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Foreword
Biblical Terrors Then and Now

Phyllis Trible

AT THE BEGINNING

In retrospect, Texts of Terror began to form years before the book entered my con-
sciousness. The occasion, in 1971, was meeting a prominent feminist theologian
(to remain unnamed) on the American scene. She asked what discipline I taught.
When I replied “biblical studies” (or did I say “Old Testament”?), she recoiled
with disdain. In uncompromising language, she lectured me. As I remember, she
said: “If you are a feminist, you cannot give allegiance to the Bible. You may teach
it as an academic subject, but you cannot approve of it or identify with it. You
must choose between feminism and that patriarchal book.”

What a dilemma this woman set before me. Yet immediately I knew that I
would not—indeed, could not—accept it. Deep within me lay two affirmations,
neither of which would I disavow. First, I am a feminist. Second, I love the Bible.
For sure, to “love” need not mean to approve, sanction, or embrace i fofo. But it
does mean that the Bible provides the foundational stories, for weal and woe, by
which I interpret life. Somewhere within that meaning lay Zexts of Terror, although
at the time I knew it not.

We live by stories. Growing up in a church that required children to memo-
rize weekly select verses in the Bible—all carefully chosen by the so-called powers
that be—1I grew into faith. Along the way to adulthood, probably through the
influence of certain teachers (or by the grace of God), I grew also into what we call
“feminism.” Never was there a conversion experience, only an impeachable con-
viction. In time, this seeming dilemma of loving the Bible and being a feminist
required exploration. After all, one might declare that, “if no man can serve two
masters” (Matt 6:24), no woman can serve two authorities—namely, a master
called the “Bible” and a mistress called “feminism.” Gradually within my con-
sciousness arose the challenge to wrestle with the Bible and, like Jacob, to not let

ix



X Foreword

go without a blessing (Gen 32:26). That ancient patriarch provided a story of entry
into a journey of discovery.

My first response to the challenge focused on examining biblical texts that in
varying ways differ from, undercut, counter, or resist patriarchy. My choices in-
cluded female images for God (especially the womb), equality in the creation of
Eve and Adam, gender mutuality in the Song of Songs, and female prominence
in the book of Ruth. From these explorations came God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality
(1978), some seven years (a perfect biblical number) after the definitive challenge
by that unnamed feminist theologian.

Yet, the entire time I was exploring biblical texts that counter patriarchy in
different ways, I was asking myself what to do with texts that are not only male-
dominated but also openly violate women. If I love the Bible, I am compelled to
struggle with these negatives. An invitation to deliver the Lyman Beecher Lectures
at Yale Divinity School in 1982 focused the task. When I told my friend at Yale,
Professor Letty Russell, that I intended to lecture on texts about women that offer
no redemption for the victims, she suggested that to retell such stories on behalf of
the victims could itself be redemptive. Grateful for that insight and armed with
the literary discipline of rhetorical criticism, I examined four stories in which
women are denigrated—used, abused, raped, and more. The four chosen derived
from different segments of my scholarly pursuits across years. They embraced the
desolation of Hagar (Gen 16 and 21); the rape of Princess Tamar (2 Sam 13); the
rape, murder, and dismemberment of an unnamed concubine (Judg 19); and the
sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter (Judg 11). As I brought these stories together (not
in their biblical order but in the order of my hermeneutical journeys), the phrase
“texts of terror” came to mind (from where? from whom? a gift from God?). To
this day, the phrase resonates, as the essays in this present book confirm.

AT THE PRESENT

Since the publication of Texts of Terror in 1984 (some thirty-six years ago), attention
to the subject has developed in breadth and depth. Although core commitments
and affirmations endure, the worlds of faith and feminism have understandably
changed. With gratitude, then, I salute the diverse and compelling essays that
comprise this present volume. A brief overview of four contributions, in conversa-
tion with my book, highlights some changes alongside continuities.

First, the canon spreads. I chose texts from only three books—Genesis,
Judges, and Samuel—but this collection extends within the First Testament to
Numbers and Isaiah. Further, it moves into the Second Testament, into the gos-
pels, the Pauline epistles, the pastoral epistles, and Revelation.

Second, authorship and locations expand. Both females and males, the con-
tributors range in age and experience from newcomers to seasoned scholars. They
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come from various religious, social, and cultural backgrounds, and they work,
teaching and preaching, in diverse settings. The thirteen represent five continents,
beginning with Australia and including Africa, Asia, Europe, and North America,
plus New Zealand and Tonga. Their various uses of traditional biblical disciplines
such as source criticism, historical criticism, and literary criticism aid in develop-
ing theological and hermeneutical observations that engage the here and now.

Third, vocabulary, concepts, and points of view expand. With ease, the au-
thors of this volume employ terminology and perspectives not present or readily
available for earlier scholarly writings. A partial listing of these terms (chosen at
random and presented alphabetically) include the following: agency, binary, bi-
sexual, cisgender, deconstruction, ethnicity, gender fluidity, intersectionality,
LGBTQI+, misogyny, postcolonial, queering, racism, sexism, trauma, and
womanist. The listing might continue with vocabulary and concepts calling atten-
tion to new occasions and new duties. Throughout these expansions, the terror of
texts and the texts of terror endure. Appropriations by readers remain open and
flexible.

Fourth, texts of terror allow for glimpses outside and/or beyond themselves.
Negatives not only point the way to continuing problems within faith but also
provide potential shifts to more excellent ways. Several essays in this book suggest
new directions with caution and care. Samples include the struggle for land rights
in Num 27 and 36, the domestic violence and reframing of “the daughter of Zion”
motif in Deutero-Isaiah, the irony of imagery in the Markan account of the Syro-
Phoenician woman, and the ministry of women in the early church. Directions
taken in these and other texts remind me of the comment Dr. Russell made: to tell
texts of terror on behalf of the victims may itself become a redemptive act.

MORE TO COME

As I continue to reflect on the diversity and depth of the chapters in this book, I
sense how far the discussion has moved from the dichotomy set up at the begin-
ning of my remarks, between feminism and the patriarchal Bible. The authors of
these chapters pursue more excellent ways. They wrestle with the Bible, faith, and
feminism. They do not let go without challenge and blessing.

Such movements bring to mind an unexpected incident. Once, after I had
lectured on the concubine story in Judg 19, an unnamed woman approached me
with tears flowing. She said, “I did not know that the Bible had a story like that. I
myself have been gang raped, psychologically murdered and dismembered. To
hear now that the Bible tells my story begins my healing.” I was stunned at the
working of the Spirit in and through this woman as she listened to and appropri-
ated the biblical story.
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Continuing reflections on this surprising appropriation led me to a divine
speech near the close of the book of Deuteronomy (29:1-30:20). In the context of
covenant renewal, God commands Israel through Moses to obey the command-
ments. “Behold, I set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life
that you and your descendants may live” (30:19). This declaration places respon-
sibility upon us, hearers and heirs of the covenant. We choose. Surely one way we
can make choices is to identify and confront terror in biblical texts, with the inten-
tion of working our way to life. As contributors to this book pursue the task, may
blessings come to them and to us the readers.
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Introduction: Terrorizing and

Traumatizing Texts in Context

Monica Jyotsna Melanchthon and Robyn J. Whitaker

The Bible is man (sic) in a nutshell. Good and evil live side by side in the same
book. That’s why it’s cherished. The good find in it encouragement, the weak
solace, the evil, justification.

—Bangambiki Habyarimana

In Western culture, the Bible has provided the single most important sustaining
rationale for the oppression of women
—Pamela J. Milne

We are conscious of the pain and oppression in the world we inhabit, even as we
are mindful of the social and moral efforts underway to combat them.! We are
aware that the undoing of injustice is never quite fully achieved. COVID-19 has
been testing us in ways most of us have never previously experienced, providing
emotional and economic shocks that we are struggling to rise above. The global
pandemic of violence against women and children that has raged for centuries has
combined with this more recent pandemic of COVID-19 to create devastating
intersecting consequences for women and children. COVID-19 and its effects—
be they isolation, stress and anxiety, unemployment, poverty, or ill-health—have
amplified the context in which abuse can continue and increase. The coexistence
of these two pandemics has exacerbated the disproportionate impact of structural
inequalities on women, children, and people in minoritized and diverse commu-

nities. The head of UN Women, Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, declared that

! Epigraphs from Bangambiki Habyarimana, The Great Pearl of Wisdom (Createspace, 2015);
Pamela J. Milne, “No Promised Land: Rejecting the Authority of the Bible,” in Feminist
Approaches to the Bible: Symposium at the Smithsoman Institution, September 24, 1994, ed. Hershel
Shanks (Washington, DC: Biblical Archaeology Society, 1995), 47.

1



2 Melanchthon and Whitaker

violence against women and girls is a shadow pandemic during the wider coronavirus
crisis: ““The violence that is emerging now as a dark feature of this pandemic is a
mirror and a challenge to our values, our resilience and shared humanity.”?

The Bible, a book of faith for many, saturates the cultures of communities all
over the world. It is mined for insight and instruction to address the many issues
that confront the world today and sadly has been proscriptive of women and mi-
norities. The stories within the Bible are compelling and vivid tools, assimilated
into our bodies, as manuscript and collage, often in collusion with cultural dic-
tums, expectations, and sanctions.? But some of these stories have proven to vali-
date and sanctify violence, triggering trauma in women, men, and children; the
culturally and ethnically minoritized; and those excluded from mainstream cul-
tures due to gender, sexual orientation, disability, or disease, to name a few. The
many broken and bruised bodies of victims in biblical narratives speak into the
material contexts of varied tyrannies, validating and sanctifying racism, sexism,
colorism, caste oppression, classism, colonialism, and heteronormativity. These
violated, abused, forgotten, and rejected bodies in the biblical text function as
metonymic signs that evoke the real. “It is important to bear in mind, however,
that the line between actual killing and verbal, symbolic or imaginary violence is
thin and permeable. The threat of violence is a method of forceful coercion, even
if no blood is actually shed.”

Feminist theory helps us understand traumatic stress on individuals as micro-
cosmic—namely, as manifestations of larger societal and cultural forms involving
power, domination, and victimization. The feminist theory of trauma contends
that what is traumatizing to a person is not simply the experience of violence or
threat to life and security. Rather, it is also what is symbolically evoked by the
experience, including the community’s response to the person who has been trau-
matized. A contextual and sociological approach to trauma recognizes that the
violence and resulting trauma is symptomatic of a social pathology and therefore
moves “the locus of the problem of interpersonal violence from its historical loca-
tion in a victim’s personality to the misogyny of the culture expressed through the
actions of perpetrators of violence.” This approach to trauma also highlights the
fact that experiences of violence, subjugation, and pain result not from the inade-
quacies of an individual but from the ways in which the culture, through its various

2 Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, “Violence against Women and Girls: The Shadow Pan-
demic,” UN Women, April 6, 2020, https://tinyurl.com/2vvda994.

3 Lori Hope Lefkovitz, In Scripture: The First Stories of fewish Sexual Identities (Plymouth: Row-
man & Littlefield, 2010), 1.

 John J. Collins, “The Zeal of Phinehas: The Bible and the Legitimation of Violence,” JBL
122 (2003): 4.

5 Laura Brown, “Feminist Paradigms of Trauma Treatment,” Psychotherapy: Theory Research
Practice Training 41 (2004): 465.
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hierarchies and textual traditions, defines identity, silences, dominates, invalidates,
and rejects a member by virtue of his/her status within a minoritized group in
that culture.® There is little chance for an individual to escape this imposed iden-
tity because it is not an identity of their choosing or developed agentially. The
trauma of interpersonal violence is an individual representation of societal or in-
stitutional forms of discrimination, repression, and oppression such as racism, sex-

ism, ableism, or heterosexism.’

The concept of “insidious traumatization,”
Paz Root, suggests that subjugated individuals and groups experience “sub thresh-

old traumatic stresses” daily.8 Such insidious trauma is triggered by incidents of

introduced by Maria Primitiva

violence against someone who belongs to the group, by forms of institutional vio-
lence and discrimination, and also by “negative and stigmatizing images of one’s
group in media, textbooks and discourse of peers and co-workers.”® Such thresh-
olds, Root maintains, are cumulative and serve as instant reminders of the precar-
iousness of one’s safety in contexts where one’s group is the target of bias.!” Do
biblical texts influence these thresholds? We believe they do; hence we recognize
that the violent rhetoric prevalent within biblical texts helps to create or adds to
the insidious trauma of the victims of violence, be they women, children, or men.
Biblical texts have the capacity and potential to create, maintain, and sustain a
state of fear and distress in an individual and trigger trauma. We seek to bring
attention to the fact that the Bible, by virtue of some of its contents and in com-
plicity with culture, plays a significant role in prescribing, producing, enabling,
and triggering collective alarm and insidious trauma.

This book began its life first as a day-long conference (but not all presentations
at the conference are included in this publication) on feminist readings of biblical
texts that critically interact with Phyllis Trible’s classic Zexts of Terror, either by
engaging her method or by revisiting a text in that volume.!'! Trible’s book, ini-
tially published in 1984, has influenced several generations of biblical and feminist
scholars and continues to do so. She not only highlighted and popularized texts
that were often ignored or sidelined but also drew attention to the terrorizing

6 Maria Primitiva Paz Root, “Reconstructing the Impact of Trauma on Personality,” in
Personality and Psychopathology: Feminist Reappraisals, ed. Laura S. Brown and M. Ballou (New
York: Guilford, 1992), 240.

7 Brown, “Feminist Paradigms,” 465.

8 Root, “Reconstructing,” 240.

9 Root, as cited by Brown, “Feminist Paradigms,” 466.

10 Root, “Reconstructing,” 230, 240. See also Brown, “Feminist Paradigms,” 466; L. Juli-
ana M. Claassens, Whiting and Reading to Survwe: Biblical and Contemporary Trauma Narratives in
Conversation (Sheftield: Sheflield Phoenix, 2020), 14-15.

11 Phyllis Trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1984).
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potential of texts that were considered to have no redemptive value, “sad stories”
and “sympathetic readings of abused women” that make one weep and mourn,
especially as they intersect with issues of gender within the Hebrew Bible.'? These
disturbing stories continue to be ignored or rejected in the teaching and reflection
of the faith communities to which many of us belong. They do not appear in lec-
tionaries and are rarely, if ever, preached on, characteristics of what has recently
come to be called “cancel culture.”!® These texts have polarized readers and in-
terpreters alike and continue to contribute to some bad press, especially for the
Hebrew Bible. What is perhaps overlooked in such a response is Trible’s helpful
suggestion that we read these texts i memoriam—1in memory of these abused, vic-
timized, violated, dehumanized, nameless, and murdered characters, and in con-
tinuum with similar victims today.'

We took our cue for this book project from Trible because of how her book
induced further study of these violent texts and brought attention to aggression
against women 1in society as it intersects with issues such as caste, domestic abuse,
colonization and imperialism, sexual orientation, and migration. Our hope was to
discover the impact her work had on Australian feminist biblical scholarship and
the status of those texts in specifically Australian readings and academic reflec-
tions. With the inclusion of contributors from outside of Australia, the project
shifted and resulted in some surprising results; several of the papers engage Trible
by paying attention to the terrorizing potential of some of the same biblical texts
but also by extending the repertoire of Trible’s terrorizing texts to include those
not always seen as texts of terror, and to texts from the New Testament as well as
the Hebrew Bible.

