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CHAPTER 1:INTRODUCTION -

A Different Approach to Biblical' Text

Until recently, most biblical study dealing with people

in the Bible has focused on the men. Through biblical

scholarship we see that the Patriarchs, Moses and Aaron, the

Prophets and the Kings are key players in the text. Women

assume only a minor role and even when they are mentioned in

the text, many of them remain nameless. Edith Deen mentions

34 unnamed daughters, 24 unnamed wives, and 18 unnamed

mothers in the Bible.’ Biblical scheolars tell us that who

these women are is unimportant. What they do and to whom

they are related to seem more significants

Biblical society was a patriarchal one and the stories

in the Bible seem to be written from that perspective. This
is understandable when one looks at the origins of the

canonized text. Much of the Pentateuch was derived from

Priestly activity, an all-male hereditary group. And

virtually all of the historical writings, from Joshua to

I1 Kings were probably based on court documents from royal

cirgcles - a largely male group.’ Adela Collins feels that

because of this, biblical women are presented and behave in

LaT=)
<

TThe use of the word 'Bible’ in this paper refers to the Hebrew Scriptures which includes Torah,
Prophets and thngs

ishers 1¢ﬁ‘5

1983) sectnon lII

: Carol Meyers st_mum_Em(Naw York Oxford Unlve;r:s‘.ltylr Press, 1988), p. 12.
minist | X scholarship (Chico, CA: Scholars

Press 1985). p. 5.
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wefe—expected_to_control_mhat_happened_around them. The

women's role was to be wives and mothers and were thus

usually seen only in relation to their husbards and sonss

when the women are discussed, it is from within the context

of a patriarchal society. The full picture of these women -

their emotions, their thoughts, their motivations, and their

activities outside of childbearing and childrearing - is

usually not discusseds

Because of the patriarchal bent to the Bible, and

because men are the ones who have customarily commented on

the Bible, most people throughout histery have understood the

Bible from this perspective, From Rabbinic times, until the

very end of the nineteenth centu

who commented on the Bible were male. This has greatly

influenced the general populace's knowledge and impression of

the text. People who read the Bible are often well versed in

the Patriarchs and Prophets, and their personalitiea and

Bible, other than in the way the women are involved in the

lives of these men.

Rabbis of the Midrash and Talmud, the earliest people to

comment on the Bible, have a strong male-oriented approach to

the text. Although biblical women were often revered as

heroines, the Rabbis could not help viewing some of them just

as they viewed the women of their own day - according to

preconceived notions regarding the limitations of the female
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sex.’ On the whole, men were discussed in much greater detail

than the women. Medieval commentators seem to be even less

inte

Rabbis. Very little is said about the biblical verses which

contain female narrative or conversation. Most commentary

glosses over the women characters as if their presence in the

text is insignificant.

Even in modern times = umtil the past decade or two

most biblical discussion was written by men about men. The

Encyclopedia Judaica has a three page discugssion of the
patriarchs® but has no entry under "Matriarchs". Although

there ie an individual entry for each woman, the emphasis is

orrthe Patriarchs to whom they are married, and their roles

in relation to their husbands or children. Most modern books

containing commentary on Genesis, (which contains the most
narratives about women), talk about these stories as stories

of the Patriarchs. The Anchor Bible on Genesis, a joint

lpreéeetoﬁPxotestanthathnligand Jewish scholars, calls

part II, "The Story of the Patriarchs."’ Von Rad, an often
quoted German biblical scholar, calls section III of his

commentary on Genesis, "The Biblical Patriarchal History.

He describes the theme of the Bible as God, the Creator of

the world, calling the Patriarchs and promising them the land

of Canaan.® A look at the Table of Contents in Nahum Sarna's

% Leila Leah Bronner, From Eve to Esther (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1994),
XiV-RV.

* Encyclopedia Judaica Vol. 13 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing, 1972), pp. 181-183.

7 EA Spe:ser W(Gwden City Doubladay 1964)

'Ibld . 14,

1872).
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Understanding Genesis'® gives us a good understanding of the

male-oriented approach to biblical study. Each chapter

heading has subtopics. The chapter on Creation lists 'Man

the pinnacle of Creation’, and 'Cain and Abel,' but does not

not listed. Hagar is mentioned only by her role as it relates

to Abraham - 'Hagar the concubine.' The chapter heading, 'The

Birth of Isaac and the Akedah' does not mention Sarah. In

the chapter 'Winding Up Affairs,' Rebekah is not listed by

| name but by her role as 'a wife for Isaac.' She is not

listed at all under the chapter heading 'Jacob and Esau' even

though "the birth of the twins' is. It is clear that the

majority of commentary in these types of booke concentrates

on the men in the biblical stories and their relationship

with God, their families, and the Israelite people.

When women entered the field of biblical scholarship

they began to read the text through different eyes. They

started to bring their own personal experiences as women to

'Lettykussallexplainsthismorefn1134“ﬂgmen+a§persons
. . h s .

their understanding and explanation of the biblical texts.

who live in and through a female body, have some distinctive

experiences of the world that meén do not have."' Women also

have a unique perspective created by the social and cultural

differences brought on by living in a male dominated society.

understanding to the biblical stories. Even though the Bible

" Nahum Sarna. Understanding Genasis (New York: Schocken, 1970}, pp. ix-xii.
" Letty M. Russeli, Feminist interpretation of the Bibla (Philadelphia: Westminster Prass, 1985),

p. 113.
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does not mention women as often as men, there is a tremendous

amount of information about them in the text. The stories

| ] - ved ! ion they

deserve. By carefully reading the texts that mention women,

we can learn a tremendous amount about them as individuals

| and the important roles that they played in biblical society.

