into human motives and actions.

.Once a body of text was chaosen, 1 undertoock & sericus
study of the biblaical text itself, guided by Dr. 5. Davad
Sperling. Before determining the ways in which the rabbis
interpreted texts, it was 1important for me to gain a
thoraugh fam:liarity with the actual narrative. This study
resulted in a critical analysis of the Judah and Tamar
.narrative, based on modern biblical scholarship. In that

i -
analysis, I was able to discern the key points which one

T

seemed to be inherent 1n the biblical text, as well as the

following four

~

areas which ‘pﬁfgd major questions. “The
characteristics' " of the biblical tex seemed to be
particularly well documented;

1. The corigins of this story were most likely found 1n

"."_‘

ancient folktales of wizardry and magic, which were
embellished and disguised by classic Israelite practice
(levirate marriage) and an acceptable motive (perpetuation

af the line.)

2. The Judah and Tamar narrative 1s thematically consistent
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with the rest of the Joseph narrative in its themes and

i
3. The story takes on meaning in its provision of a history

language of deception and seduction.

for the lineage of David. It is unclear whether or not this
meaning was a part of thf original text, or was added by
later editors.
4, The story 1line, themes, characters and purpose of the
Judah and Tamar narrative are developed aqd refined 1in thé
Book of Ruth.

A number of questions also were derived from this
study. These included questions as to what Er to which
displeased the Lord (verse 7)), what ghe real meaning of
“ggdegha" (most often translated as "harlot") 1s (verse 21),
and what 1t means when 1t says that Judah was "comforted”
(verse 12). Even questions ostensibly answered in the
narrative, such as what Judah's intention was when he sent
Tamar back tao her father's house (verse 11), or what the
real purpose of levirate marriage was (verse B8), did not
seem a;équately answered by the Biblical text alcne. Early
on, 1t became apparent fhat rabbiniﬁ*interpretatxon.uould

have much to add 1in order to impart meaning and

— ,
understanding to the verses contained within the narrative. *

Targum Yonatan proved to be an excellent introduction
to the biblical questions and gaps which the rabbis would

respaond to in their interpretations. While the Targum was

considered a translation, this translation clarified the



biblical text by supplementing it in key areas. Exapples
include: indicating that Judah's descent was linked t% his
- -

brothers’ rejection of him (verse 1); stating that the cause

of Er's death was his refusal to "give his seed" to his wjfe

(verse 7); expounding on the meaning of "Petah Enaim" (verse

-

'14); and injecting a Divine voice into Tamar's tribunal
(verse 26).% Salid familiarity with the biblical and

targumic texts was adequate preparation for the next-stépa

*

The study of the Midrash itself.

Most of +the primary rabbinic sources used were found
L]

through the use of verse indices, primarily Hyman's Sefer

Jorah ha-Ketuvah u'Mesorah al Torah, Nevi'im u'Ketuvim.=

Additional sources were found 1n topical indices® and
foctnotes to secondary scurces. Because «f the large volume
aof texte found, I decided to confine rabbinic téxtual
research to  thase texts cited up to and i1ncluding Midrash
haGadnl, a 15th century midrashic anthclogy. Over two
hundred texts-heve examined, the majority of which came from
compilations of Midrash such ;s Bereshit FRabbah, Midrash

Lekah Tov, Midrash Sekhel Tov, and Midrash haGadol. This

process revealed which verses of the biblical text were most

‘Ginzburger, M.,ed. Targum Yonatan ben Uziel al ha-
Torah. Jerusalem: Makor, 1974.

ZHyman, A. Torah ha-Ketubah veha-Messurah. 3 vols.

rev. ed., Tel Aviv: Dvir Publishing Co.,1979.

Mosad ha-Rav Kook, 1954, ¥,

viii

2nd

2Primarily from Gross, M. Osar ha-Aggadah. Jerusalem:
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often explained or commented on; verses about JudSh's
L |
descent, his marriage td a Canaanite woman, Onan’'s spifled
seed, the location of Judah and Tamar’s union, the pledge
items, the choice of burning as Tamar’s punishment, Tamar's
presentation of the pledge items, and Judah's public
vindication of Tamar.
.

Study of the texts on each verse revealed a rich text
tradition which touched on a number of universal themes and
concepts. Judah's selection of a wife from among the women

of Canaan gave the rabbis an opening to discuss their

reasons for objecting to interaction with surrounding

culfhrea, and particularly intermarriage with those
cultures. Onan's spilling of his seed initiated a group of
texts dealing with /male sexuality. Tamar’s role in the
rédemption of Judah and the Jewish pecple, Jﬁ&taposed.uith
her deceptive act of prostitution, prompt=d a discussion on
the 1ssue of intent as a criterion for judging action.
Judah's vindication of Tamar 1leads to statements on the
power of teshuvah, repentence, and alsc adds to his image
within Rabbinic literature as a modél of someone who fruly
changes. An attitude that individual acts of righteousness
determine a person’s merit overtakes the concept of lineaage
‘as the means to salvation.

When the time came to oraganize the material, a
commentary mode was chosen for the first section in order to

adequately represent the 1insights and tensions within



Rabbinic interpretation of the chapter. This modgl was
thought to be most effective in demonstrating the u#ys in
which the biblical text is interpreted by the rabbis and
their predecesscors. By presenting the material in this way,
I was alsc able to include many of the texts themselves, as

‘a resource for further study on the narrative. The
commentary mode demonstrates, for instance, that 1in a text
from The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Tamar is able
to trick Judah into lying with her because he 1is drunk,
while a text from B.T., Megillah 10b states that Judah didn't
recognize Tamar because she had been so extremely modest
(énd, by extension, rightecus) while living under his roof.
This. same example shows how the simple explanation ' given 1in
Targum Jonathan to verse 15, that Judah passed by Tamar at
first, is developed intoc a deeper probing of characfer and
human nature by the different rabbie who interpret the text.
This mode allowed for the most complete expreséion aof
,r&bbinic views of the text, as well as the tensions inherent
in those views.

The secand section of this thesis joins the thematic
‘threads explored, in different places within the commentary
section, in order to present a thematic overview ;f the
entire narrative. The biblical_qgrrative itself builds upon
a number of themes; the theme of good (Tamé;}»rnplacing evil

(Bat Shua), the levirate marriage theme, the themes of

recognition and knowing, and deception and revelation, which

-
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are consistent with the rest of the Joseph narrativei The

themes drawn from rabbinic interpretation differed in some

ways in their focus and scope. They seemed to have more to
do with issues of retribution, sexuality, the role of Gdg in
human action, and redemption, themes which reflect a much

more conscious attempt at understanding uho. we humans are,

and what we do. An example is the tension between endogenocus.

and excgenous sexual relations. On the one hand, the rabbis
opposed exogenous sexual relations, aé represented by Bat
Shua. On the other haﬁd, they believed that all human life
was descended from one union. They "were faced with the
reality of knowing that, if their belief about the origin of
human life was correct, inbreeding U?uld have been the only
'way to propagate life. The distinction they made between Ba}
Shua and Tamar hé!ped them to deal with the tension caused
when they faced a conflict between logic and-belief.

The first section of the second part;, then, deals with
the tension between cutsider and insider as }t is expressed
in rabbinic interpr&tation. The second section explores the
area of sexual t}ansgression, . a major preoccupatiaﬁ of the
raQFié. Section three points out tha areas of retrib&tion
and balance within the text; sectioa‘ four, Jgdah’s
sévereignty and _its meaning for the rabbis; and, finally,

JJ;;Etion five portrays the rabbis’ Miew'bflredemption.
The éwo harts of this thesis. are designed for the

purpose of demonstrating rabbinic use of bib{ical-tﬁft in

PN
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Midrash. It represents an attempt to answer the fdliooing-
questions; To what extent did t;,he- rabbis departed from the

: nﬂing of the original ‘ Bib-lical text in order +to make a
553 point-ﬁithip their own “jparticular world? How faq’ were the
rngil ;trling .to £tfetch, so that éhey could keep Torah in
the minds and hearts of thn plople° Were there times when
their particular agenda cl.arly overwhel med the original
~meaning of the text? And if so, what was the resultant

- affect uﬁon"the text itself? This thesis represents an
attempt to answer these quntio;n;, ,basnd on an analysis of
the rabbinfc int.:pretation of Genusis chapter 238. In the
course of the analysis, new qﬁesgions which m;y lead to an

even better understanding of the rabbinic use of biblical

texts will surely arise.




r_-. T ——— — Sy e T T WP o T i —— =~
’ . 1 ) ) r, . - iy .

"r——-.}

1

| “\
3 /' i !
[ 1
¥
i
| J ”
| " . PART ONE
v
|
F Verse-By-Verse Commentary on Genesis Chapter 38
| C
! .
| ~
f;

]

.' 1
|
|

4 -
¥ - L
i = ~ - -
: L]

_..__ ‘,. SRS S—— __td




r" T T R e i » T - - —,1

L
~—)

';3311 "About that time Judah left (va-vered) his brothers
and camped near a certain Adullamite whose name was
Hirah." :

The opening verse of Chapter 3B 1mmcdia£ely alerts the
reader to a change in story line from the previous chapter.
| Chapter 37 ends climactically with the brothers' sale of
Jog-ph"gq, the Ishmaelites, the trunpnd-up'explanation of
Joseph's disappearance as relayid to Jacob, and the final
narrative comment that Joseph is now in Egypt and in the
posses®ién of Potiphar, Pharoah’s chief steward. Suspense is
built around the question of Joseph's fate; but just when the
tension is at it's peak, the biblical author switches to a
; djfferénﬁ story line. The temporary change of focus increases.
“the sense of drama and suspense within the narrative. A

The text now turns our attention to Judah, fhe fourth
son of Jacob and Leah. Up to this point, we have heard of
Judah's birth ("She conceived again ‘lnd bore a son, and
declared, 'This time I Qill praise the Lord.' Therefore she
named him Judah. Then shé stopped Bocring“_ﬁen.29|35) andlof
his comment to his brothers when they were deliberating over
“ how to dispose of Joseph (“"Then Judah said to his brothers, ,~¥\
? ; ‘What do we gain by killing our brother and covering up hiﬁ

blood? Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, but let us 4

|
|




Y

-

not do away with him ourselves. After all, he is our brother,
our own flesh.' His brothers agreed" Gen.37:27). This 1= aﬁl
we know abﬁut Judah until he becomes the subject of Genesfis
Chapter 38. The hypothesis that the opening phrase of the
chapter, "About that time," introduces a change of scene and
a shifting of focus to a new story line (which presents Judah
as the central character) 1s supported by twa aother
cccurences of this phrase, 1n Gen,21:22 and i1n IFKings 11:23,
In each of these examples, & self-contained wvignette
interrupts the continuation of a narrative,

The meaning of the phrase, "Judah left (va-yer ) his
broghers" is more problematic., Speiser ainterprets "aoing
down" as "parting _from,"* and the new JPS translation appears
to aagree with this reading.= Cther commentators have
interpreted this phraese alternately as an 1dicm, as a
description of movement of the tribe of Judah gecarephicalily,
and as an indication of change 1n the way the rest of the
brothers related to Judah after the sale of Joseph. The
possibility that the author and editors chose words which
carried different layers of meaning should not be averlaooked.
- The choice of Adullam as the area in which Judah rests

alsc carries with 1t different layers of meaning. Stinner

iE.A. Speiser, The Anchor Bible: Genesis (New York:
Doubleday &Co., 1964), p.296E.

*Tanakh, a New Translation of the Holy Scraipiures
According to the Traditional Hebrew Text (Philadelpina:
Jewish Publication Society, 1985).

L
-



locates Adullam within the territory of the tribe of Judah,

in.an area southwest of Bethlehem.® This location seems to beﬁ

supported by references to Adullam in Joshua 15:35, IChront!

'11:15, and IIChron 11:7. But the reader who has read the

words of the prophet Micah cannot farget the <cstatement, "At
Adull?m the glory of Israel shall set" (Micah 1:15). The
meaning which Adullam takes on imbues this seemingly casual

detail with symbolic value.

Interpret#tion of 3B:1 in Rabbinic Literature

The exegesis on this verse and the way this verse 1s
used. as a prooftext in rabbimic literature reflect the
questions, symbols, and themes indicated above. These texts
also frequently reflect the concerns and contexte of the
rabbis who wratgﬁ:hem. One of the guestions which recurs %n
the literature is that of the placement &f the narrative.
Because the change i1n story line 1s sudden eénc unexpectea, 1t
is a natural response to ask what this chapter is doing here,
right 1n the middle of the Joseph narrative. A cursory
reading could easily lead to the conclusion that chapt;r 3E
is an entirely new subject, having nothing to do with chaﬁter
37. Bereshit Rabbah points out several examples of other
places in the Tanakh where the story line changes abruptly at
the beginning of a new chapter, and suggests that Genesis ZE

o

2J. J.Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on
Genesis (New Yoark: Scraibners, 1917), p.450.




may be another one of these examples.® But a closer raadiqg
of the t;:t indicates that Genesis 38 may actually be a}\
integral part of the Joseph narrative.' Several texts
acknowledge the occurrence of literary parallels between this
chapter and those chapters before and after 1t. The first of
thesk parallels is between the descent of Judah (va=yered) in
Genesis 3B8:1 and the descent of Joseph (hurad) 1n Genezis
39:1. The second is between the act of recognition in Genesis
37:322 €ha-ker naJ), 1in which Jacob 1s asked to identify
Jouseph's torn and blocdied coat, and the act of r;cognxtxon
in Genesis 38:25 (ha-ker nal'y 1n which Judah 1s asked to
1deﬁ¥i}y the 1temes he gave as a pledge to Tamar. The thi;c
parailel mentioned 1s betweern the act of seduction- which
Tamar perpetrates 1n Genesis 38, and the act of seduction
which Fotiphar's wiie perpetrates 1n Genesis 23.% The teéts
which bring out these parallels are aware of the-intricate
structure underlying the Joseph narrative, and hint at the
ai1fferent levels of messages and themes upon which the Joseph
narrative 1 built. )

A different kind ot explanation for the inter jection of
the Judah and Tamar narrative into the Joseph story

understands Genesis 38 as the description of Judah's

punishment for his part in the sale of Joseph. In contrast to

“bBereshit Rabbah 85:Z.

SBereshit FRabbah B85:2; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis
2B8:1; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:1.




N

» &
the answers abo‘p.'w ch respond to the question of pl emgqt

of the chapter explicitly, this type of explanation as s

that the story of Judah's punishment would naturally follow
the act far ghich he was being punished (his participation‘%t;}:?
the sale of Joseph). One might ask why Judah, more than the
brokhers who first wanted to kill Joseph and then agreed with
Judah to sell him, was deserving of punishment. There are
several possible reasons why the rabbis felt it necessary to
show that Judah was punished, one of which may have been the

need to explain the placement of Genesis 3B immediately

following the sale of Joseph.® In the Babylonian Talmud,
e - %

Sanhedrin 10Za, Genesis 3B 1is used_as an- example to prove

that the phrase "About that time" (va-yehi ba-et ha-hi) when

seen 1n scripture always introduces a time of retribution.?
By describing the content of Genesis 38, this Talmudic £evt_
aiso offers an 1mplicit explanation of the placement of ihe
chapter. But the need to punish Jucah becomes a major theme
of the body of rabbinic literature written in respon&e‘to \,
Genesis 38, far beyond the extent necessary to ewplain the

placement of the chapter.

&See B.T. Sanhedrin 10Za, which i1is part of an exegesais
on IKings 11:29. Alsc see Midrash haHafes to Genesis 36:1
which reads, " 'About that time.' The Holy One said to Judahj
‘It is because you have no sons that you destroyed Joseph for
your father, for you do not know the arief of sons. I will
pay you back for this.' Judah went down and married a woaman
and she gave birth, and his sons died. That is why this
chapter is attached to the sale of Joseph."

7B.T. Sanhedrin 10Za.
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There are many reasons for the rabbis to interpret

Genesis 38 as a chapter of punishment. They probabl

- questioned why such terrible things happen to Judah in

Genesis 38=.including the death of Jhis sonn,.the d?{th of his
wife, and tﬁe .;Bbsure and Iembarrassmlnt he emdures. éy
seeilng Judah as a character in need of punishment, they could
exptain why he needed to suffer. They also noticed that Judah
was the only brother identified individually.as having a .part
in the. .sale of Joseph. It would therefore seem reascnable tao
focus on Judah as the brothef primarkly responsible,
culpable, andg ‘therefore most in need of punishment for that
act? fn addition, the rabbis needed to Justify what happerned
to Judah laterf why he ultimately merited sovereiagnty and‘his
prestigious line, which would include Daﬂid and the Messiah.
Dem;nstrating that Judah was punished purified him ih a
sense, and made hig acceptable by reéforing his moral
integrity. The rabbinic texts on Geneesis 38:1 introduce an
analysis of why Judah was punished, how he .was punished, and
wha the executer of the punishmene was, an exploration which
is continued through;;i the exegesis on the following verses

_ e
of the chapter.

There are several variant understandings of why Judah

was punished. Bereshit Rabbah introduces the teaching that

one who begins a misvah but doesn't finish it buries his wife

and his sons. We learn this from Judah, who might have been

-

admired for having saved Joaseph from the pit, but who fell

J




short because he did not complete his duty by return;;g
Jcseﬁh safely to his father. For this he was punish;d
severely; he buried his wife-and his sons.® This teaching is
repeated 1n several later texts.® It would seem that this
midrash wishes to comment on a point of halakhah aboué the
right way ¢to fulfill msvot. At the same time, the rabbis
choose to see Judah's suggestion of selling Joseph to . the
Ishmaelites a&as a positive act, and his a sin of omission
rather than one of commissicon.

Another common understanding of Judah's primary
tr&négression i? the grief which he caused his father. In wne
aroup of texts, chapter 38 1s wunderstood as a reprimand of
Judah by God, accompanied by a descraption of the appropriate
re;rxbutxon (which 15 coansistent with the events of chapter
38:. PBecause Judah had caused his father Jacoh to g .eve for
& son, God would provide Judah with sons  anag then cause him
to grieve for them.®*© It 1e wnly through an act of teshuvah,

by offering himself ' in place of Benjamin, thal Judah is

®SRereshat Rabbah, B895:5.

®Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:1; Midrash Sekhel Tav

Va-Yishlach to Genesis 3B:1; Midrash habadol to Genesis 261,

**Tanhuma Buber VYa-Yiggash 10 reads "...'Why did God
promise me twelve tribes when one of them has died™ Ferhaps 1
did not merit them, and I will die in two worlds'...You wish
to know what he said when he saw that Joseph was alive” ‘And
Israel said to Joseph, "Now I can die" ' (Gen. 946:30) What
made him say this? He said, 'When they came and tocld me that
Joseph was dead, I said 1 was dead in two worlds. Now that I
have seen that you live, 1 am glad to knbw that 1 am not desd
more than once, and so 1 can die." See also Aggadat Beresinat
61-62; Midrash haHafes to Genesis 38:1.
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forgiven.'* Another group of texts makes Judah's brothers his
Judges. According to these texts, Judah's role was that of
sovereign over all of thé brothers.*= It was because he was
their leader that they listened te_ him when he suggested
selling Joseph to the Ishma;litéi. But once they saw what
that act did to their father, they rejected Judah, blaming
him for the 1ncapacitated staie to which their father was
reduced.*=

This theme of the brothers rejecting Judah 1s a popular
one when 1t comes to the exegesis on the word “va~xered"_:n
this verse. Many texts understand "va-yered" to mean that
Judah was rebuked or rejected by his brothers. Tnis rejection
ie presented as= 1ts ocwn form of punishment.* The brothers
cau;e Judah to "go down" for a variety of reasons. Accarding
to szﬁe texts, he could have convinced them to bring Joseph
bazk to Jacaob, but because he didn't, they made him "guo
down'".'® A textual obsession projgected cnto the brothers 1o

Jacaob's refusal sEO be comforted, alsc understood as a reasan

——

**Tanhuma Buber Va-Yiggash 10. -

*2Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 123 Midrash Sekhel Tov Va-
Yishlach, 38:1. ‘

*2Tanhuma Buber Va-yeshev B; Midrash habadocl to Genesis
38:1.

t4Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 8; Exodus Rabbah 42:3; Midrash
haGadol to Genesis 3B8:1.

*=Tanhuma (Ha-Nidpas) Tissa 22; Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshe.
B; Shemot Rabbah 42:3.
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for the brothers to reject Judah.*s Some texts state that

Judah had to '"go down" and show the brothers how to find
wives for themselves, now that Jacob would no longer search
for wives for them.*? And others identify Judah's marriage
in Genesis 3B:2 to Bat Shua, a Canaanite woman, as the
transgression which caused his descent.!® The descent of
Judah, the individual, is most clearly linked to the descent
of the political entity of Judah in the texts which discuss
defeat at Adullam; here the history of Judah, the i1ndividual,
is seen as & prediction of the fate of the tribe.**®

The following verse from Malachi, “Judah has broken
faith; abhorrent things have been done i1n Israel and 1n
Jerusalem. For Judah has prafaned what is haly to the Lord-
what He desires- and espoﬁsed daughters of alien gods“
(Malachi 2:11) 1s seen by some rabbis as a compendium of
Judah's sins, for which he is punished 1n Genesis ZB. The
first phrase refers toc Judah's deception of Jacob, the secand
to the brothers' sale of Joseph, thé third tc going down from

his brothers and his father's house, and the faourth to

*€Tanhuma (Ha-Nidpas) Tissa 22Z; Tanhuma (Ha-Nidpas)
Va-Yeshev B.

