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 the Unnamed Woman
Read: Judges 19

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

How free was the woman in that society?

How do the words of the owner of the house affect you?

Name the power imbalances you see in the story.

How do you feel about the Levite?

Where is God in the story?

Why does the story not condemn the actions of the Levite or the owner of the house?

“A Levite has an honored place in society that sets him above many other males; a concubine has an inferior status that places her beneath other females. Legally and socially, she is not the equivalent of a wife but is virtually a slave, secured by a man for his own purposes.”

In Judges 9:2, the concubine acts. “Two manuscript traditions have survived. The Hebrew and Syriac claim that ‘his concubine played the harlot’ against the Levite, while the Greek and Old Latin maintain that ‘his concubine became angry with him.’….Was she unfaithful to him or did he cause her anger?  Ancient manuscripts give contradictory answers; the story itself allows either reading.”

The story does not portray the Levite as a total ogre. When he goes to get his concubine back from her father’s house, he is described as trying to persuade her heart, to get her to come home. He would have been in his rights to take her by force. Ironically, the story does not relate what he says to her, but only talks about the interaction between the two men.

When the Levite is in a tight spot with nowhere to spend the night, he meets someone from his hometown. He casually refers to his own concubine as “your maidservant,” (verse 19) perhaps hinting that hospitality would have a reward of using the concubine. 

The owner of the house is appalled that the townsmen would do “a vile thing” to the guest in his home. He seems totally willing to offer his own daughter and the concubine for the men’s pleasure. He does not ask the women or seem to care what they think. He merely wants to protect his male guest. The story does not condemn his willingness to give the women over to be raped. It is clear in the story that men’s bodies are more important than women’s bodies.

The woman survives the terrible ordeal of being gang-raped. She has collapsed, with the heart-rending detail that she falls with her hands on the threshold of the doorway. The Greek text of the Hebrew Bible informs us that the woman is dead, while the Hebrew text allows the possibility that the woman is still alive. (Later in 20:5 the Levite states that she died, he never claims that the Benjaminites killed her.)  What we do know is that by the end of the day the Levite has cut her up into twelve pieces, to send to the twelve tribes of Israel, protesting the lack of hospitality he experienced from the Benjaminites. Is he a murderer?  The story does not condemn him as a murderer.

The woman’s body is used to start a war against the Benjaminites. The last verse in the book of Judges says, “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.”  The stories in Judges continually show that chaos and anarchy reigned because there was no order. It was a time filled with violence. Unfortunately, it appears that even with a king in Israel there was plenty of violence.

Connecting with the story
In this story, in contrast to the story of Tamar, the woman has no speaking role. How would this story be different if told from the woman’s perspective?

How are women’s voices silenced today? 

Who are the unnamed women of today?

What makes us most uncomfortable in this story? Why?

Why should we read a story this disturbing?

How was power used in abusive ways in this story?  How did class and gender intersect?

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

What are the similarities and differences between our societies?

How could this story be used in a worship service?

Phyllis Trible describes this woman, “Captured, betrayed, raped, tortured, murdered, dismembered, and scattered—this woman is the most sinned against.”

Violence begets more violence. Read Judges 21. The Israelites attack and kill most of the Benjaminites, including all their women. At the end of chapter 21, more violence is done to more women; the story tells us that the men came and seized the young women while they were dancing. The rape of one woman turns into the rape of hundreds more. Ironically a war begun to protest the rape of one woman ends up with the war-makers committing similar crimes themselves.

“Misogyny belongs to every age, including our own. Violence and vengeance are not just characteristics of a distant, pre-Christian past; they infect the community of the elect to this day. Woman as object is still captured, betrayed, raped, tortured, murdered, dismembered, and scattered. To take to heart this ancient story, then, is to confess its present reality. The story is alive, and all is not well. Beyond confession we must take counsel to say, ‘Never again.’  Yet this counsel is itself ineffectual unless we direct our hearts to that most uncompromising of all biblical commands, speaking the word not to others, but to ourselves:  Repent. Repent.”

Phyllis Trible points out that in the Hebrew Bible this story is immediately followed by the story of Hannah. In the Greek Bible, the story of Ruth follows this story. Both the story of Ruth and the story of Hannah are in marked contrast to the unnamed concubine. Ruth and Hannah have speaking roles in their story, and have a place in their society, however limited.
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