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 Tamar
Read:  2 Samuel 13:1-22

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 Tamar’s life was like up to the point where the story begins?

How free was Tamar in that society?

Why did Tamar ask Amnon not to send her away?

Name the power imbalances you see in the story.

How do you feel about David’s actions/inaction?

Where is God in the story?

This story of incest is in the family of one of the most famous people in the Bible. David’s son Amnon rapes Tamar, David’s daughter by a different mother. Absalom, Tamar’s full brother is outraged and kills Amnon in revenge. 

The story clearly portrays Amnon as the villain who plots against an innocent woman.  The story shows him scheming, lying and hating his half-sister. He ignores the cultural customs that would have kept him from raping his sister. The story says that he “loves” her. The love is obviously lust as it disappears as soon as he has raped her.  

Tamar appeals to Amnon, saying that if he asks David for her hand in marriage, David would give her to him. This was customarily not done in that culture, but Tamar suggests that Amnon is such a favourite with David, that he would bend these rules to please his son. Tamar is trying to save her life; she knows that her hope for marriage and children will be ruined if she is raped. If she marries her brother, she at least will have the dignity of living in her own home and having children of her own.

The story is about an imbalance of power. Amnon has the power to rape his sister; he is bigger and stronger than she is. David has the power to make justice, but does nothing to punish Amnon for what he has done. Tamar is protected by the power of her father.

The story tells us that David is “furious”. However Amnon is his first-born son, the one who will be king after him. It is too costly for him to give up Amnon and send him away in disgrace, so while David is angry, he tolerates the behaviour. Tamar’s dignity is worth less to him than Amnon’s presence. It may be that David’s toleration of this abomination is what sets Absalom against his father so deeply.

The family dynamic is complex. It appears that Amnon is well-loved by David. This makes sense since Amnon is David’s first-born and will become king after him.  We find out later, after Absalom has tried to become king in David’s place and is killed, that David truly loved Absalom, even in spite of his rebellion. The story does not tell us how David felt towards Tamar, other than that he is furious when she is violated. A beautiful young daughter was valuable to the King; he could have married her to someone to form an important political alliance. It may be that he did love her, but not enough to give up his first-born son.

It may be that there was rivalry between Amnon and Absalom. David certainly loved Absalom deeply. 2 Sam 14:25 says that “In all Israel there was not a man so highly praised for his handsome appearance as Absalom.”  Absalom certainly had the charisma to lead people, as he instigates a revolt against the popular King David, and “steals the hearts of the men of Israel.” (15:6)  Amnon might have felt threatened by Absalom, and wanted to hurt him by violating his sister. He refers to Tamar as “Absalom’s sister”. It may be that she is treated as a pawn in a power game between two brothers. 

Jonadab is Tamar’s cousin. It may be that he seeks to ingratiate himself with Amnon who will be the future king. He seems willing to sacrifice Tamar’s life for his own influence with Amnon. Later in the chapter, when Amnon is dead, we see Jonadab trying to comfort King David , still trying to find influence.  Jonadab explains the family dynamic concerning Absalom’s rage against Amnon, conveniently leaving out his own part in that story. 

If you have time, read the rest of chapter 13 to see how Absalom gets his revenge on Amnon. Violence begets violence in this story.

Connecting with the story
How are modern families divided by incest the same or different than Tamar’s family?

Did Tamar have a choice about how to respond to the rape?

How is Canadian society similar to Tamar’s society?  How is it different?

How do the actions of Jonadab and Amnon’s servants affect Tamar’s life?  

How do we see people facilitating violence against women today?

What makes us most uncomfortable in this story? Why?

How was power used in abusive ways in this story?  

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

How could this story be used in a worship service?

There is a male conspiracy for this rape: Jonadab, Tamar’s cousin, plots her violation; the male servants leave so she can be raped; and after the rape, the servant throws her out and bolts the door. Did the servants have any choice in their actions?  What would have happened if they refused to co-operate?

Tamar chooses to publicly mourn the way she has been violated. She rips her clothes, throws ashes on her head, and leaves wailing. There is no doubt to everyone she meets that this is a woman in crisis. If she had tried to cover up what happened, it may be that the servants would have spread the story, and she would have been disgraced. They may have said she went with her brother willingly. It may be that she would have become pregnant and been disgraced. Publicly declaring that she has been violated is her way of showing that it was not her fault. It is her way of calling for justice from her powerful father.

Absalom tries to comfort Tamar by saying that she “should not take it to heart”. These are hollow words indeed, for she has been sexually violated by her brother, and the cultural context of that time dictated that her future was irreparably altered. Her hopes for children and her own home were shattered.

The story tells us that Tamar lived as a desolate woman in her brother Absalom’s house. A few chapters later we hear that Absalom had three sons and a daughter. (2 Sam 14:27)  The daughter is called Tamar, and is described as a beautiful woman, just as her aunt had been called beautiful. Tamar, Absalom’s sister, may have helped to raise the girl, since they lived in the same household together. 

We are not told the story of Absalom’s family. Later in the story Absalom is killed as a traitor because he has rebelled against his father the king. At one point he was heir to the throne, and then king himself, before he became a fugitive. What happened to his wife, and Tamar his sister, and his children when he died?  We are not told whether King David shelters them. We don’t know the ending to their story. What do you imagine the ending was?
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