Our book is not about Trible, yet she shadows these essays—or perhaps the
authors are shadowing her, sometimes countering her, using her thoughts as a
springboard to ask new questions of the same texts, engaging new texts, asking
similar questions, and stretching and extending her interpretations into new con-
texts. This book therefore stands alongside the many scholarly attempts to recog-
nize suffering in its fullness, individuality, power, and vulnerability and to seek to
address how violence or injustice against women and marginalized communities
is depicted, shared, listened to, and responded to.'3

12 Trible, Texts, 1-2 and 3, respectively.

13 Cancel culture is certainly not a new phenomenon; see Brooke Kato, “What Is Cancel
Culture? Everything to Know about the Toxic Trend Online,” New York Post, July 10, 2020,
https://tinyurl.com/4wkh5cdh.

14 Trible, Texts, 3.

15 See Trible, Texts; Claassens, Writing and Reading; Caroline Blyth, Emily Colgan, and Katie
B. Edwards, eds., Rape Culture, Gender Violence, and Religion: Biblical Perspectives (Cham, Swit-
zerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018); Carolyn Blyth, The Narrative of Rape in Genesis 34 Inter-
preting Dinah’s Silence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Susanne Scholz, Sacred
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THE AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT

The Australian context has been defined as being “antipodean”—namely, “situ-
ated as an outpost of European and North American theology, culture and poli-
tics, geographically removed from the main metropolitan centres of scholarship
and debate.”!® Being antipodean “also involves interpreting European traditions,
perspectives and institutions in vastly different geographical, climatic and cultural
circumstances,” because the Australian culture is primarily a European and white
culture.'” Its remoteness makes possible and even encourages a degree of inde-
pendence and self-reliance. But, because a majority within the academy are
trained in or hired from the West, this independence and self-reliance is not always
apparent.'® Australia’s historical, political, and cultural circumstances therefore
pose a specific set of challenges that arise out of its violent history of settler coloni-
alism and its reluctance to fully engage with indigenous peoples and with Austral-
ian landscapes and ecologies even today. The rawness of European colonialism
persists through varied expressions of racism, in the physical degradation of land,
and in the cultural degradation of indigenous peoples.

Recent decades have seen the challenge of refugees and migrant peoples re-
sulting in debates over who or what an Australian is. This is a significant issue that
needs to be reflected against the White Australia policy, a racially restrictive gov-
ernment immigration policy aimed at keeping the nation white, which was lifted
only in 1972. The impact of immigration on the ethnic composition of Australia’s
population since then has been striking. As of 2019, 29.7 percent of the population

Witness: Rape in the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010); Mary Anna Bader, Sexual
Violation in the Hebrew Bible: A Multi-Methodological Study of Genesis 34 and 2 Samuel 13 (New
York: Lang, 2006); Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan, Pregnant Passion: Gender, Sex and Violence (Atlanta:
Society of Biblical Literature, 2003); Cheryl J. Exum, Fragmented Women: Feminist (Sub)versions
of Biblical Narratwes, 2nd ed., T& T Cornerstones (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015);
Frank M. Yamada, Configurations of Rape in the Hebrew Bible (New York: Lang, 2008); Hilary
B. Lipka, Sexual Transgression in the Hebrew Bible (Sheflield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2006); Joy A.
Schroeder, Dinah’s Lament: The Biblical Legacy of Sexual Violence in Christian Interpretation (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 2007); Renita Weems, Battered Love: Marriage, Sex and Violence in the Hebrew
Prophets (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); Jerome F. D. Creach, Violence in Seripture, Interpreta-
tion (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2013); Eric A. Siebert, The Violence of Scripture:
Overcoming the Old Testament’s Troubling Legacy (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012); and Philip Jen-
kins, Laying Down the Sword: Why We Can’t Ignore the Bible’s Violent Verses (New York:
HarperOne, 2011).

16 Winifred Wing Han Lamb and Ian Barns, eds., God Down Under: Theologies in the Antipodes
(Adelaide: ATF Press, 2003), viii.

17 Lamb and Barns, God, viii.

18 Lamb and Barns, God, ix.
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was born overseas.'? Yet debates over immigration, especially from Asia and Af-
rica, and multiculturalism reveal that many still see Australia as white and that
race is still a part of the cultural politics of nationalism.*

The struggles, issues, and paths forged by the Australian women’s movement
through first, second, and even third wave feminists seem to be lost on the current
generation of women, who believe that they live in a postfeminist world.>! Monica
Dux and Zora Simic report on the postfeminist sentiments that featured promi-

nently in their study, voiced mostly by younger women.

¢  Feminism was understood as “the movement that fought for equal rights
for women and allowed me and my generation to believe that we can do,
be, think anything we want.”
Feminism is not a dirty word ... a little obsolete now...
it is irrelevant because women have come so far

e perhaps I am a bit post-feminist, or even post-post-feminist because it
[feminism] is a term I identify with an earlier era.”?

While these sentiments do not constitute the majority opinion, they are familiar
to those of us who teach feminist biblical studies even today. But feminism and
feminist activism persist outside and within the academy. It continues to be essen-
tial if we are to address the high incidence of violence against women. In Australia,
one in every three women (30.5 percent) has experienced physical violence since
the age of fifteen, and, on average, one woman a week is murdered by her current
or former partner.?

According to the most recent Australian Bureau of Statistics Personal Safety Sur-
vey (ABS, 2017), 11% of women and 5% of men in Australia report having been

19 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Migration, Australia: Statistics on Australia’s Interna-
tional Migration (Interstate and Intrastate), and the Population by Country of Birth—Ref-
erence Period 2018-2019 Financial Year,” April 28, 2020, https://tinyurl.com/k5{52hrv.
20 The face of the migrant in the media is always yellow, brown, or black! On race and
cultural politics, see Peter Mares, Not Quite Australian: How Temporary Migration Is Changing the
Nation (Melbourne: Text Publishing Company, 2016), 1-11.

21 Emily Maguire, This Is What a Feminist Looks Like: The Rise and Rise of Australian Feminism
(Canberra: NLA, 2019) and Chilla Bulbeck, Living Feminism: The Impact of the Women’s Move-
ment on Three Generations of Australian Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
22 Monica Dux and Zora Simic, The Great Feminist Denial (Melbourne: Melbourne University
Press, 2008), 19.

23 For the first statistic on violence, see Victoria Health, “Violence against Women in Aus-
tralia: An Overview of Research and Approaches to Primary Prevention,” January 2017,
https://tinyurl.com/5x54tzyk. For the second, on murder, see Our Watch, “Quick Facts,”
accessed December 15, 2020, https://tinyurl.com/ 7bwjep46.
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sexually abused before the age of 15 years. In total, the ABS estimates that ap-
proximately 1,410,100 people living in Australia experienced sexual abuse before
the age of 15. Greater than half of these respondents (58%) report being sexually

abused for the first time before the age of 10 years.2*

Child sex abuse is therefore a matter of not only concern but priority, and the
seriousness with which this issue is being handled is evident in the establishment
of the Royal Commission into Institutional Response to Child Sex Abuse and the
naming of Grace Tame, a sexual assault survivor, as the 2021 Australian of the
Year.”> Australia is presently haunted and consumed by allegations of sexual as-
sault, rape, and other brazen acts within Parliament House, highlighting “the toxic
culture” and a “sexism crisis,” and calling for urgent reforms in work place cul-
ture.26 According to a 2018 Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) sur-
vey, 33 percent of respondents have experienced sexual harassment in their
workplaces.?’ Studies have shown that the rate of sexual harassment is much
higher among vulnerable groups including young women, queer women, Indige-
nous women, migrant women and nonbinary people.

Violence and discrimination against LGBQTT+ communities are continuing
issues despite the legalization of same-gender marriage in 2017. Conversion prac-
tices continue, aiming to change or supress sexuality or gender. At the heart of
these practices is the deep discrimination and prejudice that persists within com-
munities and in religious institutions: they are “hidden in evangelical churches and
ministries, taking the form of exorcisms, prayer groups or counselling disguised as
pastoral care. They’re also present in some religious schools or practised in the

24 Bravehearts, “Child Sexual Assault: Facts and Statistics,” October 2019, https://ti-
nyurl.com/ufx7nphx.

25 Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sex Abuse, https://ti-
nyurl.com/4zfcxhuv. Grace Tame, 26, was groomed and raped by her fifty-eight-year-old
math teacher. She was fifteen at that time; see “Grace Tame, Who Took on the Law over
Rape Silencing, Named Australian of the Year,” Nine News, January 25, 2021, https://ti-
nyurl.com/2f6z2ewk.

26 On “the toxic culture,” see Cathy Humphreys, “Allegations of Sexual Harassment and
Abuse an Urgent Test for Government,” Pursuit, March 5, 2021, https://ti-
nyurl.com/h37f55nz. On the “sexism crisis,” see Dan Jervis-Bardy, “Senator Lidia Thorpe
Speaks Out about Sexual Harassment in Parliament House,” Canberra Times, March 23,
2021, https://tinyurl.com/4cjexfd2.

27 Bridget Judd, “Sexual Harassment Affects Workplaces across Australia: So What Can
We Do Better?,” ABC News, 1 March 1, 2021, https://tinyurl.com/y373t844. See also
Australian Human Rights Commission, “Respect@Work: Sexual Harassment National

Inquiry Report (2020),” https://tinyurl.com/h6bzaky8.
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private offices of health professionals.”?® Recent times have seen some Australian
states ban conversion practices and pass laws that define them as a criminal of-
fense.

The secularist nature of Australian society is perhaps a little overstated be-
cause one cannot discount the “profound impact of Christian missionaries,
churches and Christian laypeople in shaping Australian institutions and values.”*’
We live in times of heightened awareness of postcoloniality and postmodern sen-
sibilities, yet we are sceptical about progress based on Enlightenment values. De-
spite the marginalization of Christianity as a religion in current times, the Bible is
cited and debated in conversations on the issues highlighted here.

The challenge before us is to find a framework for addressing these and many
other issues, to move beyond an acknowledgment of “complicity in colonial ex-
ploitation and cultural appropriation, in patriarchal expressions of male domina-
tion” and “forms of church practice and church governance that embody the
power relations and ideology of the dominant culture” to something radically dif-
ferent, liberational, and transformative that enables the flourishing of human
life.>° This volume is an attempt to address this context and the issues confronting
it and beyond through our reading of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament.

CHAPTERS

The issues raised above require thoughtful and informed debate, in conversation
with narratives within the biblical text that might speak to these issues. Consider-
ation must be given to both the existence of these stories within our tradition and
the uses to which they have been put within the evolving tradition of Christian-
ity—that is, we must recognize, question, and challenge the lasting and negative
impact of these stories in current times and interpretations. Despite their horror,
when we engage these texts, they evoke conversation and contribute to the devel-
opment of a consciousness, both political and religious, that allows us to look at
acts of violence in earlier times and texts and, we believe, to confront our moral
dilemmas and sharpen our political and religious stances in addressing violence as
we encounter it today.

These readings are done i memoriam and in recognition of the countless
women, men, and children who continue to experience similar violence today,
some who have survived and many others who have not. Our audience is both
the academy and the church, as these essays address live issues that dominate the

28 Farah Tomazin, “I Am Profoundly Unsettled’: Inside the Hidden World of Gay Con-
version Therapy,” The Age, March 9, 2018, https://tinyurl.com/e9s6b39x.
29 Lamb and Barns, God, ix.

30 Quotations from Lamb and Barns, God, xi.
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church and society but do so from an academic and contextual perspective. The
feminist and liberative stance adopted herein reinforce the notion that interpreta-
tion of the biblical text is not only an academic pursuit but also a political and a
pastoral project.

The contributors to the volume represent populations that make up Australia
today: from South Africa, Tonga, India, the United States of America, Aotearoa,
and European Australia, although not all these authors live in Australia. Several
of us are first-generation migrants to this country and have become increasingly
conscious of the fact that we live on another’s land and are in the process of learn-
ing and coming to terms with the checkered history of this nation. Some have
chosen to reflect in conversation with a very explicit context or issue, while others
have not. But no self is ever naked of culture; culture and context are therefore
implicit in all these readings. All essays are critical, creative, interdisciplinary, and
ideologically charged biblical interpretations that engage feminism but also cul-
ture, economics, psychology, sociology, politics, and violence using varied, crea-
tive, and innovative methodological approaches (literary criticism, reading in
juxtaposition or the contrapuntal method, letter writing) and diverse hermeneut-
cal lenses (feminist, queer, islander, caste, contextual). The flow of this volume will
lead you first to reflections that engage the more pressing issues raised by these
texts within the Australian context and then take you further out into readings
from within cultures and contexts beyond Australia before bringing you back. At
the end, this work takes off again toward two of the subjects that mainline feminist
scholarship has not fully engaged—novels and Dalits.

We recognize the absence and sorely miss reflections by Aboriginal scholars
in this volume. The creation of Australia required Aboriginal dispossession. In the
process, Aboriginal people were subject to large-scale violence and displacement
from their homes and lands, and they were systematically excluded from the
emerging nation physically, through confinement in reserves and settlements; le-
gally, through subjection to a separate and inferior legal status; and culturally and
psychologically, through an extraordinary forgetfulness, a voluntary amnesia that
rendered them invisible within the nation. “Colonization created Australians and
it also created Aborigines.”!
conquest, and they experience continuing vulnerability to governmental policies,

Aboriginal communities have borne the brunt of

interventions, and surveillance. The experience of Aboriginal women is distinct
from that of other women affected by colonial relations, and we acknowledge the
absence of these distinct voices.

Laura Griffin begins these reflections in chapter 2 by drawing a parallel be-
tween the biblical depiction of Midianite women in Num 25 and colonial

31 Jan Pettman, Lwing in the Margins: Racism, Sexism and Feminism in Australia (Sydney: Allen &
Unwin, 1992), 7.
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authorities’ views of Indigenous women in Australia. Using Trible’s literary anal-
ysis as a method, Griffin builds upon Musa Dube’s valuable analysis of the “con-
tact zone” as the site of interaction between colonizer and colonized.
Colonial/Israclite views of the Indigenous/Midianite woman are shown to arise
from the simultaneous threat and opportunity posed by her reproductive body.
Like the land they seek to occupy, the colonized/Midianite woman’s body must
be subdued and rendered productive for the colonial/Israelite nation. In parallel
to the murder and sparing of Midianites in Numbers, we thus see in colonial Aus-
tralia early prohibition of miscegenation give way to a logic of assimilation through
intermarriage. In both Numbers and the Australian historical reality, these anxi-
eties manifest as laws and terrorizing violence that seek to regulate allowable and
prohibited forms of intercourse and assimilation.

Karen Eller analyzes Num 25 from a queer perspective in chapter 3. Dis-
turbed and challenged by the silence and complicity of queer white Australians
over indigenous Australians, Eller unpacks the use of some language within the
text and uses the ambiguity found within it to suggest alternate meanings of the
language that would be affirming of LGBQTI+ people. Eller also suggests that
Num 25 is a national narrative that was adulterated for the purposes and ad-
vantage of the powerful and at the expense of the vulnerable, which is similar to
how the stories of indigenous Australians and LGBQTI+ have been treated. She
takes courage from the fact that, despite these attempts by the powerful to erase
them, Midianites continue to exist, as do queers and indigenous Australians.

Chapter 4 finds Rachelle Gilmour asking, “Is Absalom Tamar’s compassion-
ate avenger?” as she revisits 2 Sam 13. Having established the fact that rape within
the world of ancient Israel was not solely the violation of a woman but also the
theft of a man’s sexual property, Gilmour proceeds to show that Absalom’s actions
toward Tamar are not words of comfort but a means to his own political end. The
revenge on Amnon is for Absalom’s own injured masculinity. Engaging “patriar-
chal investments” in the story, Gilmour concludes that Tamar is the construction
of a male author. Her violations begin in the house of her father, who has the
power to send or withhold her, and end in the house of her brother, who has the
power to silence her. She proposes that there is no good brother in the story, that
the patriarchal underpinnings of culture, custom, and family are not subverted or
challenged, but they are also not endorsed. The text narrates abuse and its terrible
consequences with realism, leaving it open for interpreters to critique.