*7Bereshit Rabbah B5:2; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis
3B8:1; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:1.

18Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 9, 10; Midrash haGadal to
Genesis 38:1. >

*®Eereshit Rabbah 85:1; Tanhuma (ha-Nidpas) Va-Yeshev
10; Midfash Sekhel Tov Va-Yishlach Genesis 3B:1.

10
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marrying a Canaanite woman.=° Clearly punishment, bcth humanr
§

and divine, are major themes of the exegesis on this f;rsti

VEr se.

There is another body of text, however, which attributes
the ;espunsibility for the events of Genesis 38 to God rather
than to Judah. In these fatalistic texts, the strange and
shocking content of the Judah and Tamar narrative |is
Jjustified by the belief that God works in mystericus ways.
Several of the texts begin with the verse, "Far My plans are
not your plans, nor are My ways your ways" (Isailah STD:EB).
They g; on ta assert that each party (the tribes, Joseph,

Jacob, Judahi? had their own tasks and roles which were

devised to keep them occupied while God was fulfilling the

" Divine task and role- preparing for the coming of the

Messiah.®* A variation of this theme is found 1n Aggedat

zoMidrash haGadol to Genesis 32B:1 reads, " 'And Judan
went down.' This is why Scripture says, ‘Judah was unfaithful
and an abomination has been committed in Israel' (Mal. Z:11).
‘Judah was unfaithful’ in that he said to his father ‘ha-ker
na.' 'And an abomination’, because they sold Joseph; ‘For
Judah has profaned God’s holiness' by qeoing down from his
brothers and his father'es house; 'And espoused the daughter
of an alien god’' by marrying a Canaanite woman. And what 1s
his punishment? 'The Laord cut off the man whao did this...!
And Er and Onan died. And what caused all this to happen to
Judah? He gave that advise about the sdle of Joseph."

=iRBereshit Rabbah B8%5:1 reads; "Rabbi Samuel ben Nahman
began; "For I am mindful of the plans 1 have mde concerning
you-declares the Lord=-plans for your .welfare, naot for
disaster, to give you a hopeful future" (Jer 29:11). The
tribes were occupied with the selling of Joseph, and Joseph
was occupied with his sackcloth and fasting, and Jacob was
cccupied with his sackcloth and fasting, and Judah was
occupied with taking a wife, and the Holy One creates the
light of the Messiah, "About that time Judah left...".

- % ,\'
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Bereshit, in which Judah disrupfs God’s plans for the lineage
of the Messiah by an act of free will, i.e., marrying a
Canaanite woman, -and Iéo God must intervene in order to
straighten thing; out.=*= Aggadat Bereshit also contains a
updrash about God being with Judah, not on}y on the way up,
when he does things which are viewed positively, but on the

way down as well, when he does things which lead to questiéns

about his dppropriateness as a model. While God is always

theré, according to this midrash, ascent will occur when all
S

the ¢tribes unite.®® This political point of view is also

present in texts describing rivalry ﬁetween;Judah and

"Before she labored, she was delivered; Before her pangs
came, she bore a son"(Isaiah 66317). Before the first
oppressor was born, the final redeemer was born, "About that
time". Alsc see Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:1.

==Aggadat Bereshit €4 reads; "Anothér,interpretation of
"Va-yared Yehudah,...There Judah saw the daughter *of a
3:Qﬁanite...and he tock her...". Because hé married her, the
ly Dne said, "The Messiah is supposed to come from Judah,
and now he's gone and married a Canaanite. What else can I do
but devise a plan.” So He married his son to Tamar, and Tamar
was the daughter of the Great Shem. The Holy One said, "The
*Sanaanite will die,"” as it is said, "A 1long time afterward,
Shua’s daughter, the wi of Judah, died." And her sons died,
as it is said, "Er and Of&n died." S¢ that Judah would cleave
to Tamar, who was a Kohenet, the dapghter of Shem the son of
Noah, as it is said, "And Sedek was kinag,
etc.’ (Genesis 14:18). And when t \ came for her to give
birth, ...a hand emerged". Zerah
but the Holy One said, "The |\
Peres, and here Zerah is comirg
to his mother’s womb so that

will be established by
first! He should go back
an emerge first, for the

Messiah will come from him. A said, "He drew back his
hand." FPeres means Messiah, “q-\l. is said, "One who makes a
breach goes before them" (Micah ZTi3). :

23pggadat Bereshit €4-E5.

=dted to come out first, .

12
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Joseph, 2= ' . . 7

38:2 "There Judah saw the daughter of a certain Canaanite
(Kena‘'ani) whose name was Shua, and he married her
' (gg:xlg.%.hl) and cohabitated with her (va-vavo
eleyha).

Skinner feels that Judah’s marriage to a Canaanite is an
indication of - the antiquity of-this passage.®® Both Skinner
and Von . Rad believed that this union reflected a more
congenial relationship between the Israelites and the
Canganibes-at the time this passage was written.=® Whether

’ J
their theory is accurate or not, the average reﬁder:(or
listener) remembers Abraham'’s desperate plea to his sérvant
in Genesis 24:3, "ww.l will make you swéar by the Lbrd, the
God of heaven and the God of earth, that ydu will not take a
wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites,.." and
Isaac's instruction to Jacob in Genesis 28:1?H"You shall not
take a wife from émang the Canaanite women,".and even Esau’'s
observation in Genesis 28:8 that, "the Canaanite waomen
displeased his father. Isaac," which prompted him to maréy a

(additional) wife who was not Canaanite. Given the biblical

attitude toward marriage to Canaanite women up to this point,

24Tanhuma Buber Va-Yishlah 13; Aggadat Bereshit 64-€S.

=sSkinner, riti ' eti ry. on

Genesis, p.451.

*€Von Rad, Genesis:A Commentary (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Fress; 1972), p.352. : by L1

—

»
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Judah'’s choice is at least surprising, and, more likely, a;l

leltical. Interpretation of this .verse focuses on Judah's

choice of a Canaanite woman to be his wife.

Intlrhrutation of 38:2 in Rabbinic Litlraturn-

All of the texts on this verse see Judah'’s marriage to
Bat Shua as a mistake, either in Judah’s judgement or in fhé
way the text is read. In the Testaments of the Twelve
Patriarchs, Bat Shua is r;sponsible for all of Judah's
transgressions and for the punishment that he receives.
Driginagly, Judah is seduced by her while ;in a state of
sexual desire®? and of drunkenness,®® but he is pcinfuily
avare of his mistake, since he realizes that she is the cause
‘of the death of his sons.®® She also is the cause of Tamar;s
act of deception, since sﬁe masterminded Shelah's_marriage to
a Canaanite.®°

The Talmud takes a position wﬁich modern psychology
would label, "classic denial." In Babylonian Talmud Pesahim

S0a, the rabbis ask if it could be true that Abraham uarﬁed

Isaac and Isaac warned Jacob, and Judah ignored them and

27Charles, R.H., ed. "The Testament of Judah." In The

Greek Versions of the Tgsinmgn1:_2i__thgTIungs_EsizisLshg-
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 190B. g

*®Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, <Judah 13.

2®Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 10, 11, 13.

@cTestaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 10, 11.
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married a Cannanite? They conclude that the ward "Cansanit;"
must have ancther meaning, such as 'a merchant’ (a meaning
which it does take on in Isaiah 2Z3:8 and Hosea 12:8, but
which 1s not!supported by the context herel).®?

As noted above, Judah's descent was linked to his
marriage to a Canaanite woman, among other things. Whale
Midr ash haGadcl viewed the sale of Joseph as the core act
which caused his descent,®® Bereshit Rabbah sees Judah'=
marriage to a Canaanite woman as the primary reason for his
descent.®=2 Midrash Sekhel Tov claims that thg way this verse
is constructed shows that Er and Onan were born before the
sale of Joseph, and Shelach was born at the same time as
Joséph was sold. The rest happened after the sale, 1n order

to show that Judah buried his wife and sons because of his

part 1n selling Juseph. This te.t also gives a unique reading

of vg—gigabeha.' That reading is as follows: "In the words
for a convert [Judah]l said, 'It is to your credit that you
Join to the seed of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and enter
under the wings of the Shehinah.' When she heard‘him, she
converted. Only then did he come to her for marriage."®* This

text is most likely based on the mention of Bat Shwma's

21Bereshit Rabbah 85:1 and Midrash Sekhel Tov Va-Yishlah
alsc include this interpretation. ; :

32 See n.20 above.
@3Bereshit Rabbah, 85:1. .

34Midrash Sekhal Tov to Genesis 3B: 2.

s, 44
-
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conversion in Targum Yonatan®=, and is the only other

Y

rEferente; to Baf Shua's conversion found in midrashic
t \ literature. It appears to be offered here as an apologetic
b fon Judah's marriage to a Canaanite woman. ~ : v
Other texts offer different explanationé for Judah's

unfortunate marriage. Sefer ha-Yashar puts Judah’'s marriage

.intq a context in which marriage tc a Canaanite was the norm.
2 A v
Reuben married a Canaanite, Shimon married a Canaanite, so
why not Judah?2® Midrash haGadol tries to make i?dah's
marriage to a Canaanite into a demonstration of Judati’s

L power; Esau, whao is likened to a dog, rejected Canaanite

women, while Judah, the lion, married one.=7

- p L

38:3 "She concéived and bore a son, and he named hih_Er."

Interpretation of 38:3 in Rabbinic Literature
In several midrashim, the etiology of the name "Er" .is
, linked to the root meaning ‘to be stripped’ or ‘emptied from

: ; i
I . the world!’.®® However, this root is not found prior to the

f @=M/ Ginzburger, ed. Targum Ycnatan ben Uziel al haJcrah ;
§ (Jerusa : Makor, 1974). :

I : 2&ge fer ha-Yashar to Genesis, Vaﬁxgshév'BQb, p.126E.

37Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B8:1.

£ : .
e Sl

@8g5ee Bereshit Rabbah 85:4; Midrash haGadol ‘toc Genesis
=82 3. % 3

#
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mention of Er'’s name. Midrash Sekhel Tov explains that, "Our
ancestors employed the Holy Spirit when preparing a name for
their sons according to an event which would happen in the
future. They would p?aphecy without knowing what they were

predict?ng, and tell the end from the beginning..."2®?®

38:4 "She conceived again and bore a son, and named him
Onan."

Interpretation of 38:4 in Rabbinic Literature .
Here: the eticlogy of Onan's name is derived from the
root meaning ‘sorrow.’ In Bereshit Rabbah ang Lekah Taov, Onan
brings sorrow to himself.*® In Midrash haGadol, the "sorrow”
is made more explicit: mourning for him comes hastily.=* And
in Midrash Sekhel Tov, again the name 1s chosen with the help

of {the Holy Spirit, this time because he brought sorrow to

the world.==

@®Midr ash Selhel Tov to Genesis 3B:3. The text
continues: "...A person's name 1is according to his actions,
but we pick our children’s names according to our ancient
fathers." -

“cBereshit Rabbah BS5:4; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis
38:2.

-

“4iMidrash haGadol to Genesis 38:4.

**Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis aB8: 4.

o
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38:5 "Once again she bore a son, and named him Shelah; he
was at Khezib when she bore him."

Speiser,*® Shinner,** and the Interpreter's Bible== all
connect Khziv ta the place called Akhziv in Joshua 15:44 and
Micah 1:14, and describe 1t as the probable center of the

clan of Shelah.

Interpretation of 38:5 in RabblﬁxL Literature

The word "Ehziv" 1s not interpreted by the rabbis simply
as the name of a place. Bereshit Fabbah traces 1t's meaning
to the root "kh'z'wvi:" to dry up, and understands "Khziv" to
indicate that Eat Shua stopped bearing childres after
Shelah.=* Bereshit Rabbati places responsibility for Judah's
actions on the name of the city: "..the name (Khziv) caused
pecple to tell falsehoods (khazav) about him," as Judah told
Tamar that she had to wait wuntil Shelah grew up before she
could marrvry him.*7 This interpretation links the city name to
the root meaning "lie.'’

Midrash Sekhel Tov sees this verse as an indication of

where the Judah and Tamar story fits into the Joseph

<3 .A.Speiser, The Anchor Bible, p. 297.

“4Skinner, A Craitical and Exegetical Commentary con
Genesis, p. 451,

“*SIlnterpreter's Bible to Genesis, p. 758.

“Ekereshit Fabbah BS: 4.

“7Berecshit Rabbati to Genesis 3B:5, p.l17B.




narrative. According to this midrash,” Shelah was born
directly after the sale of Joseph, and his name, which means
"mistake" 1in Aramaic, reflects Judah's guilty conscience at

having suggested the sale.=*® In a completely different train

of thought, Midrash hasadol links the name "Shel ah'
etymologically to "shalvah," peace, because peace was aranted
te Shelah 1n this world and 1n the woarld to come.,=®

o}

38:6 "Judah got (va-yigah) a wife for Er his first born;
her name was Tamar."

The text gives no indication of Tamar's family

background. Unlike Bat Shua who 1s 1dentified as a Canaanite,

Tamar's origins are ambiguous. Her name, meaning date palm,

evokes a proud and stately i1mage, but that is anly a possible

clug to the attitude which the author wants the reader to

8 The text from Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:5
reads as follows: "'And once again..'" Why does 1t say
'again'? Because Er and Onan were baorn before the sale of
Joseph, for wheri Judah married Bat Shua, Joseph was fifteen.
That same year Er was born, and the next year Onan was born,

and then she stopped [bearingl. Then Joseph was scald when he
Was seventeen, and Judah went down and parted from hacs
brothers i1n order to provide for himself and his household. I

the city o f Akhziv he Joaned with hise wife, and she thu:
became pregnant wiih Shelah. This is why it goes bach te the
language, *And once :u._a-ai i« she bore...’ ‘And called him
Shelalij.' Because Judali erred in . the selling of Josepl,

called this son Shelat, in the language of the Targum, the
word for error translates as 'Shelah."™" Midrash Lekah Tov to
Genesis 38:5 also contains this interpretation.

*®*Midr ash haGadol to Genesis 31:5.




develop toward her. Given the context in ‘;hich sheé) is

introduced, we have nc reason to believe that Tamar wash't

Canaanite.=° Some spholars have speculated that thd&%ate

palm was connected to Ishtar, a mythical figure who was said

to slay her lovers, and that Tamar was given her name in
\

order to evoke images of Ishtar and her parallel, Sara in the

Book of Tobit.®=?2

Interpretation of 3B:6 in Rabbinic Literature
Tamar's role in the perpetuation of the Davidic line
causes the rabbis to search out an appropriate ancgstral line
’
for her. According ta the Book aof Jubilees®= and the
Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,®® Tamar was from the
daughters of Aram, referred to in the Bible as a son of Shem

and grandscon of Nahor,®+* Abraham’s brother.®== In later texts,-

Tamar is considered a descendant of Shem, one oi Noah's sons,
[ 4

=e3.Plaut, The Torah: A Modern Commentary (New Yorx:
UAHC, 1381), p.253.

SiSkinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on
Genesis, p.452, “ :

==*Charles, R. ed., The Book of Jubilees or The Little
Genesis (London: Society for Fromoting Christian Knowledge,
19172, 41.1.

=3Tecstaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 10:1.

Z‘Genesis 10:22.
SGenesis 22:21. y =

-
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| with references to Aram.®™® The linkage of Tamar to Ncah most ]
likely is derived from the fact that Noah is referred toc as a ]
“righteous man, "®” and Tamar is referred to by Judah as being

igre righteous than himself.®® In another tradition, Tamar is

—— —— —-

+ understood to be a proselyte.=*® Viewing Tamar as a convert

encourages a comparison of her character with that of Ruth,
the woman who ultimately becomes the model of a rightecus {
proselyte. The parallelism between these two women enhances

Tamay's_grn{ile qe?siderably. 4

e ———

The etymology of Tamar's name is also explored in our
texts. In Bereshit Rabbati, four possible derivations are !
given for the name "Tamar." The first is that be;auséebf her, [
Er and Onan were embittered (njtmgreru).. The second
derivation is that she embittered herself (hemira atzma’) when
shg was forced to engage in harlotry. Th; third poséible.

” derivation is that she was pretenticus (g;;xgmﬁ;n) to go from

the sons to the father. And the fourth, that her hesart was A

S& Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:6,. pp.178-179
indicates that the sages said that Tamar was from the |
daughters of Aram Naharaim, and that Judah took her and her

[ whole family from thereg; set them up in their own city, and

[ did not allow them to return. See alsc Sefer ha-Yashar ta

' Genesis 3B:6, pp.127-128B, which refers to Tamar as the
daughter of Ilam, son of Shem, and Midrash haGadol to Genesis
3B:1, in which the rabbis identify Tamar as the daughter of
Shem, son of Noah. .

S7Genesis 639.

r———r

S&Genesis 38:25. -
=®B.T.Scotah 10a. )
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directed toward the heaveﬂs.like a date;paJm which only has
one heart, directed upward;-_fhus Tamar did not intend to
sleep with_Judah.for thé purpose pf harlotry; rather ié was
for the sake of heafen.‘° This idag, that intention may
determineﬂjudgamwﬁt in a case of apparently unethgcal action,
comes to he'associated with fhe character o?-Tamar. Ancther
pogsible derivation for Tamar’s name is-'given‘ in Midrash
Lekah Tov and Midrash Sekhel Tov, which stfess that "she

raised (timra) her deeds to the level of a sacrifice, in that

" she"did not want to leave her father-in-law’s house".®t

The tensiocn which is ‘brought out in the conflicting

etymologies of Tamar’'s name reflects a _tension the rabbis
” -

1

felt vis—a-vis the character of Tamar. ng deeds and the
' >

cutcome of her deeds simply did not comport in their, minde.
Yet, in general, the overall attitude of the texts on this
VErse sees Tamar in & very positive light; Midrash haGadol

adds that she~ua€'beaufifu1 to the point that Er did not want

to impregnate her because he feared she would become ugly.®=

38:7 "But Er, Judah’s first-born, was displeasing to the
Lord,. and the Lord took his life."

“°Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:6, pp.178-179.

€iMidrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B:6; Midrash Sekhel Tov
to Genesis 3B:6. ;

e2Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:6.
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+ Int.rprntatidn/gf 38:7 in Rabbinjc Litﬂtltupl f
. ! ' |
% ; ; The most obvious question about this verse is about the

nature of Er’s action.' What could he have done that Qagjso g |

i . displeasing to God? Both the Book of Jubilees and the
Tlstameﬁt§ of tﬁb Tuel;e Patriarchs indicate th;t Er uanfed ﬂ
. to marry a Canaanite woman.®® The Book of Jubilees adds that
E” Judah would not permit this. The Testaments of the Twelve J
Fatriarchs makes a claim, repeated in other téxts, that Er
did not "know" Tamar. In this text, his mother . ¢(the

b 'Canqaniﬁe, Bat Shua) is responsible for Er's refusal to have

children by Tamar. The Talmud makes the assumption that Er's

sin is the same as Onan's, described in Genesis 38:% as
{ letting his seed "go to waste."®* In a minz: tractate of the
! 4 Babylonian Talmud, Kallah 5§a, this verse is used a$-proof
i for the statement, "Whoever arouses himself and masturbates
%i 3 for feits his life."®= The assumption that Er alsoc committéed a
sexual transgression is repeated 1in mosé of the comments on
this verse.®*®

. The rabbis usually attribute the motivation for Er's act

to his concern for Tamar’'s beauty. The rabbis said that he

&3Testaments of . the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 10:2} The
Book of Jubilees 41.2. )

L ®4This opinion is found in Mishnat Rabbi Eliezar pp.337-
338 as well. ; '

&sp. T, Kallah Sia.

®&pereshit Rabbah B5:4; éxfer ha-Yashar Va-Yeshev 85b,
pp.127-12B; Midrash Lekah Tov to Gene€sis 3B:7; Midrash
haGadol to Genesis 38:7; Midrash haHafes to Genesis 38:7.
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was so concerned with preserving her beauty that he didn{ﬁ
want her to become pregnant and, possibly, ugly.*®? EJt
Midrash Sekhel Tov and Midrash Lekah Tov both acknowledge the
seemingly arbitrary nature of the hand of God when it appears
in people’s lives. They tell us that only God can really know
what terrible crime Er committed, and that the assumption
that the crime was the same as Onan's 1s only an assumption.
All that 1is known is that the judgement was a judgement made
in heaven.®® At the same time, Midrash Lekali Tov alsc makes
note of the spelling of Er's name; which 1s the reverse of
the Hebrew word for evil, "ra." TRE rabbis felt the need to
aoffer an answer to ;;e gquestion of why terrible things happen
to seemingly innocent pecople. They tried to attribute these
traéedxes toe human erro;, yet at the same time, they
sometimes had a hard time convincing themselves of that
error. What could Er possibly have done which would warrant a
death penalty from God™ Ferhaps his number was simply up. The
tension within these texts most likely reflects a grappling

with real-life phenomena: pious people who die before their

time, and the converse, evil people who live long lives.,

38:9‘ "Then Judah said to Onan, 'Join with your brother's
~ wife and do your duty by her as a brother-in-law, and

«
&7Midrash Lekah Tov 238:7; Midrash haGadol 3B:6-7.

