READING THE BIBIE WITH I1HE DEAD

sions about what the Bible teaches is an indispensable part of how we use
the Bible. No one comes to the Bible with a blank slate. We come instead
with a host of presuppositions and habits of mind, some conscious and
deliberate, others products of culture, family, denomination, and our pet-
sonal fallenness and finituce. The same was true of the classic commenta-
tors of the Christian past.

One of the dividing factors in this conversation about the Bible and
gender roles derives fiom a disagreement about history and its complexity.
There are diverse ways to understand history, especially the natute of the
Bible as & histotical book. One of the most contentious points is whether
the Bible, especially the New Testament, ought to be read as perfectly ho-
mogenous or whether the Gospels and Epistles arise from a primitive
church that was somewhat diverse in its experiences and practices. In-
sisting on an original homogeneity will force some sort of showdown be-
tween the accounts of women teaching or prophesying and the strictures
against women teaching. Yet the historical reality of the eatly church may
have embraced both without dissolving either, perhaps in ways we can, at
best, conjecture

Some Chuistians abhor such lack of resolution for the uncertainty it
seemns to impart to the Biblé, As one recent writer has put it, “If Scripture
does not mean what people have taken it to mean for centuries, then the
Bible is obscure, and, due to its lack of clatity, it cannot possess the author-
ity it once had™” Actually, the doctrine of Scripture’s clarity usually fo-
cuses specifically on its message about salvation from sin, and it is gener-
aily conceded that not all passages of Sciipture are equally clear or have
equal bearing on the message of redemption.” With respect to the texts we
have surveyed in this chaptet, the musings and hesitations of many tradi-
tional commentators regarding the limitations of Paul’s arguments and
conclusion might suggest that these texts are, in fact, neither perfectly clear
nor easy to apply. Fortunately, these are not matters that bear on salvation.
And just as fortunately, as traditional commentators themselves also ac-
knowledged, behind these matters lie guiding principles — decency and
order, faith and love — that are clear to all
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Chapter Nine

Reading Sex and Violence

Dinah, Bathsheba, Tamar, and Too Many Others

P reachers never really want to preach on rape or adultery, do they? On
a Sunday morning, to a congregation of familiest Certainly the lec-
tionary, once again, does not let us down: of the stories of Dinah, the Le-
vite’s wife, Bathsheba, and Tamar, only Bathsheba appears in the three-
yeat cycle of readings. Of course she would: the story of David’s rebuke by
Nathan the prophet and of how David came to be the father of Solomon
by Bathsheba — tied as it is to the classic penitential psalm, Psalm 51 — is
simply too impottant and too extensive to omit But these other women
remain neglected

The decision is not too hard to understand. Sooner o1 later the exposi-
tion will have to address — or sidestep — explicit deeds of sex and vio-
lence. The potential for awkwardness or embarrassment is high, as is the
potential foz witless disaster. A former student told me of her experience in
a preaching class, in which a male classmate read the entire narrative of the
incestuous rape of Tamar by her brother Amnon, dwelling on the nariative
at length and in detail, only to wind up with this unlikely lesson: How won-
derful that the love of Jesus s so unlike the love of Ammnon! This student
preacher had no inkling that his gratuitous retelling of Tamar’s rape had
scratched open a classmate’s memory of her own abusive hrothers. His
breathless discovery that “Jesus is better than Amnon” only underscored
his own insensitivity to the sott of scarring that sexual abuse brings
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How should such texts be read and appropriated? Are they simply too
painful to read? Or might it be better to say that they are too powerful, pre-
cisely in their painfulness, to be used by beginners?

‘When Desire Leads to Violence

The stozjes of the four women named above are, without a doubt, disturb-
ing details in the history of salvation. Fach of these women is caught up in
violence stemming from the men who desite them  In Genesis 34, young
Dinah goes out to visit the women of the land and ends up raped and
nearly merried, only to witness the slaughter of Hamor and Shechem at
the hands of her treacherous brothers. The Levite’s wife in Judges 19 is on
the way home with her husband when he surrenders her to the townsmen
of Gibeah, who would have preferred to rape him but settled for 1aping her
— over and over, until she was dead. In 2 Samuel 11, while her husband is
off at war, Bathsheba is espied and bedded by King David. When David
fails to pin her pregnancy on Utiah, he arranges Utialvs battlefield death
In 2 Samuel 13, David’s son Amnon sets a trap to seduce his half-sister
Tamar, whom he conquers by force only to reject her afterwards in con-
tempt. David’s anger with Amnon leads only to his inaction, but Tamar’s
brother Absalom eventually exacts a lethal vengeance.

Just as the stoties about Jephthal’s daughter and Gomer elicited poi-
gnant responses from contemporary feminists, so also have these tales We
need not review all the details here; the questions should be familiar by
now * These women ate scarcely actors: instead, they are acted upon. As
daughters and wives, they are assumed to belong to fathers and husbands,
subject to the control of men. When that control is endangered or con-
tested, chaos among men breaks out.and the storyline leaves the women
behind, damaged or dead Yet the Bible says enough about these women
for some readers to care about them and wonder about their feelings and
fate. What happened to them? Why did they receive such raw treatment?
Did anyone speak on their behalf ot remember them? Because the Bible it-
self says nothing about such matters, feminist readers feel constrained to
speak on their behalf. But such readers have another concern, too, equally
urgent: why is it that even modern commentaries compound the injury to
these women not merely by continuing to neglect them but also by adding
insult? Dinah, for example, is faulted for the foolish curiosity that led her
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from the safety of her father’s home; Bathsheba is accused of exhibition-
ism when bathing ? It’s bad enough that Sczipture is so silent about these
women, but why {ill the silences by blaming the victims? Are there better
patterns for interpreters to follow?

Reading between Sympathy and Suspicion

The task of the present chapter is not to offer extensive surveys of Dinah,
the Levite’s wife, Bathsheba, and Tamar in the history of biblical interpre-
tation. Instead, we’ll focus strategically on a topic they all have in common:
sex, as complicated in diverse ways by violence or subtler forms of coercion
Today, we tend to speak of non-consensual sex, a modern label that not
only includes rape but might also cover David’s adultery with Bathsheba
Admittedly, some have questioned just how much or what sort of coercion
Bathsheba faced; a few have raised similar questions about Dinah. But
there is no doubt that the Levite’s wife and Tamar were unwilling victims,
and it is hard to imagine that any of these women wetre initiators of pre-
meditated acts.

How, then, did traditional commentators read these stories? How did
they address the various misdeeds and crimes recorded in these biblical
texts? Whatever else one might say about patristic, medieval, and Refor-
mation interpreters, they wete intensely interested in marality, particularly
as the Bible might be applied to the needs of their readers and hearers. But
in these stories, as in so many other passages we have examined, the obvi-
ous crimes are accompanied also by obvious silences -— the details that
were not recorded and the behavior that cries out for expianation and mo-
tive It’s common for preachers today to fill out a sermon on such texts by
filling in the silences. So, how did these early writers fill them?

As we will see, traditional exegetes could be as suspicious of these
women as the modern commentators alluded to earlier. But there are seeds
of sympathy to be found, too. We will proceed by looking individually at
these four women and their stories, concentrating on points of exegesis
that have been the most provocative.
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Did Dinah Have Only Herself to Blame?

Although the entire chapter of Genesis 34 describes the aftermath of
Shechem’s rape of Dinah, there are principally three questions that bear on
Dinah herself. First, what was the mora] significance, if any, of her “going
out” in v 12 Second, while Shechem is explicitly described as smitten with
Dinah, was there any reciprocity, or only violation? Third, what finally
happened to Dinah? Was she forgotten?