The story of the woman identified as a “Canaanite” in Matt 15 and as a
“Syro-Phoenician” in Mark’s gospel is troubling for many readers. The difference
in identification in the two gospels is odd and has been commented on by inter-
preters. A juxtaposed reading of these gospel narratives alongside passages that
describe treatment of the Canaanites in the Hebrew Bible is essential if we are to
get a fuller picture and the significance of Jesus’s response. In chapter 5, Dorothy
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Lee reflects on Mark’s version of the Syro-Phoenician woman and examines mis-
sional, pedagogical, paradigmatic, and christological readings of the text, with
their diversity of viewpoints and arguments. She shows that, while the text is some-
times interpreted as a “chauvinistic” account of Jesus’s attitude to the woman and
her daughter, a fuller account of Mark’s theology reveals it to be an exemplary
and liberating faith narrative, with irony at the heart of its challenging imagery.
In this sense, she concludes, this is a text of hope and promise rather than terror.

In chapter 6, Angela Sawyer brings together discourse on the public and pri-
vate realities of domestic violence in Australia today with the portrayal of Zion in
Deutero-Isaiah. She posits that Zion songs are a form of trauma literature that
include metaphorical depictions of violent relationships with potential to speak
into the contemporary conversation around domestic violence. Calling attention
to domestic violence in Australia, Sawyer reframes Daughter Zion’s journey in
Deutero-Isaiah from desolate woman to restored bride and suggests that inherent
to this image is a rhetorical resistance to stereotyped categorizations of mother
and child, husband and wife. She sees a literary and pastoral resource in Deutero-
Isaiah’s Zion passages that would help conversation about domestic violence issues.

In chapter 7, Robyn Whitaker offers a reading of the conflict between the
author of Revelation, John, and the prophet called “Jezebel” in Rev 2:20-23. She
calls attention to the Jezebel text and its legacy in the way women today are si-
lenced, disempowered, and threatened with sexualized violence when they dare
to challenge male power and authority. She argues that the force of John’s use of
the name “Jezebel” and the accompanying rhetoric threatens sexual and rhetori-
cal violence. The Christian tradition’s continued invocation of Jezebel stands as a
sobering reminder of the dangers that women face when authority is challenged.

In chapter 8, Adela Yabro Collins argues that women functioned as leaders
in the communities founded by Paul, their leadership exercised in the setting of
households and where practices of patronage played a significant role. Women
who were heads of households exercised a high degree of leadership, but the most
important role in Paul’s view was that of apostles, like Junia, commissioned by the
risen Christ. Collins unpacks the terminology of leadership in Pauline texts and
suggests that women may have served in that capacity. Inscriptional evidence adds
support for the ministry of women in antiquity. Collins identifies 1 Tim 2:9-15 as
a text of terror because of its blatant attempt to silence women and exclude them
from positions of authority. She calls into question the authority and power of such
texts by showing that they were not normative in the early church and did not
have their desired effect.

Chapter 9 delves into the world of early Christian literature. David Tombs
offers a gendered rereading of the crucifixion narratives as texts of terror involving
sexual violence. Deriving inspiration from Trible’s analysis of Judg 19, Tombs
notes that textual analysis needs to focus on both the text and the gaps in the text—
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both what is said and what is left unsaid—if the extravagant violence and its mean-
ing is to be properly recognized and remembered. By paying special attention to
the features of text and silence in Matt 27:27-31 and drawing insight from con-
temporary torture reports that narrate the presence of sexual violence in torture
practices, Tombs concludes that the repeated stripping and exposure of Jesus in
Matt 27:27-31 deserves to be named as sexual abuse.

Development, be it industrial or agricultural, is driven by economics and re-
liant on transient and migrant labor in many countries of the world. There is an
increasing trend globally toward the employment of short-term low-wage tempo-
rary migrant workers who are given rather limited political and legal privileges
and protection against exploitation.’? In chapter 10, Brent Pelton brings Judg 19
into conversation with issues of migrant labor in Australia. Drawing on insights
from the book of Proverbs and the description of Woman Wisdom and Dame
Folly, Pelton unpacks the identity of the female protagonist in Judg 19 as both wife
and concubine. By referring to the woman as “concubine,” the author is stripping
her of her agency, value, and human dignity. Pelton sees the experience of the
concubine as akin to the experience of the migrant worker—exploited, dehuman-
ized, and disempowered; while the Levite acts in ways similar to that of the con-
tractor in an Australian farm.

Chapter 11, by Gerald West, studies David’s most trusted counsellor, Ahith-
ophel, who betrays David and joins Absalom’s rebellion. West pens two imaginary
letters, one by Bathsheba to her grandfather Ahithopel, written after she was raped
by David, and a second letter to Ahithopel from Tamar, written while in her
brother Absalom’s house, after she was raped by Amnon. West wonders if these
letters prompted Ahithophel to resist David. West asks: “If gender-justice did play
a role in his decision to resist, then why does he counsel Absalom to publicly rape
the Pilagshim of David?” This 1s the question posed to Ahithophel in a third letter,
this one written by the Pilagshim after they were raped by Absalom. West prompts
us to consider how the grandfather of the raped Bathsheba could advocate the
rape of other women—namely, the Pilagshim. Is Ahithophel engaging in resistance
theology by siding with Absalom? How is it that he cannot see a contradiction
between the injustices he 1s resisting and those he is perpetrating? West addresses
these questions in a deconstructive narrative reading of 1 and 2 Sam, with Ahith-
ophel as the ambiguous protagonist.

32 “Based on current trends, Australia’s projected population will be thirty-eight million by
2050 and migration will be contributing $1.625 billion (1.6 trillion) to Australia’s GDP.
Moreover, migration will have added 15.7 percent to our workforce participation rate and
5.9 percent in GDP per capita growth. Without migration, the population would stagnate,
and our economy would go backwards” Henry Sherrell, “Economic Impact of Migration,”
n.d., https://tinyurl.com/2mpadszs. See also Migration Council of Australia, “Economic
Impact of Migration,” https://tinyurl.com/57wmjpd4-.
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In Chapter 12, Jione Havea returns us to Australia. Havea offers a reading of
the story of five sisters: Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. The reading
highlights the courage of these women to keep their dead father’s name (Zelo-
phehad) and memory alive (Num 27:1-11) and the issues that arise due to legal
revisions (Num 36:1-12). The reading is presented in four letters (following West’s
theoretical positioning) addressed to Havea’s Tongan relatives: a dead niece, a
dead sister-in-law, a living four-year-old daughter, and an elder from the Kulin
nations. These letters take advantage of the workings of orality and, in the process,
expose how the two-part story of the five sisters manifests the “terror of texts.” For
example, what the sisters accomplished in Num 27 is rewritten in Num 36 in the
interests of the tribal leaders. Among the upshots of these letters combined with
the workings of orality is the realization that what happened to the five sisters is
similar to the dispossession of the five indigenous nations—the Wurundjeri,
Boonwurrung, Taungurong, Dja Dja Wurrung, and Wathaurung—that make up
the Kulin nations and the proposal that the unnamed mother of the five sisters be
given the name “Kulin.” Havea emphasizes that these two moves are necessary
responses to the terror of texts.

We know from personal experience and from testimonies of the marginalized
that victimization and oppression can be internalized. In chapter 13, Monica
Jyotsna Melanchthon journeys to India. Drawing inspiration and insights from
the emotional and violent autobiography, Ouicaste, by Dalit author Sharankumar
Limbale, she analyzes the Jephthah narrative in which she sees parallels between
Limbale’s experience and that of Jephthah and his psyche. She decodes Jephthah’s
identity as the son of a prostitute—shamed, rejected, marginalized, and she con-
siders the impact of the same on his unnamed daughter, as well as how the tyranny
and mechanisms of the dominant group tame, neutralize, deflect, and suppress
dissidence for that group’s own ends.

FINAL QUESTIONS

We close this introductory chapter with an issue that was voiced when putting this
volume together: Is it appropriate to include male scholars in the task of feminist
interpretation, particularly when speaking of sexualized violence? Some partici-
pants at the one-day conference were offended that men were putting themselves
in the shoes of victimized women and wondered if this was a form of cooptation
of women’s experience. Do men have the capacity to understand the eruptions
and cries of female pain, anger, and distress? Should men wade into this debate?
Now that women are speaking, should men not just listen? In conversation with
two of the four male authors in this volume, it became clear that they did not
intend to speak for women or on behalf of women. Rather, through their reflec-
tions they wrestle with the manner in which male aggression belittles women both
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in the text under study and in the world today. They attempt to understand why
men do what they do and, in doing so, invite or perhaps compel all men to want
to look at the nature of men and become part of the movement and transformative
change that is so urgently required.

Engaging issues of violence within the biblical text risks inciting criticism and
opposition because the very nature of the Bible as Scripture has the potential to
polarize its readers, exacerbated by differences in approach and the hermeneutical
principles employed by the interpreter. The experience of violence likewise ex-
tracts a variety of responses from its victims—from acknowledging violence to re-
defining it, to varied forms of resistance ranging from vigilance, protest, activism
(both social and textual), advocacy, to armed struggle. Resistance and protest are,
we believe, intrinsic to the experience of violence, and this volume calls attention
to the complexity of violence as portrayed within the biblical text, especially when
seen and analyzed through concrete experiences and realities. This book chal-
lenges readers to recognize how the Bible and its interpretations can reinforce the
structures that underlie and renew violent systems—systems that marginalize, de-
humanize, and subjugate. While it seeks to raise awareness and engender re-
sistance among those who are the victims of violence, it also, on normative
grounds, questions those that perpetrate and perpetuate violence. In so doing, this
book is a modest but critical endeavor that seeks to assign political participation
and agency to biblical studies and interpretation, rarely recognized or allowed an
interventionalist role in everyday life.
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Terrorizing Indigenous Women in the Contact Zone:
Placing Cozbi and the Midianites in Colonial Australia

Laura Griffin

Israel ... began to have sexual relations with the women of Moab.... Moses said
to the judges ... “Each of you shall kill any of your people who have yoked them-
selves to the Baal of Peor.”... Moses said to them, “Have you allowed all the
women to live?... kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman
who has known a man by sleeping with him. But all the young girls who have not
known a man by sleeping with him, keep alive for yourselves.

— Numbers 25 and 31

Interracial relationships were both a source of anxiety about racial purity and a
means through which the demise of the Aboriginal population could be imag-
ined.... Politicians tried to engineer the “disappearance” of their Indigenous pop-
ulations by physically dividing Aboriginal people from one another, removing
families and individuals from the reserves, and removing children from their fam-
ilies.

— Katherine Ellinghaus, “Absorbing the ‘Aboriginal Problem”

This chapter reads Num 25 and 31 as texts of terror, extending the method em-
ployed by Phyllis Trible in her classic book.! When we attend to the characters of
Cozbi and the Midianite women/girls, we see a contradiction between Cozbi’s
violent murder in Num 25 and the subsequent sparing of Midianite girls from

! The first epigraph is from Num 25:1, 6 and 31:15, 17. All biblical quotations and refer-
ences in this chapter are from NRSV unless otherwise indicated. The second is from Kath-
erine Ellinghaus, “Absorbing the ‘Aboriginal Problem’: Controlling Interracial Marriage
in Australia in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,” Aboriginal History 27
(2003): 186, 193.
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slaughter in Num 31. In these texts, the Israelites (and their deity, YHWH) seem
to hold inconsistent views of Midianite women: they are cast as dangerous, idola-
trous, and to be expelled, yet they are also depicted as desirable and to be accepted
into the nation of Israel.

My goal here is to unpack this contradiction and draw a parallel between the
biblical depiction of Midianite women and colonial authorities” views of Indige-
nous women in Australia. I extend Trible’s method in order to relate a literary
analysis of the text to the parallel terrorizing of women in a specific social and
historical context. While Trible’s 7exts of Terror focused on the biblical text and
gestured only briefly toward women who may relate to the biblical characters, she
acknowledged that to hear these ancient stories is to confess their present (and
past) reality.? Taking up this challenge, I consider the story of the Midianite
women of Numbers from my own location, that of a white (settler) woman living
on stolen, unceded land—the land of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin alli-
ance—who seeks to understand the violence by which this came to be my family’s
home.

I also build upon the valuable work of postcolonial feminist biblical scholars,
making particular use of Musa Dube’s analysis of the “contact zone” as the site of
interaction between colonizer and colonized.? Colonial/Israelite views of the In-
digenous/Midianite woman are shown to arise from the simultaneous threat and
opportunity posed by her reproductive body. Like the land they seck to occupy,
the colonized/Midianite woman’s body must be subdued and rendered produc-
tive for the colonial/Israclite nation. Parallel to the murder and sparing of Midi-
anites in Numbers, we see in colonial Australia early prohibition of miscegenation

2 Phyllis Trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives. SCM Classics
(London: SCM, 2003), 23, 106.

3 Musa W. Dube, “Dinah (Genesis 34) at the Contact Zone: ‘Shall our Sister Become a
Whore?,” in Feminist Frameworks: Power, Ambiguity, and Intersectionality, ed. L. Juliana M.
Claassens and Carolyn Sharp (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017), 39-58. More gen-
erally, this chapter is informed by such postcolonial feminist biblical scholarship as Sharon
H. Ringe, “Places at the Table: Feminist and Postcolonial Biblical Interpretation,” in The
Posteolonial Bible, ed. R. S. Sugirtharajah (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998); Alice Ogden
Bellis, Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes: Women’s Stories in the Hebrew Bible (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 2007); Pui-Lan Kwok, “Making the Connections: Postcolonial
Studies and Feminist Biblical Interpretation,” in The Postcolonial Biblical Reader, ed. R. S.
Sugirtharajah (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006); Dube, “Intercultural Biblical Interpretations,”
Swedish Missiological Themes 98 (2010): 361-88; Dube, “Boundaries and Bridges: Journeys of
a Postcolonial Feminist in Biblical Studies,” Joumal of the European Society of Women in
Theological Research 22 (2014): 139-56; Dube, “Toward a Post-Colonial Feminist
Interpretation of the Bible,” Semeia 78 (1997): 11-26; Susanne Scholz, Introducing the Women’s
Hebrew Bible (London: Bloomsbury, 2014).
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give way to a logic of assimilation through intermarriage.* In both the book of
Numbers and colonial Australia, these anxieties manifest as laws and terrorizing
violence that seck to regulate forms of intercourse, determining what is allowable
and what prohibited; in both cases the logic of this violence is fixated on mar-
riage/sexual relations, and children—particularly girls.

The first section of this chapter examines the biblical character of Cozbi in
the literary context of Num 25, which leads to a broader discussion of foreign
women in the Hebrew Bible more generally. I then move on to address the con-
tradiction in the biblical text between exhortations against intermarriage and the
assimilation of Midianite girls in Num 31. This contradiction is then explained
using the concept of the colonial “contact zone,” which enables me to then con-
sider the Indigenous woman’s reproductive body and address how we might go
about reading these biblical texts in the context of colonial Australia. This requires
discussion of colonial policies on miscegenation and on assimilation based on sanc-
tioned intermarriage and removal of children. The common imperial logic under-
lying both the systemic violence of colonial authorities and the biblical narratives
of Midianite women and girls are then analyzed before a brief conclusion.

