Chris Fluitt 		Unseen: Women in the Hebrew Bible
Have you ever felt unseen or looked over? Given the inequalities of patriarchal power structures, wage gap, and gender norms, most women feel unseen. This is not a new occurrence as women have been abused, betrayed, and taken for granted from the most ancient times. As people of faith, we hold in our hands an ancient text, and we must understand how the role of women is presented within the Hebrew Bible? 
Our society often enjoys the binary choice of good or bad. We prefer our westerns to feature the good brave sheriff in a white hat, and our unredeemable bad guy to have the black hat. It makes everything simpler for the good to be all good, and the bad to be all bad. This is our hermeneutic that helps us interpret the world around us, and to interpret the text of the Hebrew Bible.  
An honest assessment of the Hebrew Bible may not be so simple. A simple reading of the text will reveal women who are heroines and villains, victims and victors, the silent and the outspoken, the overlooked and the seen. Sometimes they are treated well, and other times cruelly. 
What if the scripture in our hands is not all good? What if the scripture is not all bad? 
“The Hebrew Bible is a collection, a library if you will, of different writings that span cultures, generations, and historical periods.” (Foundations p6) The original audience of this library would have never called it an “old testament,” and would consider it an insult to the one God with “clear, negative connotation.” (Foundations p2) As people of faith who seek to walk in love and not insult, we should refer to this ancient text respectfully as Hebrew Bible, First Testament, or Tanak, and avoid the phrase “old testament,” which implies supersessionism.
Knowing what to call the Hebrew Bible is easier than knowing how to understand the Hebrew Bible. This ancient collection of text is complex with historical and sociological contexts and various uses of literary genre and ideology. The Hebrew Bible is a “compilation of voices, in that there are many perspectives represented in these texts, some that even contradict one another.” 
For this reason, we should avoid the binary approach of good and bad and try to understand the tapestry of varied voices and stories within the Hebrew Bible. We also must also realize that the text “represents the perspectives of the powerful, so we must always ask whose voices have been excluded.” (Foundations p6) While we investigate the included voices, many of whom are women whose stories are told through the pen of a man, we must also be aware of the excluded voices. Here are 5 stories from the Hebrew Bible that reveal the role of woman.
EVE: You have probably heard of Eve and how she was created from the rib of the man named Adam. You may have even been taught that this creation order made the man to rule over the woman as a silent subordinate helper. What if this were not the case? What if the true character of Eve is unseen by us? Let’s take another look.
The first two chapters of Genesis are literary examples of creation myth, and not an objective history or scientific explanation. Chapters 1 & 2 are doublets, “two variations of the same story.” (Intro p3) While the word “myth” can be uncomfortable, we must remember that creation myth is a literary genre of its time, and that it “gives valuable information of how the author(s) view God, the world, humanities place within that world and relationship with the rest of creation.” (Primeval 8m) What can we learn about the role of women in relationship with creation?
Looking at the text, it is not true that God created the man first and then female. The first being is called ‘adam, and it is not a name, but a common noun that is also a pun. The first being is created from the dirt, ‘addamah. ‘Adam from ‘adamah is like saying God created ““dusty from the dust,” “a groundling from the ground,” or “a human from the humus.”” Add to the word play the definite article “the,” and “the ‘adam” is better translated “the human,” and not a definition of gender or sexual distinction. (Primeval m21) Man was not created first, and gender is not a qualifier in the creation story.
There is more good news for women in the Hebrew Bible. Eve was created to be “Etzer,” which means helper, and many have used this to wrongly declare woman a subordinate. This is easily refuted when we consider that God is our Etzer, our help.  Is God our subordinate?
Psalm 70:5 “Oh God! You are my help (Etzer).” (NISB, 812)
Of course, the Psalmist was not declaring God to be our subordinate helper. And of course, the writer of Genesis 1 was not declaring women to be subordinate either. Instead of subordination, God says that this Etzer is “Kenegdo” meaning “equal or against.” The creation of men and women is not a subordination but an equality. (Primeval, m23)
Furthermore, Eve was not taken from the “rib” of the human, but “Tsela,” from the side as a splitting in two and creating “two equal partners.” “Only when two are created do we get the introduction to ‘ish (man) and ‘ishah (woman). (Primeval, m23) From the beginning, Eve and all ‘ishah are not subordinate to ‘ish, but equal within the Hebrew Bible. All these years later we still need this message.