&eMidrash Sekhel Tov, Va-Yeshev 38:7; Midrash Lekah Tov
38:7.
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provide offspring for your brother.'" ﬁ

The laws pertaining to levirate marriage are found ib
Deutercnomy 25:5-6.%% According to this passage, "doing yocur
duty as a _ brother—-in-law"” means marrying Tamar and
impnegnating her. Von Rad claims that although it 1s presumed
in the Book of Ruth that the laws of Deutercnomy 25:5-6 are
binding, the meaning and true purpose of Lhe levirale
marriage are unclear in the 0ld Testament. DEuteronomy.25:6
states_the purpose of levirate marriage as the preservelion
of the dead brother's name i1in Israel. But other explanations
have considered the problem ®of transferring the deac
brother's prope?ty, and whether that has anything to do with
the levirate laws.”® Genesis 2B is the first biblical account
of & levirate marriage. We can 1infer from this account that
levirate marriage was a duty for both the widow and the
surviving brother; the brother being obligated to marry the
widow and enable her to bear a son, and the widow being
obligated to demand this from the brother. Here, the primary

purpose of levirate marriage appears to be to carry on in the

most direct way possible the life and name of the deceaséd

i

&®*Deutercnomy 25:5-6 reads: "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.The first son that
she bears shall be accounted to the dead brother, that his
name may not be blotted out in Israel.

7oVon Rad, Génesis: A Commentary, p.352.
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brother,.”7* ”

Interpr;£ltion of 38:8 in Rabbinic Literature

By telling Onan to fulfill his duty as a levir, Jucah
gained recognition among the ranks of our rightecus
ancéstars." He 1s at times credited with introducing the
laws of levirate marriage,” and at other times he is
considered among those righteous ancestors who fulfilled the
laws of Torah even before the Torah was given.?* Because of

this verse, Judah becomes identified with levirate marriage

in the same way that Abraham is gdentified with circumcision

7iM.Burrows, "Levirate Marriage in Israel” JEL
9901973) 1 pp. 23-33, p.320,

72ya-Yikra Rabbah 2:10.
73Rereshit Rabbah BS:S.

72Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 3B:B, pp.176-177 reads:
“"Why were the tribes obligated” Because Abraham kept all of
the Torah, even before it was given,..and Abraham taught all
the Torah to Isaac, and he fulfilled all the Torah like his
father,..and was rightecus like "him, and likewise Jacob
studied all of the Torah and fulfilled it...and Jacob tauaht
all of the Torah to his sons and they fulfilled 1i1t. From
where do we learn that they fulfilled it? From Judah, who
said, "Bring her out to be burned" (Genesis 38:24) because
Tamar was the daughter of Shem. And likewise he said, "Join
with your brother's wife and do your duty by her" (3B:iB). 1f
they hadn't learned Torah, how would they have known the laws
regarding a Kohenet and levirate marriage? BEecause of this,
the Holy One established a covenant of cath with the tribes,
because they studied the Torah and fulfilled it..." See alsc
VaYikra Rabbah 2:10; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:8,
Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:8, Midrash haGadol to
Genesis 3B:B.
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and Jacob is identified with the sinew of the thigh-vein.?=
Some texts reflect a certain level of discomfort with
the idea of levirate marriage. Bereshit Rabbah BS5:S raises
the question of forbidden and permitted sexual partners, in
order t¢ explain why marriage between a man and his brother’s
wife is permitted in this case. One might alsa ask 1f the
Torah was known to Judah and his sons, why Onan didn't take
advantage pf the laws in Deutercnomy 25:7-10 and go through
the ritual of halisa®?® Midrash haGadol gives an ahswer; the
laws of levirate marriage came before the laws of hgliga. a
practice mot known befare the time of this narrative.?? The
idea that the laws of levirate marriage might Have something
to do with the 1nheritance of property 1€ renounced in
Midrash Sekhel Tov and Midrash Lekah Tov.7® The rabbis
believed that 1ev1ratefﬁarriage served a noble purpose: the

perpetuation of a dead man's seed.

7=CShir haShirim FRabbah 1:1&6; Fesikta de Fav kahana,
Fiska 12:6. o

7&Deutervnomy 25:7-10 reads, "Bul 1f the man does nict
want Lo marry his brother’'s widow, his brother's widow shall
appear before the elders in the gate and decdare, "My
husband's brother refuses to establish a name in Israel for
his brother; he will not perform the duty  of a levir.' The
elders of his town shall then summon him and talk to him, If
he insists, saying, 'I do not want to marry her,' his
brother's widow shall go up to him in the presence of the
elders, .pull the sandel off his foot, spit in his face, and
make this declaration: 'Thus shall be done to the man who
will not build up his brother's house!"™"

??Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:8.

. '
78Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:8; Midrash Lelah Tov
to Genesis 3B8:8.
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38:9 "But Onan, knowing that the seed would not count as

his, let it go to waste (ve-shihet arsa) whenever he
joined with his brother’'s wife, S0 as not to provide
offspring for his brother." > 4

i

The Biblical text indicates that Onan did not fulfill
his sexual duty with Tamar because he did not want his wife
to bear his brother's offsprina. Why was Onan reluctant to
providé offspring for his brother™ Would this have caused him
any loss? It is possible that by preventing his brother from
having any heirs, 0Onan would ~inherit the property and
posessions of hie brother, who was the first born. However,
there is no mention of this motive within the Biblical text

itself.-There is an implication in Lhis text of some of the

problems with levirate mdfriage.

Interpretation of 38:9 in Rabbinic Literature

The Testaments of the Twelve Fatriarch's has an easy

solution to the question of why Onan spilled his seed: they

ﬁh -
say that his mother made him do it.7® Another opinion i1s that

Onan was following his brother's example. Er did not act
appropriately in matters of sexuality, and neither did

Onan.®® Much of the exegesis on this text discusses what 1t

?®Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 10:5.

'°Hidrash‘tgkab Tov to Genesis 3B:9; Sefer ha-Yashar Va-
Yeshev BSb, pp.27-128; B.T. Yebamot 34b.
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was that Onan actually did, or':bat does "ve-sb;get ar§a"
really mean? The term is almost always linked to some form of

=
destruction.®* The destruction which Onan engages in, like
Judah;s partial migvah, is an act of omission; he has the
right idea by‘ going to Tamar, but he doesn't fulfill the
second, more important, part of the deal; he isn't fruitful
and he doesn’'t multiply. According to the rabbis, anyone who
engaged in sex fof reasons other than reproduction destroys
the world.®= In rabbinic texts, there seems to be much more
concern with the spilling of seed thaal there 1s wiih the
vioclation of leQirate marriage. This may have to do with the
fact that levirate marriage was s very problematic, and the
rabbis did not know what to do with 1i1t, even in their own
lives. FEy stressing sexual transgression over and above
social.fransgression, the rabbis give the impression that the
gin for which Onan was killed was that of spilling his seed;

not that of discbeying the laws of the levir.

38:10 "What he did was displeasing to the Lord, and He took
his life also (va-yamet gam oto).™

The rabbis pick out the use of the word "gam" i1in this

verse and use it to prove that Er committed the same

."Bereshit Rabbah 41:7, B85:5; Midrash Sekhel Tov to
Genesis 38:9; Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:9, p.E0;
Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:9.

&=Shemot Rabbah 15:23£ Mishnat Rabba Eliezar.vpp.337—338.




transgression as Onan.®=<
-

Interpretation of 38:10 in Rabbinic Literature

In some ways, the exegesis of this verse 1s a direct
continuation Pf the previous verse. The same issue 1s at
hand; what did Dna; do to deserve death? The emphasis is
placed by the rabbis on his refusal to be fruitful and
multiply, rather than on his refusal to take responsibility
for his brotﬁér;s name. The Talmud portrays thoise whao
masturbate as heathens,®* and devotes a substantial amount of
time sugagesting ways to avoad u#tc-zuard sexual arousal.®=
Hiarash haGadol makes a powerful statement agaiﬁst any

engagement in sexual activity outside of attempts at

reproduction®® In short, God made the earth for hapitation;

w3 Midrash Sekhel Tov to‘Fenesis 383 10.
@2B.T.Eallah S52a.

®=g, T.Niddah 13a,b.

@&Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:10 reads, "Rabbi Yohanan
said, ‘Anyone who ejaculates for no reason deserves death, as
it is written, 'What he did was displeasing to the Lord, and
He took his life alsoc.' Rav Ammi said, It is as 1f he spills
blood....Rav Ashi said, it is as if he worshipped
idols,....Rav Aha bar Yashia said, Anyone who ejaculates for
no reason is thought of as a beast; just as a beast pays no
attention to what it does, so he pays no attention to what he
does. A beast stands for slaughter and has no chance for a
place in the world to come, and he, too, faces death with no
hope of entering the world to come. About him Solomon said,
‘Whd knows 1if a man’s lifebreath does rise upward and if a
beast's breath does sink down into the earth?’ (Ecclesiastes
3:21) The breath of people which rises upward is the spirit
of the righteous who do not get heated up and never ejaculate
in vain. And the breath of beasts which sinks into the earth

30
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it was not intended to become a waste. By destroying both his
brother's future and his own future by spilling his seed on

-

the ground, Onan causes himself to be destroyed in the

present.®”

38:11 "Then Judah said to his daughter-in-law Tamar, ‘Stay
as a widow in your father's house until my son
Shelah grows up’'—- for he thought, 'He tooc might die
like his brothers.' So Tamar went to live in her
father’s house."

According to ancient law, Judah should be cbligated to
give Tamar to Shelah, his youngest (and now only) son. Yet he
is\pnderstandabiy reluctant to do so, having had tuo’sons die
while married to Tamar. In ancient times suspicion would be
raised about a young wife who survived the deaths of two
husbands, and there would be a question about what role she
might have played in these deaths.®® Even today we can think

»

of people who we might consider "jinxed" because an unusual

number of catastrophes have befallen them. But most of.us

-

is the spirit of the evil ones who get heated up and
-ejactilate in vain. For anyone who makes things difficult for
himself is praiseworthy...land anyocnel...who has sexual
fantasies does not get the chance to enter into God’s chamber.

®7Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:10. y

@8Gee Tobit 3:7 and B:9. The Judah and Tamar narrative
is sometimes referred to as a later form of the legend of
Sara in the book of Tobit. The plot, themes, and symbolism of
Genesis 38, however, rely on the assumption that Tamar is not
responsible for the deaths of Er and Onan, as opposed to the
Apocryphal -text which does impart responsibility for death to
Sara.




T T TR T T T SRR e iUl O i e i R L Sy o e S e s
. " .

=

) 32

would not. attribute responsibility for these c;flitropﬁes to
> i I L ‘\h—-
the person who suffered them, as the ancients did.®® While

Judah was suspicious of* Tamar, he apparently was toco

i
. g ’ o j
MRS, -~ F - § U W P PSR, F LS. -

‘pmbarralsei?to be honest with her about why hgiuas sending
her auay; sincé he kﬁéu‘ he  was :not meeting his lega} 3
obligati;n to her and to his dead son. He used the pretext of
Shelah’s age to ;ustify his actions, but in reality he ;as

treating Tamar as a widow and not as a betrothed woman.®°

Int.rpretation_of'éé}ii in Rabbinic Literature

Did Judah actually intend to sentence Tamar to life as

a woman preohibited to %11 other merf? The Talmud clearly

T T T T e T T T T N Y Iy
v ' ’
]

states That the phrase "stay as a widow in yod’ father’s

RS T

house” is an idiom signifying the end of -a relaticnship

between a man and.wife. The talmudic references indicate that

T —

this was an idiom used in cases of divorce;®* however, Tamar

24

was not legally divorced, nar released from Shelah in any
B other way. Therefore she was bound to Shelah, even though
[ Judah had made it clear that he would never marry her.
. Both the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs and the
L' Book of Jubilees transfer responsibili@y for Judah’s

F expulsion of Tamar onto his wife, Bat Bhua in order to i

: "'Unn Rad, Genesi A ' vy P=353.
‘®ogee Ruth 1:8 and Leviticus 22f13.

. ®™Gee fhe following references in the Babylonian Talmud:
gt Kiddushin Sa; .Gitten 21b (and Tosefot); Sukkah 24b (and
1 Tosefot); and Yebamot S9a. ‘ 4
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absalve the hero, Judah, from any sin. According to these
texts, Judah ' wanted taﬂ?merry Tamar to Shelah, but Bat Shua
would not allow it,®2 and, in fact, she arranged for Shelah
to marry someone else qhile Judah was away, in order to make
sure that he would not marry Tamar.®2® Midrash Sekhel Tov
under stands J;dnh as being well intentioned when hé first
sends Tamar away, 1.e., he plans to have her marry Shelah.
Only later he begins to fear that there really might be
something about Tamar which caused his older sons to die, and
he then sends her away.®=

The attitude th$t Judah was Zjustified in fearing the
mar™iage of Tamar to Shelah becomes prevalent ié most -of the
midrashim.®= There is a strong feeling that, although 1t 1is
not appropriate to believe in omens, that when a destructive
pattern is repeated Qnder similar circumstances, it may be
taken as & sign to avoid those cifcumstantes again.*® This
attitude becomes a part of halakhah and we learn that a wife
who kas married the first (san), who dies, and married the

second (son) who dies, should not marry the third son,

"=Testaments of the Twelve Fatriarchs Judah 10:€&; Buuk
of Jubilees 41:&-7.

*3Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 11:3.
®4Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:11.
®=Sefer ha-Yashar Va-Yeshev 89b, p.128.

-

"éBereshit Rabbah B85:5; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis
3B8:11; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:ll.
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despite the laws of levirate marriage.<?
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f

38:12 “A long time aJterward (!g_xlghg_hg_zggig). Shua's
daughter, the wife of Judah, died. When his period

of mourning was over (Va-yinahem Yehudah), Judah
went up to Timnah to his sheepshearers, together

with his friend Hirah, the Adullamite."’

The death of Bat Shua marks the beginning of a new phase
in the narrative, indicating that Bat Shua had to die before
the nar?ative-hgould continue. Commentsators have suggested
that Judah would not have been free to lie with Tamar i1f his
wife were still alix."‘ From a l:terary sta.r"ldpoint. it may
h;ve been important to dispose of the source of ;vzl (Bat
Shua) 1n order to prepare for the entrance of the source of
the agood (TamarB. The amount of time which passed belween
Tamﬁr'; return to her father's house and the death of Bat
Shua 1s wuncertain. It 1s said to be "a long time, " most
probably to emphasize that Judah di& not 1ntend to braing
Tamar back to marry Shelah.

Twa other sections of this verse are interpreted widely
by the rabbis; what the text means :hen it says "a pericd of
mourning," and the location and symbolic meaning of Judah's

destination, Timnah. The literal translation of "Va-vinahem

Yehudah" is "Judah was comforted." The phrase refers to the

®?Midrash haHafes to Genesis 3B:11.

®*8Skinner, A _ Critical and Exegetica Commentary on
Genesis, p. 453.
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outcome of whatever ri uals of mourning were common practice

at that time,®® but there is no mention of the observance of

)

a period of mourning. As far as Timnah is_goncnrnld, Biblical

scholars have suggasted‘that it may have been located where

the modern city of Tibne now stands, approximately ten miles

west of Bethlehem.®°°

Interpretation of 38:12 in Rabbinic Literature

The rabbis explained Bat Shua’s death in several ways.
In some texts, her dei‘h is caused by Judah's curse, which he
brings upon her because she married Shelah to another woman
behind his back.*®* In another text, her death is seen as
part of Jud;;;s punishment for his part 1in the sale of
Joseph. *9= Thése texts yield conflict}ng views of Judah; in
one case he is the Judge, defending levirate law, while in

the other he is the one judged, being punished for committing

a crime. These texts reflect an uncertainty surrounding the

-

bl d er 's Bible, p.759; Skinner, Critical and
Exeqgetical en on is, Wpe 452-3; Speiser, The
Anchor Bible, p.297. T

iooGkinner, A. Cr;;;g;l and Exgggt;;gl ngmgggg Y

ﬁg__glg p.453; Interpreter’'s Bible, p.759.

1oiTestaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 11, 4-5.
See alsoc Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 3B:12, p.178, which
reads, "'Bat Shua died.’ Why did she die? The sages said
because when Shelah grew up, she went with him and married
him to another woman, lest he also die. And Judah didn't know
about this. - When he found out, he cursed her because she had
disobeyed him and upset the mitzvah of levirate uarriage. She
died immediately."

te=Devarim Rabbah, Nitzavim, 4.
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meaning of death, at the same time as ’t_h;!y_' reflect conflict
about the corfcct way to v!;u &ud;h. -

Many texts claim that the amount of time A cated’ by
the pﬁ?nse “zg:xi;hg_hg:x.ﬁlm,” "a long time -féeruards," is
twelve months. Houttér; thl; und;rstngzﬂthis as the amount of

.

time between Bat Shua’s death and Judah's trip_ to the
sheepshearin;, not as tﬁe amount of time bgtueeﬁ Tamar's
return to her father’s house and Bat Shua’s death. These
texts all support the notion that Judah observed the
appropri#te ﬁé}{od of mourning bgfore entering : into a
relationship with Tamar.1o3

‘. 3 —

38:13 "And Tamar was told, 'Your father—-in-law is coming up
to Timnah for the sheepshearing.’"

-
—

Interpretation of 38:13 in Rabbinic Literature

Who told Tamar that her fagher:in—lau would be
travelling through her neighborhood? Midrash Sekhel Tov says
that Tamar overheard gossip.®®* Midrash haGadol claims that

Tamar was told through the Holy Spirit.*°® These two

di fferent explanations yield very different understandings of

io3Bereshit Rabbah B85:6; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis
38:12; Midrash Sekhel Tov VaYeshev, 3B:12; Midrash haGadol to
Genesis 39:12.

I io4Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:13.

1ioSMidrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:13.

1
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Tamar; Sekhel Tov makes Tamar responsible for her own
actions, while Midrash haGadcl makes her a tool of the Holy
Spirit. Here again, the tension between por@ra&ing Tamar as a
righteous and upright woman, or portraying her as a conniving
schemer comes into play. Her vindication proves her to be
righteous, and the rabbis seek to attribute her rightecusness
in some measure to Divine pouer.'Yet-at the same time, she is

still a human being, like anyone else. Can one maintain their

humanness and still be a vessel of divinity? This is a

question asked by all rabbis, in every age.

3 In this chapter, Judah "qoes up" to Timnah, while in
Judges chapter 14, Samson "goes down" to Timnah. How could
one person ascend to a place, and anocther person descend to
the same place? One rabbini: opinion is that there were two
different places named Timnah; Judah went to one of them, and
Samson went to the other.?®® Another opinion is that Timnah
was situated 1n a geocgraphical location which was north of
where Samson lived, and south ;f where Judah lived.®©? In a
different type of exegesis, Timnah is interpreted
allegorically. For Judah, Timnah becomes the site from which

his redemption comes. For Samscon, Timnah is the place where

passion overcame him, Thus, the place from which Judah

- 10e B.T.Sotah 10&a; Bereshit Rabbah 835:6; Béﬁidbar Fabbah
9:24; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B8:13.

1°7B.T. Sotah 10a; Bereshit Rabbah B85:6; Bamidbar Rabbah
9:24; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:13; Midrash Lekah Tov
to Genesis 38:13; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:13.
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established kings, and thereby rose to glory, was the same
placejuhere Samson fell in stature, due to his pursuit of
plgasure.‘“' Other texts are not quite so specific; Judah
went up to Timnah because his actions were for the sake of
\
Heaven (he was planting the seed of a new king, redeemer of
all Israel), and Samson went down to Timnah because his
actions were not for the sake of Heaven.®®® The lack of
speci ficity uith-regard to Samson may stem from the fact that
Samson's transgression was essentially the same as Judah's.
In one text helis aé‘used of ﬁgrrying a "goya," a woman from
a Yoreign nation,**® and in another text his actions are said
to be "for the sake of harlotry."**?* Judah has been guilty of
both of these accusations. The reason for his redemption,
then, ﬁust be found in his éﬁbsequent actions C(admission of
quilt and repentence}), or in an.outside scurce (Tamar or

God) .

3B:14 "So she took off her widow’s garb, covered her face
with a veil, and, wrapping herself up, sat down at
the entrance to Enaim (Petah Enaim) which is on the
road to Timnah; for she saw that Shelah was grown up,
yet she had not been given to him as a wife."