THE MURDER OF COZBI THE MIDIANITE: NUMBERS 25

The biblical figure of Cozbi is found in Num 25, which is a composite text com-
prised of two main narratives. The first scene (verses 1-5) tells of Israel yoking
itself to the Baal of Peor by engaging sexually and ritualistically with Moabite
women and their cult. This angers YHWH, who commands Moses to impale Is-
rael’s chiefs in an effort at appeasement; Moses passes on a command to the judges
to kill any member of the community who is involved in the wrong conduct. The
second scene (verses 6-13) involves an Israelite man bringing a Midianite woman
into his family before a weeping congregation. This sight angers Phinehas, who
follows the couple and slays them by spearing them through the abdomen. This
bloodshed is said to have stopped a plague which had killed 24,000. YHWH,
speaking to Moses, condones Phinehas’s actions and rewards him with a covenant
of perpetual priesthood.

The remainder of the chapter (Num 25:14-18) attempts to consolidate the
two narratives and draws connections to the historical context. This explanatory
passage names the killed Israelite man—Zimri son of Salu—and Midianite

+ The parallels between Num 25 and colonial forms of violence against Indigenous women
are discussed in Anthony Rees, /Re/reading Again: A Mosaiwc Reading of Numbers 25, LHBOTS
589, Playing the Texts 19 (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015), 158-63. This chap-
ter pursues this parallel in greater depth and detail, and it employs new conceptual frames
in doing so.



20 Griffin

woman—Cozbi daughter of Zur, a Midianite chief. Speaking again to Moses,
YHWH orders an attack on the Midianites for their deception in both the yoking
of Israel to the Baal of Peor and for the incident involving Cozbi. As a somewhat
awkward final clarification, the plague is said to have resulted from the Peor affair
from the beginning of the chapter.

We never hear Cozbi (or any other woman) speak in this chapter. Grammat-
ically, Cozbi is an object, brought into the family (25:6). She is not even named
until the end of the narrative, unlike her murderer, Phinehas, who is named and
whose lineage is spelled out as soon as he enters the narrative. Cozbi’s identity is
depicted only in terms of her ethnicity (Midianite) and her relations to men—
namely, her father, Zur, who is a clan leader, and her companion (perhaps captor
or husband?), Zimri. The violence of the second scene is focused on Cozbi’s body,
and her belly (AN2p, govatah) in particular. There is some ambiguity, as qovatah
could refer to stomach, womb, or possibly even genitals; note also the wordplay
with the qubbah (M2pM), the sanctuary or tent that is said to be entered by the couple
(Num 25:8).

The only verb directly attributed to the Moabite/Midianite women collec-
tively is to “invite” or “call” in Num 25:2 (JRpM, vatigrena). Their action is thus
hospitality and engagement—inviting the Israelites (presumably Israelite men, pri-
marily if not exclusively) to engage sexually and ritualistically, joining in sex, cat-
ing, and worshipping.® As non-Israelites, these women are not bound by YHWH’s
commandments: they have committed no crime. Instead, it 1s Israelite men who
have angered YHWH by “yoking Israel to the Baal of Peor” (Num 25:3). None-
theless, it is the actions of the Moabite/Midianite women that are depicted as
harassment, trickery, and deception. The women are explicitly blamed for the
sinful conduct of Israclite men, and it is Cozbi (together with Zimri) who pays for
this with her life, in order for the divine punishment, in the form of a plague, to
be lifted.

Cozbi, whose name means “one who deceives or disappoints,

2

is clearly
treated in the text as a symbol of Midianite women more generally, who are them-
selves fused or confused with Moabite women.” This slippage is illustrative; this
group of women is itself| like Cozbi, symbolic of a broader category: the non-Isra-
elite (foreign) woman. The chapter also occupies a key position in the book. Num-
bers opens with a census of the generation who left Egypt but who are condemned
to die in the wilderness, and chapter 26 gives a census of the new generation who
will eventually occupy the promised land of Canaan. Chapter 25 is positioned as

58. C. Reif, “What Enraged Phinehas?: A Study of Numbers 25:8,” 7BL 90 (1971): 202
notes that “an early tradition relates that Phinehas’ spear pieced the woman’s genitals.”

6 The possible connections between acts of worship and sexual engagement are discussed
below in further detail.

7 See Rees, [Refreading, 130-31 on the meaning of Cozbi’s name.
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a climax to the narrative of the old generation, whose faith is shown to be faltering,
and as a fulcrum to the book as a whole. Comparing the two censuses highlights
the importance of Num 25, as it suggests that only two men of the old generation
survive its plague. The position of the text is significant: the narratives in chapter
25 tell of a communal and cultic crisis for Israel and its relationship with YHWH.
Cozbi’s tale “comes at a moment when the great promise to the patriarchs is at
risk of unfulfillment.”® How this crisis comes about and how it is resolved are thus
imbued with great theological and political significance. And the foreign woman’s
body is placed at the center of it all.

THE FOREIGN WOMAN IN THE HEBREW BIBLE

The sexualized body of the non-Israclite woman depicted in Num 25 is both the
site of Israel’s misconduct and the object of violence through which Israel is saved.
Of course, the connection between sexual misconduct and treachery against
YHWH repeats the marriage metaphor, which features throughout the Hebrew
Bible as a symbol of Israel’s oscillating relationship with YHWH (see for instance
Jer 2-3; Hos 1-2; Ezek 16, 23). It emerges in Num 25 in language such as “to
fornicate” (verse 1). The root of this word zanah (7771), carries the meaning of
“whoring” or “harlotry”:

This understanding of the word is often used in a metaphorical sense in relation
to Israel’s relationship to Yahweh, so that when Israel is allured by other deities,
this is understood as an act of zanah (“to whore”). In addition, when the people
of Tsrael engage sexually with people of other nations, this is regarded as zanah.’

The “yoking” (attaching) of Israel to the Baal of Peor also adds to this sexual im-
agery.'’

Readings of Cozbi, in particular, and her actions with Zimri tend to confirm
or even conflate such interpretations. We see this in exegeses of the word qubbah
(Mapn) at Num 25:8. As a hapax legomenon, this term has broad interpretive poten-
tial, yet readings of the word as “tent”—interpreted as a private dwelling or bed-
room—tend to emphasize the nature of their misconduct as sexual and/or as
cultic: “This is not simply an episode of inter-marriage which is potentially desta-
bilising; it is a cultic act which directly, and perhaps deliberately, threatens the cult

8 Helena Zlotnick Sivan, “The Rape Of Cozbi (Numbers XXV),” V'T 51 (2001): 79. On
the cultic nature of the intercourse between Cozbi and Zimri, see also Reif, “What Enraged
Phinehas?”

9 Rees, [Rejreading, 75-76, 122-24. Hence, liznot, M1 is translated as “have sexual rela-
tions” in the NRSV.

10 Rees, [Re/reading, 76.
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of YHWH.”'! On this reading, Phinehas’s attack is legitimated as a fulfilment of
“his responsibility to safeguard the cult of YHWH as the only legitimate cult for
Israel.”!? Is Coozbi possibly a priestess, who has set up the qubbah in order to at-
tempt to stop the plague that is oppressing Israel? Might she be engaging ritualis-
tically (possibly including sexually) with Zimri in order to help the Israelites?!?

It is important to note here that even the language of interpretations that fo-
cus on the purported foreignness of non-Israclite women in the Hebrew Bible is
problematic and arguably inappropriate. The Israelites are journeying through
others’ lands on their way to conquer and inhabit the promised land of Canaan
(itself also otherwise settled and occupied), so they are the ones who are more
rightly labelled “foreigners” or even potentially “invaders,” were it not for the
Midianites’ gestures of hospitality. In Num 25, Israel is camping on Moabite/Mid-
ianite land. Zimri is the foreigner, Cozbi the local inhabitant. It is thus more ac-
curate to refer to the non-Israelite women in this chapter as local, even Indigenous,

women who interact in various ways with foreign Israelite men.'*

THE AMBIGUITY OF INTERMARRIAGE AND
ASSIMILATION OF MIDIANITE GIRLS

Numbers 25——the demise of Cozbi and Zimri in particular—is widely interpreted,
whether approvingly or more critically, as an exhortation to Isracl against

1 Barbara E. Organ, “Pursuing Phinehas: A Synchronic Reading (Highlighting the
Interaction, Composition and Purpose of Biblical Narrative),” CBQ 63 (2001): 208. Organ
even goes so far as to consider Cozbi “as the oracular medium parallel to Moses himself,
operating in her alternative qiibbdh. Her position and activity hit right at the core of the
worship of YHWH” (209). See also Reif, “What Enraged Phinehas?,” who discusses
historical evidence for reading qubbakh (712pn) as a tent-shrine attended by a female priest
and occupied by elite women, providing divination in times of crisis.

12 Organ, “Pursuing.”

13 Reif, “What Enraged Phinehas?”

14 Further on the question of language, I note that Musa W. Dube, whose scholarship is
engaged below, uses “native” woman. Because this is an offensive term to many Indigenous
people, including in Australia, I avoid it and instead adopt the language of “local” and
“Indigenous” interchangeably (but I have not changed the language in direct quotations of
Dube’s work). I also acknowledge that the language of “colonized” to refer to people and
lands is problematic, as it can be read to imply the colonial process as a_fait accompli—
namely, that a person or place is an already completely “colonized” object. This may be
seen as not only objectifying but also arguably inaccurate, given the contested and open-
ended nature of colonial practices and subjugation.
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intermarriage with Indigenous women.'®> But this reading ignores the ambiguity
in this text, and elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, toward intermarriage with non-
Israclite women in general and Midianite women in particular. For instance, the
Midianite women/brides Cozbi and Zipporah sit in direct contrast: it was accepta-
ble for Moses to take a Midianite woman as his wife (Exod 2:21), but for Zimri it
was punishable by death.

The Hebrew Bible as a whole can be seen as displaying a repeated ambiguity
regarding non-Israelite wives.'® Throughout the canon (for example, in Malachi
and Ezra-Nehemiah) we can see a cycle of Israel intermarrying with local women
and then condemning and rejecting them, as well as their children (see Ezra 2:59—
62; Neh 7:61-65; 1 Chr 2:3-55; Ps 108:34-36; Mal 2:10—-16). Of course, as a re-
curring theme, intermarriage is intimately tied up with the narrative of Israel’s
faithfulness to YHWH, as explained above. Numbers 25 thus demonstrates an in-
termarriage exhortation and contradiction in the broader Hebrew Bible. In par-
ticular, the brutal slaying of Cozbi as the symbolic Midianite bride in Num 25 sits
in stark contrast with YHWH’s attitude to Midianite virgins in the ensuing massa-
cre of the Midianites in Num 31. In the war against Midian, which seems to result
from the events of chapter 25, the Israclite invaders have killed the men and taken
the women and their children captive (Num 31:9) alongside other booty. Upon
their return, they are chastised by Moses, who says to them:

Have you allowed all the women to live? These women here, on Balaam’s advice,
made the Israelites act treacherously against the LORD in the affair of Peor, so
that the plague came among the congregation of the LORD. Now, therefore, kill
every male among the little ones, and kill every woman who has known a man
by sleeping with him. But all the young girls who have not known a man by
sleeping with him, keep alive for yourselves. (Num 31:15-18)

Cozbi is thus a dangerous Indigenous woman who threatens Israel’s boundaries
and purity—its very survival, even—but the surviving Midianite virgins are ex-
plicitly ordered to be incorporated into the people of Isracl. As Helena Zlotnick

Sivan observes, this is a “spectacular contrast.”!”

15 Rees, [Refreading, 134—37; Yonina Dor, “From the Well in Midian to the Baal of Peor:
Different Attitudes to Marriage of Israelites to Midianite Women,” in Mixed Marriages:
Intermarriage and Group Identity in the Second Temple Period, ed. Christian Frevel (New York: T&T
Clark, 2011).

16 Indeed, the forewarning by YHWH in Exod 34:15-16 can also be interpreted as a pre-
diction of precisely the events of Num 25; see Rees, /Re/reading, 76.

17 Sivan, “Rape,” 70.
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LOCAL WOMEN AND ISRAELITE MEN IN THE CONTACT ZONE

We can make sense of this contradiction—a woman who is viewed as a threat yet
absorbed by the very people who view her as such—if we view Moab/Midian as
what Mary Louise Pratt called a colonial “contact zone.” The term refers to

the space of colonial encounters, the space in which peoples geographically and
historically separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing
relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intrac-
table conflict.... A “contact” perspective emphasizes how subjects are constituted
in and by their relations to each other.'®

The concept of “contact zone” can be used not only to offer an alternative to the
image and ideology of separateness in colonial worlds, but also to focus upon and
question the very production of the ideology itself. This is demonstrated by Dube,
who takes up the concept in her postcolonial feminist analyses of biblical texts.
Dube observes the tension between separation and interaction thus:

The social, sexual, economic and political intercourse in the colonial context is
characterised by a dynamic tension. That is, while it is a contact zone, it is sim-
ultaneously dependent on the ideological claim of keeping races apart on the ba-
sis of racial, religious or cultural superiority of the colonizer.... For the purpose
of oppressing, exploiting, and controlling the colonized, the colonizer always ped-
dles an ideology of superiority, separation and purity, when facts on the grounds
attest to something else.'”

This conceptualization of the contact zone is helpful for our purposes as we un-
pack the Israelite contradiction regarding intermarriage with Indigenous women
as articulated above.

Dube helpfully situates the colonized woman within the ideologies and prac-
tices of the contact zone. In particular, the Indigenous woman’s body is the center
of the contradiction being analyzed, because the Indigenous woman is symbolic
as well as more literally productive of the conquered land and the future of the
colonizing nation:

Although native women may be depicted negatively and intermarriages between
the sons of colonizing heroes are seemingly discouraged, the interaction is never-
theless permitted. The native woman can and should cross the boundaries

18 Mary L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Whiting and Transculturation New York: Routledge, 1992),
6-7.
19 Dube, “Dinah,” 41.
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towards the colonizing heroes, for she represents the desires of the colonial
dreams. She is the land that must exchange hands, from native to the colonizing
heroes.??

This movement is one-way; despite any sexual or other intercourse, the foreign
man does not become a subject of the local woman’s family or community. It is
the Indigenous woman who is objectified as an entity to be transferred.

However, as Cozbt’s slaughter demonstrates, the Indigenous woman’s com-
ing to the colonizers cannot simply take any form. The modes of intercourse and
the relations such women create in the contact zone are an important target of
struggle and control. Cozbi approaches Israel as an elite, powerful at least politi-
cally if not also cultically; as such, she presents a threat, even even though she is
“brought” by Zimri. Their union suggests relations of alliance and even equality
between Israel and Midian.?! In contrast, the Midianite virgins of Num 31 are
captives, victims of dispossession and terrorizing violence by Israel. As young girls,
they occupy perhaps the lowest social role within the community.

POWER TO PRODUCE THE NEW NATION

The contradictory and unstable place of local women in the contact zone reflects
their reproductive power, as this makes them alternatively dangerous and/or val-
uable. Cozbi was speared through her belly—possibly her womb—in a symbolic
rejection of her potential progeny with Zimri.?? In contrast, the Midianite virgins
represent not merely war plunder as chattel or labor but wombs for bearing the
future Israel. Crucially, the Midianite virgins will not raise Midianite children.
The desirability of their reproductive power depends upon the abandonment of
their prior identity and kinship relations, as their own mothers, fathers, and male
siblings have all been slaughtered.

This point is key to understanding the acceptance or disavowal of local
women in the Hebrew Bible more broadly. Local women who wed Israclite
men—who come to worship YHWH and thus accept and validate the Israelite
power structure as well as Israel’s occupation of the land—are cast as heroines and
rewarded with powerful progeny.” But those who resist YHWH and Israelite

20 Dube, “Dinah,” 53-54.

21 A number of parallels can be drawn between this and the Dinah narrative: relations of
equality and alliance in the form of intermarriage by offering of elite daughters are rejected
in favor of unilateral destruction and conquest; see Dube, “Dinah,” 53-55.

