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' . 
Report on the Rabbinic Disserta~ion Submitted by 

llJancy Itasten 

\ 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for Ordination 

-
1he Place of the Biblj.oal llJarrativ• of 3u4ah ape! Tpar in 

Rabbinic Literature 

This . thesis is a collection and" close analysis of tpe.-exfensi ve 
midrashic interpretation of Genesis, Chapteli 38, the Judah and 
Tamar~story. The author's· intent is not .merely to understand how 
the rabbl.s viewed these chara'c;ters. and their relationship, b\lt 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. 
" . J -At the outset, the author lays out the questions that she is asking 

about 1the rabbinic interpretive process, al~ of which to9uses 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- ·aer ultimate concern is how later readers of 
t.e_, text, including our contemporary midrasbists, use the biblical 

. text for their own purposes, and the legit~acy .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 characteristic s 
of the bibrt~cai material: 1) the Judah anC:i lTaJhslr stoi;y is based on 

. an ancient folktale which is embellished by classic Israeli te 
practice and given an acceptable mo~, i.e.v the perpetuation of 
the Davidic line; 2) the narrative is essentially tied to and i s an 
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 afe refined in 
~ the Book of Ruth. 

I 

After closel.y examining the primary bibli~l material and 
highlight~e ,biblical writer' y characterization of the two 
persons,- t: e uthor gathered the pertinent rabbinic texts by 
utiliiing tb~vailable verse indices and topical anthologie.s. 

-. Because of the tremendous number of texts, she limited her research 
t o 1*e classic compilations up to and !~eluding Midrash ha Gadol. 
In the course of her analysis of the textual material ; she began to 

- see -key themes emerging from the rabbis' ·treatment of the material. ~ 
in Genesis 38, i4Jcluding. the concern !or intermarriage and 
interaction with .the surrounding cultures, issues . dealing with 

-
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• sexual behavior, tbe issue of intent as ' criterion for judging a 

person's actions and the possibility (Of ~epentaace for each 
individual. Having categorized the rabbinic •aterial in this 
manner, the author then chose to arrange her data into two basic 
sections. l 
Section One involves a verse by verse commentary to apter 3 8 
which enabled the author to juxtapose the biplical material with 
its rabbinic interpretive overlay. Thi:& 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 · ~ction of midrasbim which 
present the range of rabbinic interpretations ~f the sa.me verse. 

In the second section the author brings together into five units 
the thematic material whi'Ch surfaced within her commehtary. In 
effect, it provides the reader with a thematic overview of the 
rabbinic treatment of the Genesis 38 narrative. The five units 
include the folloving int,erpretive 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 
refil)onsibility for his actions, acceptable or unacceptable sexual 
partners and the nature of the levirate.relationship: c) measure 
for measure and the paralleling of actions throughou._t 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 th~ 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. Sh~ bas not only 
presented many textual insights regarding diffe~spects of the 
Genesis 38 text and its midrashic interpretation, but has 
conclusively shown how frequ/n~ly the areas of rabbinic concern 
move us beyond the simple eaning 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 beinq deemed 
the progenitor of the messianic line. 

Ms. Kasten is to be highly commended fo~ her research, analysis and 
insightful comm~ts on the textual material . She has demonstrated 
her ability both to analyze text and to .integrate diverse material. 
In addition, she writes with clarity i n a sinl>le, staightforwartl .. 
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style. Of course,. more could be done t~ test the basic conclusions 
she draws, e.g •. , an analysis of other Hiblical material involving 
Judah irt the Joseph eycie. Revertbttletls, this thesis provides us 
with an excellent prism 'tltt-ough with to view the rabbis' usage of 

·particular biblical texts as wel'l as their attitude toward the 
material in the Joseph cycle. The author· has siceeded in 
highlighting the essential nature of midrasbic rocess and 
concomitantl¥ has given our modern m~shic epdea or further 
legitimacy. · . _ 
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The proc ess of interpretati o n presents an o ppo rtunity , 

to probe the eternally ~elevant principles contained withi n 

To rah , and t o bring them t o light within a spec 1 f1c context . 

Ther e are two related goals in 
. 

this proc ess: the f irst, t o 

derLve and impar t universal truths , and t h e second, t o keep 

the Tor ah in the minds and hearts of the people. Man y tim~ 

when preparing a ser mon o r dvar Torah , I have _!!Q[ldered if m:x-

interpretati o n o f the text , might str a y t oo far fr o m i ts 

literal mean ing . At times I may see an elemen t within the 

te >. t whi ch remind s me c.f something el se, and that "something 

el se" becomes the basis for my o wn te :i-; t interpr e tatic•n . The 

ideas l presentl...snay e xh1b1t little apparent connec ti on t c• 

the c•r1ginal bibli c al te x t. I n the conte~t of contempo rar) 

homiletics, q uesti ons are o ften posed: I s the re a limi t t o 
• 

tlu s pr ocess , beyc•~ d wh1 ch i n<terpretat ion can n•:• 1 o~er b~ 
• 

consi dered legitimate? In our attempt to bring Torah t o the 

people, might we at times depart from the literal mean ing of 

the te~t to such an e~tent that the text becc•mes d1 s t c•r ted,,...-
' 

I f so , what are t h e impli cati o n s o f using the tex t f or our 
' 

own p urposes in th is way? 

A li b e ral mi nd is free to p o in t out t hat t h e st u d y o f 

Midrash a lso prompts these q uesti ons . Exegetic a l 

~i nterpretati on , a nd use o f prooftext s i n M1dr ash , o ften s eem 

\ 



to be products of a solid 

with an active imagination. 

familiarity with text, _combined 

At times, one sense• thJ: the 

v 

rabbinic agenda dom i nates the interpretation o f a given 

tex~ Sometimes that agenda might be the strengthening of 
I 

r~bbinic authority. At other times, the agenda might be the 

ra~onalization of a particular h istorical s1tuat1on, or tht? 
......... 

justi cation o f character flaws 1n a biblical hero. I 

became interested in studying the ways t~at the rabbis 
/ 

interpreted bibli c al texts wi thin Mi drash, as a means for 

' e xploring the e xtent to which they departed fr om the literal 
-~ 

mean ing o f the text, in or der to ma ke it personally 
/' 

relevant . In additic•n, I was interested in look~g at the 

effect that interpretati on had on subsequent readings of the 

text. 

The first step-in this investigation ~as t o ch.oc•se- a 

body o f m~ter1al , whose interpretations would be tra~ed 

through its appearances in rabbin ic literature. Ther e were 

many a nd Tamar narrative, / 

~enesi s Chapter 38, for this purpo se. To begin with, 

det€rmining the simple meaning o f one thirty-ve rse te~t was 

a much more manangeabl e task than attempting t o det= :1'1 ~ 

the meaning s of independent verses. In additi on, it ~as 

possible to determi ne the simple meaning of Genesis Chapter 

38 somewhat adequately, a . factor which is n ot always present 

when choosing among bibli cal texts. In thinking about the 

midrashic text s to study, this chapter inc ludes several key 

.. 
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verses whi ch are well represented in Rabbinic l iterature. 
I", 

The st~dy of interpretation on one related unit of ~ ext 
I 

allowed for the e xamination of interpretiv~ themes~nd .. 
character development within that text. F~nall y , the story 

of Tamar and Judah is a fasc inating and dramat ic one, filled 

· ~ith ihtrigue and sexual tension , and th~ richness of 

characters and themes in this narrative promised to yield 

relevant insight into human motives and actions . 
l 

Once a body of text was chosen, I undertoo~ ~ serious 

study of the b1bl1 c a l text itself, guided by Dr. S . David 

Sperl i ng. Before determining the ways in whi c h the rabbis 

interpreted texts , it was important for me to gain a 

thorough familiarity with the actual narrative . This stud y 

resulted in a critica l analysis of the Judah an~ Tamar 

narrative, 
( 

based on modern biblical scho larship . Jn that 

analysis, I was able to disc ern the key points wh i c h one 

'--seemed to be inherent i n the biblical text , as well as the 

areas wh i ch · p~~d 

character i stics · 1 o f 

major quest l ons . --"The following four 

the seemed t o be 

parti cularly well d ocumented; 

1. The origins o f this story were most li kely found in 

ancient fc..lkta l es of wizardry -­and magic, winch were 

embellished and disguised b y classic I sraelite prac tice 

Cl evirate marriage) and an acceptable motive (perpetuation 

o f the 1 ine. ) 

2 . The Judah and Tamar narrative is thematically consistent 

._. 



Ioli th the rest of the 
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J oseph narrative in its themes and 
l"i 
I language of deception and seduction. 
I 

3. The story takes o n meaning i n its provision o f • history 

for the linea ge. o f David. It is unclear whether or not this 

meaning was a par t of the ori ginal text , 
""' 

o r was added by 

1iat~r ed1 t ors. 

4 . The story line, themes , char acter s a n d purpose of the 

Judah and Tamar n arrat ive are devel oped and re f ined in the 
F 

Book of Ruth . 

A numb er of quest ions also were derive d f rom this 

s t udy. These included questions as to 1o1hat Er t o wh i ch 

displeased the Lord ( verse 7), what the real meaning o f 

"gedesha'' ( most o ften tran s lated as "harl ot " > is Cver.se 21 ) , 

and 1o1hat it means 1.1hen it says that Judah was "comforted ·• 

Even questi ons ostensibl y answered in the 

n arrative , such a s what Judah's intention was when he sent 

Tamar bac k to her father ' s house ( verse 11 ) , c•r 1.1hat the 

real p ur pose o f levirate marriage was (verse Bl , d i d n o t 

seem adequately answered by the 'eibl ical tex t alone . Early 

-on , it became appar~nt that rabbinic i nterpretation wo uld 

have much t o add in or der t o impar.t meaning and --understanding t o the verses contained within the narrative.· 

Targum Yonatan p roved t o be an e xc ellent introduct i on 

to the biblical question s and gaps wh ich the r abbis would 

respond t o in their interpretation5 . Wh i l e the Targum was 

considered a translation, th is tr anslation c larifi ed the 

-
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biblical text b y supplementing it in key areas. ExaPlples 

include: _indicating that Judah's descent was linked t 1 Js 
l- -

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

of EY's death was his refusal to "give his seed" to his l.lffe 
\.. 

(verse 7> ; e xpounding on the meaning of "Petah Enaim" <verse 

' 14); and injecting a Divine voice into Tamar's tribunal 

( verse 26 ) ,• Solid familiarity with the biblical and 
, 

targumic texts was adequate preparation f o r the next s tjp: 
' 

The study of the Midrash itself. 

Most of the pr imary rabbinic sources used were found 

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

Torah ha-Ketuvah u'Mesorah al Torah , . Nevi'im u'Ketuvim. 2 

Additional sources were found in topical indites:> and 

f o o tnotes to sec ondary sources. Because o f the large volume 

of tex t s f ound, I dec ided t o conf i n~ rabb i ni c textual 

research to those te xt s c ited up t o and inc luding Midrash 

haGado l, a 15th cent ur y midrashi c anth~ l ogy . 

hun~red texts were e ~am i ned, the majorit y o f whi c h c ame fr o m 

compilations of Midrash suc h a s Bereshit Rabbah , Midrash 
/ 

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

process revealed whi c h verses of the bibli c al text were most 

•Ginzburger, M.,ed. Targum Yonatan ben Uziel al ha­
Tor ah. Jerusalem: Makor, 1974. 

2 Hyman, A. Torah ha-Ketubah veha-Mes5urah. 3 vols. 2nd 
rev. ed., Tel Aviv : Dvir Publisbing Co .,1979. 

~Piimarily fr om Gross, 
Mosad ha-Rav Kook, 1954. 

I 

M. Osa..- ha-Agqadah. Jer usalem: 

..J 
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oft e n explai ned or commented on ; verses about 

i x 

/". 
Jud'af'' s 

. I 
d e s cent , his marriage t o a Can aan ite wo ma n, Onan' s s p 1 lrl ed 

seed, the location of J udah and Tamar's union , the pledge 

items, the choice of burning as Tamar's punishment, Tamar's 

presentati on of the pledge items, and Judah' s public 

v~ndication of Tamar. 

Study of the texts on each verse revealed a rich te xt 

tradition which touched on a number of uni ver sal themes and 

c._oncepts . Judah ' s selecti on of a wife fro m among the women 

of Canaan gave the rabbis an opening t o discuss their 

objecting to interaction with surr ound ing 
, 

cultures, and particular l y intermarriage 

c ultures. Onan's spilli ng of his seed initiated a gr oup o f 

texts dealing with / male sexuality . Tamar' s ro le in .the 

redempt i on o f Judah and the Jewi s h people, # x taposed.wit ll 

her dec eptive a c t o f prostituti on , prompt : d a discussion on 

the issue of intent as a cr iter ion for Judgi ng acti on. 

Judah's v 1nd 1c at1on of Tamar leads to statement s on the 

power of tes huvah, repentence, and also add s t o hi s image 

within Rabbinic literature as a model of someone who trul y 

changes . An attitude that individual acts of righteousness 

determine a person's merit overtakes the concep t of lineage 

·as the means to salvation. 

When the time came to o rganize the material, a 

commentary mode was chosen f o r the first sec~ ion in order to 

adequately represent the insights and tensi ons within 

/ 

-
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Rabbinic interpretation of the 

thought to be most effective in 

chapter. This 

demonstrating 

mod~ \.las 

the '"'~s in 

x 

whic h the biblical text is interpreted b y the rabbis and 

their predecessors . By presenting the material. in this way, 

I was al so able to include many of the texts themsel ves , as 

a resource for further study on the narrative. The 

comment ary mode demonstrat es, for instance, that in a tex t 

from The Testaments o f the Twelve Patriarchs, Tamar is able 

to tri ck Judah into lying wit h her because he is drunk, 

while a te ~ t from B.T. Me g illah 10b states that Judah didn't 

recognize Tamar because she had been so e xtremely modest 

Cand, by e~tension , righteous> while living under his roof. 
, 

This . same example shows how the si mple exp l anation given in 

Targum Jonathan to verse 15, that Judah passed by Tamar at 

first, i s developed into a deeper probing of character a nd . . 
human nature by the different rabb is who interpret the te~ t . 

Thi s mode allowed for the most complete expression of 

.rabbini c views of the text , as wel l as the tensions inherent 

in those views . 

The second section of this thesis joins the thematic 

threads e xplored. in different places within the commentary 

section, in order to present a thematic overv~ of the 

The bibli cal narrative itself builds upon 
..r-e ntire narrative . 

a number of themes; t he theme of goc•d C Tama~epl ac ing evil 

CBat Shua) , the levirate marri~ge theme, the themes of 

re~ognition and knowing, and deception and revel ation, which 

-
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are consistent with ther rest of the Joseph narrati~e1 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 God in 

thuman action, and redemption, themes which reflect a much 

more conscious attempt at underst~nding who we humans are, 

and what we do. An e xample is the tension between endogenous... 

and e xogenous sexual relations. On the one hand, 
, .. ,, - _. .,, - the rabbis 

opposed , exogenous sexu~l relations, as represented by Bat 

Shua. On the other hand, they believed that all homan life 

wa'S descended from one union. They · were faced with the 

r ealit y of knowing tha t, if their belief about the origin of 

human life was correc t, inbreeding would have b~en the only 

way to propagate life. The distinction they made between Bat 

Shua and Tamar he41 p"ed them to deal with the tension c aused 

when they faced a conflic ~ between logic and belief. 

The fir s t secti on of the second part; th7n, deals with 

the tension between out s ider and insi der as }t is e xpressed 

in rabbinic interpretation. The second sec tion e xplores the 

area o f sexual transgression, a major preoccupation of the 

ra~is. Section 

and balance 

I 

three pcii nts out t'he areas of retr i but i 0 1 n 

within the text; section four, Judah' s 

sovereignty and f its meaning for the rabbis; •nd, finall y , 
~ 

section five portrays the rabbis' v~ew -'O f redemption. 

The two part s of this thesis a r e designed for the 

purpose o f demonstrating rabbinic use of biblical text in ,,, 

-
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Midrash. It r•pr•sent5 an attempt to answer the following 

qu•stions; To what extent did the rabbis departed from the 

meaning of the original Bibli c al text in order to make a ,,,...., 

•. point withi~ th~ir own ? parti cular .world? How far were the 

. . 

- . 
rabbis willing to stretch, so that they could keep Torah in 

the minds and hearts of the people? Were there times when 
\ 

their particular agenda clearly overwhelmed the original 

meaning of the text ? And if so, ·what was the resultant 

a f fee t upon ,.. the text itself? This thesis represents an 

attempt to answer these questions, based on an analysjs of 

the rabbin!c interpretation of Genesis chapter 38. In the 

-course of the analys~, new questions whic h may l ead to an 

even better under st'anding of the rabbin fc use o f bibl ical 

text s will surel y arise . 

.. 

, 
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PART ONE 

Verse-By-Verse Commentary on Genesis Chapter 38 
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r 38•1 "About lth•t ti•e Judah left <v•-v•r•d) his brother~ 

artd cainped near • c•rtain Adullamit• whos• n• .. was 
Hi rah." ' 

T~e opening verse of Chapter 38 immedi~tely alerts t he 

reader to a change in story line from the p r e v ious c hapter. 

Chapter 37 ends climactically with the brothers' sale of 
Jo~eph _ t~ - the Ishmaelites, the trumped-up e xplanati on of 

Joseph's disappearanc e as relayed to Jacob, and the final 

narrative comment that Joseph is now in Egypt and in the 

posses•i6n of Potiphar, Pharoah 's chief stewar~. Suspense is 

bui lt around the question of Joseph ' s fate; but just when the 

tension is at it' s peak , the biblical aut~or switches t o a 

different story line. The temporary change of f ocus increases . ~ 

,' the sense of dra~a a nd suspense within the narrative. 

The text now turns our att~ntion to Judah, the fourth 

son of Jacob and Leah. Up to thi s poi nt, we have heard of 

Judah's birth C"She conceived again and bore a son, and 

d e c lared, 'This time I will praise the Lord. ' Therefore sh~ 

na"?,ed him Judah . Then s he stopped bearing " Gen . 29&35> and of 

hi s comment to his br others when they were deliberating over 

h ow t o dispose of Joseph ("Then Judah sai d to his brothe rs , 

'What do we gain b y ki lling our brother and covering up his .. _,.. 
bl ood? Come, let us sell him to the I shmaelites,, but let us 

, 
• 

2 
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not d c1 awa·y with hi m ourselves. After all, h e i s ouy brc•ther, 

our own flesh .' His brotheYs agreed " Gen . 37;27>. Th i s is af;l 

we k n o w about Judah until he becomes the s u bject o f Genesis 

Ch apter 38. The hypothesis that the opening phY ase o f the 

chapter, " About that time," introduces a change o f scene and 

a s~i fting of focus to a new story line ( which present s Judah 

as the c en tr al character > is supported b y twc1 other 

occuyences of this phrase , i n Gen . 2 1: 22 and in 

In each of these e v. amples , a sel f -contained vignette 

interrupts the continuati on of a narrative. 

The meaning of t he phrase, " Judah 

is mo re prc•blematic . Speiser lnterprets "g 1..dng 

d o wn " as "parting_fr o m," 1 it.rid th e new JPS translC1t1 1')n appears 

wit.h th1s read1ng. 2 Qt n er co..•mmentat ors have 

interpreted thi s p hrese alternately a• an as. a 

des•:.r 1 pt1c•n •:• f me• emenl of t h e tribe c•f Judah geograpln c.:.i ly , 

and as an indication c.f change in the way the Yest uf th~ 

brother ~ re lated t o Judah after the sale o f Joseph . Th~ 

possib1 l1t) tha t the a uthor and editor s chose wo rd s wh1 r: I' 

caYr1ed different layers 1.tf meaning should not be c•veYlooked . 

The chc.1ce of Ad ullam as the ayea in wh ich Judah rests 

also carries w1th it different layPrs o f mean 1ng . S I 1nner 

1 E • A • Sp e 1 se Y , .:..T.:...h;..;:e:;._.....;..A.:.;.n..:.c~h'"'o:..:r _ __..;:B""'i"-· :b-"l'"'e::;...:...: _....;G=e.:..n;..;:e=-s=i-=s ( New 'r' •:•,. I 
Doubl eday &Co •• 1964) , p. 296 . 

~Tanakh , a New Translation o f the Holv Scr1ptuY es 

;,.;A;.;:;c'"'c:..;o:..r;.....;;::d;,.:;i;..;.n-"g"'-_....;t:..;0:......-'-'t;..:.h""e=---_....;T:...:r'""a=d'"'i'""t:.,;1::..· "'o"'-n""a""'l"-~H,;,,;;e~b::;..;..r..;:;:E!W;..;.;.._~T..;:e;..;;x.:..· t"'" ( Ph i 1 ad e 1 p In a : 
Jewish Publicat i on Society , 1985). 
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locates Adu ll a m with i n t h e territory of the t r i b e of Judah, 

in -an a r ea s outhwest of Bethlehem.~ Thi s l ocation •eems to be~ , 
suppor t ed by re fer e nce s to Adullam in J oshua 15: 35 , IChron l 

1 1: 15 , a n d II Ch r on 11: 7 . But the reade r wh o has r ead t he 

words o f t h e pro p het Micah cann o t f orget t he statement, "At 

Adu l lam the g lor y of I s rael shal l set" ( Mi c ah 1 : 15> . The 
I 

meaning which Ad u l lam t akes on imbues th1 s seem1 ngl >' c asual 

det ail with symbo l ic value . 

Int e rp r etat ion o f 38:1 in Rabb i ni c Liter atur e 

The e~egesis on this verse and t he way thi s verse is 

used • a.s a pr oofte;.-;t l n rabbinic liter ature r eflec t the 

quest ions , symbols, and themes indicated above . These texts 

also frequently reflec t the concerns and conte~ts of the 

rabbi s wh•:• wr ot~hem. One o f the questic•n= wh1cl\ rec L1rs i n 

the 11terature i s that o f the placement Of the narrative . 

Because the change i n story l i ne is sudden i n a u n e xpe ct ed , i t 

is a natural response to a sk what this chapter is doi ng here, 

right in t he middle of the Jos.eph narra~1 ve. A c ursory 

reading c ould eas1ly lead to the conclusion that c hapter 36 

is an entirely n ew subJect , having nothing t o d o with cha p ter 

37 . Beresh it Rabbah poi nts out several e xamples 

p laces in the Tan akh where t he s t ory line c hanges abruptly at 

t he beginni n g of a new c hapter , and suggests t h a t Genesis 38 

3 J . J, Ski nner , A Cri tical and Exegetical Commentary o n 
Genesis l New York : Sc r ibners , 19 17), p . 450. 
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may be another one o f these examples . ~ But a closer readin~ 

"'""' af o f the text indicat e s that Genesi6 38 may actual ly be 

integral part of the Joseph narrative. Several texts 

ac knowledge the occurrence of literary parallels between this 

chapter and those chapters be fore and after it. The f1 rst c• f 

thesb parallels is between the descent of Judah Cva-yer ed ) i n 

Genesis 38:1 and the descent of J oseph Chur ad) in Genesis 

39 : 1. The second is bet ween the act o f recogniti o n in Gene~i s 

37 : 32 Eha-~er na J , in which Jac ob i s asked to identify 

Joseph's torn and bloodied coat, and the act of recognition 

in Genes i s 38 : 25 ( ha-ker naJ , i n whi ch Judah is asked t o 

iden•t if y the items he gave as a pledge to Tamar . The thitd 

parallel ment1c•ned i c:. betweer. th e act O:•f seduction · which 

Tama r perpetrates in Genesis 38, and the ac t of sedu c t i on 

· 1,.,1 l11 c h Potipha r 's w1 f~ perpetrates in Geone~1s 3!1. ~ ~e te .,. ts 

which bring o u t these parallels are aware of the · intri c <d. e 

str ucture underlying the Joseph narrat i ve , and hint at thE 

01 f f e ,.. ent level s of messages afod themes upon 'Which the Joseph .· 
narrative i s bu1lt. 

t h e Judah and Tamar narrat ive int o t h e Joseph story 

understand s Genesi s 38 as the description of J1.1dah ' s 

punishment for his part in the s ale of Joseph . In contras t t o 

~Bereshit Rabbah 8 5 : 2 . 

~Bereshit Rabb a h 85: 2 ; Midrash Lekah Tov t o Genesi 5 
38:1 ; Midrash haGadol t o Genesi s 38: 1. 



the answers abov,,:::;ch respond t o the quest ion o f pl.:tem~t 

of explanati o~ a~ of the chapter e xp ricitly, this type 
~ ~ 

that the stor y of Judah ' s punishment would naturall y foll o w 

t h e act for whi cti he W"as being punished Ch is participation~ J · 
the sale of J oseph ) . One migh t ask wh y Judah , more than the 

I 

brothers wh o first wanted to kill J oseph and then agreed wi th 

Judah to sell him , was deserving o f punishment. Ther e are 

several possible reasons why the rabbi s felt it necessary to 
. 

show that Judah was punished , one of which ~ay have been the 

need to e xplain the placement of Genesi s 38 immed i ately 

foll owing the sale o f Joseph. ~ In the Babylonian Ta l mud , 
• 

Sanhedrin 10'.::a , Genesis 38 is use d a s an e~ ample t o pr ove 

that the phrase "About that time'' (vc.-yeh i ba-et ha-In ) when 

s epn in s~ripture al ways i ntroduces a time of retr1but1 on . 7 

By desc ribing the content of Genesi~ 38 , th is Ta lmudic te vt 

al so o ffers a n implicit e ),pl anatior1 of t 4ie placement c.f the 

chapter . But the need t o pun 1 sh Judah become s a maJot therr.e 

of the body of rabbinic literature wr itten 

Genesi e 38 , far beyond the e ~t ent necessary tci e :o-. pl.:.ir. U11= -
p lac ement of the chapter . 

