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. . . greet you in the Lord.

I Tertius . . .
Priscilla Papers here begins its thirty-seventh year. As many of our 
readers know, all issues—dating back to 1987—are freely available 
at CBEInternational.org. A complete index is online as well.

� is issue gathers earlier articles, a best-of collection so to 
speak. � e rational, however, is not simply to reprint our best 
articles. Rather, the focus of this issue is to re-introduce readers 
to certain high-quality and still-relevant articles that tackle 
aspects of the complex problem of violence against women. We’ve 
included the following:

• 1997: Catherine Clark Kroeger speaks truth to power 
in a speech given to Washington DC elites, including 
President Bill Clinton.

• 2006: Scarlet Hai Yin Fung Tsao o� ers wisdom about 
various aspects, including legal aspects, of supporting 
adult survivors of child sexual abuse.

• 2014: Aída Besançon Spencer promotes healthy marriage 
in an article about the Song of Songs.

• 2015: Chuck Pitts sheds light on the ancient and modern 
sin of human tra�  cking through a careful reading of 
Judges 19.

• 2020: Jessica Ste� ck examines what Deuteronomy 22, a 
particularly di�  cult passage, says about rape.

In addition to the above articles, we have included two new 
reviews of books published in 2022: Amy Peeler’s Women and the 
Gender of God (Eerdmans), reviewed by Todd Edmondson, and 
William Spencer’s � ree in One: Analogies for the Trinity (Kregel 
Academic), reviewed by Christa McKirland.

As I scoured the Priscilla Papers index in preparation for this 
issue, I noted the many reviews we have published over the years 
of books that deal with abuse. A partial list follows:

• Barbara Sapinsley, � e Private War of Mrs. Packard, 6/1 
(Winter 1992), reviewed by James Beck.

• Catherine Clark Kroeger, Nancy Nason-Clark, and Barbara 
Fisher-Townsend, eds., Beyond Abuse in the Christian Home, 
24/2 (Spring 2010), reviewed by Jean Lane Dimock.  

• Nancy Nason-Clark, Catherine Clark Kroeger, and Barbara 
Fisher-Townsend, eds., Responding to Abuse in Christian 
Homes, 25/3 (Summer 2011), reviewed by Victoria Fahlberg.

• Marnie Ferree, No Stones: Women Redeemed from Sexual 
Addiction, 25/3 (Summer 2011), reviewed by Margaret 
English de Alminana.

• Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn, Half the Sky, 26/1 
(Winter 2012), reviewed by John DelHousaye.

• Elizabeth Gerhardt, � e Cross and Gendercide, 29/4 (Autumn 
2015), reviewed by Shaun Brown.

• John Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 29/4 (Autumn 2015), 
reviewed by Christa McKirland.

• Elaine Storkey, Scars Across Humanity, 30/4 (Autumn 2016), 
reviewed by Kevin Giles.

• Kevin Giles, � e Headship of Men and the Abuse of Women, 
35/2 (Spring 2021), reviewed by Jonathan Tysick.

• Diane Langford, Redeeming Power: Understanding Authority 
and Abuse in the Church, 35/3 (Summer 2021), reviewed by 
Sue Bailey.

I recommend to you all of the scholarship mentioned above—
articles, reviews, and books. Finally, please note that CBE’s 
magazine, Mutuality, also has much to say about violence toward 
women. See, for example, the Spring 2013 issue on the theme 
“Rape and Sexual Violence” (Mutuality is also available online).
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Witnessing Against Abuse
From Priscilla Papers 11/1 (Winter 1997) 32–33

Catherine Clark Kroeger

Editor’s Note, by Gretchen Gaebelein Hull, 1997: � e newly 
formed Advisory Council on Violence Against Women, co-chaired 
by Attorney General Janet Reno and Secretary of Health and 
Human Services, Donna Shalala, is seeking to maximize the impact 
of the Violence Against Women Act by recruiting the collaboration 
of national leaders from law enforcement, the media, colleges and 
universities, sports, health care, primary and secondary education, 
the corporate workplace and also from religion. On October 11, 
1996, leaders from many faiths and religious groups gathered in 
Washington DC at an interfaith breakfast, with President Clinton 
as honorary chairperson of the event. � e Attorney General gave 
the key-note address, and leaders of various faith communities 
were asked to respond brie� y. Speaking for evangelicals, Catherine 
Kroeger made the following remarks.

God said to Cain, “� e blood of your brother Abel cries to me 
from the ground.” What of the blood of thousands of our sisters? 
Does not that blood too cry out to God and to our consciences?

Although we evangelicals are a diverse group, one of our 
common distinctives is a commitment 
to the authority and inspiration of 
Scripture. We believe that the Hebrew 
Bible and the New Testament are 
the inspired Word of God, our only 
infallible guide in matters of faith and 
practice. � e Bible condemns violence 
scores of times, as well as stalking, lying in wait, word-twisting, 
threatening, and other forms of abuse. � e Scriptures are quite 
explicit that the duty of the righteous is to deliver the oppressed 
from the hand of the violent.

Yet how o� en we hear of desperate women who go to the 
church for help, and then are sent home to highly dangerous 
situations along with the instruction to “Be more submissive and 
the problem will take care of itself.” � is is not the calling of a 
church or of an individual believer. � e Bible says: “Do justice 
and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor 
the one who has been violated. . . . Is not this to know me?” says 
the Lord (Jer 22:3, 16).

Sometimes we have endorsed a theology that made our 
ultimate priority the preservation of a certain power structure 
within the family—even at the price of human life. Jesus indicated 
that other priorities were higher (Matt 10:35–37; Luke 12:53) and 
Jesus once asked: “Is it lawful to do good or to do harm, to save 
life or to kill?” (Mark 3:4).

Our � rst obligation to a battered woman is not to o� er bad 
advice but to o� er assistance in � nding safety for her and her 
children. � is may well include transportation, lodging, and 
allocation of appropriate resources. Certainly it will include 
prayer, counseling, and a network of emotional support. She 

should be allowed, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to 
come to her own decision about how to proceed without being 
subject to pressure or opprobrium.