22 Rees, [Re/reading, 84—85.

23 For instance, Ruth, a Moabite woman whose great grandchildren included King David;
Zipporah, who bore Shebuel son of Gershom and Rehabiah son of Eliezer (1 Chr 23:16—
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law/authority and instead seek to retain their native identity and cultic practices
are denounced and even subjected to various forms of violence—the classic ex-
ample being Jezebel.* This is because they present a threat to the legitimacy of
the colonizers and the colonizing mission more generally. The Indigenous woman
who i1s sexually welcoming to the colonizer in a passive, objectified sense is ap-
proved. The Indigenous woman whose sexuality poses (or is seen to be wielded as)
a threat to Israel because it tempts them to worship foreign gods is reviled.

Under the logic of empire, the reproductive capacities of the Indigenous
woman’s body, as with the productive capacities of the land, must be contained,
controlled, and put to use for the colonizing group. Maintaining this dynamic re-
quires one to vacillate between notions and practices of purity and separation, on
the one hand, and engagement and assimilation on the other. This explanation
deciphers the colonizers’ ideology of purity and separation. The local woman’s
threat to the group purity of the colonizers is not biological, racial, or genetic; it is
political and cultural. As long as her sexuality and reproductive potential is con-
trolled and possessed by the colonizers, she serves to legitimate their occupation
of the land and perpetuate their group. Her children, as long as they are borne to
a colonizing man, will be accepted as part of the new people—hence the emphasis
on the Midianite girls’ virginity in Num 31:18.

My analysis of local women in the contact zone has thus far focused upon the
world within the text of Num 25 (and the Hebrew Bible more generally) and ar-
ticulated the colonial ideologies contained therein. Of course, these ideologies are
not merely contained in textual worlds. They have materialized, and continue to
materialize, in the real-life colonial contact zones of various times and geogra-
phies. As Dube has shown in her work on the Dinah narrative in the biblical text,
it involves striking parallels with the historical realities of the colonial contact zone
of the Cape Colony of nineteenth-century southern Africa. Inspired by Dube’s
reading, I here extend Trible’s methodology in order to argue that contradictory
depictions of the Indigenous woman as analyzed in the texts of Num 25 and 31
can be observed in the colonizers’ ideology, law, and practices in the contact zone
of colonial Australia. The terrorizing violence exacted upon Cozbi and the other
Midianite women and girls has played out in the genocidal practices of Australia’s
colonial authorities against Indigenous women and girls.

17); and Asenath, who became Joseph’s wife (Gen 41:45) and mother to Manasseh and
Ephraim (Gen 41:50; 46:20).
241 Kgs 17-19, 21; 2 Kgs 9:30-37.
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READING COZBI AND THE MIDIANITE GIRLS
IN COLONIAL AUSTRALIA

Before proceeding with the analysis, it is worth reflecting on the appropriateness
of drawing comparisons between the contact zone of Moab/Midian in Num 25
and 31 and that of colonial Australia. While the two illustrate many parallels, as I
will outline in detail, there are also important differences. For instance, the fate of
the Midianites according to the biblical account is one of near complete decima-
tion (and total assimilation of all young girls). There is no space in the Israclite
narrative for (effective) resistance or any ongoing community with a Midianite
identity. By comparison, the ongoing struggles of Aboriginal people and commu-
nities in Australia are undeniably more complex.

I cannot purport to speak on behalf of Indigenous people or communities of
any place or time, to represent their perspectives, understandings, and lived expe-
riences. A rich array of other sources, academic and otherwise, record and give
voice to Aboriginal women’s stories of survival, strategy, and resistance in the Aus-
tralian contact zone.”> Rather, I am concerned with the views of Indigenous
women that were held and propagated by colonial authorities in Australia, and
with how such views served to legitimate colonizing violence and terror of various
kinds against these women and their families. My focus on the colonizers’ ideology
1s not meant as an endorsement of it; on the contrary, my aim is to critique and
deconstruct it. But there is nonetheless an inherent risk of reiterating or confirming
the colonizers’ objectifying views of Indigenous women unless a space is main-
tained for the possibility, always, of resistance in multiple forms.

PURITY AND SEPARATION: THE THREAT OF MISCEGENATION

The same central contradiction concerning Indigenous women that we saw play
outin Num 25 and 31 can be clearly seen in ideological views about and treatment
of Indigenous women in colonial Australia.?® This is evident in the shifting colonial

25 See, e.g., the important work of Palawa scholar Lee Miena Skye: Skye, “How Australian
Aboriginal Christian Womanist Tiddas (Sisters) Theologians Celebrate the Eucharist,” in
Rewnterpreting the Eucharist: Explorations in Feminist Theology and Ethics, ed. Anne Elvey et al.
(London: Routledge, 2014), 283-307; Skye, “How Australian Aboriginal Tiddas (Sisters)
Theologians Deal with the Threat of Genocide,” Feminist Theology 23 (2015): 128—42; Skye,
“Australian Aboriginal Catholic Women Seek Wholeness: Hearts Are Still Burning,”
Pacifica 19 (2006): 283-307; Skye, “Australian Aboriginal Women’s Christologies,” in Tte
Strength of Her Witness: Jesus Christ in the Global Voices of Women, ed. Elisabeth A. Johnson
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2016).

26 Jt 1s difficult to define “colonial” Australia in both time and space, because structures and
practices of colonization are ongoing. Notably, many of the policies and forms of violence
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laws on miscegenation—that is, sexual intercourse or intermarriage between
races. While such sexual unions were officially discouraged or prohibited, they
were nonetheless unofficially accepted as inevitable, at least between Indigenous
women and European men. A shift then occurred, at different times in the differ-
ent states and territories, to official sanction for “constructive miscegenation” as a
strategy for biological absorption and cultural assimilation.?” This was accompa-
nied by the targeting of so-called mixed-race children for removal from families.
Practically from the first colonial encounters and attacks by Europeans on
Indigenous people on land that would become known as Australia in the late eight-
eenth century, colonizer men and local women engaged sexually—that is to say,
the contact zone was always one of sexual encounter and intercourse, and this
continued throughout the colonial period: “Many [Indigenous] women worked as
prostitutes or were coerced into sex with white men. Sexual pleasures were in
strong demand by the predominantly male population.”® While not all sexual
relations were forced, any question of consent or agency on the part of Indigenous
women in this contact zone must be appreciated in the broader “political, eco-
nomic and social context of their actions [which] makes the concept of choice
problematical.”® This broader context was one of extreme and ongoing frontier
violence, deadly epidemics, and mass dispossession of land and resources. Colo-
nizers’ views of Indigenous women perpetuated and purportedly legitimated such
sexual violence and terror; as these women were constructed by colonizing dis-
course as “universal whores” simply “there for the taking,” rape of Indigenous
women by colonizer men was regarded by colonial authorities as “inconsequen-
tial.”3°
Of course, such intercourse was not inconsequential. Beyond experiences of
trauma and exploitation, intercourse between colonizer men and Indigenous
women also threatened to produce legal, economic, and kinship relations and ob-
ligations, often in Indigenous laws if not also colonial ones.*! Official colonial laws

referred to in this chapter have taken place not (only) in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries but also in living memory, and they remain ongoing conditions for many Aborig-
inal women and their families.

27 Ellinghaus, “Absorbing.”

28 Patricia Grimshaw et al., Creating a Nation (Perth: API Network, Curtin University of
Technology, Australian Research Institute, 2006), 136-37.

20 Mary A. Jebb and Ann Haebich, “Across the Great Divide: Gender Relations on
Australian Frontiers,” in Gender Relations i Australia: Domination and Negotiation, ed. Kay
Saunders and Robert Evans (Sydney: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992), 36.

30 Grimshaw et al., Creating, 145. On the sexualizing of Indigenous women and their bodies,
see also Hannah Robert, “Disciplining the Female Aboriginal Body: Inter-racial Sex and
the Pretence of Separation,” Australian Feminist Studies 16 (2001): 69-81.

31 Robert, “Disciplining.”
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and policies thus attempted to suppress and deny such consequences by ensuring
the freedom of European men to use Aboriginal women and walk away with their
social status intact. Intermarriages were made illegal, in part to protect white men
from responsibility rather than to protect Aboriginal women from abuse.*

The pretense of separation maintained through the constructed illicit nature
of miscegenation was a thin one, or at least contradictory.** Although liaisons be-
tween colonizing men and Indigenous women were seen as morally dangerous
indulgences on the part of the men, they were largely dismissed as long as they
were fleeting. This was partly because turning a blind eye allowed white men to
continue to rape and exploit Aboriginal women without real fear of reproach. But
it was also partly because the colonizers believed that the Aboriginal race was
proceeding along an inevitable path to extinction. Thus, policies of segregation
and so-called protection of Aboriginal communities on reserves were “based on

the premise that Aborigines were a dying or doomed race.”*

THE HALF-CASTE MENACE AND BREEDING OUT THE COLOR

The problem with this premise is rather predictable given that sexual unions were
not without consequence, despite the best efforts of the colonial authorities. As
Patrick Wolfe summarizes, “the single most important practical contradiction to
have obstructed the logic of elimination was quintessentially gendered. This was
the sexual abuse that male colonisers visited upon Aboriginal women every-
where.”3* The products of such unions were, of course, mixed-race children. And,
given that white men were unwilling to take on responsibility for these children
(or were even legally prohibited from doing so), the result was a growth rather
than a dwindling away of Indigenous families and communities.

“The romance of the dying race steadily gave way to the spectre of the ‘half-
caste menace.”*® That so-called menace did not comprise any organized political
or direct economic threat to the colonial presence or endeavor. Rather, the growth
of Indigenous communities lay in direct contrast to the colonial vision of a “white
Australia.” Anxieties thus also arose at this time in relation to infant mortality and
declining birth rates among white women in Australia. In a sense, then, the specter

32 Aborigines Department, Battye Library: 827/1906, as quoted in Jebb and Haebich,
“Across the Great Divide,” 36.

33 This pretence was also the basis for a continued “contrast between civilised selves and
uncivilised Others” according to Robert, “Disciplining,” 72.

34 Grimshaw et al., Creating, 274; see also Ellinghaus, “Absorbing.”

35 Patrick Wolfe, “Nation and MiscegeNation: Discursive Continuity in the Post-Mabo
Era,” Social Analysis: The International Journal of Social and Cultural Practice 36 (1994): 93—152.
36 Wolfe, “Nation and MiscegeNation,” 101.
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of mixed-race Aboriginal children was numerical, as “this section of the Aborigi-
nal population threatened to expand exponentially.”?’

Containing this threat meant introducing the possibility that mixed-race
progeny could be absorbed within the colonizer community. Laws on miscegena-
tion shifted to reflect this new logic of assimilation. Rather than ceasing with this
shift, controls over intermarriage played a crucial new role. Specifically, there was
now one acceptable interracial pairing: that of a mixed-race Indigenous woman
with a white man. As Indigenous people already required approval from colonial
authorities to marry, this played out as recently as 1940, as colonial authorities
denied permission for unions deemed undesirable and granted permission for de-
sirable ones:

In the Territory the mating of Aboriginals with any person other than an Abo-
riginal is prohibited. The mating of coloured aliens with any female of part Abo-
riginal blood is also prohibited. Every endeavour is being made to breed out the
colour by elevating female half-castes to white standard with a view to their ab-
sorption by mating into the white population. The adoption of a similar policy
throughout the Commonwealth is, in my opinion, a matter of vital importance.3$
The act of “breeding out the colour” through constructive miscegenation centered
on the capacity of mixed-race Aboriginal women to (eventually) bear white sons
for the colonial nation. The dehumanization of Indigenous women as mere
wombs for realizing this colonial vision is reflected in figure 1.

Putting this assimilation strategy into effect meant removing mixed-race chil-
dren from their Aboriginal mothers, which gave rise to the “Stolen Generations”
of Indigenous children. The means by which children were taken, justifications
for doing so, and laws relating to removal have been well documented.** Most
significant for my analysis, the strategy focused particularly on girls:

37 Wolfe, “Nation and MiscegeNation,” 100.

38 C. E. Cook, Chief Protector of Aborigines, to Administrator of the Northern Territory,
February 7, 1933, National Archives of Australia, Commonwealth Records Series, Depart-
ment of the Interior file A659/1; 1940/1/408, as quoted in P. R. Bartrop, “The Holocaust,
the Aborigines, and the Bureaucracy of Destruction: An Australian Dimension of
Genocide,” Journal of Genocide Research 3 (2001): 75-87; see also Grimshaw et al., Creating. As
Ellinghaus, “Absorbing,” 192 summarizes: “Legislators fought a losing battle to create a
society which would eventually be ‘bred’ white.”

39 Ellinghaus, “Absorbing.”
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Figure 1. Three generations of “breeding out the colour.” From A. O. Neville,
Australia’s Coloured Minority, Its Place in the Community (Sydney: Currawong, 1947), 72.

“It was a presumption for many years that we girls would grow up and marry
nice white boys,” says Aboriginal woman Barbara Cummings, a member of the
Stolen Generations. “We would have nice fairer children who, if they were girls,
would marry white boys again and eventually the colour would die out. That was
the original plan—the whole removal policy was based on the women because
the women could breed.”*

One scholar has calculated “that 72 percent of all the children over 12 who were
removed from 1912 to 1928 were girls” and described this as “an intervention to
restrict and control young Aboriginal women’s sexual activity.”*! The impacts of
this genocidal policy are difficult to overstate: “It is probably fair to say that except
for the remotest regions of the nation, there was not a single Aboriginal family
which had not been touched by the policy of removal. Everybody had lost some-

one.”*?

CONTAMINATION, CONQUEST, AND CONVERSION

Having traced the complexities of intermarriage between colonizer men and Ab-
original women in the contact zone of colonial Australia, we can now see the

40 Jens Korff, “A Guide to Australia’s Stolen Generations,” Creative Spirits, January 14, 2021,
https://tinyurl.com/ezmztz8x.

41 Peter Read, “The Myth of the Stolen Generations—A Rebuttal,” ABC Online, October
4, 2010, https://tinyurl.com/3686wwcv. See also Heather Goodall, ““Saving the Chil-
dren’: Gender and the Colonization of Aboriginal Australian Children in NSW, 1788 to
1990, Aboriginal Law Bulletin 44 (1990): 6-9.

42 Peter Read, A Hundred Years War: The Wiradjuri People and the State (Canberra: Australian
National University Press, 1988). See also Korft, “Guide.”
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parallels with the analysis of the biblical texts as above. In both settings, local
women-—at least as seen by foreign authorities—are the focus of a tension or con-
tradiction that arises from their reproductive power. On the one hand, such
women are seen as dangerous and threatening to the legitimacy of the colonizer’s
presence, as well as the security and integrity of the colonizing nation. This is par-
ticularly so where they may seek to engage with colonizing men on terms of equal-
ity or mutual dependence, as perhaps Cozbi did. On the other hand, local women
are constructed as potential vessels for the future of the colonizing nation, as in
the case of the Midianite virgins and Indigenous girls stolen from their families by
colonial authorities.

The key to an Indigenous woman’s placement in either of these two roles is
the nature of her relations both to the colonizing man and to her traditional com-
munity. The Indigenous woman who welcomes the colonizing man and desires
his presence is obviously privileged in these narratives.** As argued above, the lan-
guage of purity and separation is employed in colonial ideology not to preclude
intercourse altogether, but to quash relations of equality or resistance. Australian
colonial strategies of assimilation were not based on notions of genetic purity or
immaculacy. If they were, no miscegenation would ever have a sanctioned place
in the colonizing agenda. Just as the threat of the Moabite women was cultic rather
than genetic, in Australia the threat of miscegenation was a political and cultural
one—a threat to the colonizing endeavor rather than merely the genetic compo-
sition of the colonizing people.