108R, T.Sotah 10a; Bereshit Rabbah 8S5:€&; Midrash-Lekah
Tov to Genesis 38:13.

1o®Fgr- instance, HBamidbar Rabbah 9:24; Midrash Seihel
Tov to Genesis 3B:13; and Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:13.

11oBereshit Rabbah BS:E.

*1iMidrash haHafes tc Genesis 38:1C. o=

S -
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What gave Tamar the right to suspend the norms of sexual
conduct;and become a harlot, even for one night? One answer
is given in the text itself; Tamar now could be certain that
Judah would not give her to Shelah as a wife. She was forced
to find some way ¢to fulfill her obligation to her dead
husband, and this was the scheme that she came up with. Her
deception of Judah was «carried out in a manner parallel to
that which Judah employed in the ‘episcde of the sale of
Joseph. Judah used Josgph'glgarment, dipped in the blood of a
kid, to deceived Ja!tz\ into thinking that Joseph was dead.
Tamar used her own veil to change her perceived identity, so
that she could make Judah think she was a harlot. She then
acc;pted.the ﬁromise of a goag\from Judah as payment for her
services. The use of these particular props 1in the two
stories sets up a situation in which Judah will be able to
begin his procese of repentance. They also create literary
continuity between the Joseph narrative and the self-
contained narrative of Judah and Tamar.

Various commentators have assumed that the identity
Tamar wishes to take on through wveiling herself 1is either
that of a common prostitute,®?® a sacred or temple prostitute

&

dedicated to Ishtar,?*® or a married woman in the service of

11=2Skinner, riti nd icC ar n
Genesis, p. 453. .
\iﬁﬁlhg Interpreter’s Bible, p. 760.
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Astarte, goddess of love.*** Whatever the model, putting on a

veil m;de her identifiable as a prostitute. Her decision to
sit’ at "Petah Enaim;" the city gate®®®™ ar crossroads,®!® alsc
may have been made because it was a place associated with
prostitution. The choice of name by the Biblical author seems
toc laden with- meaning to relegate it to a geoéraphical
location named " ggab Enaim".**7 The literal translation of
the name is "the opening of the eyes."” This name is ironic in
light of the fact thet Judah's eyes were closed there, in the
sense that he did not recocgnize his daughter-in-law Tamar. As
a result of what happens at Eeta@ Enaim, Judah's eyes are

eventually opened, both to Tamar and.to his own culpability

for the _actions he has taken.\

Interpretation of 3B:114 in Rabbinic Literature

The rabbinic exegesis of 38:14 introduces us to the
Tamar of the rabbis, who 1s intelligent ana honorable, even
as she prepares to deceive Judah. The rabbis affirmed Tamar's

right to assert herself{ when she saw that she would never

114yon Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, p. S54.

1= References to "Petah ha-iv,” "The opening to the
city,” can be found in I Kings 17:10 and I Chronicles 19:9.

. 21&7. A, Emerton, "Some Froblems in Genesis 38," VT
. 25(1975):338-361, p. 341.

117gkinner, Internaticnal Critical Commentary p.298 does
try to identify Eetah Epaim gecgraphically. He thinks it may
be the same as the place called "Enam" in Joshua 15:34,
located in the Shephelah. e
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marry Shelah.**® They also justified her motivation in her
act oflprostitutian. because they understood it to be for the
sake of Heaven. Tamar's act was exceptional because it
resulted in the birth of kings and prophets.®**® The rabbis
needed to Jjustify Tamar'’s act of deception in order to make
her a worthy progenitor of the Davidic 1line. At the same
time, they . <ould not completely accept the act of
prostitution under any circumstances, as it was so strongly
forbidden in thejr dwn time. This creates a tension in the
text whenever the sub ject of Tamar’s harlotry is mentioned.
Several texts respond to the question about the symbolic
meaning of Tamar's wveil. The Testaments of the Twelve
Fatriarchs iéentify the veil as bridal array. *=° Other texts
see tge veil as a symbol that Tamar, like Rebecca, will bear
twins. *=* According to Midrash Lekah Tov, the veil intro?uces

a change 1n persona, and also introduces a lie;*== in

11@Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:14, p.178.
i 13%B.T.Nazir 23b including tosefotj Midrash Lekah Tov to
Genesis 38:14.

1zoTestaments of the Twelve Fatriarchs, Judah 12:2.

i2ipBereshit Rabbah 60:15, 85:7; Tanhuma ha-Nidpas
VaYeshev 6€7; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B8:14. This
comparison to Rebecca also emphasizes the contrast between
th¥ acceptability of Tamar, who is worthy of being compared
with one of the Matriarchs, and the unacceptability of Bat
Shua, who is most often seen as an outsider.

*22Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:14.
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contrast, Midrash Sekhel Tov views it as . symbol. of
modesf}.‘“’ In the exegesis on this verse, the veil is one of
deception; at the same time, it fung}ions as a key object,
propelling the narrative forward.

The name " etah Enaim" is not mentiocned in the Book of
Jubilees. According to this text, Tamar "...sat in the gate

adjoining the way to Timnah."*=< Because of the ambiguous
nature of the name, the rabbis deemphasized the location in
their exegesis. They gave meaning to the name by ascribing
symbolic value'to i1t, using plays on it's literal meaning to
~
impart a sympathetic understanding of Tamar's character. In
one interpretation, "Fetalh Enaim" 1is a reference to Tamar's
reverence, fbr she "...raised her eyes to the opening which

-
all eyes look toward, and prayed, "May 1t be VYour will,
~
Adonai my God, that I not depart barren from this house.'"®*==
Another interpretation makes i1t the place where she opens

Judah's eyes and makes him aware of her status.®=® A

*23Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B:14.

124The Book of Jubilees, 41:10. In a similar
interpretation, the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,
Judah 12:2 says Tamar "...sat in the city Enaim by the gate."”

1=2=Bereshit Rabbah 85:7; Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev €£;
Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:14.

, '2®B.T.Scotah 10a reads, "...she gave eyes to her words.
When [Judahl sclicited her, he asked her, 'Art thou perhaps a
Gentile?' She replied, ‘1 am a proselyte.’ 'Art thou perhaps
a married woman?' She replied, 'l am unmarried.' ‘Perhaps ihy
father has accepted on thy behalf betrothals?' She replied,
‘I am an orphan.’ 'Perhaps thou art unclean?'’ She replied, ‘I
am clean.’'"” See also Bereshit Rabbah B85:7; Midrash haGadol to

- Genesis 38:14 ; Midrash Lekaﬁ TJov to Genesis 3B:14; and
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practical _in?trprltation makes Eg;.@ Enaim a place that
everyone passing by had to notice, so that Tamar’s choice of
a placé to wait for Jﬁdah was infallable.*®7 The Midrash
Tanhuma suggests that Petah Enaim as the opening thraugh
which God was watching, indicating that Divine Frovidence
approved of Tamar's actions.'®® Predictions of the coming of
David and the Messiah are also made in reference to this
phrase; Tamar was "looking" forward to the Admonite with the
beauti ful "eyes" 4i.e., —~David),*%® and the "opening” which
occurred at Petah éﬁaim led toc the opening -of the chaifs

imprisoning the Messiah.3*@°

-

38:15 "When Judah saw her, he took her for a harlot; for
she had covered her face."

In the place where all eyes are opened, Judah was not
able to "see" his daughter-in-law Tamar. He was "only able to

see a harlot who was ready to do some bu ss. The structure

Hrony and comedy of

\

and language of the text build opon t
" )

the moment.

_//C ~

Va-Yeshev 1:145.

Yal kut Shimo

127B.7. §Q££h 10b; Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 68; Midrash
Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:14; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis
38:14.

*2®Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev €8.

12¢Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B8:14.

’ IBereshit Rabbati to Genesis' 3B8Br14, p.180.
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This verse indicates that at least one type of
prost#tute was known to cover her face. Von Rad has suggested
that Tamar may have been portraying herself as a married
woman engaging in a cultic practice of sacrificial
prostitution, =t

.
Interpretation gf 38:15 in Rabbinic Literature

Some _ te#ts indicate knowledge of cultic forms of
prostitution.*®= It is particularly shocking to think that
Judah may have 1een so bold as to engage in sexual qc}iv;ty
as;ociated with the cult. On a interpretive level, this would
emphasize how removed Judah was from the laws and traditions
of his own pecple, first having married a Canaanite, and now

. ~
lying .with a cultic prostitute. Yet this does not correspond
to Judah's concern for the laws of levirate marriage. Was
Judah connected to his pecple, or was he removed from them?
Texts can be found to make either case. The rabbis were

divided on the gqualities necessary for repentence and

redemption, and the text reflect this

4" Believing that Judah's failure to recognize Tamar 1s due

only to her effective disguise requires a certain degree of
gullibility on the part of the reader. The rabbis were not at

all sure that this could be the whole story, Many texts

131Yon Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, p.354-5.

i32Testaments of the Twelve Fatriarchs, Judah 12:2;
Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:;5. p.180. .
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indicate that Judah's judgement was impaired either because
he was  drunk,*®® or lustful.*®+ Dther texts see Judah's
failure to recognize Tamar as yet another positive statement

about Tamar; she was so modest when she lived with her

father-in-law that he never saw her face, so it was

-
-

understandable that he would not know her when he saw her. It
was due to her extreme modesty, proved by this verse, that
she merited giving birth to kings and prophets.*®s The fact
that abiding b‘ the laws of modesty backfired in the case of
Judah and Tamar is given as a warning to men that they sheuld

-
always be able to recognize the women who are forbidden tﬁ
them because they are related to them.12€

Tamar's modest image in\these texts contrasts sharply
with Judah’s image of boisterocusness. The rabbis seem to want
to portray Judah in the worst possible light, and to show
Tamar at her very best. This description builds to a most
power ful moment of self-recognition for Judah; a moment at

which he is transformed. Fesikta Rabbati and Midrash Jehillim

offer a counter opinion, making a point of showing that Judah

t33Testamente of the Twelve Fatriarchs, Judah 14:5,
12:3; Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:15, p.180.

i34Testaments of the Twelve FPatriarchs, Judah 13:Z3;
Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 3B8:15, p.1B7; Midrash Sekhel Tov
to Genesis 3B8:15; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:15.

*28B, T, Megillah 10b; Sotah 10b; Midrash Lekah Tov to
Genesis 3B:15; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:15. y

i1@€Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B8:15; Midrash haGadol
to Genesis 3B:15.
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never fully regains his status after he lies with Tamar.*2?
These texts represent an opposition to exonerating Judah for
his.-sins, and a disbelief in the abilié?hof people to change

s0 quickly. |

38:16 "So he turned aside (va-yet) to her by the road and
said, 'Here, let me sleep with you' -for he did not
know that she was his daughter—-in-law. 'What,' she
asked, 'will you pay for sleeping with me?'"

Tﬁe mealing ofﬂxﬁa-xgt," "turning in to" is sométimes
thought to be ; euphamism‘gar sexual intercourse;""hsuever
the occurrence in other biblical passages inaicates that "va-
yet" can be understood to mean "turned aside" or “"turned in
toward." It also seems clear~ from 38:18 that the act of
inter;ourse occurred after payment negotiations between Judah

and Tamar, which are presented as a normal business

transaction.

Interpretation of 38:16 in Rabbinic Literature
The picture of Judah and Tamar which is suggested at

this mﬁment in the narrative was understandably disturbing to

137Ppsikta Rabbati, Piska 12:6, p.231; Tehillim Rabbah
on Psalm 101:2, which reads: "When Moses asked God: 'Shall I
appoint @ High Priest for Thee out of the tribe of Judah?’
God answered, 'No! "Whoso is haughty of eye and proud of
heart, him will I not suffer" '"(Psalm 101:5). For of Judah,
it is said ‘When Judah saw her, he thought her to be a
harlot’" (Genesis 3B8:15).

"'Bpaisé}, The Anchor Eih;g, pP.298.
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the rabbis. Tamar, supposedly dressed in the manner of a
harlot, was standing at the crossroads. It seems likely.that
she was doing something‘provocltive to spark Judah's interest
in her. Both her dress and her manner, then would be
problematic for men who were clearly obsessed with modesty.
Judah also behaves in a disturbing fashion, picking up Tamar
as though he was accustomed to consorting with harlots. A
number of Rabbinic texts coffer raticnalizations for Judah and
Tamar. B.T. .§2§gg 10T _suggests that Judah was concerned with
Tamer's credent{hls. describing 2 conversation in which he
checks her status carefully and determines that she 1s,
among other things, a proselyte.*®® Many texts claim that
Judah was dr;un to Tamar against his will. These texts make
the claim that Tamar's veil actually belied the fact that she
was acting as a prostitute, and because he thought her to be

a married woman, Judah passed by her without stopping. At

that moment, an angel specializing in passion was sent by .§od.

to goad Judah into 1lying with Tamar against his will.

seeing Judah try to pass by Tamar, the angel called out,
"Where are you going? From whence will kings be established?
From whence will redeeme;s be established?" It was this voice
which caused Judah to turn to Tamar, as she waited for him by

the ‘road.®=*® It was this voice which established God's

139%See n. 125 above.

i2oBereshit Rabbah BS5:B; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis
3B:16; Midrash haGadel to Genesis 3B:16; Midrash haHafes to
Genesis 3B:16; VYalkut Shimoni VYaYeshev 1:145. Also see
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presence in this story for Judah, and reminded him of his
responsjbilitiel toward Tamar and toward his people.

By asking Judah what he would give her as payment for
her services, , Tamar further reinforces her authenticity as a
prostitute. Payment for the services of a woman was part of

the normative culture of the time.1=2

3B:17 "He replied, ‘I will send a kid from my flock.' But

sh& said, 'You must leave a pledge (eravon) until you

have sent it.""

2 r .

Here Tamar's cunning begins to come to the fore. She has

clearly orchestrated her every move, with the intention of

carrying out a specific plan. The mention of a kid is another
x -~

link between this chapter and the rest of the Joseph

narrative. The kid becomes asscciated with acts of deception;

Jacob deceives Isaac by wearing the skins of a kid (Genesis

27:16), The brothers deceive Jacob with ~the blood of a

slaughtered kid, and now Tamar will decelye

pretending to accept a kid as his payment.

Interpretation of 38:17 in Rabbinic Literature
Why does Judah offer a kid, and not something else?

Perhaps for glory; after all, Jacob was blessed while wearing

Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B:16.

1eiMidrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:16; Midrash haGadol
to Genesis 38:16.
: v
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kidskin, and s0 Judah tstablished. kings and prophets by
virtue of the kid he pledged.®*®*= Another opinion states that
this was all a part of Judah's deserved punishment; just as
he 'deé;ived his father using a kid, so too would Tamar
deceive him using a kid.*" Parallelism .uith other texts in
order is idehtified and utilized in order to impart deeper
meaning to this seemingly insignificant barter between Jqdah
and Tamar. )
Bereshit -Rabbati and Midrash Sekhel Tov both give
definitions of an "eravon," or "pledge“.““ The mention of
the pledge is the mext steﬁ in Judah's journey toward
repentence. The "eravon" introduced in this chaptér will take
on a different form in a later chapter, when Judah offers

himself to Jacob as a pledge for Benjamin. Ultimately, it

will be at the peoint whep Judah is actually willing to

14=Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesxs 3B8:17; Midrash Sekhel
Tov to Genesis 3B8:17.

i43Midrash Sekhel Tov to Gehesis 3B:17.

i44. Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis y reads as
follows: "Then [Tamar] said, 'You must leave Rap ntil
you have sent it,’ meaning until tJudahJ - J i. The
principle here is the word" "eravon," " an

expression referring to a security (aravut) uhxch is -
between traders to establish a sale. Similarly, 'I will be a
pledge for him,’ (Genesis 43:9); ‘My son, if you have stood
surety for your fellow," (Proverbs 6:1); ‘'Come now, make this
wager' (II Kings 18:23), 'He who gives his hand to stand
surety for his fellow’ (Proverbs 17:18), and all similar
statements, are speaking about a type of pledge. It is the
expression of a pledge which draws a person to the same
thirg, and it is the sign of something which pulls, as it is
yritten, ‘Draw me after you, let us run!'' (Song of Scongs,
1:4)." Note that the word "aravut" can mean “heavenly".
See also Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38%17, p.180,
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lndangur'Himsalf in grder to save Blnjnhin that conhletc
"teshuvah", "repentanén“ will be recognized in Judlh.

-~

38:18 "And he said, 'What pledge shall I give you?’ She
replied, 'Your seal and cord, and the staff which you
carry.’ So he gave them to her and.slept with her,

X and she conceived by him."

The seal which Tamar asked for was prdbably a
personalized stamp in the shape of a ring, worn on a pi; by
the individual as parf of his public attire, and used by him
whenever a signature was reguired.**® The i;ll hung from the
cordi=%, and The staff p;ELably was walking stick which also
served & function when engaging in business transactions, and
ua; personalizeﬁnfn} such use.®*” All of these items could be
identified as belonging to Judah, and they alsoc would have
indicated his social status. In requiring a pledge from him,

Tamar ‘obtained items which he would be able ¢to identify in

_the most expedient and least ambiguous way. -

Rabbinic Literature

Interpretation of 3B

Di fferent midr di fferent definitions of the

items which Judah gave Tamar a pledge. In some, the staff,

*4%Plaut, The Torah: A Modern Commentary, p. 251.

14&Brown, Driver, and Briggs,

A Hebrew and English
L:sis.qn_ﬁi_tb.:_nld_m&mt (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1951),
p. B36 >

1#7Plaut, The Torah, A Modern Commentary, p.251.




cor&, and seal are items used by shepherds when tending the
flock.*=® A related definition envisions a staff with 'a purse
tied to the top, drawn closed by the cord and containing the
seal, forming a sack which a traveller would commonly take on
a trip.**® Another type of definition translates the pledge
items as Judah's staff! his girdle, and the diadem of his
kinddom.“° These items are considered  to be symbols of
Judah's sover;ignty; his tribe;, his power, and the glory af
his kingdom,*=* or the Kingship, the Sanhedrin, and the
Messiah®*®=, According to this allegorical interpretation of
the pledge items, either Judah surrendered his power to
Tamar, or Tamar was responsible for Judah's eventual
achieveme™ of sove;aignty. The hyperbole of these texts
indicates the important role Tamar occupies in the rabbi’'s

understanding of Judah as sovereign. The symbols of Judah's

148Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:18B reads, "Tocls used
in herdiha. ‘Your seal,’ whixth he used to brand the flock;
‘your cord,’ with which he tied the flock. And this 1is the
way it works; the shepherds attach a rope at the top of the
staff, and it is tied, and it is put on the head of the
sheep. And when he pulls, the tie is tightened, and the flock
is caught." See alsoc Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:18.

i4®Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B:1B; Midrash Sekhel
to Genesis 38:18.

f‘;taments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 1Z:4;
« In the Book of Jubilees 41:11, the items are
y necklace, and staff.

i=i1Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 15:3. See
alsoc Aggadat Bereshit 27:2 on Judah's staff only.

is2Rereshit Rabbah B85:9; Aggadat Bereshit ch.27:2;
Midrash Lekah Tov. to Genesis 38:18.—
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sovereignty have no meaning to him, and therefore Qhey are
not effective until Tamar takes them from him and empowers
him. Midrash haHafes understands the pledge items as

representing those n;tural powers which led to the formation

of new life.:=2 This new life is not only referred to in

regard to Judah’'s sons; the text reflects a belief that Judah
himself attained new life through his joining with Tamar.

An involved discussion of women’s physiclogy comes up in
the exegesis on this verse because Tamar becomes pregnant the
first and only t}qe she lies with 3;anh;/1ﬁe rabbis took this
phenomenon to mean that something else must have been going
on— either Tamar gggturbated (which they felt somehow

-
prepared her far impregnation), or she and Judah must have

had\ intercourse more than -once, or she destroyed her
virginity by friction with her finger (which again was seen
to increase the chances that she would get pregnant).®=< The
fact that the rabbis Jhderstood the idea that humans could
have some control over fertility indicqﬁes their fascination
with physiclogy, particularly when it concerned the formation
of new life. Tamar’'s pregnancy is also used as a prooftext

for determing dates of conception end length of gestation for

a fetus. These calculations were used to inform couples about

*=3Midrash haHafes to Genesis 38:18B.

4 *=<B.T. Yebamot 34b; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:18;
Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:18; Midrash haGadol to
Genesis 3B8:18. Tamar becomes associated with masturbation
because of this verse.
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the appropriate days to concieve, so th#? the baby @ould not
be born on Shabbat.*==

The rabbis continue their efforts to justify the act of
prostitution which occurs in this verse. Midrash Sekhel Tov

defends Judah's motives, stating that he "came to [Tamarl to

ﬂi\@odest place, for the sake of fruitfulness."*™® The rabbis’

cémment on.tﬁe phrase "and she conceived" “reiterates the
message that Judah and Tamar were act;ng with the best
intentions. It states that Tamar wished to conceive
"ees.children who were 1like him; righteous 1like him, and
mighty like hiﬁ.;*a’ These texts wish to reassure us that
Judah’sfintegrity igf}ntact, since he is engaged in the union

- :
which will lead to the birth of David and, ultimately, the

S -
Messiah.