� e Apostle Paul wrote that the Christian community should 
take decisive action when a domestic o� ense becomes known in 
its midst, and that there is to be zero tolerance for abuse.1

And what of the o� ender, o� en more persuasive than his 
victim and all too o� en a person of in� uence in the congregation? 
Such people may be mentored, monitored and ministered to, but 
must not gain our sympathy or support. � ey must be made to 
face the consequences of their own behavior. Twice in the New 
Testament, batterers are speci� cally disquali� ed from church 
leadership.2 And the prophet Isaiah declared: “You cannot strike 
one another with wicked � sts and expect your prayers to be 
heard on high” (Is 58:4).

Some folk have received the mistaken impression that a 
man has a God-given right to handle in his own way whatever 
goes on in his own household. Notably, however, our pilgrim 
forefathers were very stern in their handling of domestic abuse. 

� ey viewed abuse as a community 
concern that must be addressed and 
� rmly corrected. � e pilgrims were 
indeed committed to the precepts 
of the Scriptures, but they insisted 
that the Bible must be read in the 
light of human reason and serious 

scholarship.3 We can do no less today.
� ese Scriptures were written long ago, and they must be 

studied diligently. We must ask: What does the text say in the 
original language? What did the text mean to the people to 
whom it was � rst directed? And � nally, how should it be applied 
to us in today’s world?

One concept that needs to be addressed is the metaphor of 
the “head” as it is used in the New Testament, where the wife 
is bidden to submit to the husband, who is called her “head.” A 
misconception at this point can readily become a breeding ground 
for abuse. � e ancients made many interesting observations about 
the signi� cance and function of the head within the body, but 
the notion of dominance was not among them. More frequently 
the understanding is one of communication, interconnection 
and involvement with other parts of the body.

We should next consider the meaning of the Greek word 
translated as “submit” in passages about women. It most de� nitely 
does not indicate that women should become door mats. It can 
indeed mean to obey or yield to the wishes of another, but it can 
also mean to adhere to, associate with, identify with, be loyal to, 
behave responsibly toward someone, or relate in such a way as to 
make meaning. Such concepts are needed in building healthy, 
non-violent marriages embodying love, respect and honor.

The Bible was never intended as a 
weapon of oppression. It is instead an 
instrument of liberation, reconciliation 
and healing.
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�e Bible reveals women as created in God’s image equally 
with man, equally gi�ed and endowed, of equal worth. We 
must meet the needs of both men and women �rmly, creatively 
and constructively. �e Bible was never intended as a weapon 
of oppression. It is instead an instrument of liberation, 
reconciliation and healing.

Editor’s Note, February 2023: �is article, by CBE’s founding 
president Catherine “Cathie” Clark Kroeger, �rst appeared in 
Priscilla Papers early in 1997 (11/1 [Winter 1997] 32–33). (Her 
cofounders were Alvera Mickelsen and Gretchen Gaebelein Hull, 
who was the �rst editor of Priscilla Papers.) I encourage you to 
read, not only this powerful and still-timely article, but also 
the Summer 2011 issue of Priscilla Papers, which was a tribute 
to Kroeger’s life and ministry. �at issue included an article on 
her commitment to combatting abuse (Nancy Nason-Clark, 
“Tribute to Dr. Catherine Clark Kroeger: Her Life and Legacy 
on Issues of Abuse,” 25/3 [Summer 2011] 13–17). It also includes 
a tribute by Priscilla Papers editor Bill Spencer, which includes 
such descriptions as, "one of the most amazing people I have ever 

met," "a globally renowned statesperson who made things happen," 
"enriching every life she touched," "alive to countless areas of 
need," " formidable knowledge of Greek," and also mentions her 
classic book I Su�er Not a Woman as well as an organization she 
founded, "Peace and Safety in the Christian Home." Catherine 
wrote many articles for Priscilla Papers, including two that she co-
authored with her husband, Richard (All Priscilla Papers articles 
are freely available online.)

Notes
1. Editor’s note, 2023: See, for example, 1 Cor 5:1–5, Gal 5:19–21, 

Eph 5:11–13.
2. Editor’s note, 2023: Kroeger translates plēktēs in 1 Tim 3:3 and 

Titus 1:7 as “batterer.” See Catherine Clark Kroeger and James R. Beck, 
eds., Women, Abuse, and the Bible: How Scripture Can Be Used to Hurt 
or Heal (Baker, 1996) 243.

3. Editor’s note, 2023: �is commitment is evidenced, for example, 
by their preference for the Geneva Bible, which “was furnished with 
a number of helps for the reader not previously available in English 
Bibles.” Bruce M. Metzger, “�e Geneva Bible of 1560,” �To 17/3 (Oct 
1960) 343.
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Judges 19 as a Paradigm for 
Understanding and Responding to Human Trafficking

From Priscilla Papers 29/4 (Autumn 2015) 3–6 
Chuck Pitts

Judges 19 contains a seldom read, let alone studied or 
discussed, story of misogyny, subjugation, rape, murder, and 
dismemberment. Determining how to handle such atrocities in 
the Bible makes texts such as these di�cult to address. More 
than thirty years ago, Phyllis Trible labeled Judg 19 as one of the 
“texts of terror” in the Hebrew Bible (along with the stories of 
Hagar, Tamar, and the daughter of Jephthah).1 Texts of terror 
tend to be avoided unless the reader can clearly separate the 
perpetrators of evil in the text from themselves. David Garber 
and Daniel Stallings have argued that the church must stop 
ignoring sexually explicit texts “because the story of the Levite’s 
concubine and the brutality contained therein speak vividly to 
issues of sexual violence that persist to this day. �e silencing of 
sexually explicit biblical texts in American churches mirrors the 
silencing of issues of sexual violence in contemporary society.”2 
�is article will begin with a look at various approaches to 
exegesis of this text and then seek to show that we cannot exempt 
ourselves from this text of terror in light of its application to the 
twenty-�rst century problem of human tra�cking, especially 
sex tra�cking.

