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Introduction

It is perhaps not surprising that the main interest of the Talmud and midrash in
Biblical narrative is focused on the male characters. A great deal more is written about
their actions and motivations than about those of the Biblical women. This is not to say
that traditional Jewish sources ignore the women characters, for they certainly do not.
There is no lack of examples in which the traditional sources address questions related to
the women that are as original and insightful today as they were when they were first
posed. However, in'many cases, the women are more useful to these sources as
paradigms of representative female behavior. As such they take on great significance as
role models, or even reverse role models. But there is a paucity of material in these
sources about the Biblical women as individuals, and about the specifically female ways in
which they are portrayed and treated by the text. Similarly, until recently, much of 20th
century biblical scholarship has focused on ihe actions of the male protagonists as well.
What is of central interest in the standard scholarly commentaries on Genesis, for example,
are the actions of the males in the stories." The women are important inasmuch as their
actions intersect with the male thrust of the tale. It is only with the arrival of feminist

biblical criticism that the female characters are being seriously studied and explored in

'See Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary. Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1972; Nahum M. Sama, Understanding Genesis: The World of the Bible in Light of
History. New York: Schocken, 1966; E.A. Speiser, Genesis. Anchor Bible 1.
Garden City, N Y: Doubleday, 1964; Claus Westermann, Genesis 37-50: A
Commentary. Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1982.




their own right.?

One of the observations that immediately surfaces upon studying the women of the
Bible is that in fact they are not, as a group, completely powerless or passive. There is
episode after episode that turns on action initiated by a woman. What makes many of
these episodes stand out, however, is that much of the action initiated by women is done
through subterfuge, the art of operating in an under-handed manner, either behind the
scenes, or by using deceit, disguise, or sleight of hand. What is it about biblical narrative
that causes the women within it to resort to trickery in order to achieve their objectives?
And who ultimately gains from this subterfuge?

In order to try to answer these questions, I have chosen six women from the many
women, named and unnamed, in the Bible. Each of these women in some way uses
subterfuge to achieve a goal. The first is Rebekah, who concocts a plan which will allow
her favored but younger son Jacob to inherit the birthright from his father that should,
according to biblical rules of inheritance, go to his older brother. Also from Genesis is
Tamar, who poses as a prostitute in order to become pregnant by her father-in-law Judah,
who has not provided her with his remaining son according to the rules of levirate

marriage. Both of these women see what to them is perceived as a wrong, and set out to

? See Mieke Bal, Lethal Love: Feminist Literary Readings of Biblical Love
Stories. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987; Athalya
Brenner, ed. Feminist Companion to the Book of Judges. Sheffield: Sheffield
University Press, 1993; Danna Nolan Fewell and David M. Gunn, Gender, Power,
and Promise: The Subject of the Bible's First Stories. Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1993.




right it, despite having to use underhanded means. From Judges I have chosen Yael and
Delilah, both of whom use trust and hospitality to lull men into fatally letting down their
guard. Yael, who despite her non-Israelite status kills Sisera, an enemy of the Israelites,
merits great praise within the Bible itself, whereas Delilah, also a non-Israelite, is the
undoing of Samson, a great Israelite hero, and thus is not viewed in the same light as
Yael®! Two of David's wives from I Samuel, Michal and Abigail, will also be considered
in this study. Michal, Saul's daughter who loves David and is used by her father as a
snare, helps David to escape her father’s wrath by pretending that he is asleep in her bed.
Abigail goes behind her husband Nabal's back to help David, while also protecting David
from being involved in unnecessary violence.

In this study, themes, mqtifs and language shared by these six stories will be
closely examined. Divergences will be considered as well. ‘Robert Alter provides a useful
framework for the study of Biblical narrative. He identifies the use of repetition and
patterns as part of the methbdology of the narrative. Repetition is a basic element in a
written narrative based on an older, oral tradition. But more than that, one of the crucial
elements of this style of narrative is to note carefully where the text diverges from the
pattern, for that difference will indicate a place of meaning. Alter uses the term type-scene
to denote a kind of episode in the narrative that will function as a paradigm for later

episodes. A type-scene will have a set of motifs and themes that differentiate it. As is the

*J. Cheryl Exum puts forth a theory disputing Delilah's non-Israelite status in )
Fragmented Women: Feminist Subversions of Biblical Narrative. Valley Forge:
Trinity Press International, 1993,




case in the repetition of the language itself, the repetition of type-scenes sets the stage for
certain expectations, and what becomes important is where the type-scene diverges from
the paradigm.*

The resurgence of certain pronounced patterns at certain narrative junctures was

conventionally anticipated, even counted on, and that against that ground of

anticipation the biblical authors set words, motifs, themes, personages, and actions

into an elaborate dance of significant innovation.’
He goes on to outline the way in which the narrative uses these repetitions. These
techniques involve: leitwort, or the word-motif, motif, which focuses on an repeated
image, action, or article; theme, an on-going idea that is central to a particular narrative;
sequence of actions, often used at an increasing pace to add a sense of action to narrative;
and finally the type-sceﬁe.f These tools will form part of the approacﬁ to the examination
of biblical narrative that forms this study.

