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Countertraditions in the Bible: A Feminist Approach – By Ilana Parde

Ilana Pardes’ Countertraditions in the Bible takes the broken pieces of female characters in the Bible and begins to reconstruct their stories and meanings by analyzing the original Hebrew text. Pardes’ main objective was to “illustrate the diversity of antithetical texts and voices which call into question the predominantly patriarchal base of monotheism” (144).  I have structured my essay keeping this in mind and illustrate my points by using exemplary examples she has given me in her book. 

By analyzing the dominant patriarchal dialect of the Bible and its counter female voices, Pardes began to notice patterns. One of these conceptional ideas was that women are only mentioned in the Bible when they are marriageable. This gives way to men’s wrongful justification for control over women. Another topic Pardes puts emphases on is how the Bible, specifically the book of Ruth, can be comforting for women. The last topic I would like to discuss is Miriam and her role as a leader of the Israelites. 

Have you ever noticed, with the exception if Eve, there isn’t a female heroine whose birth is recorded in the Bible? Is it coincidence that the father of Israel, Jacob, is recorded in the Bible as being born and being reborn? “The Biblical woman appears on stage only when she is marriageable, and her stay there is determined, generally speaking” (75).  In Women in the Hebrew Bible, Alice Bach firmly believes that the reason women are permitted in the Bible, with inconsistent mention is because men wrote the scripture. It is difficult to fully understand women in the Bible because what we read is merely a blueprint of what men saw as their behavior and what they want us to know. “We have no direct evidence about what women thought, said, or felt” (1999:13). The idea that women must submit to their husbands comes from Ephesians 5:24, “Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.” This text illustrates that the Bible is no exception to a patriarchal social structure. Men wrote it. Men interpreted it. I don’t think it is surprising that we find texts like this in the Bible. What makes this text wrongful is its implication. Most men would read Ephesians 5:24 to justify their privileged positions. What I suggest is that the text is insisting submission of another sense. Maybe it isn’t telling women they are supposed to be submissive to their husbands. It could be telling the husbands that they need to be submissive to Christ. Two things must be clear to understand how I came upon this thought. First, I am looking at this passage already coming with the presupposition that in the context of the scripture the wives were fully submissive to their husbands during that Biblical period. Second, I am looking at the text and trying to find meaning that will not improve the position of the privileged in our patriarchal social structure today. The Bible is no exception of a book that can be used to wrongfully justify patriarchal dominance. 

Pardes expresses how the Bible can be used to comfort oppressed women in a patriarchal society. In her analysis of the book of Ruth, Pardes talks about the verb dbq, which means to cling. Ruth dbq (clings) to her mother-in-law and goes wherever she goes (1:15). Pardes says that this verb, dbq, is seen first in Genesis 2:24 when it is used to describe Eve being created out of Adam. “ ‘To cling’ in this case means to recapture a primal unity, to return to a time when a man and a woman were literally ‘one flesh.’” In the book of Genesis dbq is used to describe the marital “clinging.” In the book of Ruth dbq is used to describe, “female bonding, a hitherto unrecognized tie” (102). I began to ask the question, why would one use dbq to describe a relationship between a male and female and then a female and female? Pardes answered my question by explaining that Ruth, for women, is a sort of rewriting of Genesis. The book of Ruth makes it possible to see an inseparable complete female relationship that had not been scripturized in the Bible before her (103). Another scholar, Nehama Aschkenasy, says in her book, Eve’s Journey, “ the Ruth narrator, be it male or female, ‘redeems’ the primitive, sexually prejudice approach of earlier storytellers, who saw the woman only as a physical being” (1986:88). Understanding that an oppressed woman, who is looked as an object by her society, can look to Ruth for comfort is a powerful message. I think that Pardes suggested this message to women about gender justice. Pardes recognizes, that in the book of Ruth, there is a recreation of Genesis making women just as important as a male. 

Pardes believes that Miriam probably had a larger role as an Israelite leader than the Bible gives her credit (11). Miriam first comes into the Bible in Exodus 2:4, where she is mentioned because of her relationship to Moses. Her name is mentioned while she is trying to persuade the Pharaoh to let Moses have a Hebrew nurse. Next she appears when the Israelites are crossing the Red Sea, she bursts into song and leads the Israelites in praising God. After this, it is as if Miriam disappears. She isn’t mentioned for the rest of Exodus and Leviticus. The next time Miriam is mentioned is Numbers 12. Ironically, it is in this chapter that Miriam meets her demise. Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses commanding God to give them equality with Moses’ privileged position (7,8). At this point I began to realize that if Miriam is asking God to give her the same privileges as Moses that she must be leading the Israelites along with Moses. But that is not what the rest of the text suggests. The rest of the text suggests that Miriam was a sinner and questioned God. Because she wanted to be privileged like Moses, God cursed her with leprosy. In From Eve to Esther, another scholar, Leila Leah Bronner, argues that Miriam is considered a heroine and prophetess. “Although the sages try to add to the scriptural account a picture of Miriam as wife and mother, the image of Miriam that nonetheless finally emerges is of a woman leader in her own right—one of the Biblical elite with whom God conversed” (1994:170). It is invigorating that a scholar like Bronner would say that Miriam is considered a heroine. However, I would disagree and take the side of Pardes who believes Miriam to be a maternal leader of not only Moses but Israel too. “The leprosy, as Aaron’s smile makes clear, reverses her position. The mother figure of the nation becomes a child, even a dead children, or aborted fetus, whole flesh is eaten away.” After Miriam was exiled from the camp for 7 days, she returned and was cleansed. Shortly after her cleansing she passed away without a spoken word (10).  I feel that if Miriam were really held up as a leader of Israel, the narrator would have at least recorded her dying words or wishes, remembering that she was a prophetess. I think that this really gets at the point I made earlier about who wrote the Bible, and why females were put in the Bible. Bronner did agree that her story could be used to criticize women and profit men. Miriam’s criticism of Moses, “is used as an example of women’s talking too much” (17).  It is unfortunate that someone would use an exemplary women like Miriam to generally criticize women. However, this criticism brings Miriam’s role to the forefront and made Pardes realize that Miriam’s role, as a leader of Israel, was probably greater than she is given credit for in the Bible. 

Countertraditions in the Bible has many exemplary examples of stories restructured and meanings clarified. The restructuring of the Bible is achieved by looking at it through its original Hebrew text and analyzing what it can mean for women in today’s culture. In my first example I discussed the unfortunateness of how infrequently women are mentioned in the Bible. Then, when women are mentioned, it is to enhance the already privileged patriarchal society. Secondly, the book of Ruth can be a comforting break from the usual objectivity of women’s bodies. Lastly I took the ideas brought by Pardes about Miriam’s leadership and contrasted them to Bronner’s, settling on Miriam as a leader of Israel who was not given sufficient credit for the role she held. 

Countertraditions in the Bible was very well written. It made me challenge my infallible belief of the Bible. Pardes uses an array of scholarly sources to back up her points that added to the richness with which she contributed to gender justice. I would recommend this book to anyone that has a drive to find real truth in the Bible