Larly Worries about Dinah

Of these three questions, the first is utterly dominant. By blithely “going

out” from the safety of her father’s house, only to find catastrophe in the

petson of the first man she met, Dinah offered an uncomplicated lesson
that few commentators (all of them men, and often brothers and fathers)
could resist This moral is drawn by the earliest writers Tt appears in the
midrash on Genesis, which tepeatedly intones “Dinah went out” as the ex-
planation for each detail of the catastrophe — and as a link to Eve’s im-
modesty, Sazah’s eavesdropping, and other instances of implicitly low oz
immoral female traits 3 Clearly, women have no place “going out” from
home, where they ate protected by men, and bad things happen when they
do. Jerome does not appear to have derived this lesson from his rabbinic
soutces, but his view scarcely differs In 384, in his long letter of advice to
Eustochium on the disciplines of virginity, Jerome used Dinah to wars
Christian virgins against public life:

Ever let the privacy of your chamber guard you; ever let the Bride-
groom sport with you within . . Go not from home nor visit the
daughters of a strange land, though you have patriarchs for broth-
ets and Israel for a father. Dinah went out and was seduced. Do not
seek the Bridegroom in the streets, 4

As this “lesson” grew over time, Dinah’s character declined. A key contrib-
utor here was Pope Gregory I, who in 591 wrote an immensely influentia]
book on pastotal care. In a passage on admonishing penitent sinners
against overconfidence, he read Dinah allegorically:
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Commonly [our] crafty foe, when he sees the soul which‘ he trips up
by sin to be afflicted for its fall, seduces it by the blandlshz-nents of
baneful security. [This] is figiatively expressed in the hlstpry of
Dinah. . .For indeed Dinah goes out to see the women of a foreign
fand when any soul, neglecting its own concerns and giving heed to
the actions of others, wanders fo1th out of its own proper condition
and order. And Sichem, prince of the country, overpowets it inas-
much as the devil corrupts it . . so that the soul, seduced by these
deceptions, may be suspended from its purpose of penitence
[and] even rejoices in its transgressions.’

For Jerome, Dinah was just an example of carelessness. For Grlegory, she
came to symbolize a whole series of vices that lead to df-:stru.ctlon Grl'eg—
ory’s allegory also imputes to Dinah a degree of conser?t in this seduct}‘on:
what else could be meant when Dinah (the careless penitent) comes to “1e-
joice in its transgressions™? ' ‘

Later commentatozs echoed Gregory, often verbatim, and his allegoryl
was enshrined in the Ordinary Gloss — that twelfth-century collection of
patristic comments on the Bible that was still populax. in' thle sixte:enth cen-
tury. Other medieval writers added to Gregory’s dep1ct1.on of. ]_)mah Ber-
nard of Clairvaux, in a treatise on pride and humility, identified the f."nst
downward step as curiosity, often marked by wandering eyes. He cited
thiee examples: Eve, Satan, and Dinah )

O Dinah, you wanted to see the foreign women! Wis it. necessaI)T?
Was it profitable? Or did you do it solely out of curiosity? Eve‘n it
you went idly to see, you were notidly seen - Who would t?ehe‘?fe
that idle curiosity or curious idleness of yours would not be 1d1}e in
the future, but so terrible in its consequences for you and your fam-
ily and for your enemies too?®

What Shechem did was wrong, of course, but Dinah bears the l?xunt of
Bernard’s rebuke. Victim she was, but she could have avoided her fate. The
lament for Dinah written by Bernard’s conternporary, Peter fkbelard, was
more sympathetic but drew the same conclusion: “Woe is miserable me;
she cried, “ruined by my own doing!”™” o
Not long after, Richard of St Victor added yet one more comphc_:atmn
in a treatise on the steps of contemplation that allegorized all the children
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of the pattiarchs. The children of Leah Iepresent seven virtues or ordered
affections; Dinah, the last, repfesents ordered shame® The allegoty was not
deliberately hostile to Dinah: while indeed conquered by Shechem (identi-
fied as “love of one’s own excellence”) and drawn into “scandalous delight,”
Richard insists that she struggled and was unwilling — even if “she surren-
ders after being conquered by Shecherr’s strength ” While Dinal’s resistance
may well be taken for granted by the biblical text, the question loomed large
in the minds of many, especially in light of Deuteronomy 22:23-20, which
exonerates a woman from complicity in her own rape — if she cries for
help. Naturally, there ate many places whete no cry could be heard, and in
these cases Deuteronomy 22:25-27 gives the woman the benefit of the doubt

What Gregory and Richard illustrate, however, is that commentators wete
capable of denying that benefit to Dinah by suggesting that she sinned not
only by wandering out, but also by enjoying het ravishment. For modern

readers, this is a problematic move and a wortisome precedent, especially -

when unsupported by the biblical text. But what complicates our assess-
ment of Richard’s exegesis is “Dinaly’s” larger role in his allegorical treatise,
wheze she is properly praised as a virfue: the godly sort of shame that can
soften the rage of men and make them commendable and lovabie

The legacy of patristic and medieval Interpretation was to ascribe
Dinah’s ruin to her foolish curiosity. Both literally and allegorically, she of-
fered a cautionary tale of the danger that looms for women when they
stiay into the public sphere, outside the home or cloister, where walls {and
men) can protect them

Dinah among the Reformers

With few exceptions, the writers of the sixteenth century continued to find
fault with Dinah. “She is not excused by ignorance but accused by her cu-
riosity;” wrote Pellican, even as Vermigli stated that the occasion of her
rape was “adolescent wanderlust and curiosity” Luther agreed, as did
Musculus and Calvin — adding, in the case of Luther and Musculus, that
curiosity is a vice to which women in particular are prone.® The lesson isn’t
subtle. Calvin, for example, urgently warns of the danger that

hangs over weak virgins at this day, if they go too boldly and eagerly
into public assemblies, and excite the passions of youth towards
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themselves. For it is not to be doubted that Moses in part casts the
blame of the offense upon Dinah herself, .. whereas she ought to
have remained under her mother’s eyes in the tent 1°

Luther identified another sin on Dinah’s part, namely, that she went out
“on her own without a companion,” indeed, “without the permission of
her father and mother” — an especially controversial issue for Prote_stants,
who hotly opposed the way Roman Catholics granted children the right to
contract marriage without parental consent,!?
Clearly, Reformation commentators saw the place of women as firmly
fixed in the private sphere of home and hearth, but some hammered on
this point more than others. A prime example is Zwingli, who Vf:nted pa%-
pable anger at Dinah and her imitators Convinced that the verb in Gerllesm
34:11s best construed in the impetfect past tense, he cF)ncluded that Dinah
did not go out just once, but habitually, regularly visi.tl?lg t‘he women of the
city. Shechem probably saw her on one of these visits, in the couise of
which he “spoke to her heart” (v 3), “so that, having at last.been pfzr suaded
by him, she might be seized by him ”'2 Zwingli seriously faults Dmgh, but
he also lambastes women who parade their rings and robes in public, who
“go out” to see and be seen, indeed, prostituting their chastity Oddlly', it es-
capes Zwingli’s notice that he has _reversed the order hete: C.%enesus 34:.1~3
puts the rape first, piior to Shechem’s attempted cor;solatlc.)n‘ No.thulg
suggests that Dinah began by conniving with Shecherd, desP1te Zwmgh S
insinuations ' Dinah’s final role in Zwingli’s commentary is to illustrate
the strange workings of providence: for while God cou}';d have o1dained to
make Jacob great by allowing the pact with Shechem and Han.lor to stand,
the Israclites were not slated to possess the land for centuries to come
“Meanwhile, God permits Dinah to be violated so ’Fhat we n.'zigl'it learn
about the ways of young men and the wantonness of young gitls 14
If there are any words of sympathy to be found for .‘Dmah, they are
probably to be found in Luther’s remarks, which have 1'e.n:e;vled more stu-dy
than most.’® Luther writes as a father, and his sympathies lie latgely with
Jacob, Nonetheless, as Joy Schroeder observes, Luther was ncTt onjly’ the fa-
ther of daughters, he himself had lost a daughter of about Dinah’s age not
long before he wrote on Genesis 34 ¢ So while Luther .can I‘ecz}p th.e usual
stereotypes about women’s levity and curiosity that D1’na.h epitomizes, I_le
is also emotionally engaged: directly with Jacob, indirectly (but still
deeply) with Dinah. ‘
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Two of Luther’s obsetvations will have to suffice here. First, he takes
with utter seriousness the extza measure of suffering both Jacob and Dinah
endured on account of their sense of divine abandonment. We saw earlier,
in his account of Hagar, how Luther could speak so movingly of the “god-
less” dimension of such tzagedies, and of how no aspect of suffering brings
as much anguish as feeling deserted by God