In this imperial ideology, what is threatening is not the local woman herself.
It is her connection to (and potential continuation of) her Indigenous or Midianite
identity, and thus her tradition and culture. The Indigenous woman, like the col-
onized land she represents, is not simply to be avoided. She must be absorbed into
the colonizer’s identity and mission. Of course, in the Australian context, this fits
with a broader program of conversion and civilization, which involved active de-
struction of Indigenous traditions and practices and instruction in Western ways
of life and thinking.** For an individual Indigenous woman, then, her “right to be
treated as an adult or ‘exempted’ from Aboriginal status was only granted if ...
[she] stopped associating with and living an Aboriginal lifestyle.”*> Only in such

43 As Dube, “Dinah,” 52 observes of the “contact zone” more generally, “indigenous pop-
ulations/land are constructed as desiring if not adoring their colonising partner.”

+ This chapter has analyzed the world of the biblical text and the world of colonial Aus-
tralia in parallel rather than making any explicit argument that the biblical text itself played
any causative or facilitative role in the colonization of Australia. This is certainly a strong
possibility but not a question that I have taken up here. For instance, see Jebb and Haebich,
“Across the Great Divide,” 30-31 on the influence of Christian values and the Christian-
izing/ civilizing mission on the colonial Australian view of Aboriginal gender relations.

4 Grimshaw et al., Creating, 275.
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circumstances, and only if she partnered with a white man, would her progeny be
secured as within the colonizing nation.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has analyzed the parallels between the tales of the Moabite/Midian-
ite women in Num 25 and 31 and the ideologies and policies of colonial Australia.
I have employed the concept of a contact zone, a space “where disparate cultures
meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations
of domination and subordination—like colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as
they are lived out across the globe today.”*

Australia’s colonial history could yield more parallels to both Cozbi and the
Midianite girls, based not on colonial policy but on the opportunism exercised by
colonizer men in their relations against Aboriginal communities and women. Un-
knowable numbers of Aboriginal women have been raped and killed by colonizer
men in Australia. Recalling the gruesome violence against Cozbi, there were inci-
dents of torture and murder involving Indigenous women being speared by colo-
nizer men, even in their vaginas.*’ Likewise, there are recorded accounts of white
men who massacred Aboriginal families and communities while sparing young
girls “as sexual hostages,” a clear echo of the kidnapping of Midianite girls.*® Yet
the main focus in this chapter has been the more formal and systemic violence
produced by colonial ideology and policy in Australian history. I have argued that
the contradictory attitudes of colonizer men to native women as found in the nar-
ratives of Cozbi and the Midianite girls can also be witnessed in colonial Austral-
1an attitudes to Indigenous women and girls. These seemingly conflicting attitudes
can be accounted for when we attend to the reproductive power of indigenous
women and the colonizer’s need to assimilate and convert such women to the de-
sires and visions of the colonial nation. My approach involved extending Trible’s
method of literary analysis of biblical texts of terror in order to consider how the
patriarchal and colonial logic underlying such terrorizing of women and girls has
been echoed in a particular historical reality.

While these parallels are interesting and instructive, in the case of colonial
Australia (at least) the effects of this ideology are not confined to the official texts
and narratives of the colonizers. The conquest and conversion that are key to un-
derstanding colonial attitudes toward Indigenous women have played out in peo-
ple’s lives to devastating effect. The violence, destruction, and dispossession

46 Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 4.

47 Janine P. Roberts, Massacres to Mining: The Colonisation of Aboriginal Australia (Melbourne:
Dove Communications, 1981), 19.

48 Grimshaw et al., Creating 132—33; Roberts, Massacres to Mining, 20.
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supposedly legitimated by this colonial ideology are difficult to overstate. Indige-
nous children, including girls, continue to be removed from their families at higher
rates than ever before.*” While resistance is always ongoing, Indigenous women
and children throughout Australia carry the trauma and other consequences of
this colonialism and will continue to do so for generations to come.
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3
Numbers 25: A Reading by a Queer Australian

Karen Eller

Terra nullus is the primary assumption of British occupation of the Australian con-
tinent for Australians of my generation (1960s third-generation English), one that
indicates an unquestionable right to occupy Terra Australis, the land of the Holy
Spirit. The indigenous inhabitants were routinely depicted as savages, hunter-
gatherers at best, less evolved and therefore considered subhuman—fauna,
even—and the land therefore available for occupation.! This occupation took
place with the mindset that land is gendered feminine and therefore open to rape
and exploitation, flora and fauna included. Mother Nature was invested with a
fickle feminine character, to which the British colonists responded with an arro-
gant response aimed at total subjugation. Until very recently, even the national
anthem described Australia as a country “young and free,” denying the presence
of continuous habitation of its indigenous custodians for over 60,000 years. Aus-
tralian school curricula offered scant introduction to indigenous culture and her-
itage; classroom discussions about Australia’s foundations were dominated by
European history and narratives of white explorers. Massacres and brutal violence
against Australia’s indigenous people has only begun to be discussed in recent
years. The rhetoric of white superiority over our indigenous sisters and brothers,
established in the late eighteenth century and continued through the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, overrides established evidence to the contrary in a fantasy
of hegemonic imagination designed to support and entrench the position of power
the colonizers had and continue to have over the First Nations peoples of Aus-
tralia.?

! For a full discussion of primary evidence for indigenous Australian settlement and agri-
cultural practices, see Bruce Pascoe, Dark Emu: Aboriginal Australia and the Birth of Agriculture
(Broome: Magabala, 2018).

2 For further discussion about fantastic hegemonic imagination, see Emilie M. Townes,
Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).
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National foundations built on massacre and brutal violence are by no means
unique to Australia. The shocking violence in Num 25 jolts the reader into an
unwelcome contemplation of YHWH as a bloodthirsty warrior god. This chapter
offers a critical literary analysis of Num 25 in dialogue with other texts and pro-
poses a feminist hermeneutic for engaging with a distasteful text. Numbers 25,
while unpalatable for many, is valuable for the way in which it uncovers the hid-
den agendas of those who seck to bolster their own power. Human fingerprints
can be found all over this text and, as I shall demonstrate, helps us to see human
self-interest messing with God’s good intent for humanity. The text has lessons for
peoples of all nations, including all Australians, regardless of ancestry.

Numbers offers an official narrative of the tribe of Israel’s transition from a
travelling band of released captives to a people of military might endorsed by
YHWH. Numbers 25 marks a significant point of transition in the book. At the
beginning of Num 25 we meet an unruly and rebellious mob, but by the end of
the saga, Israel is ready to be counted and counted upon. While it might read as
an historical account of events having taken place, Num 25 serves as a founda-
tional narrative for ancient Israel, written to bolster and perpetuate self-under-
standing and beliefs.

THE PLOT THICKENS (WITH BLOOD)

Numbers 25 is packaged into four distinct parts, which show strong evidence of
multiple layers of narration and redaction. The disjunctures in the text are strik-
ing. The first part (Num 25:1-5) locates the tribes of Israel at an acacia grove in
the Transjordan and reports that “the people began to have sexual relations with
the women of Moab.”? The daughters of Moab invite the people of Israel to be
their guests; some accept the Moabite hospitality, which means that they eat with
the Moabites and pay homage to their god. We know that the Moabites are related
to the Israelites as descendants of Lot (Gen 19:37), and we can imagine that Mo-
abite and Israelite worship may have shared common traits despite the different
names for their respective deities.* The text claims, “Israel yoked itself to the Baal
of Peor, and the LORD’s anger was kindled against Isracl.” We cannot be certain
that the Baal of Peor is not YHWH by another name. Already we are uncomfort-
able with the text! Yet it gets more uncomfortable. YHWH tells Moses, in order
to assuage hir> anger to, “Take all the chiefs ... and impale them in the sun.”

3 NRSV is used unless otherwise indicated.

+Wilda Gafney, “A Queer Womanist Midrashic Reading of Numbers 25:1-18,” in Leviticus
and Numbers: Texts and Contexts, ed. Athalya Brenner and Archie Chi Chung Lee (Minneap-
olis: Fortress, 2013), 193.

5 “Hir” is used here as a nonbinary pronoun for YHWH, an amalgam of “his” and “her.”
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Moses does not do this; instead he tells the judges to kill any of their people who
had committed apostasy.

The second part (Num 25:6-9) raises the intensity by shifting from the past
tense into the present tense, and tells of an Israclite who brings a Midianite into
his family, perhaps in marriage; the text does not clarify further. This happens in
sight of Moses and the “whole congregation” who are “weeping at the Tent of
Meeting.” Again, we are not given more specific information and are left to pon-
der whether the Israclites are weeping because of the impending killing of the
idolatrous and sexually wanton Israelites or because of the deaths from the plague
we have not yet been told about. Phinehas, grandson of Aaron and Levite guard
of the Tent of Meeting, responds immediately to the impending interethnic sexual
coupling by following the couple into their tent and thrusting his spear through
the two of them, the man and the woman through her belly (or genitals). The
plague that had not previously been mentioned ceases at this point, with twenty-
four thousand dead.

The third part of the episode (Num 25:10-13) takes an unexpected leap to
tell of YHWH commending Phinehas for his zeal and making a covenant of peace
with Phinehas, which granted a perpetual priesthood to Phinehas and his descend-
ants. The zealous action of Phinehas is labelled by YHWH as an atonement for
the (idolatrous and sexually depraved) Israelites. The reader is left stunned that an
act of sexual violence against a young couple is not reprimanded but is com-
mended and rewarded in perpetuity.

The final part of the chapter (Num 25:14-18) belatedly names the Israclite
man as Zimri, a leader of the Simeonite clan. The woman, Cozbi, is identified as
the daughter of a Midianite chieftain. The chapter concludes with YHWH telling
Moses to “harass the Midianites and defeat them; for they have harassed you and
deceived you in the affair of Peor, and in the affair of Cozbi ... she was killed on
the day of the plague that resulted from Peor” (25:17-18). We are witness to blood-
shed spawning more bloodshed and ponder with incredulity how the God of Abra-
ham came to be depicted as a bloodthirsty, warmongering, jealous zealot for
masculine dominance over indigenous families.

INSIGHTS GAINED FROM COMPARING OTHER TEXTS

To bring some context and insights into this text, it is helpful to look at other texts
which can be linked to Num 25. Psalm 106:28-31 may be a precedent for the
telling of the story, as the plague is directly linked to the Baal of Peor, and Phinehas
1s given credit for its ending. There is, however, no mention of Cozbi or Zimri.6 It

6 Anthony Rees, /Re/Reading Again: A Mosaic Reading of Numbers 25 (London: Bloomsbury, 2015),
82.
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1s possible that a later editor of Num 25 has drawn on the psalm and inserted extra
content to suit his purposes.

Then they attached themselves to the Baal of Peor,
and ate sacrifices offered to the dead;

they provoked the LORD to anger with their deeds,
and a plague broke out among them.

Then Phinehas stood up and interceded,

and the plague was stopped.

And that has been reckoned to him as righteousness
from generation to generation forever. (Ps 106:28-31)

The plague at Shittim recalls the plague at the base of Mount Sinai, punishment
for the golden calf idolatry and rebellion of the people (Exod 32). Anthony Rees
and Dennis T. Olson suggest that the golden calf and the affair of Peor provide
bookends for the struggle of the old generation, and that this second plague “ef-
fectively exterminates the wilderness generation and makes way for the new gen-
eration who will step into the promised land.”” Rees argues that the plague goes
unmentioned because it was assumed knowledge.? The nuggets of an earlier epic
tradition are thus in part discernible.

A further parallel with the golden calf incident comes to light when we con-
sider the roles that Aaron and Phinehas are allocated in each incident. Aaron,
when confronted with an agitated mob in the absence of Moses, acquiesces to
their desires and leads them in smelting gold for their calf idol (Exod 32:1-6). Aa-
ron’s priestly leadership is thus exposed as weak and malleable. Phinehas, by con-
trast, is shown to be decisive and quick to take action (Num 25:7-8).

A further significant inconsistency lies in the portrayal of the character of Mo-
ses at these two junctures. The golden calf episode sees Moses pleading to YHWH
for mercy on behalf of the congregation (Exod 32:11-14). Indeed, Moses is char-
acterized as chief intercessor who pleads for the people at several points through-
out the Pentateuch: for deliverance from slavery (Exod 7-12), from fire (Num
12:2), for protection (Exod 14), for water (Exod 15:25; 17:1-7), for food (Exod 16;
Num 11:10-35), and for healing (Num 12:13). On each of these occasions, Moses
pleads, and YHWH responds with mercy. In the crisis depicted in Num 25, how-
ever, Moses’s response stands in stark contrast to these previous incidents. His
leadership is called into question, and he listens to YHWH’s punishment of the
people but does not negotiate a more favorable outcome. Rather, he makes his
own pronouncement, which, it seems, is never carried out. Moses is portrayed as

7 Rees, [Re/Reading, 82 cites Dennis T. Olson, Numbers, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary
for Preaching and Teaching (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 156.
8 Rees, [Re/Reading, 82.
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both mute and immobile with the two young lovers before his eyes. This radical
departure in the character of Moses in the narrative thus far is further evidence
that a redactor is pushing an agenda.

In the postexilic book of Ezra, we encounter a priest being propped up in
importance by an impressive genealogy that reaches back to Aaron, Eleazar, and
Phinehas (Ezra 7:1-6), in comparison to the governor, Nehemiah, who is given a
rudimentary introduction. In Num 25, YHWH is depicted as enthusiastic in
granting Phinehas a perversely ironic covenant of peace as reward for the mur-
derous act of killing Cozbi and Nimri (Num 25:10-13). Covenants with individu-
als are exceedingly rare in the biblical canon, reserved for Noah and the great
patriarchal figurcheads of Abraham, Jacob and David. There is no further biblical
narrative extolling the fine leadership of Phinehas, so this covenant seems out of
place.

Baruch Levine proposes that this part of the text serves as an etiology for the
authority of the Levites as priests.!0 A claim on the Israel’s priesthood by the de-
scendants of Zadok, the high priest during Solomon’s reign (Ezek 40:46; 43:19;
44:15; 48:10), may have pressed the issue and inspired the redactor(s) to insert an
exaggerated claim to perpetual priesthood for the descendants of Phinehas.!! It is
also possible that the Levites were in a power struggle against remnant royalty,
and Num 25 demonstrates Levitical authority and status over the royal couple. At
stake 1s the authority to interpret the law and exert editorial influence on the pre-
served tradition—thus, the power to wield enormous influence over the people in
YHWH’s name.

The narrator himself wields enormous power, more than YHWH hirself; it
seems.'2 The narrator presumes to have knowledge of the thoughts and emotions
of YHWH and uses his words to paint an image of YHWH to suit his purposes.
The image of a wildly angry YHWH in Num 25:4, who demands that heads be
impaled—the Hebrew word rosh can refer to both bodily heads and leadership
heads, 1s designed to strike terror into a hearer who may be considering an illicit
affair or who sacrifices to a god other than YHWH. It is alarming that this passage
suggests that YHWH demands human sacrifice as atonement for the sins of the
people. While the heads did not get skewered, the bodies of Cozbi and Zimri did.
The narrator puts the following expression on (the lips of) YHWH: “because he

9 Ron L. Stanley, “Ezra-Nehemiah,” in The Queer Bible Commentary, ed. Deryn Guest et al.
(London: SCM, 2006), 268-77.

10 Rees, [Re] Reading, 68 cites Baruch Levine, Numbers 21-26: A New Translation with Introduc-
tion and Commentary, Anchor Bible 4A (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 288.