38:19 "Then she went (va-takam? on her way. She took off her
veil and again put on her widow’'s garb."

Tamar has been transformed, but -her transformation is
invisible as yet. The juxtaposition of her two identities is

ironic. Her identity as a widow causes her to be viewed as an
s

obedient and patient woman, following the restrictions which

i1SSMidrash haGadol to Genesis 38:18.
ise&Mjdrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:1B.
157Bereshit Rabbah 85:9; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis

3B:18; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:1B; Midrash haGadol
to Genesis 28:18.
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have been placed on her life. Yet as long as _she keeps this

identity, she is unable to fulfill her potential as redeemer
of the people. It is only en she takes on a radically
di fferent identity, one which is viewed as non—-normative and
antithetiéil to the values of society, that she 1is able to
act courageocusly and effectively. famar must conceal her
ambition when she wears her widow’s garments, the garments

that are associated with the "real" Tamar. Yet when she puts

on the veil of harlétry, supﬁosedly concealing her true

identity, she 1is able to act on something which secretly

obsessed her. Which Tamar is more real, the Tamar in uidbu's
LA

garments, or the veiled Tamar?
‘ -

-

Interpretation of 38:19 in Rabbinic Literature
The rabbis struggled with the question of the real

Tamar. This tension is demonstrated by those interpretations

which defend her and provide her with positive test;mony.
They say that Tamar changes quickly so that no other men will
approach her, thinking that qbe is a prostitute.*™® Taking a
cue from the Hebrew, they point cut that the word "vg-takgm}
means "she rose". According to Midrash Lekah Tov, she rose to
bear kings and prophets, 5% fhese texts take every

opportunity to point out Tamar's righteousness and her sense

of purpose throughout this entire episode. It is possible

iseMidrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:19.

"‘Hidr.sh_Lokah Tav to Genesis 3B:19.



that their zealousness reflects the fact that they had dohbts

about the means Tamar used to reach her goal.

38:20 "Judah sent the kid by his friend the Adullamite, to
redeem the pledge from the woman; but he could not
find her." -

Judah wanted to fulfill this obligation to Tamar. We do
. 3

not know 1if he was motivated by his desire to retrieve the

pledge items, or by his desire tc keep his word.

Interpretation of Genesis 38:20 in Rabbinic Literature

The exégesis on this verse is eclectic. Bereshit Rabbah
reminds JEJ again that Divine re;ribution is distributed
measure for measurej; Judah used a kid in his deception of his
fathgr, and Tamar i1s promised a kid in the course of her
deception of Judah.®®® Midrash haGadol distinguishes the kid
called "Q’di_izzim" “from all the other animals referred'to

as "g'di".*®* The kid becomes a symbol of deception in the

entire Joseph narrative, but at the same time, the deception

serves a higher purpose. In the case of Joseph, i1t causes him

to gain his position of leadership in Egypt; in the case of
Tamar, it allows her to carry out her plan of bearing kings

and prophets.

Some of the texts on this verse strive to deemphasize

i&oBereshit ‘Rabbah B85:9.

i&iMidrash haGadol to Genesis 38:20. B
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Judah’s role in his own seduction. Again, one side of the

rabbis really wants to rationalize all of Judah’'s mistakes.
Midrash Sekhel Tov and Midrash Lekah Tov .ﬁphasize how
completely out of context Tamar was when Juda? met her, as
indicated by her clothing and by her lbgttion.“’ Bereshit
Rabbati « reasons that the Adullanitnh—uu; responsible for

disgrace, which is why he is not named in this verse.*®3 .

38:21 "He inquired of the people of that town, ‘Where is
the cult prostitute (gedesha), the one at Enaim, by
the road?' But they said, ‘There has been no
prostitute here.’"

. -~
Much fiudy has been devoted to the i1identification of the

———
term, edesha," here translated as "cult prostitute." Many
schalars agree with this translation, which takes an
historical approach to the narrative. Those scholars who
read this narrative priTarily as literature have a different
interpretation of the term. Read this way, '"gedesha" can be
understocod as a tongue-in-cheek, sarcastic reference ¢to the
"holy" whore,*e= On a more serious note, the rabbis
recognized that the 1line between holiness and sinfulness

‘could sometimes be very thin, Tamar's '"disappearance"

symbolizes how delicate that distinction can be. The image of

1&2Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:20; Midrash Lekah
Tov to Genesis 38:20.

i&3Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 3B:20, p.180-181.

1&4This is the copinion of Professor S. David Sperling.
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.a prostitute as a holy person is repeated in the Book of

Joshua, chapter 2, with the character of Rahab.
Interpretation of 38:21 in Rabbinic Literature

This.ﬁerse is used as a prooftext for Deuteronomy 23:18,
which read;, “No'Israelite,woman shall be a cult prostitute."
The townspeople’s denial of the presence of a prostitute is
seen as proof th;t the existence of such prostitutes in
Israel was prohibited.!'®= Later exegesis on- this verse
indicates that the townspeople had no idea what the

Adullamite was téfking about.*®® Tamar must therefore have

carried out her plan discréiely.
=X -

7

38:22 "So he returned to Judah and said, 'I could not find
her; moreover the townspeople said; There has been
no prostitute here.’"

/..--‘

There is nothing in “the text to indicate that Judah
thought it was strange that no one had seen or heard of this

woman. Judah seems per fectly content to '"shut his eyes" to

the mysterious woman from Petah Enaim. -

r
-

Interpretation of 3B:22 in Rabbinic Literature

The exegesis on. this verse in Midrash Sekhel Tov

1&55] fre to Deuteronomy 23:18; Midrash Tannaim to
Deuteronomy 23:18.

t&&Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:21; Midrash Lekah
Tov to Genesis 38:21. _‘J )
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continues the discussion, begun in the previous verse, of the

taboo lftitudq_touard prostitution in Israelite culture.®s”

38:23 "Jud;ﬁ said, ‘Let her keep them, lest we become a
laughingstock. I did send her this kid, but you did ~
not find her."" ;

'Judah.seems tﬁ‘be more worried about his reputation than
‘he is about retrieving his pledge- or finding out who the
mystery woman was. His anxiety over becoming eméarggssed
anticiﬁateg his emba[r!ssqant when Tamar reveals his pledges,
adding to the irony of the plot. Judah'’s decision not &o
pur sue Taqa; is crucial to the continuation of the story.

-

Interpretation of 38:23 in Rabbinic Literature S

o

There are several possible explanations for Judah's fear

‘of embarrassment. He may not have wanted anyone to think that

he had reneged on his payment to Tamar, and was afraid that
if the Adullamite went back a second time,‘pnople might get
that impression.*®® By sending the Adullamite once, he could
say that he met his obligation to pay her, and‘kEEp a low

profile. He even had an excuse, if anyone ever accused him of

1&7Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:22 reads, "...There
was never a cult prostitute here, as we are protected from
forbidden sexual relations and licentiocusness [by Torah,
which acts as a fencel. A ‘"gedesha" is a icentious

" prostitute, and thus Scripture warns, ‘There shall be nc cult

prostitutes in Israel’'" (Deut.23:18).

1&mMidrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:23; Midrash Lekah
Tov to Genesis 38;23. S
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not sending the kid. In additiqqt; ﬁl,.ﬂy have feared khlt
people would think he was accustomed fq sleeping with
prostitutes (and sending them presents).'®® Bereshit Rabbati

points out that Judah might have been embarrassed because his

-y

brothers,“éimeoh and Levy, killed men who engaged in acts of

prostitution, and now he had engaged in such an act

himsel f.2*7° Midrdsh haGadol does not specify what Judah is

embarrassed about, but points out that Tamar had seemed
setrange when she took the pledge items from him, and
therefore seemed - like a person who might embarrass hiq."‘
The exegesis on this verse makes a strohg’statement about the
undesiregbility of prostitution. As Judah got himself into a
position which could not be defended, the best the rabbis
could do was to highlight the fact that he knew what he did

was wrong, and that he felt guilty about it.

-~ -

—

38:24 "About three months later, Judah was told, ‘Your
daughter—-in-law Tamar has played the harlot; in
fact, she is with child by harlotry.’” 'Bring he
out,’ said Judah, ‘and let her be burned.’"

Both because she is Er’s widow and because she is still

formally betrothed to Shelah, Tamar is considered guilty of

1e®Midrash Lekah Tov. This reading supports the idea
that prostitution was not part of the Israelite culture at
that time, and that one who engaged in sex with a prostitute
was punished or scorned.

170Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:23, p. 181.

L

17iMidrash haGadol to Genesis 38B:23.
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adultery. Tension in the biblical narrative builds out of the
irony: Judah had never intended to consummate his son’'s
» marriage t; Tamar. Unbeknownst to him, he himself has
consummated it. WNow it ié up to Judah, in his role as the
he;d of the family, to determine Tamar’s punishment and to
make sure that punishment is executed.®*®”= The sentencing to
death by burning is derived from the punishment for incest
with a mother in the Code of Hammurabi (157).%72 In Leviticus
20:16 and Deuteronomy 22:23-24, the penalty for adultery is
stoning; gleviticus 21:9 states an exception in the case of a
priestﬂf daughter who engages in prostitution; she is burned.
The biblical text does explicate why burning is appropriate
for Tamar.
j-. :
Interpretation of 38:24 in Rabbinic Literature
The amount of time which elapsed between conception and

-

noti fication to Judah of Tamar's pregﬂghcy is about three

months. This detail g}thin the verse is used as a prooftext
{

for determining the point at which pregnancy can be

determined (approximately three months).*”* Here again, the

i1728kinner, ritica e i 1 ent n

Genesis, p.454.

* 373Interpreter’'s Bible to Genesis, p. 761: Skinner, A

mmm_ﬁmmmm.u_v_m_em 9-454—455.

174B.T., Niddah Bb; Tosefta Niddah 1:1; Bereshit Rabbah
B5: 10 which reads, "Sumcos said in the name of Rabbi Meir:
From whence do we know that a fetus is not recognized in its
mother's womb for three months? From ‘About three months
later' (Genesis 38:24)., Rabbi Huna in the name of Rabbi
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fascination on the part of the rabbis with the female
reproductive system is evident.

The fabbis were interested in discussing the questibn of
hqu Judah was notified of Tamar’s pregnancy. In one cpinion,
the rumor that she was pregnant spread through gossip.*7=
ﬁnotﬁer opinion was that Tamar publicized her pregnancy by
boasting that she would be the bearer gqf . kings and
redeemers.*”® In contrast, the tradition in Midrash haHafes
implies that Tamar informed Judah herself.*?77 The different
projec#ions of Tamar’s approach at first seem to contradict
each gther. In thé first text, Tamar 1is seemingly brazen,
scorning the opinions of others.In the second, she is
concerned that only Judah be informed, discretely. Both

interpretations lead to the same goalj; Judah is informed that

Tamar is pregnant, and the plan moves forward. But a subtle

Joseph: The final opinion is not that 1t is three full
months, but most of the first and last, and a full month in
the middle."; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:24; Midrash
Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:24; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:24;
Midrash haHafes to Genesis 3B:24.

7=Midrash Lekah Tov to Bereshit Rabbah 38:24; Midrash
Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:24.

i17€Bereshit Rabbah B5:10; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis
38:24; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 28:24; Midrash haGadol
to Genesis 38:24.

177 Midrash haHafes to Genesis 3B:24 reads; " ‘'Judah was
told’: ‘Tamar sent him one olive (zait) and one ornament
(khalya,? and Judah knew without doubt (it stood -forl ‘'Your
daughter-in-law Tamar has played the harlot’ (zinta Tamar

: )." He knew because of the play on words: zait/zinta
and khalya/kalatekha.
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questioning of her true nature, and of her ability to carry

out such a plan while red;ining virtuous, is implicit in
these interpretations.

_The huestion of Tamar's identity also resur faces in this
verse because of the nature of the punishment which she

receives. As stated above,'”® execution by burning was

e

reserved for daughters of priests who were convicted of
adultery. The rabbis used the fact that Judah sentenced Tamar
to burning in order to prove that she wash:he daughter of a
priest.fSome identify the priest as Shem; the son of Noah,
thus praoyiding Tamar"uith suit;ble lineage.*”® Others claim

that the sons of Noah were never to be burned, so Tamar must

have been the daughter of Melkisedek, not Shem.*®° Still

others reject- the idea that Tamar was a daughter of Shem or

any other ﬁfiest, and assume that burning was considered
appropriate punishment 1in cases where leggrate marriage was
involved.*®* Different texts understand Tamar's background
very differently. The range includes a talmudic'text which
states that Judah wanted to burn Tamar because she was a

heathen, *®*= a text which indicates that Tamar was a

178 See above, p.S59.

i7®Bereshit Rabbah B5:10; Midrash haGadol to Genesis
3B:24; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38: 24,

1@oMidrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:24.

i®iMidrash haHafes to Genesis 38:24.

135, 7. Avodah Zarah 36Y.
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Canaanite,*™® and a text which has Judah sentence her to
burning because "she has wrought uncleanness in Israel,"18<
indicatinafthat she was understood to be an Israelite. These
texts probe at an area of wuncertainty regarding Tamar's
eligibility and suitability for her role as progenitor of the

Davidic/Messianic line.

38:25 "As she was being brought out (hi muset) she sent
this message to r father—-in-law, 'I am with child
by the man to whom these belong.’ And she added,
tExamine these (ha-ker na); whose seal and cord and
staff are these?'" :

The suspense which begins to build 1n verse 1? reaches
it’'s climéx in this moment of wunveiling and enlightenment.
There is a seﬁse of. high drama as the reader waits for
Judah's - response, but Tamar's moral victory is
unquestionable. Tamar’s use of the phrase, "ha-ker na"
harkgns back-to Judah’'s part in the deception of Jacob,?®®==
the other episode in his 1life which he had much cause to

regret. At that time, he and his brothers asked Jacob to

examine Joseph's coat, using the very same wording which

1835 text from Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 3B8:24, p.181
says, "Is it not true that Canaanites are leniant with regard
to harlotry? Why then did they make a big deal about Tamar to
Judah? Because they knew that the sons of Jacob were strict
about harlotry."

i®4The Book of Jubilees 41:17.
18510 Genesis 37:32, Jacob’'s sons come to him with

Joseph’s torn coat, which théy have dipped in blood, and say
"We found this. Please examine it (ha—ker na)..."
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Tamar uses when she asks Judah to examine the pledgib.

Interpretation of 38:25 in Rabbinic Literature

Tamar becomes s%rongfy associated with the positive
quality of not embarrassing other people, as a result of the
supposedly subtle way she informed Judaﬁ that he was
responsible for her pregnancy. She is portrayed as a heroic
martyr who does not expose Judah publicly, even when her own
life is threatened.*®™® This line of interpretation appears
inconsistent with the biblical text. The pledge items.uhich
Tamar Qisplayﬁ are supposed to be identifiably Judahfs.
FPerhaps he was the only person who could identify them; if
so, the nature of th;se items must be reevaluated. Tension is
 created by the r;bbis' concern with Tamar's image, which
seems here to override their concern with a logical
interpretation of the text. Their agenda was that the Davidic
matriarch be admirable and respectable, if not saintly.

The first twd words of the verse, "hi" (she) and "muset"

(was being brought out) are each written in the Hebrew in

i®€B.7. Ketubot 63b reads; "...It is preferable for a
person to throw himself into the heart of a fiery furnace in
order to avoid embarrassing his fellow in public. Where do we
learn this? From Tamar, as it is written, ‘'As she was being
brought out'". See also B.T. Sotah 10b; B.T. Berakhot 43b;
B.T. Baba Metziah S59a; and Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:25.
Another 'strong statement is made in Midrash haGadol to
Genesis 3B:25: "Anyone who embarrasses his fellow, it 1is as
if he spills blood."” This text goes on to state that there
are three types of pecple who cannot return from Gehinnom: an
adulterer, an imposter, and, the worst of all, one who causes
another embarrassment.



ways which present interpretive questions. "hi" (she) is
written uith. a "vav," so that the unvocalized text could be
read "hu" (he). Some texts interpret tﬁis to mean that both
Judah (hu) and Tamar (he) were about'tc be judged.*®” Tamar's
Jjudgement was explicity Judah'§ judgement would come from
God, and would be based on his response to Tamar.
“mggg;“ can be derived from three different Hebrew roots;
“1;1," meaning "to be brought out,” ."mgL,? meaning "to
find"*®8, and "xgﬂ,“ meangng "to ignite."1@%

Those texts which interpret the root to be "to find"
create a scenario in which Tamar hae lost the ofiginal pledge
items and God provides her with a new set.*®® The implication
of this mode of interpretation is that God has ordained
Tamar’'s situation, along with the entire judah and Tamar
narrative. These texts reflect conflicting viewpoints about
tﬁq source of Tamar's rightecusness. Is she inherently
righteous, or has God made her rightecus?

Several texts .imply that Judah's first reaction when

confronted by Tamar was to try to deny her ciaim.‘t;7mar asks
e

him to recognize that God knows the truth, and minds him

i®7Bereshit Rabbah B85:11; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis
3B:25; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:25.

i®@pereshit Rabbah BS:11; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis
3B:25; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:25.

-
i1e®Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:25; Midrash Lekah
Tov to Genesis 3B:25; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B8:25.

1®°B.T. gotah 10b.



that ultimately he will never be able to deny what he did.
She shows him the pledge items which were replaced by God to
emphasize b&r claim.that Goq_is on her side.'®* Some texts
repeat the idea that the whole tribunal was set up _in order
to punish Judah for deceiving,his'father, because he had to
be punished measure for measure.®®2 By being confronted by
Tamar in this way, he was also offered an opportunity to

atone for his earlier sins.®®2

38:26 "Judah recognized them, and said, 'She is more in the
wright than I (sadqah mimeni), inasmuch as I did not
give her to my son Shelah.' And he was not intimate
with her again (velo yasaf od leda‘atah)."

In one short sentence, the whole episode is resolved;

Judah acknowledges that Tamar's actions were justified and

accepts responsibility for her situation. The text states

that he "does not add to his intimacy with, her," but does not

:

A - -~
say anything about Tamar's status. Apparently, Judah\hnd

Tamar are now considered married, but this is never stated in

an,/ﬁ;y.

The root "yadah," "know," which appears here - in it's

iviBereshit Rabbah B85:11; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis
38:25; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B:25; Midrash haGadol to
Genesis 38:25. -

125, 7, , Sotah = 10b; Bereshit Rabbah B85:11; Aggadat
Bereshit 61-62; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38125; Midrash
haHafes to Genesis 38:25. . ‘

193Numbers Rabbah 13:14.




b : 67
infinitive form_and‘rifcrs to sexual knowledge, is alsc found
in 38116 referring to Judah's failure to recognize Tamar. In

38: 16 hn};did not “knou“ her because her identity was

e -

disguised; here he does not "know" her b.qgfsc her identity

is clear. Judah's .consciou! decision to no longer "know"

. Tamar reflects his transformation. Judah now poslesses'
{ insight, he knows what 1is right and what is.wrong, he has
begun to recognize when he.looks. The Joseph narrative as a

4 whole contains nunero&s linguistic pllys.bn words like "khow”

and "recognize." Chapter 3B fits into the narr;tive well,

giving an altnrn(tivg case study r!Lx:\u?"\-"thu: tension between

.

knowledge and recognhnition. i 5

Interpretation of 38126 in Rabbinic Literature
It was shown above'®* that the exegesis on verse 1 of J
this chapter was very much concerned with Judah’s punishnént.'

" The counterpoint to this concern is found in the exegesis on

-f"’_"""'-\ 3

verse 26, which is focused on Judah’s reward. “Judah's

comment, "sa ni," "she is more righteous than I,"
" P

implied that he was 1less righteous than Tamar. This act of i

| o humility was elevated by the rabbis and, ironically,  used to
prove Judah's righteousness.

Instead of - understanding the reversal of Tamar's death

f sentefge ai Judah’s obligation under the circumstances, some

i

texts present it as a lifesaving act, deserving of reward.

"*B.p“qbov'. p.4 and folloyihc.




Several of them link the saving of Shadrach, Meshach, and
Abed-negc (referred to as Hananiah, Mishael, and A¥nriah)
from the fiq;y furnace in the book of Daniel, to the saving
~of Tamar (;nd her unbarn. chiidren. from death—by fire in
Genesis 58:26. They claim that because Judah saved three
lives from death gy burning, God saved three lives from death
by burning.®®® These particular three figures might have been
“chosen for two reasons. First, they too were sentenced to die
by fire. Secondly, in their emergence from the fire, they

* served as God's witnesses. In the midrash, Tamar is alsg

God's witness, saved by Divine &3i5fs and lngéls.