Who is watching here? Is anyone keeping awake? God and his an-
gels wink and look the other way, God pays no attention and acts as
if he does not know or see the daughter being snatched away to be

raped. Indeed, he permits this to happen while the angels sit and do
nothing 7

Admittedly, Luther has focused on Jacob’s grief here, but Dinah is by no

means out of sight. She is sorrowful, grief-stricken, and inconsolable And -

it is further typical of Luther to involve her entire family in teats and an-
guish — including Jacob’s wives, servants, maids, and shephetds '8 Here is
a crucial contrast between Luther and Zwingli. Both writers saw this trag-
edy as wrought by providence and as bearing a lesson for us. But where

Zwingli saw a lesson about the faulty morality of othets, Luther found a
lesson vastly more immediate:

Why does God permit such a godly patriarch to be burdened with
this cross, as if he were not pious, pleasing, and dear to God? This
happened for our sake, so we might learn patience, be consoled in
adversity, and restrain our own mouths if similar calamities happen
to us. I mean, we are no better than these great men, so we should
not aspire to-special treatment Instead, we should get used to such
exercises and tests of out faith, consolation, and patience 17

A second remarkable aspect of Tuther’s exegesis is his constancy in de-
fending Dinah. Granted that she sinned through foolish cutiosity, she is
still the one wronged There is no need for further severity As Schroeder
observes, Luther refused to suggest, as some medievals (and contemporar-
les} did, that Dinah had not only been treated like 2 harlot (v. 31}, but had
acted like one as well.2® Instead, Tuther reserved his contempt for the im-
penitent presumption of Shechem and his father. And it is a further mark
of his “fatherly” concern that Dinah does not soon disappeat from his
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comments on Genesis 34, or from Genesis at all She is mentioned often,
eventually receiving from Luther what few ever gave her: a happy ending of
sorts, ot even an ending at all Feminist ctitics have observed not onty that
Dinal’s fate is left untecorded {implying that, like Tamar, she was ever after
“a desolate woman™), but also that her brothers zampage destroyed the
sole prospect of marriage she would ever have, to S_hechem Yet Di?ah re-
appears in Genesis 371 and 43:5 — not in the Bible, but in Luther’s com-
ments — where we learn not only that Jacob brought Dinah and Joseph to
the aged Isaac to keep him company, but also that she accompanied ]'aco})
to Egypt, serving as the mother of the household after th_e de.ath of I‘acob s
wives.2! Tt is no small irony that in penning this imaginative ending to
Dinah’s story, Luther has joined some unlikely company: for despite the
1abbis’ hostile critique of Dinah, there is a sttand of midrash that also as-
sociated Dinah with the sojourn to Egypt — not as Jacob’s housekefaper,
but as the mother (by Shechem} of Asenath, Joseph’s “Egyptian” wife.?

Was the Levite’s Wife Being Punished?

No story of violence to an individual in Scripture can be more gri.sly and
horrifying than the gang rape, murder, and subsequent bu’fchegf- of the Le-
vite’s wife in Judges 19. It is an obscene event that tz-igg@g a civil wat that.
reportedly leads to 65,000 deaths, along with the slaug:htfcr of ‘fhe city of
Jabesh-gilead, except for 400 abducted virgins, and th?T abduct@n of an-
other 200 virgins from Shiloh Among these details, thj?ree questions beat
on the Levite’s wife 2 First, why did she leave her husband (19:2}, and what
does that suggest about her? Second, when the house of the Levi"te’s host in
Gibeah was sutrounded by townsmen, clamoring to have sex w1.t'h the Le-—
vite, can any justification be found for his act of forcing his wife into th(-.:u‘
hands? Finally, was his wife’s horrifying death somehow a providential
punishment?

Sanitizing the Story: Josephus, Ambrose, and Jerome
The tale’s repugnance may be argued from the reluctance with which it is
mentioned by commentators Among the church fathers, only Ambrose,

Jerome, and Sulpicius szid anything at ali. Even Augustine fell mute: hav-
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ing addressed a huge set of questions on the first seven books of the Old
Testament, he abruptly ended with Samson, at Judges 15 The silence of Au-
gustine, in turn, may well have paralyzed many medieval commentators,
who habitually borrowed wholesale from the Latin father Arnazingly, the
silence would be broken only in the fourteenth century, when Nicholas of
Lyra publicized some “new” information 24

The modest comments that we do have prior to Lyra often seem
shaped less by the biblical text than by a paraphrase of the story that
Josephus produced in the first century?* Josephus sanitized the tale, re-
casting it as a patched-up lovers’ quarrel that met a tragic end when the
men of Gibeah seized the husband’s beautifid wife After a night of abuse,
she died, less from bodily injury than from her grief and shame. The story
temains tragic, but Josephus has removed the reference to same-sex rape
and endowed the Levite’s wife with the classic female virtues of modesty
and shame.

Josephus’s influence is clearest in Ambrose, who digressed deeply into
the story of the Levite’s wife in the course of two letters written around
380, advocating virginity and defending a Christian virgin named Tndicia
from an accusation of unchastity.?® Ambrose’s long retelling of Judges 19
was meant to illustiate the importance of character, though it seems an
odd excursus. In any case, Ambrose followed Josephus in ignoring ques-
tions of homosexual rape and in focusing on the woman’s beauty as the
cause of the frenzy. Likewise, the Levite does not expel his wife; she was
1ather seized by the mob, only to die of humiliation the next morning

The paraphrases of Judges 19-21 in Josephus and Ambrose recur in a
few later writers,?” but the silence of Augustine dominates: the Ordinary
Gloss is remarkably barzen, mustering little mote than a few definitions 28
What is easily missed, however, is that all these patristic and medieval writ-
ers were blinded, even when they were silent, by a special kind of igno-
rance Alf of them were working from either the I atin Vulgate o1 the Sep-
tuagint (the Greek version of the Old Testament) — neither of which
reports what the Hebrew Bible says of the Levite’s wife at Judges 19:2.
Where the Vulgate and Septuagint say that the Levite’s wife “became an-
gy’ with her husband and left him, the Hebrew version states, instead,
that she “played the harlot” and left This is truly an inflammatory bit of
information, and highly prejudicial to the Levite’s wife. Along the way, it is
a mystery beyond explanation that Jerome, who translated the Vulgate
from what he liked to call the “Hebrew truth,” seems to have preferred the
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Greek reading here. But what Jerome left hidden emerged at last in Lyra’s
“literal commentary” on the whole Bible — a work that quickly upstaged
the Ordinary Gloss, largely because of Lyra’s facility in Hebrew and his ex-
tensive use of otherwise unknown rabbinic sources.

The “Hebrew Truth” Unveiled: Lyra and the Reformers

Lyra was well aware, then, that the Levite’s wife wasn’t just angry. Rather, as
the Hebrew Bible says, she was an adulteress, so she probably left her hus-
band either because he threw her out or because she ran off with a lover.?®
It is therefore all the more surprising that Lyra did not linger to rebuke her
but moved on teo other ethical issues in the passage. One of these is the
shocking offer made by the host in Gibeah to give his daughter to the mob
at his door, an offer fulfilled by the Levite when he pushed his wife outside
Whese eatlier writers equivocated or emended the storyline at this point,
Lyta condemned the offer for what it is: a mortal sin. Lyra thus-ruled out
any excuse based on the notion of compensatory evil®® — the idea that.a
lesser sin (the rape of a woman) may be permitted to avoid a greater sin
{the “annatural” rape of a man) Centuties eatlier, Angustine pondered
this question when Lot offered his daughters to the men of Sodom in Gen-
esis 19, a tale that mirrors Judges 19. Though he rejected the appeal to com- -
pensatory evil, Augustine left a precedent for thinking :%h'at the bodies of
men are of greater value than the bodies of women But Lyta countered

" Augustine’s interpretation with a sober and sophisticajed analysis of the

situation, for the angry men of Gibeah may well have “abused” the Levite’s
wife by subjecting her to “unnatural” intercourse — what we usually ca¥l
sodomy. So the Levite would not necessatily have avoided any greater evil
by abandoning his wife.

