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Introduction: Woman of Flames or Inflammatory Woman?

THE BOOK OF Judges tells the story of a remarkable woman, a prophet named Deborah
seated under a palm tree as she judged the Israelites, who were oppressed by the Canaanite
king Jabin. Deborah (also spelled Devorah and Devora) is the only female judge in the book
of Judges. She is fourth in a series of heroes who rise up after the death of Joshua (Othoniel,
the left-handed Ehud, and Shamgar who killed six hundred Philistines with an ox-goad). In
Judg 4:4, Deborah, whose name means “bee” or “hornet,” is called 754 #ébi’4, “a woman, a
prophet.” The narrator uses the participle sopétd (from the verb s@pat, “judge”) to character-
ize Deborah’s activity: she was “judging Israel” In Judg 4:5, the Israelites come up to her for
judgment (lammispat). Though the image of Israelites coming to her for judgment as she
sat beneath her palm tree may suggest that she had a forensic role, in the book of Judges,
the role of judge usually refers to a warrior who leads the Israelites in battle against their
enemies. The narrator gives Deborah credit for summoning a military commander named
Barak to overthrow the Canaanite army. She addresses him directly with words of the Lord:

At that time Deborah, a prophetess, wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel. She used
to sit under the palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of
Ephraim; and the Israelites came up to her for judgment. She sent and summoned
Barak son of Abinoam from Kedesh in Naphtali, and said to him, “The Lorb,
the God of Israel, commands you, ‘Go, take position at Mount Tabor, bringing
ten thousand from the tribe of Naphtali and the tribe of Zebulun. I will draw out
Sisera, the general of Jabin's army, to meet you by the Wadi Kishon with his chariots
and his troops; and I will give him into your hand.’” Barak said to her, “If you will
go with me, I will go; but if you will not go with me, I will not go.” And she said,
“I will surely go with you; nevertheless, the road on which you are going will not
lead to your glory, for the LorD will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman.” Then

1



2 Deborah’s Daughters

Deborah got up and went with Barak to Kedesh. Barak summoned Zebulun and
Naphtali to Kedesh; and ten thousand warriors went up behind him; and Deborah
went up with him. (Judg 4:4-10; NRSV)!

The reason for Barak’s refusal to engage in this battle without her has been a source of
constant speculation. Was it Barak’s lack of courage and “manliness™? Was it respect for
Deborah and affirmation of her prominence and competence? Or were his words dis-
respectful? In the biblical text itself, there is arguably some sort of reproach offered to
Barak, spoken by Deborah herself, when she announced that the victory would eventu-
ally be credited to a woman. As the story continues, the reader learns that the Canaanite
commander, Sisera, is routed by the Israelite army and is assassinated with a tent peg by
the woman Jael who promised him safety in her tent (Judg 4:17-22). Thus Deborah’s
prophecy, that Sisera will be conquered by a woman, is fulfilled.

The scriptural text includes the “Song of Deborah,” a victory ode sung by Deborah
and Barak in Judg s. Scholars believe Judg s is an ancient poem that predates the prose
narrative of the preceding chapter. It may be among the oldest passages found in Hebrew
scripture. Susan Niditch says that the poem “for reasons of texture, text, and context may
date to the twelfth century BCE, a very early date.™ A number of details differ from Judg
4, including the battle account and elements of Jael's assassination of Sisera. In the poem,
Deborah is praised as “mother in Israel” (5:7) and Jael is commended as “most blessed of
women” (5:24).) As we will see, the meaning of the phrase “mother in Israel” is open to
interpretation. Readers through the centuries gravitated toward this phrase to emphasize
Deborah’s supposed maternal tenderness, but recent interpreters have connected it with
her protective military leadership—noting the parallel with cities that are called “moth-
ers in Isracl” Susan Ackerman argues for military connotations for the term “mother in
Israel,” since the other biblical occurrence of this term (a reference to the city Abel-Beth
Ma'acah in 2 Sam 20:19) takes place in a military context.* Helena Zlotnick asserts that in
the Hebrew scriptures “the supreme appellation of a mother in Israel’ is reserved not for
women with a proven maternity record or for those ardently desiring motherhood but
for women, like Deborah, who lead Israelite males to victory in battle.”

An individual who reads Judg 4—5 might see Deborah as a strong woman who speaks
authoritatively on behalf of the Lord, taking charge of the situation at hand. Arguably,
scripture portrays Deborah as a forthright, assertive prophet and judge who plays a cru-
cial role in a military victory. The prophetess sits under the “palm of Deborah” (Judg
4:5) as the Israelites come up to her for judgment. She speaks in a commanding way to
Barak, an Israclite officer, as she provides military instructions from the Lord. Barak says
he will not set forth on the venture unless she accompanies him and his troops, and he
is told by Deborah that the credit for the victory will be given to a woman. The victory
song placed in Deborah’s mouth (s:1-31) exults in Israclite plunder of their enemies and
relishes the gory violence meted out by the woman Jael, whose tent peg impaled the head
of the enemy general Sisera.
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“Most blessed of women be Jael,

the wife of Heber the Kenite,

of tent-dwelling women most blessed.