11 Marko Marttila, “T'he Figure of Phinehas from Different Perspectives: The Hero of His
People in Num. 25:6-13, Ps. 106:28-31 and Sir. 45:23-26.” JA7 5 (2014): 14 and Rees,
[Re]Reading, 79-80.

12 Rees, [Re/Reading, 108.
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(Phinehas) was zealous for his God, and made atonement for the Israelites” (Num
25:13).

The demand for human sacrifice to YHWH directly contradicts the com-
mandments given to Moses by YHWH for Hebrew people to live peaceably in
community together. “You shall not murder” (Exod 20:13; Deut 5:17). The ac-
count of Abraham taking Isaac to Moriah for sacrifice (Gen 22:1-19) can also be
read as a polemic against a practice adopted among other religions in the ancient
world: YHWH does not demand human sacrifice. But Zimri, the Israelite chief-
tain, one of their own, is brutally murdered.

It is also well worth considering other impressions of YHWH in the Bible that
speak against the jealous, vengeful caricature in Num 25. A multiplicity of authors
has resulted in a multiplicity of characterizations of YHWH. Numbers 11:11-15
for example, portrays Moses appealing to a maternal God, expected to suckle their
defenseless child after having conceived and given birth.!3 This passage appears
in the overarching narrative of YHWH as liberator and sustainer. Indeed, YHWH
1s depicted as a god who is just and has mercy on outsiders with hir words of in-
clusion: “You shall not oppress a resident alien; you know the heart of an alien,
for you were aliens in the land of Egypt” (Exod 23:9).

The sum of all these inconsistencies leads the reader to consider that perhaps
this particular representation of YHWH is a projection of the character of the re-
dactor, rather than having any connection with the God of steadfast love and
mercy who sides with the oppressed. In the petitions of Moses mentioned above,
YHWH is depicted as a merciful God who liberates, protects, quenches thirst,
feeds, and heals the people. Here, however, it seems the redactor has forgotten
who YHWH is or seeks to portray hir differently.

TAKING AN HISTORICAL SIDEWAYS GLANCE (AT WOMEN)

Before we reject this text of terror in disgust, it is helpful to consider how women
are portrayed in the text. The use of 1721 (to play the harlot) as a label for the
sinfulness of Israel is a feminized and sexualized term that is derogatory toward
women.!* The daughters of Moab and Cozbi, the murdered Midianite, are por-
trayed as threats to Israel.!> The trope of the foreign woman leading Israel astray
from YHWH is prevalent throughout the Hebrew canon. For example, Solomon

13 Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, “Numbers,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A.
Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley, 3rd ed. (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 2012), 83.

14 Rees, [Re/Reading, 126-29.

15 Rees, [Re/Reading, 88.
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1s subjected to critical gaze for taking up foreign wives (1 Kgs 11).1¢ Foreign
women come with foreign gods and Israelite men who succumb to foreign women
are deemed to have succumbed to foreign gods. Sexual liaisons with foreign
women result in disaster, but not always. Moses, hero of the wilderness wander-
ings, married a Midianite woman, Zipporah. Later, in the pogrom against Mid-
ian, Midianite virgins are spared for the Israelite men (Num 31:18), and Ruth,
matriarch of David’s family, is herself a Moabite, and Rahab a Canaanite. Incon-
sistencies abound.

Interethnic sexual relations come under heavy attack in the postexilic period,
as recorded in Ezra 9-10. Ezra bemoans: “the holy seed has mixed itself with the
peoples of the lands” (Ezra 9:2); in Ezra 10, Ezra and the Levites determine that
the foreign wives of the returning exiles and their bastard children be banned and
sent away. Given that ethnic purity was not such a consuming issue for the wil-
derness generation, it would appear that the issue of miscegenation has been ret-
rojected into the text.!7 A postexilic redactor’s quill has pierced the integrity of the
narrative as surely as Phinehas’s spear has violated the young lovers.

Further evidence of anachronistic political interference in the text is the name
given to Cozbi. The root from which the name is derived is 2713, which Rees
translates in verbal form as “to lie” or “to be a liar.” Rees also offers the nouns
“lie,” “deception,” and “falsechood” as used with this meaning in Num 23:19.18 He
adds that, in Akkadian, a cognate language, kubzu means “voluptuous, sexually
vigorous,” and is used as a euphemism for sexual organs. The Australian mind
jumps directly to “cunt,” a word that collapses the female sexual part with the
vilest description of a deceitful person, and usually applied to a man! More than
that, Cozbi is of high social status, a right royal cunt! Further related meanings of

3

Cozbi include “luxuriant,” “abundant,” “charm,” and “attractiveness.” The char-
acter is cast as highly desirable yet deceitful.'® Harriet C. Lutzky suggests that
Cozbi’s name is linked to local goddesses and thus adds a cultic element that links
Cozbi to her Moabite “sisters.”20 In naming Cozbi, the redactor has placed desire
and danger as collaborators in a plot to trick the Israelites.

Woman as trickster is a repeated trope in the Hebrew Bible. Genesis 27 af-

fords Rebekah special knowledge of Jacob’s destiny as YHWH’s choice to be

16 Sakenfeld, “Numbers,” 85.

17 Rees, [Re/Reading, 88.

18 Rees, [Re/Reading, 130.

19 Rees, [Re/Reading, 131.

20 Rees, [Re/Reading, 131 cites Harriet C. Lutzky, “The Name ‘Cozbi’ (Numbers XXV
15,18),” VT 47 (1997): 547.
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Isaac’s heir.2! Rebekah coaches Jacob into deceiving his father in order to carry
out YHWH’s program. Genesis 38 tells how Tamar tricks Judah into having sex
with her by disguising herself as a prostitute in order to exact justice. Israelite
women are tricksters for YHWH’s purposes and for the prosperity of their kin.
Foreign women, however, are cast as tricksters against YHWH and YHWH’s peo-
ple. Potiphar’s wife (Gen 39) and Jezebel (1 Kgs 16:31-36; 21:5-16; 2 Kgs 9:30—
37) are classic examples of foreign women who cannot be trusted.

The negative impression given of Cozbi, and indeed women in general, can
be distilled elsewhere in the Torah. A classic example is evident in the way crea-
tion mythology is often given misogynistic interpretation. Genesis 1:27 presents
simultaneous creation of male and female: “So God created humankind in his
image, in the image of God he created them, male and female he created them.”
A second narrative presents the male, Adam, created first, from the dust of the
earth, and the female created from the man’s rib (Gen 2:22). Many interpreters
ignore the first account to emphasize the second and suggest that, because Eve
was created second, she is inferior to Adam.??2 The human encounter with the
snake, in which “they want to be shrewd, but they end up nude,” has a long history
of blaming the woman for a decision in which the man had full command over
his choice.?? “She took of'its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband,
who was with her, and he ate” (Gen 3:6). The pattern of blaming women for the
decisions of men extends into Num 25. The final verses read:

The LORD said to Moses, “Harass the Midianites, and defeat them; for they have
harassed you by the trickery with which they deceived you in the affair of Peor,
and in the affair of Cozbi, the daughter of a leader of Midian, their sister; she was
killed on the day of the plague that resulted from Peor.” (Num 25:16—18)

For the redactor of Num 25, it does not matter that Cozbi is Midianite; he simply
lumps the foreign women together as tricksters who will resort to all sorts of cun-
ning ploys to distract the Israelites from YHWH. The Israelite men are thus exon-
erated of their failures.

21 Susan Niditch, “Genesis,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom, Sharon H.
Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley, 3rd ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2012), 41—
42,

22 Anne W. Stewart, “Eve and Her Interpreters,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A.
Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley, 3rd ed. (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 2012), 46.

23 Brian F. Kolia, “Eve, The Serpent and a Samoan Love Story,” in Sex and the Bible, ed.
Mark Roncace (Point of View, 2020), Kindle.
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In Texts of Terror, Phyllis Trible draws attention to four narratives in which
women are subjected to extreme suffering.?* Trible seeks to find redemptive qual-
ities in the four narratives and thus invites us to be on alert for any angles that
might redeem other female characters given harsh treatment in Scripture. While
the fate of Cozbi in Num 25 underscores a pattern of male malevolence toward
women, more is at play when we dig deeper into the text.

QUEER-Y-ING THE TEXT

Tales of violence and aggression are not confined to the stories of Hebrew con-
quest. This queer, white Australian finds herself disturbed at discovering that she
1s complicit in a postcolonial oppressive stance over indigenous Australians. Inter-
generational trauma over stolen children, poor access to health and education,
and systemic racial prejudice results in lower life expectancy and diminished qual-
ity of life for Australia’s First Nations people. At the same time, I am acutely aware
of the silence of LGBQTI+ folk in Australia’s foundational stories. As far as I
know, there are no electorates or towns named after a queer man or woman.2
Indeed, it is within my lived memory that homosexuality was deemed illegal and,
further back, a mental illness. Australia was not a safe place to be queer. Even with
same-gender marriage now enshrined in legislation, discriminatory practices are
still rife, particularly in religious sectors. When I look to the Bible for evidence of
my kin, there is very little to be found.

Numbers 25:1 does, however, gives us a rare glimpse into biblical awareness
of same-gender attracted women. The chapter begins: “While Israel was staying
at Shittim, the people began to have sexual relations with the women of Moab.”
Womanist biblical scholar Wil Gafney suggests that “the people” is an inclusive
term, which leaves open the possibility that Hebrew women were included along-
side Hebrew men in having sexual relations with the daughters of Moab.26

If we look at earlier English translations, we see some ambiguity emerge. The
RSV opts for “and the people began to play the harlot.” Similarly, the WEB
chooses “and the people began to play the prostitute.” Tikva Frymer-Kensky

24 Phyllis Trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (London: SCM,
2002).

25 An exception might be found in the Australian towns Drysdale and Newcomb, which
are named after nineteenth-century missionary women who discreetly maintained an inti-
mate, secret relationship.

26 Gafney, “Queer Womanist Midrashic Reading,” 191-92. The word 07, a‘@m is trans-
lated as “the people” and does not denote a distinct gender in the way that language of
“sons” or “daughters” might. Cf. the specific identification of the daughters of Moab ( mia
RN, benot Mo av) in Num 25:1.



46 Eller

argues that this translation of 1”731 speaks of Israelite faithlessness and ought not be
translated to implicate Israelite sexual relations with the Moabite women.?” She
proposes that the sexual overtones of the text are the invention of postbiblical in-
terpreters. This sexualized language, as Rees argues, 1s ambiguous; we cannot be
certain if 7731 is intended solely as metaphor in this instance. While Rees is quick
to separate the Israclite women from sexual involvement with the Moabite
women, it is fair to leave open the possibility that the women as well as the Israelite
men were enjoying sexual relations with the daughters of Moab.?8 I can imagine
same-gender attracted women held in a patriarchal family structure finding de-
light in the anonymity of securing a lover or lovers among the Moabite women.
Human desire, wild and unpredictable as it is, could reasonably have found ex-
pression in woman-woman sex on the plains of Moab. It is disappointing to this
queer reader that some English translations, including NIV, NLT, and GNB, re-
place “the people” with “men,” thus erasing the trace of female-female sexual li-
aison.

Elsewhere in Scripture, sexual encounter between women can only be read
between the lines. Dinah “went out to visit the women of the region” (Gen 34:1).
Could it be that Dinah was sexually interested in the Hivite women? Perhaps, but
the narrator leaves the purpose of her visit to the reader’s imagination. Dinah is
taken by force to Shechem and is given no voice in the text. The men argue and
barter over her as a possession rather than as a valued family member. Any whis-
per of a same-gender attraction is also summarily silenced.

Some have speculated that the love shared between Ruth and Naomi in-
cluded a sexual element. Mona West draws a parallel between contemporary
LGBQTI+ families and the speculative family of Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz.2? West
poses the possibility of Ruth and Naomi forming family with Boaz for seed and
security and offers the following interpretation:

When Ruth and Boaz marry, they have a son. The women of the town have
some things to say about this birth and this family. They acknowledge Ruth’s
devotion to Naomi by claiming, “your daughter-in-law who loves you, who is
more to you than seven sons, has borne him.”... They proclaim, “a son has been
born to Naomi.” In their blessing the townswomen seem to know better than
anyone the unusual and creative nature of this family of choice.30

27 Rees, [Re/Reading, 124 cites Tikva Frymer-Kensky, Reading the Women of the Bible (New
York: Schocken, 2002), 217.

28 Rees, [Re/Reading, 124, 127.

29 Mona West, “Ruth, Naomi, and Boaz as a Family of Choice,” in Sex and the Bible, ed.
Mark Roncace (Point of View, 2020), Kindle.

30 West, “Ruth, Naomi, and Boaz,” Kindle.
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For West, the creativity employed by Naomi and Ruth parallels the creativity of
LGBQTT+ people in forming families for themselves. Yet one has to read between
the lines to discover these traces of nonconforming stories within the pages of
Scripture. How many more have been erased or lost? Erasure of LGBQTT+ folk
from histories, biblical and otherwise, is itself a violence against humanity.

SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN SCRIPTURE

As discussed earlier, the actions of Phinehas in Num 25 are intended to prop up
the authority of the priesthood in postexilic times. The ideology of priestly leader-
ship was exclusionary and separatist and particularly dangerous for those who did
not qualify for it, both Levites and member of the community alike.

The killing of Cozbi and Zimri is a dangerous story, as it appears to condone
sexual violence. The spear used by Phinchas can be understood as a phallic sym-
bol used to penetrate and violate both the Midianite woman and the Simeonite
chieftain.3! The physical point of Cozbi’s penetration has received varying trans-
lations. The Hebrew nnap 98, %/ govatah is commonly translated as “through the
belly” (KJV, NRSV) or “through the body” (NIV, WEB). Other translations in-
terpret a more aggressively sexual act and translate “through her genital parts”
(NWT).32 This translation has precedent in the Babylonian Talmud and other
rabbinic sources.?® The Septuagint, Peshitta, and Vulgate translate the word as
“womb,” which also has a sexual implication.3* The deaths of Cozbi and Zimri
thus constitute more than an act of zeal; Phinehas’s act is a textual event that
officially sanctions sexual violence against a foreign woman.3® The text not only
delegitimizes the sexual union between an Israelite and foreign woman, it also
legitimizes sexual violence against foreign women.

It is deeply disturbing that YHWH is depicted in Num 25 as not just applaud-
ing the sexual violence inflicted upon the young lovers but sanctioning it with a
perpetual covenant with the house of the assailant. We must look elsewhere within
Scripture to discover if this characterization can be validated. The story of Dinah’s
rape and the massacre of Hivites that follows (Gen 34) has a number of elements
in common with Num 25. Both the rape of Dinah and the murder of Cozbi and
Zimri are episodes of sexual violence. Dinah (an Israelite woman) is raped by

31 Anthony Rees, “Numbers 25 and Beyond: Phinehas and Other Detestable Practice(r)s,”
in Leviticus and Numbers: Texts and Contexts, ed. Athalya Brenner and Archie Chi Chung Lee
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013), 167.

32 Rees, “Numbers 25,” 168.

33 Rees, “Numbers 25,” 168.

3¢ Rees, “Numbers 25,” 168.

35 Rees, “Numbers 25,” 168.
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Shechem, a foreigner (Hivite). While Jacob was prepared to accept a generous
marriage arrangement, Dinah’s defilement is avenged by her brothers, Levi and
Simeon, to the extent of killing (by deceit) all the men of the city and taking the
women, children, and livestock for themselves. This marked relationship between
Levite and Simeonite is severed at the murder of Zimri the Simeonite, at the hand
of Phinehas the Levite.