We can see that biblical women are intelligent and caring,

| concerned about their families and their people. They are

able to analyze situaticons and establish a sense of priority,

weighing their needs against the neeas © = community.

There are other reasocns for bringing a feminist

interpretation of the Bible to light. It can give readers a

applied to Modern society. The Bible is often used to

improperly perpetuate stereotypes of the subordinate female.

i For example, the classic image of Eve being created not only

second to Adam but alsc from Adam's rib has been used to

Ieeatinuetheattitudeafuamen'a inferiority to men. Eve is

also considered a temptress and a woman of evil, traits that

are often extrapolated to include all women. Esther Fuchs

points out that the majority of women in the Bible are

portrayed as deceptive women.!? Because of this, the text has

often been used to create suspicion and distrust of women in

general. By creating a new approach to biblical studies, the

- s .
- » = J (2 = =2l - L= NSl -y - =i - = - [ L 1L [ ] [ 18]

and devaluing a woman's position in society.

ical Androcenirism, in Adela
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as feminist scholarship has developed, new scholars have

begun to analyze the women in the pible. A careful re-

reading of the text Eh6ws‘that‘kncwn—”truthsl—abeut—%negsible

are not totally true. Emmerson notes that the negative

attitude towards women that many readers perceive is not

necessarily inherent in the biblical text. Frymer-Kensky

points out that "the meaning of the story depends precisely

on the assumptions that readers make while reading it.""

Dasptte—the—ma1e—orientatieﬂ—eﬁ—%he—sihlef_nazratiues

about women have an essential place throughout the text.

Carol Meyers notes that “[t]he women we glimpse in the Hebrew

Bible are, almost to a woman, exceptional.”"’ Bonner claims

that thare—is—“mare—to—be—feané—than—meets_the_eyeLAL_It_is

possible to uncover deeper levels of the text never before

noticed or interpreted."'* Phyllis Trible says that the

stories about women found in the patriarchal—text—may—be

signs of female strength. They are "hints of a women's

tradition that redactors could not entirely sguelch. "’

An0ther—impaft&ﬁt—feasen—#oz_re=examining the biblical

text from a woman's point of view is to create role models

for women. Savina Teubal explains this in her book, Sarah the

Priestess:

Many generations have delved into th
records in an effort to understand what men have

"Grace Emmarson WOmen in Ancisnt lsrael in R.E. Clemens, The Worid of Ancient Istael.
: ' 989), p q71

g and Wom ='s "r dis mn LA V'lman [T
Wﬂ_&uﬂm& (New Haven, Yale Unwersrty Press, 1994) p 25
't Meyers, p. 5.

'* Bronner, p. xi.

7 Phyllis Trible, # the Bible is so Patriarchal, How Come | Love It? Bible Revlew B, (Oct 1852): 35.
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achieved in the past, who men are and what they can
become. It is against this historical perspective
that men can measure themselves and their dreams in
the present and in so doing validate their
aspirations and achievements. No such perspective
is granted to women. Women are denied the ancient
pillars of wisdom on which to structure their own
aspirations and future achievements. This is not,
so to speak, for want of ancient pillars. The
pillars are there, waiting to be unearthed from the
dust of patriarchal centuries.”

One—way to—understand-womenwithinthe contextof the

biblical text is to examine the society in which the women

lived. This way we can gain more accurate insights into the

role they played in the biblical world. We can get a better

sense of why the women did what they did. Was what they did
aiwa¥s—evil_gx_deceptiue_or_immnrnli__lf_gng looks more

carefully at the situations the women are placed in by the

narrative, and the options that they have or don't have to

effect change, women's actions take on new meaning. We see

that these women played a very important and influential role

Iinahﬁpingsocietv by their actions, even though their
actions may not have been looked upon favorably. While their

roles differed from men's, biblical women were no less

important. Their stories show that these strong female

figures undermine patriarchal assumptions and temper

patriarchal biases.'’

Robert Alter sees the biblical writer as a member of a

privi1egEs—and—institutionai—funetieﬂs—th&a—de—menT——Bespite

I patriarchal society in which women have more limited legal
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this he says the Bible "includes a remarkable gallery of

womern - Rebekah, Tamar, Deborah, Ruth - who . . . when

thwarted by the male world or when they find it lacking
moral insight or practical initiative, do not hesitate to

take their destiny, or the nation's, into their own hands."*’

Westermann also points out the unique role of many women 1in

biblical patriarchal society. "It is characteristic of the

patriarchal stories, that revolt against established social

order, where it is a question of injustice, is initiated by

n2l

women only.

This paper will attempt to look more closely at certain

women of the Bible who have often been looked upon

unfavorably by commentators because of the initiatives that

they take. The situations in which these women found

themselves made it necessary to take actions that are

considered to be outside the societal norm. Commentators

often criticize these women for being wrong, immoral or
foolish without regard to the motivation and reasoning behind

+he women's behavior. Sometimes it is not until generations

iater that what these women do is seen as inappropriate.
Often times, later generations view these women as very

unrighteous and sinful. Through an understanding of the

natriarchical societal rules which women were expected to

follow, we can begin to see that what has been described as

wrong or immoral actions were really attempts to correct

injustices in society. Through their own strength of

% Robert Atter, The Art of Biblica!l Narrative, (Basic Books: Harper Collins Publishers, 1981},
B. 148,

* Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50; A Commentary. (Minneapolis, Augsberg Press, 1986),
p. 56.
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personality or character, they were able to rise to a

situation that called for an unusual response.’’

This thesis, 'Risk-takers for Righteousness, will

explore some of those women who had to take rigks to do what

was righteous. It will lock at various interpretations

throughout the ages and compare how they explain the motives

behind the actions of these extraordinary women.