He asked water and she gave him milk,

she brought him curds in a lordly bowl.

She put her hand to the tent peg

and her right hand to the workmen’s mallet;
she struck Sisera a blow,

she crushed his head,

she shattered and pierced his temple.

He sank, he fell,

he lay still at her feet;

at her feet he sank, he fell;

where he sank, there he fell dead” (Judg 5:24—27; NRSV)

JUDGES 4—5: A TROUBLING, DISRUPTIVE TEXT

The story of Deborah in Judg 4-5 has disruptive potential. This scriptural account
of a female judge, prophet, and war-leader frequently disturbed traditional cultural
assumptions and expectations about women’s roles through the centuries, both in the
Bible and in the world of the interpreter, by exhibiting Deborah as assertive, outspo-
ken, and playing a public role among her people. We will see that this created a prob-
lem for countless readers. Israeli historian Tal Ilan has argued that “anomalous women
have been treated as textual mistakes which need to be eliminated or manipulated or
interpreted so as to fit into the reader’s limited concept of what women could and did
achieve in history.” ¢ Because of her extraordinarily authoritative behavior and speech,
the biblical Deborah was especially prone to such reinterpretation. Speaking of some
interpreters who wished to downplay Deborah’s involvement in the war against the
Canaanites, Mieke Bal asserts that “Deborah poses a problem” especially in “her capac-
ity as a military commander.””

In fact, Deborah would be a problem in many capacities, including wife, mother,
prophetess, civil leader, and judge. Through the centuries, numerous women (and men
who supported women’s aspirations to leadership) used Deborah’s story to justify their
own claims to political and religious authority and to offer reflections about female iden-
tity. Those opposed to women’s public leadership usually worked to define Deborah’s
role as private or argued that she was a divinely authorized exception, not to be emulated.
A few critics of Deborah recognized her assertiveness and used her as a negative example,
urging women not to model themselves after her. Many readers believed that women
should be obedient to men and remain confined to the private sphere. Thus most of them
projected “domesticity” into the biblical text by ignoring parts of the scripture or supple-
menting it with details that that made the text conform to their own gender expectations.
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In such accounts, Deborah became a submissive, “wifely” figure who acted in accordance
with the interpreter’s own social norms by offering advice to men humbly and privately.
Ironically, men sometimes used the story of a loquacious Israelite female to silence the
women of their own day.

This book is the history of how Deborah’s story was used in gender debates. It is an
account of Deborah’s journey through nearly two thousand years of Jewish and Christian
interpretation, with special attention to how her story was used against women, for
women, and by women who aspired to leadership roles in church and society. As we
progress chronologically, we will see cases where interpreters added their own details to
the story, avoided uncomfortable elements of the biblical account, or ignored the text all
together. In many instances, the prophetess is completely unrecognizable, especially when
she is turned into a submissive, humble housewife. Others would use the text for the
opposite purpose, to make strong claims in support of women’s leadership. For instance,
a male Methodist minister (and women’s suffrage advocate) writing in 1887 said: “The
position of this woman appears to have been much the same as that of president of the
United States, with the additional functions of the judicial and religious offices of the
nation. Hence this woman was President, Supreme Judge, and Right Reverend in the
Theocratic Republic of Israel.”® As we will see, the competing claims about Judg 4—5 were
closely bound up with the agendas and cultural expectations of the interpreters.