The Biblical Story

First, here is the story. A Levite (hence, an apparently important 
man) from the hill country of Ephraim took a concubine from 
Bethlehem. A concubine was a woman used for a man’s pleasure 
without the legal protection of a primary wife;3 indeed, some 
would argue that the concubine in Judg 19 is not a “wife” at all, 
but is part of a “mistress-type relationship.”4 �e primary wife is 
not mentioned in this narrative, which lends a bit of irony to the 
story. �e concubine le� the Levite and returned to her father’s 
house in Bethlehem, either because she committed adultery or 
because of some type of mistreatment of or by the Levite. �e 
Hebrew text uses the verb zanah, which is normally translated 
“prostitute” or “fornicate,” to describe her behavior. However, 
the Septuagint Greek version uses the verb orgizō, meaning “to 
be angry” (followed by RSV and NRSV). �is could suggest that 
she became angry or disgruntled and le� him. �e reason for 
the Masoretic Text’s reference to sexual in�delity is unknown, 
although suggestions have been made. Several interpreters have 
suggested a metaphorical meaning for “prostitution” or “sexual 
sin,” much like Jeremiah and Hosea use the concept of sexual 
in�delity as a metaphor for Israel and Judah’s relationship 
with God. �us, the act of leaving her husband was an act of 
unfaithfulness.5 Since neither the Levite, the woman’s father, 
nor the narrator ever mentions any act of unfaithfulness, the 
metaphorical reading seems justi�ed, perhaps as an act of 
autonomy, as Ackerman suggests.6 However, the reader soon 
learns that the woman had no autonomy. 

Four months a�er she le� him, the Levite went a�er his 
concubine. He took with him two donkeys and a male attendant. 
A�er several days of hospitality and negotiation between the 
Levite and her father—with no input from the woman herself—
the Levite le� to return to Ephraim with his concubine. �e 
journey began late in the day, so night was approaching before 
they reached their �nal destination. �e male servant suggested 
that they stop in non-Israelite Jebus (later to become Jerusalem), 
but the Levite refused, preferring instead to proceed into the 
familiar territory of the tribe of Benjamin. One was better o� 
with “brothers” than “strangers,” a�er all. A bit farther up the 
road, they entered the Benjaminite town of Gibeah. A�er no 
local resident o�ered hospitality, an Ephraimite who was living 
in Gibeah o�ered them the safety of his home (relative safety, 
as it turned out). A�er they had settled in for the evening, some 
men of Gibeah came to the door demanding sexual pleasures 
from the stranger who had entered the house. �e Ephraimite 
defended the rights of his guest, the Levite, by o�ering the men 
his own virgin daughter and the Levite’s concubine for their 
pleasure, since it was an “outrageous thing” to abuse a visitor 
(a male visitor, that is). Cheryl Exum points out that male rape 
by another male would have been a “de-gendering” of the 
man.7 �e Levite threw his concubine to the men, who ravaged 
her. A�er being gang raped throughout the night, the woman 
dragged herself to the threshold of the house, and there the 
Levite found her the next morning. He could not rouse her from 
her unconscious state, so he placed her on the donkey and made 
the trip home. 

A�er he arrived home, the Levite took a knife and 
dismembered her body. Interestingly, the Hebrew text gives no 
clue whether the concubine was already dead when he cut up 
her body.8 �e Septuagint apparently assumes her death, and the 
Levite claims that she was dead in his explanation in the next 
chapter, to which we will soon turn. �e Levite cut his concubine 
into twelve pieces to broadcast the sin of the Gibeahites to his 
own tribal relations. All the people who saw it (apparently those 
receiving the body parts) said, “Such a thing has never been seen 
or done, not since the day the Israelites came up out of Egypt” 
(Judg 19:30 NIV). We will return to this statement later in this 
article; however, a brief summary of the events of Judg 20–21 is 
�rst necessary, since as Jan Fokkelmann has pointed out, Judg 19 
cannot be read apart from Judg 20–21.9

In Judg 20, the Levite meets with the representatives of the 
recipients of the body parts for an explanation. �e people of 
Israel gather at Mizpah to hear from the Levite, asking him “How 
did this evil thing happen?” �e Levite’s answer is important and 
is thus quoted here in its entirety:
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To Gibeah of Benjamin I came, I and my concubine, to 
spend the night. And the leaders [lit. “lords”] of Gibeah 
surrounded the house at night because of me. �ey 
intended to kill me, and my concubine they humiliated and 
she died. So I grabbed my concubine. I cut her into pieces, 
and I sent her to all the land of the inheritance of Israel. For 
they committed a shameful act—a foolish act—in Israel. 
Look here, you children of Israel, give your word—give 
counsel here. (Judg 19:24–27, author’s translation)

�is brief account given by the Levite warrants comment. First, 
the Levite leaves out several events found in the earlier narrative. 
He neglects to say that the men of Gibeah �rst tried to “humiliate” 
him and only took the concubine as a last resort. In fact, the same 
Hebrew word that the Levite uses—nĕbalah, translated “foolish 
act” here—was used by the host in Judg 19 concerning the 
planned act against the Levite. Gale Yee comments,

�e Levite manipulates the real outrage against his wife 
(which he himself caused) to exact retribution for the 
attempted outrage against himself. He could not reveal 
to the tribes that he was almost raped by dissolute men. 
He would have incurred dishonor and loss of prestige. 
Instead, he manipulates his relationship with a woman 
in order to maneuver his male relations to accomplish 
his personal vendetta against Gibeah.10

More importantly, he neglects to tell his fellow Israelites that 
he himself had sent the concubine out to the men of Gibeah, 
choosing to have her humiliated rather than himself.

Second, the Levite adds elements to the earlier narrative 
account. He calls the men of Gibeah “lords” or “leaders” (Hebrew 
ba’ale). �is could have the e�ect of making the attack an o�cial 
act of the city, rather than of a rabble as suggested by the original 
narrative account. He also states that the men “planned to kill” 
him, while the narrative states that they wanted sexual relations 
with him. Also, he adds in this report that 
his concubine “died” as a result of the 
attack. However, the previous narrative 
does not include her death (except in the 
LXX translation, probably a later addition 
to remove the possibility that the Levite 
actually killed the ravaged woman himself). �e results of the 
Levite’s report were both immediate and severe. �e Israelites 
immediately began plans to punish the men of Gibeah. However, 
when the tribe of Benjamin refused to surrender the guilty men 
to the other Israelites, a civil war erupted and virtually all the 
men of Benjamin were killed in the ensuing battles.