6 See B.T . Sanhedrin 102a , whi ch 1s part of an exeg~s1 s 

on ! Kings 11 : 29 . Al s o see M1dras h haHafe~ t o Genes1 s 38:1 
whi c h l'eads, " 'Abc•ut that time.' The Holy One s aid to Judali ; 
'I t is because you have no sons that you destroyed Joseph f o r 
your fat her , for you de• not know the gr'i e f of sons. I w111 
pay you back for this.' Judah went down and mal'ried a W04l_an 
and she gave birth , and his sons died . That is why this 
chapteY i s attac hed to the sale of Jcisep,h . " 

7 B.T. Sanhedrin 102 a. 



There are 

Genesis 38 as a chapter of 
\ 

questi oned why such terrible 

r 
for the rabbis to interpr et 

punishMent. They proba b ;y 

things hAppen to Judah in 

Genesis 38l including t~e death of,his sons, the death o f his 

wife , and the e~osure a nd embarrassment he e"1:1ures . By 

see~ng Judah as a char a c ter in need of pun i shment, they could 

exp-l ain why he needed to suffer . They also noti c ed that Jud ah 

was the onl y ~rother identified individuall y a s having a .part 

-in .t._1e~ . ?ale c•f Joseph . I t would therefore seem reasc•nabl e to 

f ocus o n Judah as the broth~ primarily res ponsibl e, , r 
c ulpable, andr therefore most in need of punishment for that 

act~ I n add itior1 , the rabb is needed to justi·fy what happen"l:?d .. 
to Judah later; wh y he u lti mat ely meri ted sovereignty a,nd hi s 

prestigious l ine , wh i ch would include David and the Messiah . 

Demonstrat i n g t.Pat Judah was punished purifi ed him ih a 

.1,,,,-
7 · sense , and made hi~ acceptable by restoring h.i s moral 

7 

integrity . The rabb inic text~ on Genesi s 38:1 introduce an V 

anal ysis of why Judah was punished , how he .w~s punished , and 

who the e xe c u t e r o f the pun ishmeni was , an e~p l oration which --i s conti nued thr oughout the e xegesis on the following v~rses 

of the chapter . 

There are several 
I 

variant unde~standings of why Judah 

was pun.i shed. BeYeshi t Rabbah introduces the teaching that 

one who begins a mi~vah but doesn't f inish it buries hi s wife 

and hi s sons . We learn thi s fr o m Judah, w'ho might h ave been 

admired for having saved J~seph fr o m the pit, but who fell 

-

. -
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short because he did not complete his duty by retur n irg 
J 

Joseph safely t o his f a ther. For thi s he was punished 

severely ; he b ur ied his wife · and his sons.• This teaching i s 

repeated in several later tex ts. 9 It would seem that this 

mi dYash wishes to comment o n a point of halakhah abou t t he 

right way to fulfill m1svot. At the same time, t h e r abb1s 

choose to see Judah ' s suggestion of selling Josept' to the 

IshmaeLites a s a p c•s)t1ve a ct , and hi s a sin of o mission 

ra t her l:han one of comm1ssic•n . 

An o t h er common understandi ng of 

tr!ns-gress i c•n ir the gri e f whic tl h e •:au sed 

group o f texts , chap ter 38 is understood 

Judah ' s p r 1mary 

h l s fat h e r • I n "C•ne 

as a reprimand of 

Jud ah b/ God, a ccompan i e d by a d e sc r1pt1on of the appr o priate 

retr 1but 1o n Cwhlch i s consist e nt wit.h the event s C•f •:hapte r 

38 • . Because Judah had co.usca In s fa t ht:'r J.,. ,-,_. l;: Le• tJ• .e .re for 

a s•:•n , G1:.d would prc0v1de Jud.,.h with sc•ns ano then cause h1111 

f or them . 10 I t is 1..•nl> through ar. a.: t of t e shLtvc.h , 

by of feri ng himsel f th.;. l Juda n is 

8 Beresh1t Rabbah , 85 : ~ . 

8 

9 M) dr ash Lel-at1 Tov t o Genes1 s :;a : 1 ; Mi dr ash Sel hel To:'"­
Va-Yi shl ach t o Genes1 s 38 : I ; M1 dr ash h a Gadc•l t ·7· Genes1-: 3S : l. 

1 0Tanf~uma BL1ber Va-Y1gqash 10 reads " .• . 'Why did G·-·d 
pr omise me twel ve tribes when o ne of them has d1ed~ Per hap s I 
did n c.t merit t hem , and I wlll di e 1 n two wo rlds ' • .. Yol.• w1sh 
t c. know what he sa1 d when he saw that Joseph was al 1 ve 7· 'And 
Israel s a id to J oseph, " No w I can di..e " CGen. 46: 30> Wh a t 
made hi m say thi s ? He sai d, 'When they came and t o ld me that 
J oseph was dead, I said I was dead in two wor lds . No w that I 
have seen that you live, I am glad to knbw t hat I am ~ot dead 
mor e than once, and s o I c an die." See a l so Aggada t Ber e sh1t 
61-62 ; M1dr ash haHafe~ t o Genesi s 38:1 . 
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for g ive n .at Anoth eY g youp of text s makes Judah ' s b rothers h•s 

jud ges . According to these texts , Judah's role was that of 

s ove Y ei gn .over all o f the b rot hers. 1 2 It was ~ec ause he was 

theiY leader that they listened t o hi m when he suggested 
I 

selling J o seph t o the I s hmaelit e . But o n c e they saw what 

that a ct did to their father , they rejec ted J udah , blam1ng 

him f or the incapacitated state tc.o whi ch thei r f athel" was 

·reduced ~· ' ::a 

This theme e>f the brothers re£ctlng Jl1dah is a p:;pular 

one when it comes to the e xegesis on t he u or d "va-vered " in 

this ver se . Ma ny te Ats understand "va-yered" t o mt-an that 

J udah was rebul.ed or rejec ted by h i s brothers . Trus reJect1c•n 

is presented a~ its o u n form of p u n1shment . 1 • The brother s 

cause Judah to "gc· dc11,.1n" foy a variet/ o f Yeasc•ns . Accor d1 n; 

tc• some tex ts, he cuul d havl:? c.:.nv i need them tc• bring J ost:?pf·, 

ba·: 1. to Jac ob , b ut because he d i dn ' t, the y made him "g .;. 

down ' ' . 1 ~ A textual obse ssion pr oJe ct e d onto the brothers 1 _ 

Jacc•b ' s re f usal t o be comfor~ed , al sc• understc•od as a YCi"oSv. 1 

..J-

11 Tanl.'lu ma Buber Va-Y1 ggash 10 . '-

1 2 Tanhuma Buber Va-Veshev 
Yishlach, 38:1. 

12 ; Midrash Sekhe l 

a:aranhuma Buber 
38 : 1 . 

Va- yeshev B; Midras h h aGadol t o G~nes i ~ 

t•Tan~uma Buber Va-Yeshev B; Exodu~ Rabbah 42:3 ; M1drash 
h aBadol t o Genesis 38: 1 . 

' ~Tan~uma <H~-Nidpas> 

B; Shemo t Rabbah 4 2 :3 . 
Ti ss.a 22 ; Tan•:uma Buber Va- \'esfte, 



.. 

,,.. 

for the brothers to reject 
I 

Judah . ~ 5 Some texts state th,t 

Judah h ad t o "go down" and show the brotheni h ow t <.• find 

wives for themselves, oow t hat Jacob would no longer sear ch 

f or wives fo r t hem. 17 And others identify Judah's marrjage 

in Genesis 38 : 2 to Bat Shua, a Canaanite woman, as the 

t ransgression which caused hi s d escent . 1 D The descent of 

Judah , the individual , is mc•st clearly linked to the des •: ent 

of ttie_ politi ca l entity of J1..1dah in the texts which di scuss 

defeat at Adullam ; heYe the history of Judah, the individual , 

is seen as a prediction of t he fat e of the tri be . 1 • 

The following verse from Malachi , "Judah has broken 

faith ; abhorren t things have been done in Israel and in 

Jerusal em . For Judah has pr•:•f i.,n ed what is holy to the Lc·rd-

what He des ires- and e s poused d aughters o f alien g o d s" 

CMalach 1 2 : 11 ) is seen by some rabbis as a compendium of 

Judah's sins , for which he is punished i n Genesis 38 . The 
¢ 

first phrase refers tc• Judah's decept ion of Jacot. , the sec c.•nd 

t o the brothers ' s a l e o f J oseph , the thir d to going down fr om 

lus brc·thers and his father's house, 

'-.... 15Tanhuma <Ha-Nidpas> T1ssa 22 ; Tan~uma CHa-Nidpas J 
Va- Yeshev 8 . 

17Bereshit Rabbah 85:2 ; Midrash Sel, hel 
38:1; Midr ash haGadol t o Genesis 38 :1. 

Tov to Genesis 

18Tanhuma Bube r Va-Yeshev 9 , 
Genesis 38 : 1. 

10 ; Midrash haGadol to 

1 •Beresh i t Rabbah 85:1; Tan~uma Ch~-Nidpa5 ) Va-Yeshev 
10 ; Midrash Sekhel Tov Va-Yi shlach Genesi s 38:1. 
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marrying a Canaa nite woman. 2 ° Clearly punishment , both human} 

, and divine, are major themes of the exegesis on t his !1rst/~ 
veYse . 

TheYe is anotheY body o f text , however ? which attributes 

' the responsibility foY the events of Genesis 38 to God rathe~ 

than t o Judah . In the se fatalistic texts, the strange and 

shocking content of the Judah and Tamar narYat1ve is 

Justi .fiea by the belief that God woYks in mysteric..us ways. 

Seveyal of the tex t s beg in with the verse, "Fc•r My pl c.ns aYe 

not your plans , nor are My ways your ways " <I s aiah 55:8 ) . 

' They gc• on tc• assert that each party <the. tYibes , Joseph , 

Judah ·, had their own tasks and rc•le: 1.,1t1i c h were 

devi~ed to keep them occupied wh il e God was fulfil ling the 

Divine task and role- preparing for the coming of the 

Messi ah. 2 1 A vaY i ation of this theme is foun d i n Aggadat 

:oe0 Mi dr ash haGadol tc• G~nesi s 38 : 1 Yeads , " •And J uui\fi 
went down .' This is why ScYiptuYe says , tJudah was unfaithful 
and an abomination has been committed in Israel ' (Mal . 2 :11 ). 
' Judah was unfaithful' ·in that he said to his father 'ha-l~ er 
na.' 'And an abomination', because they sol d Joseph ; 'FoY 
Judah has p rofaned God ' s holiness ' b y going d o wn fr o~ his 
brothers and his father's house; tAnd espoused the daughter 
of an alien god' b y marYying a Canaanite woman . And what is 
his punis•)ment ? ' The Lc1rd cut c.ff th~ man who did t h is.· • ' 
And Er and Onan died . And what caused all this to happen to 
Judah? He gave U;iat a d vise about the ~1 e of J oseph . " 

· :a 1 BeYeshit Rabbah S5: 1 reads; "Rabbi Samuel ben Nahman 
began; "For I am mindful o f the plans I have mde concern i ng 
you-decl~res the Lord-plans for your _ welfa re , not f ar 
di..saster , to giv~ you a hope fu l fut ur e " CJ e r 29 : 11>. The 
tribes weY e occupied with t he selling of Joseph, and Jc•seph 
was occupied with his sac kc loth and fas~i ng, and Jac~b was 
occupied with bis sackcloth and fasti ng , and Judah wa:; 
occup ied with taking a wife , and the Holy One cr eat e s th~ 

light of the Mes siah, " About tha!; time Judah left. .. " . 
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f 
Ber eshit, in which Judah di~rupts God's plans for the li pe1e 

of the Messiah b y an act of free will, i.e., mar rying a 

Canaani~e wo man, and s o God must intervene .in order to 

straighten things out. 22 Aggadat Ber eshit also contains a 

midrash about God being wit h Judah, not only on the way up, 
\ 

when he does things which a re vi ewed positi vel y , but on the . 
way d own as well, when he d oes things which lead to questi,ons 

about h is appropriateness as a model. While God is always 

there, according to this mi grash , ascent wil l occur when all 

the tribes un ite. 23 Thi s po litical point of view is also 

pres ept in texts describing r i val ry ~etween Judah and 

"Bet"ore she labored , she was delivered ; 
c ame, she bore a son"<Isaiah 6617 ) . 
oppressor was bor n, the fin a l redeemer w~s 
time". Also see Mi drash haGadol to Genesis 

'-

Before her pangs 
Before · the f irst 
b orn , "About that 
38:1. 

22Aggadat Bereshit 64 reads; " Another interpretation o f 
- ared Yehudah , .•• There Judah saw the daughter ~ of a 

ite .•• and he took her .• • " . Because h~ ma~ried her , the 
ly One said , " The Messi ah i.s supposed to ce,ome f YOIJl Judf:lh , 

and now he ' s gone and married a Canaanite . What else c an I d o 
but devise a plan ." So He married his s o n to Tamar , and Tamai' 
was the daugh ter of the Great S h em . The Holy One said, " The 

-6.anaanit e will die," as it is said, "A l o ng time afterward , 
Shua ' s d aughter , the 1,fi~o f J ud ah , died ." And h er sons died, 
as i t i!i said, "Er and O~n died . " S that Judah would c ieave 
to Tamar , who was a Kohenety the da ghter of Shem the son of 
Noah, as it i s said, "And ~edek was king , 
etc.' <Ge"esis 14:18) . And when t c ame for her t o give 
bi rth , ••. a h a nd emerged" . Zerah ted to come out fi rst, 
but the Holy One said, "The will be established b y 
Per e~ , and here Zer a~ is comi st! He s hould g o back 
t o his mother' so womb s o that an emerge first, for the 
Messiah will come from him . A said, "He drew b ack his 
hand~" Pere~ means Messi iJi, a sa!.-d , " One who makes a 
breach g oes before them" <Micah 

22Aggadat Ber eshit 64-65 . 

I 
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3812 " There Judah s aw the daughter of a certai n C.naanite 
<Kena•ani> whose na me was Shua, and he married her 

• 1 <va-yiga~eha> and cohabi tated with her · <va-yavo 
el eyha) . ' 

Ski nner feels that Judah' s marriage to a Canaanite is an 

indi cation of the a nti quity ~passage. 2~ Both Skinne r 

and ·~~ri- Rad bel ieved that this uni on ~ef lected a more 

congenial relationship between the I sraelites and the 

Canaanites at the time this passage was written. 26 Whethe r 

t heir theory i s a ccurate or not , the a~erage reader (or 

listener ) remembers Abraham's desperate pl ea to his servant 

in G.enesis 24 : 3 , " - . I will mai. e you swe ar by the Lord, t ,he 

• God of heav en and t he God o f earth , that y ou will not take c. 

wife f or my son from the daughters of the Canaanites ... " and 
,..,..., 

I saac ' s instruction to Jacob in Genesis 28:1, "You shii>ll net 

take a wife from among the Canaani\e women , " and even Esau ' s 

observation in Genesis 28:8 t h at , "the Canaanite women 

di sp leased his father I saac , " which prompted him t o mar.ry a 

(addi tional> wife who was not Canaanite . Gi ven t he biblicq,l 

attitude toward marriage to Canaanite women up to this point, 

. 
•2 4 Tanhuma Buber Va-Yi s hlah 13J Aggad~t Bereshit 64-65 . . . . 
2 e skinner, A Criti cal and Exegeticj l Commentary on 

Genesis, p. 451. -2 6 Von Rad, Genesi 1 1A Commentary CPhiladelphia : The 
Westminster Press, 1972> , p.352 . 
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Judah' s choice is at least surpri si ng, and, more likely, 

• 
114 

a s} 

/) heretical •. Interpretat ion of this ...,yerse focuses on Judah's 
( 

choice of a Canaanite woman to be his wife. 

l 
Interpretation of 38:2 in Rabbinic Literature 

All of the texts on this verse see Judah's marriage t o r . , 
Bat Shua as a mistake , either i n Judah's _judgement or in the 

wiy " fh~ ·" text is read. In the Testaments of the Twelve 

Patriarchs, Sat Sh~a is responsi ble for all of Judah's 

transgressions and for the punishment that he receives. 

~ Orig inally, J udah is seduced by her while in a state of 

,,/ 

sexual desire27 and of drunkenness, 2 • but he is painfully 

awar~ of his mistake, since he realizes that she . is the cause 

"of the death of his s ons. 2 • She also is the cause of Tamar's 

a ct of deception, since she masterminljed Shelah's marr iage to 

a Canaanite. 3 0 

The Talmud takes a position whi ch modern psychology 

would label, "classi c denial." In Babylonian Talmud Pesa~im 

50a, the rabbis ask if it could be true that Abraham wa rned 

Isaac and Isaac warned Jacob, and Judah ignored them and 
I 

27Charles, R.H., ed. "The Testament of Judah." In The 
Greek Versions of the Testaments of the Twel ve Patriar c hs. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908. ( 

2 •Testaments o f the Twelve Patriar ~hs, ~udah 13. 

29Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 10, 11, 13. 

ia0 Testaments of the Twelve Patriar c hs , Judah 10,- 11. 



• 

.,.., 
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married a Cannanite? They conclude that the ...,ord "Canaanite" 

must have another meaning, such as •a merchant' Ca meaning 

which it does . take on in Isaiah 23 : 8 and Hosea 
I 

whi dh is not supported by the context here ) .Q 1 

12: 8 , but 

As noted above , Judah's descent ...,as lin ked to his 

marriage to a Canaanite woman , among other things . While 

..Mi dY ash .h aGadc.l vi ewed the sale of Joseph a s the core act 

wh1 ch caused his desc ent , :a=: Beresh it Rabbah sees Jl.1dc.l 1' :. 

man iage to a Canaani te woma n as the primaYy reason f c.·r hi s 

descent . 33 Midrash Se~hel Tov cl aims that the way th1~ , •ersE 

i s constructed shows t hat Er and Onan were born befo re tne 

sa le of Joseph , and Shelach was born at the same time a s 

Joseph was sold . The Yest ha ppened after t he sale, in or~er 

to show that Judah buried his wife and sons because o f his 

part in selling Joseph . This t~ . t also gJves a unique reading 

of "va-yiqaheha.'' Tha t reading is as follows: "In the wc.•rds 

for a convert [Judah) said, ' It is to your credit tha~ you 

join to the seed of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and ~ntcr 

under the wings o f the Shehinah.' When she heard him , she 
I 

converted. Only then did he come to her for mar riage . '' 3 ... ltus 

tex t is most li kely based on the ment ion of Bat Shoa's 

21 Beresh it Rabbah 85:1 and Midr ash Sekhel Tov Va-Yislllah 
al so include this interpretation. 

22 See n . 20 above. 

33Bereshit Rabbah, 85 : 1. _ _ 

3 ... Midrash Sekhal Tov to Genesis 38: 2. 

'-

• 
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conversion in Targum Yonatan2~, and is the ~nly other 

referencel to Bat Shua's conversion found in mi drashic 

literature . it appear s to be o ffered her e a s an apologetic 

f~~ Judah's marriage to a Canaan ite wo man. 

Other text s offer differ ent e xplanations for Judah' s 

unfortunate marr iage . Sefer ha-Yashar puts Judah' s ma? r1age 

int o a contex t in which mar r iage to a Canaani~e was the no rm • 
.. ..... ._. • # -Reuben married 

' 
a Canaanite ; Shimon married a Car:iaan i t e , s o 

why not Judah '?2 6 Midrash haGadol tries t o make \udah ' s 
I 

J uda.Ii' s marri"'age to a C,:maanite i n to a demo nstrati on o f 

' power; Esau, who is li kened to a dog, rejected Car.la ani te 

wc•men, wh il e Judah , the 1 ion , married one . :37 

.. 
\. 

,. 
38:3 "She conceived and bore a son , and he named him Er. II ,,. 

Interpretat ion of 38:3 in Rabbinic ' Literature 

In sev eral midrashim, the e tiology of the name "Er" ds 

lin ked t o the root meaning •t o be stripped' or •empt ied f rom 

' the worl d ' . 28 However , this r oot is not found p r i or t o the . 

inzburger, ed . Targum Yonatan ben Uziel al haTorah 
CJeru Makor, 1974) . 

38:3. 

e r ha-Yashar to Genesis, Va-Yestfev. 89b, p.1 2 6 . 

27Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:1. 

=-•see Be reshi t Rabbah 85: 4 ; Midrash haGadol '.t 'o Genesis 
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mention of Er ' s name . Midrash Sekhel Tov e xplains tha·t, "Our 

ancestors employed the Holy . Spirit when preparing a name for 

thei r sons according to an event whi c h would happen in the 

futur e . They would p rophecy without knowing what they were 

predicting, and tell the end fr·:·m the beginning . . . ••::av 
I 

38: 4 " She conceived again and bor e a son , 
Onan." 

and named h im 

In t erpretat i on o f 38: 4 in Rabbinic Literature .. 
Here, the etiology of Onan ' s name is derived f r o~ the 

root meaning t s •:•rrow.' I n Beresh1t Rabbah ano Lekal,1 Tov , 0~1an 

brings sc•rrow tc• h imsel f. .,.0 In Midrash haGadol , the ''sorr c•w" 

i 5 made more e~pl1cit : mourning f o r him comes hastily.•' And 

in Mi d rash Sekhel Tov , again the name is chosen wi th the help 

of the Holy Sp1r1t, this time because he brought s orrow t o 

the wor ld.-.2 

Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38: 3 . The t e xt 
conti nues : " . • • A perscin ' s name is accordi ng t c. his actions, 
but we pick our ch i ldren' s names according t o our anc ient 
fath~r s . " , 

-.oBereshit Rabbah 85 : 4 ; 
38: 2 . 

Midrash Lek ah Tov to Genesis 

··'Midrash haGadol to Genesi s 38:4 . 

·~Midr ash Sekh e l Tov to Genesis 38 : 4 . 
~ . 

( 
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38: 5 " Once aga i n she b or e a s on , a n d n amed him Shela~J h e 

was at Khez 1b whe n s h e bore hi m. " 

Speiser, • 3 SJ inner ,•• and the Interpreter's B1ble• e all 

connect Khziv t o the place called A~hz1v in J oshua 15:44 and 

Mic ah l: 14 , and de ,,.1:Y1be it a s the prc·bable c enter- •:• f the 

clan of 51.elah . 

. 
Interpret a tion of 38 : 5 in Rabbin ic Literature 

The we.rd "f hziv" is nc•t interpreted by the rabbis £imply 

as the name of a place . Beresh\t Pabbah traces it's meaning 

to the r
0

oot "kh' z' vi :" tc• dry up , and understands "Kh::iv" t c• 

indicate that Bat Shua stopped bearing c hildren after 

Shela~ . ·~ Beresh1t Rabbati places respons1b 1l1ty for Judah's 

act1c•ns on the name of the city : " .• the name <Khziv ) c a L1se d 

peopl e t o tell falsehoods •kha zavi about h 1m, 11 as J udah t o ld 

Tama r that she had tc• w.:ut until She la':' grew up before she 

cou ld marry h;m . 47 Ttus 1nterpretat1c•n li nks the ci ty name t •:• 

tile root meaning 'lie. ' 

M1drash Sel-hel T.:.iv sees this v e rse as an ind1catic1n of 

where the Judah and Tamai" story fits into t he Joseph 

• 2 E.A.Spe1ser, The AnLhor Bi bl e, p. 297 . 

4 4 S k 1 n n er , -;.;A.___c::;·..;.l"_,1'-t:;..:,i ..:::C;..;:a"""-1 _....:a=n:...:..::d.__-=E"'-x""· e""g""""'e'"'t""1"-· c-..-a'"'l'--__.c ... o ... m=-m~e .... n"'"""'t""a""'r_y..._--'c""•n'-'-
Genes 1 s , p . 451 . 

·~Inter pret er's Bible t o Genesis , p. 758. 

47Bere~h1t ft'ubbi\tl tc• GEnesis 38 :5, p.178 . 
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narrative. According to this midrash, Shel ah 1o1a s bwrn 

d 1rect1 )' aft er the ~alE of Joseph, and h1s name , winch means 

"mistake" in Aramai c , reflects Judah ' s guilty conscience at 

having suggested the sale. • 0 In a completely different tra1n 

of thought , l 1nks the na.me ''Shel al,1" 

etymc1log1 cal l y tc• " sh a lvah, " peace , beLause peace was grantto>d 

t~· Shel ah in th1 s wc.r l d and in the WC• r" 1 d to come .... 