TEXTUAL GAPS, VARIANTS, AND ALTERNATIVES IN TRANSLATION

The text of Judg 4-5 omitted many of the details that readers wished to know: What
is the significance of Deborah’s name (“bee” in Hebrew)? What does it mean that she
“judged” Isracl? Was her authority official or unofficial? Should she be included in lists
of the judges? Who was her husband Lappidoth?® Why don’t we hear more about him?
Were Barak and Lappidoth the same man? Why did God speak through a prophetess
rather than through a male prophet? Why did Barak insist that Deborah accompany him
to the battle? Why did Deborah approve of Jacl's apparent treachery when she slaughtered
Sisera? As interpreters filled in the gaps, they used their own cultural assumptions and
imagination. Christian readers frequently turned to Jewish sources for their explanations.
One of the questions, why Barak needed Deborah to accompany him, is answered in the
Septuagint (LXX), a Greek translation (4th—1st cent. BCE). In Judg 4:8, which may reflect
a variant Hebrew textual tradition, Barak says, “If you go with me I will go, but if you do
not go with me I will not go, because I do know not know the day on which the Lord will
prosper his angel with me.” In other words, in this reading Deborah was a sort of oracle
who could instruct Barak about the most auspicious time to attack the Canaanites.
Translation always entails making choices. In the NRSV text of Judg 4:4, quoted
above, the opening sentence reads: “At that time Deborah, a prophetess, wife of
Lappidoth, was judging Isracl.” In fact, the phrase et lappidot, usually translated “wife
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of Lappidoth,” could also be rendered “woman of torches.” The Septuagint renders this
yvvi Aadidwb, which could be interpreted cither as “wife of Lappidoth” or as “woman
of Lappidoth,” with the possibility that the translator regarded “Lappidoth” as a place
name. Most Christian translations have followed the understanding of the phrase found
in the Vulgate, Jerome’s authoritative Latin translation (late 4th—ecarly sth cent. CE),
which calls her uxor Lappidoth (wife of Lappidoth).” The rabbinic tradition, on the
other hand, interpreted this phrase to mean “woman of flames,” explaining that she had
been a wick-maker for the tabernacle’s sanctuary lamps.” As we will see in Chapter 6,
contemporary feminists have suggested that translators ought to use epithets such as
“woman of flames” or “fiery woman,” to reflect the fiery personality of a strong woman
leader.

JOURNEYING WITH DEBORAH THROUGH THE CENTURIES

This book is a critical investigation of the history of interpretation of Deborah’s story.
The chapters of this book will progress chronologically, from late antiquity to the present
day, looking at how interpreters dealt with gender in their treatments of Deborah’s story.
We will look at places where interpreters stretched the plain meaning of the text—to
the point that the female character they describe bears no similarity to the biblical figure
found in Judg 4—s. We will look for significant omissions, additions, and retellings of the
story. As we move through the centuries, we will see surprising examples of interpretive
creativity, as well as disturbing limits and failures in human imagination. We will see that
men (and a surprisingly large number of women) interested in curbing women’s authority
chose to “domesticate” the prophetess or delimit her role in other ways. We will also see
that numerous women wrote about Deborah as they worked out their own struggles for
authority or expressed ambivalence about their changing roles as working mothers and
leaders in church and society. Some nineteenth- and twentieth-century feminists writing
about Deborah romanticized about the “peacefulness” of female leadership—an odd sort
of lesson to draw from the text that seems to celebrate violence.

While I generally sympathize with attempts to celebrate Deborah as precedent for
women’s leadership in church, synagogue, and society, I will not advocate for one particu-
lar interpretation or application of the biblical text. The diverse range of readings of gen-
der in Judg 4~s suggests that, all too often, exegesis says more about the interpreter than it
does abour the text itself. Some individuals invoked Judg 45 as proof text for a particular
political or ecclesiastical position. Others found the story of Deborah so unlike their idea
of God’s plan for female behavior that they ignored, qualified, or denied the words of the
text altogether. At the same time, I have seen that scripture has the capacity to challenge
preconceptions and stretch the imagination of readers. Scripture can expand our views
about God, justice, and—as in the case of Deborah and her spiritual daughters—it can
expand our beliefs about what divinely inspired individuals can accomplish.



Domesticating Deborah: Disputes about Womens
Leadership in Early Judaism and Christianity

IN EARLY CHRISTIANITY, many religious leaders sincerely wanted to lift up the prophet
Deborah as a role model for women.' After all, she was a holy woman highly praised
in scripture, However, her strongly assertive behavior seemed at odds with the apos-
tolic instructions in 1 Tim 2:11-12: “Let a woman learn in silence with full submission.
[ permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent.”
Many of the church fathers felt that if a holy woman was commended in the Bible, she
must have conformed to the apostolic commands—even if these instructions had not
yet been given. But the biblical text, taken at face value, was problematic and potentially
destabilizing in its depiction of gender roles. The text celebrates Deborah as someone
who “arose as a mother in Israel” (Judg s:7), but arguably the maternity of the bibli-
cal Deborah was something very different from conventional expectations of woman-
hood found among Greco-Roman Christian interpreters from the second through the
fifth centuries.* The Jewish sages, working at the same time, struggled with the same
issues. Could one approve of a woman who took initiative and spoke so commandingly
to Barak?

This chapter explores early Jewish and Christian reception of the story of Deborah,
showing the range of interpretations of the text in the first six centuries of the Common
Era’ Christian interpreters brought to the text the concerns raised by the presence of
women of their own day, such as deaconesses, married women, wealthy widows, and
female prophets, both those deemed orthodox and those considered heretical. Some
Jewish interpreters wondered about the implications of a woman summoning a male war-
rior and his apparent yielding to her by insisting that she accompany him.