If the story ended with the rape of the concubine and 
subsequent destruction of the men of Benjamin, the results 
would be tragic. However, the actual end of the story is even 
worse. �e Israelites were remorseful that an entire tribe was 
destroyed and decided they needed women to repopulate 
Benjamin. �eir solution to the loss of Benjamin’s men was to 
conquer the town of Jabesh-Gilead—killing everyone except 
four hundred young virgins—and taking their virgins to 

repopulate Benjamin. Unfortunately, there were not enough 
virgins in Jabesh-Gilead for all the men of Benjamin, so virgins 
participating in a ritual celebration at Shiloh were kidnapped 
and given to the men of Benjamin. �us, the punishment of 
Gibeah for the rape of the Levite’s concubine was more rape! As 
Alice Keefe concludes, “there is an element of dark absurdity 
in both the horror of the woman’s fate at the hands of the 
Levite and the horror of a war among the tribes which is to no 
purpose except mass death and more rape.”11 �e tragic irony 
of this reality is an appropriate point of departure to discuss 
interpretive approaches to Judg 19–21.

Connections with Sex Trafficking

Because sex tra�cking is a relatively new addition to social 
justice discussions, no monograph on Judges makes a connection 
between human tra�cking and the events of Judg 19. Several 
current studies have focused on the topic of rape in the Hebrew 
Bible. Alice Keefe’s study, “Rapes of Women/Wars of Men,” 
leads the way. She points out that the Hebrew word translated 
above as “foolish act” is also found in the narratives of the rapes 
of Dinah in Gen 34 and Tamar in 2 Sam 13.12 Other emphases 
for interpretation include homosexuality, hospitality, and 
gender inequality. Although some recent interpreters continue 
to emphasize a condemnation of homosexuality in Judg 19, this 
does not seem to be the point of the text, but a side issue.13 In 
fact, Michael Carden argues that a man penetrated by another 
man demasculinizes the man, causing the man to lose his 
position as a male in the male-dominated society.14 �us, while 
gender inequality is certainly a signi�cant interpretive matter in 
the text, homosexuality is tangential. �e role of hospitality is 
important to the text, since the Ephraimite host in Gibeah o�ers 
his virgin daughter and the Levite’s concubine to maintain 
the honor of his guest; we will return to this topic later in the 
study. �e studies of Trible, Exum, and Ackerman argue that 
the primary interpretive issue in Judg 19 (interestingly with little 

interest in Judg 20–21) is the subjugation 
of women in ancient Israelite culture. In 
fact, Ackerman states that the “entire plot 
concerns the concubine’s inability to exert 
any control over her own fate.”15 �at 
the inequality of gender is important in 

reading this text—and exegeting the ancient culture—is without 
debate, but these authors probably do overstate the “entire plot” 
of the story. �e events represent the downfall of a society, the 
lack of shalom in a community, or a “Canaanization”16 of Israel, 
where “there is no king and everyone does as he sees �t” (Judg 
21:25). One might argue that “everyone does as he sees �t” is an 
appropriate description of modern western culture, with human 
tra�cking as an example of this characteristic.

How do these events mirror modern human tra�cking, and 
more explicitly, sex tra�cking? First, as Mitzi Smith wrote in one 
of the few studies that connects Judg 19 with human tra�cking, 
“travel or journey provides a . . . framework for . . . the story.”17
Much of modern tra�cking is predicated on the ability of 
tra�ckers to transport victims across borders or even across 

The punishment of Gibeah 
for the rape of the Levite’s 
concubine was more rape!
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town, normally in circumstances where the victim’s travel rights 
are limited. Typically, this travel begins with “dreams of a better 
and di�erent life.”18 �e concubine �ed from her husband to her 
father, presumably for a better life. Smith compares the plight of 
the runaway wife to the one million to three million runaways 
on America’s streets—the country’s most vulnerable population. 
Not to mention the much larger global number! In the end, 
however, her travel was restricted by both her father and the 
Levite. Her father negotiated her back to her husband, and she 
again travelled. �is travel, unfortunately, 
was completely in the control of her 
husband. Even as she lay at the threshold, 
the Levite continued her journey. As Smith 
has commented, “�e young woman’s 
terror in the night will not interfere with 
the Levite’s business in the day.”19 Carried 
even further, her �nal travel incited a retributory war—even a�er 
she was dead and dismembered.

A second similarity between the Judg 19 concubine and sex 
tra�cking victims is anonymity. Actually, all of the characters 
in the story are anonymous, but the concubine is anonymous, 
hidden, and silent. She is the only character in the story who 
never speaks. Keefe states, “Her narrative silence points to the 
eclipse of any speaking of truth in the midst of this black and 
bloody comedy.”20 In her silence, the concubine seems to be 
the only person in the narrative with no identity of her own. In 
comparison, a modern sex tra�cking victim from Cambodia 
testi�ed that: 

I want you to remember we are not “problems,” we are 
not animals, we are not viruses, we are not garbage. 
We are �esh, skin and bones; we have a heart, and we 
have feelings. We are a sister to someone, a daughter, a 
granddaughter. We are people, we are women, and we 
want to be treat [sic] with respect, dignity. And we want 
rights like the rest of you enjoy.21

�e term “invisible” is o�en used to describe victims of human 
tra�cking.22 In fact, a recent documentary on sex tra�cking 
was entitled, “In Plain Sight,” because these victims are 
invisible, even in plain sight.23 �e concubine—like modern sex-
tra�cking victims—was invisible, except when the men wanted 
her seen. 