In a further parallel to the Israelite-foreigner pairing, Dinah (Israelite) is given
no agency in her assault by Shechem (Hivite). She is also given no voice in the
negotiations that follow. Dinah is (treated as) the property of her father and broth-
ers, and it 1s her brothers’ decisions and actions that determine her fate (to which
we are not privy). Israclite women are not permitted to partner with foreign men,
and there are dire consequences if sexual violence is perpetrated against an Isra-
elite woman. In the case of Cozbi and Zimri, the sexual coupling appears to be by
mutual consent, yet it ends in both their deaths. A further puzzlement is that, in
Num 30-31, the Midianites are killed, but the Israelites are permitted to keep the
Midianite virgins for themselves. The taking of foreign women as booty is permit-
ted when one wins a war, seemingly as it has no impact on land inheritance.

The silence of Dinah and the silence of YHWH both scream a radical depar-
ture from what is good and life-giving in YHWH’s creation. By the time we en-
counter Cozbi, we are so accustomed to the silence of defiled women, we do not
expect that she would have a voice at all. Yet this very realization spurs this reader
to shout about the predicament of this literary character.

Sexual violence comes under scrutiny in Gen 18-19. For LGBQTI+ folk,
Gen 19 has been mistakenly used as a prooftext for condemnation of homosexual
sex between men. In pre-Christian times, the sins of Sodom and Gomorrah were
strongly connected with a culture of lack of hospitality and sexual violence.36
While Lot is held up as a righteous man for providing hospitality to the two angels,
the men of Sodom are depicted as a frenzied mob baying for sexual violence
against the guests. Lot intervenes, but his own life becomes endangered until the
angels in the power of YHWH rescue Lot and blind the would-be assailants.
YHWH spares Lot and his family but destroys Sodom and Gomorrah along with
it. The characterization of YHWH in this text is thus a long way from the deity
who approves sexual violence in Num 25.

The wickedness of Sodom has everything to do with their lack of respect for
the stranger, both human and angel. A story with a similar structure appears in
Judg 19. Trible draws attention to the unnamed concubine of Judg 19, a prime
example of the appalling treatment meted out against women in Hebrew

36 Megan Warner, “Were the Sodomites Really Sodomites? Homosexuality in Genesis 19,”
in Five Uneasy Pieces: Essays on Scripture and Sexuality, ed. Nigel Wright (Adelaide: ATT Theol-
ogy, 2012), 1.
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Scripture.3” The residents of Gibeah, like the Sodomites, are intent on sexual vio-
lence against the man who has sought shelter. There are no angels to intervene,
and the unnamed Levite saves himself by throwing out his unnamed, runaway
concubine to be violently raped. We assume she is killed as there is no sign of life
from her. The Levite proceeds to take her home with him, dismember her, and
distribute her body parts to the tribes of Israel. The city of Gibeah, thus demon-
strated as wicked, becomes the birthplace of Saul, the first of Israel’s kings. YHWH
1s strangely silent throughout this text, perhaps gob(d)smacked by such appalling
behavior. The absence of engagement with YHWH when people take matters into
their own hands inevitably leads to death and destruction, with women bearing
the brunt of untamed male sexual aggression.

At the other extreme, the daughter of Jephthah (Judg 11), another subject of
interest to Trible, is either killed or subjected to years of celibacy on account of
her father’s folly. Women, it seems, are expendable and subject to the whims of
men, a dangerous precedent set for women of every century since.

Biblical texts are inconsistent in their treatment of sexualized violence, per-
haps reflecting humanity’s own long history of sexual violence, particularly during
colonization. Marcella Althaus-Reid considers the devastating consequences to
indigenous South American peoples by the Spanish conquistadors who murdered
and raped their way across the continent in the fifteenth century.3® Rees paints a
similar picture of the colonizers of Australia.3? In this vein, it makes sense that the
lived experiences of Israelites, both as colonizers and colonized, might result in
colonizing narratives that tell of rape and murder as methods of securing their
domination over the indigenous inhabitants of the invaded lands.

Nasili Vaka’uta takes a helpful Pacific Island perspective on sexual violence
and colonization with his concept of a “Porno-tropic Tradition” in which the col-
onizing nation feminizes and sexualizes the foreign land. He writes:

Men at the margins usually resort to violence. At the margins, foreign lands are
feminized and destined to be inseminated with the male seeds of civilization. At
the margins, feminized land is renamed—mnaming is an extension of the male
intruders and stakes their claim to the female body. At the margins, however,
male anxiety and male crisis of identity are exposed.0

37 Trible, Texts, 65-92.

38 Marcella Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology: Theological Perversions in Sex, Gender and Politics
(London: Routledge, 2000), 11-19.

39 Rees, “Numbers 25,” 163—64.

40 Nasili Vaka’uta, “Indicting YHWH: Interpreting Numbers 25 in Oceania,” in Leviticus
and Numbers: Texts and Contexts, ed. Athalya Brenner and Archie Chi Chung Lee (Minneap-
olis: Fortress, 2013), 183.
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It is no accident then, that the initial foray by spies into Canaan is a comical tale
of the two spies who go sex-first, directly to the house of the prostitute, Rahab.
Colonization, in the shape of land acquisition, is expected to be accompanied by
sexual violence and the spoils of war—“booty” and livestock.

NOT ALL SEX IS BAD: HUMAN DESIRE AS A GIFT FROM GOD

Sexual violence is not to be confused with sexual intimacy. Song of Songs has
steadfastly remained within the canon of Scripture despite its attention to desire
and eroticism. Sexual desire, while feared in some texts for its wildness and un-
controllability, is celebrated and glorified in this text. Song of Songs speaks of sex-
ual longing and desire, both inside and beyond marriage. It deems black as
beautiful (Song 1:5) and delights in interracial sexual union (Song 6:13). All fear
of sexual desire is swept away, in its place a wholehearted rejoicing in the fullness
of humanity consummated in sexual union.

Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm;

for love is strong as death, passion fierce as the grave.

Its flashes are flashes of fire, a raging flame.

Many waters cannot quench love, neither can floods drown it.
If one offered for love all the wealth of his house,

it would be utterly scorned. (Song 8:6-7)

If only Cozbi and Zimri were afforded this sort of treatment! Perhaps Phinehas
could have been big-noted for heroic deeds in saving the nation from plague by
other means.

FUCKING WITH NARRATIVE

National identity is shaped by the stories a nation tells about itself. The book of
Nehemiah records an historic moment when Ezra, the scribe, delivers to the rem-
nant peoples the newly recovered book of the law of Moses (Neh 8:1-12). This
book is read to the assembled people seven months after their arrival in Jerusalem
from exile in Babylon. It is read and interpreted over seven days, in which the
festival of booths is recovered and reinstituted. Given his record of denouncing
mixed marriages and expelling foreigners, it is possible that Ezra or someone un-
der his direction has inserted some narrative of fantastic imagination into the tra-
dition. The tale of Phinehas and his zealous action against Cozbi and Zimri is thus
an example of the national narrative being adulterated by people in a position of
power for their own benefit and at the expense of the vulnerable.
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Australian national identity is likewise shaped by narratives that have been
collected, collated, revised, and edited or deliberately omitted. Stories of indige-
nous grain stores and agricultural practices have been systemically blotted out
from national memory. Stories of massacres, rapes, and theft of land have been
sanitized and minimized or conveniently forgotten.

As a teenager, I rode my horse on Marida Yallock, a former squatter’s station
alongside the Mount Emu Creek between Terang, my hometown, and Camper-
down, in Victoria’s Western District. Until recently, I remained blissfully ignorant
that, in 1839, all but a handful of Tamberee Gundidj, a clan of the Djargurd
Wurrung people, were murdered at their campsite in a bloody massacre at what
become known locally as Murdering Gully.*! An overseer, Frederick Taylor led a
sortie of shepherds and shot dead all the native men, women, and children they
could see, resulting in the deaths of thirty-five people. A few survived by hiding in
the long grass and later had their testimonies recorded. Taylor fled the country
for a time but was never prosecuted. The indigenous name, Puuroyuup, meaning
“flowing stream,” vanished from use, and the official name, Mount Emu Creek,
came into use to replace the unpalatable Murdering Gully. This shocking history
remains seldom discussed or acknowledged. Yet snippets remain in the diary en-
tries of landholders, as well as reports by officials of the day, buried in governmen-
tal archives.

In our current time, truth-telling is coming to be understood as a genuine
path toward healing and wholeness. Truth-telling requires respectful listening.
Careful listening demands critical attention to stories told, with a suspicion toward
who is telling the story and for what purpose. Attention must also be given to the
gaps and silences; what is not told can say as much as what is. The pastoral Arca-
dia of my home country was the fantasy of my early years, cultivated by a collec-
tive amnesia about the bloody occupation by white settlers. The emergence of
guns, spears, and writers’ quills has seen this fantasy deconstructed in favor of
something closer to the truth of narrative surrounding the foundational events of
my home country.

REIMAGINING COZBI

Writers’ quills have, in this chapter, been shown to fabricate and fuck with tradi-
tions. They also have the capacity to deconstruct narrative and reshape it into
story that is more honest and helpful in guiding our lives into the future. The nar-
ratives of Hebrew foundations have been fixed into a canon that itself can no
longer be edited or revised, but Midrashic interpretation can make this reshaping

+1 Charles Wightman Sievwright, Protector of Aborigines, Archives Authority of New
South Wales 1846, 4/1135.1.
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possible. For an Australian woman who loves women, there is opportunity to
reimagine Cozbi as delicious fruit that has been scorned and devoured by the 1g-
norance and insecurity of men—to write a narrative that tells of her violation,
murder, and then further violation by using Cozbi and Zimri as scapegoats to
elevate the political ambitions of the priesthood. The female genitals are an ex-
quisite source of pleasure and of progeny, of life into future generations. When
treated with dignity and respect, they will produce the fullest of God’s abundance.
We are thus able to reimagine Cozbi given full respect and honor, a joyful wel-
come into the family of God’s chosen people. Although Cozbi, as a literary char-
acter, is killed off, we are free to imagine her extended family, Hebrew and
Midianite, giving honor to her name.

Similarly, it is encouraging that the telling of history and foundation narra-
tives of Australia are being given more nuanced and thoughtful consideration,
with increased dignity and respect given to the First Nations people. Numbers 25
and the foundation narratives of the Hebrew people also warrant more nuanced
and thoughtful consideration.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

As Sharon Ringe asks, what are we to do with this text?*? Numbers 25 is a sobering
reminder of how YHWH’s voice can be and has been perverted to promote an
ideology that is inconsistent with a God of liberation and steadfast love for hir
people. The folly of men pervades the Hebrew Scripture, and always the people
are invited back into relationship with YHWH. Rather than reject Num 25 on
account of its violations, we are invited to include it as a valuable text that helps
us identify and understand the way editors and redactors used and abused their
authority to manipulate national sentiment. Numbers 25 is a clear example of why
it is reckless to read biblical text uncritically. In particular, the way Num 25 sanc-
tions sexual violence alerts us to the dangers of taking any particular verse of Scrip-
ture as an authoritative declaration on human sexuality. Careful reading of
Hebrew Scripture will reveal multiple and at times conflicting understandings
about YHWH’s gift of sexual desire to humanity.

Numbers 25:1 opens the door to the likelihood that same-gender sexual rela-
tionships between women were an expected component of the sexual desires and
longings existent within community. Like the annihilation of the Midianites in
Num 31, as directed by editorial ventriloquism of YHWH in Num 25, the erasure
of LGBQTI+ folk in Scripture can never be complete. Midianites continued to

42 Sharon H. Ringe, “When Women Interpret the Bible,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed.
Carol A. Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley, 3rd ed. (Louisville: West-
minster John Knox, 2012), 2.
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exist, as do queers and indigenous Australians. It is up to us to interrogate with
suspicion the narratives we have been handed, both biblical and local, to detect
remnant memories and to amplify those the tradition would silence.
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But He Would Not Listen to Her:
Revisiting the Story of Tamar in 2 Samuel 13

Rachelle Gilmour

Thirty-six years later, Phyllis Trible’s Zexts of Terror continues to awaken readers
to the literary depths and female voices of biblical stories. In my experience, this
has been the case for many students of the Bible in an Australian context, such is
the illuminating and provocative influence of this work. In her introduction to
Texts of Terror, Trible explains that the purpose of her reading is, firstly, to “recover
a neglected history”—that is, to hear women’s voices in the text that have other-
wise been disregarded or overlooked—and, secondly, to wrestle with stories of
terror, to be wounded, but to hold on, seeking a blessing.! It is primarily the second
goal that I will address as I revisit Trible’s provocative and illuminating reading of
Tamar’s story in 2 Sam 13, unveiling/unpacking its full terror and evaluating
whether any sense of hope can be found.

I will focus on the portrayal of Absalom in the story. Is he the “good” brother
and Amnon the “bad” brother in this story? Or do the narrator’s poignant words
in 2 Sam 13:14, “but he would not listen to her,” describe Absalom as much as
they do Amnon? As I revisit Trible’s Texts of Terror, I will evaluate Absalom’s ac-
tions in this story; then, using further insights from Trible’s reading, I will highlight
anumber of parallels between Absalom and Amnon that are set up in the structure
of the narrative through the identification of Tamar with wisdom.

ABSALOM AS COMPASSIONATE AVENGER?

Trible’s literary analysis of 2 Sam 13 offers a charismatic and moving portrait of
the terror in Tamar’s story. Amnon violates his sister Tamar with brutal rape and

! Phyllis Trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives, OBT (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1984), 3 and 4, respectively.
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rejection, and Tamar’s father, King David, fails to act, neglecting his duty to pro-
tect and to do justice. Trible suggests that, after the rape, there is a ray of comfort
in this story, and this is one important aspect of her interpretation that I will revisit.
Trible describes Absalom as “the advocate of Tamar”: he advises Tamar, he op-
poses Amnon, he “supports and protects” Tamar, and he counters David.? In 2
Sam 13:23-37, Absalom lures Amnon to a feast in Baal-hazor, and he commands
his servants to murder Amnon. Trible concludes: “If we cannot sanction the vio-
lent revenge Absalom exacted, we can appropriate the compassion he shows for
his sister.”

Many interpreters, including a number of feminist studies since Trible, have
read Absalom positively in this way.* But does Absalom show compassion and ex-
act revenge for his sister? I will address the second part of the question first, show-
ing that Absalom’s murder of Amnon is revenge for an insult to himself, not to his
sister.

The literary context of other rape stories and biblical laws suggest that rape
in ancient Israel was understood not primarily in terms of man’s power over a
woman, but in terms of a man’s power over other men.> The violation of a woman

2 Trible, Texts, 51-52.

3 Trible, Texts, 55-56.

+See esp. Amy Kalmanofsky, Dangerous Sisters of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2014), 111; Mary Anna Bader, Sexual Violation in the Hebrew Bible: A Multi-Methodological
Study of Genesis 34 and 2 Samuel 13 (New York: Lang, 2006), 164; Johanna Stiebert, Fathers
and Daughters in the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 61-62; Shimon
Bar Efrat, Naratiwe Art in the Bible (Sheffield: Almond Press, 1989), 271-73; J. P. Fokkelman,
King David, vol. 1 of Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel, 2 vols. (Assen: Van Gorcum,
1981), 111 and Walter Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel, Interpretation (Louisville:
John Knox, 1990), 288-90. A positive reading of Absalom is not consensus, however. Rich-
ard G. Smith, Fate of Justice and Righteousness during David’s Reign: Narrative Ethics and Rereading
the Court Hustory according to 2 Samuel 8:15—20:26, LHBOTS