2 Bronner, p. 1.
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CHAPTER 2: WOMEN IN BIBLICAL SOCIET¥

In order to gain a better understanding of the women in

the Bible it is important to get a general sense of the role

of women and their status in biblical society. Based upon

+he narratives in the text, most people assume that the

society in which the biblical stories took place is

patriarchal. Abraham, Isaac ard Jacob are called-the

patriarchs, and the time in which their stories take place is

called the Patriarchal Period. Patriarchy can be defined as

that form of social organization in which "the father is

first place."” The father is the controlling force, not only

enin the femily_but in & , 11. In thi

context, the eldest son was the next in line to inherit

authority as well as possessions from his rather.

By analyzing the various narratives in Genesis we get a

sense of what patriarchal society is like. The men have

occupations - usually of economic or sociological

significance. Abel was a shepherd and Cain was a farmer.

Cain's descendants founded cities, were musicians and forged

tools from metal (Gen. 4:17, 21, 22). Noah's descendants were

hunters (Gen. 10:9), as was Esau (Gen. 25:27).

The women in Genesis and throughout most of the Bible

did not have occupations. They were the wives, the mothers

and the daughters of the men. Rarely did they have a specific

independent, economic job. The women were responsible for

2 Alice L. Laffey, An Introduction to the Old Testament (Philagelphia: Foriress Press, 1988), p. 8.
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child bearing and child rearing, and other household

responsibilities such as food preparation and clothing. For

example, Sarah arranged for Hagar to provide Abraham with an

heir when she could not (Gen. 16:2). Abraham instructed

Sarah to prepare food when the three men appeared before him

by his tent in Mamre (Gen. 18:6). Rebekah kept Esau's clothes

in her home (Gen. 27:15).

Women were at a disadvantage in this society when it

coame to decision making. Throughout her life a woman was

regarded first as the daughter of her father, and then as the

wife of her husband. Women were seen as property transferred

from one man to another and therefore were always under a

mﬁn+s—controir—The—ward—%ef—husband—in—ﬂeb;ew_is_iiﬂ4_yhich

can also mean Owner.

Leah and Rachel are classic examples of how daughters

had to follow thelr [athers’ riules and then when—they

married, this control was transferred to their husbands.

Laban arranged for Leah to marry Jacob before Rachel could

marry him {Gen. 29:23). Jacob decided when it was time for

Rachel and Leah to leave their father and their homeland and

to journey to Jacob s homeland-in-Canaan—(Gen. 31:17).

However, if one examines the text more carefully, it can

be seen that these generalizations about stereotypical,

gender—feiateé—relesngidgnotgalmays hold true. Women were

sometimes involved in occupations such as tending the flocks,

(Rachel in Gen. 29:6), and men were sometimes involved—in

food preparation, (Jacob in Gen.25:29 and Esau in Gen. 27:7).
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wcmen—we;e_sometimes_consulted_uhen_dgcisions needed to be

made and their instructions were carried out. God told

Abraham to Follow Sarah's advice when the competition between

his two sons, Isaac and Ishmael, became a problem (Gen.

21:12).

on all the inconsistencies in the text regarding women who

supposedly live in a patriarchal society.”™ She explains the

‘patriarchal Period' differently. She feels that it is the

commentators themselves, not the text, that place the stories

in a—patria:chal;contextl_She_ging the story of Isaac and

Rebekah as an example. "If the narration of events following

the death and burial of Sarah were truly patriarchal; it

would deal with the life and exploits of the male heir,

Tsaac. Instead, the accent is on the role of the woman:

Rebekah,"?*®

According to Teubal, the stories of Genesis represent

the struggle between the women, who were trying to held on to

their traditions, (which were based upon the non-patriarchal

society in which they came from), and their husbands, who had

absorbad the patriarchal traditions of Canaan. By utilizing

data from ancient Mesopotamian inscriptions Teubal explains

that many of the actions of women in Genesis show that—the

women retained some of the customs from that religio-cultural

tradition, which had a matrilineal social structure. For

example, Sarah's banishment of Hagar and Ishmael c¢an be
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explained on the basis of Mesopotamian law codes. Paragraph

146 in the Hammurabi code reads, "If a man had married a

priéEfess—and—she—has—given—a—s%ave—gif%—%e—he;—husband and

she bears sons, if that slave girl goes about making herself

equal to her mistress, because she has borne sons, her

mistress may not sell her, she may put the mark of a slave on

her and count her with the slave girls."** By bringing this

information to the foreground we gain new insight into

Ssarah's actions and it heips to explain why she acted as she

did.

Carol Mevers also disagrees with the typical

patriarchical exzplanations of the Bible. She does not feel

of the word. Patriarchal society is often understood as one

that is limiting, harsh and oppressive to women. Meyers sees

this as a misuse of the term patriarchy because it becomes a

synonym for male dominance or a system in which male traits

27

are aluved ove amale oOnes he does not feel that this is

an accurate description of the relationships between men and

women in the Bible. Meyers approaches patriarchy from a
different point of view. Although patriarchy is related to

ideas of male dominance, it does not have to be equated with

female passivity or lack of autonomy. “Women may exert their

wills and prevail over male members of society in ways that

are of consequenUE‘for4aii—members—ef—their—seeiety.""

* G.A. Drver and J. C. Miles, The Babvionian Laws (London: Oxferd University Press, 1955),
p. 57 in Teubal, p. 36.