�is brings into view the third similarity in our story to 
modern human tra�cking—patriarchalism. As Smith points 
out, the concubine’s “victimization is concealed behind ideas 
of patriarchal normalcy.”24 In the ancient Near East, as in 
most of the world today, men had authority, power, and o�en 
authorization to abuse and even tra�c women.25 In Judg 19, 
“hospitality occurs among men.”26 Andrew Ng has suggested, 
in fact, that “the rape and murder of the concubine is meant . . 
. to indict the patriarchal system and to expose the entrenched 
sinfulness of the men—fathers and husbands who are supposed 
to function as guardians,” but have “renounced this vital role for 
cowardly self-preservation.”27 Men need not be bothered with 

women or servants. When the “brothers” in Gibeah come for 
the Levite, two women are o�ered by the host in his place. As 
Smith stated, “an acceptable substitute for sexually ravishing one 
man is the o�ering up of two women.”28 �e Levite subjugated 
and oppressed the concubine and clearly had no problem with 
other men doing the same—and worse. As Trible stated, the 
male who could have been protector becomes the procurer.29
Stone has pointed out that the honor of the man was at least 
partially dependent upon his ability to control the women in his 

care—and under his control.30 In the same 
way, modern human tra�ckers control 
and subjugate victims in this system of 
patriarchal normalcy. Furthermore, in 
many family systems (especially, though 
not exclusively, non-western) fathers and 
brothers in authority over women in the 

family will sell or trade women into sex-tra�cking.31
Finally, and not unrelated to the patriarchal issue, in both 

Judg 19 and modern human tra�cking, the myth of familiarity 
and homogeneity hides the realities of pain, rape, abuse, and 
treachery. �e concubine’s father would not protect her. �e host 
in Gibeah would not protect her. �e Levite would not protect 
her. At the end of the night, she is le� lying sprawled before the 
door of safety, behind which all the men slept, prompting one 
writer to state, “the Knights in Shining Armor inside the house 
were snoring.”32 In modern tra�cking, familiarity o�en hides 
tra�cking. Modern-day sex tra�ckers place themselves in 
relationships with victims, and potential victims, that appear to 
be caring, loving relationships. �ey pretend to love the victims 
in order to place the victims in positions of vulnerability.33 
Children are pimped by their parents. Women are sold by 
brothers and husbands. Behind the façade of familiarity lies a 
web of deceit and destruction.

At the end of the story in Judg 19, the concubine is literally 
cut into pieces, perhaps symbolizing the destruction that had 
already occurred in her life. As Trible points out, she has no one 
to mourn for her. “Passing her back and forth among themselves, 
the men of Israel have obliterated her totally. Captured, betrayed, 
raped, tortured, murdered, dismembered, and scattered—this 
woman is the most sinned against.”34 As Garber and Stallings 
write, “her broken body communicates far more than her words 
ever could have expressed: �e nation of Israel is in chaos and 
something must be done.”35 Like the concubine’s broken body, 
the oppressed, wounded, and devastated bodies of victims of 
sex-tra�cking in the twenty-�rst century cry out. Christine, a 
survivor who was born into sex slavery in Minnesota, writes 
these words:

It is no small achievement to survive sexual slavery. 
Survivors are split into pieces, fragmented, broken, 
�lled with despair, pain, rage, and sorrow. We have been 
hurt beyond belief. We are silent; we are numb. Our 
eyes see, our ears hear, but we do not tell. Our voices 
are nonexistent, but even if they did exist, who would 
believe what we have to say? Who would listen? Who 

The concubine is anonymous, 
hidden, and silent. She is the 
only character in the story who 
never speaks.
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would care? We are dirty, ruined, despised, the whores 
of the earth. �e men who use us throw us away. We are 
their garbage to piss on, to pile up in the corner. We are 
their property, they own us. �e rest of you turn your 
backs, avert your eyes, pretend not to see, go on your 
way. You leave us to the predators.36

How to Respond?

�e above quotation from a survivor slaps us in the face with 
a question: what can we do? First, we can recognize that the 
conclusion of the Judges narrative is incorrect. �e narrator said, 
“Such a thing has not happened or been seen” before (v. 30). �is 
statement is simply untrue. �ese scenes have been repeated 
for millennia! In scripture, Dinah was raped. Tamar was raped. 
Jephthah’s daughter was sacri�ced. �e concubine was raped 
and murdered. �e virgins of Jabesh-Gilead and Shiloh were 
kidnapped and raped, even if in culturally sanctioned marriages. 
We must stand up for the victimized. 

Second, we must recognize the evil as evil. What masquerades 
as shalom is actually evil. �e men of the story saw life as shalom. 
�e concubine knew better, but those in power were saying 
with the false prophets of Jeremiah’s day, “Shalom, shalom,” 
but as Jeremiah retorted, “�ere is not shalom here” (Jer 6:14). 
As Garber and Stallings concluded, “In a society where women 
and children are becoming the victims of horrible violence at 
an alarming rate, all is not well.”37 We must speak up for the 
silenced, for the oppressed, for the victimized. Our world, like 
that of the Levite and concubine, is broken and �lled with evil. 
We must speak the truth into this world. 

�ird, to quote Trible, “We must take counsel to say ‘Never 
again.’ Yet this counsel is itself ine�ectual unless we direct our 
hearts to that most uncompromising of all biblical commands, 
speaking the word not to others but to ourselves: Repent. 
Repent.”38 �is repentance must include a confrontation of the 
evil. No one came to the defense of the concubine. She could 
get to the threshold of safety but never over that threshold. 
Lapsley concludes: 

�e narrator [of Judg 19] gently encourages us to read 
this story so that we will evaluate the actions of the 
characters, yes, but also, and equally importantly, so 
that we will enter sympathetically into the experience 
of these characters, to sit and weep and cry out with the 
Israelites, because they are us.39

Yes, the Levite, concubine, father, Ephraimite host, and 
Gibeahites are us. And the experience of the concubine is the 
experience of millions of women in our world—even in the 
“enlightened west.”40 We must act! To remain ignorant and living 
in blissful—and sinful—ignorance cannot su�ce any longer. �e 
expectations of the biblical Creator and the Son Jesus are clear: 
Care for the oppressed and the captive and the helpless. Repent! 
And repentance must include action! 