Space, specifically domestic space, is one motif that recurs throughout these
narratives. Almost all the episodes involving these women occur indoors, at home, within
the female reﬁlm. Tamar's story then stands out and her taking on the role of a prostitute

becomes even more prominent in the story when viewed in comparison to the tales of

other women. The daring involved in her deception is further emphasized, as is the place

‘Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, (New York: Basic Books, 1981) 60-
61.

*Ibid., 62.

¢ Ibid., 95-96.




of the prostitute as an outsider among women, Domestic objects also form part of the
motif Rebekah is involved with cooking and dressing, Yael serves milk, Michal's tale
involves a bed, Abigail feeds David and his men. The idea of covering and uncovering is
another motif that runs throughout these stories, sometimes even as a leitwort, working as
apt metaphor for their acts of subterfuge. The women's bodies also form part of the motif.
Tamar's body is both her weapon, and a battlefield. Delilah seduces Samson while he rests
on her knees. When Yael killed Sisera he sinks between her legs. During Rebekah's
pregnancy her body and the momentous changes happening within it foreshadow the
events that are to come when Jacob and Esau are grown.

One of the first questions that needs to be addressed upon reading these tales is
that of power and authority. bo these women have power? How do they use their
power? And do they have any authority? Is there a connection between their lack of
authority and their recourse to subterfiige as a way to exercise their power? Meyers,
citing earlier work by Rosaldo, writes that authority is having the official the right to make |
decisions and influence the actions of others, while power is the ability to bring about
results despite the lack of authority. She writes:

Female power typically involves informal and unofficial modes of behavior that

- may never receive male acknowledgment but through which females may exert
considerable and systematic direction over a range of circumstances. Authority is
basically a hierarchical arrangement that may be expressed in formal legal or

juridical traditions. Power has no such cultural sanctions but nonetheless can play
a decisive role in social interaction.’

7 Carol L. Meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press) 41,
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Meyers is quick to point out though that from an historical perspective, biblical women in
a pre-monarchic setting in fact had a great deal of power and even perhaps some
authority. She argues that during a period in which the household was the central
communal unit, women had a decision making role. At a time when the main tasks of any
communal unit were reproduction, defense, and the production of subsistence goods,
women were partners with men in doing the necessary work. Much of the food
preparation and technology was in the hands of women, who also oversaw and controlled
a household of children and younger women.® At the same time, due to the workings of
patrilineality and partilocality, marriage generally meant that men stayed in place while
women entered completely new households. Because of the specific needs of working the
land, the husband, who was faﬁﬁliar with thé land and the technological systems needed to
maximize production, exercised authority in that realm.’

With the rise of the state and the monarchic system, the household unit was no
longer the main institution it had been. More clearly defined roles for men and women
developed, especially with the creation of a national military. The demarcation of a male
sphere, the pﬁblic world, and a female sphere, the private, household world, took shape.
An urban class developed in which there were women with leisure time and access to

money. Even in rural areas, households became more specialized in areas of production

*Ibid., 174.

> Ibid., 183-186.
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and less subsistence-based. With the rise of large landowners, there also developed a
wealthy class of rural dwellers.'

While Biblical women may not have had access to authority, they certainly had
some amount of power. Not having had the authority to use their power overtly, they
often reverted to subterfuge to produce the desired results. While for some
commentators, these deceits were seen as typical female béhavior," more recently they are
being understood as a necessary result of powerlessness rather than as indicative of
inherent female character traits.> Ashley argues that these acts of deception are to be
viewed as morally neutral.”” They are simply ways to fix problems, conceived within the
parameters of power available to the character. Indeed, she argues that women may in
fact be doing a service by acting in such a way, providing for change in a way that man is
unable to do. |

Insofér as females in biblical narrative are also social marginals, often morally

ambiguous, or in violation of cultural categories, they may be available to the

society as a means of renewal or change. They may use strategies which are not
normally valid, including deception, or they may exploit linguistic ambiguity to

 Ibid., 190-192.

" "Cherchez la femme" writes J.P. Fokkelman about Rebekah's behavior in
Genesis 27. J.P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art in Genesis, (Assen: Van Gorcum,
1975) 100,

' Kathleen M. Ashley. “Interrogating Biblical Deception and Trickster Theories:
Narratives of Patriarchy or Possibility?” (Semeia 42, 1988) 103-116.

" Ashley, “Interrogating Biblical Deception and Trickster Theories: Narratives of
Patriarchy or Possibility?” 106.
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redefine terms in order to provide a solution to problems.'

Because women were already considered "other," and therefore were not judged by the
same standards of behavior as their male counterparts, they were able to exercise a certain
freedom of action in order to obtain results. In her own study of Biblical women and
deceit, Bach notes of the episodes she investigates, “Each reflects the failure of individual
male power. None questions the normalcy of that power.”"* The context in which these
women operate in one in which they work against the limitations of their power vis-a-vis
an assumption of greater power and authority on the part of the men they eﬁcounter and
with whom they are involved.