Lyra’s knowledge of Hebrew and rabbinic iraditions remained of great
interest for the next two centuties, but his findings were often disputed By
the sixteenth century, Christian scholars ad come to regard a working
knowledge of Hebrew and Greek as indispensable for commenting on the
Bible, and many now read the sources for themselves. These later scholars
were uniformly of the opinion that the “Hebrew truth” was more authozi-
tative than Greek or Latin versions of the Qld Testament. Consequently, all
agreed that Judges 19 told not of a marital spat, but of adultery — and
someone was to blame.
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Readers today may be caught off guard by the vehemence with which
early Protestants despised aduilterers. But for Peltican, Brenz, Bucer, and
Vermigli, the adultery of the Levite’s wife introduced a volatile issue. Sev-
eral wondered, for example, why she hadn’t already been put to death
That may seem harsh, but were they really out to get her? No, they were
inerely trying to be good commentators. Elsewhere the Bible tells us that
the punishment for adultery is death by stoning, except for the daughter of
a priest, in which case the punishment is death by fire 3! As a part of Old
Testament history, the events in Judges ought to have been governed by
Old Iestament law. That the Jaws of Moses were not enforced alerts us to
the anarchy of the day, when “there was no king in Israel” and “the people
did what was right in their own eyes” (21:25). These Protestants, moreover,
knew what anarchy was For them, the Reformation had bs ought not only
the glorious restoration of the gospel, but also civil strife, persecution and
bloodshed — and accusations that telling people they were saved by “faith
alone” would lead to loose morals. Unfor tunately, sometimes it did. So it
was with a grim satisfaction that all four of these writers concluded that
the death of the Levite’s wife was also providential: a gruesome but fitting
punishment for someone who had violated God’s law of martriage Bucer’s
comments ate probably the starkest: ‘

As she sinned by her own lust, so with the lust of another did the
adulterous woman pay a penalty both more savage and mote
shameful than according to the law . God compensates for the
lateness of a well-deserved punishment with severity, and he con-
verts into punishments those very things by which pleasure was
sought for against God 52

It would be wrong, however, to draw either of two possible conclusions
First, it would be wrong to infer from their determination to see the Le-
vite’s wife punished that Bucer and his colleagues were specially hostile to
women. Indeed, they were quite aware that the Bible’s punishment for

adultery applies to both sexes, and these four Reformers would also be _

numbered among those in the sixteenth century who contested the double
standazd by which men wete usually favored in matters of adultery and di-
vorce > Second, it would be wrong to conclude, on the grounds that it was
God who punished the Levite’s wife by means of the mab of Gibeahites,
that those rapacious men were in any way excused * The men at the door,
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like those who assaulted Lot’s guests in Genesis 19, were vilified by all com-
mentators in texms as dire as imaginable: they were cruel, filthy, children of
Belial, foul and monstrous, reprobate, brutal, wicked, “altogether hateful
and detestable to God and men ™ And if we read on to see what these
writers said about the chaos that followed the rape of the Levite’s wife, we
would find that they continued to excoriate the men of Israel for avenging
the Levite so savagely, by means of a serial brutality inflicted too often
upon innocent women and children. o
What about the actions of the Levite and his host in Gibeah, who imi-
tated Lot in offering women to be raped, but who did not have the bent?ﬁt
of angels to defend them? The appeal to compensatory evil that Augustine
described and rejected continied to interest wiiters in the sixteenth cen-
tury. (Indeed, it continues to interest us today, because we too may'.face
motal choices of which even the best seems ethically tainted.) Pellican,
Brenz, and Bucer all make a case that the Levite may have acted to avoid a
greater evil than the rape of his wife; Cajetan, their Catholic contempozary,
did likewise. By and large, they agreed with Augustine that hornoxxual
rape is a greater crime than heterosexual rape. But the consciences of these
commentators are clearly uneasy: Pellican looks for another way out; Buce.r
equivoéates, insisting one cannot judge these mattets in advance. Verrmg‘h,
however, is unambiguous in condemning the Levite and his host: no sin
should ever be committed under the pretense of avoiding a greater sin.
More rematkable still is the conclusion reached by bath Cajetan and
Vermigli that, regardless of any claim to have avoided a greater crime, 1o
wife or daughter is ever the “possession” of a husband or fatherin a way that
gives him the right to endanger her. The old man in Gibeah therefore had

no right to prostitute his daughter or his guest’s wife. For a father
does not have his daughter so in his power that he may expose her
to the lusts of others Nor is the daughter hetself obliged to obey in
anything that is sip, even if her father . commands it >

Wete we to compare the parallel story of Lot, similar results would be ob-
tained: Luthet, Calyin, Musculus, and Vermigli reject any appeal to com-
pensatory evil. They find Lot’s endangerment of his daughters disloyal an(-i
execrable, vicious and detestable, unlawful and unfaithful Like Vermigl,
Musculus insists that no father has the authority to make such an offer,
and no daughter is bound to obey3’

197



READING IHE BIBLE WIIH IHE DEAD
FPostscript: Where Is the (Hebrew) Truth Today?

A sea change in the interpretation of the Levite’s wife occurred when the
Hebrew wording of Judges 19:2 — and the wife’s alleged adultery — came
to the attention of Christian commentators. At that point, opinion swung
from empathy for her to suspicion and hostility. But when the Hebrew text
says she “played the harlot,” must we picture literal infidelity, or might this
be a way of branding her for abandoning her husband on ket own initia-
tive?*® Might the Greek Old Testament actually be not a distortion of the
Hebrew, but a less charged way of saying the same thing? Today, most En-
glish Bibles follow the Hebrew text, but the RSV, NRSV, and New Jerusa-
lem Bible give more credence to the Septuagint here: she became angry,
these Bibles state, and she left. How might Iy1a and later commentators
have written about the Levite’s wife if they had shared these critical textual
judgments?

Did Bathsheba Set David Up for Seduction?

Bathsheba appears in two biblical scenes In 1 Kings 1-2, she collaborated
with the prophet Nathan to ensure that Solomon would succeed David as
Israel’s king; here in 2 Samuel 11, she plays a moze passive role Among the
details of het encounter with David and his arrangement to do away with
Uriah, his faithful subject and her faithfil husband, three ate of special in-
terest First, there is David’s voyewrism in 2 Samuel 11:2. Was Bathsheba
bathing immodestly, so as to contribute to the adultery? Second, commen-
tators differ over v. 4. The NRSV reading, “she was purifying herself after
her period,” construes the text as proving that the pregnancy reported in
v 5 had te be by David, not Uriah But the ancient versions — Hebrew,
Greek, and Latin -— are all less clear about the purpose of her purification
and its timing, Third, when v 26 says Bathsheba “made lamentation” for
Utiah, some wonder if she was sincere, or if she was wrong to accede to
David when “he brought her to his house” {v. 27). In the history of exege-
sis, however, these questions emerged rather gradually.
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All about David

Given the historical, liturgical, and messianic shadows that David cast over
the entire Bible, it is no surptise that Bathsheba and Uriah are commonly
treated as props in a drama all about the king. Particularly in light of the
traditional ascription of Psalm 51 to David, “after he had gone in to
Bathsheba,” commentators eagetly read 2 Sarmmel 1112 as the tale of a
mighty man who became a model penitent The classic account may be
Ambrose’s Apology for the Prophet David, in which the enormity of David’s
crime corresponds to the depth of his repentance and God’s forgiveness
Bathsheba’s only role is allegorical: she symbolizes the church of the gen-
tiles, rescuzed by Christ {David) from the devil {Uriah) The basic features
of Ambrose’s allegory recurred constantly, extending from Augustine to
Gregory the Great and Isidore, and on to Raban Maur and the Ordinary
Gloss 40 Edifying as the allegory may have been, there was no intention to
excuse David, as Augustine explained:

The literal David, then, was guilty of a heinous crime, which God by
the prophet condemned in the rebuke addressed to David, and
which David atoned for by his repentance On the other hand, He
who is the desire of all nations loved the Church when washing her-
self on the roof, that is, when cléansing herself from the pollution of
the world . ; and after commencing an acquaintance, He puts to
death the devil, whorn He first entirely zemoves from her, and joins
her to Himself in perpetual union. While we hate the sin, we must
not overlook the prophetical significance; and while we love . . . that
David [= Christ] who in His metcy has freed us from the devil, we
may also love the David who by the humility of his repentance
healed the wound made by his transgression **

The church fathers did not excuse or minimize David’s crimes. Yet they
were scarcely interested in the literal Bathsheba. And while the parable of
“the poor man’s lamb” with which Nathan confronted David (12:1-4) seems
to foreground his abuse of power, the fathers saw David’s adultery more asa
private sin precipitated by his inability to resist Bathsheba’s allure
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Bathsheba’s Secrets

David never leaves the stage, but various observations bearing on Bath-
sheba were raised from time to time. One of these goes all the way back to
Josephus, who thought Bathsheba must have sent word to David as soon as
she realized she was pregnant, “asking him to contrive some way to conceal
her sin,” lest she be stoned to death as an adulteress.*2 Curiously, despite
their use of Josephus, the fathers do not feature her as conspiring in this
way. Later writers do note the vagueness of Bathsheba’s “purification” in
v. 4. Writing in 1279, Peter Comestor offered three explanations: it may
mean merely that she bathed after intercourse; or that her menstrual flow
ceased because she was now pregnant; or that it ceased “when she was
touched by the king” (presumably one of the lesser-known powers of roy-
alty) ** Three centuries later, Denis the Carthusian added other possibili-
ties, including the view of some that, since Bathsheba had borne no chil-
dren, she may have been “pwrified” by being healed of ster ility. Denis
actually wondered how the Bible can say she was purified, since her adul-
tery really left het more imputre than before. Yet he saw nothing scandalous
in her bathing (in v. 2): she may have been cooling off, or just attending to
menstrual cleanliness. Denis is generally sympathetic to Bathsheba: al-
though some think her lament for Uriah was feigned and that she really re-
joiced because her husband’s death allowed her to escape the punishment

of stoning and marry the king, Denis was inclined to think that “her heart

wept fot the fallen husband whom she loved »#

What complicated any assessment of the morality of both David and

Bathsheba in the later Middle Ages was {as so often) the inside informa-
tion that Iyra gleaned from the rabbis. In this instance, Iy1a learned from
Rashi that before a soldier in the Old Testament went to war, he would give
his wife a provisional writ of divorce If he fell in battle, his wife’s divorce
would be calculated from the time he gave her the writ®® Thus, even
though David committed adultery while Utiah was alive, the writ of di-
vorce Bathsheba allegedly received was effective as of Uriah’s initial depar-
ture for battle Technically, David did not commit adultery: he rather had
sex with a widow, properly (if retroactively) divorced This elaborate con-
stiuct is perfectly tailoted to exonerate David (and, incidentally,
Bathsheba) from any crime — an odd agenda, given the evidence of Psalm
51 as David’s confession of sin. Christian commentators generally dis-
missed this amazing bit of background information as a fable, not least be-
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cause of its refutation fater in the fourteenth century by Paul of Burgos —
a Christian convett, former rabbi, and 1yra’s self-appointed “corrector”

Bathsheba as Victisn and Conspirator

Protestant exegesis rode the rising tide of humanist scholarship, with its
intense interest in original sources and languages. But the Reformation
was also an intensely moral movement, one that implemented widespread
reforms against the prevailing laxity of Catholicism and society in general
— reforms and concerns reflected also in exegesis. The Bible’s silences
were usually unpacked with worties about ethical behavior in mind, only
to be reassembled with added lessons and exhortations, Many commenta-
tors simply assumed that biblical characters harbored the same vices they
found or feared in their congregations.

The Reformers’ skeptical portrait of Bathsheba may well be the prod-
uct of such presuppositions, even if that portrait fails to satisfy in many re-
spects. Bathsheba received only modest attention in the sixteenth century,
but ample comments survive in lectures Vermigli gave in 1557 and in Cal-
vin's strikingly similar sermons, delivered in 1562 . Both indicted David un-
sparingly and at length Calvin classed him as a “monster;” devoid of scru-
ple or remorse, who committed “whoredom” and treated his servants as
pimps. David was just like all princes, who “do not Worri'y much about the
death of their subjects ™ His crime, moreover, was not only a private sin but
a failure of office. “David the King is not the guardian of the law, but its vi-
olator;” cried Vermigli, for “he does not uphold modesty but assaults it 746

Clearly, Bathsheba was wronged by David, who used his servants to se-
duce her and “to draw her into such perdition that she would have been . .
lost if God had not . . had mercy on her.”#” But she was no model saint,
much less 2 martyr To be sure, Vermigli and Calvin did not condemn her
for bathing, and Veumigli insisted that there is nothing wrong with a
woman’s beauty, which is a gift of the Creator and even pdrt of God’s im-
age. But both felt she should have shown more discretion and modesty,
and taken greater care not to be seen. Both also compared her to Susanna,
a matron {in the apocryphal additions to Daniel) who was overtaken by
two evil elders while bathing in a garden and who preferred death to de-
filement. Vermigli thereforé wondered why Bathsheba offered no resis-
tance. Maybe she was overwhelmed by the king’s dignity Maybe she was
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ambitious and hoped to become queen. Ot maybe she thought David
could somehow decree her divorce — “Weak women often think stch
things.”4

It is no surprise, then, that Vermigli and Calvin met Bathshebas puri-
fication with suspicion Neithet connected her act with menst ual impu-
rity. Instead, Calvin was sure she was in the grip of guilt over her adultery:
“thete is no doubt” that her act was the ritual sprinkling performed “after
someone had been soiled by some sin” But Calvin was also sure she let
herseif off too easily:

In what sense was her purification real? It was nothing but a
shadow, full of hypocrisy . .. That she felt she was guilty before God
was in itself a good beginning But she did not continue. . . She
thought that she had been properly absolved when she sprinkled
herself as required by the Law, but she only considered the external
appearance.

Vermigli said much the same. Bathsheba went back to life as usual: “she
worshiped on the Sabbath, joined the sacred assembly, and purified hezself
as did others. . .. But it all came from hypocrigy™4*

More distrust greeted Bathsheba when she lamented the death of
Utiah (v 26}. Vermigli seems to agree with those who saw her grief as a
cover for her greater desite to be freed from suspicion of adultery, which
could never happen while her husband lived Calvin branded her mouin-

ing as “fiction” and a “farce,” granting that “perhaps she was touched” by

Utiah's death but ultimately concluding that her grief was feigned. How
did Calvin know this? Apparently he deduced this, and more, from
Bathsheba’s return to David’s house {v.27):

We also see how she personally profited from the situation. For she
should have hidden herself, but instead, she went on to place herself
in an eminent position so she could be seen from afar And what
could one have seen? Here was an adulteress, who was the cause of
the death of her husband, going around brazen-faced, and giving
herself a good time with her adulterous partner, with a murderous
and disloyal individual. Well, when she consented and willingly
agreed with such a villain, what could one judge but that both had
conspited in the death of this poor man? . She readily went with
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David to live in his house, forgot the death of her husband, and paid
no attention to the villainous and detestable outrage which had
been done to him. Without argument, she joined herself to him
who put the sword in the hand of the enemies of God in order to
put Uriah to death 3°

It's entirely possible that Bathsheba possessed all these crass motives, just
as Calvin claimed. But it remains to note that Calvin found her vices in a

- verse that merely says, “David sent and brought het to his house ” The ac-

tor in this scene was David All the zest is silence _

Remarkably, neither Vermigli nor Calvin hesitated to endorse the
happy ending the Bible provided for David and Bathsheba in the later
birth of Solomon . According to Calvin, David exhorted Bathsheba to join
him in repentance, and mutual accord and divine consolation followed
Vermigli mused seriously and with some feeling over Bathsheba’s trials:
“She knew she had sinned, she saw God’s anger, she knew God had caused
the death of her son. As the greatest good is to have pleased God, so the
greatest evil is to know that God is hostile and angry with us” Vermigli
then tried to imagine David’s words at 2 Samuel 12:24, which repozts that
“David consoled his wife.” Vermigli consttucts a tender speech for David.
It culminates in an unexpected but traditional promise, that the Messiah
would be born through the line of David and Bathsheba, two sinners now
graciously restored ** David seems to have heard this fhéws from Nathan
and passed it along to his wife — an inference Vermigli found in a rabbinic
source, but which he surely used because it vwas already embedded in the
genealogy of Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel.

