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The challenge of women in a "patriarchal religion. 

Jo Ann Davidson 

ith the emer
gence of the 

modern Feminist 
Movement during this century, 
the position of women in soci
ety has received new attention. 
T h e p i c t u r e is no t rosy. 
Rightly drawing attention to 
the pain and inequities that 
women still are forced to bear, 
feminist writers are correct that 
such grievous matters need to 
be addressed and resolved. 
However, in their view, noth
ing will change as long as "pa
triarchal religions" exist. For 
it is just such systems, they 
maintain, which force women 
into subservient and untenable 
positions. As a result, feminist 
accusations against patriarchy 
are forceful, bitter, and uncom
promising. / 

Nevertheless, one might 
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rightly question feminist insis
tence that the patriarchal sys
tem is the prime cause of all 
subjugation of women. Even 
a cursory survey of numerous 
textual indicators within the 
Hebrew Bible reveals a consis
tent pattern depicting matriar
chal existence far more posi
tively than feminist materials 
yet acknowledge. 

The Genesis 

matriarchs were not 

"wallflowers!" 

For example, with Sarah, 
Abraham's wife, we find that, 
yes, her physical beauty is rec
ognized. However, it is her 
strength of character that is 
emphasized in Genesis. On 

different occasions, Abraham 
asks Sarah's permission or ap
proval before p roceed ing , 
rather than commanding her 
obedience, as one might expect 
if patriarchy was as oppressive 
as feminists suggest. Sarah is 
a p p a r e n t l y an appea l ing 
woman, for even at advanced 
age, a foreign ruler desires her 
for his harem (Genesis 20). 
Moreover, at a time when hav
ing sons was vital, Abraham 
never abandons his wife even 
though she was barren for so 
many years. Furthermore, even 
Sarah's death and bur ia l is 
given extended a t ten t ion in 
Genesis, including the mention 
of her age as is done for the 
patriarchs. 

Rebekah, the next matri
arch, is also described as hav
ing great beauty. But again we 



Even a cursory survey of numerous textual 

indicators within the Hebrew Bible reveals 

a consistent pattern depicting matriarchal 

existence far more positively than feminist 

materials yet acknowledge. 

find the narrative focusing in
stead on her in i t ia t ive and 
vigor. In fact, far more details 
of Rebekah's life are recorded 
than of her husband the patri
arch. Narra t ive techniques 
such as d ia logue , nar ra t ive 
pace, genealogical no ta t ion , 
and other literary features sug
gest the p r o m i n e n c e of 
Rebekah during this time of pa
triarchy. 

The Genesis 22 
genealogy lists the 
ch i ld ren bo rn to 
Abraham's b ro the r 
Nahor and his sister-
in-law Milcah. Their 
eight sons are named, 
but the offspr ing of 
these eight sons ( the 
third generation) are in
cluded in only two cases. 
Thus it is arresting to note 
that Rebekah is the first 
and only offspring of Bethuel 
that is named. Yet later, we ob
serve that she also has a brother 
Laban. 

When Eleazar is dispatched 
by Abraham to find a wife for 
Isaac, the Genesis na r r a to r 
paints an extended picture of 
Rebekah. She arranges for the 
hospitality of Eleazar both at 
the city well and at her home. 
In fact, Abraham grants Eleazar 
the single exception for release 
of his responsibility—"if the 
woman is not willing to come 
wi th you" (Genes is 2 4 : 8 ) . 
Surely, if pa t r i a rchy was as 
overbearing as modern femi
nists decry, Rebekah would 
have not had the chance to say 
"no" to Eleazar's request if her 
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father had determined that she 
should marry Isaac. Instead, 
we find that her father hardly 
says a word throughout. 

After marrying Isaac and 
later becoming pregnant , we 
find Rebekah in great discom
fort. Enough so that she "in
quires of the LORD." Notice 
that she does this herself. "In

quiring of the LORD" is an 
important formula in the 
Hebrew Bible. We find 
this phrase associated 
with the Hebrew kings 
and the great prophets 
including Moses and 
El isha . And here 
in Genes i s , also 
Rebekah. Moreover, 
she also receives a 

1 »&£ per sona l oracle 
from Yahweh. In 

fact, this scene in 
Genesis 25 is framed in a con

centric structure (see box be
low) which underscores the sig
nificance of Rebekah's encoun
ter with God. 

Later, when Esau marries 

two Hittite women, the text in
forms us that this was a "grief 
of mind of Isaac and Rebekah" 
(Gen 26:35, emphasis added). 
This suggests that Rebekah's 
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concern was equal to that of her 
patr iarch/husband. Thus we 
find Rebekah highlighted in 
Genesis as a woman who could 
make crucial decisions about 
her future and whose prayers 
were acknowledged from 
heaven, just as were the patri
archs and prophets. 