Is there something specifically female, then, about the use of trickery, particularly
in Biblical narrative? The tr%ckster is a folk tale character common to many cultures. The
trickster figure is generally male, and often not even human i", form. Many times the
trickster has the ability to change shapes. 'fhe trickster always represents the underdog,
someone who triumphs despite his lack of authority. Hyde writes that tricksters “invert
and disorder normal patterns.”'® The West African trickster tradition is particularly rich,

and reveals many elements of the trickster motif.

“1bid., 107.

' Alice Bach. Women, Seduction and Betrayal in Biblical Narrative.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 188.

' Lewis Hyde. Trickster Makes This World: Mischief, Myth and Art. (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998) 186.
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West Africa it has been said is a place where stories grow on trees. All over the
region folk myths and legends are still very much alive. The star character in a
great many of the tales is the trickster, albeit he has several different guises and
alibis. Part rogue, part pint-sized hero, he takes on the dubious laws of the jungle
single-handed. What he lacks in sheer bulk or strength, he more than makes up for
in natural cunning. Whether confronted by a roaring lion or a rustling famine his
‘trickishness' is a sort of passport to survival in a far-from-ideal world. True, he
sometimes overreaches himself and, much to everyone's amusement, is caught and
punished. But it is never for so long that he cannot soon wriggle himself free to
star in the next story, trickish and ingenious as ever."’
West Aftica has its Anansi tales, which feature a spider. In China there are the stories of
the White Bone Monkey. The American Brer Rabbit tales are classic trickster tales, which
show an influence of Afican trickster rabbit stories. There is Juan Bobo, who is either a
boy or a pig in stories from Puerto Rico, and Uncle Bouqui and Ti Malice from Haiti, who
change their shapes. Many European stories, which straddle the line between folk tales
and fairy tales, feature a'human trickster character, I.ike those featuring a Jack character,
as in Jack and the Beanstalk. There are Jewish trickster tales which use the character of
Elijah, and Isaac Bachevis Singer's character Todie the Fool is a re-invention of an Eastern
European trickster figure.'*
Because biblical women fit the description of trickster characters in many ways,

some readers of biblical narrative have viewed these women as trickster figures. But while

tricksters are generally portrayed as physically small and helpless, it is rare that any are

'” Bennett, Martin, reteller. West African I)'ickster Tales. (London: Oxford
University Press, 1994) not paginated.

** Bernice E. Cullinan & Diane G. Person, eds. Encyclopedia of Children's
Literature, (New York: Continuum Press, forthcoming).




female." Hyde addresses this issue, writing:
All the standard tricksters are male. There are three related reasons why this might
be. First, these tricksters may belong to patriarchal mythologies, ones in which the
prime actors, even oppositional actors, are male. Second, there may be a problem
with the standard itself, there may be female tricksters who have simply been
ignored. Finally, it may be that the trickster stories articulate some distinction
between men and women, so that even in a matriarchal setting this figure would be
male.”

Hyde recognizes that some scholars have described Biblical women as tricksters, citing as

one example the case of Rachel hiding her father’s teraphim. However, he maintains that

“These are examples of female trickery, not of female tricksters.”" He goes on further to

argue that because trickster stories are in part stories about power and the subversion of

power, and since power is a male prerogative, that in order for these stories to work, the

trickster characters necessarily need to also be male.?

Another complication regarding the possibility of female trickster figures is the role

that sexuality plays in the life of the trickster. Hyde argues that the kind of sexuality

embodied by the trickster is necessarily antithetical to women.

First of all, at least before the technology of birth control, the consequences of the
kind of on-the-road opportunistic sexuality that trickster displays were clearly
more serious for the sex that must gestate, bear, and suckle the young... Second,
these might be stories about non-procreative creativity and so get attached to the
sex that doesn’t give birth. It should be noted that trickster’s fabled sex drive

" One exception are the Mollie Woopie tales from England which feature a female
trickster in the guise of small but fearless girl.

* Hyde, Trickster Makes This World: Mischief, Myth and Art, 335.
" Ibid., 338.

2 Ibid., 340.
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rarely leads to any offspring. Tricksters do not make new life, they rearrange what
is already at hand.*

Clearly these Biblical women do not fill the contours of the classic trickster mold. But
that they “rearrange what is already at hand,” is evident in the results of their acts of
subterfuge. While they do not exhibit the same kind of casual catch-as-catch can approach
to sexuality as the classic trickster, sexuality is an important element in each of these
episodes of trickery. It is true that their trickery is encapsulated into one major incident,
and they do not reappear as ongoing trickster characters within Biblical narrative itself, as

do some male characters like Jacob. In some cases though, they do continue their

trickster careers within the midrashic imagination. However, this may be a case of the

chicken or the egg. Does their tendency to disappear from the text once their work is
done owe td the fact that they are not true tricksters and therefore don’t qualify for that
designation, or do they disappear from the text and therefore not qualify because they are
true tricksters and the patriarchal texts needs to diminish their power and reach? Perhaps
it is possible, then, to see these women as representing a kind of Ancient Near Eastern
trickster who differed from tricksters of other cultures but served a similar narrative need.
The language of relationships in which these women are embedded needs to be
studied, as well as the texture of the relationships themselves. There were few roles
available for Biblical women outside of being mothers and wives, so that how those roles

get played out becomes critical to the narrative. It is through these roles that they derive,