What Was Tamar Thinking?

The story of how Amnon entrapped and raped his half-sister Tamar is
viewed by some commentators as an inversion of the story of Dinah: both
women were violated In acts of passion, but whereas Shechem came to
profess abiding affection for Dinah, Amnon’s love turned to passionate ha-
tred. In both cases, brothers intervene on behalf of a wionged sister, with
equally dismal results: an unmarried daughter is left in desolation. In con-
sidering Tamar, three exegetical elements are crucial The stoty in 2 Samuel
13 is bracketed, first of all, by Amnon’s cime and its punishment ~— ot Iack
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thereof. How do interpreters deal with his treachery and cruelty? More
telling, perhaps, how do theydeal with David’s stunning passivity in v. 21,
whete his anger leads only to inaction?®? Next, Tamaz’s speech in vv 12-13
comes undet scrutiny for urging Amnon to ask for her in mazrriage rather
than taking her by force. Yet she and Amnon had a common father in Da-
vid. Was she proposing an incestuous marriage? Finally, Tamaz’s responses
to the rape — a second speech in v. 16 and her lament in vv, 18-10 — are
studied by those who want to know why she claimed that her ejection by
Amnon was a worse deed than rape, and why she cried aloud after the rape
but {apparently) not before. Our survey will move quickly through patris-
tic and medieval wtiters in order to-spend a bit more time with writers of
the Reformation.

Lessons from Inmar: Watchfulness, Prudence, Tenacity

Patristic commentary on this text ran largely along familiar lines Jerome
offered a moral reading, warning nuns and monks to guard their virginity
even in the presence of close relations.>* Others allegorized the names of
Amnon (“giving”), Tamar (“bitterness”), and Absalom {“father of peace”™),
but the moral was about the same: he who gives himself to desire will fall
into the bitterness of sin and deliver himself to an enemy disguised as a fa-
ther of peace ™

Medieval writers, however, began to worry about the ethical implica-
tions of the text. Tamar’s plea that Amnon seek permission from David 1o
marry her is of constant interest. Peter Comestor subsctibed to the old
opinion of Josephus that Tamar’s plea was not sincere but 1ather a subter-
fuge designed to buy time. Indeed, he added, marriage between siblings is
unlawfu] — except there are “some” (not named by him) who say that this
Old Testament law pettains only to those of the same race Amnom’s
mother was an Istaelite, but Tamar’s mother was a gentile, taken by David
in 'war, so perhaps such a union was licit after all Lyra added another wrin-
Kle to this line of exegesis. According to his 1abbinic sources, not only did
David take Tamar’s mother as a spoil of waz, she was at the time pregnant
with Tamat by her previous husband. Tamar was thus not David’s natural
daughter, and she was but a half-sister to Absalom Since she was unrelated "
to Amnon, she was free to matzy him — and her suggestion to Amnon was
therefore without fault * Unfortunately, these little-known details were
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nowhere to be found in the Bible. A century later, when Denis considered
whether Tamar and Amnon were too distantly related for the laws of incest
to apply, he ignored Iyra altogether and eventually dismissed even Peter
Comestor’s version of the argument. Instead, Denis sided with Josephus:
Tamar’s speech was a ruse.®

Lyta also asked about David’s response to Amnon’s deed. The question
was obvious. Rape is a capital crime. In some cizcumstances, both rapist
and victim may be put to death. So why didn’t David punish his son? Iyra
frames the question without favor to David: “It seems that David sinned
gravely” when he refused to chastise his son, much less consider executing
him 37 But Lyra gets David off on a series of technicalities. The law about
the rape of a betrothed virgin in Deuteronomy 22:23 doesn’t apply because
Tamar was not engaged. And while the law in Deuteronony 22:13-1¢ might
be used against Amnon, he could not be convicted of an unwitnessed
ctime without a complaint from Tamar and some physical evidence — but
2 Samuel 13:20 says she kept silent on the advice of Absalom. Lyra goes on
to speculate that David did punish Amnon, but not immediately, because
Amnon was still weak and infirm . David’s failure to punish Amnen would
have fueled Tamat’s hatred for Amnon, and her hatred would explain why
David did not force Amnon to marty her (again citing Deuteronomy
22:19) o
Lyra’s defense of David’s inaction is checked by Denis’s skeptical 1e-

buttal. As various Old Testament texts argue, if a father is called to correct

an erring son, how much more is it the duty of a judge!‘ And while it is
proper to defer punishment if time and circumstancetare inappropriate,
Denis is not persuaded that Amnon was weak and infirm If he had the
strength to force himself on Tamat, he was well enough to bear punish-
ment. Indeed, David should have realized that Amnon’s show of iliness
was fakery. And when Scripture says Tamar kept silent, Denis thinks Ab-
salom would have urged her to complain to David if he’d had any hope
that Amnon would have been put to death. Denis thus sees nothing but
culpable indulgence on David’s part, and noething like repentance oz sor-
tow on the part of Amnon. David’s love for Amnon was, it: shozt, “carnal
and corrupt ™

Denis paired his case against Amnon with a modest defense of Tamar.
In addition to vindicating her plea to Ammnon in v. 13 as a ruse — indeed,
an “officious” lie and scazcely a sin — he also considered the question from
Deuteronomy 22:24 that has perennially burdened victims of rape: Why
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didn’t she cry out? After all, she was in a palace — sutely help was nearby!
But Denis was still ready to excuse her Perhaps she was actually trying to
save lrer brother Amnon by this ruse, lest he receive a death sentence for his

deed In any case, Denis was sure she defended herself vigorously, even

manfully (viriliter), and this may be why Amnon’s desire turned to hatred:
Tamar may have wounded him in the struggle, as “the Hebrews” suggest *

Good Girl / Bad Girl: Tamar in the Reformation

The contrast that emerged between Iyra and Denis finds a more detailed
counterpart iz the sixteenth century. However much Vermigli and Calvin
agreed regarding Bathsheba, they were at odds in the case of Tamar.

Before looking at Tamar, however, it is important (o see that they were
by no means soft on Amnon or David Calvin regatded Amnon as detest-
able, not least for having “nurtured this evil within himself” Amnon’s act
was “grossly immoral,” “against nature,” and disgraceful. He “wallowed in’
his lust, and there is no sign “that he was displeased with himself over his
evil, nor that he was fighting against it” Both Calvin and Vermigli offer a
fine analysis of Amnon’s craftiness, especially the way his references to
Tamar change to serve his deception To Jonadab, his co-conspirator, he re-
fers to “my brother Absalom’s sister,” Calvin notes, “as though .. not atall
related to him!” But before David, he innocently calls her “my sister;” as if
“to cloak his fornication ”%® Another instance is cited by Vermigli at v. 17,
where Amnon heartlessly tells his servant to “pat this woman out” Amnon
“does not call her by her own name, nor by ‘sister” You see three grave
crimes: fitst is rape; another is incest; a third is hatred of his sister, He pub-
licizes his wickedness as much as he can %

David, too, comes under fire. While Calvin credits him for teaching his
children right and wrong (unsuccessfully, in Amnon’s case), it is David’s fait-
ure that he “let his daughter be corrupted”s Both Calvin and Vermigli dis-
miss those who would excuse David for not punishing Amnon. For Calvin,
“David’s sin” here was exceptionally scandalous because, as king, he “ought
to have maintained equality in justice ” Of course, this whole tragedy was the
fallout of David’s adultery with Bathsheba, and Calvin opines that he

>

ought to have foreseen the evil, and even if he had not condemned
his son to death, still ke ought at least to have subdued his body; he
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ought to have held him in prison and in stocks — either for a time
or for life. . . . It is certain that David was given a sentence of con-
demnation here for not having punished the misdeed of his son %