Bereshit Rabbati cr.dits Judah with saving four lives;
three from the furnace and one from the pit.'®® This text
points to the saving of Benjamin, an act credited to Judah in
the following chapters of the Joseph narrative. In Hidrash

haHafes, Judah's reward for saving three lives is that David

is saved from death three times.*®7 It seems as though all of

i®SAqggadat Bereshit to Psalms 110:2 reads, " [Judahl
aquitted her, and she was not burned. The Holy One said to
him, *You made your error known, and saved three from
burning, - Tamar and her two sons. By your life, I, too, will
rescue three of your children’s children from burning,
ananiah, Mishael and Azariah.'" See also B.T. Sotah 10b;
gadat Bereshit to Genesis 49:9; BaMidbar Rabbah 13:4.

t®cBereshit Rabbati to Genesis 49:9, p.268.

i1®7Midrash haHafetz to Genesis 3B:26 reads, "Because he
admitted his error and saved three souls from death, his
brothers thanked him and saved his son David from mirder
three times; from Saul, from Absalom, and from Avishai. Even
s0, why were Judah and Tamar absolved? Becaase it was a
mistake, and Noahites who make a mistake concerning cohe of
their commandments are absolved. Therefore it says, ‘For _he

comeishc et bl Lo, e M il alit . it U e e, "
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Judah's past transgressions are forgotten and forgiven
because he is willing to admit that Tamar was more righteocus
than he.

Dther texts capitalize on the opportunity this verse

-

prq:énts to make a hero out of Judah. He is shown as

y :
developing from an inadequate Ileader to a desireable one,

both as an individual and in his role as the symbol of the
tribe.*®® He is seen as a wonderful model of a person who

repents. 1*® The texts which try to underﬁtaﬁd what was going
“
through his head when Tamar brought out his personal
e

possessions show him to be self-reflective and repentant.=c°

4

b

€9

did nof know that 'she was his daughter-in-law’ (Genesis 3B8:16)."

i®®pereshit Rabbati to Genesis 49:9 reads, " ‘'Judah is a
lion's whelp.' It was predicted that in the beginning he
would be a whelp, and in the end, a lion. In the beginning,
'Saul removed him from his presence and appointed him chief
of a thousand' (II Samuel 18:13). And in the end, ‘In

Jerusalem he reigned over all Israel and Judah thirty-three

years' (I Samuel S5:5).

iw®See Sifre Devarim, Piska 348, which reads, " 'Reuben
will livej he will not die' and this because of Judah. What
do these have to do with each other? Judah did what he did
and stood up and said, 'She is more righteous than 1.’ When
Reuben saw that Judah_ admitted this, he also stood up and
admitted his misdeeds; therefore it is said that Judah caused
Reuben to repent." The play is on the juxtaposition of verses
about Judah and Reuben. Alsc see Shemot Rabbah 30:19.

In Yalkut Makhiri to Isaiah 55:8, Judah merits God™s
mercy because he repents. Aside from this mention of Judah,
this text falls into the category of predetermination by God,
which will be addressed below.

.200In Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38326 it says, "
‘And Judah recognized them and said, "She is more righteous
than I." That is to say, her soul is more rightnohs than I,
for according to her, she engaged in permitted sexual
relations, for the sake of Heaven, while I mistakenly engaged
in forbidden sexual relations. for the sake of harlotry." See

Y A A st A e T
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At the same time, they ask the human question: wdluld Judah
have lcted-in tﬁ!'sln. fair and courageous manner if his
personal and identifiable posessions were not evident for all
to examinggé°‘

The Kdiscﬁmfort “interpreters had with persistant
qupstio;s about Judah's ’integrity, which were important to
resolve because-‘of the leadership role which he ultimh%ely
attained, 1led to a group of texts which indicated that
Judah’s role as leader was predetermined. Some of these
compare his merits to those of his brothers, showing that
from the moment of his birth and naming, ’he was known to be

worthy of praise.2®°= Dthers go so far as to suggest that a
>

-

also Midrash Lekah Tov tﬁ Genesis 3B:26 in this regard.

2°1 In a text from Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 3B:26 we
read, "‘And Judah recognized them.’ When he saw the pledges
thrown at the fpet of the judges, he shrieked and said, My
brothers and my father's house know about me. A man is
measured by the scale with which. he measures, be .it a
positive measure or a negative one. Happy is the man whose

deeds are exposed. It is good that I should be embarrassed in:

this world and not in the world to comes It is good that I
should burn in a dying fire, and not in a roaring fire. For I
took my brother’s garment and dipped it in blocod and took it

“to my father, and said to him, ‘Do you vrecognize...? '

. W h

(Genesis 37:32). 1 have received measuré for measure, for
Tamar said to me, 'Do you recognize...?' They would know that
Tamar my daughter-in-law was righteous, and did not get
pregnant through harlotry; that she is pregnant by me, and
she did not do this for the sake of prostitution, but in the
name of misvah. Everything she did was caused by me, for I
did not give her Shelah...'™

202Tanhuma Buber VaYekhi 12 reads, "When [the brothers]
killed Shechem ben Hamor, [Godl said to them, ‘You have
grieved me. These strong people are from a cursed hand; these

‘tribes pannot.ropain as one. Therefore I will divide them up

in Jacob and ter them in Israel.’ Judah entered and was
praised. i , your brothers will praise you., Your mother

L J
i
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Divine Being appeared in the Court,®®® with each text

attributing a slightly different nes;;gc to that Divine
Being. IH‘ sSOme cases it.js respansible for Judah's words,
"sadgakh mimeni;"®°+ in others it is responsible for the
cﬁtirét;qifode,'P‘ including the climactic public vindication

of Tamar.

praised you by your name when she gave birth to you. She
said, "This time I will praise God" (Genesis 29:35). And what
did she see to praise in Judah? When she gave birth to
Reuben, she saw Datan and Aviram and did not praise him. When
she gave birth to Simeon she saw Zimri and did not praise
him. When she gave birth to Levi she saw Korah and did not
praise him. When she gave birth to Judah, she immediately
praised him, because he admitted his wrongdoing in the
incident of Tamar,....His father said *to him, your mdther
praised you, and you admitted your wrongdoing; therefore your
brothers will praise you. Isaac, when he blessed Jacob, said
*Your mother’s sons will bow down to you'(Genesis 27:29), for
he only had one , wife. But Jacocb, who had four wives, said
‘your father's sons.’ Why? Your brothers will give witness
that all Israel will be called by the name ‘Yehudim.’ And
that's not all; the Messiah will descend from you, for he
will save Israel, as it is written, "A shoot shall grow out
of the stump of Jesse' (Isaiah 11:1)."

Another text in which Judah 1is compared to other
brothers or tribes is Devarim Rabbah (Leiberman p.72).

203Kohellet Rabbah 10:16 reads, "The True Judge spoke in
three places; in the Bet Din of Shem, and the Bet Din of
Samuel, and in the Bet Din of Sclomon. From whence do we say
the Bet Din of Shem? It is written, ‘And Judah...said, "She
is more righteous than I."" The: Holy Spirit then shouted,
'These words came from me'!'...'" See also, B.T., Makkot 23b;
Bereshit Rabbah 85:12; Mishnat R. Eliezar p.3113 Midrash
Tehillim, addendum ¢to FPsalm 17; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis
38:26; and Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B8:26.

204K ohel let - Rabbah 10:16.

208Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3Br26 reads, "When Judah
said, ! the Holy Spirit sparkled and said, ‘Tamar was
not a prostitute, and Judah did not ask for prostitution;
these things came from me, so that the Messiah would be
established from Judah.'" See also Midrash Tehillim, Addendum
to Psalm 17.
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These texts provide an answer for those who cannot
accept apo!dgetic excuses for Judah's behavior. If Judah'’s
ultimate ;G;tun as progenitor of the Davidic and Messianic
line is\predltlrmined, his.nctions are no longer subject to
no;al scrutiny, &fnce they all become a part of thu‘Di§ine
plan.

In the Mekhilta Midrash, Judah 1is portrayed as a
character who develops and grows during the course of the
Joseph narrative, from the brother whs suggests selling
Joseph, toc a man who gains insight into himself (thanks to
Tamar.)‘and who finélly reaches a stage at~uhich he can offer
himsel f as a pledge to safeguard Benjamin. This text
attributes Judah's merit to this process:‘ because he has
sinned and gtonea, he is closer to God, and therefore better
able to trust in God,=2°®

Part of Judah's growth comes from- learning how to
distinguish between recognition and knowledge. Two texts, one

¢ > s
in Sifre Numbers and one in Midrash Shmuel, ponder the

20&Mekhilta de R. Ishmael PBeShallah S records a debate
on the question; 'By what virtue did Judah merit the
Kingdom?' One said, ‘Because he said, "What will we gain by
killing him?"' The other replied, 'That would only be encugh
to atone for the sale.’ '0.K., then it is because he said
Tamar was more righteous than he.' 'That would only be enough
to atone for the intercourse.’' 'Then it is because he offered
himself to Joseph in Benjamin's place.’ 'The guarantor always
pays.’ ‘'Well then, what is the answer?’ ‘'When the tribes
stood by the sea, they stood around arguing; "I'11 go first".
"No, I'1l go first.” ... As they were giving advise to each
other, Nahshon ben Aminadav jumped in, with his ¢tribe after
him, into the waves of the sea. This is why Judah merited the
Kingdom. See also, Mekhilta de R. Shimon bar Yochai on the
same passage. -
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juxtapdsition of the words meaning "to recognize" and "to

know” in this verse. Could the person who recognized Tamar
: _ | . .

[Judahl fail to know her?hThis apparent contradiction is put

into . the context of other examples in the Bible where
b |

contrasting statements are mixed together .=*°7 These texts
point to the inconsistencies and contradictions which human
beings must struggle with every day. DOne of these
contradictions Han-t;—h;'uith the role of God in_ our lives.
*1f Divine Providence is rnspansibla for all human action, why
should we accept personal responsibility for ourselves?
Yalkut = MBkhiri po;qts out that in this episode God i;
respbnsible for putting the character into a situation in
ghich they had to sin, and for resclving it.=°® .

4
Bereshit Rabbati provides a partial solution to the

>

problem. This text understands the selection of Judah as the

antithesis to the selection of Jobj; in both cases, God's

judgemeht was strange—-almost whimsical—- and considered by us

.

=207Gifre to Numbers, Baha'alotekha B8; Midrash Shmuel
10:18. :

Fo@yalkut Makhiri to Isaiah 55:8; " ‘For my ways are not
your ways.’ What - is this similar to? To a human king who
Jjudges people. The judge asks, 'Did you kill or didn't you?’
If he says he killed, the judge kills him, and if he doesn’t
plead guilty, he doesn't kill him. But before God it is not
so. Rather, God has mercy on one who pleads guilty.... Ged

said to Yerushalem, ‘You might ask why I gave you all of.

these laws, so that you could tell me you didn’'t sin. But
whoever” admits and leaves is granted mercy [God made the laws
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of nature too, but when he wanted to make a path through the

sea, he did it. Therefore, God’s laws for humans don’t
necessarily apply to God.] ; :

»
Ls

-

SEENSTS ST R



P

to be unjust. The message to humans is to be careful of God’'s
Jjudgement, for it is unpredigtable.=2® Qur sense of perscnal
rnsponsibiiity comes from a hope that we will be able to help
define God's providence by acting righteously out of our own

free will.

38:27 "When the time came for her to give birth, there were
twing in her womb!"

By bearing twins, Tamar replaced Jq@ah's two lost sons.
Since Tamar was considered a more acceptable progenitor of
the Davidic line than Bat Shua, the replacement of Bat Shua's
sons with Tamar's s;ns indeed indicates a Divine hand in this
story. In a sense, by providing him with appropriate heirs,
Tamar redeems Judah.

Genesis is filled with strugagles between yocunger
braothers -and older brothers in which the younger brother
invariably dominates, even in the case where they are as
close in age as twins. Isaac dominates Ishmael, Jacob
dominates Esau, Ephraim dominates Menasseh. The birth of
Peres and Zerah parallels the other stories closely. The

struggle is acted out in the birthing process, when Peres

"breaches" Zerah, whose arm has already left the womb.

Interpretation of 38:27 in Rabbinic Literature

In Genesis _25:24, when Rebecca discovers that she will

=o®Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 3B:26, p.181-18B2.
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bear twins, the word for twins, "teomim," is written in the
text without a "vav." In this verse, "teomim" is written with
a "vav." According to the exegesis on this verse, the
incomplete spelling in the case of Rebecca indicated that one
of her twins would bhe rightecous, while the other would be
evil. In contrast, the complete spell{ng' in this verse
indicates that both of Tamar’s twins would be rightgous.2:°
Midrash .haGadol,in an attempt to explain the formation
of twins, cites Abaye’s concept of "one drop split into two"
as the method by which two separate creatures are formed.=:1
On the one hand, then, twins should be compatible because
they come from one common source. On the other hand, when
they split they may compete with eac: other for sustenance,
or they may each inherent different elements of the ariginal
drop. The struggles that the rabbis had with opposing forces
within their own bodies and psyches could be "projected onto
their interpretations of the twins who appear in biblical

literature.

38:28 “"While she was in labor, one of them put out his
hand, and the midwife tied a crimson thread on that
hand, to signify: '"This one came out first.""

The tying of a red ribbon on & baby's hand, or cradle,

*1%Esther Rabbah 7:11; Bereshit Rabbah B85:13; Midrash
Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B8:27; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis

38:277 Midrash haGGadol to Genesis 38:27; Midrash haHafes to
Genesis 38:27.

FitMidrash haGadal to Genesis 38:30.
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or carriage, was a folk custom (still practiced today’
thought tqn keep away evil spirits. In this case, the midwife
knew that twins would be born, so she tied the thread on the
first limb that emerged ;n order to determine which infant

.’

would be granted 'the status of first born.

Interpretation of 38:28 in Rabbinic Literature

In B.T. Niddah-2Ba, there is a debate about when a
mother's periocd of postpartum uncleanliﬁess begins; whether
it is determined from the time a limb emerges, or from the
time at which tﬁé greater part of the ;hild's bady .has
emer gedy=12 Genesis '3B:28 is often as a prooftext for the
latter opinion.

The issue of witnesses to the recipient of the
b,irthrigh'i.'. is also discussed in the exegesis on this chapter.
Each text mentions three people who are eligible witnesses.
All of them include the midwife, but the other two witnesses
vary.=212 The importance of accurately deterﬁin;ng the first
born persists, even as= .nother\\}ﬂefdent of a usurp$ﬁ

.

birthright in the boock of Genhesis is introduced. -

2

=12p.T. Niddah 2Ba; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:28.

#13In PBereshit Rabbah 85:13, Midrash Lekah Tov to
Genesis '38:28, and Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 3B:28, the
eligible witnesses - are the midwife, a claimant to a
foundling, and a woman who declares her companions clean. In
Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:28, the eligible witnesses are
the midwife immediately after the birth, the mother for the
first seven days, and the father forever after that.

76



|
*
L
)
|
3
!

38:29 "But just then he drew back his hand, and out came
his brother; and she said, ‘What a breach you have
made for yourself!’ So he was named Peres.”

LY

77

In this case, the etiology of Peres' name is given

|
within the biblical text. From the moment of his birth, Peres

takes his place among the younger brothers who come to rule
cdver their older brothers; Isaac, Jacob, Joseph; even Judah'
’ -

Interpretation of 3B:29 in Rabbinic Literature

The etiology of _the name, "Peres," is seen as a

reflection‘bf the way he was born,#*** but more importantly as

a prediction of his future and the future of his descendants.
For from this breach ‘birth would come the greatest "breacher"
of all; the Messiah.=**® Several texts give Peres and Zerah

their own "seperate but equal" territories; Peres is

associated with the kingship, in contrast to{Zerah, who is

=:>H¢d;’sh haGadol to Genesis 3B8:29.

21= Midrash Sekhel Tov reads, " ‘'But just then he drew

back his hand’— The newborn, to the womb. ‘And out came his
brother.’” Without the aid of the midwife. ‘'And she said’-~ The
idwi fe: ‘'What a breach you have made,’ an expression of
reaking through, similar to Ecclesiastes 10:8, ‘He who
breaches a stone fence,’ Isaiah 5:5, "I will break down its
1," and 1II Kings 14:13, ‘He made a breach in the walls of
Jerusalem,’ and others like them. That is to say, your
brother wanted to go out, and you pushed and broke through

the womb..:. 'Sc he was named Peres.’ The greatest of all the’

breachers; from you will arise the breacher of his brother
who will rise before them; that is the Messiah." See al'sc
Bereshit Rabbah B5:14 and Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:29.

»
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associated with the pri.ﬁ}hood;ﬂtﬁ Peres is associated with

78

the moon, uhiil Zerah is associated with the sun.®*7 But
Peres is wultimately considered to be more prestigious; his

line more holy.=2:®

38:30 "Afterward his brother came out, on whose hand was
the crimson thread; he was named Zerah."

» The root of the name "Zerah" means to fise, come forth,
or shine. According to the biblical text alone, there is no
dichotomy of good and evil in the characters of Tamar’'s two

sons. Zerah is seen to be a positive figure, worthy of his

own form of recognition.

Interpretation of Genesis 38:30 in Rabbinic Literature
The etiology of Zerah's name is derived by the rabbis
from the fact that he "shone forth" in the world first,

before his brother.®**® Another derivation come; from the

*1€Tanhuma Buber to Va-Yeshev 21.
#*7Midrash haHafes to Genesis 38:29. _,f

218B.T. Yebamot 76b. In this text, Saul asks if David is
a descendant of Peres or of Zerah; If he is a descendant of
Peres, he may be worthy to be kingj; if he is a descendant of
lerah, he can be only an important man.

Y

X 2i®Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:130; Midrash haGadol
N e to Genesis 3B130. Also in Midrash haGadol, the delay between
the birth of the twins provides an opportunity to discuss the
process by which twins are formed in the womb.

— — — —— N - - -
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shiny red thread he had tied on his hand.*23

The regétition of the word "yad", ";:nd“, four times in
the last three Jerses of. the chapter is commented on in
several texts. The four times Zerah's hand is mentioned are
associated alternately with four destructions and with four
specific items which Akhan took from the destruction at
Jericho.®=* [t appears that, ové:H¥Tﬁb, the asscciation with
Jericho and the pafglielism between Tamar and the character
of Rahab in the Book of Joshua,_«%hapter 2, led to the
rabbinic suggestion . that Feres and Zerah were actually the

spies sent by Joshua to Jericho.2=2 The fact that the Spies

ask Rahab to hang a crimson cord from her window as a sign to

. the Israelites to protect her house from destruction also

leads to this association.

~

22° Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:30.

=21pereshit Rabbah B85:14; Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis
3B8:30, p. 1B2-183; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B:30.

222The following text is cited from Midrash haGadol to

Genesis 3B: "Tamar gave birth to twin sons, Peres and Zerah,
both resembling their father in bravery and pxety. She called
the first Feres, "mighty," because she said, ‘You showed

yourself of great power, and it is proper that "“you are
destined to possess the Kingdom.' The second son was called
Zerah, because he appeared out of the womb before his
brother, but was forced back in again to make way for Feres.
These two, Peres and Zerah, were sent out as spies by Joshua,
and the line that Rahab bound in the window of her house as a
sign to the Israelites, she received from Zerah. It was the
thread that the mxdu:fe had bound upon his hand to mark him
as the child that appeared first and withdrew."
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" 1.THE THREAT OF THE OUTSIDER:
THE TENSION BETWEEN THE ISRAELITE AND THE FOREIGNER

\ :
In Verse 2 of Genesis chapter 38, we learn that Judah
saw the daughter of a Canaanite man, and he took her as his
wife. For a reader who has read the previous chapters of
Genesis, this d;g;;l cannot pass unnoticed. Judah's
forefathers and mothers h;d eschewed Canaanite women when it
came to finding partners for their sons. Abraham arrangeq.to
find an appropriate wife for Isaac, in order to prevent him
from marrying a Canaanite. Isaac and Rob-kaﬁ sent Jacob to a
place where he could find a non-Canaanite woman to marry,
telling hiélspecifically, "You shall not take a wife from
among the Canaanite women" (Genesis 2B:1). In this context,
Judah’s marriage to a Canaanite is seen ’as an aberration
which must somehow be explained. p
For the rthis, Bat Shua’'s identity as a Canaanite was
extremely 5robllmatit. How could Judah choose a wife who was
an outsiderj a choice which so clearly contradicted the
wishes and intent of his family? Several apologetic
explanations are offered. One type of apology claims that

Judah did not know about this prohibition. A text from

Bereshit Rabbah reads,

"The rabbis say [that the brothers saidl, ‘'Come, let us
care for ourselves. Previously, [Jacobl needed to find

.us wives to marry. Now that he is occupied with
grieving, he is not abligatud to do so.’ They said to
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Judah, ‘Aren’t you ourleader? Get up and take care of
it yourself!*"* ’

This t-x;) implies that Judah did not know the customs and
norﬁs._relating to the appropriate choice of wives, since

Jacob had not ipstructed his sons in this area before Joseph

disappeared. Living in a Canaanite society, he did not

realize that Canaanites were considered outsiders among his
peopll<ragafding_Eafriage; Along the same lines, Sefer ha-
Yashar puts' Jud;h's marriage to Bat Shua into a context in
which all of Jacob'’s sons marry Canaanite women,® making a
case that withinshis own cultural context, Judah’s marriage
was gbt an aberration but fol{owed the norm. Both of fﬁese
texts view Judah as ess;;tially ignorant, and both of them
imply a belief that one who errs as a result of igno;anc; is
entitlég to forgiveness. On the other hand, one uﬁ& errs
because of drunkenness or lust is to be despised.®

A different type of apologetic ;s illustrated in
ancther text from Bereshit Rabbah. Here the rabbis suggest
alternative etymologies for the wo}d, "Kena'ani,"
“Canaangta.“ In one such etymofogy, the word is said to be
a synonym of the Hebrew word "tagar," meaning "trader." This
implies that Bat Shua was the daughter of a trader, not of a

Canaanite. In another derivation, the word is said to mean

sBereshit Rabbah 85:2. See n:17 for parallel texts..
2Sefer ha-Yashar, VaYeshev 89b, p. 126. - ‘

L P .
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"a poor person," from the Hebrew homonym "ani," meaning
"poor." In a similar type of explanation, the etymoclgy of
the name "/“ " is given as a rich or noble person. Although
this etymology does not deal with the problem presented by
his_choiée of a Canaanite; this apologia is sympathetic to
Judah, understandi'ng that he was tempted by the promise of
status and wealth.= -
Apologetic texts, on a certain level, acc;;t the idea
that Judah was human and fallible. Not all the rabbis accept
these apologetics, or forgive Judah's weaknesses. After all,
shouldn't the prbgenitor of the Davidic/ Messianic line
exhibit  some sign; of supericrity over ordinary human
beings? Midrash Sekhel Tov repeats the alternative
etymologies given in Bereshit Rabbah and then disclaims
them, reminding the reader that according to the biblical
text, Bat" Shua is "...a real Canaanite, for after all, an
Adullamite is found within Canaan."® Unable to deny Bat
Shua's lineage by birth, Midrash Sekhel Tov persists in the
attempt to find an acceptable explanation for Judah's
marriage. to an Qoutsider by suggesting that she converted

before Judah married her.® Certain traditions preserved in

Bereshit Rabbah maintain apoclogetic rationale, but also

“Bereshit Rabbah- 85:4; see also Testaments of the
Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 13:4. -

SMidrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:2.