# Ibid., 341.
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in most cases, their limited power, yet these stories also reflect the problematic limitations
of those roles, and what happens to both the narrative and the woman herself when she is
not safely bound within the family. Through their relationships with husbands, father-in-
laws and sons, women gain security and status, escaping the fate of marginalization. Yet
due to their dual role as sexual being and source of life, women too can hold the key to the
fate of men, as it through women that men can be born, re-born, nurtured, seduced into
danger, and even killed. The very way in which the text refers to women can be revealing
as well. Rebekah, for example, is not referred to as PNN NYR, “Isaac’s wife,” anywhere
during the episode i.n which she and Jacob deceive Isaac. Instead she is referred to three

times in Chapter 27 as emo, “his mother.” Michal is portrayed as being caught in a tug-of-

PO
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war between her father and husband, alternately referred to as Saul's daughter or as
David's wife. Delilah, on the 6ther hand, belongs to no one but herself, or so it would
seem from the language with which she described in the text. She is simply Delilah, which
is both part of her allure, and ultimately what makes her so dangerous for Samson.

' This study takes the stories of these six women as part of whole. The concern is
with the language of these stories and how the stories have been read and continue to be
read. That they derive from different periods and have active within them different writers
and editors is not a primary consideration of this study. Despite having come from
different hands and different periods, they have been presented as a whole since the
canonization of the Hebrew Bible. In that way then, they naturally offer insights into one

another, and serve as commentary and points of contrast to each other.
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Chapter One

Rebekah

Genesis is often described as a kind of primordial family album. It abounds with
portraits of the first people, the first mothers and fathers, the first sons and to a lesser
extent the first daughters, the first Israelites. Family storiels are of the utmost concern in
Genesis, as those first people make their way from the Garden of Eden into a unique
covenantal relationship with the God of Israel. Rebekah emerges from this context as an
significant éharacter: Like Abraham, her father-in-law, she is willing to leave home; and go
out into the unknown. Also like Abraham, she receives direct prophecy from God. She is

both the wife of one patriarch, and the mother of another. It is the part she plays in

-shaping the future of the not-yet established tribe that is the most remarkable, and merits

her inclusion in this study. At a critical moment in the text, Rebekah steps in, and uses the
limited tools at her disposal to dramatically effect the flow of the narrative.

The language of relationships which are used to describe Rebekah reveal much
about the development of her character. When Rebekah is first mentioned, in Genesis
24:15, she is introduced as the daughter of Bethuel, the son of Milcah the wife of
Abraham's brother Nahor. The text deliberately links her with Abraham's family, while at
the same time emphasizing her daughterhood. She is her father's daughter, and not yet
any man's wife. She herself repeats that same lineage, leaving out Abraham, when she

introduces herself to the stranger at the well. This lineage is repeated once more by the

servant himself, quoting Rebekah, when he speaks to Laban in 24:47, as if to reassure
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Laban that he understood properly who she was, and that there had been no
misunderstanding or improprieties. Her personal lineage is repeated again in 25:20, when
she is reported to have become Isaac's wife. This lineage, which will be the last to link her
to her family of birth, is longer and more formal than the previous lineages and emphasizes
that she is now far from home by adding names of areas. Additionally, this one
emphasizes Laban her brother, who took the active role in allowing her to go off and
become Isaac's wife. By the very next line, 25:21, Rebekah already has a new identity.

She is now MMYN, “Isaac's wife.”

What is knm;vn about Rebekah? Rebekah is first introduced into the story of
Genesis in chapter 24 when Abraham’s servant sees her at a well. She is brought back to
be Isaac's wife, and the text states that Isaac loved her, and that through her he found the
comfort that he sought in having lost his mother. The text keeps her waiting offstage until
she is reintroduced and mentioned as Isaac's wife in the middle of chapter 25. Then in the
next line it is revealed that she is barren. With Isaac's intervention, she conceives and
gives birth to twins.

What started out as a love story, albeit a one-sided tale with Rebekah's side
missing from the text, becomes a story of a divided family. Fokkelman maintains that
Isaac's one great moment comes when he intervenes with God to ask that Rebekah
become pregnant (25:21). The fact that the text uses N9, “to give birth,” in 25:24 and
25:26, as opposed to the more common "begot,” implies that the Isaac had little to do

with the conception of the children. Rather, they are the result of an affair between God
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and Rebekah.?* Having done his part, Isaac recedes from the narrative and Rebekah takes
center stage.