Vermigli is equally unpersuaded by the defenders of David’s inaction. To
courtter Lyra’s claim that Amnon could not be prosecuted without Tamar’s
testimony, Vermigli insists that Dravid — like any good judge — should
have undertaken an investigation even if no witnesses came forward.
There was, after all, plenty of evidence to be seen, including Amnon’s ejec-
tion of Tamar and her public lament; and there are precedents in the Bible
and elsewhere for legal proceedings even where there is no direct com-
plaint. To Iyra’s suggestion that David punished Amnon later, in secret,
Vermigli simply says, “That was not enough” David’s inaction provoked
Absalom’s homicidal wrath, adding to David’s disrepute and inciting blas-
phemy against God ¢

What about Tamar? Here is where Calvin parts company with
Vermigli. Calvin’s sharp indictment of Amnon and David leaves one un-
prepared for his coolness toward Tamar at two points. First, where
many read Tamar’s appeal to the king in v. 13 as a ploy, Calvin will have
nothing to do with it. Not only does he rebuke the 1abbis for speculat-
ing that Tamar and Amnon were mote distantly zelated, he is angry with
Tamar for a suggestion that would violate divine laws against incest, But
wasn’t it just a ruse? Wasn’t she deferring judgment to her father, know-
ing he would overrule her unlawful plan? It might have been so, says
Calvin, “but she was not well enough instructed to have been able to
figure this out” Tamar was thus only partially prudent: she knew incest
was wrong, but she embraced the plan anyway.® Tamar fares no better
in her second speech, where she pleads with Amnon not to cast her out,
bewailing that rejection as worse than being 1aped. Calvin is appalled:

In wanting to persist, she cleatly showed that she was badly taught
in the Law of God, and . . that she was more concerned about ket
own reputation than . . about what was legitimate for her.

... She was content with squatting in her filth and being the wife of
het brother! In this way, she reversed the whole order of nature. She
wanted to pervert the sanctity of marriage; she wanted to persist in
this evil to the very end
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For Calvin, there is no way to redeem Tamar’s plea to remain with Amnon,
and he spends a third of one-of his sermons railing against her for caring
more to avoid public shame than to observe God’s law. Somehow Calvin
knows she is a hypocrite, “motivated only by superficial appeatances.”
However, when Calvin's sermon goes on to find a mozal or two for his con-
gregation from Tamar, his lessons may have been more homegrown than
usual, Barly in 1557, the wife of Calvin’s younger brother Antoine was ban-
ished for repeated improprieties with another man, conducted even in
Calvin’s own house, Could Calvin’s reading of Tamar and Amnon — not
to mention Bathsheba — have been unaffected by his own family’s scan-
dal, five years before?s?

Tamar and her speeches met with greater kindness from Vermigli, be-
ginning with his fong analysis of her attempt to dissuade her brother from
violating her. Vermigli’s sympathy is unmistakable

He has arranged that she be led into his chamber; he is ready to use
force against her; she sees herself tr apped, and he the stronger one
What should she have done? She resorts to the weapons she has, she
fights back with arguments. “No, my brothes” she says She recalls
this word to his mind: he’s her brother. “You're not supposed to be
my corrupter! You should rather have been the one to protect me if
others had wished to violate mel”

Vermnigli seems impressed with Tamar’s quickness: she goes on to draw an
argument from the law, then appeals to Amnon’s self-respect, pleads on
behalf of her own future hopes, and finally, “lest she lose ail hope,” desper-
ately urges him to ask the king for her in marriage. It is no problem for
Vermigli that Tamar has invoked this ploy, but (he suspects) Amnon neve:
really wanted her for a wife.

Vermigli then retutned to the old question of why Tamar did not cry
for help. His fizst observation is that while the law in Deuteronomy 22:24
technically protects only betrothed virgins, we should extend it to cover
also those not espoused, including Tamar. That she did not cty out, how-
ever, still does not prove she gave her consent to Amnon. As Denis had sug-
gested, she may have been trying to protect Amnon; or she may have

thought David did have the power to relax the prohibition against such a -

marriage.® (It is wozth noting that while Calvin and Vermigli agreed that
divine law cannot be relaxed, Tuther had registered his dissent decades ear-
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Her. For Luther, Tamar illustrates how such laws may be overruled by the
dictates of faith and love Luther also interpreted Deuteronomy 22:24 on
behalf of Tamar, who would have czied for help “but did not dare, for fear
of death. A fair reading of the law, however, will take the view that she did
cry out,” even though she was in the city, not out in the fields.”®) |

Tamar’s second speech to Amnon is also paraphrased by Vermigli: “If,
having been violated, 'm now evicted, I'll be like an obscene worrllan, 'a
prostitute. Evicted in this way, I'll be unfit for marriage when this crime is
made known No one will want me for a wife™’! Probably she wanted to
form some plan with Amnon, now that he had brought her to ruin, but
what she really needed (Vermigli suggests) was some consolation. Amnlor%
gave her only hatred, as often happens after an affair like this. Vermigli
then wondered, poignantly, if Tamar thought of Dinah, who was also

raped by the son of a king but who was afterwards comforted by him. .

Amnon, alas, “did no such thing” So Tamar could only lament: whatever
she might do, nothing would restore her

Sex, Violence, and Blind Spots

In surveying the readings put forward by traditional ;ommentat?rs, we
may rightly marvel at the diversity of views. We cannot help but notice that
some readings satisfy our sensibilities, while others offend Some address
the nuances ol the biblical text perceptively and with great insight, while
others seem to dodge the problems of foist easy lessons onto hard texts. We
have just reviewed how four of the Bible’s most disturbing stories have
been approptiated over the course of much of the churcl’s history Do any
palterns emerge? Might the history of the interpretation of these texts help
us perceive and interpret the bigger picture of which both the Bible and
we, as part of the church of Christ, ate a part? Several insights come to
mind

1. LESSONS OF FAITH AND MORALS MAY BE PRESENT EVEN
WHERE THE BIBLE DOESN’T SPEIT THEM QUT. Traditional
commentators believed the stories in the Bible were put there for a
reason — for our sake, to instruct us in what we should believe and
do. Even where the text seems devoid of morals, it is worth the effort
fo ask such questions
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Dinah, the Levite’s wife, Bathsheba, and Tamar were assaulted by men in
ways that we would call wrong. Yet in: these texts, as in so many others, the
Bible is surprisingly dispassionate and reserved about exactly whois evil ot
wrong in these stories — and how, and why. All of these stories could be
tead only for the big historical events they report, bypassing questions of
right and wrong that might pertain to so-called “minor” characters. Dinah
would be just a footnote to the drama of Jacob and his sons; the Levite’s
wife precipitates a civil war and is forgotten; Bathsheba and Tamar fll
cameo roles in support of King David, one of Israel’s leading men and a big
star.

Sometimes traditional interpreters did “read for the center” in this
way and ignote the margins But even where they gave these women short
shrift, they almost always paused to wonder what #his text might mean for
Christians of their own day In 1aising that question, they often read more
slowly than we do, and they looked for morals and exemplars at every tum.
Usually, we too find it impossible to read such tales of lust and violence
without becoming emotionally and morally engaged. The best commenta-
tors of earlier days may well be the ones who were themselves similarly af-
fected and engaged At their best, they attempt to bring the whole counsel
of Scripture to bear on the details of the text just as they would bring it to
bear on the details of their own lives. Even if we take issue with their
exegetical opinions, they uzge us to think with care about what it means to
live one’s life before a God of goodness and justice.

2 WITHOUI A CILEAR WORD FROM SCRIPTURE, QUR
MORAL JUDGMENTS MUST NOT BE TAKEN AS INFALLI-
BLE. Interpreters often unlock passages in Scripture by deviving ex-
planations from other biblical texts. We do this today, just as tradi-
tional commentators did But the disagreements among our
exegetical forebears should warn us against rushing to judgment or
assuming too quickly that we have all the facts

Many commentators approached any biblical account of rape through the
supposedly claiifying lens of Deuteronomy 22:23-29, asking essentially:
Did she cry out? Did she resist? But over the course of the history of inter-
pretation, this question (and the exegesis of the Old Testament in general)
grew increasingly complicated — and did so for the better. Denis, T uther,
and Vermigli thus agreed that Deuteronomy 22:24 should not be woodenly
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applied to Tamar, even though 2 Samuel 13 reported no outcry. There ate
other circumnstances, not addressed by Deuteronomy, that might explain
and exonerate Tamar’s silence — including a moztal fear of Amnon, or an
undeserved loyalty to him. So, these three commentators mostly gave
Tamar the benefit of the doubt, allowing the facts of the story to remain
ambiguous. .