38:6 "Judah got <va -yiqah) a w ife f or Er his first bornp 
her name was Tamar:" 

The tey,t give$ nc• lndl Ldti o n o f TamaT's famil y 

bac ~gr c•L1nd. Unlike Bat ShL1a wh ·.:. is 1dent1heo a.s a Canaanite , 

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

e vol e s a proud and st ately image, but that i s onl) a p ossible 

•-lUf, t 1
:. the attitude wt11 ch the aL1thc•r \.Jant s the reader tc• 

•a The te >. t fr 1.•m M1 dr ash Sel hel T c1v tL• Genes1 s 88: 5 
reads as fc·llc.ws : " ' And .:•nee again • • ' " Why d o es it say 
'again• ? BeLause Er and Onan were born before the sale o f 
J oseph , f or when Judah mar r ied Bat Shua, Joseph was fifteen . 
That same year Er was b or n, and the nex t year Onan was b orn , 
and th Em she st o i;.peod [bear i nQ J. Then Joseph was s c· l d when he 
wa s seventeen , and Judah went down and parted fron• lil :,, 
brc•t hers in order t..:• provide f c•r himself and his hc•USE!h•:old. Ir 
the c ity uf A~hz1~ he Jo1neo with hi s wife , and sh~ thu_ 
be .... am1= preg11an t. wi th Sl1t-lah . Hu s i s why 1t gc•e!:t bad t .... tfiE: 
la11g..Jc:<ge , 'A11d on.:e ayai.i she bc•re ••. ' ' And called tu m 
Shc1 ... l.1 .• Becau E.e Jude.It eirec.J lf • tt.to> selling of J c.sepl 1, h2 
called tins sc•n 511'-'"lal,1 , 1 n the language o f the Targuir. , the 
word f<:>r error translates as 'Shel ah . '" M1drash Lekah T c,.v to 
Genesis 38:5 al s·.:. contains tt11::0 interpYetation . ' 

.. ~Mi drasli haGad"l tc• Gcn~s1s 31 : 5 . 
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devel op toward her. Given the 

~ 
~ 

'-­
cont~xt in whi ch shlis 

introduced, we have no reason to believe that Tamar wa · 't 

scholar s h ave s peculated that tn~ate Canaani te . 8 0 So me 

palm was connec~ed to Ishtar, a my th ical figure who was said 

to slay her l overs, and that Ta mar was g ive n her name in 
I 

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

Book o f Tobit. 15 & 

Inter p r etation of 38:6 in Rabbinic Literature 

Tamar ' s role in the perpetuation of the Oavidic line 

c auses the rabbis to search out an appropriate anc.fE" tral line 

for her . Accord1ng to the Book of Jubileese~ and the 

Testaments of the Twel ve Patriarchs, =2 Tamar was from the 

d~ughters of Aram , r eferred to in the Bible as a son of Shem 

a nd grandson of Nahor ,e4 Abr aham ' s br o ther .=5 In later texts , -

Ta.mar i s considered a descendant of Shem , one o f N.:iah' s son s , , 
e oG . Plaut , The Tor ah: A Mo dern Cc•mme n tary <Ne..., ro r i. : 

UAHC, 198 1 ) , p . 253 . 

=1 S kinner , 
Genesis , p . 452 . 

A Critical and Exegetical Commentar y 0 n 

) 

e :.:c ho.rles , R. ed ., The Boo k of Jubi lees or The Litt l e 
Genes i s <London : Society for Promoting Christian Knowleqg~ , 

1917 ) , 41.1. 

152Testament s of the Twelve Patriarchs , Judah 10: 1 . 

·j 4 Genesis 10 : 22. 

15Genesi s 22 : 21 • 

. · 
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with r•fer•nces to Ar&m.•• The linkage of Tamar to Noah most 

likely is derived from the fact that Noah is r•f•rred to as a 

"ri.Qhteous man,"•7 and Tamar its referred to by Judah as being 

~re righteous than himself. 8 • In another tradition, Tamar is 

' under stood to be • proselyte.•• Vi e wi ng Tamar as a convert 

encouraQeS a comparison of her character with that of Ruth , 

the woman who ultimately becomes the mo del o f a t1ghteous 

proselyte. The paralleli s m between these two women enhpnce~ , 

T ama_r' s . P._r ~ :.i le c.Ff si der ably. 

The etymology o f Tamar's name is a lso e xpl ored in our 

texts. I n Bereshit Rabbati, four possible deri vati ons are 

gi ve n for .-the name "Tamar . " The first is that be,i: aus e .. of he-r, 

Er and Onan were embittered (nitmareru) . The :Second 

deri vati on is that she embittered herself (hemira atz ma) when 

she was forced to e ngage in harlotry . The third possi ble 

~~erivation i s that she was pretentious (nityamrah ) to go fr om 

the sons to the father . And the fourth , that her hear t was 

e~ Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38: 6 , pp .178-179 
indicates that the s~ges said tha~ Tamar was from the 
daughter s of Aram Naharaim, and that J udah took her and he r 
who le family from thery;- s et them up in t h ei r own city , and 
did not allow them t 07etur n. See also Sefer ha-Yashar t o 
Genesis 38:6, pp . 127-128, which refers to Tamar as the 
daughter of Ilam, son o f Shem, and Midra&h haGadol t o Genesis 
38:1, in wh i~h the rabb is i dentify Tamar as the daughter o f / 
Shem, son o f Noah. 

157Genesi s 
0

6 1 9. 

11•Genesis 38125. 

-s•e.T.Sotah 10a. 

' 
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directed toward the heavens like a date pa m which only has 

one heart, di rected upward; thus Tamar did .not intend to 

sleep with Judah for the purpose of harlotry; rather it 1s 

for the sake of heaven.~0 This idea, that intenti on may 

determine \..judgement in a case of apparentl y unethical action, 

comes to be associated with the character oyTamar . Another 

po~sible derivation for Tamar's name is given in Midrash 
' 

Lekah Tov and Midrash Sekhel Tov, which stress that "she 

raised Ct imra ) her deed~ to the level of a sacri fi ce , in ~hat 

she··-01cr not want t o leave her father-in-law' s house".•'-
, 

22 

The tension which is brought out in the conflicting / 

etymo logies of Tamar's name reflects a . tension the rabbis 
.... 

felt vis-a-vis the character of Tamar . Her deeds and the 
~ 

C•Utcome C• f h"er deeds si mply did not CC•mport in their: minds. 

Yet , in general, the over all attitude of t he text.son thi s 

verse sees Tamar in o ver y positive light; Midrash hauadol 
'-

adds that she~ beautiful to the point that Er did not want 

to impregnate her because h~ feared she would become ug l y . 52 ; 

38:7 "But ET) Jud.ah's first-born, was displeasing to t]'l• 
Lord, . and the Lord took hi • life." 

' 

• 0 Bereshit -Rabbati to Genesis 38 : 6, pp.178-179. 

&s.Midrash Lekah T·ov to Genesis 38:6; Midrash Sekh'el Tov 
to Genesis 38:6. • 

&2 Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38s6. 
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Interpret•tion of 3817 in Rabbinic Liter.•tJ..e 
/ 

. Th• most obvious question ~bout this verse is &bout the 

nature of Er's action. · What could h~ have done that ~asJ.so 
displeasing to God? Both the Book of Jubilees and the 

/ Testaments of the Twel ve Patriarchs indicate that Er wanted 

to marry a C~naanite woman.•~ The Book of Jubilees adds that 

Ju~ah would n o t permit this. The Testam~nts of the Twelve 

Patriarchs makes a cl ai m, repeated in other texts, that Er 

did not "know" Ta mar . In this text, his mother · ~the 

Canaa nite , Bat Shua> i s responsible for Er' s refusal t o have 
.. --:._'"- -. -

23 

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

sin i s the same as Onan's, descr ibed in Genesis 38:9 as 

letting his seed "go to waste ...... In a mint tractate of the 
~ 

Babylonian Talmud, Kal lah 51a , this verse is used a~ proo f 

for the statement , "Whoeve r arouses himsel f and mastur bates 

foyfeits hi s li f e . "6 es The assumpti on that Er also committed a 

/ sexual transgr e ssion is repeated in most of the comment s on 

this verse .66 

The rabbis usually attri bute the moti vation f or Er's act 

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

-.~Testament s of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 10:2; The 
Book of Jubilees 41. 2 . 

I 
&•This opinion is found in Mishna~ Rabbi Eliezar pp. 337-

338 as well. 

a.eB.T. Kallah 51a. 

••Bereshit Rabbah 85:4; ~fer ha-Yasha r Y•-Yes hev 89b, 
pp.127-128; Midrash Leka~ Tov to ,Genesis 38i7f ' M1 drash 
h~Gadol to Genesis 38:7s Midrash h&Hafe~ to Genesis 38:7 • 

.. 
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-was so concerned with preserving her beaut y that 
/', 

he didn 't 

want her t o become pregnant and, possibly, ugly.'7 But 

Midrash Sekhel Tov and Midrash Lekah Tov both •cknowledge the 

seemi ngl y a r b i t rary nature of the hand o f God when it appea~s 

in ~eople's lives . They tell us that only Go d c an rea ll y know 

what t e r ribl e c rime Er committed , and that t he assump t i on 

that the crime was t h e same as Onan 's i s on l y an assu~p tion . 

Al 1 that is known is that the judgement wa $ a judgement n1ade 

in heaven . 58 At the same time , Mid r a s n Lekah Tov al s .:. ma l. e s 

no te of the spe lli ng of £r's name , whi ch is t he reverse of -the Hebrew wor d for evi 1, "~· " n 1i e r abb1 s felt t he need to 
..,. 

of fer an answer t o the quest ion ci f why terr i bl e thing s ha ppen 

t o see mingl y innocent peopl e. They t ried t o attribu te t hese 

traged ies to human e r r o r , yet at the same time, t .hey 

sometimes had a hard time convi ncing themsel ves vf tha t 

24 

err o r. What c ou l d Er poss >bly have done which would warran t a ., 

death penal t y from God? Perhaps his number was simply up . The 

tens i o n within these texts most li kely ref lects a grappling 

with real-li fe pheno me na : pious peopl e who die b efore their 

time , a nd the converse, evil people who li ve long lives. 

3818 ~ "Then Judah said to Onan, •Join with your brother's 
wife and do your duty by her as a brother-in-law, and 

• 7 Midrash Leka~ Tov 38:7; Midrash haGad ol 38:6-7 . 

&•Midrash Sekhel Tov , Va-Yeshev 38: 7 ; Mi dr ash Leka h , ._..,,. 
38 : 7 . 



prov ide offspring for your brother.' " /' 

I 

The laws p ertaining to levirate marr iage are found i~ 

Deuter onomy 25: 5-6. 5.9 Accor d i ng to this passage, "doing yo ur 

duty as a br o ther-i n - 1 aw'' means marrying Tamar and 

impregnating her. Von R.;.d c laims that although it is presumed 
I 

in the Book of Ruth that the laws of Dwuleronumy 25:5-6 are 

binding, the meaning and tru& purpose of the levirat& 

marriage are unclear in the Ol d Testament . Deuter onomy 25 : ~ 

states the purpose of levirate marriage as the preservation 

of the dead brother's name in Isr ael . But other e xpl a nations 

have .;:onsidered t he problem 4- of transferring the deac 

... 
bYother's property , and whether that hc.s any\lung t o do with 

the lev irate laws. 70 Genesis 38 i s the first biblical a o.:c ount 

o f a lev1 r at e marriage. We can infer fr om this account that 

levirate marr i age was a duty for both the widow and the 

surviving brother; the brother being obli gat ed to mar ry the 

widow and enable her t o bear a son , and the widow being 

obligated to demand this from the ~rother . Here, the primary 

purpose o f levirate mar riage appears to be to carry on in t he 

most direc t way possible the li f e and name of the deceased 

5.9 0euteronomy 25: 5-6 reads: "When brothers dwel 1 
together and one of them d i e s and leaves no son , the wife of 
the , deceased shall not be married to a stranger, outside the 
family. Her husband's brother s ha ll unite wi th her; ta~~ her 
as his wife and perfo rm the levir 's duty . The first s on that 
s he bears shall be ac counted t o the dead brother , tha t his 
name may no t be b lot ted out in Israel. 

7 0 Von Rad , Genesis: A Commentary, p . 353 . 
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brother.?• " I 
I 
I 

Inter p r eta t ion o f 38s8 i n Rabb i ni c Liter a ture 

By telling Onan to fulfill his duty as a levir, Judah 

gained recognition among the ranks of our right e.-..-.is 
I 

ancestor s . ? 2 He is at times credited with introducing the 

laws of levirate marriage, ? 3 and at other times he is 

considered amon g those r i ghteous ancestors wh o fulfilled the 

laws - ~f ~orah " even before the Torah was given. 7 • Because of 

this verse, Jud ah b ecomes ide nt i fied with l evirate marr i age 

in the same way that Abraham is -4t dentified with circumcisicin 

7 s M. Bur rows , "Levi rate Marr iage in Israel " 
59 ( 1973 ) :pp . 23-33, p.30. 

72Va-Yikra Rabbah 2 : 10 . 
~ 

73Bereshit Rabbah 85 : 5. 

7 • Bereshit Rabbati to Genesi s 38: 8, pp.1 75- 177 reads: 
"Why were the tribes obligated'°:' Bec ause Abrahc.m kept all of 
the Torah , eve n before it was given , .• and Abraham taught all 
the Torah to Isaac, and he fulfilled all the Torah llle his 
father, . . and was righteous like ' him, and 11kew1se Jacob 
studied al l of t h e Tor~h and fulfil l ed it •• • and Jacob taugnt 
all of the Tor a h t o his sons a nd they fulfilled it. From 
wher e do we lea r n tha t they fulfilled it ? From Judah; who 
said , "Bring her out to be burned" <Gene sis 38:24 "1 because 
Tamar was the d auphter of Shem. And likewise he said, "Join 
with youY brother's wi f e and do your d uty by her" (38: 8 ) . ~ f 
they hadn't learned Torah, how would they hav e known th~ laws 
rega..ding a Kohenet and lev1rate marriage? Because vf tin::., 
the Holy One est.abl ished a covenant of oath with t l 1c. tribes , 
b ecause they s t ud 1 ed the Torah and f ul fi 11 ed it • • . " See al sci 
VaYikra Rabbah 2 : 10 ; M'idrash Leka~ Tov to Genesis 38:8 , 
Midrash Sekhe l Tov to Genesis 38:~, Midrash h aGadol to 
Ge.nesi s 38: 8. 

, 
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and Jacob is i d e n tified with t he si new o f the t h igh-vein . 7 e 

So me text s r eflec t a c ertai n l e vel of d isc o mfo r t with 

t h e idea o f lev i rate marriage. Ber~shi t Rabba h 85:5 ra ises 

the question of f or bidden and permitted sexual partners , in 

order t9 e xplain why mar riage between a man a nd his brother ' s 

wi fe i s pe r mi t t ed in this cas e . One migh t al so a sk if t h e 

Torah wa s kno wn t o Judah and his s ons , why Ona n didn't take 

a d vantage of the laws i n Deuteronomy 25: 7-10 and g o t h rough 

t he ri t ua l o f hal isa?7~ Mi d rash h aGado l gi ves an answer ; the 

l a ws of lev ir a t e marr i age c ame befor e t he laws of hali sa , a 

~ 
pr a ctice not known befor e t he t i me o f th is nar r a t1 ve . 77 The 

idea that the laws o f l ev1rat e marr i age mi gh t have something 

to do wi t h t he inheritance o f property is renounced in 

Mi dr ash· Sekhe l Tov and Mi drash Leka~ Tov . 7 a The rabbis 

·believe d t h at 1 e v 1 r ate.I-"'ar r i age ser ved a n oble pu Ypose : the 

perpetuation of a dead man ' s seed . 

7 e Shir haShirim Rabbah 
Pisla. 12 : 6 . 

1 : 16; Pesi l t a d~ Rav ~ahana , 

7 6 0euter c•nomy 25 : 7- 10 reads , ''Bu l if the. n1.=.n de.es nc·t 
want tv marry his brother' s widow, h1s bi other ' s widow shall 
appeaY be f ore t he elder~ in the gate and dec.J..are , ' My 
husband ' s b rother re f use s to establ ish a name in I srael for 
hi s brother ; he wil l not p e r for m the duty of a l evi r. ' The 
elders of his town s h all then summon lum and talk t o h im. If 
he i nsist s , saying , q d o n c•t want t c• marry her , ' his 
brother's widow shal l g o up to h i m in the presence of the 
e ldeYs , pul l the s a ndel off h is foot , spit i n his f ace , a nd 
make this dec l a ration : ' Thus s h all be done t o the man who 
wi l l not bui ld up h is b rot her ' s house !'" 

7 7 Mi d rash h aGadol to Genesis 38: 8 • 

• 7 aMi d rash Se khel Tov t o Genesi s 38 : 8 ; 
t o Genes is 38:8. 

Mi drash Lehah Tov 

\ 
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38:9 "But On•n, knowing tha t the •••d would not count as 
his, l e t it g o ~o waste Cve -shihet arsa> wheneve r he 
j o i ne d with h i s b rot her's wi f e , ·~o as.no t t o pr ovi de 
of f s pr i n g for hi s brother." / 

The Bibli c al text indicates that Onan did not f ul f ill 

h i s sexual dut y wi t h Tamar because he d i d not want his wi f e 

t o bear his brother ' s off s pring . Wh y was Onan reluc t a n t to 
r 

p rovi de o f fspri ng for his brother~ Wo u ld th is h ave cau sed h im 

any l o s s ? It i s possi b l e t h at b y p r event i ng h is br o ther f rom 

' having any he i rs, Onan wo uld i nheri t t he property and 

posessi ons of h i s brother , who was the f1 rs t bor n . Howe ve r , 

there is no mention of this motive within t he Biblical te ~t 

itse lf. Ther e is an imp licati on in this te>.t o f s om,o f the:: 

~roblems wi th levirat e ma" r1age . 

--
I n t er pretat i on of 38 : 9 i n Rabbin ic Literature 

The Testament s o f the Twelve Pat r iarch ' s ha-:. a n ea ~ , 

sol L1tion to the quest i on o f why Ona n spilled h is seed : they - -say t hat h i s moth e r made him do i t . 79 Ano t her opi ni o n 1s tha t 

Onan was following h i s brothe r ' s examp l~ . Er d id not a c t 

a ppr o priatel y in ma tter s of s e xu a l ity , and neit her did 

Ona n .•0 Muc h o f the e xegesi s o n th i s t e xt di scusses what i t 

7~Testament s o f t he Twe l ve ' Pat riar c hs , J udah 10 : 5 . 

• 0 Mi drash ~kat:i Tov t o Genesi s 38 : 9; Sefe t ha-Yashar Va­
Yeshev 89b, pp. 27- 128; B. T: Vebamot 34b. 
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that Onan a c tually did, or what d oes "ve-shihet arsa" 
~ 

really m~n? The term is almost always linked to some fc,rm of 

' destruction. • 1 The destruction which On a n engages in , like 

Judah's part ial misvah, i s an a c t of o mission; he h as the 

I 
right idea by going to Tamar, but he doesn't fu l f ifl the 

second, more important, part o f the deal; he isn't fruitful 

and he d oesn't multiply . Accor d ing to the rabb is , anyo ne who 

engaged in sex for ·· reasons o ther than reproduction destrwys 

the world .a2 In r abb in i c texts, there seems to be much more 

concern with the spilli n g of seed tha~ there i s with the 

viol•tion of levirate mar riage. This may have to do with the 

fact that levirate marriage wa£ so ve1y problematic, and the 

rabbis did not know what to do ~ith it , even in their own 

1 i ves. By stressing se~ual transgression over and above 

social transgression , the rabbi s give the i mpressi1:in that the 

sin f or whi ch Onan was killed was that oi spilling his seed ; 

n ot that of di sobeying the laws of the levir. 

38:10 "What he did was displeasing t o the Lord, and He took 
his life alao <v~-vamet gam oto).~ 

The rabbis p ick out the use of the word "gam " in this 

verse and u se it to prove that Er commi tted the same 

•1 Beres~it Rabbah 41:7, 85: 5 ; 
G~nesis 38:9; Bereshit Rabbati to 
Midrash haGado l to Genesis 38:9. 

Mi dra5h Sekhel Tov t o 
Genesis 38:9, p . bO; 

.... 
•~shemot Rabbah 15:23 ; Mi shnat Rabb i Eliezar , pp.337-338. 
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transgression as Onan.aQ 

In some ways , the e xegesis of this ver se is a direct 

continuation of the p rev i ous verse . The same issue is at 

hand; what did Onan d o to deserve death? The emphasi s is 

placed b y the rabbis on hi s refusal t o be fruit ful and 

mu ltiply , rather than on his refusal to take responsibility 

for his br o ther's name. The Talmud portr a ys those who 

masturbate a s heathens, 8 • and devotes a substantial amount of 

time suggesting ways to avoid u;ft;owar d se~ual a rousa1. •e 
... 

Midrash haGadol ·' ma~es a powerful statement against any 

engagement l n s e xual activity out si de of attempts at 

reproduc tion.·•& I n short, God made the earth f or h.;>itation ; 

•~ Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesi s 38 : 10 . 
L 

••B.T. Kallah 52a. 

•eB. T . Niddah 13a, b . 

8 '"'M i drash haGadol to Genesis 38: 10 reads, "Rabbi Yohanan 
said, •Anyone wh o ejaculates f o r no reaso n deserves death, as 
it i s written, 'What he did was displeasing to the Lord , and 
He took his life also.' Rav Ammi said, It is as if he spills 
bl ood •• •• Rav Ashi said, it is as if he worshi pped 
idols, •••• Rav Aha bar Yashia sai d, Anyone who e jaculates f or 
no reason is thought of as a beast; just as a beast pays no 
attention t o what it does , so he pays no attention to wha t he 
does. A beast stands for slaughter and has no chance f or a 
pl ace in the' world to come, and he, too, fac es death with no 
hope of entering the world to come. About hi m Solomon said, 
'Who ~nows if a man's li febreath does rise upwar d and if a 
beast' s breoth does sink d o wn into the earth? ' CEcclesiastes 
3 : 2 1 ) The breath of people which rises upwar d is the spirit 
of the righteous who do not get heated up and never e j a culate 
in vain. And the breath 6 f beasts which sinks into the earth 
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it was not intended to become a waste. By destroying both his 

brotheY-'s futuy-e and his ...,, own future by spilling his seed on 

the gY-ound, Onan causes himself to be destY-oye d in the 

presen • • 7 

38:11 "Then Judah said to his daughteY--in-law TAmar, •stay 
as a widow in youy fatheY-'s house until my son 
Shela~ grows up'- foy he thought, 'He too might die 
like his bY-othet s.' So Tamar went to live in her 
fAtheY. ~ti. .house." 

According to ancient law, Judah should be obligated t o 

give Tamar t -0 Shelah, his youngest (and now only) son . Yet he 
. t / 

is understand abiy reluctant to do so, havino had two sons die 
.... - "· 

while marr ied to Tamar. In ancient times suspicion would be 

Y-aised about a young wife who suY-vived the deaths of two 

husbands , and there would be a question about what Y-ole she 

migh~ have played in these deaths.•• Even today we can think 

'" of people who we might consider "ji n xed" 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 
·ejaculate in vain. For anyone wl}o makes things d ifficult for 
himself is praiseworthy ••• [and anyoneJ ••• wh.g has sexual 
fantasies does not get the chance to enter into God's chamber . 

87MidY-ash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:10 . 

••see Tobit 3:7 and 8 : 9 . The Judah and TamaY naY-r ative 
is someti mes referred to as a later for m of the legend of 
Sara in the tiook of Tobit . The pl ot , themes, and symboli sm of 
Gene~i s 38, however, rely on the assumpti on that Tamar is not 
yesf)onsib le foy the deaths of Er and Onan, as opposed to t he 
Apocyyphal - te). t wh ic h does imp art responsi bility for death t v 
Sara. 

• 

31 

1 

-



• 

. . 

would not attribute responsibility for 

r 32 

t~ese c~tastrophes to 

the peraon who suffered th1tt11, && 
'-­

the ancients did... While 

.Judah was suspicious ofll""T~mar, he apparently was too 

about why he was sending "4emb&r.ra5se~to b.e honest L with her 

her away, since he knew he was 
\ 

not me~ting his legal 

obligation to her and ·to his dead son. He used the pretext of · 
. I 

Shela~'s age to justify his actions, but in reality he was 

treating Tamar as a widow and not as a betrothed woman.•0 

-
Interpretatic:m- of° §'e"'; f1 in Rabbinic Literature 

; 

Did Judah actually intend to sentence Tamar to life as 

a woman pr9hibited to ~11 other me.r(? The Talmud c learly 
I 

states that the phrase "stay as 
l 

house" is an idiom .s)gni fying 

a widow in youl fathe~ 's 

the end of ·a relationship 

between a man and . wife. The talmudi c references indicate that 
. 

this was an idiom used ip cases of div~rce;•s however, 'f(a"1.&lr 
/ 

was not legally divorced, nor released from Shela~ i n · ~ny 

other way. Therefore she was bo~nd to S~elah, even though . . 
Judah had made it c lear that he would never marry her. 

Both the Testaments -of the Twelve Patriarchs and the 

Book of ·Jubilees transfer respon-ii'ibility for Judah's 

e xpulsion of T~mar ontp his wife, Bat Shua in order to 

••Von Rad, Genesis, A Commentary, p.3S3. 

90See Ruth 1r8 and Leviticus 22r'l3. 