Rebekah has had an unusual experience for women in biblical narrative. She has
personally received prophecy from God. During her difficult pregnancy she was told that
there were two nations in her womb, and that the older would serve the younger. Does
this then explain her motivation for engaging in subterfuge in order to trick Isaac? Is her
knowledge that Jacob is going to be the son who inherits and carries on the line which
causes her to look out for him, protect him, and push him when necessary, doing her part
to ensure the fulﬁllm.ent of the prophecy despite that the fact that prophecy inevitably will
come true? Or is there something in Jacob's character that is familiar to Rebekah,
something she understands and want to nurture that is absent in Esau?

Exum writes that according to the rules of the narrative, Isaac cannot favor Jacob,
for that would be going against the "patriarchal status quo."* She notes that the depiction
of Rebekah here reflects a male view of motherhood, in which women will naturally
advance the interests of their children, even if underhanded methods are needed to do so.%¢
However, even if her heart belongs to Jacob, Esau is also her son. Inthe system of

primogeniture, it is supposed to be the older son who carries on the line and inherits.

¥ ]P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art in Genesis, (Assen. Van Gorcum, 1975) 92; also
J. Cheryl Exum. Fragmented Women: Feminist Subversions of Biblical
Narrative, (Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1993) 123,

¥ Exum, Fragmented Women, 132.

* Ibid., 133.
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Syrén posits that the importance in the Old Testament of the first-born is due in part to
ancient agricultural rites which would have required the sacrifice to gods of the first-born
and the first-fruits. A first-born son was also seen as a sign of the father’s virility and
strength.?’ It was common practice in the ancient Near East, attested to in extra-Biblical
documents, that the first-born son inherited a greater share of the father’s estate than any
siblings.?® While there is evidence in these documents that the status of first-born could
be designated by the father, the law stated in Deuteronomy 21:15-17 makes it clear that in
Biblical law this was not to be the case.” The first-born was to inherit whatever
accompanied that sta‘atus, regardless of the father’s feelings towards that son. Sarna points
out the special sanctity of the first-born Israelite son, noting that in the post-child sacrifice
milieu, first-born sons had to be redeemed from their unique cultic status, but their

position within the family remained unique in relation to the other offspring. He writes:

Being the primary guarantor of the future of the family line and, hence, of the
preservation of the ancestral heritage, he naturally ranked second only to the head
of the family whose successor he would automatically become. The status of the
first-born was thus bound up with responsibilities and obligations, on the one hand
and rights, privileges and prerogatives on the other, including a double portion of
the patrimony. All these were formalized by the father’s testamentary blessing.*

v Roger Syrén. The Forsaken First-Born: A Study of a Recurrent Motif in the
Patriarchal Narratives, (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993) 88.

* Ibid., 90.

? Ibid., 91.

® Nahum M. Sarna. Understanding Genesis: The World of the Bible in Light of
History, (New York: Schocken, 1966) 184-185.
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Despite the fact that in Biblical narrative it does in fact.often happen that the younger son
takes on the typical rights and responsibilities of the older son, that is presented as the
surprise element of the story. As Syrén notes, the first-born son of each of the three
patriarchs is rejected in favor of God’s choice. He identifies this phenomenon of the
Genesis narrative as the “motif of the forsaken first-born,” a motif that is crucial to the
theological underpinnings of the narrative as it serves “to underline Israel’s consciousness
of its own standing as God’s elected people.” It is important to note that this is not the
only exampie in Bihli.cal narrative, Dueteronomic law notwithstanding, in which a father
passes over his first-born son and chooses a younger son to inherit, though interestingly
those episodes involve Jacob as well. The first occurs when Jacob denies Reuben his first-
born status and the second when Jacob chooses his grandson Ephraim over Manasseh.*
That Jacob is the son of her heart, and that he comes to claims essentially all of her
love, is evident in the language of the narrative itself. Throughout chapter 27, Es$u is
referred to as 2, “his son” (27:5), NN, “your brother” (27:6, 42, 44), or *NN, “my
brother” (27:11). While twice he is called 212 N33, “her older son” (27:15, 42), Esau is
never referred to as simply, N33, “her son.” He is only Rebekah's son in relation to Jacob.

Jacob, however, is referred to several times as 13, “her son” (27:6, 17), and even more

% Syrén, The Forsaken First-Born, 142-143.

? Sarna, Understanding Genesis, 186.
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intimately as "), “my son” (27:7, 13, 43). Isaac is never referred to in direction
connection to Rebekah, only as T*aN, “your father” (27:6, 9, 10), and as YR, “his
father” (27:14), despite her having been WNWN in chapter 25, before the birth of their sons
(25:21). With the arrival of Jacob, Isaac’s importance for Rebekah recedes into the
background, and her most primary relationship is with Jacob her son. Rebekah and Esau
do not interact, and neither do Rebekah and Isaac until the'very end of the tale. While
Isaac is reported to have loved Rebekah upon seeing her the narrative never states that
Rebekah returns this love (24:67). Instead, all the love that she is able to give is directed
towards her son Jacoi).