27 3
Meyers, p. 25

=\bid., p. 30.
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There are many instances of this in the Bible

narrations. Eve takes the initiative to seek out the fruit

from the Tree of Knowledge:
rx

DUIYY RITTAMD 21 PRNAT YYD AW "2 AWRE XM

ARy RYORYTDI IANY PIRA) 18R PR PTDUTY YV Tan)

el

[ J

And the woman understood that the tree was good for
eating and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and

the tree was desirable for learning, so she took
its fruit and ate it and also gave it to her
husband who was with her, and he ate it.”(Gen. 3:6)

In Genesis Chapter 27, Rebekah takes action to obtain the

blessing for her younger son, Jacob. and in Chapter 38,

Tamar cleverly acts to ensure that her dead husband has an

heir. So too, did Sarah act to ensure her husband had an

heir, by giving Hagar to Abraham (Gen. 16:2).

According to Meyers, in order to understand the people

in the Bible and the significance of their actions, it is

important to understand Israelite society. Although many

Biblical stories, such as those in Genesis, are written about

. E ]tl ) I l] nl i i £ ll
) 3o

Israelite period and are therefore reflective of Israelite

society. In her book, Discovering Eve, Carol Meyers gives us

a new view of Biblical life by redefining ancient Israelite

society in light of family structure and econcmic realities.

Hé?éf—fEEtE—that—using—the—term—lpatfiiiﬂeail—is—mere

® All English translations of Hebrew text in this paper are by the author unless ctherwise noted.
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descriptive of Israelite society than the term 'patriarchal’.

In patrilineal societies, group lineage plays a key role, and

is determined through the males. This is different than a

patriarchal society in which the male controls everything.

The numercus genealogies in the Bible, listed Dy male

parentage, strongly support the notion of a patrilineal

society. Lineage genealogies identify a person with a

or household, was the

| 4

central core of the Israelite society. Households were

members of a clan or family who in turn were members of a
tribe. Membership in a tribe was key to Israelite existence.

It was through membership in a tribe that the Israelite

people became part of the nation which was called RO 13,

the 'Children of Israel'. It is important to note that the

term describing their national identity reflects back on the

the importance of family. The Israelites are "children" of

Israel, and children are the part of the family unit that

centinues the lineage of that family.

Meyers explains that the Israelite household had many

different functions. It was the central institution for most

eeenamie7—seeia;T—pe;i:ical_and_cultural_aapgg;g of biblical

1ife.”® Pecause of this Israelite women had more power and

influence than women in & patr1arcn5I_E6éiety—wUu1d—have—had7————————————

Meyers notes that “When the household cccupies the preeminent

place in a society, women have a strong role in decision

making and consequently exercise considerable power in the

* Myers, p. 139,
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household.”'! The household was respcnsible for almost all of

its needs and acted largely as an independent unit.

Therefore each family member played a very important role in

meeting the needs of the entire family unit.

Although the Bible does not give very much detall

regarding the woman’s job in the household one could assume

that women were involved in all aspects of the family’s

economic life.’? In addition, women had other non-economic

roles. They were involved in the socialization of the young,

which included teaching the children the tasks, modes of

behavior, cultural forms, and norms and values of their

society.” Many of these tasks were shared by both parents -

such as education. In Proverbs 1:8 we read:

TBR N7IA TLATPR) PAR oW °1a YRY

Listen my son to the instruction of your father,

r; (See

alsc Proverbs 6:20)

Meyers feels these verses are an indication of the

complimentary contributions of each parent to the

socialization of the children.’

Women also played an important role in religious

practice in Israelite society. Most religious practices

described in the Bible are those in which males led the

ommuni as a whole. But there were important aspects of

¥ Ihid., p. 174,

= R. Bridenthal and C. Koonz, Becoming Visible: Women jn Eurooean Historv (Seston:
Houghton Mitflin), pg.6 in Meyers, p.145.
* |bid., p. 148.

* Ibid.
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oligions activity practiced by women.” For example,

Leviticus 12:6 offers a detailed description of a religious

act to pe performed by women:

Moy ATt WD R°an MaR R 3% mIOR R0 | AXeR:

AT2ITYR TYITEIR NNDThR ARPOY NTIR MITTI

And when the days of her being purified are
fulfilled, for a son, or for a daughter, she will

bring a one year old lamb for a burnt offering, and
a young pigeon, or a turtle dove, for a sin
offering, to the door of the Tent of Meeting, to

the priest. (Lev. 12:6)

Carol Meyers explains that the differing roles of men

and women in the Bible, rather than being seen as one of

hierarchy, can better be understood by looking at the

relationship and function of power and authority in a

society. Power and authority are not the same. Authority

can be Qeiln

decisions and command obedience.”*® This was the role given

o men in biblical society. Power refers to “the ability to

effect control despite or independent of official

authority.”” This was the role that many of the women

describedin biblical stories played.

1+ is with this understanding, and the new ways of

looking at biblical society presented so far, that we shall

undertake the analysis of biblical women and the motivation

behind the actions they take. This is our task as we learn

*1bid., p. 161.
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about the women in the Bible who are 'Risk takers for

Righteousness.'
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CHAPTER 3: EVE - MDD

(GENESIS CHAPTERS 2-3)

Introduction

Throughout history the story of Adam and Eve in the

Garden of Eden has been used as the basis to explain—all-the

wrong that has been done in the world. Eve was seen as doing

the most unthinkable thing - disobeying God. And Adam, not
being much better, followed guickly behind. They receive the

ultimate punishment for their sin - banishment from the

Gardenof Eden. However,—a careful reading of the text does
SaLld . [

not necessarily lead the reader to come to those conclusions.

This chapter will first explore how others, in the past, have

interpreted the story of Adam and Eve. Then, by carefully

reading the text, and seeing the story in context, other

possible_explanatinns_nf_ExeLs_actions and the motivation
behind them will be offered.