•sSee the following references in the Babyloni~n Ta1mud: 
Kiddyahin Sa; .Gitten 21b <and To5efot > J. Sukkah 24b Can'd 
Tosefot) J and Yebamot 59a. · · 

.. 
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absolve the her o , Judah, from Any sin. Accor d ing to these 

t e xts, Judah • wanted toiil"marry Tamar t o Shelah, but Bat Shua ,........_ 

would no~ allow it,•2 and, in fact , she a r ranged for Shelah 

to nmrry someone else wh ile Judah was away, in order to ma ke 

sure that he would not marry Tamar.•3 Midrash Sekh el Tov 

' understands Judah as being well intentioned when he first 

sends Tamar away, i . e . , he plans to have her mar ry Shelah. 

On l y l ater he begins t o fear that there really might be 

s omethi ng about Tamar which caused his older sons to die, and 

he then sends her away. •• 

The attitude t .,.t Judah was ~ustifie~ i n feari ng the 

ma r i>-i age of Tamar t o She l ah bec o mes prevalent i A most o f the 

midr ash im. 9~ There is a strong feeli ng that , although it is 

not a ppr opriate to believe i n omens , that when a destruc tive 

pattern is repeated under s1m1lar cir c u mstanc es, it ~ay b e 

t•ken as a s ign to avoid those cir c umstances again . 9~ This 

attitude becomes a part of halakhah and we learn t hat a ~ife 

who ~as married the fi rst ( son ) , who dies, and n1ar r i cd the 

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

--92Testaments o f the Twelve Pat riarchs Judah 10:6i B~v~ 

of Jubilees 41 : 6-7 . 

•~Testaments o f the Twelve Patriarchs , Judah 11 : 3 . 

•~Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genes i s 38:11 . 

•esefer ha-Yashar Va-Yeshev 89b , p . 128. 

••Bereshit Rabbah 85:5; Midrash Lekah Tov t o Genes i ~ 
38: 1 1 ; Midrash haGadol to Genesi s 38 : 11 . 
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despite the laws of lev irate marYiage.Q7 

~ . 
r--

-38s1 2 "A long tim• .. fterward <Va-yirb1J ·ha-ya111im>, Shua's 
daught•r, the wife of Judah, died. When his peri od 
of n1ourning was o ver CVa-yinahem Yehudah >, Judah 
wen~ up to Timnah t o his she•pshearers, t ogether 
with his friend Hirah, the Adullamite. "· 

The deat h of Bat Shua ma rks t h e beginn i ng of a new phase 

in t h e na rr a ti ve , ind icating tha t Ba t Shua had to die befor e 

t he n a r r a t i ve coul .d conti nue . Commentators have suggest e d 

that Judah would not have been free to li e with Tamar if his 

al i~ . 98 wi fe were stiU From a liter a ry standpoint , it may 

"' .... 
hdVe been important to dispose of the source C• f fo" V l l <Bat 

Shua ) 1n order to prepare f or the entrance of the source of 
. 

t he QOC•d <Tamar) . The amount o f time which passed bet ween 

Tamar's return to her f ather ' s house and the death o~ Ba~ 

Sh1.1a is unc ertain . 1t is said to be "a l ung time , " m.:;:.t 

pr obably to emphasize that Judah did not intend t o br i ng 

Tamar back to marry Shela~. 

Two other sec t ions of this verse are interpreted widely 
Ix 

by t he rabbis ; what tre te xt mea~ when it says "a period of 

mourni ng , " and the location and symboli c meaning o f Judah ' s 

destination , Ti mnah . The liter a l transl ation o f "Va-yina~em 

Yehudah" is "Judah was comfor ted. " The phrase refers to the 

' 7 Midrash haHafes t o Gene s i s 38:11 • 

••Skinner, A Crit i cal and 
Genesis, p. 453 . 

. Exegetica Commentary Qn 
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outcome of whatever ~~als of mourning were common practice 

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

a perio of mourning. As, far as Timnah is_concerned, Biblical 
. 

schofars have suggested that it may have been located where 

the modern cit y of Tibne now stands, approx imately ten miles 

west o f Bethlehem. 1 00 

Interpret.at i oo 9 f .381 12 in Rabbinic Literature 

The rabbi s e xplained Bat Shua's death in several ways. 

In some texts, her dea{~~ is c aused by_ Judah's curse, whi ch he 

t-2ri~gs upon her because she married Shela~ to another woman 

b ehind h i s bach . 1 0 1 I n another text, her death is seen as 

part of Judah ' s pun i shment for his part in the sale of 

Joseph . 1~2 Th e se texts y iel d confl i cting v iews o f Judah ; in 

one case he i s the judge , defending levirate law, wh il e in 

the other he i s t he one j udged, be ing punished for committi ng 

a c rime. These texts reflect an uncertainty surrounding the 

••Interpreter' s Bible, p.759; S ki nner, A Critical and 
_,E ..... x._.e .... g~e::....;;;.t""'i...;:c;..:a=l....__c""'o""m-.m""e=n;..;...;;.t..::a_r_.y,__-..:o..;..n'--"""G=e~n:.::e""'s""'i'""'s:::;., ~ • 4 5 2 -3; Sp e i ser , The 
Ancho r Bible, p.297. 

J 
100S k inner, A - Cr i tical and Exegetical Commentar y o n 

Genesis, p.453; Interpreter's Bible, p.759. 

101Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 11, 4-5. 
See also Bere&hit Rabbati to Genesis 38:12, p.178, whi ch 
reads• "'Bat Shua died.' Why did she die? The sages said 
because when Shelah grew up, she went with hi• 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 s he had 
disobeyed him and upset the mitzvah of levirate ••rriage . She 
died immediately. " 

~ 0~oevarim Rabbah, Nitzavim, 4. 

\ 
J 
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,..•ning of death, at th• sa•• time as they reflett conflict 

about the correct way to vi•w Jud•h· 

Many texts cl ai• that the amount of tim• indicated by 

the p'ase "va-yirbu ha-yamim," "a long time afterwards," is 

twelve months. However; they understan~his as the amount of 

time between Bat Shua's death and Judah's trip to the 
l 

sheepshearing, not as the amount of time between Tam~r's 

return to her father's house and Bat Shua' s death. These 

texts all support t~e notion that Judah observed the 

;' -·' 
appropriate period of mourning before entering into a 

relationship with Tamar.&02 

38113 "And Tamar was told, 'Your father-in-law is coming up 
to Timnah for the sheepshearing.'" 

-' 
Inter'pretation of 38113 in Rabbinic Literature 

Who told Tamar that her father-in-law would be ... 

travelling through her neighborhood? Midrash Sekhel Tov says 

that Tamar overheard gossip.&04 Midrash haGadol c laims that 

Tamar was told through the Holy Spirit.& 0 • These two 

different e xplanations yield very different understandings of 

&03Bereshit Rabbah 8Sr6; Midrash Leka~ Tov to Genesis 
38:12; Midrash Sekhel Tov YaYesh~v, 38112; Midrash haGadol to 
Genesis 38112. 

&04Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:13 • 
• 

a 09Midrash haGadol to Genesis 39:13. 
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Tamar; Sekhel Tov makes Tamar respo9~ for her own 

actior}s, while Midrash haGaool mpkes he~ a tool of the Holy 

Spir i t. Her~ again, the tension between portr yin9 Tamar as a 

right eous an9 upright woman, or portraying her as a conniving 

sc hemer c omes into play . Her vindication proves her t o be 

righteous, and the rabbi s seek to attrjbute her righteousness 

in some measure to Divine power . Yet at the same time, she is -
still a human being, like anyone else. Can one maintain the ir 

humanness and s t il l be a ve ssel of di vinity? This is a 

~ 
questi on asked b y all rabbis, in every age. 

In this chapter , Judah "goes up" to Timnah, whi 1 e in 

Judges chapter 14, Samson ''goes down " to Ti mnah. How could 

one person asc end to a place, and another person descend to 

the same place? One r abbini c opi nion is that there were t wo 

different places named Timnah; Judah went t o one o f them, and 

Samso n went to the other. 105 Ano ther opi ni on is that Timnah 

was situated in a geographical l ocat ion wh lch was north o f 
\ 

where Samson lived, and south of where Judah lived. 107 In a 

different type of e xegesis, Timnah i s interpreted 

allegori ca lly. For Judah, Timnah becomes the sibe fr o m which 

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

passion overcame him. Thus, the place from which Judah 

-106 B.T . Sotah 10a ; Bereshit Rabbah 85:6; Bamidbar Rabbah 
9:24; Midrash haGadol to Genesi s 38:13. 

1078.T. Sotah 10a; Bereshit Rabbah 85:6; Bamidbar Rabbah 
9:24; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:13; Midrash Leka~ Tov 
to Genesis 38:13; Midrash haGado l to Genesis 38:13 • 

• 
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established k ings, and thereby rose to glory , was the sam~ 

place~where Samson fell 
I" 

in stature, due to his pursuit of 

pleasure. 10• Other texts are not qui·te SD spe ci fie; J udah 
~ 

wen t up to Timnah because his actions were for the sake of 

Heaven Che was pl anti ng the seed of a new king , redeemer of 

all Israel ) , and Samson went d own to Timnah bec ause his 

acti o ns were not f or the sak~ of Heaven . 1 09 The lack of 

spec ifici ty with regard to Samson m~ stem from the fact that 

Samson's transgressi on was es~ially 

In one text he is ac'\~ed of ~rying a ,,, 

the same as Judah's. 

"~," a woman from 

a~oreign nat ion,• • 0 and in another text his actions are said 

to be "for the sake of harl otry. " ' 11 Judah has been guilty of 

both of these accusations. The reason f or his redemption , 

then, must be found i n his subsequent actions (admissic•n of 

guilt and repentence) , or in an. outside sour c e <Tamar or 

God ) . 

38:14 "So she took off her widow ' s garb, covered her fac e 
with a veil, and, wrapping herself up, sat down at 
the entranc e to Enaim CPetah En&im) which is on the 
road to Timnahf for she saw that Shelah was grown up, 
yet she had not been given to him as a wi fe." 

100B.T.Sotah 10a; Bereshit Rabbah 85:c; 
Tov to Genesis 38: 13. 

Mi dr ash · Lek a~~ 

10• For- instance, Bami dbar Rabb ah 9 : 24 ; Mi d r ash Se:..hel 
Tov to Genesis 38:13; and Midrash haGadol to Genesi5 38: 13 . 

11 0 Bereshit Rabbah 85:6. 

'''Midrash haHafes to Genesis 38:1 3 . 
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What gave Tamar the right to suspend the norms of sexual 

become a harlot , even for one night? One answer • 
is given in the text itself; Tamar now could be certain that 

Judah would npt give her to Shela~ as a wife. She was · forced 

to fi nd some way to fulf ill 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 episode of the sale o f 

Joseph. Judah used J~~h's garment, dipped in the blood of a 

kid , to deceived Ja~ into thinking that J o seph was dead. 

Tamar used her ~wn veil to c hange her perceived identity, so 

that she could make Judah think she was a harlot . She then 

• accepted . the promise of a goat from Judah as payment 

' 
for her 

servi ces. The use of these particular props in the two 

stories sets u p a situation in which Judah will be able t o 

begin his process of repentance . They also create literary 

continuity between the Joseph narrati ve ~nd the self-

contained narrative of Judah and Tamar. 

Various commentators have assumed that the identity 

Tamar wishes to take on through veiling herself is either 

that of a common prostitute,s 12 a sacred or temple prostitute 
~ 

dedicated to Ishtar ,s 13 or a married woman in the ser ice of 

112Skinner , A Cr1t1c*l and Exeaetical eomm~ntar y on 
Genesis , p. 453. 

13The I nterpreter's Bible~ p. 760 . 
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Astarte, goddess of love.££• Whatever ·the model, putting on a 

' veil made her ident_ifiable as a prostitute. Her deci sic•n t o 

&it ' at "PetaQ Enaim;" the city gate'' 15 or c rossroads,'' 6 also 

may have be~n made because it was a place associated with 

prostituti o n. The choice of name by the Bibl i cal aut h o r see ms 

too laden wi th · meaning to relegate it to a geographical 

l ocati o n n a mep ~'Petah Enaim". 117 The literal translation of 

the name is "the opening of the eyes. " Th is name i s ironic in 

l i ght of the fact ~ Judah' s e yes were closed there, in the 

sense that he d id not recognize hi s daughter-in-law T~mar. As .... 
a result of what happens at Peta~ Enaim, Judah's eyes a re 

eventuall ~ opened , both to Tamar and to his own culpability 

for the . actions he has taken . 
' 

Interpretation of 38114 in Rabbinic Li ~er ature 

The rabbinic e xegesis o f 38:14 introduces us t o t he 

Tamar o f the rabbis, who i s i n tell i gen t and ho nor a b l e, e ven 

a s she prepare.s t c• dec eive Juda h . The r a bbis a ffirmed Tamar ' s 

right t o ass ert herself when she saw tha t she wou l d neve r 

' ' "' V-.:in Rad , Gene·sis: A Commen t ary , p. 3 5 4. 

1.1.e References t c• "Petah ha- i r , " "The openi ng t•:. tl1e 
city," can be · found in I Kings 17: 10 a nd I Ch r o n i c l e s 19 :9. 

''
6 J . A. Emerton, "Some 

25( 1~75) :338-361 , p. 341. 
Prob leO'ls in Genesi s 38 II VT , -

117Skinner, Inter nati o nal Cri tical Commentary ~ . 298 do e s 
t ry to identi f y Petah Enal ~ geographic a ll y. He thinks it may 
be t ne same as the place called ''Ena.m " i n Joshua 15: 3 4 , 
l ocated in the Shephelah. --
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marry Shela~.••• They also justified her ~oti vation in her 

act of prostitution, because they understood it to be for the 

sak'e of Heaven. Tamar's a c t was exceptional because it 

resulted in the birth of kings and prophets.••• The rabbis 

needed t o justify Tamar's act of dec eption in order to make 

her a worthy progenitor of the Oavidic line. At the same 

time, they .could not completely accept the act o f 

prost itution under an¥ circumstances, as it was so strongl y 

forbidden in the · r~n time. This creates a tension in the 

t~t whenever the subject of Tamar's harlotry is mentionec;b. 

Several texts respond to the question about the symbolic 

meaning of Tamar's veil. The Testaments of the Twelve 

Patriar.chs identify the veil ,as bridal array. 120 Other te i< ts 

see the veil a s a symbol that Tamar~ like Rebecca, wil l bear 

twins. 121 According t o Mi drash Leka~ Tpv, the veil intr odu~ es 

a change i n persona, and also introduces a lie;' 22 in 

1188eresh1t Rabbati t o Genesis 38:14, p .178. 

•••a.T.Nazir 23b inc luding tosefot ; Midrash Lekah Tov to 
Genesis 38:14 . 

120Testaments of the Twel ve Patriarchs, Jud~h 12:2 . 

121 Bereshit Rabbah 60:15, 85:7; Tanhuma ha-Nidpas 
VaYeshev 67; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:14. This 
c~arison to Rebecca al so emphasizes the contrast bet ween 
th~acceptab i lit y of Tamar, who is worthy o f bei ng compared 
wit~ one of the Matriarchs, and the unacceptabilit y o f Bat 
Shua, who ts most o ften seen as an outsider. 

• 22Midrash Lekah Tov" to Genesis 38c14 • . 

• 
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contrast, Midrash Sekhel Tov views it as a symbol of 

modesty.a22 In the exegesis on this verse, the veil is one of 

deception; at the same time, it 

propell ing tne narrative forward. 

functions as a key object , 
~ 

The name "Petah Enain1" is not mentioned in the Book of 

Jubilees. According to this text, Tamar " ••. sat in the gate 

adjoining the w~y to Timnah. " 12• Because of the ambiguous 

natur e of the name, the rabbis deemphasized the loc ation in 

their exegesis. Th~gave meaning to the name by ascribing 

symbolic value t it, using plays on it's literal meaoing to 

impart a sympathetic understanding of Tamar's character. In 

one interpretation , "Petal. Enaim" is a reference to Tamar ' s 

reverer:c e, for she " .•• raised her eyes to the opening which -
all eyes look toward, and prayed, 'May it be Your will, 

' Adc•nai my God, that I not depart barren from this house.' " 12e 

Another interpretation makes it the place where she opens 

Judah's eyes and makes him aware of !)er status. 126. A 

123Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:14 . 

12•The Book of Jubilees, 41:10 . In a similar 
interpreiation, the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs , 
Judah 12:2 says Tamar " •.. sat in the ci ty Enaim by the gate . " 

12eaereshit Rabbah 85:7; Tan~uma Buber Va-Yeshev 5~; 
Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38 : 14. 

12•8 . T.Sotah l Oa reads, " ••• she gave eyes. to her wo rds. 
When (Juda!)) solicited her, he asked her, 'Art thou perhaps a 
Gentile? ' She r•plied, 'I am a prosel y t e .' 'Art thou perhaps 
a married woman?' She replied, 'I am unmarried.' 'Perhaps thy 
father has a ccepted on thy behalf betrothal s ? ' She replied, 
'l am an orphan.' 'Perhaps thou art unc lean? ' She repl ied , •1 
am clean.' " S•e al&o Bereshit Rabb ah 85&7; Midrash haGadol t o 
Genesis 38:14 ; Midrash Leka~ Tov to Genesis 38:14; and 

• 
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prac tical interpretation ' . 
makes Enaim a place that 

everyone p~ssing by had to notice, so that Tamar'• choice of 

a place to wait for Judah was infallable.L27 The Midrash 

Tanhuma s uggests that _P_e_t_a_h-----=E_n_a~i~m= ~as the opening t hrough 

which God was watching, indi cating that Divine Pro~ence 

approved of Tamar 's a ctions . 12• Predict i ons of the coming of 

Davi d and the Mess iah are also made in reference to this 

phrase; Tamar was "looking" f orward t o the Admonite with the 

beautiful "eyes" ii.e. ~ Davi d ) , 1 =29 and the "opening " wh ich 
{"\ 

occurr tt.d at Petah Enaim led t o the opening · o f the chai ~s 

imprisoning the Messi ah.1 20 

- -
38: 15 

,, 
" When Judah saw her, he took her for a harlots for 
she had covered her face." 

In the plac e where all eyes are opened, Judah was not 

able to "see" hi s daL1ghter-in-law Tamar . He was · only able to 

see a harlot 

and language 

the mo men t . 

who was ready t o do some~u · ~ss . The structure 

of the tex t build opon t ir ony and comedy of 
.... 

1:145 • 

1278. 

Sekhel To 
38:14. 

• Sotah 10b; Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 68; Midrash 
Genes i s 38:14; ' Midrash Lekah Tov t o Genesis 

12•Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 68. 

Midr ash haGadol to Genesi s 38:14. 

&ereshit Rabbati to Genes i s 38114, p.180 • 

• 
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Th's verse indicates that at least one t ype of 

prost~ ute was known to cover her f ace. Von Rad has suggested 

th~t Tamar may have b~en portraying herself as a mar ried 

woman in a cultic practice of sac~if1 cial 

prostitution.121 

.. 
Interpretation of 38:15 in Rabbinic Literature 

Some texts indicate knowledge of cultic forms of 

prostitut ion . 122 It~is particularly shocking to think that 
~ 

J uc;taf\ may have.been s o bold as to engage i n sexual ac~iv1ty 

associated with the cult. On a interpretive level, this wou ld 

emphasize how remov~d Judah was from the laws and traditions 

of his own people, first having married a Canaanite , and now -lying..1 with a cultic prostitute. Yet this does not correspond 

to Judah's concern for the laws of levirate mar ri age. Was 

~udah connec ted t o his people, or was he removed from them? 

Texts can be found t o ma ke either case : The rabbis wer e 

diYided on the ~ualities necessary for repentence and 

redemption, and the tex t reflect this 

' Believing that Judah's failure to recogn.i2e :ramar is due 

only to her effective disguise requires a certain degree o f 

gullibility on the part of the reader. The rabbis were not at 

all sure that this could be the whole story. M~ny texts 
• 

121 Von Rad, Genesis: A kommentary, p.354-5. 

122Testaments of the Twel ve P~triarchs, 

Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38: 15, p.180 • 

• 

Judah 12 : 2 ; 

• 

I 
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indicate that Judah's judgement was impaired either because 

he ' was drunk,• 22 or lustful.• 2 • Other text& see Judah's 

failuYe t o recognize Tamar as yet another positive statement 

about Tamar; 1she was so modest when she 1 i ved 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 e x treme modest y , .... - .. . proved by this verse , th.at 

she merited giving b irth t o kings and ' prophets . 128 The fact 

that abiding b' the l~ of mo desty backfi~ed in the case of 

Judah and Tamar is given as a warning to men that they ~~uld 

always be able to recognize the women who are forbidden to 

them because they are related to them . 13£ 

Tamar' s modest image in these texts contrasts sharply 

with Judah's image of boisterousness . The rabbis seem to want 

to port ray Judah in the worst possi bl ~ light, and to show 

Tamar at her ver y best. Thi s desc ription builds t o a most 
. 

powerful moment of sel f-rec ognition for Judah ; a mo men t at 

whic h he is ~ransformed . Pesikta Rabbati and Midrash ~ehillim 

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

122Testament6 of the Twelve Patriarchs, 
12:3; Bereshit Rabbati t o Genesis 38:15, p.180. 

Judah 14:5, 

• 2 •Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 13:3; 
Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:15, p . 187; Midrash Sekhel Tov 
to Gen~sis 38:15; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:15. 

• 28B.T . Megillah 10b; Sotah 10b; Midrash Lekah Tov to 
Genesis 38:15; M~drash haGadol to Genesis 38: 15. 

12&Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:15; Midrash haGadol 
to Genesis 38115. · 

45 

•• f' 



f 

never fully regains his status after he lies with Tamar.~a7 

\ 

These ~exts represent an opposition to e xonerating Judah for 

his · sins , and a d isbelief in the abi li~of people t o change 

so quickly. 

38116 "So he turned aside Cya-yet> to her by the road and 
said, 'Here, let me sleep with you' -for he did not 
know that she was hi~ daughter-i n- law. 'What,• she 
asked, 'will you pay for sleeping with me? '" 

~ 

The me,.ing of "'Va-yet," "turning in to " is sometimes 
L-

the>ught t o b e a euphamism for sexual i nteYcourse;• 2 • ·h6 wever 

the occurrence in o ther' bibli~a l passages indicates that "~ 

~" can be understood to mean "turned asi de " or "turned 1n 

t oward. ~ I t also seems c lear' f rom 38:1 8 that the act of 

intercourse occul"Yed after payment negctiations between Judah 

and Tamar, wh ich are presented a s- a normal busine ss 

transact ion. 

Interpretation of 38:16 in Rabbinic Literature 

The picture of Judah and Tamar whic h i s suggested a t 

this moment in the narrative was understandabl y di~turb ing to 

127Pesi kta Rabbati, Piska 12: 6, p . 231; Tehillim Rabbah 
on Psalm 101: 2 , which reads: "When Moses asked God: 'Shal 1 I 
appoj nt a Hioh Priest f or Thee out of the tribe o-f Judah ~· ' 
God answereg , 'No! "Whoso i s haughty of eye and proud of 
heart, him will I n ot suffer " ' (Psalm 10 1:5) . ~or of Judah, 
it is said 'When Judah saw h~r, he thought her t o be a 
harlot'. " <Genesis 38: 15 ) • . 

• 2 •Spei ser, The Anchor Sible, p. 298. . . 
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.. 
the rabbis . Tamar, supposedl y dressed in the manner of a 

harlot,, was standing . at the crossroads. It seems li ke ly that 

she ~as doing something provocative to spark Judah• s i nterest 

in her. BotH her dress and her manner, then would be 

problemati c for men who were clearly obsessed with modesty . 

Judah also behaves in a di sturbing fashion, pick ing up Tamar 

as though he was a cc ust o med t o con soY t i ng with har l Clts. A 

number of Rabbinic texts offer rationalizations f o r Judah and 

Tamar. B.T. -.sotah l~_suggests that Judah was conc erned with 

Tamar ' s credent1als, describing a conversation in whi,ch he 

checks her status c a r efully and determines that she i s , 

among other things , a prose~yte. •~• Many texts c laim that 

J udah was drawn t o Tamar aga~nst h is will. These tex t s make 

the cl ~ im that Tamar ' s ve il actually belied the fact t hat she 

was a cting as a prostitute, and because he thought her to be 

a married wo man, Judah passed by her without stopping . At 

that mo ment, an angel specializing in passion was sent b y 

to goad Judah into lying with TaMar against his will. 

seei ng Judah try to pass b y Tamar, the angel called 

"Where are you goi ng? Fr om whence will kings b e establ ished? 

From whence will redeemers be e stablished? " It was this voice 

which caused Judah t o tur n to Ta mar , as she waited for h1m by 

the road . a4 o It was this voice which establi ~hed God's 

a 2 •see n.1 25 above. 

• ~0Bereshit Rabbah 
~8:1 6; Midrash haGadol 
Genesis 38c16s Va~kut 

85:8f Mi drash Sekhel Tov to Gene sis 
to Genesis 38:16f Midrash haHafe~ to 

Shimoni Y•Veshev 1:145. Al s o see 

• 
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presence in this story for Judah, and reminded him of his 

'\ 
respons~ bilities toward Tamar and toward his people. 