Rebekah's main role in the text is giving birth to the next generation of followers of
Yahweh. Her female body, then, has a great deal to do with her actions in the story. Her
barrenness is a problem, because without children not only is her main ﬁmctior.i denied, but
God's promise to Abraham will go unfilled, albeit one generation later. It is her female
body that is both a problem, and the solution. In the lines 25:19 through 25:25, which
discuss her barrenness, her pregnancy, and the birth of the twins, her body, as a
specifically female body, is talked about four times. The text uses the word N37j7 to
describe the children struggling within her (25:22). While the use of N2 seems
especially apt here as it plays off the name {227, “Rivkah,” it does not appear to have a
gender-specific usage. It is used to refer to Sarah's laughter that comes from within her,
an image applicable to male or female (Gen 18:12) . The word 277 is used to indicate the
inside of any person (Psalm 64:7). 27 can also be used to indicate inside space, space

that is defined by a boundary from outer space, as in the number of righteous people to be
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found within Sodom (Gen 18:24). But while there is not a specifically female anatomical
connection to this word, there is a thematic connection, for the use of V292 is a reminder
of a woman's place. The interior is the woman's space, and it is inside the home that
Rebekah functions. Once Rebekah becomes Isaac's wife, she is no longer seen in outdoor
settings, except during the episode with Avimelech when she plays the role of a unmarried
woman. Her importance in the narrative is intrinsically coﬁnected to the role the interior
of her body plays in the story, and the way she pushes from within the home and within
the family against the confines of her limited power.

The word }Uﬁ is used twice in that same small section, first in 25:23, and again in
25:24. O3, like 312, can mean the interior space of the body in a non-gendered way
(Job 38:29, Prov 18:8). But )02 is also often used to specifically connote the place within
women from which children come. V2719, fruit of the womb, is a common expression,
used by Jacob in response to Rachel's complaints of barrenness (Gen 30:2). There is
reference to refers to N1, “ﬁy mother's womb” (Psalm 139:13), and to YON")O1,
“his mother's womb” (Eccl 5:14). The state of pregnancy is often referred to using the
word 101, as in Jeremiah 1.5, indicating that God knew him since the time he was still
within his mother. }02 can be used to represent a middle stage between birth and
conception, in other words, pregnancy (Hos 9:11). In Gen 25:23, 101 is used to describe
what is happening to Rebekah. However, in 25:24 V2 encompasses the birth itself, as the
contents of the 01 are revealed to the outside. The actual construction of 25:24, where
192 is used to herald a birth in that way, is used only in one other place in the Bible, and

there it is used almost identically. The text states 13022 DY NN - “behold, there
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were twins in her womb” (Gen 25:24). The exact same sentence reappears to describe the
birth of Tamar’s twins (Gen 38:27). The only difference between the two is that in chapter
25 DN is written 7007, and in 38 it is written MDY, That these two stories are meant
to read one against the other will become even clearer when the study turns to Tamar.

The third word used to describe Rebekah's body is TV (25:23). This is a much
less common word than Y02 or 372, but like both of those words, it too can refer to
gender-neutral innards as well as to specifically female anatomy. It can be used as a
parallel of Y02 (Ezek 3:3, Num 5:22). If all of these words are similar, and none is more
specific to women th;an ariother, why does the text use three different words in such rapid
sequence? The use of the different words makes it impossible to forget that Rebekah is
now pregnant and awaiting the outcome of this fateful pregnancy. The repeated use of
related words within such a small segment of text keeps the focus on the pregnancy,
creates a sense of tension about the eventual outcome, and also literally crowds the text
with the image of pregnancy, mirroring the crowding and tension that is actually going on
inside Rebekah.

The twins are born, and within several lines, the text reports that Rebekah loves
Jacob. There are very few instances in which a woman's love is noted in biblical narrative.
Michal is the only other woman whom is reported to have loved. Women are loved, but
rarely does the text allow them to be on the active side of loving. Clearly Rebekah's love
for Jacob is a different kind of love than that of Isaac's for Rebekah, Samson's for Delilah,
and Ahausuerus for Esther (Es 2:17). There are many kinds of love in the Bible. There is

the sexual, sensual, physical love portrayed in the Song of Songs. There is the seemingly
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non-physical but heartfelt love between two people of the same sex, David and Jonathan,
which ensured David of Jonathan's loyalty and protection (1 Sam 20:17). There is love of
God (Ps 97:10) and the love of a people for its monarch (I Sam 18:16). There is love too
of material goods such as food (Gen 27:14) or money (Eccl 5:9). Love is also expressed
as the opposite of hate (I Sam 19:7).

Love has the power to prope! Rebekah into action. Unwilling to let events unfold
on their own, she is determined to see Jacob realize his destiny, and sets out to activate
what she understands to be God's plan. She does not initiate her plan for her own material
benefit, but for the béneﬁt of her beloved son. Because of her love, she is even willing to
take on the consequences of the act herself and spare Jacob. She carries out her
subterfuge not to gain Jacob's love in return, but to help him on his way. And in fact once
the plan is in place, Jacob must flee and she never sees her son again. The difference
between Isaac's love of Esau and Rebekah's love of Jacob is important to note. While
according to the midrash, Rebekah loved Jacob because of what God had revealed to her
about his great future, the Biblical text itself is silent.*> The text reveals that Isaac's love
was based on what he got from Esau. His son the hunter brought him the fresh game that
he loved, and so he loved his son. But Rebekah's love is left unexplained. It appears to
not be based on anything she got from the relationship. She simply loves Jacob.>*

Images of domesticity fill Rebekah's story in chapter 27. Her weapons are the

* Midrash Tehillim, 9:7.

* Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 44.
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items immediately and easily available to her. It is those things that mark this as a
woman's story, and put Rebekah front and center in the story. She is based in interior
space, if not literally inside then in the inner portion of the area defined as home. She has
to send Jacob outside to get meat, while she has the utensils needed to prepare that meat
nearby. Line 15 identifies her as being J2°22, “inside the house.” She has access to the
family's clothing, and that too, along with food, becomes one of the weapons. Goatskin
too may have been a common domestic item, an ancient kind of bedclothes. Armed with
food and bread that she had prepared, dressed in Esau's clothing that she had set aside,
and covered with goatskin she had given him, Rebekah sends Jacob off to trick his father
into giving him Esau's birthright.

Rebekah has been alternately praised and condemned for her actions. Rashi’s
commentary is much more con&med With Isaac; and Jacob than with Rebekah. While
Speiser, Sarna, Coats and von Rad also basically overlook Rebekah as a character in the
narrative and focus on Isaac and Jacob, Fokkelman takes quite a critical view of Rebekah.
He calls her a manipulator and writes, "Cherchez la femme." Her actions here fit into
expected female patterns of behavior for Fokkelman.** While he acknowledges her active
role in the tale, he condemns her as a victim of her own maneuvering, never seeing her
children again because of her actions. He lays all of the family's problems at her feet,
writing, "finally we see scheming behind the scenes the originator of all the misery and the

one who is responsible in the first place, Rebekah. ... She is the only one guilty with

* Fokkelman, Narrative Art in Genesis, 100.
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respect to the others."* Sarna, on the other hand, sees no cause for blame in the events of
this episode, writing “the presence of the oracle in the story constitutes, in effect, a moral
judgment upon Jacob’s behavior.”®’ Despite the fact that for Sarna, Jacob is the main
actor and not Rebekah, the prophecy that she received during her pregnancy justifies the
actions that she and Jacob undertake. It is as if the oracle put God’s stamp of approval on
the subsequent act of deception.

Despite many 20th century commentator's unwillingness to give Rebekah credit for
her actions, Alter draws attention to the language of chapter 27. Through a deliberate use
of active verbs in chapter 27, Rebekah is shown to be in contro! of the plan to deceive
Jacob.®® The verbs used to describe her activities portray he.r ordering Jacob about,
cooking, preparing, taking, dressing. Rebekah's repeated use of the expression
Y2171 YNV is important as well. Three times in chapter 27 [9, 13, 43] Rebekah tells
Jacob to listen to her. She commands Jacob to do as she directs, and she repeats herself
to make sure that she has his attention. This is a woman to be listened to, who can
command attention, even if it is only from the younger son.

Rebekah appears to have some power, especially when it comes to Jacob, but, so it
seems, no authority. She cannot bless Jacob or give him the birthright. In order for what

she understands to be the divine plan to work properly, she must ensure that it is Jacob

* Ibid., 199-120.
¥ Sarna, Understanding Genesis, 183.

* Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 54.
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who receives the birthright from Isaac.

Fathers are primary, but they are often ineffective. Mothers lack the authority of

fathers, yet they play prominent roles in the he structuring of the family. mothers

often shape the family authority of the next generation by determining (by strategy

or identity) which son will inherit or be favored.®
Rebekah devises a plan that will work through Isaac, even if it is without his knowledge or
consent, She devises a way to usurp his authority and use it for her own ends. As Meyers
has pointed out, subterfuge is a way that those in positions of limited power or
powerlessness gain power and authority. What cannot be obtained through official
channels is obtained through deception or creative strategizing. Bal points out that this
necessity shows what happens as a result of lack of authority. If Rebekah had had the
authority to work through the formal structures of inheritance, she would not have needed
to use subterfuge and to pit brother against brother, son against father.*

Bledstein offers an alternate reading of the tale that assigns quite a different role to
Isaac. In this reading, Isaac is in fact the trickster. He is not deceived by Rebekah, but
rather has Rebekah do his dirty work for him. Because of the accepted rules of

patrilineality, he is unable to overlook his older son. According to this reading, Rebekah is

just a pawn, playing out Isaac's plan.*! Or is her act simply unnecessary? Since prophecy

* Danna Nolan Fewell and David M. Gunn, Gender, Power, and Promise: The
Subject of the Bible’s First Stories, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993) 71.