Barly interpretations of Eve’s actions

Eve is associated with the origin of life in the

Bible. Eve - MM - is called the mother of life - D OX -

in Genesis 3:20. In the LXX, MM is translated as "Zde,"

meaning life. Evidence in Ugaritic and Phoenician writings

suggest another ancient word meaning "to live" from which il

 Foward Wolace Ev
Doubl

eday, 1992), p. 676.
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distorted and she became the mother of death in many

interpretations of the Garden of Eden story. The apocryphal

and pseudopigraphic literature portrays Eve in a very

negative light. Ben Sira, was the first to call Eve the

author of death and sin:

Ty g Y NP Mg

The beginning of sin came from woman, and because

of her we die together (with women). (Ben Sira
25:24)

In another scurce from that time period, Eve is also

aBSOCiaW—wj_f}rdeath.—Irthe—pSEﬂdﬁﬁiqfaPh‘ie—beek—L#e of

Adam and Eve, Eve blames herself for causing Adam to sin,

which brought suffering and death into the world:

ive me

half of your illness and let me bear it, because
this has happened to you through me, because of me

LT7ath] ne

you suffer troubles and pains.

Adam said to Eve, "Why have you wrought destruction

among us and brought us great wrath, which is death
gaining rule over all our race""’

According to The Book of the Secrets of Enoch, God created a

wife for Adam from his rib “that death-mightcome to him by

his wife"." In these interpretations, Eve's role as the

source of humankind's sin and evil came to be understocd as

much greater and more significant than Adam's role."

* Life of Adam and Eve 9.2 Translation from James Charleswaorth, ed., The Old Testament

S T R T =

“bid.14:2
“* Ibid., 2 Enoch 3017

2 Hel reation of Man and Woman in Genesis 1-3: The History

en Schungel-Straumann, On the Crea
and Reception of the Texts Reconsidered, in Brenner, Feminist Companion to Ganesis
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Even though the acts of Adam and Eve are never used

elsewhere in biblical texts to portray sin or evil, the
iew of them.

R .
Eve was regarded as a source of sin and evil in Midrash and

Talmud. The Midrash tells us:

NTS3 ARTSIT-PPD TR0 2°ND PR XD Y1 19DA nnnn
Ty 1o

From the beginning of the Torah until here &
'gamech' (the letter) is not written to show that
when she (Eve) was created, Satan was created with
her. {Gen. Rabbah XVII:6)

The exact nature of the sin is unclear, but what is clear is

that the Rabbis used this view of Eve as their basis for
understanding the Adam and Eve story:"

NS XYY AT P TN - Mt PR 0T QIRT RPN
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AND TH AN CALLED ! NAME EVE

life} {(Gen. 3:2). She was given to support him in
life, but she advised him like a serpent. Ancther
int Lon: many
generations she had destroyed. (Gen. Rabbah XX:11)

In this Midrash the Rabbis use a play on the words BN -Eve's

name - also meaning 'to give life’', and ®"M - the Aramaic

word for snake. Although the text only describes the snake as

being a deceiver, this trait is tranasferred to Eve by the

Midrash.

“ Bronner, p. 24.
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Several other Midrashim support this viewpoint:

g1 i sy N 0170 SFalir i i T

And why was (the earth) punished? R. Judah b. R.
(Simeon) Shalom said: Because she (Eve)
transgressed on (God's) command.(Gen. Rabbah V:9)

ROR D2\ DR SORT2PD 7'pT MR PI0PT REPPMA TR
AopbPY MMAYY MM AMYRI 7D 0K MR R NOXRIT TR
2y nx

R. Tahlifa of Caesarea said, God said: ‘When I
created the world, I only commanded the first
rd you ordered Eve.

nd corrupted the world.'

-

(Ex. Rabbah XXVIII:2)

XY 2% SNURED oyt $o e aph vin? DR MR
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Adam said before the Holy One, blessed be God: :
Sovereign of all worlds. When I was alone, I did
not sin against You. But the woman that You have
brough o me is quilty because she seduced me away
from Your words...The Holy One, blessed be He, said
to Eve: Was it not epough for you that you sinned?
But that you also made Adam sin? (Pirkei de Rabbi
Eliezer Perek 14)

These Midrashim show the attempts by the Rabbis to discredit
Eve and put moat of the blame on her for eating the forbidden

fruit, causing both her and Adam to bhe banished from the
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Garden of Eden. They brought punishment onto humankind. Eve

becomes a convenient scapegoat, carrying the blame for all

nhe—probiems—that—have—p%agued—the—W@;%d—since_the_expulsion

from the Garden. The Rabbis do this by reading into the text

that which is not there, sc they can make a point.

For example, in Exodus Rabbah, it is assumed that God

commanded Eve not to eat the forbidden fruit. But in the

text, God tells Agdam not to sat the fruit (Gen- 2:léa)- Eve

is not even created until several verses after that

conversation between God and Adam (Genesis 2:21-22). And God

does not speak to Eve until after both she and Adam have

already eaten the fruit. The Midrash alsc says that Eve

seduced Adam, making him sin; yet there is no hint of

seduction in the text. Gen. 3:6 simply says that Eve

'gave' (1) Adam the fruit and he ate it.

Eve and her actions are also used by the Rabbls to

explain some of the Jewish customs of their time that are

specific to women. This Midrash explains why women

menstruate, and why they are responsible for challah and
candles on Shabbat. Again, it it linked to the evil of

Eve's actions:

s by pebs e b Ao PXR M2SNR 1 om tem

L. oRyd Ao maw
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‘Why do they (women) walk in front of the dead (at
a funeral)?’ Because they caused death in the world
(referring to Eve) ... And why was the mitzvah of

menstruation given to her? ' Because she shed the
blood of the first man, Adam, therefore was the
mitzvah of menstruation given to her.’ ‘And why was

the mitzvah of " challah” given to hery 'Because
she corrupted the first man, Adam, who was the
nchallah" of the world, therefore was the mitzvah

of dough given to her.’And why was the mitzvah of
the Shabbat lights given to her? He said to them,
‘Because she extinguished the soul of the first

marn, AﬁEm7—fhérEfUre—was—the—mitzvah—ef—ehe—Shabbat

lights given to her.’ (Gen. Rabbah XVII:8B)

This Midrash uses Eve's actions as the basis for explaining

ious halakhic rulings regarding women.