· By asking Judah what he would give her as payment for 

her services, , Tamar further reinforces heY authenticity as a 

prostitute. Payment for the services of a woman was part of 

the normative culture of the time. 141 

38:17 

.... 

"He replied, A wi 11 send a kid from my flock.' But 
shi!lsaid, 'Yoa-rnust leave a pledge <eravon) until you 
have sent it.'" 
l' 

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

clearly orchestrated her every move, with . the intention o f 

carrying out ~specific plan. The mention o f a kid is another -li nk between this chapter and the rest of the Joseph 

narrative . The kid becomes associ ated with acts of deception; 

Jacob deceives Isaac by wearing 
0

the skins of a kid <Genesis 

27 :1 6 >, The brothers deceive Jacob with ' the blood of a 

slaughtered kid, ~nd now Tamar will dece~ 
pretending to ac~ ept a kid as his payment. ~ 

Interpretation of 38:17 in Rabbinic LiteratuYe 

Why doe~ Judah offer a kid, and not something else? 

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

Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38a16. 

14 'Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:16; Midrash haGadol 
to Genesis 38&16. 

~ 
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kidskin, and •o Judah established kings and prophet& by 

virtue of the kid he pledged.' 42 Another opinion states that 

this'° was all a part of Judah's deserved punish.entJ just as 

he ~ det eived his f~ther using a kid, so too ~ould Tamar 

deceive him using a kid.' 42 Parallelism with other texts in 

order is idehtified and utilized in order to impart deeper 

meaning to this seemingly insignificant barter between Judah 

and Tamar. 

Bereshit . Rabbati and Midrash Sekhel Tov both give 

definitions of an "eravon," or "pledge" .'44 The mention of 

the pled~ is the--=:next step in Judah's journey toward 

reg_entence. The "eravon" introduced ln this chapter wi_l l take 

on a different form in a later chapter, when Judah o ffer s 

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

will be at the point when Juda 
' 

is actually willing t o 

1•2Midrash Lekal:i Tov to Ge7sis 
Tov to Genesis 38: 17 . 

142Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 

38: 17; 

38 : 17 . 

•••; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 
follow&z "Then CTamarJ said, 'You must le ve 
you have sent it,• meaning until [JudahJ 

Mi dr a sh Sek he 1 

princ iple here is the word "eravon," ""'..,.;;~ an 
e xpression referring to a security Caravut) is ged 
between traders to establish a sale. Si•ilarly, 'I will be a 
pledge for him,' ( Genesis 4319)5 'My son, if you have stood 
surety for your fellow," (Proverbs 6:1)J ' Come now, make this 
wager ' CII King s 18,23) , 'He who gives his hand to stand 
surety for his fellow' CProverbs 17:18) , and all similar 
statements, are speaking about a type of p19dge . It is the 
expression of a pledge which draws a person to the same 
thirtg, and it is the si"gn of something which p~ll s~ as it is 
;iritten, 'Dl"aw me after you, let us run!' CSong of Songs, 
1:4 >." Note that the word "aravut"~o can mean "h•avenly". 
See also Bereshit "Rabbati .to Genesis 38'ti17, p.180. 
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.ndang•r himself in .arder to save Benjamin that complete 

11 teshyvah 11
, 

111"epentanca" wi 11 b• raco;nizad in Judah. 

-38118 "llnd h• said, 'What p\9dg• shall I giv• you?' She 
repli.ct,•Your ... 1 and cord, and th• staff which you 
carry.• So th• gave th .. to h•r a"d - slept with her, 
and sh• conceiv9d by hi•." 

The seal which Tamar askad for was probably a 

personalized stamp in the shape of a ring, worn on a pin by 

the individual as pi~~ of his publi c attire, and used by him 

~ whenever a signature wa• required. 149 The •••l hung from the 

cord•••, and '!he staff p~ably was walking stick which also · 

served functi on when engaging in business transactions, 4nd 

was personalized . for such use.••7 All of these items could be 

identifittd as belqnging to Judah, and they also woul~ have 

indicated his social status. In requiring a pledge from~him, 
,/ 

Tamar obtained items which he would be able to identify in 

the most e xpedient and least ambiguous way. ~ 

Interpretation Rabbinic Literature 

Different 

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

&•Wf>laut, The Torahs A Modern Commentarv, p. 251. 

&••Brown, D~iver, and Briggs, A Htt>rew and English 
Lpxicon of the Old T•stament <Oxfords Clarendon Pr•••• 1951>, 
p. 836 • . 

. 
147Plaut, The Torah. A Modern Commentary, p.251. 



cord, and seal are items used by shepherd~ when tenling 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. 1 •• Another type of definition translates the pledge 

items as Judah's staff, his girdle, and the diadem of his 

kingdom. 150 These items are considered t o be symbols of 

I 
Judah's sovereignty; his tribe, his power, and the glory of 

his kingdom, uu cir the Kingship ,. the Sanhedrin, and the 

Messiah• 52 • 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~ignty . The hyperbole of these texts 

ind~cates the important role Tamar occup ies in the rabbi's 

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

1 • 11Mi dr ash Lekat;i Tov to Genesis 38: 18 reads , "Tools used 
i n herding. 'Your seal,' wh~h he used to brand tt,e flock; 
'your cord,' with which he tied the fl ock . And this is the 
way it works; the shepherds attach a r ope at the t ~p of the 
staff, and it is tied, and it i s put on the head of the 
sheep. And when he pulls, the tie is ti~htened, and the flock 
is caught." See also Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:18. 

•••Midrash Leka~ Tov to Genesis 38:18; ' Midrash Sekhel 
Genesis 38:18. 

~fialSJ~(tt ament s of 
..__.iZ:illl • In the Book 

, necklace, 

the Twelve 
of Jubilees 

and staff . 

Patriarchs . Judah 12 :4; 
41 : 11, the items are 

151 Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Jud•h 15: 3 . See 
also Aggadat Bereshit 27c2 on Judah's staff onl y . 

1 a 2 aereshit Rabbah 85:9; Aggadat 
Midrash Lekah Tov. to Genesis 38:18.--. 

. . 
, 
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sovereignty h ave no meaning to h i m, and therefore J hey are 

not effec ti ve until Tamar take s them from bim and empowers 

him. Midrash haHafes under stan~s the pledge items as 

• representing t hose natural powers which led to the formation 

of new' l i fe.&s2 Thi s new life is not only re f err e d t o in 

regar d t o Judah's s o ns; the text reflec ts a belief that Judah 

himself attaj~ed new li fe through his j o ining with Tam~r . 

An i nvo l ved discuss i on of women's physiology comes up in 

t he e xegesis o n this verse bec ause Tamar becomes pr egnant the 

first and only time she lies with Ju~e rabbis took this - -.. 
phenomenon to mea n that something e l se must have b e e n goi ng 

on- either ... Tamar masturbated 
~ 

prepared her fol"" impregnat ion) , 

(which t he y fe l t somehow 

or she and Judah must have 

had i ntercoufl' se more than -once , or she destroyed her 

virgini t y by friction with her finger <which again was seen 

to increase ~ he chances that she would get pregnant ) . 1 9 • The 

' fac t t~at the r a bbis understo od t'he i dea that humans could 

have some control over ferti l ity indicates their fascination ,. 

wi th physiology , parti cular l y when it concer ned the formation 

o f new life. Tamar ' s pregnancy is also us e d as a pr ooftext 

fo r determing dates ' o f conception end length of gestation for 

a fetus . These calculations were used to inform couples a bout 

~e2Midrash haHafes to Genesis 38:18. 

I' us•a.T. Yebamot 34b; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:18; 
Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:1 8; Midrash haGado l t o 
Genesis 38:18. Tamar becomes associated with masturbation 
because o~ this verse • • 
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the appropriate days to concieve, so that the baby ~ould not 

be oorn on Shabbat.L•e 

The rabbis continue their e fforts to justify the act of 

prostitution which occurs in this verse. Midrash Sekhel Tov 

defenas Judah's motives, stating that he "came t o (TamarJ to 

~ '!'ode&t place, 
I \l 

for u~e sake of fruitfulness. "LS• The rabbis' 

comment on . the 
I 

phrase "and she conceived" • rei tei::ates the 

• 
message that Judah and Tamar were acting with the best 

intentions. It states that Tamar wished to conceive 

" ••• children who were like him; righteous like him , and 

mighty li ke him." 187 These texts wish t-0 reassure us that 

' Judah's integrity is intact, since he is engaged in the uni on ... ...--::::. 
which will lea,d to the' birth of Davi d and, ult imatel y, the 

'" Messiah . 

-38i19, "Then she went Cva-takam) on her way. She took off her 
veil and again put on her widow's garb." 

Tamar h as been transformed, but - her transformation is 

invisible as yet. The juxtaposition of her two identities is 

ironic. Her identity as a wido w causes her to be viewed as an 
I 

obedient and patient woman, following the restrictions which 

issMidrash haGadol t o Genesis 38:18. 

• 8 •Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:18. 
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187Beres.hit Rabbah 85:9; Midrash Leka~ Tov to Genesis • 
38:18; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:18; Midrash haGadol 
to Gene'sis 38: 10: ...._ 
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identity, she is unable to fulfill her pot•ntial as ·redeemer 

of the people. It is only ~n she takes on a radically 

one whi~h,is viewed as non-normative and different identity, 

antitheti~l to the values of society, that she is able t o 

act coµrageousl y and ef'fecti vel y . Tamar must conceal her 

ambition when s~e wears her widow's garments, the garment s 

that are associated with the "real" Tamar . Yet when s;h~ puts 
.; 

on the veil o f harl~y, supposedly concealing her true 

identity, she is able to act on something whi ch secretly 

obsessed her . Whi c h Tamar is more real, t he Tamar Jn wi dow's 

garments, or 
• 

the veiled Tamar? 
~ 

Interpretation of 38:19 in Rabbinic Literature 

The rabbis s truggled wit h the questi on of the real 

Tamar . This tension is demonstr ated b y those interpretati ons 

\ 
wh ich d~'end her and p rovi de her wi th po s i ti ve testimony . 

They say t hat Tamar c hanges quickly so that no other men wil l 

approach her, thin king that sbe is a prosti tute.'s• Taking a 

54 

\ 
) 

cue from the Hebrew, they point out . that the wo'l- d " va-t.a kam" ..-

means "she rose" . Accordi ng t o Mi drash Lekah Tov , she rose to 

bear ki ngs a nd p rophets.'•• These text s take e very 

opportunity to point out Tamar ' s righteousness and her sense 

of purpose throughout this entire episode. It i 's possible 

' 8 •Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:19. 

,.9Midrash Le.Kah Tov to Genesis 38:19 • 

.. 
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that their zealousness reflects the fact that ihey had d~bts 
about the means T•mar usttd to reach her goal. 

38120 "Ju4jf•h sent . th~ kid by hi s fri•nJf the Adullamite, to 
r~eem the plttd@• from the womans but he could not 
find her." 

Judah wanted to fulfill this obligation to Tamar. We do 

not know if he was moti vated b y his d~sire to retrieve the 

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

Interpretation ot'" G'enesis 38120 in Rabbinic Literature 

' The ex~gesis on thi ~verse is eclectic. Bereshit Rabbah 

~ 
reminds u~ again that Divine retribution i s distributed 

measu~ for measure; Judah used a kid · in his deception of• his 

father, and Tamar is pr omised a ki d in the course o f her ... 

deception of Judph.&&o Mi d r ash haGadol distinguishes ~he ki d 

called "g.'di izzim" -YrC>m all the other animals refer-Y ed t o 

as "~" . uH The ki d becomes a symbol of decept ion i. n the 

entire J oseph narrative , but at the same time, the dec eption 

55 

\ 
ser ve s a higher purpose . In the case o f Joseph, it causes him .) 

' ,_ 
to gain his pos ition of leader s hip in Egypt; in the c ase of 

T•mar, it •llows her to c arry out her plan o f bearing ki ngs 

and prophets. 

Some of the texts on this verse str ive to deemphasi~e 

&&0 Bereshit ·Rabbah 85:9. 

u•,1 Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:20. 
1 
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Judah's role in his own seduction. Again, on~ side of he 

rabbis reall~ wants to rationalize all of Judah's mistakes. 

Midrash Sekhel Tov and Midrash Lekah Tov emphasize how 

completely out of context 

~ 
indicated ~ her clothi ng 

Rabbati reasons that the 

Tamar was when Judah met her, as 
~ 

and by her l~tion.~•2 Bereshit 
I 

Adullamit~as responsible for 

disgrace, which i~ why he is not named in this verse.••3 • . 

38c21 "He inquired of th• p.aple of that town, ' Where is 
the cult prostitute Cgedesha >, the one at Enaim, ~y 
the road? ' But they said, 'Th•r• has been no 
prostitute here.'" 

Much~udy has been devoted to the identification of the ---term, v.qedesha," here translated as "cult prostitute." Many 

~ scholars agree with thi s translation, wh ich takes an 

. 

historical apprqach to the narrative. Those scholars who 

read this narrative priirharily as literature have a different 

i nter pretat 1 on o f the term . Read this way , "gedesha" can be 

understood as a t o ngue-in-c heek , sarcastic reference to the 

"holy" whore .••4 On a more serious note, the rabb i s 

recognized t~at the line between holiness and sinfulness 

could sometimes be very thi n, Tamar's "disappearance " 

symbolizes ho~ delicate that distinction can be. The image of 

~•2Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:20f Midrash Leka~ 
Tov to Genesis 38:20. 

••3 Bereshit Rabbati t o Genesis 38:20, p.180-181. 

~•4This is.,. the opinion of Professors . David Sperling . 

, 
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. a prostitute as a holy person is repeated in the 

r 
Boo~ of 

Joshua, chapter 2, with the char~cter of Rahab. 

Interpretation of 38121 in Rabbinic Literature 

This erse is us~d as a prooftext for Deuteronomy 23:18, .. 
whi ch reads, "No· Israelite .woman shall be a cult prostitute . " 

' 
The townspeople's denial of the presence of a prostitute is 

' seen as proof that the e xi stence of such prostitutes in 

Israel was prohibited.&•~ Later e xegesis on this verse 

indicates that the townspeople had no idea what the 

Adullamite was talking about.&•• Tamar ~ust therefore have 

carried out her plan discretely. 

~ 

38:22 "So he returned to Judah and said, •I could no t find 
hers mor eover the townspeople &aid; There has b-en 
no prost itute here.' " 

. ~ ~ 

There is nothing i;"-the text to indicate that Judah 
' ,. 

thought it was strange that no one had seen or heard of this 

woman . Judah seems perfect ly content to "shut his eyes" to 

the mysterious woman from Petah Enaim. 
~ 

Interpretation of 38:22 in Rabbinic Literature 

T~ exegesi~ on . this verse in Midrash Se~hel Tov 

&•esifre to Deuteronomy 23c18; 
Deuteronomy 23:18 . 

Midrash Tannaim to 

&55Midrash Sekhel 
Tov to Genesis 38:21. 

Tov to Genesis 38:21; Midrash Lel,ah 

~ 
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continues the discussion, begun in the previous ~erse, of he 

taboo attitudtt. toward prostitution in l5r&elit• culture. u.? 

39123 
/'\ . 

•
0 .Jud.h said , 'L•t ~•r kttep them• l•st w. b•come • 

~id send h•r this kid~ but you did ~ laughingstock. I 
npt fi nd her • ' " 

Judah seems t9 be more worried about his reputation than 
" 

he is about retriev ing hi s piedge- or finding out who the 

mystery - woman was. His a n xiety ove r becoming embarrassed 
... 

anti c ipates his embarrassment when Tamar reveals his pledges, 
.. - . ~ ' 

adding to the irony of the plot. Judah ' s decision not to 

pursue Ta~ is cruci al to the cont-4 nuat ion of the story . 

,ti' ! 

..... 
Interpret•tion of 38:23 in R•bbinic Literature / 

There are several possible explanations for Judah 's fear 

of embarr assment . He m•y not have wanted anyon• to thin k that 
7 

he had ren~ed on his payment to !amar, and was afraid that 

if the Adullamite went back a second time, people mjght get .. 
that impressi on.a•• Bys.ending the Adullamite once, he could 

say that he met his obligat ion to pay her , and' keep a low 

profile. He e ven had an e xc use , if anyone e ver a c cused h i m of 

a•?Midras h Sekhel Tov t o Genesis 38: 22 reads , " • •• There 
was never a cult prostitute here, as we are protected f rom 
for b idden sexual relations and licentiousness Cby ~Torah, 
which acts as • fence]. A "gedesha" is a ffi enti ous 
prostitute, and thus Scripture warns, 'There shall be no cult 
prostitutes in Israel'" <Deut . 23s18 ) . 

~ a&•Mi.drash Sekhel Tov t o Genesis 38& 23; Mi drash Lekah 
Tov t o Genesi s 38;23. 

' 
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have feared l h•t 
• 

people would think h• was accustomttd tq sleeping with 

prostitutes <and ••nding them presents>.a•• Bereshi~ Rabbati 

. points out that Judah might have b••n ..t>•rr.•ssed because his 

brothers, ?simeon and . L•vy, killed men who engaged in acts of 
.. 

prost itution, and now he had engaged in such an act 

himself.a"'o Midrash h•Gadol does not s pecify what Judah is 

embarrassed about, but points out that Tamar had seemed 

atrange when she took the pledge items from him, and 

therefore seemed ~:Wke a person who might embarrass him.~"'a 
, 

The exegesis on thia verae makes a atrong statement about the 

undesir.ility o.f pr ostitution. As .Judah got himself into a 

posi t~n which c~uld not b~defended, the best the rabbis 
I 

could do was to highlight the fact that he knew what he did 

was wrong, and that he felt guilty •bout it. 

38s24 "About thr .. .anths lat•r, Judah was told, 'Your 
daughter-in-law Tamar has played th• harlots i~ h . 
fact, sh• is with child by harlotry.• 'Bring hel""""" 
out,• said Judah, •and l•t h•r . b• burn•d..'" 

Both because sh• is Er~s widow and because she is still 

formally betroth•d to Shela~, Tamar is considered guilty of 

... Midrash L•k•h Tov. This reading supports . the idea 
that prostitution was not part of th• Israelite culture at 
that time, and th•t one who engaged in sex with a pros titute 
was punished or ~corned. .. 

I\ 

" a'7at1idrastr haGadol to Genesis 38123. 

, 
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. 
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adultery. Tension in the b iblical narrative builds out of the 

irony: Judah had never intended to consummate his son's 
~ 

marriaoe to Tamar. Unbeknownst to him, he himself has 

consummated it . Now it is up to Judah, in his role as the 

head of the family, to determine Tamar's punishment and to 

make sure that punishment is e xecuted. 172 The sentencing to 

death by burning is derived from the punishment for incest 

with a mother in t~a Gode of Hammurabi ( 157 ) . 172 In Leviticus 

20:16 and Deuteronomy 22:23-24, the penalty f or adulter y i s 

stoning;j-eviticus 21:9 states an e xception 1n the case of a 

priest'..!" daughter who engages in prostituti on ; she is burned. 

The biblical text does e xplicate why burning is appropriate 

Interpretation of 38:24 in Rabbinic Literature 

The amount of time which elapsed between conception and 

notification t o Judah of Tamar's preg~ncy is abou t three 

months. This detail w;thin 

for determining the point 

the verse is used as a proofte x t 

at which pregnancy can be 

determined <approximately three mont hs) . 174 Here again, the 

172Skinner, A Critical ind Exegetical Commentary on 
Genesis , p.454. 

i 7 m1nterpreter 's Bible to Genesis, p. 7611 Skinner , a 
Critical end Exegeticat eom•entary on Genesis, p.454-455 

' 
1748.T., Niudeh 8bf Tosefta Niddth 1111 Bereshi t Rabbah 

85:10 which reads, "Sumcos said in the name of Rabb i ~ei r : 
From whence do we know that a fetus is not recognized in i ts 
mother's womb for three months? From 'About three months 
later'<Gene•i• 38:24>. Rabbi Huna in the name o f Rabbi 
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fascination on the part of the rabbis with the female 

reproductive system is evident. 
~ 

The rabbis were interested in discussing the questibo of 
. 

how Judah was n oti fied of Tamar 's pregnancy. In one opinion, 

the rumor that she was pregnant spread through gossip . ' 75 

' 
Another opinion was that Tamar publi cized her pregnancy by 

boasting that she wou ld be the bearer 9-f kings and 

redeemers.' 76 In contrast, the tradition in Midrash haHafes 

, implies that Tamar informed Judah herself . 177 The different 

projeC.Cions of Tamar's approach at first 5eem to contradi ct 

each Qther. In th& first text, Tamar is seemingly br~zen, 

scorning the opinions of others.In the second , she is 

concerned that only Judah be informed, discretely. Both 

interpretations lead to the same goal; Judah is infor med that 

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

Joseph: The final opinion is not that it is three ful 1 
months, but most of the first and last, and a full month in 
the middle."; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:24 ; Midrash 
Leka~ Tov to Genesis 38:24; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38: 24; 
Midrash haHafe~ to Genesis 38:24. 
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' 75Midrash Lekah Tov to Bereshit Rabbah 38:24; Midrash 
Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38: 24. __) 

' 76Bereshit Rabbah 85:10; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 
38:24; Midrash Sekhel Tov t~ Genesis 38:24J Midrash haGadol 
to Genesis 38s24. 

' 7~ Midrash haHafes t o .Genesis 38:24_ readsJ " 'Judah was 
told': 'Tamar sent hi~ one olive <~> and one ornament 
(khalyA,> and Judah knew without doubt Cit stood · forJ 'Your 
d aughter-in-l&w Tamar has played the harlot' Czinta Tamar 
kalatekha> ." He knew because of the play on wordsa zait / zinta 
and khalya/kalatekha . 
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questioning of her true 
, 

nature, and of her ability to c a rry 

out &uch a pJ an while 
,. . . 

rema1n1ng vir tuous, i• i mpl i cit in 

\ 

The question of Tamar's identity also resurfaces in this 

verse because of ~he nature of the punishment which s he 

receives. --- As stated above,' 78 e xecution by burning was 

re&erved for daughters of priests who were convicted of 

adultery. The rabbis ·used the fact that Judah sentenced Tam~r 
~ 

1 to burni ng in order to prove that she was the daughter of a 

priest.isome identify the priest as Sh~ the son o f Noah, 

thus pro.yiding Tamar with suitable lineage.'79 Others cl a im 

t h at the sons of Noah were never t o be burned, so Tamar must 

have been the daughter of Melki~edek, not Shem.'•0 Still 

others rejec t · the idea th.rt" "Tamar was a daughter of Shem or 

any other priest, and 

appropriate punishment 

assume that burn ing was c onsidered 

in cases where le~(~ate mar~iage was 

invol ved.' 8 ' Different t~ts understand Tamar's bac kground 

very differently. The range includes a talmudic te xt which 

states that Judah wanted to burn Tamar bec ause she was a 

heathen,'•2 a text whi ch indicates that Tamar was a 

a 7 • See above, p.59. 

' 79Beresh·i t Rat>bah 85: 10; Mi drash haGadol tc• Genesis 
38:24; Midrash Leka~ Tov to Genesis 38124. 

a•0 M1drash Sekhel Tov to 8enesi5 381~4. 

'•'Midrash haHafes to Genesis 38:24. 

a•2 a.T. Avodtb Zarah 36~. 
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Canaanite,••3 and a text which has Judah sentence her to 

burning because "she has wrought uncleanness in l&rael, 11 1
• 4 

~ 
indicat~n1 that she w~s understood to be an Israelite. These 

texts Pa:obe at an area of uncertainty regarding Tamar's 

eligibility and suitability for her role as progenitor of the 

Davidic/Messianic line. 

38125 "As she was bainp prought out Chi mu.et> she sent 
this message tollher father-in-law, •1 am with child 
by the man to whom these belong.• And she added, 

•Examine these (ha-ker na>J whose seal and cord and 
staff are Ehese?'" 

The suspense which begins to bu ild in verse 14 reaches 

it's climax in this moment of unveiling and enlightenment. 

TheYe is .a sense c.f high drama a s the reader wait s foY 

Judah's ~· response, but TclmaY's moral victory is 

unquestionable. TamaY's use o f the phr ase, "ha-ker na" 

harkens bac k,to Judah's paYt in the deceptio~ of Jacob, 18~ 

' 
the other episode in his life which he had much cause to 

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

e xamine Joseph's coat, using the very same wo rding which 

1 • 3 A text from Bereshi t Rabbati to Genesis 38:24, 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 t 'hey knew that the sons of Jacob were strict 
about harlotry." 

••4 The Book of Jubilees 41117. 

1 • 15 In Genesis 37132, Jacob's sons come to hi'm with 
Joseph's torn coat, which they have dipped in blood, and say 
"We found this. Please e xamine it Cha-ker na ) ••• " 
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TamaY uses when she asks Judah to e xamine the pledge~ . 

Int•rpr•tation of 38125 in Rabbinic Li~•ratur• 

Tamar bec omes strongly associated with the posi ti ve 

qualit y of n o t embarrassi ng o theY people, as a result• o f ~he 

supposedly subtle way she informed Judah 

responsible f or her pregnancy. She is portr ayed as a heroic 

martyr who does not e xpose Judah publi c l y , even when her own 

li fe is t hreatene d.•aa This line of interpretati on appears 

inconsistent with the biblical text . The pledge items which . 
Tamar displays are supposed to be · i dent i fiabl y Judah•s . .... 
Perhaps he was the o nl y person who could identify them; if 

so , the nature of these items must be reevaluated. Tension is 

created by t~e rabbis' concer n with Tamar's image, which 

seems heY-t! t o override thei r conceYn with a l ogical 

inter pretat ion of the text. Their .agenda was that the Dav id ic 

matriar ch be admi r able and r espec table , if not saintly. 