&See p.15, n.34.
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offered alternatives for the skeptic and those who object to
the element of denial present in apologetic-tcxtl. As was
mentioned d&bove, the rabbis understood Judah’s marriage to
Bat Shua é?eflrr.d to as gova, a term for a gentile which
connotes an outsider; a foreigner) as an act of descent, for
Q;ich he was punished by the deaths of his wife and his
sons.”

The presence of apologetic texts as well as punitive
texts within the same hody.of midrash indicates a process of
grappling with the concept of the outsider within the
context of a non-Jewish world. Judah represents all of
Israel when he is tempted and succumbs. While his temptation
may be understandable-even excusagL%, the result of béing
tempted is uniformly bad. For the Canaanite represents evil,
and in the.inte;pretation of this narrative, Bat Shua and
her family become the source of all evil. This is most clear
in the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. In Chapter 8,
Bat Shua's father creates a situation in which Judah is
overcome by his baser desires and takes Bat Shua "to wife."
{n Chapter 10, Bat Shua is responsible for instructing her
sons in the sexual transgressions which result in their
deaths. According to Chapters 10 and 11, éLe also prohibits

»

Judah from letting Tamar marry Shelah, thus preventing the

redemption of his seed. The message of these texts is an

unequivocal warning against the outsider, and pgrticularly

7Bereshit Rabbah BS:3.

.
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against the Canaanite. : ¢

. Jn the, course of the progression of the biblical text,

Bat Shua agd her offspring are systematically annihilated
and replaced by Tamar and her offspring. Based on this
sequence of -v-nt;, it weems reasonable to assume - that in
contrast to Bat Shua, who was evil and unacceptable, Tamar
| was considered a good and acceptable mat; for Judah. Since
the text does not " inform us of Tamar’s lineage, we do not
know for sure whether or not she is C;naanitl. We might
~guess that if she were, the text would have mentioned it, as
- ”
it was'mentioned in the case of Bat Shua. But this is pure
spgfulation. We do know that the text, via Judah, proclaims
her righteous. Byt her righteocusness is asserted after she
. has committed acts of deceit and sexual transgressioq. The
inditatién from the Biblical text seems to be that Tamar was
acceptable because she upheld the laws of levirate marriage,
despite the need to resort to guile in order to do so. It

-

would alsco seem that there was no taboo against (at least
L3

some kinds of) prostitution in Judah and Tamar's world.

In most Rabbinic’ texts, an assumptidn is made that
Tamar was not Canaanite. As indicated above,® the rabbis, in
describing Tamar’s background, said that she was descended
from anh, thr;ugh his son Shem, who was a priest, and

Shem’s son Aram, who was Tamar's father. By giving her this
k-7

L]

®See above, pp.20-21.
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lineage, the rabbis connected her to the line of Terah,
Abram’'s father, and separated her from the Canaanites, who
were descended from Ham, another of Noah’s sons.® The rabbis
thereby in.‘ffect made Tamar "one of us," and Bat Shua "one
of them," setting up a contrast between the insider, Tamar,
and the outsider, Bat Shua.

At the same time, Tamar could not ever rea{}y be an
insider, because she was a woman. The powers of women
mystified the men who wrote Rabbinic texts. Was it not
possible that women, those human beings responsible for
bringing new life into the world, might also have something
to do Eith death? 'The association of Tamar with Tobit and
Ishtar is linked to this mysterious power of women.

The tension between the view of Tamar as an insider and
the view of_Tama; as an outsider can be seen in the texts
which deal with the choice of burning as Tamar's
punishment.®® Ambivalence about Tamar is alsc expressed in
the texts which speak of the arrogant way in which she
infora;d people of her pregnancy.*®* While Tamar is the
insider when!compared to Bat Shua, her status is questioned

when she is viewed independently.

®*See the geneclogies in Genesis chapters 10 and 11.

1oSee abovey p.6E2.

L]

11See n. 176 above.



Iv

r-

87

I1. THE CONFLICT IN HUMAN INSTINCT:
THE CASE OF SEXUAL TRANSGRESSION

S

Another reason for the ambivalent attitude of the
rabbis toward Tamar is the nature of the act by which she
.qtablished hersel f irr;futably as "an insider." Sexual
transgression ig a core theme of the Judah and Tamar
narrative. The ambiguities which always arise in sexual
relationships are probed throughout the narrative. From the
second verse, in which Judah "went unto" Bat Shua, through
verse 26, in which it is said that Judah "no more added to
his knowing her," the narrative is filled with sexual acts
and references tolgexual acts. Rabbinic interpretation tends
to be preocccupied with sexuality even in places where the
simple reading qf a text appears void of sexual references.
Genesis chapter 328 provides a very cobvious opportunity for
the rabbis to expose many of their beliefs and conceptions

about male sexuality and physiology, female sexuality and

physiology, and the boundries of acceptable sexual behavior.

i We have already discussed why Bat Shua's marriage
to Judah was problematic; so problematic that it had to be
obliterated due to its -effect on the future of the pecple
Israel. The structure of the narrative, and the sequence of
events, indicaté that Bat Shua was an unacceptable partner

for Ju&ah. and that any sexual encounter between them was

illegitimate. In contrast, Tamar was an acceptable partner
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for Jggah, and the sexual encounter between them was not
only lcgi.timatc, it was praiseworthy. The irony of this
situation is that the illegitimate _gexual encounter takes
place within the frdmework of a leg{timate social structure
(i.e., marriage); while the légitimate sexual encounter
takes place within the framework of an illebitimate societal
institution (i.e., prostitution). The only way the rabbis
could deal with this tension was to separate the partners
from their relationships. Thus, Bat Shua is depicted in the
literature as a conniving, controlling woman whose motives
are evil, while Tamar is depicted as a woman who, if nothing
else, is motivnted. by ‘her cancern for tHé future of the
Jewish(people. In addition, Judah takes on two different
personae within the literature. In his relgtionship with Bat
Shua, Judah is seen to Have lost his *sense of purpose with
regard to his people. His actiéns are caused by ignoble
forces- drink, or passion, or a sense of failure. In his
relationship with Tamar [in her role as his daughter-in-
lawl, on the other hand, the rabbis attribute his actions to

\\:h;\mast noble of desires. He shows concern with the laws of

levirate marriage aﬁ;che laws pertaining to the daughter of

a priest; he vindicates Tamar and admits his own failure to

observe éhe law; he subsequently takes her back into his
house and t?eats her'as a daughter—in—law.'

The rabbis were faced with a major problem with regard

to this biblical text. On the one hand, Tamar is clearly
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considered a righteous woman in this story. On the other

hand, she commits an act of prostitution, an activity
considered abhorrent and ultimately rejected in Israelite
culture. Tﬁl rabbis deal with this problem in two ways; they
undérscore Tamar’'s virtues, and at the same time, they
downplay down theé incident in which she 1lies with Judah.
Tamar is portrayed as modest and virtuous,*® a woman torn by
her determination to do what is right, in spite of the fact
that she must compromise herself in order to do so.®®
Tamar's virtui is contrasted with Judah's purely lust ful
desire.** Everything she does which 1is connected to
harlotry, she does to enhance her authenticity and to
expedite the process so that she can return to her frua
identity. She does not enjoy what she is doing—- she simply
does it and gegs it over with.*®® The ultimate reasgurance
that Tamar was really a moral person despite her immoral
action, is the claim that she acted for @he sake of heaven,
a claim validated by the conclusion of the narrative.'®

The question of Judah's responsibility in this
incident is given less attention. It is.not clear whether

the rabbis' silence should be understood as acceptance of

i25ee above pp.S4-55.
‘®See p.22 above.

‘?B.. n;.134,135 above.
18See n.158 above.

1&See above, p.41.
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his self indulgence, or condemnation of it. Surely the
rabbis find enough other points on which to openly criticize
Judah. Here, in most of the texts which do address the
issue, th;}hand of God is introduced, an element which
effectively absolves Judah from responsibility and provides
an-accaptable motivgufor his actions.*? Another method by
which the rabbis ¢try to balance the tendancy to condemn
Judah is to depict him as a bumbler; a person who has good
intentions, but tqgn't séum to get anything completely
right.*® An example of this is found in B.T7. Sotah lba,
where Judah is depicted as quizzing Tamar, to find out if
she iﬁ‘an acceptable partner for him. This text implies that
he was aware of the dangers involved inlllueping with a
strange woman, and was concerned with her status. It is
unclear uhgther. or not any prostitute would have had the
acceptable status, and therefore it is unclear as to whéther

or not Judah should have refrained from lying with Tamar

" under any circumstances. While the quiz in Sotah 10a seems

ta imply that there were such things as acceptable
prostitutes, those texts which speak of Judah turning to
Tamar "pa' ho," "against his will," imply that the

proper thing to do would have been to resist temptation no

17See above, p.47.

18The texts on Judah's role in the sale of Joseph can
be seen.to depict him in the same way. He went so far as to
convince. the brother's not to kill him— couldn’t he have
brought him home safely? See above, pp.7-8.
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matter what her status was.*'*®

The concept of discerning between acceptable and
unacceptable sexual partners, pointed to in Sotah 10a, is a

key cﬁnceﬁh in the exegesis on Elﬁlsin Chapter 38. What
i L *
makes one partner permitted sexually, and another partner

forbidden? And'uﬂy do we need to make distinctions between
partners who are acceptable and partners who are not? Mary
Douglas has written the following;

"...ideas about separating, purifying, demarcating
and punishing have as their main function to impose
system-on an inherently untidy experience. It is
only by exaggerating the difference between within
and without, above and below, male and female, with
and against, that any semblance of order is
created."=< }
i -‘nl* -
This need to order, life, and thereby make sense out of it,

would explain the tendency on the part of the rabbis to
categorize every-'detail of life, and to apply laws to each

category  accordingly. At the same time, there existé-an

underlying awareness of the arbitrary nature of these

. categories and these laws.®! For example, on page 22 above,

i9®See above, p.47.

’“ﬂary Douglas, Purity and Danger, New Yorks: 1966, p.4.

2iEdmund Leach has written: "Every human society has
rules of incest and  exogamy. Though the rules vary, they
always have the implication that... there are women of our
kind with whom sexual relations would be incestuous and
there are women of the other kind with whom sex relations
are allowed. But here again, we are immediately led into
paradox. How was it in the beginning? If our first parents
were persong of two kinds, what was that other kind? But if
they werke both of our kind, then their relations must have
been incestuous and we are all born in sin...If the logic of
our thought leads us to distinguish we from they, how can we

¥
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the discussion in B.T. Yebamot 39 of fo}t_.tdu-n and
P permitted sexual partners, raised in Bereshit Rabbah 83:5;
[ is mentioned. In this text, the objective absurdity of the
laws of levirate marriage becomes apparent. The same woman
who is absoghtcly forbidden to a man as a sekual partner,
! becomes nqt only a peruitt;d- partner, but a partner with
whom he must, by }aw, engage in sexual relations. The law
assumes an ability to isolate feelings of sexual attraction
[ - and intimacy, and apply them ¢to a role, as opposed to a

relationship. The rabbis knew that this kind of separation

contradicted human nature; the admonition that a man must

carry out his levirate responsibility even if he doesn't

I -~

|
! . find his brother's wife attractive addresses thg
; unnaturalness of levirate law.*2 ﬁﬁf/ﬁnly would a man have
to marry a woman whom he might find unacceptable for any
| .variety of reasons, but the offspring of his union with her
would not pn‘considlred his own. The rabbis feeble attempt
I: to d-uéribc the merits of the one who fulfills his levirate
responsibilities is hardly convincing.=2 :

There is another way in which the strangeness of the

L

concept of levirate marriage is explored in the Judah and

bridge the gap and establish social and sciual relations
with ‘'the others’' without throwing our categories intc

confusion?" In Genesis as Myth and Other Essavs, pp.10-11.
22Bereshit Rabbah B85:5. '

23Bereshit Rabbah BS5:S discusses the case of R. Yossi
ben Halafta who fulfilled his levirate duty and had five
sons, in lpit. of the fact that his wife was ugly. -

. L el ay .‘1. d Bams 5 : 4
s . = - . 1 d | .
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Ta‘ar narrntivc; The idea of a fﬁthurrinvlauflg}ng uith hﬁs
daughter-in-law was an unsettling one -ycn-ln‘nn:i-nt,tines.
Yet in €oril of human gut ;.sbon-.to slniﬁiﬁg with a dead
relative’s wife, was the difference between broth.;-in—lau
and fath-rJQn—law really all that:gréat? Two possibilities
result from this observation; either it wasn’t so bad for
Judah and Tamar to illﬂp together under the circunstancgs,
or levirate marriage was complicated even in the most
standard cases. ;

The example qf‘Qpan is levir appears to be a standard
case of levirate m;rriag-, and it is one which ends in
disaster. According to the biblical text, Onan Trebels
against the c?ncept of levirate marriage. The Bible
indichg;s that God was displeased, resulting in Dnan;s
death. The text does not specify whether God was displeased
because of Pnnn'é failure to abide by the laws of levirate

marriage, or because of the specific act of spilling‘his

seed on the ground. Rabbinic interpretation focuses upon the

‘act, which is viewed as a serious sexual transgression.

The Babylonian Talmud tractate Niddah contains a large
section which deals with the emission of semen "in vain®
(i.e, lacking the explicit potential for procreation). The
section goes into detail about what constitutes ejaculation
in vain, and how to avoid situations in which one night get
uncomfortably excited. MWithin this context, Dnan’s death

offers proof of the statements that, "One who allows himself

wermteh -
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to fantasize [about séxJ is not allowed into the fold of the
Holy One," =% and the hyperbolic, "Anyone who ejaculates his
seed in vain must die."2®® A spectrum of midrashic texts

emphasizes the destruction a person causes by

LS

magturbéting." In some of these texts, the concern about
wasting seed is extended from an individual concern to a
universal f‘concern. Midrash Sekhel Tov expresses this
concern:

"*And what he did was displeasing to the Lord,' that
he wasted his seed, when the Holy One had commanded
Adam and Eve to 'be fruitful and multiply’' (Genesis
1:28);and it is written, 'He did not create it a
waste, but formed it for habitation' (Isaiah 45:18).
And [by wasting his seed] he killed the children who
were supposed to come from him. Therefore, 'He took
his life also.! Why is it written that he took his
life also? Because his judgement was the same as his
brother's;like his brother, his death came from
heaven. And why did [Er] waste his seed? In order not
to diminish her beauty. And God reacted in the same
way He would have had they killed the children, their
seed. And thus you should interpret 'Your brother’s
bload cries out to Me’ not as only his blood, but his
blood and the blood of his seed. And likewise, 'I have
taken note of the blood of Naboth and the blood of his
sons...’' (II Kings 9:26)".27

In these texts, we can see the origins of the desperate
concern for Jewish survival. If ([men]l] do not use their

sexual instinct and potential in order to create new life,

24B.T. Niddah 13b.
255, T. Niddah 13a.
2e5ce nn.B81,82 above.

27Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 328:10.
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the future of the entire nation is jeopardized. The
application to men only is clear, for Tnaar;s propensity
toward masturbation is not condemned: in fact, it is thought
to enhance her ability to conceive.®® 0One might wonder why
such voheﬁbnt attention is paid to the subject of male
ejaculation. Perhaps it is . because ejaculation is the only
contribution men .make to the process of creating new life.
As women were so clearly the dominating force 1in this
supremely important area of partnership with God, men
writing Rabbinic Literature emphasized those areas that they
could control: éi;tinctions between  acceptable and
unacceptable partners, and distinctions betuee; acceptable
and unacceptable forms of sex, including ejaculation.

-

I1I. MEASURE FOR MEASURE:
BALANCING AND INTEGRATING TEXT

It _h;s previously been mentioned that rabbinic
literature exhibits the propensity to seek out order when
faced with wvaried and unpredicatable human lives, actions,
and relationships. One important manifestation of order is
balance. Balance implies a system _of cause and effect,
thereby diminishing the perception of randomness 1in the’
world., The vrabbis wanted to inculacate an attitude that
humans should be accountable and responsible for their

actions. One of the ways they fostered this attitude was by

-—

*®B.T. Yebamot 34b. Alsoc see n.154.
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seeking out examples of balance in the biblical text. Once|
they had found these examples, the rabbis could ﬁse them to.
prescribe a similar balance within their own life
situations. : 3

There are many examples of balance in the biblical
narrative PflJudah and Tamar. One of these examples involves
Judah's sons. Two of Judah's sons die in the beginning of

1

the narrative, and two are born at the end. When examined in
the context of the Jose;h narrative, the death and birth of
Judah'’s sons are "bookended" by the loss and discovery of
Jacob's son, Joseph. In their effort to achieve balance, the
rabbis tried to reconcile the discrepancy in thn‘ number of
SONS. In Tanhuma nger, Va-Yiggash 10, Jaccb speaks of
"dying" ih two worlds when he thought that Joseph was dead;
in this world and in the world to come.=®® Since Jacob had
lost one son, in comparison to the two Judah had lost, ‘the
rabbis said fhat Jacob grieved doubly intensely; intensely

enough for two sons. The balance (for Jacob) to the birth of

and Zerah is found within the biblical text; during

r

Feres
hisjéareer in Egypt, Joseph has been blessed uith:tuo sons,
Ephraim and Mennaseh. When he meets them, Jacob claims
Joseph'’s two sons as his own,

Sometimes "balancing"” texts can be intensely punitive.
In one such text, the rabbis attribute the deaths of Bat

Shua; Er and Dnan to Judah's role in the sale of Joseph.

#®Tanhuma Buber, Va-Yiggash 10.

a |



According to this text, God planned the births of Er ?nd
Onan so that Judah would experience exactly the same type of
grief that he caused Jacob to experiencej; grief for a dead
son.®@ Not all of the punitive texts are quite as
vindictive. In Midrash Sekhel Tov the conclusion that Er
must havel;lso spilled his seed on the ground is reached by
deducti;e reasoning; he died the same way that Onan did, and
it is written exélicitly that Onan spilled his seed on the
ground. The balance here is that punishment is chosen on the
besis of the kind of transgression committed, in a
consistent and unfaifing manner.