Editor’s Note, 2023: Priscilla Papers has published several 
articles about the horrifying story at the end of Judges: Gretchen 

Gaebelein Hull, “A New Testament Perspective on the Treatment of 
‘Everywoman,’” 9/2 (Spring 1995) 9–11; Craig Keener, “A Negative 
Model of Manhood in Judges 19,” 9/2 (Spring 1995) 7–8; Elaine A. 
Heath, “�e Levite’s Concubine: Domestic Violence and the People 
of God,” 13/1 (Winter 1999) 10–20; Deirdre Brouer, “Voices of Outrage 
against Rape: Textual Evidence from Judges 19,” 28/1 (Winter 2014) 
24–28; Chuck Pitts, “Judges 19 as a Paradigm for Understanding 
and Responding to Human Tra�cking,” 29/4 (Autumn 2015) 3–6, 
reprinted in the current issue (37/1 [Winter 2023]); Evelyn Sweerts-
Vermeulen, “He Made Her Play the Harlot: Judges 19 through the 
Lens of Domestic Abuse,” 35/3 (Summer 2021) 15–19; and Kimberly 
Dickson, “Rape, Dismemberment, and Chaos in Judges 19–21,” 36/1 
(Winter 2022) 4–8. �e complete Priscilla Papers index is available 
at https://CBEInternational.org.
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The Case of Virgin Rape: Deuteronomy 22
From Priscilla Papers 34/1 (Winter 2020) 3–6

Jessica Stefick

In 2012, sixteen-year-old Amina Filali killed herself by 
ingesting rat poison a�er being forced to marry her rapist by 
the Moroccan judicial system.1 While the situation might shock 
us, her response comes as no surprise since Amina would have 
shared the bed of her rapist for the rest of her life, giving him 
the “right” to repeat the initial act inde�nitely. Sadly, such an 
arrangement is no stranger to ancient Israel’s law. �is article 
will evaluate three patriarchal themes that arise from the literary 
and historical contexts of Deut 22:28–29 in order to produce 
three outcomes: a greater understanding of the law’s original 
sociological intentions, its potential theological implications, 
and recommendations regarding how the contemporary church 
might respond to such a text.

The Law and Its Context

If a man meets a virgin who is not engaged, and 
seizes her and lies with her, and they are caught in 
the act,  the man who lay with her shall give ��y 
shekels of silver to the young woman’s father, and 
she shall become his wife. Because he violated her 
he shall not be permitted to divorce her as long as 
he lives. (Deut 22:28–29 NRSV)

�e law under discussion is found within a larger grouping 
of laws (Deut 22:13–30) that seem to fall under the seventh 
commandment, the prohibition of adultery.2 Within this 
grouping appears a subset of laws pertaining to rape. �e 
penalty for the rape of an unengaged virgin, the law under 
discussion, concedes to prescribe the least severe of the available 
punishments (Deut 22:23–29). �e rape of a married or engaged 
woman—implying “ownership” of the woman was already 
guaranteed by the payment of a bride-price—always leads to the 
male perpetrator’s death (Deut 22:23–25). Two considerations 
in�uence the assessment of a rape case: the extent to which a 
woman appeared to have consented and her status in relation 
to a man.

Notwithstanding, scholars argue whether we can speak of the 
Deuteronomic law as having a category for sexual assault/rape, 
since this category, in our modern de�nition, depends on the 
victim’s (lack of) consent.3 While the man is said to aggressively 
seize the woman in order to lie with her, in the purview of 
Deuteronomic laws women were not granted what we might 
call “bodily integrity”; that is, they did not necessarily have the 
authority to give their consent.4 Further, neither the law under 
discussion nor any extra-biblical evidence attempts to empower 
the female victim to speak on her own behalf. While Deut 22:27 
provides that a woman’s scream may serve as her ability to refuse 
consent, this is only credited to her if she is immediately found. If 
it is her word against her attacker’s a�er-the-fact, sadly, her word 
will not hold. In this way, the �rst patriarchal theme imposed by 

Deut 22:28–29 comes to light: failure to take seriously a woman’s 
voice about an issue that a�ects her wellbeing. 

In order to properly discuss the scope of the law, the extent 
of the patriarchal context of ancient Israel must be determined. 
In Israel, like many other ancient cultures, “violence and 
domination [were] central to the discursive production of the 
gender subject,” that is, the male subject.5 Consequently, the 
Deuteronomic law, having been produced in such a cultural 
milieu, seems to understand rape as what Harold Washington 
considers an inevitable expression of masculinity since it needs to 
be addressed in the �rst place and only refers to the case of a male 
committing such an act.6 �is is also re�ected in the retribution 
of rape, which changes according to the way a woman is (or 
is not) attached to a man, always serving to protect the male’s 
entitlements and privileges.7 In this way, injury to a woman was 
primarily viewed as an injury to her father, husband, or �ancé.8

In the case of an engaged woman who had been raped, the 
consequence for the perpetrator was always death (Deut 22:23–
27). �is is due to the fact that the bride-price had already been 
paid for the woman, which meant that the act of rape was a direct 
a�ront to the reproductive “rights” of the man who “possessed” 
her by paying her bride-price.9 In the case of an unattached 
virgin, the act of rape did not a�ront any man except her 
father. In this case, the only “right” taken away was the father’s 
“right” to his daughter’s bride-price, which could be settled by 
the payment of ��y pieces of silver (Deut 22:29). Notice, the 
settlement is made between two men without acknowledgment 
of the woman except for the fact that she had to marry her 
attacker without the possibility of him divorcing her.10 Arguably, 
the economic pro�tability of the victim’s virginity, ��y pieces of 
silver, is intended to outweigh the violation, humiliation, and 
injury su�ered by the victim.11 Albeit, the rape of a virgin in the 
Exodus code allowed the woman’s father to refuse the marriage 
but maintain the bride-price (Exod 22:6–17); nevertheless, 
the father remained in control of the woman’s future and the 
Deuteronomic code leaves this rather signi�cant stipulation out. 
�is observation leads to a secondary patriarchal theme that is 
maintained by Deut 22:28–29: placing concern for the wellbeing 
of the male above and instead of the female.