The Genesis matriarchs are 
not "wall flowers!" It would be 
unfair to these women to sug
gest that they bow in unques
tioning submission to all men. 
Rather, though respectful of 
their husbands, they are intel
ligent, willful and directive. 
N u n n a l l y - C o x r igh t ly con
cludes: "Far from conforming 
to a traditional servitude, these 

Concentric Structure of Genesis 25 

A Isaac was forty years old when he took as wife Rebekah (v. 20) 

B Rebekah was barren; prayer for children answered (20/21) 

C his wife Rebekah conceived (21) 

the children struggled togethet within her (22) 

D Rebekah asks for—an ORACLE (22) 

D' Yahweh grants het—an ORACLE (23) 

C het days to be delivered wete fulfilled (24) 

and behold, there were twins in het womb (24) 

B' birth and appearance of Jacob and Esau (25, 26a) 

A' Isaac was sixty years old when she bore them (26b).1 
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women grace the pages of Gen
esis with their laughter, their 
sorrows, their strength, and their 
power."1 

Nor is this 
an isolated phe
nomenon. This 
pos i t i ve expo
sure of women 
c o n t i n u e s 
th roughout the 
Pentateuch and 
b e y o n d . T h e 
Exodus na r r a 
tives commence 
with a concen
t r a t i o n of 
women of intelligence and vi
tal i ty, i n c l u d i n g J o c h e b e d , 
Miriam, Shiprah and Puah (the 
two midwives), and the Egyp
tian princess. During the pe
riod of the Judges, Deborah 
and Ruth are also portrayed as 
bo ld and in f luen t i a l , w i t h 
nothing in the text hinting that 
this was abnormal or surpris
ing. The historical books open 
with an extensive depiction of 
Hannah. She is observed mak
ing her own decisions regard
ing Temple worship, even tak
ing her own sacrifice. This be
comes even more significant 
when it is recalled that 
her husband was 
a Levi te (1 
Chronicles 6:33-
38). 

Abigai l , wife 
of Naba l , em
barked on a mission 
of "solo diplomacy" 
d u r i n g a vo la t i l e 
family s i t u a t i o n , 
only later notifying 
her h u s b a n d . An
other intr iguing tex
tua l h i n t in Psalm 
68:11 suggests a wider involve
ment of women in the Hebrew 
religion than sometimes recog
nized: " T h e Lord gave the 
word; great was the host of 
those who proclaimed it." The 
"host" is a female company in 
Hebrew, but only a few trans-

A close reading of 

the Pentateuch 

and beyond 

reveals women in 

roles of strength 

and influence. 
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lations indicate this. The Song 
of Songs presents full female 
equality in the marriage rela

t i o n s h i p . T h e 
noble wife and 
mother of Proverbs 
31 is characterized 
th ree t imes as a 
woman of strength. 

Thus, I suggest 
that yes, feminists 
have been right to 
force at tention on 
the ongoing abuse 
of women by men. 
But they have been 
wrong in one of 

their basic assumptions that 
Hebrew patriarchy is a prime 
cause of this long-standing op
pression of women. The patri
archal system is a pivotal issue 
in feminist understanding of 
female repression. However, 
the matriarchy actually exhib
ited within the Hebrew Bible 
suggests a vastly different per
spective than that implied by 
feminist literature. 

A close r ead ing of the 
Pentateuch and beyond reveals 
women in roles of strength and 
influence. Hebrew patriarchy 

must be allowed to be de
fined in the light of its origi
nal context. And when so 
done, the details recorded 
in the Hebrew Bible seem 
to indicate a rather equi
table s i tua t ion between 
male and female. This 
continues up to the time 
of the Israelite monarchy 
with even the various 
household tasks shared 
equally by both gen
ders. Not only women, 

bu t also men such as 
Abraham, Jacob, and Esau are 
seen cooking. And both male 
and female are seen taking care 
of the animals. Following the 
establishing of the throne in Is
rael, the narrative focus dra
matically shifts to royal person
ages and c o u r t i n t r i g u e . 
Whereas prior to the monarchy, 

women and men were seen in 
basic equivalence, from this 
point on the woman slowly dis
appears in narrative records, 

T i f f i n s * . 

thus fulfilling textually God's 
ear l ie r w a r n i n g to Israel 
through Samuel of the pivotal 
changes that would occur if Is
rael insisted on a king. 

Feminists are right in de
manding redress of the long-ac
cumulating record of the sub
jugation of women. But they 
need to rethink the cause of 
this repression. The matriarchs 
of the Hebrew Bible are not 
suppressed women. For, as we 
have seen, Hebrew women are 
highlighted in the Pentateuch 
and beyond with considerable 
prominence. Indeed, if Sarah 
and Rebekah and other Hebrew 
matriarchs could engage mod
ern feminism, would they not 
chide the simplistic castigation 
of t he i r v igo rous p o s i t i o n 
within Hebrew patriarchy? 

'J- R Fokkelman, Narrative Art in 
Genesis: Specimens of Stylistic and Struc
tural Analysis (Amsterdam: Van 
Gorcum, 1975), pp. 92-94. 

2Janice Nunnally-Cox, Fore-Mothers: 
Women of the Bible (New York: Seabury, 
1981), p. 20 (emphasis added). 
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