The New Testament also has a negative view of Eve.

These writings were based upon early Jewishe~Hellenistic

interpretations which were negative towards women.'* In

II Timothy 2:12-14 it says, "For Adam was formed first, then

Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived

and became a transgressor."‘ The concept of the Eve, the

sinner, is used as the basis for a harsh attitude toward sin,

sexuality, suffering and death in many Christian sources.*

Later Jewish commentators also see Eve's actions as

negative. Rashi explains Eve's motivation for including Adam
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AND SHE GAVE ALSO TO HER HUSBAND WITH HER {Gen.

3:6)~ so that she would not die and he would live

and marry another wife.”

At least Rashi does not hold Eve responsible Ior being the

source of all Evil.

A Different Approach to the Text

A—eafef\ﬂ,—fead-i—HQ—QHhE—tGXt—and—an—umrs—tandiﬂq of

the story within the context of the rest of the Bible, shows

a different perspective on Eve her actions, There is no

mention of the word "sin® or any similar word in the Adam and

Eve story. Sin (IXVD) ie not mentioned in the Bible until

Cain and Abel (Gen. 4:7). If we therefore ignore this often

misused concept of Eve's actions and just read the text as it

is presented, we see the story in a new light.

The story of Adam and Eve is the story of the Tree of

Knowledge of Good and Bad.” This may be a clue to Eve's

motivation for eating the fruit that was forbidden to Adam.

one of the most prevalent ideas in the Bible is the concept

of human knowledge. We learn from other biblical texts how

T All Rashi Hebrew in this thesis is from CD-Rom Judaic Classsics Library
Raghl, Gen. 3:8

¥ IS ANSIAaLOIT = X i

psite of 'good’

H oL Tro =:."‘-=_'il:‘;f, - = g WO S
which is not necessarily 'evil, the word most translations use. The entire Hebrew phrase,
¥y7) 2 - “Good and Bad", can alsc be understood as a merism to mean "knowledge of

everything”.
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important it is for human beings to have knowledge. In

Hos.4:6 God chastises the people for not having knowledge

edge;

My p
I will also

because you have rejected knowledge,
reject you.

In Exodus 31:3 God chooses Bezalel to work on the holy Ark

because one of his qualities, instilled in him by God, is

knowledge (N¥T3):

AINRYRTIA YT APAN ARI0R BUAYR M IR XPRK)

And T have filled him with the spirit of God, as
and as knowledge; and

wisdom, and as understanding, ;
as all kinds of workmanship.

In Isaiah 28:9, Isaiah tells the people that the quest for

knowledge (MY7) should begin at a very early age:

& +F; *
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To
one make understand doctrine? Those who are weaned
from the milk, and removed from the breasts.

In Jeremiah 11:18 we see that God wants human beings to have

knowledge. The text tells us that God gives knowledge toO

Jeremiah:
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rnd God has given me knowledge, and I know . . .

proverbs 11:9b tells us that having knowledge will save the

AN DRI NVIR

. . .and through knowledge will the just be saved.

Proverbs 1B:15 tells us that knowledge ie an important

component of understanding and of wisdom:

PYTUPIN DTN 1KY NYTNIRT 1133 32

The heart of the understanding acguires knowledge;
and the ear of the wise seeks knowledge.

Coodness is also tied with kHOWléﬁgET‘JOb‘ﬂ#tﬁ‘teils—ﬁs—%hat

it is important to Xknow what is good:

21T W2 TV WPTNINAI VITR

et us choose what is just; let us know among
ourselves what is gocd.

Thus, in the context of these biblical verses, Eve's pursuit

of knowledge is not only justified but praiseworthy.

Let us take a closer ook at—the—textv——eed—te%}s—Adam

not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. It seems that Eve has

a different story. In her conversation with the snake, Eve
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explains that God said not to eat from the fruit of the tree

in the middle of the garden. The text is ambiguous as to
whether or not these are the same tree. Gen. 2:9 tells us
about the trees that God has put in the Garden of Eden:

o BavR i g
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The Lord God caused to grow from the ground every
tree, that is pleasant to the sight and good for
food and the Tree cof Life in the midst of the
garden and The Tree of Knowledge of Good and Bad.

According to this verse, God plants trees in the Garden that

I are beautiful and provide food. In addition, there are two

specific trees mentioned - the Tree of Life in the middle of

v s
lthegarden,andtheTreeafKnewiedge.}ti51mper%ant to

note that the Tree of Knowledge is not the tree that is in

"the midst of the garden." According to the ta'amim, the

phrage - "in the midst of the garden," is joined to the worde

~"the Tree of Life," and is separated from the words - "the

Tree of Knowledge." Therefore, it can be understood that the

Tree of Knowledge is NOT in the middle of the garden:

| TRIRDTTR DTYR T MRE

| Doxn 2t MMy R0y YYD

¥ “ric

|y 3o nvaa Ty Tun iz oo vy

oy r

The Lord God caused to grow from the ground |every
tree, that is pleasant to the sight and good for food |
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and the Tree of Life in the midst of the garden |
and The Tree |of Knowledge of Good and Bad.”

Based upon this understanding of the punctuation of the
verses, we see that the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Bad is
not in the midst of the garden. Only the Tree of Life is in

the midst of the garden.