For these reasons it is tenable that the sociological intent of 
the Deuteronomic rape law was to protect the patriarch whose 
property, rights, and honour had been compromised, in this case, 
by devaluing his virgin daughter. Still, some scholars argue that 
the intentions of this law served to protect the victim, the virgin 
woman. Rightly, this position emphasizes that the violation 
of a young woman’s virginity included not only economic 
consequences that put her bride-price in jeopardy, but also 
social consequences that would have le� her unmarriageable in 
a society that venerated female virginity.12 Further, the demand 
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for a marriage (of the victim to her rapist) without the right 
to divorce is understood as ensuring lifelong provision for the 
woman and protection from the accusation of sexual impropriety 
as determined in 22:20–21.13

Despite these plausible attempts to justify or make sense of the 
law in question, such an interpretation of Deut 22:28–29 serves 
as an example of what Cheryl Anderson says “communicates 
the message that the faith tradition does not (and should 
not) consider the possibility that women might have di�erent 
yet valid perspectives” on an issue of tremendous concern to 
them.14 Attempting to view the restitution for the rape of a 
virgin as an example of a “reparative marriage” that bene�ts 
or protects the woman is to assume, 
as Washington notes, “the woman is 
somehow better o� in the household 
of her attacker than she would be if she 
remained in the household of her father 
or guardian.”15

Further, given that this law is 
casuistic (that is, it has developed over 
time as applied to various cases), it does 
not actually prohibit sexual violence 
against women, but stipulates “the terms under which a man 
may commit rape.”16 Reinhart suggests this law could have 
even incentivized rape as a way of securing an unbetrothed 
woman who was outside of a man’s social class, or whose father 
refused to give her in marriage.17 Equally important, the law 
under question “assumes that the deed will be found out” (v. 
28), but does not provide protection for the woman if the 
attack goes undiscovered and she seeks out justice on her own 
behalf.18 Rather, she is le� to deal with the consequences of Deut 
22:20–21. While some commentators might try to argue for the 
redemptive nature of the law, they overlook the fact that the law 
does not actually protect victims from attack in the �rst place 
nor provide an adequate remedy for violence and violation.19
Moreover, the law merely a�rms the reality that women were 
at men’s disposal.20

Compared to rape laws in the greater ancient Near East, 
retribution in the Deuteronomic code is far less radical. 
Nineteenth-century BC laws from the Mesopotamian city-
state of Eshnunna, for example, call for the death of a man 
who seizes a woman forcibly without the consent of her 
parents, depriving her of her virginity.21 Middle Assyrian rape 
laws require that the rapist pay triple the normal bride-price, 
marry the victim upon being given the father’s consent, and 
be denied the right to divorce.22 In Assyrian law, if the rapist 
had a wife the “measure-for-measure punishment” was added, 
which included that the victim’s father could have the rapist’s 
wife raped and then keep her.23

Considering the lenient rape laws of Deuteronomy, compared 
to other ancient Near Eastern cultures, and the fact that the law 
did not actually ensure protection for the virgin woman, the 
potential theological implications of the law code remain rather 
inconclusive. While some provision of protection may be seen in 

the attempt to make sure a woman was not le� desolate (socially 
and maritally) post-rape, it is wrong, and in fact disturbing, 
to view the forced marriage of a victim to her perpetrator as 
demonstrative of YHWH’s protective nature.24 Jeremiah might 
shed some unwanted light on this subject when he prophesies 
about Judah’s impending captivity, “it is for the greatness of your 
iniquity that your skirts are li�ed up, and you are violated. . . . I 
myself will li� up your skirts over your face, and your shame will 
be seen” (Jer 13:22, 26 NRSV). Eighteen chapters later, Jeremiah 
pictures YHWH as making a new marital covenant with Judah 
(Jer 31:31–33).

�is disturbing and confusing image is upsetting for many 
contemporary readers since it goes 
against the church’s role as a place 
of protection as well as the way the 
church rightfully understands YHWH’s 
protective nature. So, what this law 
might reveal about YHWH is either 
bound to cultural context, needing to 
be re-interpreted with a contemporary 
frame of reference, or is extremely 
troubling, or both. Nevertheless, Deut 

22:28–29 can be seen as enforcing a third patriarchal theme: the 
image of a male God who operates out of cruel logic rather than 
creative compassion.

The Law in Our Context

To our great despair, the mistreatment of women’s bodies is both 
a universal and perennial issue. Research shows that a quarter of 
women will face sexual abuse at some point in their life, and two 
women will be murdered by their current or former male partner 
each week.25 In this way, it becomes clear that the patriarchal 
themes that arise in Deut 22:28–29 have carried into the twenty-
�rst century. �ese connections, along with recommendations 
for the church moving forward, are threefold.

Repentance

Missing from widespread biblical interpretation is what 
Anderson cites as “conscientization . . . a process that seeks to 
make both the privileged and the non-privileged aware of the 
values of hierarchical systems in both written texts and the world 
around them that privilege some over others and that they have 
subsequently internalized.”26 We see evidence of the disregard 
of a woman’s voice about an issue that primarily pertains to her, 
not only in court cases, but in our own congregations by way 
of inadequate and uninformed interpretation that continues to 
determine the female experience as secondary. Does it do the 
church any good in our contemporary context to claim this law 
as a good option for the woman, as so many have? We might take 
Bruce Birch’s advice and move toward reclaiming the biblical 
text “from elements that distort or limit its moral witness” 
as Deut 22:28–29 does;27 practically, the church does this by 
donning the garments of repentance that cease to reconcile, 
explain, or justify a text of terror such as Deut 22:28–29.

With this attitude of repentance 
the church might move forward in 
the way it handles cases of sexual 
assault and rape, giving women 
a safe place to heal from male-
instigated trauma, and a platform 
to be taken seriously.
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While we claim our holy book to be countercultural, this 
law reveals a cultural limitation within it.28 �e character of 
YHWH as a just and loving provider that we read of earlier 
in Deut 10:18 and later in 31:6, for example, does not seem to 
be fully rendered in 22:28–29. As Morgan Reinhart suggests, 
Deuteronomy “could have ordered that a rapist cannot marry 
his victim, but must provide �nancial support for her for his 
entire life . . . or have ordered that rape victims are in no way 
sullied or unmarriageable, while their attackers are both.”29
We must �nally admit that “justice” for the virgin is actually 
a life sentence of pain, not redemption. With this attitude 
of repentance the church might move forward in the way it 
handles cases of sexual assault and rape, giving women a safe 
place to heal from male-instigated trauma, and a platform to be 
taken seriously.