The first two words of the verse, "bi." Cshe ) ' and "muset" 

Cwas bei ng brought out) are each written in the HebYew i n 

• •&B.T. Ketubot 63b reads; " • • • It is p r eferab le for a 
person to throw h i mself into the heart of a fiery fur~ac e in 
order to avoid embarrassing his fell o w in public. Where do we 
lear n this? rrom Tamar, a s it is written, 'As she was being 
brought out'"· S•l! also 8.T. Sotah 10bf B.T. Ber a khot 43b; · 
B. T. Baba Metzi•h S9a; and Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:25. 
Another •strong statement is made in Midrash h4Gadol to 
Genesis 381251 "Anyone who elDbarrasses his fellow, it is as 
if he spills blood. " This t•xt goes on t o stat• that there 
are three types o f people who cannot return from Gehinno~: an 
adulterer, an imposter, and, the worst of all, one who causes 
another embarrassment. 
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ways which pr•s•nt inter'pret ive questions. "b.i." Cshe) is 

written with • "v•v," so that the unvocaliz•d t•xt could be 

"" Y•ad 0 hu" Che). Some teits interpret t~is ~o ••an that both 

Judah <t:u:l> and Tamar Che) were about ' to be judged.••7 Tamar'~ 

judge~ent was explicits Judah's judgement \ok>uld come from 

God, and would be based on his response to Tamar. 

"muset" can be derived from three different Hebrew roots; 

"~, " meaning "to be b rought out, ti _ "~, " meaning "to 

find"1.••, and ti~' ti meaning "to ignite. t11. e9 • 
Those texts which interpret the root to be "to find " 

create a scenario in which Tamar has lost the original pledge ..... 

items and God pr ovi des her with a new set. 1.•0 The implication 

of this mode of interpretation is that God has ordai ned 

Tamar's situation, along wi th the entire Judah and Tamar 

narrative. These texts reflect confVicting viewpoints about 

th~ sour c e of Tamar's righteousness. Is she inherently 

righteous, or has God made her righteous? 

Several texts imply that Judah's first reaction when 

confronted by lamar was to try to deny_her C"iaim. l)"'ar asks 

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

••7 Bereshit Rabbah 85:11; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 
38: 25; Mi qrash haGadol to Genesi s 38:25. 

1.-eereshit Rabbah 85:11s Midrash Sekhel' Tov t o Genesis 
38:2Ss Midrash haGado l to Genesis 38:25. 

• 
. •••Midrash S•khel Tov to Genesis 38s25s Midrash L•ka~ 

Tov t o Genesis 381255 Midrash haGadol to Gen••i• 38125. 
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She shows him the pledge items which were r•placed by God to 

.,.phasize ~r claim that God is on her side.••• Some texts 

repeat ~he idea that the whole tribunal was s•t up_ in order 

• 
to punish Judah f or deceiving_ his father, because he ha~ to 

be punished measure for measure.••2 By being confr.onted by 

Tamar in this way, he was also offered an opportunity to 

atone for his earlier sins.••3 

··. - . "' 

38126 ".Judah recogniz9d th••• and _.id, 'Sh• is -.or• in t.h• 
, right than I <sadqah mi .. ni), ina..uch as I did not 

give her to •y
0

aon Shela~.• And h• was not intiMate 
with her again <v•lo yasaf o d l•da•atah)." 

In one short sentence, the whole episode is resolved; 

.Judah acknowledges that Tamar's actions were justi f ied -and 

accepts responsibility for her situation. The text states 
..... 

. that he "does no t add to his intimacy wit~her," but d o es not 

say anything about Tamar's status. Apparentl y , Judah\;;-d 

Tamar are now consi dered marr4 ed, but . this is never stated in 

an~y. 
The root "yadah , " "know, " which appears here - in it's 

•••Bereshit Rabbah 85:11; Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 
38:25; Midrash Le~h Tov to Genesis 38125J Midrash haGadol to 
Genesis 38125. · 

•~.T., Sotah 10b; Bereshit 
Bereshit 61-62f ~i~h Lekah Tov to 
haHafes to Genesis 38:25. ' . 

-· 
Rabbah 8~1111 Aggadat 
Genesis 38125J Midrash 
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infinitive form and refer• to sexual knowledge, i• •l•o found 

in 38116 referring to Judah'• failure to recognize T•mar. In 

38116 he ? did not "know" her becau- her identity w•• 

disgui .. dJ here h• doe& not "know" her ~·· her identity 

is clear. Jud•t,' • conscious decision to no longer "know" 

Tamar reflects his transforeation. 

insight, he knows what is right and wh•t is, wrong, he ,has 

begun to ..r::.ecognize when he looks. The Joseph narrative •s a 
• • ~- *"' ·' 

whole contains numerous linguistic plays 6 n words li ke "know" 

and "recognize." Chapter 

gi vi ng an alternative • 

38 fits i~to the narrative well, 

c•se study ~the tension between 

kn owledge and rec ognition. 

Interpretat~on of 38126 in Rabbinic Literature 

It ~s shown above•.,. that the exegesis on verse 1 of 

this chapter was very much concer ned with Judah's puni shment. 

The counterpoint to this concern is found in the exegesis on 

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

co~ment, "sadgab mimeni, " "she is mor e righteous than I ," 

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

humility was elevated by the rabbis and, ironically, used to 

prove Judah's righteousness. 

Instead of · understanding the reversal of Ta•ar 's death 

sent~e as Judah'• oblig•tion under the circwasta~c·~ some 

texts present it as a 1i fesaving act, deserving of r.awar·d. 

•••~ .. abov•, p.4 and following. 
, 
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Several of them link the saving of Shadrach; Heshach, and 

Abed-nego Creferred to •• ~ananiah, Mishael, and Azariah > 

from the fitfry furnace in the book of Daniel, to the saving 
( 

-- of Tamar and her unborn children from ~eath by fire in 

Gen~sis 38126. They claim that because Judah saved three 
\ 

lives from death by burning, God saved three lives from death 

by burning.&•• These particular three figures might have been 

' chosen for two r~asons. First, they too were sentenced to die 

by fire. Secon.dly, ··fn dtheir e111ergence from the fire, tbey 
, 

• served as God's witnesses. In the midrash, Tamar is alsg__ 

God's witness, saved by Divine angels. 

Bel"eshit Rabbati credits Judah with saving four liv~s; 

three from the furnace and one from the pit.&,.- This text 

points to the sav~ng of Benjamin, an act credited to Judah in 

the fol lowing chapters of the Joseph narrative. ·In Midr ash 
/ 

haHafes, Judah's rewar d for saving three lives is that Da~id 

is saved from death three times. 1 • 7 It seems as though all of 

& .. Aggadat Bereshit to Psalms 11012 reads; " [JudabJ 
aquitted her, and she was not burned. The Holy One said to 
him, ~vou made your error known, and .. ved three from 
burning, Tamar and her two sons. By your life, I, too, will 
rescue three of your children's children froa1 burning, 
~~naniah, Mishael and Azariah.'" s .. also B.T. Sotah lOb; 
~gadat Bereshit to Genesis 4919f BaMidbar Rabbah 1314. 

&96Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 4919, p.268. 

197Midrash haHafetz to Genesis 38126 reads, "Because he 
admitted hi• error and aaved three souls fro. death, his 
brothers .thanked him and aaved hi• son David frQftl ...Urder 
thr .. ti .. •f frpm Saul, fro. Ab .. lom, and fro. ·Avishai. Even 
so, why were 3udah and Ta•ar absolved? Becaa.. it was a 
mistake, and Noahites who •ake a mistake concerning ohe of 
their c0tnmandments are abaolvltd. Therefore it .. ys, •ror.~e 
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.Judah'• past trAnsgr•••ions ar• forgott.,, and forgiven 

b.cause h• is willing to ad•it that Tamar was -.or• righteous 

than he. "-'! "' 
( 

Other texts capitalize on the opportunity this verse 

pr••.nts to make a hero out of .Judah. He is shown as 

' -
developing from an inadequate leader to a desireable. one, 

both as ~n individual and in his role as the symbol of the 

tribe.'•• He is seen as a wonderful model of a person who 

repents.'•• The t~tswhich try to understand what was going 

"' through his head when Tamar brought out his person~l 

pos•••sions show him to b• self-reflecti...,,e and repentant. 200 

' did not know that 'she was his daughter-i n-1 aw' CGenesi 5 38: 16>." 
,. 

&••Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 49c9 reads, " •.Judah is a 
lion's whelp.' I~ was predicted that in th• beginning he 
would be a whelp, and in the end, a lion. In the beginning , 
•Saul removed him fr°"' his presence and appointed him chief 
of a thousand' <II Sa•uel 18&13>. And in the end, •In 
.Jerusalem he reigned over all Israel and Judah thirty-three 
years' CI Samuel S1S>. 

t-see Sifre Devarim, Piska 348, which reads, " 'Reuben 
will lives he will not die' and this because of .Judah. What 
do these have to do with each other? .Judah di~ what he did 
and stood up and said , 'She is more righteous than l.' When 
Reuben saw that Ju~mitted this, he also stood up and 
admitted his misdeeds; therefore i .t is said that .Judah caused 
Reuben to repent." The play is on the juxtaposition of verses 
about .Judah and R.uben. Also see ShelftOt Rabbah 30:19. 

In Yall<ut Makhiri · to Isaiah 5518, .Judah merits":6~d'-s 
mercy because h• r•p•nts. Aside from this mention of Jwftah, 
this text fall s into the cat•gory of pred•t•r•ination by God, 
which will be addressed below. 

- 200In Midrash S.kh•l Tov to Genesis 38126 it say~, " 
•And .Ju~ah recognized th•m and sai d, • sh• is -.or• righteous 
than I." That is to say, h•r •oul is nt0re rightlt<>Us than I, 
for according to h•r, sh• engaged in p.r•itt•d sexual 
relations, for the sake of Heav.n, while I •istak9nly •ngaged 
in forbidden sexual r•lations. for the sak• of harlotry." See 



' 

. . 
• 

At th• .... ti .. , th•y ask th• huaan qu•sticins wdU'l'a J dah 

hav• acted · in th• • .,._ fair and courag•oua .ann•r if his 

personal and id•ntifiable posessions w.r• not •vident ' for all 
. 

to e xamine? 201 

The ) discomfort had with persistant 

qu~stions about Ju~ah's integrity, which were important to 

resol ve because 'of the leadership role which he ultimately 

attained, led to a group of texts whi c h indi c ated that 

Judah's role a& leader was pre determined. Some of these 

compare his - mer·i.:t"5.- to those of his brothers, showing ~hat 

# from the moment of his bi t th and naming, he was known to be 

worthy of praise. 202 Others go so far a s t o sugges t that a 

' a lso Midrash Leka~ Tov to G~nesis 38126 in this regard. 

201 In a text from Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:26 we 
read, " 'And Judah recognized them.• When h• saw the pledges 

• · thrown at the f~ of the judges, he shrieked and s aid, 'My 
brothers abd my father's house know about me. A man is 
measured,J>y the scale w1th which . he meaaures, be ' t a 
positi ve measure or a negati ve one. Happy is the man whose 
deeds are e xposed. It is good that I should be embarrassed in • 
this world and not in the world to come~ It is go od th~t l 
should burn in a dying fire, and not in a roaring fire. For I 
took my brother' s garment and dipped it in . blood and took it 

' to my father, and sai d to him, •Do you recognize .•• ? ' 
CGenesis 37132). I have received measu'"" for measure, for 
Tamar saio to••• •Do you recogniz• ••• ?' They would kn ow that 
Tamar my daughter-in-law was r.ighteou• , and did not get 
pregnant through h•rlotryf that she is pr•gnant by me, and 
she did not do this for the sake of proatitution, but in the 
name of misvah. Everything she did was caused by m~, for I 
did not give h•r Shela~···'" 

202Tanhuma Buber VaYekhi 12 reads, "When Cthe brothers] 
killed ShechlHI b•n Hamor, CGodl said to th•m, •You have 
grieved ••· Th••• strong people ar• from a cursed hand; these 
tribe5 ~annot reaain as one. Th•refore I will divide them up 
in Jacob .nd scatter th•m in Israel.' Judah enter•d and. was 
praised. •Ju••h• )'OUT broth•r• will praise you. Your moth•r 

•• 
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Divine Being •PP••red in the Court, 203 with each text 

•ttributing • slightly differ•nt mes sag• to tti•t Divine 

B . I~ e1ng . r· some cases it is responsible for J udah's words, 

"sadqah mimeni; 1120
• in othe~s it is responsible for the 

entire~~ode, 2rs including the climactic public vindication 

of Tamar . 

praised you by your name when she gave birth to you . She 
sai d, "Thia time I will praise God" CGeonesis 29:35). And what 
did she see to prafse 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 iA the 
incid~t of Tamar, • • .• His father said ~o him, your mother 
praised you, and you admitted your wrongdoing; therefore your 
brothers will praise you. Isaac , when he blessed Jac ob, said 
•Your mother ' s sons will bow down to you'CGenesis 27:29>, for 
he only had one . wife . But Jacob , who had four wives, said 
•your father's sons.' Why? Your brothers will give witness 
that all !srael will be called by the name 'Yehudim.' And 
that's not all; the Messiah will descend from you, for he 
will save Israel, a s it is written, · ·A shoot shall gr :iw out 
o f the stump of Jesse' <Isaiah 11&1)." 

Another text in whi c h Judah is ~ompared to other 
brothers or tribes is Devarim Rabbah (Leiberman p.72>. 

203Kohellet Rabbah 10:16 reads, "The True Judge spoke in 
three placesf in the Bet Din of Shem, an-d the Bet Pin of 
Samuel, and in the Bet Din of Solomon. From whence do we say 
the Bet Din of Shem? It is writt•n , •And Judah •• • said, "She 
is more righteous than I."' The· Holy Spirit then shouted, 
'The se words came from me! • •• ' " See also, B.T. , Makkot 23b; 
Bereshit Rabbah 8St1~; Mishnat R. Eliez•r p.3 1 ~J Midrash 
Tehillim, adde~dum to Psalm 17; Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 
38:26'; and Hidrash haGadol to Ge nesis 38:26. · 

2o•Kohellet~ Rabbah 10:16. 

209Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38126 reads, '~When Judah 
said, •s1dgah,! t he Holy Spiri t sptrkled and stid , •Tamar' was 
not a p rostitute, •nd Judah did not ask for"-prostit~tion; 
these things ctme from me, so that the Mwssiah would be 
established from Judah . '" See- also Midrash Tehillim, Addendum 
to Pstlm 17 • 
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These texts provide an answer for those who cannot 

acc~t apolc)oetic e xc uses for Judah'• behavior. If Judah's 
/\ 

ulti .. te status as progttnitor of the Davidic and Messianic 

line is predetermined, his actions are no longer subject t o .. 
moral scrutiny, 5~nce they all become • part of the Divine 

plaA. 

In the Mekhilta Midrash, Judah is portrayed as a 

character who deyel4ps and grows during the course of .the 

Joseph narrative, from ~he brother who suggests selling 

Joseph, to a man who gains insight into himself <thanks t o 

Tamar, > and who finally reaches a stage at , which he can offer .... 
himself as a pledge to safeguard Benjamin. This text 

attributes Judah's merit to this process: because he has 

sinned and •toned, he is closer to God, and therefore better 

able to trust in God. 20• 

Part of Judah's growth comes from ~ learning how t o 

distinguish between r ecognition and kn owledge. Two texts, ohe 
~ ./ 

in Sifre Number s and one in Midrash Shmuel, p onder the 

20•Mekhilta de R. Ishmael BeSh@Jlah S records a debate 
on the questions 'By what virtue did Judah merit the 
Ki ngdom? ' One said, 'Bec•U•• he said, "What will we .gain by 
killing him?"' The other replied, 'That would only be enough 
to atone for the sale.' '0.K., then it is b•cause he said 
Tamar was more righteous than he.' 'That would only be enough 
to •tone for the intercourse.• 'Then it is beiause he offered 
himself to Joseph in Benjamin'• place.' 'The guarantor always 
pays.• 'Well then, what is the •nswer ? ' ·~.,,the t ~ibes 
stood by the sea, they stood around arguin~u • 1•11 go .. first ''• 
"No, I' 11 go fi ..-st." • • • As they were giving advi •• to each 
other, Nah5hon ben Aminadav Ju11Ped in, with his tribe after 
hiM, into the waves of the sea. This is why Judah ••rited the 
Kingdom. See als'o, Mekhilta de · R. Shimon bar Yochai on the 
same passage. 
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juxtaposition of th• words -aning •to r.cognize" and "to 

know" in thi ' verse . C°"!l
1

d the per.on ·Who r•cognized Tamar 

tJudahJ fail to know her? This apparent contradiction is put 

into . the context of other examples in tbe Bible wher~ 

' contrasting statements are mixed tog•ther. 20'7 These texts. 

point to the inconsistencies and contradictions which human 

bei ngs must struggle with ev,ery day.. One of these 
. 

contradictions bas to do• with the role of GQd in our lives • 
... 

• it Divine Providence is responsible for all human action, why 

should we accept personal ,. respon.sibility for ourselves,? 

Yalkut M\khiri points out that in this episode God is . 
responsible for putting the character into a situat ion in 

~hich they had to sin, and for resolving it. 20• 

Bereshit Rabbati provides a pa~tial solution to the 
/ 

problem. This text understands the selection of Judah as the 

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

ju~.g~t was strange-almost whimsical- and considel"ed b y us 

2°7 Sifre to Numbers, Baha'alotekba BBJ Midrash Shmuel 
1011a: 

20•Yalkut Makhiri to Isaiah SScSs " 'f'or my ways a r e - n ot 
your ways.' What is this si•ilar to? To a human king who 
jµdges people. The judge asks, 'Did you kill or didn't you? ' 
If he says he kill~d, the judge kills hi•, and if he doesn't 
plead guilty, he do.sn•t kill h i m. But before God it is not 
so. Rather, God ha• ,..rcy on one who pleads guilty •••• God 
said to Y•r•shal .. , •vou •ight ask why I gav• you· &11 of . 
th••• laws, so that you could t•ll .. you didn't sin. But 
whoever· admits and leaves is granted ... rcy [Qod ..ad• the laiws 
of nature too, but when he wanted to •ak• a path through the 
.. a, he did it. Therefore, God•s laws for hwaans don't 
necessarily apply to &od.J 

, 

.. 
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to be unjust. The m•ssage to humans is to be careful ~f God's 

judgement, for it is unpredi~e. 20• Our sense of personal 

responsibi ity comes trom a hope that we will be able to help 

define ~od's providence by' acting righteously out of our own 

free will. 

38s27 "Wh•n the time cant• for her to giv• birth, ther:,s- were 
twin~ in her womb!·~ 

By bearing tWins;. Tamar replaced J~dah' 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 wi..th Tamar 's sons indeed indicates a Divine hand in this 

story . In a sense, by providing him with appropriate heirs, 

Tamar redeems Judah. 

Genesi~ is fi 11 ed with struggles between younger 

brothers and older brothers in which the younger bro ther 

invariably dominates, even in the case where they are as 

close in age as twins. Isaac dominates Is~mael , Jac ob 

do~inates Esau, Ephraim dominates Menasseh . The birth of 

Pere' and Zerah paral lel s the other stories closely . The 

struggle is a c ted out in the birthing process, wtlen Peres 

"breac hes " Zerat;t, whose arm has already left the womb. 

Int•rpr~tation of 38c27 in Rabbinic Literature 

In Genesis _ 25:24, when Rebecca discovers that she will 

20•Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 38:26, p.181-182 . 
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"t•omim," is written 1n the 

text without • "~·" In thi & verse , "teomi m" i a ._,,. i tten with 

• "vav . " According to the exegesis on this verse, the 

incomplete spelling in the case of Rebec c a indicated that one 

o f her twins would be righteous , while the other would be 

e vi l. In contrast, the complete spe l li~g i n this verse 

indicates that both of Tamar 's twins would be right_,tO.)JS. 210 

Midrash haGadol, i n an attempt to e xplain the formation 

of twins , cites Abaye' s concept of "one drop split into two" 

as th~ method by which two separate creatures are formed. 2 • 1 

On the one hand, then, twing should be compatible because 

they come from one common source. On the other hand, when .. 
they split they may compete with each other for sustenance, 

or they m~y each inherent different elements of the original 

dr op . The struggles that the rabbis had with opposing forces 

with i n their own bodies and psyches could be 'projected ont o 

their interpretations of the twins who appear in bibli cal 

literature. 

38t 2 8 "While she was in l•bor, on• o f them put out his 
hand, •nd the midwif• tied a crimson thr••d on that 
h•nd, to signify& •This one c•me out first.'" 

The tyi n g of a red ribbon on a baby's hand , or cradle, 

-2
•

0
Esther Rabbah 7:11; Bereshi t Rabbah 85:13; Midrash 

Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:271 Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 
38:27r Midrash haGadol t o Genesis 38:27; Midrash haH•fe~ to 
Genesi s 38:27. 

2 *'Mi d rash haGadol to Geneais 38:30. 
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or carriage, was a folk custom (still prac ticed today) 

thought to keep away evil s pirits. In this c•••• the midwife 

knew that wins would be born, so she tied th• thread on the 

first llmb that em•rged in order to determine which infant 

would be granted lthe status of fi rst born. ~ 

Interpr•tation of 38128 in Rabbinic Lit•rature 

In B.T. Niddah· 28a, there is a debate about when a 

mother's period of postpartum uncleanliness begins; whether 

it is determined from the time a limb emerges, or from the 

time ~t whi ch the greater part of the chi ld's body . has 

emerge~&2 Genesis-'38:28 is often as a proofte xt for the 

latter opinion . 

The i•sue of witnesses to the recipient of the 
, 

birthright is also discussed in the exeg~sis on this chapter. 

Each text mentions three people who are eligible witnesses. 

All of them include the midwife, but the other two witnesses 

vary. 2 &2 The impprtance of a c cur ately determining the first 

born persists, even as another~ent of a usurped 
1 

birthright in the book of Gel'tesis is introduced. 

2 • 2 B.T. Nidd,h 28a; Midrash haGadol to Genesis 38:28. 

2 &3 In Bereshit Rabbah 85s13, Midrash L•k•~ T9v to 
G•nesis'3Sa28, and Midra•h Sekhel Tov to G•n••i• 38128, ,the 
eligible witne•s•s - are the midwif•, a claimant to a 
foundling, and a woman who declar•s her coepanions cl•~n . In 
Midrash haGadol to Gene•i• 38128, the •ligibl• witnesses are 
the •idwife i.,.ediately aft•,., 'the birth, th• mother for the 
first sev•n days, and the father for•v•r aft•r that. 
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38129 

·. 

•eut just ' then h• dr.w back his hand, .nd out c­
his br~h.rf and sh• said, •Y,at a breach you hav• 
..d• f6r your-1 f ! ' So h• was n.-d Pere,.• 

• 

In this case, the etiology of Per••' name is given 
\ 

within the biblic•l text. From the moment of hi5 birth, Pere& 

~akes his . place among the younger brother s who come to rul·e 

over their older brothers; Isaac, Jacob, Joseph; even Judah! 

. ' 
Interpretation of 38129 in Rabbinic Lit•ratur• 

The etiology of the n&me, •P•r•••" is seen as a 

" reflection of the way ~e was born, 2 •• but more importantly as 

• a predict~qn of his future and the future of his descendants. 

For from this breach ·birth would come the greatest "breacher" 

of all; the M1ssiah. 21e Several texts give Pere' and ZerA~ 

f 
77 

their own "seperate but equa l" territories; Peres i& · 
.... 

associated with the kingship, in contrast to Zera~, who is 

2~sh haGadol to Genesis 38129. 

2115 Mi drash Sekhel Tew reads, " •But just then he drew 
back his hand'- The newborn, to the womb. •And out · came his 
brother.' Without the aid of the •idwife. 'And sh• said'~ The 

wife: 'What a breach ~ou have made,• an expression of 
king through, similar to Eccl••iastes 10:8, 'He who 
che& a stone fence,' Isaiah 515, •I will break down it& 
, " an·d I I Kings · 14113, •He .. d• • br .. ch in th• wall• of 

Jerusalem,• end others like th ... That is to say, your 
brother wanted to go out, and you pushed and broke tbrOU'gh 
the womb •• ~.•ao h•"Wes ne••d P9r••·' Th• gr•etest of all 'he" 
breachers; from you will ari- th• breach•r of his brother 
who will ri•• before th•mf that i• th• t1essiah.· Se• al'so 
Bereshit Rabbeh 95114 end Midrash "Lekah Tov to Gen•sis 38129. •. 
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•••ociated with Peres is associat~d with . 
the moon, whi • Zera~ is associated with the aun. 2 &7 But 

P•re~ is ~ltimat•ly considered to b• more pr•stigious; his 

line more holy. 2 &• 
' 

38130 '1Afterward his brother ca- out, on whose hand was 
the critnaon thr•adf he was na1tttd Z•rah." 

