“The Ugliest Story in the Bible”: creating new commentaries from the
silences in Shoftim/Judges 19-21 (sourcesheet 3, 21:6-14)
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The Levite cuts up his dead wife and sends out the pieces as a call to arms against the tribe of Benjamin, whom he
holds responsible for the fact he was threatened and his wife violently assaulted. Civil war ensues, and all but 600
Benjaminites are killed. The 600 run to Rimmon, and other tribes vow never to marry their daughters to a Benjaminite.

6 And the children of Israel felt compassion for Benjamin VT2 NN DN [RNATIX 7R D2 innall
their brother, and said, "Today, one tribe has been cut off XU TRR VY DD
from Israel.

7 What shall we do for them that remain, for wives, since 11NINI 0'Y27 DN DRY7 NYyaTnnT
we have sworn by the Lord not to give them of our 12'DNiAN DN7 NN 'N72Y7 NN nyav)
daughters for wives?" :0'1Y
8 And they said, "Which one of the tribes of Israel did not go N7 R 7TRY YN TRy M RN
up to the Lord at Mitzpah?" and TN UIXTNRY N7 Nani ngynan NN Ny
behold, no one had come to the camp from Yavesh-Gil’ad to RNTIN YA W o

(attend) the assembly. [..]

10 And the congregation sent there twelve thousand of NAN WK 97X YWY DY NTYn DWTINYTY
the valiant men, and commanded them, saying, "Go and YNy 0NN Y ARG DNIR KX 700
strike the inhabitants of Javesh-Gil'ad with the edge of the 9@l D'YIN| 207197 YA W

sword, including the women and the children.

11 And this is the thing that you shall do; every male, and NYRT1 07772 1WYR YK 12T DTN
every woman that had relations with man you shall destroy." “NMNR N27712YWN Ny T
12 And they found among the inhabitants of Yavesh-Gil’ad NN Y2IX TU72 U | "avin 1kyntar
four hundred virgin girls that had not had relations with any 22Un" YN AYTCRK? WK 271N
man; and they brought them to the camp, to Shiloh which is in WYX N7 NINARTIN DNIN AN VT
the land of Cana’an. V2 YN
13 And the whole congregation sent and spoke to the children 712 227 NAT L NTYR T ANTY A
of Benjamin that were in the rock of Rimmon, and they :Di7Y DY X7 1IN0 V702 WK

proclaimed to them (words of) peace.

14 And (the men of) Benjamin returned at that time, and they  D'¢3a D7 1AN'1 X'Ad NY2 N2 YT
gave them the (four hundred) women who TY72 W 'gan 4N WX
were still alive out of the women of Yavesh-Gil’ad.
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21:7 What shall we do for the (Benjaminites) that remain, for wives?
Source 1 - Ralbag
“They were overcome by an incredible remorse for all the evil they had done to Benjamin.”

Source 2 - Malbim
“They swore that none of them would give their daughter to Benjamin [..]; (but) if one tribe
were missing, it would be a great defect for the entire nation which could not be repaired.”

Source 3 - Alice Bach, Rereading the body politic: women, violence and Judges 21 (1999)
“Getting wives for Benjamin is a victory for Israel: not against a foreign enemy, but a triumph
that reunites the tribes.”

21:12And they found among the inhabitants of Yavesh-Gil’ad four hundred virgin girls
Source 4 — BT, Yevamot, 60b
“From where did they know that they were virgins? Rav Kahana said: ‘They sat them on the opening
of a barrel of wine. If she was a non-virgin, her breath would smell like wine; if she was a virgin, her

rn

breath did not smell like wine’.

(Note: Rashi and a number of other rabbis include something similar in their commentaries.)

21:12-14 ...and they brought them to the camp [..] and (the men of) Benjamin returned at

that time, and the community gave them the (four hundred) women.

Source 5 — Devarim/Deuteronomy chapter 21:10-14
“If you go out to war against your enemies, and the Lord, your God, will deliver him into your
hands, and you take his captives, and you see among the captives a beautiful woman and you
desire her, you may take [her] for yourself as a wife. You shall bring her into your home, and
she shall shave her head and let her nails grow; and she shall remove the garment of her
captivity from upon herself, and stay in your house, and weep for her father and her mother for
a full month. After that, you may be intimate with her and possess her, and she will be a wife
for you.”

Source 6 - Alice Bach, Rereading the body politic: women, violence and Judges 21 (1999)
“Unless the reader listens for the woman’s story muffled in the gaps and silences of the male
narrative, the reader becomes a voyeur, complicit with the orderly retelling of the story.”

Sarah’s reflection: | have included no rabbinic sources that comment on the women themselves (other
than those linked to Rav Kahana’s pronouncement above) because there are none. Instead, commentators
are keen to tell readers exactly where the camp in Shiloh is located, and/or how wonderful it is that the
congregation has been able to reassure the 600 Benjaminites that they should reconcile with the rest of
the tribes and travel with them to back Shiloh in order to marry and rebuild.