Some women are abused, misused, and even disposed of in the Hebrew Bible. Does this mean the scripture endorses such treatment, or do these negative stories teach us about the viewpoints of an ancient society? 
Hagar: You might be saying to yourself, “Which one was she again?” Ironically, that is a perfect description of Hagar’s early life. Hagar largely went unseen and without a voice in her own life.
Genesis 16:1 tells us of an “Egyptian slave-girl whose name was Hagar.” She was the “servant” of a prominent woman in the Bible, Sarai, who together with her husband Abram were given by God a covenant of birthing a blessed nation. When Sarai is unable to have children to fulfill the covenant, she “decides to follow a custom of the ancient near eastern (ANE) societies whereby a woman could give her slave girl to her husband as a surrogate mother.” (Thoughts, 1)  
“Sarah tells Abraham to have sex with Hagar in order to produce an heir. Abraham does not argue with his wife, but Hagar is given no choice in the matter.” To make the situation all the more maddening, the child born of Hagar would “legally be considered the child of the slave’s mistress,” Sarai. (Thoughts, 2)
Hagar becomes pregnant and Sarai responds not with joy but “dealt with her harshly,” and for context that is the “same verb used for the Egyptians’ “oppression” of the Israelites.”  (NISB Genesis 16:6, p33) This may have been more severe than a simple reading reveals. We don’t know what Sarai did, but we know the result is a pregnant Hagar running away.
“The possession of slaves and the abusive behavior mentioned here illustrate the occasional differences between biblical values and modern values. The reader needs to be cautious about taking all biblical practices as normative without critical reflection.” (NISB, 33) 
Running for her life in the desert wilderness, Hagar had a visitation from an Angel of the LORD and received a covenant promise. She was a woman, unmarried, a slave, a foreigner, abused by the power system, and yet she received covenant promise from YHWH. She was unseen by many yet seen by God.
In Genesis 16:13 Hagar does something surprising. She names God. She did not ask for permission or forgiveness, she just did it. Hagar says, “You are El-roi” which some translations render “God who sees.” (NISB, 34 “s” note) 
In your Hebrew Bible we witness a woman enslaved and abused by the culture and even the chosen of God. She seems to go unseen by the patriarchal society, but she is ultimately seen by God, giving a message of hope to all who are lonely outcasts: “Have you met El-roi, the one who sees?” 
Some women feel unseen, many feel unheard, and some might even charge women to be silent, but in the Hebrew Bible there was a woman that everyone traveled to hear her words.
Deborah: She was a “fiery woman” or “woman of lightning” who was “given two titles usually reserved for men: judge and prophet.” (DH, 7) This shows that the Hebrew Bible is not set on gender roles, but rather the callings of God define the roles we play. This is an important message for our modern world, both secular and sacred.
The story of Deborah causes us all to rethink the gender restrictions placed upon women. If her role as prophet and judge shocked you, then wait until you see her as a military leader. Yes, Deborah in Judges 4 went to war with ten thousand warriors behind her. (Judges 4:10) 
Though facing a superior army with nine hundred iron chariots, the prophet Deborah declares victory and predicts the enemy commander Sisera will fall “into the hand of a woman.” (Judges 4:10) As unlikely as the prediction was, it was a sure word, as a woman named Jael inflected the deciding blow with a tent peg into the temple of a sleeping Sisera. 
Deborah won the victory on the battle field, and Jael struck the victory inside her home and both “are celebrated in the poem of Judges 5.” (DH p8) This book of Judges is an example Deuteronomistic History, that shows repeatedly the result of positive and negative actions. (DH p5) The story of Deborah and Jael were hand selected by a writer, to show the positive outcome of active women of YHWH.  
Often when we see evil in the world we say, “but what can I do? I am just me, and the evil is too great.” It would be encouraging to have a brave example of people who stood up against evil.
Shiph’rah and Pu’ah: “The book of Exodus is an episode in the larger story of the Pentateuch” (NISB, 85) that features an “anthology of literature, including poetry, theophany, and cultic texts.” (NISB, 86) Front and center are the narrative of G-d’s redemption of the people of Israel from Egyptian bondage, divine guidance of the people from Egypt into the wilderness, and the revelation of divine Torah as the foundations by which Israel might construct a just and living society in the land of Israel in keeping with divine expectations. (Tanak, 24)
Where there is power discrepancy, evil often follows. In Exodus we see the children of Israel go from saviors of a famine and welcomed guests, to abused slaves. In the first chapter, the Pharoah, asks two midwives, Shiph’rah and Pu’ah, to commit genocide by killing every Israelite boy born.