The hext relevant verses in the Adam and Eve story are

from Gen. 2:16-17:

SRR YOR 13TTY Pan ANy DIRTTRY DK TET W)
Wpn NPIR D2 2 upn PIRD KXY ¥7) 2w NYID YV
DAAR DR

And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, From
every tree of the garden you may surely eat;

But of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Bad,
you shall not eat from it; because on the day that
you eat from it you will surely die.

Here God tells Adam not to eat from the “"Tree of Knowledge."
There is no mention made of the tree "in the midst of the

garden.”

Finally, we lock at Eve's understanding of God's command

to Adam, Gen. 3:2-3:

% | have rewrtien tha text showing where the breaks and pausaes are in the text, based upon the
trope markings. Vertical lines denote where the longer stops or separations in the text are

indicated {B"2%1 and DI0°P).
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And the woman said to the serpent, We may eat from
the fruit of the trees of the garden;

But from the fruit of the tree which is in the
midst of the garden, God said, you shall not eat

from it, nor shall you touch it, lest you die.

It seems that Eve knows a different version of the command

that God gave to Adam. (The text never tells us how Eve

learns of God's conversation with Adam.) God tells Adam not
to eat from the Tree of Knowledge but Eve thinks she is not

to eat from, nor touch, the "tree in the midst of the

garden," which Gen. 2:9 tells us is the Tree of Life. The

shrewd snake comes to lure Eve into action by taking

advantage of her different understanding of God's command.

He calls her attention to the Tree of Knowledge of Good and

Bad and tells her that this is the tree whose fruit God does

O Wal = 0 €eat. The snake insti = ithin Eve he fear

that eating from this tree - "the Tree of Knowledge" - is

against God's wishes. Yet her original understanding is that

this tree is not forbidden. (Hizkuni explains that Eve knew

that she had not perscnally been commanded by God not to eat

the fruit®.} When Eve sees that this tree is -

Wawi? YD TONI - "desirable for making one wise" (Gen. 3:6),

she makes a conscious and well thought ocut decisiocn. She

* Toral Chayim. Hizkuni, Gen. 3:6 o8N and NMZ°K? 03 "M
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decides to take the risk. Even though the snake implies that

God will not approve, Eve takes action to obtain what is so

important for humankind - knowledge.

If the acquiring of knowledge by humankind is one of the

purposes of the Garden of Eden story, why then, does God

command Adam NOT to eat from the Tree of Knowledge in Gen.
2:17¢?

R PN OhE °D wunn BINN K% ¥y 21 nyIn rym
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But you shall not eat from the tree of Knowledge of
Good and Bad; for on the day that you eat from it
you shall surely die.

The simple meaning of this verse is that God does not want
Adam, (and humankind), to have knowledge of good and bad. Yet
this does not make sense within the context of the rest of
the Bible. With all the verses praising knowledge, we must

assume that there is a different meaning behind God's

warning. God's use of the words - MAR N2 - "you will

gurely die" ~ in the command to Adam may be a clue. This

grammatical form is alsc used in another biblical story. God

speaks these words at Mt. 5inai in Exodus 19:12:

¥ 973 NPy oYY RN TBRY 720 0YITAR Fraxm
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And you shall set bounds to the people around,
saying, Take heed to yourselves, that you go not up
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into the mount, or touch its border; whoever

touches™” the mount shall be surely put to death:

to this "warning." God warns the Israelite people not to go

up the mountain or touch its border. But Moses is allowed to

- is supposed to - go up the mountain. God is saying that

Moses is needed as an intermediary between the people and the

Iaws that God is going to give them. The people are not
capable of receiving the information directly. A parallel

can be drawn between this and the Eve story. God warns Adam

not to eat from the Tree of Good and Evil. Immediately

following that verse, God says that Adam needs a companion.

for him, {(and therefore all human beings), to obtain the

knowledge that the tree provides.

Wwhy then doee God punish Adam and Eve if it was meant

for them to obtain knowledge? According to Speiser, “The

point of the whole narrative is apparently man's ultimate
punishment."®  Carol Meyers does not see Gen. 3:16-19 as a

punishment. According to Meyers, the translations that are

available to us fail to accurately communicate the meaning of

the text in its original language.’’ She retranslates these

during biblical times.* These verses are just a statement of

% It is interesting to note that in Gen. 3:3, Eve says she is prohibited from ‘touching' the tree or she
il

& Speiser, p. 17.
“ Meyers, p. 97.
* For a detailed description of Myers explanation of these verses see Chapter § in Discovering

Rve
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what life was like for the Israelites, not a description of a

punishment from God. Mary Korsak also sees the decree by God
in Gen. 3:16-19 as describing "good" and positive aspects of

human life, and not words of punishment.** Bledstein sees

in her capacity to procreate - goddesses had painless

childbirth.” In contrast to these pagan images of childbirth,

Eve and all woman are human beings. Eve, although she ate

from the Tree of Knowledge and became god-like, was not a

gnd

e

These verses can alsc be explained as the way to ensure

that humans will obey God's commandment to be fruitful and

multiply. Hizkuni takes Rashi's Commentary on Gen. 3:6 which

makes Eve appear selfish and shows that she had righteous

- = - . o - - " =
= - = - = = - ¥ i ¥ = - C-i L1 - c11] - .

fruitful and multiply". She invites Adam to eat the fruit so

that he too, can fulfill the mitzvah. This can be understood

from Ibn Ezra's comment about the Tree of Knowledge.®

TR ARYT VT YIS OIR POR R

When Adam ate from the Tree of Knowledge, he 'knew’
(had sexual relations with) his wife.

needed to obtain knowledge for humankind. She is not

% Mary Phil Koraak, Genesis: A New Look, in Branner. A Feminist Companion to Genesis .

pp. 50-52.
" Adrien Janis Bledstein, Are Woman Cursed in Genesis 3:167, in Brenner, A_Feminist.
Companion to Ganesis, pp. 142-3.