*® Exum, Fragmented Women, 142,

“ Adrien Janis Bledstein. “Binder, Trickster, Heel and Hairy-Man: Rereading
Genesis 27 as a Trickster Tale Told by a Woman.” In Feminist Companion to
Genesis, ed. Althalya Brenner. (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993) 287-
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by definition is bound to come true, would Isaac in fact have found a way to reward Jacob
with the birthright and blessing? Aschkenasy points out the subtle but crucial difference in
Isaac’s blessings to Esau and Jacob. When Isaac blesses Jacob, thinking he is Esau, he
leaves out mention of the covenantal elements of fruitfulness and the land. Later, having
understood that he gave Esau’s blessing to Jacob, not only does Isaac give Esau a blessing
of his own, but he gives Jacob a second blessing, this time mentioning the specific
elements of the covenant with Yahweh (28:34).

Subtly and indirectly, then, the biblical narrator lets us know that Rebecca’s

4 elaborate scheme was completely unnecessary, and that her energy and talents
were wasted on a ruse that only complicated her and her son’s lives.
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In this reading, the fact that Jacob must leave home and is never reunited with Rebekah is

seen as her punishment for having tried to interfere in the narrative. Her punishment is
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exacerbated by the knowledge that Isaac did not see fit to share with her his plan to handle

the matter of ensuring Jacob’s inheritance.*
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Because women do not generally have authority in biblical narrative, they are able
to work out creative strategies to problems that need unusual solutions. They stand
outside of the system of authority and control, and therefore outside of the same set of

rules governing their behavior. That enables them narratively to take on the daring plots

289.

? Nehama Achkenasy. Eve's Journey: Feminine Images of Hebraic Literary
Tradition, (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1986) 163.

© Aschkenasy, Eve 's Journey, 163.




that will dramatically alter the course of events. Exum writes:
Issues of national (male) conflict and dominance are resolved through the women,
who are seen as the source of the discord and division. Females become the locus
of conflict, when, in reality, male rivalry constructs stories in which women are
assigned the role of disrupting familial integrity.*
However, not only do they disrupt it, generally their acts are for the good of the family in
the long run. Lives are saved, the right side wins, the right son inherits, the family line
continues.
The midrash credits Rebekah with a greater understanding of God’s role in the

story than do many of the modern commentators. That she gave him the food to carry in

to Isaac but did not accompany him is seen as her acknowledgment that from thereon,

God would guide Jacob.*® This interpretation recovers her role as God’s helper, and

implies that she acted in accordance with God’s plan, not as an interfering troublemaker.
The Talmudic sages do not condemn Rebekah for her act of subterfuge, yet neither do
they single her out for praise. Her actions seem to be overall accepted in the traditional
interpretations of Biblical text, perhaps for the very reason that Rebekah’s act was seen as
necessary for Jacob to become the third patriarch and the father of the all important
Joseph.

How much power does Rebekah really have in this story? Is she just an agent,

ensuring that God's plan will work? Or is she an active initiator? Bal claims that the

“Exum, Fragmented Women, 145.

“ Genesis Rabbah 65.17.




biblical narrator takes power away from Rebekah and hangs all the credit for the success
of the plan on God.*® Yet she does come across as a woman with some amount of power.
Alter points out that she adds a significant change to the wording of the conversation she
had overheard between Isaac and Esau. In her retelling, Isaac's command is much more
direct and immediate, while Isaac's command left more room for ambiguity. In Rebekah's
version, the relationship between getting Isaac food and being blessed is direct, while in
Isaac's version, there is more of a sense that someday Esau will be blessed for the good he
does for his father now. Her change of Isaac's command creates a situation of immediacy
and importance of the blessing that is absent in Isaac's own words.*”’ In 27:8 she uses the
word mitzvah to get Jacob to do his part of the plan. In other words, she commands

Jacob. In biblical narrative, God is not the only one who commands. It is a prerogative of

people as well. But in order to command, one has to be able to exert some amount of

power and even authority, otherwise one's commands go unheeded. Perhaps in part that is
what her love of Jacob is based on - he is one person over whom she can exert some
authority.

Using the limited authority she has over Jacob, Rebekah can turn him into the son
she thinks he needs to become. She covers him up, disguising him to look appear enough

like his brother, and sends him on his mission. She has just enough power and authority to

“Mieke Bal. “Tricky Thematics.” (Semeia 42, 1988) 142.

" Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary. (New York: W.W.
Norton, 1996) 138.




turn Jacob into a trickster. She enables him to be able to change his form, and that he
does so using animal skin is not insignificant to the trickster motif. Writing about the role
of women in shaping the Biblical narrative, Aschkenasy notes:
In their roles as manipulators and hoaxers, ... women are seen as great creators of
fiction, as spinners of tales and producers of imagined realities. Perhaps the first
case of woman setting up a theatrical mask scene, intended to benefit her son
through a case of mistaken identities, is the matriarch Rebecca.**

So while Rebekah is an active initiator in this tale, her main action is to be an enabler. She

does not change her own form and steal the birthright for Jacob, but she empowers him to

do it. Coveﬁng, like the cooking and dressing she is engaged in, is another familiar

woman's act. It is not the act itself that is so unusual, but how she uses the resources
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