Healing Waters: Churches Working to End Violence Against Women

by Carol Penner (Women’s Inter-Church Council of Canada, 2004)


The following is excerpted from Section VII: “Leading the Way: Strategies for Change”
Bible Study: The Story of Jephthah’s Daughter
Read:  Judges 11:1-11, 29-40

Understanding the Story 

What are your emotions as you read this story?

Is the story familiar, have you read it before? 

Have you heard it used in church?

What do you imagine the daughter’s life was like before this story?

How free was she?  

Why don’t we know her name?

What role did the girl’s acceptance of the sacrifice play in her death?

Why do you think the story emphasizes her virginity?

Where is God in the story?

Why doesn’t the story tell us that it was wrong for the girl to be sacrificed?

Name the power imbalances you see in the story.

How do you feel about Jephthah’s life?

Why do you suppose that there is no mention of Jephthah’s wife?

The daughter bargains for two months to mourn; what does this bargaining reveal about the young woman?

What is the role of daughter’s friends in the story?

The story takes place when the Israelites were trying to maintain their territory from 1200-1250 BCE. The Israelites did not yet have a king, but were ruled by various charismatic leaders.

Jephthah is identified as a son of a prostitute. Other legitimate sons in his family of origin had driven him away so he did not receive an inheritance. We don’t know why the father of Jephthah does not prevent him from being abused. There are parallels between Jephthah and Ishmael because of how they were treated by their families, and because they were both driven away from their own country. Jephthah is invited to return to his own country, but he appears to have doubts that he will really be accepted (11:9).

Child sacrifice was acceptable at that time period. The Ammonites, the people Jephthah and the people of Israel were fighting, regularly sacrificed children to appease Molech, their God. The God of Israel had prohibited the practice of sacrificing children (see Leviticus 18:21, 20:2-5). The Israelites were often tempted to worship Molech; King Solomon even built a temple for Molech (I Kings 11:7). The prophet Jeremiah speaks out against worshiping Molech and the practice of child sacrifice (Jeremiah 32:35).

Somehow Jephthah believes that God has asked him to take this vow. Did Jephthah think that an animal would come to meet him, or a servant?  It was a dangerous vow for him to make as it was customary for women in the household to come out dancing to meet returning warriors. Abraham also believed that God called him to sacrifice his son Isaac; at the last minute, God provided a substitute, and Isaac was saved. In this story, no substitute is found and the girl perishes.

Jephthah blames his daughter for what happens. He says it is her fault. In normal circumstances, he would have been angry if she didn’t come out and meet him dancing, but now he blames her for this. He is more concerned with the misery he is suffering than with her feelings.

Both Jephthah and his daughter suffer because of their parents. Jephthah suffered because of who his mother was, and because of the inaction of his father. Jephthah’s daughter suffers because of her father. 

Connecting with the Story

Which women in our society are unnamed, like Jephthah’s daughter?

What makes us most uncomfortable in this story? Why?

How was power used in abusive ways in this story?

The story of Jephthah’s daughter could be read as saying, “Submit to death because of your father’s actions.”  What do we do with the part of the story that talks about submission?

Do you think the daughter was courageous?  

How are women today courageous in hopeless situations?

How can this story be life-giving for us in the Canadian context today?  

What is the significance of groups of women gathering to remember women who have died today?

How could this story be used in a worship service in your congregation?

The story emphasizes a number of times that the daughter was a virgin, and had no children.  The daughter had no children that would remember her name. However, the women who mourned with her did remember her. The story tells us that it became a tradition in Israel to mourn the death of Jephthah’s daughter.  Each year Hebrew women would gather together for four days in a special place to remember the young woman who was killed. Jephthah’s daughter’s name is forgotten, but she is not forgotten. 

Read Hebrews 11:32-34. Here Jephthah is named among the faithful of God. Ironically it is his name that is remembered in the New Testament, and not the story of his unnamed daughter whom he killed.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the American crusader for women’s rights, wrote in 1895 about her frustration with Jephthah’s daughter’s meekness. 

“This Jewish maiden is known in history only as Jephthah’s daughter—she belongs to the no-name series. The father owns her absolutely, having her life even at his disposal. We often hear people laud the beautiful submission and the self-sacrifice of this nameless maiden. To me it is pitiful and painful. I would that this page of history were gilded with a dignified whole-souled rebellion. I would have had the daughter receive the father’s confession with a stern rebuke saying:  ‘I will not consent to such a sacrifice…. You may sacrifice your own life as you please, but you have no right over mine….My first duty is to develop all the powers given to me and to make the most of myself and my own life. Self-development is a higher duty than self-sacrifice. I demand the immediate abolition of the Jewish law on vows. Not with my consent can you fulfill yours.’  This would have been a position worthy of a brave woman.”
  

Every year, women gather on December 6 to remember the women who were slain in the Montreal massacre. Similarly, women around the country gather at candlelight vigils to mourn women who have been killed by violence. Mourning together raises consciousness about the wastefulness and evil of violence, it can energize people to work to prevent violence against women.

“The Bible never says whether Jephthah lived to regret sacrificing his daughter. We never know whether he lived long enough to admit that he was wrong in equating his will with God’s will. We can only hope. But it is possible to change. Change your mind. Change your thinking. It is possible to be changed. The desire for the approval of others drove Jephthah to make a rash vow to God. In his zeal to prove that he was a man of honor he convinced himself that sacrificing his daughter’s life was the right thing to do. Presumably Jephthah kept his vow, and in so doing, broke his daughter’s heart, broke our hearts as readers, and I dare say, broke God’s heart. 

Ah! It’s possible sometimes for you to be both right and wrong at the same time. We’re like the Gileadite Jephthah: we do the right thing by doing the wrong thing. Sincere, but wrong. We know only so well in our times how easy it is to equate wrong with right, hate with holiness, and murder with faithfulness. We don’t have to look very far. The horrific bombing of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the thousands of lives that were lost in the terrorist takeover of commercial air flights, the bombings, raids, and retaliations throughout the Middle East (Afghanistan, Palestine, Israel, Turkey, Pakistan) and elsewhere in the world in the name of right, righteousness, justice, holiness...even God.” 

Close the Bible study with these words of lament by Phyllis Trible:

Thy daughter, O Israel, is slain upon thy high places!  


How are the powerless fallen!

Tell it in Ammon,


publish it in the streets of Rabah;

for the daughters of the Ammonites will not rejoice;


the daughters of the enemies will not exult.

Ye valleys of Gilead,


let there be no dew or rain upon you,


nor upsurging of the deep,

for there the innocence of the powerless was defiled,


the only daughter of the mighty was offered up.

From the tyranny of the vow,


from the blood of the sacrifice,

the unnamed child turned not back,


the courage of the daughter turned not away.

Daughter of Jephthah, beloved and lovely!


In life and in death a virgin child,

Greeting her father with music and dances,


facing his blame with clarity and strength.

Ye daughters of Israel, weep for your sister,


who suffered the betrayal of her foolish father,


who turned to you for solace and love.

How are the powerless fallen 


in the midst of victory!

The daughter of Jephthah lies slain upon thy high places.

I weep for you, my little sister.

Very poignant is your story to me:


your courage to me is wonderful,


surpassing the courage of men.

How are the powerless fallen,


a terrible sacrifice to a faithless vow!
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