® Torat Chayim. Gen. 3:6. 7TORT &M
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disobeying God when she eats from the Tree of Knowledge

because God did not tell her not to eat the fruit. In fact,
Eve is sent by God as an intermediary to obtain knowledge for

all humanity. She pursues knowledge because she knows the

tremendous importance*cf‘itiggﬁespitegthefwarnings—ef—the

snake, Eve knows that the knowledge the fruit provides is

something that humankind must have. She therefore takes the

as the cause of evil by generations to come, for the pursuit

of knowledge.
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CHAPTER 4: REBEKAH - P37

(GENESIS 24:1-67, 25:19-28:5)

The Biblical Story

We first meet Rebekah as a young woman of 'marriageable

age'. bShe is at the well filling her water jugwhen

Abraham's servant approaches her. He asks politely for just a

little bit of water - DY"DYR. Rebekah responds with kindness

and generosity. She not only fulfills his request Ior water

but also offers to draw water for all of his camels. We thus

see that Rebekah is a woman of action. Even though she finds
hergelf in a new situation, facing a stranger she has never

met before, she assesses the situation and then quickly does

what she feels is the correct thing to do. This Hebrew text

is written in such a way as to emphasize her activities and

the speed at which she carries them out. According to Robert

Alter, a series of verbs in the text indicate purposeful or

brisk action.” Genesis 24:16,18,20 offers ten action verbs

AYT K2 UUR) N2 TXR AR DAY VI
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And the girl was very pretty and a virgin, and no
man had known her; and she went down to the well,

and filled her water jar, and came up.

* Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. &.
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pn:.dgzn har water Jar qpon her hand, and.ﬂﬁ!ﬁ him
a drink.
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And she nu;;;gd and,gmp;;gg her water Jar lnto the
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and,ﬁ:gx_ua;g; fbr ail hls camels.

Rebekah's actions show that she is an independent thinker -

capable of making decisione on her own. She was not told Dy

anyone how to treat the stranger that she saw at the well.

This can be Been later in the text when she and Abraham's

servant retell the story to Rebekah's family:
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And before I had finished speaking in my heart,

- behold, Rebekah came out with her water jar on her
shoulder; and she went down to the well, and drew
water; and I said tc her, Please let me drink.

-Balw al- lad anad D OWIl [IE = 1 QR

her shoulder, and said, Drink, and I wzll give your

camels & drink also; so I drank, and she let the
camals drink too. {(Gen., 24:45-46)
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If there had been an accepted custom of treating strangers at

the well which everyone knew, Rebekah and the servant would

We find that it is not unusual in the community in which

Rebekah lived, for women to be decision makers. This can be

seen later on in the story. Rebekah's father and brother

acknowledge that the marriage was "decreed by the Lord" (Gen.

24:50). Although the father and brother begin the

conversation with Abraham's servant, Rebekah's mother is also

involved. Her mother and brother say that it is up to Rebekah

Isaac (Gen. 24:57-58).%° Rebekah and her mother are integrally

involved in the final decision that is made regarding her

future.

when Rebekah agrees to go with the servant, she not only

begins a new life as part of a new family, but also must
adjust to the new society in which Isaac lives. The story of

Rebekah and Isaac in Gerar shows that her new life requires a

change in how she reacts to the situations in which she finds

herself. In Genesis chapter 26, Isaac¢ and Rebekah journey to

Tezah: A Modern Commentay O York. UAHC, 1981>pg 8.

Nuz: was an anciant ctty in N.E. lraq dur!ng the 151h-14th oentunas BCE Tablets that were

EXCAVE o) AOMs 8 : gs. (See
EMQMMM:& V0i12 D 12&3-39)
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L And the men of the place asked him about his wife;

and he said, She is my sister; for he was afraid to

say, She is my wife; lest, the men of the place

l would kill me for Rebekah; because she was pretty.
{Gen 26:7)

Rebekah remaing silent throughout this story. This seems

uncharacteristic of her, based upon how she had reacted to

Abrand 5 Serva B B We i = Ome 'ii'li'-‘ v—0 N0

Her silence is parallel to Sarah's silence in two earlier

stories when Abraham requests Sarah to also say that she is

his sister. (See Gen.12:10-16 and Gen. 20:1-13) One can

assume that this was the expected behavior of wives who were

| part of Abraham and Isaac's society.

By remaining silent, and obeying her husband, Rebekah

puts herself at great risk. If the men of Gerar assume she is

y could take advantage of her sexually and

cause her to commit adultery:

DY 0K 20% LYRD NP DTY NRTIR T7873K WK

And Abimelech said, What is this you have done to
us? one of the people almost lay with your wife,
and you would have brought guilt upon us. (Gen.

26:10)
Rebekah ris i et
I her husband's safety. Since Isaac fears for his life, she

I aqrees to go along with his plan. She feels that this is the
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right thing to do as she tries to adjust to her new society.

Abimelech's reaction, when he learns of the truth, makes
it obvious that Isaac's idea is not carefully thought
through. It also shows that Isaac is not able to learn from
his father's mistakes. In the two similar stories about
Abraham and Sarah, Pharaoh expels Abraham and Sarah from
Egypt and God finds it necessary to interfere to prevent

Abimelech from committing adultery with Sarah.

According to Sharon Jeansonne, Rebekah, not Isaac, gains
sympathy in this story by her lack of action. "Her silence
is an indication of her powerless status in this story. 1In
fact, the impression of Rebekah given in this scene differs
from that of the strong and independent woman we saw earlier
- a woman who would speak to a male stranger and make her
will known to her fam