~ The root of the name "Z-era~" means to rise, come for-th, 

or shine. According to the biblical text alone, there is no 

dichotom~ of good and evil in the characters of Tamar's t~o 

sons. Zerah is seen to be a positive figure, wor-thy of his 

own form of recognition. 

Interpretation of G•nesis 38130 in Rabbinic Literatur• 

The etiology of Zerah's name is derived by the rabbis 

fr om the fact that he "shone forth" in the world first, 

before his brother. 2 ' 9 Another derivation comes fr-om the 

2&•Tan~uma Buber- to Va-Ye&hev 21. 

2 ' 7 Midr-ash haHafes to Genesis 38129. i 
' 

a&•a.T. Y•bamot 76b . In this text, Saul asks if David is 
a de•cendant of Per-es or of Zerahf If he is a descendant of 
Peres, he may be wprthy to be king; if he is a descendant of 
Z•rah, he can be only an impor-tant man. 

~ 
'.\.. a&•f'li.drash Lekah Tov to G•n•si s 38130 f 11idrash ' haGadol 

to G•n•sis 38130: Aiso in 11idrash haGadol, the delay betwe~n 
the birth of the twins provides an opportunity to discuss the 
proc••• by which twins are for~d in the wo•b. 
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shiny red thread he had tied on his hand.~ 

The re~etition of the word "yad", 11 hand", four times in 

the last ~hree verses of ~he chapter is comn.nted on in 

several texts. The four times Zerah's hand is mentioned are 
l 

associated alternately with four destructions and with four 

specific items which Akhan took from the destruction at 

Jericho. 221 It appears that, 

Jericho and the parallelism between Tama~ and the character 

of Rahab in the Book of Joshua, ,-Ghapter 2, led to the .. 
rabbinic suggestion that Peres and Zerah were actuall y the 

' spies sent by Joshua to Jericho. 222 The fact that the spies 

ask Ra~ab to hang a crimson cord from her window as a sign to 

the Israelites to ·protect her house from destruction also 

leads to t~is association. 

220 Midrash Lekah Tov to Genesis 38:30. 

2~1Bereshit Rabbah 85:14; Bereshit Rabbati to Genesis 
38:30, p. 182-183; Midrash Leka~ Tov to Genesis 38:30. 

222The foll owing text is cited from Midrash haGadol to 
Genesis 38: "Tamar gave birth to twin sons, Pere~ and Zerah, 
both resembling their father in braver y and piety . She .called 
the first Peres, "mighty," because she said, 'You showed 
yourself of great power, and it is p roper that ··you are 
destined to posse~s 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 foY Peres. 
These two, Peres and Zerah, were sent out as spi•• by Jo~h~a, 
and the line that Rahab bound in the window of her house as a 
sign to the Israelit~s, she received fyom Zera~. It was the 
thread ~hat the midwife had bound upon his hand to mar k him 
as the Child that appeared fir st and Wi thdreWe II 
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I.THE TIEAT OF Tt£ OUTBIDER1 
THE TENSION BETWEEN Tl£ ISRAELITE AND THE F'ORE I~ 

l 

In Verse 2 of Genesis chapter 38, we l•arn that Judah 

saw the daughter of · a Canaanite man, and he took her as his· 

wife. For a reader who h•s read the previous chapters of 

Genesis, thi~ detail cannot pass unnoticed. Judah's , 

forefathers and mothers had eschewltd Canaanite women when it 

came to finding partn•r• for their sons. Abraham arranged, to 
~ 

find ~ appropriate wife for Isaac, in order to prevent him 

from marrying a Canaanite. Isaac and R•bekah sent Jacob to a 

place where he could find a non-Canaanite woman to marry, 

·telling him specifically, "You shall not take a wife'"" from 
/ 

among the Canaanite women"' <Genesis 281'1->. In this con "e xt , 

Judah's marriage to a Canaanite is seen as an aberration 

- whi c h must somehow be explained. 

For the ra~bis, Bat Shua•s id~ntity as a Canaanite was 
.. 

e xtremely problematic. How could Judah choose a wife who was 

an outsiders a choi<e which so clearly contradicted the 

wishes and intent of his family? Several apologeti c 

e xplanations are offered. One type of apology claims that 

Judah did not know about this prohibition. A text from 
.J>-

Bereshit Rabbah reads, 

"The rabbis say Cthat the brothers saidJ, •eo.e, let us 
care for our .. 1v ... Previously, CJacobl needed to find 

· U• wives to ••rry. Now that h• i• occupied with 
grieving, he is not obligated to do so.• They said to 

• 
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Judah, •Aren't you ourl•ad•r? Gitt up and tak• car• of 
it your-lf!'"• 

t•xY i•pli•s that Judah· did not know th• custo.s and 
I., 

relating to th• appropriate choice of wiv.s, since 

had not i 'in5tructed hi s sons in this area b•fore Joseph 

disappeared. Living in a Canaanite society, he did not ' 

realiz• ..that Canaanites were con.sidered outsider• among his 

people. regarding marriage. Along the same lines, Sefer ha-
... • ...:-.,. .... * . 

Yashar puts Judah's' marriage to Bat Shua into a context in 

which all of Jacob's sons marry Canaani te . women, 2 making a 

case that within1 his own cultural context, Judah's mar~i age 

""' was not an aberrati on but followed the no rm. Both of these ., -text s view Judah as essentially ignorant, and both of them 

impl y a belief that one who errs as a result of ignoranc~ is 

. r 
ent1t1e9 to forgiveness . On the- other hand, one who er r s 

bec a use of drunkennes s o r lust is to be despised . ~ 

· A different type of apologeti c is illustrated i n 

another text fr om Beres hit Rabbah. Here the rabbis sug~est 

alternative e~ymologies for the word, "Kena'ani," 
, 

"Canaanite." In one such etymo logy, the word is said to be 

a synonym of the Hebr·ew word "taqar," meaning "trader. 0 This 

implies that Bat Shua was the daughter of a trader, not of a 

Canaanite. In aDother der ivation, the word is said to mean 

. 
•e.r9Shi~ Rabbah S5c2. S•• n.17 for parallel texts. 

•Sefer ha-Vallh•r, Y•YeshPV 89b, p. 126. 

"" • .,..t .... nts of the Tw.lv. Patriarchs, Jydah 14. 

, 

.. 
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"• poor person," from the Hebrew homonym ••A.DJ_," me•ning 

"poor." In a similar type of explanation, the etymolgy of 

the name "S>hua" is given •• •rich or noble person. Although 

' this etymol6 gy does not deal with the problem presented by 

' . 
hi• choice of a Canaanite, this apologia is sympathetic t o 

Judah, understandi'ng that he was tempted by the promise of 

status and wealth. 4 

....... 
Apologetic texts, on a cert~in level, accept the idea 

that Judah was hu1n4n. and fallible. Not all the rabbis accept 

• these apologetics, or forgive Judah's weaknesses. After all, 

shouldn't the pr~genitor of the Davi dic/ Messi anic line 

e xhibit.. some signs of superiority over ordinary hum~n 

beings? Midrash Sekhel Tov repeats the alternati ve 

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." 9 Unable to deny Bat 

Shua's lineage b y birth, Midrash Sekhel Tov persist s in the 

attempt t o find an acceptable explanation lor Judah's 

~ 

marriage~ to an outsider by suggesting that she converted 

before Judah married her. 6 Certain traditions preserved in 

Bereshit Rabbah maintain apologetic rationale, but also 

4 Bereshit Rabbah 85:4; see also Testaments of the 
Twelve Patriarchs, Judah 1314. 

9Midr•sh Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:2. 

6 See p.15, n.34. 
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offered alternati~•• for the •k•pti c and those who object to 

•entioned ~ovw, the rabbis understood Judah's marr iage to 
/) 

Bat Shua (~ efwrrwd to a~ ~. a term for a gentile which 

connotes an outsider f a foreigner ) as an act · of descent, for 

which he was pun ished by the deaths of his wife and ~is 

sons. 7 

The presence of apologetic texts as well as puni tive 

texts within the . ~~~~ body of midrash indicates a process of 

grappling wi th the concept o f the outsider withi n the 

context of a non-Jewish world. Judah represents all of 

Israel when he is tempted and succumbs. While h is temptation ' . 
may be understand'abl e-even excusa~, the result o f being 

tempted is unifor mly bad. For the Canaanite represents e vil, 

and in the. i nter p r etati on o f this narrati ve, Bat Shua and 

her fami ly become the source of all e vil. This i s most clear 

in the Testaments of the Twel ve Patriarchs. In Chapter 8, 

Bat Shua's ~ather creates a situation in whi ch Judah is 

overcome by hi s baser des ires and takes Bat Shua "to wi fe ." 

In Chapter fo, Bat Shua is respon s ible f o r instructing her 

•ons in the sexual 

deaths. According 
, 

transgressions wh ich result in their 

I 
to Chapter s 10 and 11, she also prohibits 

Judah from letting Tamar marry ~hela~, thus p reventing the 

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

unequivocal warning against the outsider, and part icul a r l y ... 

7 Bwreshit Rabbah 8Ss3. 
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cour•e of th• progr•ssion of th• biblical text, 

S.t Shua and her off•pring ar• •Y•t ... tically annihilated 

' and replaced by Tamar and her offspring. Based on this 

' •equence of events, it .. ems reasonable to assume ~ that . in 

contrast to Bat Shua, who wa& evil and unacceptable, Tamar 

was considered a good and acceptable mate for Judah. Since 

the text does no~ ' inform us of Tamar'~ lineage, we do not 

know for sure whether or not she is Canaanite. We might 

guess that if she were, the text would have .,_,,tioned it, as 
~ 

it w~s' mentioned in the case of Bat Shua. But this is pµre 

spiculation. We do know that the text, via Judah, proclaims 

her righteous . Bµt her righteousness is asserted aft~r she 

. has committed acts of deceit and sexual transgression. The 
' 

indit ation from the Biblical text seems to be that Tamar was 

acceptable because she upheld the laws of 4evirate marr i age, 

despite the need to resor t t o guile in order to do so. It 

would also seem that there was no taboo against Cat least 

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

In most Rabbinic texts, an assumption is made that 

Tamar was not Canaanite. As indicated above,• the r~bbis, in 

describing Tamar's background, said that . sh• was descended 

from Noah, through his son Shem, who was a priest, and 

Shem's son Ar~, who was Tamar's father. By 
-.../ 

•see above, pp.20-21. 

' 

.J'-

g iv in o her ~his 

l 
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lineage, th• rabbis connected her to the line of Terah, 

Abram's father, and separated li'er from the Canaanites, who 

were desc•nded from Ham, another of No.h's sons.• The rabbis 
\ 

thereby in •ffact made Talftar uone of us," and Bat Shua "one 

of them, • setting up a contrast betw.en the insider, Tamar, 

and the outsider, eat Shua. 

At the same time, Tamar could not aver really b~ an 
.> 

insider, because she was a woman. The powers of women 

mystified the men wh o.. wr ote Rabbinic texts . Was it not 

possible that women, those human beings responsible for 

bringing n•w life into the world, might also have something 

to do with death? The association o~ Tamar with Tobit and 
..... 

Ishtar i s lin ked to this mysterious power of women. 

The tension between the view of Tamar as an insider and 

the view of Tamar as an outsider can be seen in the texts 

which dea1 with the c hoice of burning as Tamar's 

punishment. 10 Ambi valence about Tamar is ~lso e xpressed in 

the texts which speak of the arrogant way in which she 

' informed people o f her pregnancy . 11 Wh i l e Tamar is the 

insider when compared to Bat Shua, her status is questioned 

when she is viewed independently. 

•see the geneologies in Genesis chapters 10 and 11. -· 
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II. THE CONF"LICT IN HUMAN INSTINCT• 
THE CASE OF SEXUAL TRANSGRESSION 

Anot~er r•ason for the ambivalent attitude of the 

rabbi& to~ard Tamar i& \thR nature of the act by which she 

" e&tablished herself irrefutably as "an insider . " Sexual 

transgression . t 
lS a cor1r theme of the .Judah and T ilftlar 

narrative. The ambiguities which always ari&e in sexual 

relationships are probed t)'lroughout the narrative. From the 

second verse, i~ ~hich .Judah "went unto" Bat Shua, through 

• verse 26, in which it is &aid that Judah "no more added to 

his knowing her," the nart'ative i5 filled with sexual acts 

ano references to sexual acts. Rabbinic interpretation t ~nds 

to be preocc up ied with sexuality e ven in place5 where the 

simple reading of a text appears void of sexual references. 

Genesis chApter 38 p rovi des a ver y obvious opportunity for 

the rabbis to e xpose many of their beliefs and conceptions 

about male sexuality and physiology, female sexualit y a nd 

physiology, and the boundries of ac c eptable sexual behavior . 

We have already discussed why Bat Shua's marr iage 

to Judah was problemati c ; so problemati c that it had t o be 

obliterated due t o its · effect on the future o f the people 

Israe l. The structure o f the narrative, and the sequence of 

events, indi c ate that Bat Shua was an unacceptable partner 
. 

f o r Judah, an~ that any &exual e ncounter between them was 

illegitimate. In contrast, Tamar was an acceptable partner 
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for Jud•h, •nd the sexual encounter between them was not 
""1 

or:ily leg~timate, it was praiseworthy. The irony of this 

situation is th•t the illegitimate ")sexual encounter takes 

place within the fr~mework of a leg{timate social structure 

(i.e., mar riage> ; while the legitimate sexual encounter 

takes place within the framework of an ille~itimate societal 
• 

institution (i.e., prostituti on). The only way the rabbi s 

could deal with this tension was to separate the partner s 

from their relationshi ps. Thus, Bat Shua is · depi cted in the 

literature as a conni\Ai.ng, controlli ng woman whose mot i ves 

are evil, while Tamar is dep icted as a woman who, if nothing 

else, is motivated b y ~er ccmcer n for the future of the 

Jewish ( peopl e. In addit ion, Judah takes on two different 

personae within the literature. In hi s relationship with Bat 

Shua, Judah is seen t o have lost his · sense of purpose with 

regard to his people. His ac tions are caused by ignoble 

1orces- drink, or passion , or a sense of failure. In his 

relationship with Tamar [in her role as his daughter-in-

~on the other hand, the rabbis attribute hi s actions to 

ost noble of desires . He ShC•WS concern with the laws of 
r-

levirate marriage and the l aws pertaining to the daughter of 

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

observe the law; he subsequently takes her back into his 
, 

house and treats her a s 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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consider9d • righteous woman in this story. On the other 

hand, she commits an act of prostitution, an activity 

conaider9d abhorrent •nd ultimately reject9d in Israelite 

~ culture. T e r•bbis deal with this pr.oblem in two wayss they 

un~rscor e T•mar's virtues, and at the same time, they 

downplay down th~ incident in which she lies with Judah . 

her determination to do ~what is right, in spite of the fact 

that she must sompromise herself in order t o do so . ' 3 

1 Tamar's virtue is contrasted with Judah's purely lustful 

desire.' 4 Everything she does which is connected to 

harlotry, she does to enh•nce her authenticity and to 

' expedite the process so that she can return to her true 

identity. She does not enjoy what she is doing- she simply 

does it aDd get s it over with . ' 8 The ultimate reassurance 

that Tanl"ar was really a moral person despite her immoral 

action, is the claim that she acted for the sake of heaven, 

a claim validated by the conclusion of the narrative.'~ 

The questi on o f Judah's responsibil1 ty in this 

incident is gi ven less attention. It is -not clear whether 

the rabbis' silenc e should be understood as acceptance o f 
./ 

'
2 See above pp.54-SS. 

'
19See p.22 above. 

&4$ .. nn.134,135 above. 
--

••see n.158 above. 

••see above, p . 41. 

, 
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his self indulgence, or condemnation of it. Surely the 

rabbi& find enough other points on which to op90ly criticize 

issue, 

Here, in most 

th_;) hand of God 

of the texts which do address the 

is introduced, an ele.ent which 

effectively absolves Judah from responsibility and provides 

an acceptable m~tive for his actions.• 7 Another method· by 

which the rabbis try to balance the tendancy ~o condemn 

Judah is to depict him as a bumbler; a person who has good 

intentions, but can't -· ....... ,,. seem to get anything completely 

right.•• An example of th~ s is found i~ B.T. Sotah 10a, 

where Judah is depi c ted as quizzing Tamar., to find out if 

she is an acceptable partner for him. This text implies that 
.... 
I 

he was aware of the dangers involved in sleeping with a 

strange woman, and was concerned with her status. It is 

unclear wh~ther or not any prostitute would have had the 

acceptabl-1! status, and therefore it is unc lear as to wheth er 

or not Judah should have refrained from lying with Tamar 

under any circums tances. While the quiz in Sotah 10a seems 

to impl y that there were such things as acceptable 

prostitutes, those texts which speak of Judah turning to 

Tamar "ba'al korho," "against his will," imply that the 
,--, ,..._, 

proper thing to do would have been to resist temptat ion no 

• 7 See above, p.47. 

a•The 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 
c0nvinc• the .brother's not to kill him-touldn't h e hav~ 
brought him home safely? See above, pp.7-8. 
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The conc•pt of discerning 

unacceptable sexual ~artners, point•d to in §ot•h 10a, is • 

key c~nc•?" in the exegesis on 
L 

Gttnesis Chapter 38. What 

makes one partner permitted sexually, and another partner 

foYbidden? And why do we need to make distinctions between 

' partners who are acceptable and partners who are not ? Mary 

Douglas has written the followings 

.... 

" ••• ideas •bout separating, purifying, demarc•ting 
and puni-shk'lg have as their main function to impose 
ayat .. - on An inherently untidy experience. It is 
only by ex•gger•ting the differ9flce b•tween within 
and without, above and below, -.le And fe~ale, with 
and against, that any Mtmblance of order i• 
created."20 ! 

This need to order life, and thereby make sense out of it, 

would e xplain the tendenc y on the part of the rabbis to 

categorize every ·detail of life, and 

category ./ accordingly. At the same 

to apply laws to each 

time, there exis~ an 

underlying awareness of the arbitrary nature of the$e 

. categories and these laws. 2 & ror example, on page 2 2 above, 

&•See above, p.47 . 

20Mary Douglas, Purity and Qaoger, New Yorka 1966, p.4. 

2 &Edmund Leach has written: "Every human soc iety bas 
rules of incest and e xogamy. Though the rules vary, they 
always have the implication that ••• there are women of 2Y!­
ls.i.D.Q. with whom sexual relations would be incestuous and 
there are wo.en of the other kind with whee .. x relations 
are allowed. Bu~ here again, we are i...c:li•tely l•d into 
paradox. ·How was it in the b9Qinning? If our Urst parents 
were person• of two kinds, what was that other kind? But if 
they w•r~ both of our kind, then their r•l•tions ~ust haYe 
been inc .. tuous · and we are all born in sin ••• If the logic of 
our thought leads us to distinguish wa from ~. how c4n we 
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the discussion in B.T. v9baeot 39b of forbidd.,, andf 

in S.reahit R&bb&h SS1~, 

is M9"tioned. In this text, th• objective absurdity of the 

who is absol tely forbidden to a •an as a s~ual part~, 

becomes nqt only a permitted partner, but a · partn91"' with 

whom n• must, by l•w, engage in sexual relations. Th• law 
\ 

assumes an ability to isolate feelings of sexual attraction 

and intimacy, and apply them to • role, as opposed to a · 

relationship. The rabbis kn.w that this kind of ..paratiqn 

contradicted human natures the admonition that a •an must 

carry out his levirate responsibility even if he doesn't 

find his brother'• wife attractive 
. \._/ 

unnaturalness of levirate law. 22 Not only 

addresses th' 

would a man have 

to marry a woman whom he might find unacceptable for any 

variety of reasons i but the offspring of his union with ' her 

would not be consid1rred his own. The rabbis feeble attltfllpt 

to describe the merits of th• one who fulfills his levirat• 

r9sponsibiliti•• is hardly convincing. 2~ 

There is another way in which th• strangeness of the 

concept of levirate marriage i• explored in th• Judah and 

bridge th• gap and ••tablish social and sexual relation• 
with 'th• others' without throwing our cat99ori .. int~ 
confusion?" In Gto••i• aa Myth AQd Other Ea .. ya, pp.10~11 • 

••Bereshit Rabbah 8S1S. 

-rltShit Rabb&h 8S1S discus... th• c•- of R. Yossi 
ben Halafta who fulfilled his levirate duty and had five 
sons, in Spite o~ th• fact that hi• wife was ugly. 



.. 

' 

93 

T..ar narrative. Th• idea of a fath9T'-in-1-., lyfng with h s 

daught•r-in-law waa .,, un .. ttling one even in ancient times. 

Yet in ter•s of human gut response to sleeping with • d••d 

rel&tive•s wife, w•s the difference b•tween brother-in-l•w 

and f&ther-f n-l•w re•lly all that:>gre•t? Two possibilities 

result f~om this observ&tionf either it w&sn•t so b&d for 

Judah &nd Tamar tp sleep together under the circumstance$, 

o~ levirate marriage was complicated even in the most 

• . standard cases. 

The example of On&n as levir appears to be a standard 

case of levir&te marri&g•, •nd it is one which ends i n 

disaster . According to the biblical text, On•n rebels 

•g•inst the concept of levirate marriage. The Bible 

indic&tes that God was displeased, resulting in Onan's 

death . The text does not specify whether God w•s displeased 
. 

· be~ause of Onan'~ failure to &bide by the laws of levirate 
'-

mar r i •ge, or b ec&use of the specific act of s pilling his 

seed on the ground. Rabbinic interpretation focuses upon the 

·•ct, which is viewed as a serious sexual tr•nsgression. 

the Babylonian Talmud tr&ctate Niddah cont•i~s a large 

S@Ction which deals with the emission of semen "in vain" 

<i.e. lacking the explicit potential for procr••tion). The ,..; 

section goes . into detail &bout wh•t constitutes ej&cµl&ti on 

in v&in, and how to avoid situations in which one might get 

uncomfortably excited. Within this context, On•n's death 

offers proof of the st&te11Mtnts that, 110ne who al low• hi"5el f 

,. 
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to fantasize [about .~ is not allowed into the fold of the 

Holy One," 2 • and the hyperbolic, "Anyone who ejaculat es his 

seed in ~ain must die. "29 

emphasizes the destruction 

A spectrum of midra5hic text s 

a person causes by 

ma~turbating. 2• In some of these texts, the concern about 

• wasting seed is extended from an individual concern t o a 

universal /concern. Midrash Sekhel Tov e xpresses this 

concern: 

"'And w"hat 'he" did was displeasing to the Lord,' that 
he wasted his seed, when the Holy O~e 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 Cby wasting his seed] he killed the children w~o 

...,ere suppo sed to come from him. Therefore, 'He t ook. 
his life also.' Why is it written that he took his 
life also? Because his judgement was the same as his 
br o ther's; like his brother, his death came from 
heaven. And w~y did [Erl waste his seed? In or de~ not 
t o diminish her ' beauty . And God reacted in the same 
way ~ would have had they killed the children, ~heir 
se~. And thus you should interpret 'Your br o ther' s 
bloo d cries out t o Me' not as only his blood, but his 
bl ood and the blood of his seed. And likewise, •I hav e 
taken note of the blood o f Naboth and. the bl ood o f his 
sons •.. ' Cl ! Kings 9:26 ) ". 27 

In these texts, we can see the origin~ of the desperate 

conc ern for Jewish survival. If [menl do not use their 

sexual instinct and potential in order to create n~w life, 

· 2 •B.T. Niddah 13b. 

299.T. Niddah 13a. 

2 •see nn.~1,82 above. 

27Midrash Sekhel Tov to Genesis 38:10. 
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the future of the entire nation is J.opardized. 'ljhe 

applicat i on to ~•n only ia clear, for Ta,..r'• propensity 

toward masturbation is not condemned& in fact; it is thought 

to enhance her ability to conceive. 29 One might wonder why 

such attention is paid to the subject of male 

ejacula~ion. Perhaps it is beoause ejaculation is the Q!!ly 

contribution men make to the process of creating new life. 

As women were so clearly the dominating force in this 

supremely important area · of partnership with God, men 

writing Rabbinic Literature emphasized those areas that they 

could control: distinctions between acceptable and 
~ ~ 

unacceptable partners, and distinctions between ac ceptable 

and unacceptable forms of sex, including ejac ulation. 