What would you do if you were commanded to do evil by a person powerful enough to do evil to you? This is the power discrepancy of Egypt, yet the Hebrew Bible takes it to task in an unusual way by withholding the name of the powerful and exalting the name of the weak. “It is amazing that we know the names of these 2 midwives but not the name of the Pharoah.” (IntroEx, m3)
“The text is unclear whether the midwives are themselves Hebrews or Egyptians. Whatever their ethnic identity, the two women assume a heroic role in subverting the command of Pharoah.” (NISB, 88 v16note) “In the eyes of Pharoah these midwives were subjects or even slaves. They had no authority and were expected to follow his orders or face punishment.” (IntroEx, m2) “But the midwives of course disobey this unjust and murderous command, which makes Pharaoh appear immoral, desperate, and impotent before G-d.” (Tanak, 89) They were “saving lives with what is perhaps the first act of civil disobedience.” (IntroEx, m3)
The Hebrew Bible honors the names of these brave women, who teach us to disobey evil commands and in the end were blessed for their righteous bravery.
The Hebrew Bible is also full of women who stretch and redefine the boundaries of the taboo subject of sex. If you thought the role of the woman in the Tanak was to be a mom, cook, and pray, you might blush at the following information.
Sexually Powerful: Sexy women are celebrated throughout the Ketuvim writings of the Tanak. 
Song of Songs, often incorrectly called “Song of Solomon,” is a book of poetry written “le’solomon,” meaning of king Solomon or on the behalf of king Solomon.  It was not written by the king but in the spirit and appreciation of the king’s thoughts and attitudes about the subject matter. And what is that subject matter? (SoS, m2)
SEX! “Song of Songs is celebrating human sexuality, intimacy and mutuality between woman and man.” (LAF, 10) This book of poetry does not shy away from its “use of erotic language.” (LAF, 11) The Song of Songs “stands alone” with a “subject matter that is erotic love with no marital context.” (SoS m3) 
In a literary sense, the writing is “best viewed as a collection of love poems rather than a single poem.” Like a collection of different poems there are different “moods ranging from serious to playful. There is also a lack of unified style but poetic functions such as “parallelism, refrains, repetition, puns/wordplays, metaphorical language, monologue, soliloquy, and dialogue” are seen throughout. (SoS m4). 
“What is a book about sex doing in the Bible?” This question has led many to try to interpret the text using various allegorical methods instead of receiving the poems as a clear celebration of sexuality. (SoS, m14) Further study will reveal that “the woman” speaks the most in the book and that she and the man share an equal relationship. This leads some to even suspect a female authorship of the songs. (SoS, m15) This exaltation of womanhood is noteworthy.
Women can be sexy and not just used by men for sex. Yes, there are stories of sexual abuse by men in scripture. Stories like Hagar, Dinah, the concubine of Judges 19, Tamar with Judah, another Tamar with Amnon, Batsheva, and many more are painful reminders of sexual abuse within the Hebrew Bible. However, the text also celebrates the sexuality of women and even commemorates consensual sex as a heroic event – study up on Ruth’s “uncovering the feet” of Boaz. (Ruth, m14)
Why sex? Solomon might say “why not? It is the best of all songs!”  
Ellen F. Davis chooses to see the Song in view of the garden of Eden and says, “The first disobedience in Eden disrupted the created order at several levels. It made hostile divisions between man and woman, between humanity and non-human creation, between God and humanity. Following the path laid down by the language of the Song, we experience each of those ruptures as healed. Man and woman now meet in full mutuality.” (LAF, 11-12) 
Conclusion: For the woman who feels like a subordinate with no purpose outside of reproduction, there is a library for you that points you to the mutual authority of Eve. The one who feels abused, neglected, and unseen by a culture outside of your control, there is a hopeful story about Hagar and how she was seen. Perhaps you need to revisit the hand-picked account of a fiery woman who led an army and a housewife who hammered the enemy. Their story is ready for you, as is the honored midwives, Shiph’rah and Pu’ah who refused the evil command of the powerful. The unapologetic freedom of sexuality and expression might be what you need to receive from the collection of the Ketuvim. These stories, both the good and the bad, await you in the Hebrew Bible. 
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