We may learn from this precedent Just as it seems a squandermg of
Scriptuze to read with no interest in its account of the people of Godland
their successes or failures of faith and practice, so too may we learn from
traditional commentators — in theit own successes and failures of
exegetical practice — that the seazch for moral lessons can be taken too fax
Vermigli and Calvin shared virtually the same ethical conceLns and IIlOIi?.l
worties, yet their depictions of Tamat, the “desolate woman” in Absaiom.s
house, were poles apart. Yet both cannot be correct: Tamar cannot be si-
multaneously good and bad, assuming we can resolve the qx.lestion at all
Vermigh met Tamay with sympathy, charity, and an assumption of her in-
nocence, however naive or uninstructed she may have been His appro‘ach_
is surely preferable to Calvin’s, not only because Calvin’s case a-gamst
Tamar lacks clear evidence, but also because we who are ourselves sinners
would want the same consideration Vermigli extended to Tamar

3. EXEGESIS CAN BE SKEWED BY STEREOTYPES AND PER-
SONAL PRESUPPOSITIONS. When considering ‘the complaint
raised by feminist critics that the Bible and its interpreters are un-
friendly to women and women’s interests, it is o useful corrective to
see firsthand just how prejudiced in favor of men these commenta-
tors were — OF werei’t,

Tt is difficult to read the history of the interpretation of these four women’s
stories and come away satisfied that they have constantly been eatefi
faitly ot that justice was done To be sure, it should not surprise us that if
traditional commentators sometimes model values or behavior worth em-
ulating, they can also harbor dispositions that should provolfe our 'criti—
cism and perhaps even our repentance on their behalf It is ‘ur'lfalnf, of
coutse, to judge a prior age by the standaids of a later time But it is fair to
wonder why a prior age did not live up to its own standards, or why vari-
ous blind spots developed as they did. Such is the case with resp‘ect to the
recurting hostility of Christians toward Jews. In the context of this chapter,
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such is often the case with respect to how traditional commentators ap-

proached the women of Scriptute — often more with suspicion than sym-
pathy.

Blaming the victim, denigrating women by treating them in terms of

prevailing stereotypes — we have seen these traits often enough to justify
the protests of feminists. Calvin is not alone, but in three of the passages
we have examined, he models as cleatly as anyone the sort of unfriendli-
ness to women that raises a reciprocal suspicion on the part of many
women readers. That said, one must complicate matters still further. Cal-
vin does seem ready to doubt the integrity of biblical women, but he can
also be hard on men 7 Moreover, one must mark with care just where and
how the line of prejudice is crossed For example, Calvin was not wrong to
wonder if Bathsheba resisted David’s imperiosity. ¥ is a reasonable thing
to ask, because the answer might go either way: she might have been a
woman of virtue or vice If Calvin is to be faulted, it would zather be for
underestimating how the inevitable imbalance of power between men and
women (as well as between kings and subjects) tilts the playing field in fa-
vor of men That, of course, is a modern sort of observation But it remains
that Calvin’s exegesis tends to tell us less about what kind of woman
Bathsheba was than about what kind of pastor Calvin was. In a word, Cal-
vin withheld sympathy for women in difficult circumstances unless they
had clearly gone the extra mile in piety and defense of the faith.”? It was
not Calvin’s agenda, indeed, to write about the women of Scripture; his
agenda was to write about God and the church. Nonetheless, as one recent
writer has observed, in the rape of Dinah and Tamat, “the crime is lost in
the agenda "™ And yet, by coming to understand Calvin’s agenda, we may
see the sirengths and shortcomings of o own.

4. SEXUAI VIOLENCE SHOQULD NOI BE COVERED UP OLD
COMMENTATORS MAY BE OUR ALLIES The lectionary’s omis-
ston of texts that speak of sexual violence reflects our own tendency
to avoid speaking of sexual sins from the pulpit or lectern, But the ef-
fects of such sins are as common in our world as they were for our

forebears, who were generally more willing to name the crime and
address it

Not every ancient commentary will provide a model for our own engage-
ment with this topic and these texts It is disappointing to see so many
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commentators think they have said enough when they blame Dinah for
curiosity and for “going out” Granted, they have at least said something: in
an unsafe world, in places where men prey upon women, husbands and fa-
thers and brothers will continue to say things like this in hopes of protect-
ing their wives, daughters, and sisters. It would be foolish to think other-
wise. We can and should credit these writers for recognizing tight and
wrong, even if their coments and lessons seem too easy and shallow Af-
ter all, no one in the history of interpretation sought to justify rape. It is as

‘commendable that they admitted complicating factors, sometimes in the

behavior of the women in these stories, as it is regretfable that they did not
always transcend their stereotypes about women or delve more subily into
the ways of men and power

But not all these commentaries are alike. Some of them model how to
read with sympathy, attentive to the details of plot and character, treating
the text and its characters with faizness. We can see such sympathy in those
who insisted that Dinah did struggle against Shechem, or in Luther’s sad
expectation that tragedies like Dinal’s will surely befall us, too We find a
commitment to justice in the insistence of many that the Levite had no
tight to treat his wife, faithful or not, as a possession to be cast aside. Even
though writers such as Vermigli and Calvin were wary of Bathsheba, they
still rejoiced that she returned with her husband David to God’s promises
and forgiveness Indeed, it is of no small moment that:Vermigli took the
occasion of David’s adultery to argue at great length against the prevailing
double standard that favored mer in martiage and divorce. Finally, theze is
a strong consensus to condemn the unjust actions of Aranon and the inac-
tion of David in seeking justice for Tamar, Even puzzling aspects of
Tamar’s speeches are usually resolved in her favor (Calvin excepted), and
there are signs, especially in Vermigli, that the devastation Tamar suffered
was neither minimized nor forgoiten.

Tn calling these sad stories to the attention of Christian readers and
hearers, we can imagine that among our own readers and hearers there
may be some who have harmed people in analogous ways {perhaps under
the modein rubric of “sexual harassment”), even as there will surely be
others who have suffered such wrongs. One part of that audience needs to
know that God cates about the details of justice; the othet wants to know
that God cares about the details of their loss and offers héaling and hope
— and that God does not favor men over women. Ow calling is to pro-
claim both sides of the gospel: justice and love In bringing forth the gospel
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from the pages of the Bible, we do not do well to avoid hard passages and
ha‘zd questions. Despite their ifnpetfections, our exegetical forebears re-
mind us that we are not the first to know or care about women — of the

Old Testament and of our own day — who have suffered unspeakable
losses
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Conclusion

On Cultivating the Habit of History

Reading the Bible in the Presence of the Past

It’s time for a true confession When I was little, I never dreamed of
growing up to be a historian, not even once I did hope to walk on the
moon. But I never thought about being a historian, and I'm sure I didn’t
even know what they did, except maybe to write boring books that we got
tested on, and who would want to do that? Obviously,i! had a change of
heart some decades later, but I think the chances are preity good that most
chuzches are full of people who probably want to follow Jesus in some way,
but who probably don’t think they want to become histgrians in any way.
Shouldn’t Christians think differently? Shouldn’t an affection for the
Bible and its message also lead to some appreciation for the historical char-
acter of the Bible — some sense of how the narratives and instructions of
Scripture emerged from real persons and communities of faith, engaged in
real discernment and real negotiations with God and with one another?
And shouldr’t Christians also have some sense for how the essentials of the
gospel have come to us alteady much considered and much digested,
through centuries of reflection and controversy within the Christian
chuich and often even within the conscience of individual interpreters?
T we answer no to these questions, if we minimize the historical char-
acter of the Bible and the church by which the Bible has been preserved,
interpreted, and argued over, we run several risks Among other things, we
1isk thinking that we (o1 our pastor, or our church or denomination) have
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