Motifs and scenarios appear within the Jddah and Tamar

97

narrative which are recognizable from other places within’

the biblical text. The whole concept of a cunning woman
tricking a man and lying with him originated in the Bible
with the story of Lot's daughters, and is repeated in the
story of ;ibob and Leah, betp:e it appears in the Judah and
Tamar narrative. The irony of male and female roles, and
language creates it's own form of balance and integration,
while, at the same time, it deepens the sophistication of
the biblical text. The concept of "knowing," often
understood to be an act that a male character per forms upon
an female cha;acter, is balanced in tﬁese stories lby an

alternative definition. ‘Knowing,' because of the daring

acts of these women, comes to take on connotations of

*98ee p.8B. 4



‘recognition’y recognition of self and recognition of
others. While the rabbis may not have consciously responded
to the reversal of sexual authority implied by the roles and
language of Judah aﬂd Tamar, texts such as B.T. Megillah 10b
in ~which men nrwﬁ encouraged to be able to recognize the
women under their roof respond to this implication.®:

Most of the examples of balance in the Judah and Tamar
narrative are parallels with incidents occuring in other
sections of the Joseph narrative. Language and themes of
the Joseph narrative are . sustained and built up within
Genesis Chapter 38.22 The use of the phrases "ha-ker na" (do
you recognize)®® and "gedi izzim"®* balance interactions, in
G.ﬁesis chapter 38 with events which happened in chapter 37.
In chapter 37, when the brothers ask Jacob to examine
Joseph's bloodied coat, they are ¢tricking Jacob into
thinkiﬁg that Joseph is .dead. They actually prevent Jacob
from knowing the fruth, and cause him tremendous grief.
Judah is repaid in kind when Tamar asks him to examine his
own pasﬁessions. His anguish is caused by knowing the truth;
but along with that anguish comes an opportunity to chaﬁge.
The blood in which the brothers dipped Joseph's coat in

chapter 37 was the blood of a kid. The payment Judah offers

*1See p.45, n.136 above.
*2See Alter, Robert The Art of the Biblical Narrative.
a3agee pg. 63.

24See pg. 49.

98
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Tamar for lying with her is also a kid.=2=
Balancing the events in this chapter with events in
other sections of the Joseph narritivn Serves a purpose
beyond the achievement of a sense of order in the rabbis’
lives. It '&onnects the Judah and Tamar narrative to the
Joseph ﬁarrativu, making ‘uhnt was often considered an

independent source'into an integral part of the narrative.

IV.THE- SOVEREIGNTY OF JUDAH

The piblical text of Genesis chapter 3B describes the
¥urning\point in Judah's ca}eer; the po;nt at which he is
singled out from all the other brothe}s and given an
identity; the point at which his story is told. Priqr to
this chapter; we gave little indication of Judah's sov.rgign
destiny;"' following this chapter, Judah asserts his

position as leader of his brothers and, ultimately, his

people.®” MWith this biblical turning point as a foundation,

*STanhuma Buber VaYiggash 10.
F&See above, p. 1.

27In Genesis chapter 432, Judah convinces Jacob to let
Benjamin return to Egypt with the brothers, offering himself
as an "eravon,"” a pledge for Benjamin’'s safe return. In
Genesis chapter 44, Judah makes an exceptionally eloguent
plea to Joseph on behalf of Benjamin. In Genesis 46:28,
Jacob makes Judah the leader of the clan in its descent into
Egypt. And in Jacob's blessing of Judah, Genesis 49:8-10, he
predicts 'Judah’s future as leader of his brothers -and his
people. J
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i rabbinic traditions describe what the rabbis understood as

the transformation of Judah. The word "transformation"

indicates that the change in Judnh'.xt.nd.a far beyond a

! change in lEltUl. Judah's change in status is seen as a

" result of '("'hi- ethical _and moral development, and the

transformation wrought thfough his achievement of self-

aua;eness. The development of a scenario in which true

character transformation occured was an effective way for

the rabbis to Justify &udah's ultimate attainment of
sovereignty. g i

To more effectively illustrate Judah’s transformation,

the rabbis emphasized and elaborated upon his descent.2®®

& - They mqge much of his mistakes: his role in the sale 9f

Joseph; his marriage to a Canaanite woman; his withholding

of Shelah from Tamar; and his acceptance of the services of

a prostitute.(sooa after the death of his wife, no less.) In

explaining'the attribution of merit to Judah, they raasan!d

that he "had to descend in order to ascend,"®® making his

ascent all the more powerful. The steps along the way up are

also emphasized and extended; these include his fulfillment

= of the law of levirate marriage, his public admission of

guilt in the case of Tamarj; and ﬁis defense of Benjamin in

the presence of Joseph.

a8See above, pp.9-11.

i 2%See Aggadat Bereshit, 64-65.

-
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The gcﬁqﬁt;nph of failure as a necessary prerequisite

to -EEE:;K 36;6Qid.d a philosophical rationale for answering
i — questions ,fﬁout why Judah merited the Kingship. But |
f : 4 philolophy(;s nbt always sufficient when answers are being
sought to existential qu-st}ons. Thus, the rabbis provide
| other kinds of j&stification for Judah, sometimes claiﬁihg
he was."only human;"“*°® other times creating ligal.fictions
to neutralize his actions.** The final justification for
Judah’s attainment &f sovereignty is that he was chosen by
# God. Dnce this possibility was articulate&, the downfall of
the tribe of Judah could always be explained in a way which
would not destroy a;thority or faith.
In rabbinic literature, Judah transcénds his individual 2
identity and becqmes a symbol of the tribe and of the {euish
4 pecple. Thus, the commentary which explains the reasons for
Judah's d:scent is also a commentary on the defeat of the
tribe and the'gecline and exile of the Jewish people as a
.whole. The many texts swhich connect Judah’s descent to

Adullam with Israel’s military defeat at Adullam, as

if described by the prophet Micah, present a clear example of

Judah as a symbol of demise.*® Perhaps more importantly, the

FITRTY

<o Sge nn.27, 28, and 94, |

f

]
=1 Examples of this include making foreign women into i
converts (see above, n.34) and trying to show that Bat Shua
wasn’t Canaanite (above, n.31). -~
“2Examples can be found in Bereshit Rabbah 85:1;
Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 10; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 3B:1;
and Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 3B:1.
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corollary is also truej the Jewish people have the potential
to reclaim sovereignty if they repent and mend their- ways.
The texts which make this point most poucrfu}ly are those
which prcsfbt Judah as sovereign over his brothers prior to
the llll‘;f Joseph.== Th;sl.rofllct the painful regret and
guilt exilic Jﬁus felt concerning Israel’s founfall.
Understood in a context in which Judah reclaims his‘position
of sovereignty, these texte provide a basis for hope.

The question of why Judah merited sovereignty has thus
far been asked as a-qﬁestion about his qualifications and
liabilities. But the appointment of Judah as sovereign is
also puzzling because theoretically, the eldest brother in a
family would be expected to be appointed sovereign. Jaccb's
first born son is Reuben, followed by Simeon and Levi who
are also older than Judah. Reuben's appearance in the Joseph
narrative is'similar in many ways to Judah's. They are the
only téo brothers mentioned as having specific roles in the
sale of Joseph. While Judah's intentions are unclear in the
sale of Joseph, Reuben <clearly wishes to save his life and
return him to safety. Both of them alsc try to convince
Jacob to let Benjamin go to Egypt with so that they can
procure food. Reuben offers his sons as pledges for Benjamin
and his offer is rejected by Jacob; Judah offers himself as

a pledge for Benjamin, and his offer is iEccpted. Nothing

about Reuben.appears to be offensive, and'nothing about

42 See above, p.9, and nn.11-13.
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Judah seems superior to Reuben. Sifre Devarim, Piska 348,

gives an answer to the question of why Judah comes to

dominate over Reuben:

‘May Reuben live and not die’(Deuteronomy 33:6) ‘And

this he said of Judah'(Deuteronomy 33:7). What does one

. thing have to do with another? Because Judah did what he did

and stood up and said, 'She is more righteous than 1'. When

Reuben saw that Judah confessed, he too stood and confessed

his deed. Therefore, it is said that Judah caused Reuben to

repent. It is written about them: 'That which wise men have

transmitted from their fathers, and have not withheld, to

whom alone the land was given, no stranger passing among
them'’ (Job 15:18-19).

It is the process of teshuvah, certainly in the case of

+ Tamar , and perhaps also uith- regard to Benjamin (when he
offers his own person as a pledge), which distinguishes
Judah from Reuben in the eyes of the rabbis, and allows him
tc be redeemed. The fact that Judah repents, and sets an

example of a model. of repentence, is so impressive that it

alone may account for his achievements.=+

“<In the discussion of kingship, mention should be made
of an article by Gary Rendsburg entitled "David and his
Circle in Genesis XXXVIII" VYT 36:4 (1986) pp.4368-446.
Rendsburg understands the Judah and Tamar story as a story
about King David and his family, written in the period of
the monarchy, and thinly disguised in order to maintain a
semblance of respect. He sees strong parallels between the
characters of the Judah and Tamar narrative and the Royal Circle.
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V.REDEMPTION

Without Tamar, the transformation of Judah would be

L]

impossible. She actually transforms Judah, from one who
knows but doesn’t recognize, to one who recognizes and
chooses not to know. The process of redemption begins when
i

she veils herself beyond recognition at Petah Enaim, and
Judah "knows" her sexually; redemption is born when Peres,
the ancestor of David, emerges from Tamar'’s womb. By then,
Judah has achieved full recognition of his past mistakes and
no longer "knows" Tamar sexually. Zvi Jagendorf has written
the followings;

"In the first chapters of Genesis the same verb xggg‘
means to know and distinguish between moral categories
and to be aware of one’'s own and ancother'’s physical
difference (nakedness). Underlying all the first
instances of knowing is the concept of distinction

rendered physically immediate by the image of the

opened eyes."== e

Ironically, the place of gﬁfﬁfﬁand Judah's union is called
'“Petah Enaim," the openf;g of the eyes. It is in that place
that Tamar begins the carefully constructed ~process of
"opening Judah's eyes"; to the significance of the symbolic
pledges he -1=] casually entrusts to her; to his

responsibility to his péople and to her; and to the weight

of his background and his future. Tamar's determination to

“sZvi Jagendorf, “*In the Morning, Behold, - it was
Leah'": Genesis. and the Reversal of Sexual Knowledge"

Prooftexts 4 (1984):pp.1B7-191.
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perpetuate her husband’s line leads to the events of Genesis
chapter 3B, and culminates in the birth of Plf.g, a direct
ancestor of King David.

The thg@e of a woman from "the outside" taking personal
risks for the sake of tﬁe . Jewish people, and subsequently
becoming part of tqg messianic line, is a popular biblical
theme. Tamar, Ruth and Rahab all fit this prototype. They
each present their own type of perceived and active
sexuality. Rahab is throught to be a professional
prostitute, but the-r;;k she takes for the Jewish people
does not involve sexual activity on her part. She hides the
Israelite spies in her home, and is thereby saved from
degtruct;on. Ruth’s daring act, lying at Boaz'’ feet, is mcs£
likely a form of seduction, but the term "prostitute" never
.arises in relation to Ruth. Tamar is not a prostitute, but
she dresseq,like one sco that Judah will lie with her. Tamar
and Ruth are Iinked by parallel biblical motifs: both wamen
are from questionable but, for some reéson, acceptable
lineage. They feel themselves connected to the People into
which they marry and find themselves unable to redeem their
husbands because of aﬁ wobstacle, which is overcome through
their own ingenuity and a twist on levirate marriage. Rahav
is linked to Tamar in the Midrash by the scarlet thread,
tied onte Zerah's hand at birth, and used by her as a sign

to the Israelite spies that they were saf;.

Despite their questionable conduct, these three women

L
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are all essential to the process of redemption, both Jewish
and Christian. Matthew 1:2-6 includes Tamar, Rahab, and Ruth
in Jesus' g!néology. Somehow, the possibility of sin is
sensed univcriilly as an element in closeness to God, and
these women validate this feeling. Edmund Leach has written,

"tSinfulness' i's a very ambiguous quality which is
close to 'godliness.’'...Biblical harlotry, though
‘wrong,' provides an easy road to sanctity through
repentance. Tamar, Rahab and Ruth are all harlots
after a fashion, but like Mary Magdalene they are
also all saints."=®

Philo strongly asserts that virtue is not limited to

&,
"insiders," the descendents of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He

uses Tamar as an example of a person who came from a heather
family bu; was promoted to a position of honor. The
conclusion he comes to is that "Everyone is to be judged by

his conduct and not by his descent."*7 Tamar's conduct

causes her to be judged particularly favorably because of
her perceived passion to serve (and save) the Jewish people.
The following piyyut was written by Yannai aé a tribute tao
Tamar : -

The pious Tamar sanctified the Divine name
She desired sacred seed

- She deceived by becoming a "gedeshah"
talternate understanding:
She deceived and did pious deeds)
And succeeded in her holy plan
She kept her widowhood before Adonai
Adonai did not deny

“&Edmund Leach, "The Legitimacy of Sclomon" in Genesis
as Myth and ‘Other Essays, pp.64-65. :

“?Colson, F.H. Philo, On the Virtues: Nobility, v.B.
(Cambridge: Harvard University Fress, 1938), p.161.
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Her passion to be rooted in the People of Adonai
Because they are the seed that God blessed.=®

In ra?binic literature, tension is felt between the
need for baéh Tamar and Judah to repent, and the role of
Divine Providence in the act. Targum Yonatan inserts a
divine voice after Judah proclaims Tamar to be innoccent,
attributing the events of Chapter 38 to the Divine hand, and
implying that the plot was constructed in order to allow

Judah an opportunity to repent. Midrash Tanhuma Buber

indicates another Divine purpose with the text: "My ways are .

not your ways,..." and goes on to assert that God had
planned‘everything,'including Judah's descent, in order to
bring the redeemer.*® Bereshit Rabbah alsoc points out that
God planned everything so that the last redeemer would be
born before . the ;irst oppressor was born.®° And other texts
stress the role of God in the actual union between Judah and
Tamar, saying that a Divine voice prompted Judah to lie with
her .=t

Given this Divine endorsement of the avent§ af Chapter
39; the need for repentance might be questioned. The

presence of texts in which Judah and Tamar are seen as

“48Zulay, M. ed. Piyyute Yannai (Berlin:Schocken,1938),
p.54.

“®*Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 11.
SoBereshit Rabbah BS5:1.

SiBereshit Rabbah 85:8B.



| 108

penitent seem superfluous if God ordains all things. But
without the tension that a combination of Godly and human
influence presents, we might ask the question: Why should
humans act, righteocusly, or refrain from doing evil, or
repent._ if God predetermines our actions and outcomes
anyway?

By presenting Tamar as an inherently righteous woman
who acts only gut of the best intentions, the rabbis present
a model of a righteous human being, living with the guidance
of God. Her tngagéééﬁt in acts which we would normally
consider to demand repentance; i.e., deceiving Judah, an&
playing the harlot, make her model of redeption all the more
accessible. Redemption is available to all who seek it, even
if they are "outsiders." even if they are "sinners." For the

sinner who repents is dearer to God than anyone else, as the

female progenitors of the Messiah come to prove.
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This thesis has explored the rabbinic traditions
developed in response to the Judah and Tamar narrative, and
the  themes which emerge from such a study. The rabbinic
interpretation of Lhis text underscored tensions within the
Biblical text itself, but beyond that, has attempted to make
Torah relevant toa the rabbis' persaonal interests and
concerns. There a'ré --several areas of interpretation which
seem particularly radical, either because their connection
to the text is tenuous, or because they actually contradict
the apparent meaning of the biblical text. In conclusion, -1
will focus on these areas, in an attempt to discern a
rabbinic attitude-toward the limits of text interpretation.

The f;r;t area of interpretation in which there idis a
noticeable expansion of the 'Wmeaning of the text occurs in
verse 7, the verse in which Er displeases God so much that
God takes his life. Any reader of this text quld ask what
Er’s terrible crime was. The only Biblical evidence for
interpretation is circumstantialy; Er's death directly
precedes Onan’s, and we do have some information about the
cause of Onan’s death. There is also one linguistic point
which could, poss;bly; support the notion that Er and Onan
died for the same reason; in verse 10, we read that God took

Onan’s life also. The rabbis make much of this detail in
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Dnan’s life alsoc. The rabbis make much of this detéillin
their attempt to find a reason for Er's death. The concept
of inexplicable death was unacceptable to the rabbis. They
wanted to ¥now the reason for death, yet they knew from
their own ;xperience that it was not always possible to know
this, and it was Pothersome to them. From the few br;ef
words about Er in this chapter, the rabbis developed a whole
character. Whether he was influenced by his mother, his
surroundings, or his own rationale, Er is a human being. If
his death goes unekblained, so might our own.

The rabbis focused on the sub ject of sexu;l
transgression as a crime in the cases of Er and Onan. They
clearl§ wanted to distinguish between acceptable and
unacceptable sexual behavior, and they stretched the simple
meaning of the text in order to serve that purpaose. 1In the

-~ e
biblical rendition of Onan's transgression, it is not clear

whether his death came as a result of- the act of spilling
his seed itself, or whether he ua€::EEin punished for
disobeying the law of the levir. régbinic~ literature
uniformly sees his death as a result of the act itself. This
rabbinic position has become so well known that at times it
may be difficult to distinguish between the biblical text
and its interpretation. There can be no doubt that the
intérpretation of these verses has made them richer.

Another area of focus as the rabbis interpreted this

chapter is the whole idea of female sexuality and
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physiology. - The texts which discuss the methods by which
Tamar readied herself for pregnancy are not indicated by
anything more ‘than the fact that Tamar gets pregnant after
one sexual encounter with Judah. Perhaps the rabbis had
noticed that many women did not get pregnant after first
intercourse, and they wanted to reassure paop1$ that there
was nothing wrong with them. Perhaps they wanted to stress
once again how committed Tamar was to her purpose; she was
not going to take any chances. There are many possible
reasons why the rabbis inserted these textg, bué- it seems
fairly certain that they ha& little to do with the Biblical
story itself. Likewise, those texts which base determination
of pregnancy Ion the time interval begheen Tamar and Judah's
conception and the point at which Judah was informed of
Tamar’s pregnancy have no basis in the pshat of the biblical
text. :

A simple reading of verses 25 and 26 would lead one to
belia;a that Tamar completely mortified Judah when she
publicly revealed that he was the father of her child.
Obtaining his staff, cord, and seal was such a coup
precisely becausé they were items ;f which he could not deny
ownership. Moreover, Judah’'s embarrassment is crucial -to the
comic irony of the literature, after his expression of

concern gbout being embarrassed by the harlot, whom he

doesn't know is really Tamar, in verse 23. Yet the rabbis

“interpret Tamar's confrontation with Judah completely
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diff.r.ntiy. They understand her to be very discreet when
she informs him of his role in her pregnancy. This
interpretation achieves two purposes: it adds to Tamar's
image as a modest and praiseworthy woman, altogether suited
to be a vehicle for redemption, and it allows Judah to be
seen as making his confession out of his own free uil}.
Judah's volitional confession is more valuable than a
confession under duress, and it presents him as being
prepared to repent and atone. It may be that the rabbis had
another agenda 1in iﬁtérpreting the text this way. Perhaps
they wanted to encourage discretion and a concern for fhé
honor of all people within their communities. In any case,
this is\a clear example of rabbinic license in interpreting
the text.

Finally, in their interpretation, the rabbis make God's
presence nnd‘Divine providence an explicit part of this
text. The only place God is mentioned in the Biblical text
is as source of the deaths of Er and Onan. Interpretive
tradition expands the specific role/of God far beyond these
references. The Targum includes in its translation of the
text an angel who persuades Judah to go back and lie with
Tamar after he has passed by her, and a Divine voice at
Tamar’s tribunal who claims responsibility for the events of
Genesis Chapter 3B. Midrash Tanhuma, Bereshit Rabbah, and
other tegts contain exegesis which stresses the strangeness

of God's ways, and the inadequacy of human beings to
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understand the ways in which God functions. The éxplicatdon
of the role of God in the interpretation of this narrative
imparts a sense of meaning and order to a seemingly bizarre
sequence of events, and justifies the . ultimate ocutcome of
the narraﬁgve, i.e., the continuation of the

Davidic/Messianic 1line. The fact that the Biblical

—

references to God a;e purely punitive in this narrative also
gave the rabbis reason to expand God’s role. Human beings
need to believe in a God who does more than punish.

Midrash is a process which applies human emctions and
shuman intellect to the literature of Torah. The changirg

context of human experience demands interpretation which

will expand change the text even slightly in order to’

include &all possible contexts. At the same time, human
experience is essentially consistent, and thus benefits from
; tradition of lessons from the past. Given the results of
this study;r I have no reason to believe that the
considerations of the rabbis who wrote these texts were any
di fferent from my own today. We share the same passion for
discovering and expounding the universal truths of Torah, as
well as a desire to make the Torah accessible to those who
touch it. As for the concern that at times we might stretch
too far from the 1literal meaning of a Biblical text, this
study supports the view of Emerton, who has written that "It
cannot be taken for ﬁrantad that a story in Genesis had a

single meiﬁing and purpose and retained them uncHanged

-
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throughout history."* At least one Rabbinic viewpeoint agrees
with this assessment, as the following Talmudic passage
illustrates:

"Abaye answered: For Scripture saith, 'God hath
spoken once, twice have I heard this, that the strength
belongeth unto God.' One Biblical verse may convey several
teachings, but a single teaching cannct be deduced from
different Scriptural verses. In R. Ishmael’s school it was
taught, 'And 1like a hammer that bfeaketh the rock in
Pi s,” i.e., Jjust as [the rockl is split into many

plinters, so also may one Biblical verse convey many
teachings. "=

1J.Emerton, "Judah and Tamar" VT 29:(1979)403-415,
p.414. -

2B.T. Sanhedrin 34a.
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