III. MEASURE FOR MEASURE: 
BALANCING AND INTEGRATING TEXT 

It has previous ly been mentioned that rabBini c 

literat ure e xhibits the prop~nsi ty to seek out order ~hen 

faced with varied and unpredicatable human lives, a c tions, 

and relationships. One important manifestation p f order lS 

balanc e. Balance implies a system of cause and effect, 

thereby diminishing 

world. The rabbis 

the per c epti~n of randomness in the/ 

wanted t o inculacate an attitude t hat 

humans should be accountable and reaponsible for their 

actions. One of the ways they fostered thi~ attitude was by 

2 •e.T. Ycbemot 34b. Also 5ee n.154. 
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seeking out ex•mple& of balance in th• biblical text . Oncel 

they had found these e xamples, the rabbi• could use the~ to 

prescr ibe a •imilar within their own life 

situations. ;J 

There a~e many example& of balance in the biblical 

narrative of Judah and Tamar,.~ One of these examples invol ves 

Judah's sons. Two of Judah'& sons die in the beg i nning of 
I 

the narrative, and two are born at the end. When examined in 

the context of the Joseph nal"rati ve, the death and birth of 

Judah 's s ons are "bookended" by the loss and discovery of 

Jacob's son, Joseph. · In their effor t to achieve balance, the 
.._. 

rabbis tried to reconcile the discrepancy in the number of 

sons. In Tanhuma Buber , Va-Viggash 10, Jacob speaks of 

"dying" i'n two worlds when he thought that Joseph was dead; 

i n this wo rld and in t he wo rld t o come. 2 • S i nce Jacob had 

lost one son, in compar ison t o the two Judah had lost, ' the 
. 

rabbis said that Jacob g r ieved d oubly intensely; intensely 

enough for two sons. The balance Cf or Jacob) to the birth ~ f 

Peres and Zerah is f ound within the b i blic~l text; during . 
his career in Egypt, Joseph has been blessed with ~wo s ons, 

Ephrai m and Mennaseh. When he meets them, Jacob cl a ims 

J oseph's two sons as his o wn. 

Sometimes ''balancing" texts can be intensely punitive . 

In one such text , the rabbis attribute the deaths of Bat 

Shua 1 Er and Onan to Judah' s role in the sale of Joseph. 

" a•Tanhuma Buber, Va-Yiggash 10. 

, 
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According to this text, God pl•nn.ct the bir"ths of Er and 
J . 

On•n so th•t Judah would experience exac~ly the aame type of 

grief that he c•used J•cob to experienc•f grief for • de•d 

son.•0 Not •11 of the punitive texts are quite as 

vindictive,.. In Midrash Sekhel Tov the conclusion that Er 
( 

must h•ve also spilled his seed on the ground is reached by 

deductive reasoningJ .he died the s•me way that Onan did, and 

' it is written e xplicitly that Onan spilled his seed on the 

ground. The balanc e here is that punishment is chosen on the 

basis of the kind of transgression committed, in a 

consistent and u~faiiing manner. 

Motifs and scenarios appear within the Judah and Tamar 

narrati ve which are recognizable from other places within " 

the ttiblical text. The whole conc ept o f a cunning woman 

tricking a man a nd lying with him originated in the Bible 

with the stor y pf Lot' s daughters, and is repeated .in the 

story of Jacob and Leah, beft~e it appear s in the Jud~h and 

TamaY narrati ve. The irony of male and female roles, and 

language creates it's own form o f balance and integrati on , 

while, at the same time, it deepens the soph~tication of 

the biblical text. The concept of "'<nowing," o ften 

understood to be an act that a m4le character performs upon 

an female character, is balanced in these stories by an 

alternative definition. ' Knowing,' bec•use of the daring 

acts of these women, comes to take on connotations of 

=-0 see p.8. 

• 
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'recognition's recognition of self and recognitio~ of 

others. While the rabbis may not have consciously responded 

to the reversal of sexual authority implied by th• r o les and 

language of Judah and Tamar, texts such as B.T. Mtai1l•h lOb 

in , which men ar encouraged ~o be able to recognize the 

women under their roof respond to this implication.m& 

Most of the examples of balance in the Judah and Tamar 

n arrative are parallels with incidents occuring i n other 

sections of the Joseph narrative. Language and themes of 

the Joseph narrative ar~ - sustained and built up within 

Genes~s Chapter 38.:a2 The use of the phrases "ha-ker na" Cdo 

you recognize>:a:a and "gedi izzim11:a• balance interaction~ in 

Genesis chapter, 38 with events which happened in chapter 37. 

Jn chapter 37, when the brothers ask Jacob to examine 

Joseph' s bloodied coat, they are tricking Jacob int o 

think ing that J osep.h is dead. They a ctually prevent Jacob 

from knowing the truth, and cause him tremendous grief. 

Judah is repaid in kind when Tamar asks him to ex~mine his 

own possessions. His anguish is caused by knowing the truth; 

' but along with that anguish comes an opportunity to change. 

The blood in which th~ brothers dipped Joseph's coat in 

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

m&See p.45, n.136 above. 

:a2 see Alter, Robert Jhe Art of the Biblical Narrati ve. 

:a•s.e pg. 63 . 

••see pg. 49. 

r 
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Taa&r for lying with her is also a kid.lMI 

Balancing the •vent• in this chapter with •vents in 

other sections of th• Joseph narrativ• .. rve• a purpose 

beyond the achi•vement of • sense of ord•r in the rabbi s ' 

1 i ves. It f connects the Judah and Tamar narrative t o the 

Joseph ~arrative, making what was oft•n considered an 

independent source1 into an integral part of the narrative. 

IV.JME· SOVEREIGNTY Or JUDAH 

' 
The bibli cal text of Genesis chapter 38 describes the 

r--
turning, point in Judah's career; the point at whi c h he is 

singled out from all the other b rothers and given an 

identity; the point at which his story is told. Pri~r to 

this chapter , we have little indication o f Judah's sovereign 

destiny; m~ following this chapter, Judah asserts his 

position as leader of his brothers and, ultimately, his 

peop le .m7 With this bibli cal turninQ,_point as a foundation, 

msranhuma Buber VaYiggash 10 . 

m•see above, p. 1. 

m7 In Genesis chapter 43, Judah convinc es Jacob to let 
Benja~in return to Egypt with the brothers, o ffering nimself 
as an "eravon," a pledge for Benjamin's -.fe ret urn. I n 
Genesis c hapter 44, Judah makes an e xception•lly eloquent 
plea to Jos•ph on behalf of Benjamin. In Genesi s 46:28, 
Jacob makes Judah ~he leader of the clan in its descent into 
Egypt. And in Jacob's blessing of Judah, Genesis 49:8-1 0 he 
predicts Judah'• future as leader of his brothers ' and his 
people. 

,, 
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rabbinic traditions describe what the rabbis Wlderstood s 

the transformation of Judah. The wor d "transformation" 

indicates that the change in Judah extend9d far beyond a 

change in sta'tus. J udah ' s change i n status i.• seen ata a 
""" 

result of / his ethical and moral development, and the 

tr.ansformation 
. 

wrought through his achievement of taelf-

awareness. The development of a scenario in whi c h troe 

c haracter transformation occured was an effective way for 

the rabbis t o justify Judah's ultimate attainment of 

sovereignty. 

To more effectively iilustrate Judah ' s transformation, 

the rabbis emphasized and elaborated upon his descent. 2 • 

They made much of his mistakes: his role in the sale of 
' 

Joseph; his marriage to a Canaanite woman; his withholding 

of Shela~ from Tamar; and his a cceptance of the services of 

a p rostitute. <soon after the death of his wife, no less.> In 
, 

explaining the attribution of merit to Judah, they reasoned 

that he "had to descend .in order t o asce!:ld, 11 =-• ma king his 

ascent all the more powerfvl . The steps along the way up a re 

also emphasized and e xtended; these include his ' fulfi l lment 

of the law of levirate marriage, his publi c admission o f 

guilt in the case of Tamar; and his defense of Ben jamin in 

~ the presence . of Joseph. 

2 •see a bove, pp . 9-11. --
2 •see Aggadat Beretahit , 64-65. 

. . -
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The •cc-s>tance of failure •• A- nec .. sary prerequisite 

tos~ 
questions 

provided a philoaophical rationale for answering 

bout why Judah kingship. But 

philosophy is not always sufficient when answers are being 

sou~ht to existential .questions. Thus, the rabbis provide 

other kinds of j~stification for Judah, soaietitntts claiming 

he was~ "only humanf "40 other ti-• creating legal fictions 

to neutralize his actions. 4 • The final justification for 

Judah's attainmen~· 6f -~overeignty is that he was chosen .by 
, 

• God. Once this possibility was articulated, the downfall of 

the tribe of Judah could always be explained in a way which 

would "°t destroy authority or faith. 

In rabbinic liter&ture, Judah transcends his individual 

identity and bec~mes a symbol of the tribe and of the iewish 

people. Thuc, the commentary which explains the reason~ for 

Judah's descent is also a commentary on the defeat of the 

tribe and th~cline and exile of the .Jewish people as a 

whole. The many texts • which connect Judah's descent t o 

Adullam with Israel's military defeat at Adullam, as 

described by the prophet Micah, prew.ent a clear example of 

Judah as a symbol of demise. 4 • Perhaps more importantly, the 

40 See nn.27, 28, and 94. 
, 

4 • Exa.pl•• of this include ••king foreign women into 
converts ' <• .. above, n.34> and trying to show that Bat Shua 
wasn't Gan•anite (above, n.31>. ....-

4 9Exuiples can be found in Bereshit Rabbah 85111 
Tanhu .. Buber Y•-Ywab•v 101 "idr•sh haGadol to Genesis ~S:lf 
and.Midrastt Leka~ Tov to Gen••i• 3811. 
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to re~laim sovereignty if they repent and .. nd their· ways. 

Th• texts which make this point most powerfully are those 

which pres'?' t Judah as sover•ign over hi& brothers prior to 
~ / 

, 

,. 

th• sale of Joseph.•2 These. reflect the painful regr et and 
' 

guilt exilic Jew5 felt 
I 

concerning Israel's downfall. 
J 

Understood in a context in which Judah reclaims his position 

of sovereignty , these texts provide a basis for hope. 

The question of why Judah merited sovereignty has thus 
~ .. 

far been asked as a question about his qualifications and 

liabilities. But the appointment of Judah as sovereign is 

also puzzling bec au!§_e theoretically, the eldest brother in a 

" family would be e xpected_ t o be appointed sovereign . Jacob's 

first born s o n i s Reuben, f o llowed b y Simeon and Levi who 

are also older than Judah. Reuben's appearance in the Joseph 

nar rative \ s s imilar in many ways t o Judah's . They a r e the 

o nly t~o brot her s menti oned as hav ing spec ifi c r o les in the 

sat~o f J ose ph . Whi le J ud ah' s intenti o ns a re unc lear in the 

sale of Joseph, Reuben clearly wishes t o save h ts life and 

retur n him t o safety. Bo th of them also tr y t o convinc e 

Jacob t o let Benjamin go t o Egypt with so that t hey c an 

proc ure food. Reuben o ffers his sons as pledges f or Benjami n 

and his offer is rejected by Jacob; Judah offers himself as 

a pledge for Benja~in, and his off•r is a'?c•pted. Nothjng 

about Reuben-./appears to be ·offensive, and- not hing about 

•:a See above, p.9, and nn .11-13. 



.. 

.. 

J 103 

Judah seems superior to Reuben. Sifre Dev&ri•, Piska 348, 

gives an answer to the question of why Judah comes t o 

'May ~~uben live and not die'CDeuteronomy 33:6) 'And 
this he s~i d of Juda~'CDeuteronomy 3317) . 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 I'. When 
Reu~en saw that Judah confessed, he too stood and confess•d 
his deed. Therefo,-e, it is said that Judah caused Reuben to 
repent. It is written about thems 'That which wise ~en have 
transmitted from their fathers, and have not withheld, to 
whom alone the land was given, no stranger passing among 
them' < Jo~ 15:18-19). 

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

• Tamar , and perhaps also with regard to Benjamin (when he 

offers his own person as a pledge>, which distinguishes 

Judah from Reuben in the eyes of the rabbis, and all ows him 

t o be redeemed. The fact that Judah repents, and sets an 

e xample of a model . o f repentence, is s o impressive that it 

alone may account for his achievements.•• 

••In the discussion of kingshi p, menti on should be made 
of an article by Gary Rendsburg entitled "David and his 
Ci re 1 e in Gemrsi s XX XVI J J 1' ~ 3614 < 1986> pp. 438-446. 
Rendsburg understands the Judah and Tamar story as a story 
about King David and his family, written in the period ,o f 
the monarchy, and thinly disguised in order to mairTtain ~ 
semblance of respect. He •••s strong parallels between the 
characters of the Judah and Tamar narrative and the Royal ,Circle. 
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Y.REDEPIPTION 

Without Ta~ar, the transformation of Judah would be 

impossibl~. She actually transforms Judah, from one who 
I 

knows but doesn't recognize, to one who recognizes and 

ch~oses not to know. The process of r•demption begins w~en 
I 

she veils herself beyond recognition at Petah Enaim, and 

Judah "knows" her sexuallys redemption is born when Pere·~, 

the ancestor of Davi d, emerges from Tamar's womb. By then, 

Judah has achieved · i~i l recognition of his past mistakes ~nd 

~ no longer "knows" Tamar sexually. Zvi Jagendorf has written 

the followingJ 

' "I~ the first chapters of Genesis the same v•rb ~ 
means to know and distingui sh between moral categories 
and to be aware of one's own and another's physical 
difference <nakedness ) . Underlying all the first . 
instances of knowing is the concept of distinction 
rendered physical ly immediate b y the image of the 
o pened· eyes. 11 •u1 

Ironically, the pl ace of Judah's union is called .. 
•

11 Petah Enaim," the open /ng 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 so casually entrusts to heq to his 

responsibility to his people and to her; and t o the weight 

of his background and his future. Tamar's d•termination to 

••zv.i Jagendor f, "'In the Morning, B•hold, ' it was 
Leah'"• G.nesis - and the Reversal of Sexual Knowledge" 
Prooftexts 4 <1984):pp.187-191. 
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perpetuate her husband 's line leads to the events of Genesis 

chapter 3 8 , and culminates in the birth of Pere~, a d~rect 

ancestor of Ki.n g Davi d . 

The th~e of a woman from "the outside" taking peYsonal 

Yisks for , the sake of the . Jewish people, and subsequently 

becoming part of the messianic line, 
\ 

is a populaY bibli c al 

theme. TamaY, Ruth and Rahab all fit this pyototype. They 

each pYesent theiy own type of perceived and active 

sexuality. Rahab is thYought to be a pYofessional 

pYostitute, but the Yis~ she takes for t~e Jewish people 

does not involve sexual activity on her part . She hides the 

Israelite spies in t)er home, and is thereby saved from 

' destruct1on. Ruth's .daring act, lying at Boaz' feet, is most 

likely a form of seduction, but the term "prostitute" neveY 

. arises in relatio~ to Ruth. Tamar is not a prostitute, but 

she dresse~ 1 i ke one so that Judah wi 11 lie with her . Tamar 
.. 

and Ruth are linked by parallel biblical motifs: both women 

are from questionable but, for some reason, acceptable 

lineage. They feel themselves connec ted to the Peo ple i n to 

which they marry and find themselves unable to redeem their 

husb ands bec ause of an •obstacle, which is oveYcome through 

their own inge.nuity and a twist on levirate marriage • . Ra':'av 

is linked to Tamar in the Midrash by the scarlet thread, 

tied onto Zera~'s hpnd at birth, and used by her as a sign -to the Israelite spies that they were safe. 
' 

Despite their questionable conduct, these three women 

> 
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are all ess•nti•l to the process of redemption, both Jewish 

•nd Christian. Matthew 1r2-6 includes Tamar, Ra~ab, and Ruth 

in Jesus' geneology. Somehow, the possibility of sin is 
l 

sensed univers"ally as an element in closeness to God, and 

these women° validate this feeling. Edmund Leac h has written, 

"'Sinfulness' i's a very ambiguous ~lity 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. 11

•• 

Philo strongly asserts that vi rtue is n9 t limi ted to 
# 
"i nsider s," the desc endent s of Abraham, Isaac and J a cob. He 

uses Tamar as an e xample of a person who came from a heather 

' famil y but was pro moted t o a position o f honor . The 

conc l usion he comes to i s that "Everyone is to be judged b y 

his conduc t and not b y his desc ent."•7 Tamar's conduct 

c auses her t o be judged parti c ular l y favorably because of 

her perceived passion t o serve (and save ) the Jewish peop le. 

The fo l l owi ng p iyyut was written by Yannai as a tribute t o 

Tamar: 

The p ious Tamar sanc tified the Divine name 
She desi red sacred seed 

.. She dec ei yed by becoming a "gedeshah" 
(alter nate understanding: 
She deceived and did pious deeds ) 
And succ eeded in her ho ly plan 
She kept her widowhood befor• Adonai 
Adonai did n ot deny 

••Edmund Leach, "The legitimacy of Solomon" in Genesis 
as Myth and Other Essays, pp.64-65. 

• 7 Colson , F.H. Ph i lo, On the Virtues: Nobility , v.8. 
(Cambr idge : Harvar d Uni versity Pr~ss, 1938>, p.161. 
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Her passion to be root•d in the People of Adonai 
Because they are the seed that God blesaad.•• 

In rabbinic 1 i terature, tension is felt between the 

need for both Tamar and Judah to repent, and the role of 

Divine ~rovidence in the act. Tar gum Yonatan inserts a 

divine voice after' Judah proclaims Tamar to be innocent, 

attributing the events of Chapter 38 to the Divine hand, and 

implying that the plot was constructed in order to allow 

Judah an opport.u~ity.. 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 e verything, including Juoah's descent, in order t o .... 

bring the redeemer. •• Bereshit Rabbah also points out that 

God planned everyt hi ng so that the last redeemer would be 

born before . the first oppressor was born. 90 And other texts 

stress the role of God in the actual union between Judah a nd 

Tamar, saying that a Divine voice prompted Judah to l i e with 

her.e~ 

. 
Given this Divine endorsement of the events of Chapter 

38, the need for repentanc e might be questioned. The 

presence of texts in which Judah and Tamar are seen as 

••zulay, M. ed. Piyyute Yannai CBerlinaSchocken,1938 >, 
p.54. 

••Tanhuma Buber Va-Yeshev 11. 

80B~reshit Rabbah 85:1. 

••Bereshit Rabbah 85:8. 

.. 
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without the tension that a combination of Godly and human 

influence presents, we might ask the questions Why should 

humans acr, righteously, or refrain from doing evil, or 

repent, if God predetermines our actions and outcomes 

anyway? 
I 

By presenting Tamar as an inherently righteous woman 

who acts only Qut of the best intentions, the rabbis present 

a model of a righteous human being, li v ing with the gu~dance 

of God . Her engagement in acts which we would normally 

consider to demand repentance; i.e., deceiving Judah, a nd 

playing the harlot, make her model o f redeption all the more 

accessible. Redemption is available t o all who seek it , e ven 

if they are "outsiders." even if they are "sinners." For the 

sinner who repen~s is dearer to God than anyone else, as the 

female progenitors of the Messiah come to prove. 
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This t'hesis has explored the rabbinic traditions 

developed in response to th~ Judah and Tamar narrative, and 
\ 

the · themes which emerge from such a study. The rabbinic 

interpretation of this text underscored tensions within the 

Biblical text itself, but beyond that, has attempted to make 

Torah relevant to the rabbis' personal interests and 

concerns. There are ·several areas of interpretation which 

seem particularly radical, either because their connection 

to the text is tenuous, or because they actually contradict 
..... 

the app~rent meaning of the biblical text. In conclusion, · I 

wil 1 focus on these areas, in an attempt to discern a 

r!bbinic attitude -toward the limits of text interpretation . 

The fjrst area of interpretation in which there <l.1s a 

noticeable expansion of the \ieaning of the text occur ~ in 

verse 7, the verse in which Er displeases God so much that 

God takes his life. Any reader of this text would ask what 

Er's terrible crime was. The only Biblical e v idence for 

interpretation is circumstantiali Er's death direc tly 

precedes Onan's, and we do have some information about the 

cause of Onan's death. There is also one linguistic· p o int 

which could, possibly, support the notion that Er and Onan 

died for the same reason; in verse 10, we read that God took 

' Onan's life ~· The rabbis make much of this d1ttail ·i.n 
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Onan'• life ~· The rabbis make much of this detail in 

their attempt to find a reason for Er's death. The concept 

of inexplicable death was unacceptable to the rabbis. They 

wanted to " ow the reason for death, yet they knew from 

their o~n e xper ience that ~t was not always possible to know 

thrs, and it was bothersome to them . rrom the few brief 
I 

words about Er in this chapter, the rabbis developed a whole 

character. Whether he was influenced by his mother, hi s 

surroundings, or his own r 'ationale, Er is a human being. If 

his death goes unexplained, so might our own. 

The rabbis focused on the subject of se xual 

transgression as a crime in the cases o f Er and Onan. They 

' clearly wanted to di st inguish between acc eptabl e and 

unacceptable sexual behavior, and they stretched the simple 

meaning of the text in order to serve that purpose. ln the 
~ 

bibli cal rendition o f Onan's transgression , it i s not c lear 
/ 

whether his death came as a r esult of the act of spilling 

h is seed itself, or whether he wa~ng punished for 

disobeying the law o f the lev~r. rabbini c, literatu re 

uniforml y 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 

interpretation of these verses has made them richer. 

Another area of focus as the rabbis interpreted this 

chapter is t+le whole idea of female sexual ity and 

. ...__ 
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physiol ogy. The texts which discuss the methods. b y which 

Ta111ar re&di•d hl!f'sel f ." fur p regnancy are not ind i ·c ated b y 

a nyt h ing •ore ~han the fact t hat TAmar gets pregnant after 

one sexual encou~ter with Judah . PerhaPf the rabbis had 

noticed that many women did not get, pregnant after first 

intercourse, and they wanted to reassure people that there 
l 

was nothing wrong with t hem . Perhaps they wante d to stress 

once again. how committed Tamar was to her purpose; she was 

not going to take any chances. There are many possible 

reason!i why the rabbis inserted these texts, but it seems 
# 

fairly certain that they had little to do with the Biblical 

story itself. Likewise, those texts which base determination 

" of p regnancy on the time interval between Tamar and Judah's 

conception ~nd the point at which Judah was informed of 

Tamar's pregnancy have no basis in the pshat of ~he biblical 

text. 

A simple reading of verses 25 and 26 would lead one to 

believe that Tamar complete~y 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 because they were items of which he could not deny 

ownership. Moreover, Judah's embarrassment is crucial to the 

comic irony t) f the literature, after his expression of 

concern about being embarrassed by the her.lot, whom he 

doesn't know is really Tamar, in verse 23. Y•t the rabbis 

interpret Tamar's confrontation with Ju~h compl e tely 
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differently. They und•rstand h•r to be v•ry di scr•et ~hen 

she informs him of his r ole in her pregnancy. This 

int•rpretation achieves two purposes: it •dds to Tamar's 

image as a ')'odest and praiseworthy woman, altogether suited 
I-

to be a ~ehicle for redempti~n, and it allows Judah to be 

seen as making his confession out of his own free will. 
I 

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 in inteYpreting the text this way. Perhaps 
. 

they wanted to encourage discretion and a concern for t'he 

honor of all people within their communities . In any case, 

' this is a clear e xample of rabbinic license in interpreting 

the text. 

Finally, in their interpretation, the rabbis make God's 

presence a,,r,id Di v ine providence an e xplicit part of this 

text. The only place God is mentioned in the Biblical text 
,, 

is as source of the deaths of Er and Onan. Interpreti ve 

tradition e xpands the specific role1of God far b~yond thes e 

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 Di v ine voi c e at 

Tamar's tribunal who claims responsibility for the events of 

Genesis Chapter 3~. Midra&~ Tan~uma, Bereshit Rabtiah, and 

other texts contain exegesis which stresses th• strangeness 

of God's ways,- and the inadequacy of human beings to 
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und•r•t•nd the ways in which God function&. The explica~ion 

of the role of God in the interpretation of this narrative 

imparts a sense of meaning and order to a se1t111ingly bizarre 

sequence of -"vents, and 
I 

justifies the ulti .. te outcome of 

the narrative, i.e., the continuation of the 

Davidic /Messianic lineL The fact that the Biblical 
\ 

references to God are purely punitive in this narrative also 

gave the rabbis reason to e xpand God's role. Human beings 

need to bel ieve i n a God who does more than punish . 

Midrash is a proc ess which applies human emotions and 

fhuman intellect to the literature of Torah . The changirfO 

context of human e xperience demands interpretation which 

will e xpaAd change the text even slightly in order to · 

include all poss ible contexts . At the same time, human 

experience is essen~ially consistent, and thus benefits f tom 

a tradition of lessons from the past. Given the results of 

this study , I have no reason to believe that t ne 

c onsi derations of the rabbi s who wr ote these ' texts were any 

different from my own today . We s hare the same pa~sion f o r 

discovering and e xp ounding the universal truths of Tor ah, as 

well as a desire to make the Torah a~ cessible to those who 

touch it. As for the concern that at times we might stretch 

too far from the literal meaning o f a Biblical text, this 

study supports the view of Emerton, who has written that " It 

cannot be· taken f or granted that a story in Genesis had a 

single meaning aod purpose and retained them unchanged 
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throughout history. 111 At least one Rabbinic viewpoint ~rees 

with this assessmen~, as the following Talmudi c passage 

i 11 ustratess 

~baye answered: f'"or Scripture s&ith, 'God hath 
spoken one~ twice have I heard th i s, that the strength 
belongeth unto God.' On~ Biblical verse may convey several. 
teaching6, but a single teaching cannot be deduced from 
different Scriptural verses. In R. Ishmael' s school it was 
taught, 'And li~e a hammer that ..trf"eaketh the r ock in 
~s,' i.e., just a s (t he rock J is split into man y 
splinters, so also may one Bibli c al ver s e conve y many 
teachings. " 2 

1 J.Emerton, 
p.414. 

"Judah and Tamar" VT 291(1979 )403-415, 

--
2 8.T. Sanhedrin 34a. 

' 
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