Mourning

An article in the New York Times talks 
about the era of social media as “a period 
when the whisper network moved online 
and became a shout. Suddenly, in a way 
they never had before, women have a voice, 
people are listening, and men are paying 
consequences.”30 Historically, Christianity 
has failed to elevate women to their proper status as bearers of 
God’s image (Gen 1:27), and in turn, has failed to validate the 
female experience.31 Instead, it has typically enforced an ancient 
patriarchal system in a world that can no longer operate in such a 
way. In doing so, the church has o�en prioritized the reputation 
of male perpetrators. �e church will move forward in pursuing a 
kingdom of redemption and healing when it is moved to mourn. 
We mourn for Israel’s women who were forced to share the bed 
of their rapist, mourn for women who are told to submit to men 
who have sexually, physically, and emotionally abused them, 
and mourn alongside survivors of rape. While we mourn, we 
remember that YHWH always acts in favour of those who have 
been previously disregarded and unheard.32 With this memory, 
the church might begin to embody the ful�llment of Rev 21:4, 
which imagines YHWH as wiping away every tear. Unlike our 
current situation, what an incredible turn of events it would 
be if the church, rather than social media, became the primary 
platform for women to be taken seriously!

Action

Finally, the church is to stand actively with women against the 
systems of oppression that we ourselves have enacted. We do this 
by actively �ghting against rape culture, which Elaine Storkey 
de�nes as, “the use of misogynistic language, the objecti�cation 
of women’s bodies, the glamorization of sexual violence and the 
entitlement given to men” that de�nes manhood as dominance 
and sexual aggression.33 We also do this by rethinking the way 
we talk about YHWH, such as resurfacing the female attributes 
of YHWH that might present a di�erent side of Deut 22:28–29. 
Consider, for example, Isa 66:13, which speaks of YHWH saying, 
“As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort  you; and 

you shall be comforted in Jerusalem” (NRSV). One can hardly 
imagine this motherly �gure condemning her daughter to share 
the bed of her attacker. In this way, the church embodies both 
repentance and mourning by taking any means necessary, even 
challenging the way it typically speaks about YHWH, to assure 
that the occurrence of Deut 22:28–29 and the demeaning of a 
woman’s personhood is no longer re�ective of our faith tradition. 
By doing so, the church can continue the trajectory of the text—
justice in light of an atrocious act—but learn from the ways that 
it fell short of protecting women then, and be moved to protect 
them now. Practically, we can start by ceasing to justify texts that 
are not wholly re�ective of the creatively compassionate protector 
that YHWH is.

Conclusion

Having evaluated the literary and cultural context of Deut 
22:28–29, it is clear that its primary sociological and theological 

intentions re�ect three prominent 
patriarchal themes. First, women were 
at a man’s disposal since their voice and 
ability to consent were faint. Second, the 
rights and entitlements of a male were to 
be protected at all costs. �ird, the law is 
re�ective of an incomplete, masculine 

image of YHWH, who operates out of cruel logic rather than 
creative compassion. �ese themes are not exclusive to Deut 
22:28–29 but appear in our contemporary context as well. 

Unfortunately for the credibility of the church, secular 
activists have led the Western world to acknowledge “that women 
are fully adult, fully responsible, [and] fully free partners with 
men in the human enterprise.”34 Accordingly, it is the church’s 
duty to move away from justifying inadequate interpretations 
of our sacred text, toward an informed understanding 
characterized by compassion and advocacy for victims and 
survivors of sexual abuse and rape. As such, it is with this lens 
that the patriarchal themes instilled in Deut 22:28–29 can be 
countered by repentance, mourning, and actively standing 
against our own systems of gendered oppression.
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The Song of Songs Celebrates God’s Kind of Love1

From Priscilla Papers 34/1 (Winter 2020) 3–6
Aída Besançon Spencer

Introduction
Romance novels are popular, especially among women. Romance 
�ction sells more than inspirational, mystery, science �ction, 
fantasy, or classic literary �ction. It had the largest share of the 
United States consumer market in 2012. What are the two basic 
elements in every romance novel, according to the Romance 
Writers of America? “A central love story and an emotionally 
satisfying and optimistic ending. . . . In a romance, the lovers 
who risk and struggle for each other and their relationship are 
rewarded with emotional justice and unconditional love.” More 
than ninety percent of the market is comprised of women.2

�e Bible contains numerous romances, but the Song of 
Songs according to Solomon is romance that is completely 
non�ction. �e Song of Songs has passion, competition, con�ict, 
and resolution. Even though the Song of Songs is “according 
to Solomon,” much of it is written from the feminine point of 
view. �e �rst and last voices are a woman’s. Almost two-thirds 
of the verses (62 percent) are quotations of the Shulammite 
(65 verses) or the daughters of Jerusalem (6.5 verses), while 
about one-third (38 percent) are quotations from Solomon (33 
verses) or the shepherd (11.5 verses).3 Moreover, more than �ve 
of the eleven verses of the shepherd’s words are being quoted 
by the Shulammite (2:10–14; 5:2b). Richard S. Hess agrees: “�e 
female voice dominates this poem to a greater extent than any 
other book or text of comparable length in the Bible.”4 Renita J. 
Weems also notes, “Nowhere else in scripture do the thoughts, 
imaginations, yearnings, and words of a woman predominate in 
a book as in the Song of Songs.”5 What is this woman like? A 
lover of God’s creation, she is sensual and passionate. Not shy, 
she takes initiative, seeking the shepherd, but is also responsive 
to him. She wants intimacy and is intimate within a basis of 
commitment. Nevertheless, being self-aware, she is cognizant of 
the danger of passions and love as a “mighty �ame” (8:6). She 
is literary, speaking with many analogies from nature. We learn 
that, for her, love is more important than wealth.

In a time of polygamy, the Song rea�rmed monogamy. It 
develops Genesis 2:23–24, what it means for a man and a woman 
to be “bone of my bones and �esh of my �esh” or “one �esh.”6
It describes God’s type of love—one that is �ercely jealous and 
a�rmative. It portrays a love that cannot be stolen by idols. �e 
love that is triumphant is a love of equals. 

�e Song of Songs is a wistful tract by Solomon supporting 
the fundamental appeal of monogamy over polygamy: Solomon, 
who could woo and win princesses from around the world, loses 
out to a simple shepherd in wooing a country vineyard keeper 
because the shepherd can love her truly.7

Interpreters di�er over how to under�and the Song. Does 
it have three or two8 primary �ara�ers, or is it simply an 
anthology (a colle�ion of poems on human love)?9 Should it 
be under�ood literally or allegorically?10 I have concluded that 

to interpret the Song of Songs as a drama and lyrical ballad11
with three primary �ara�ers (the Shulammite, Solomon, the 
shepherd, and, secondarily, as well, the daughters of Jerusalem) 
be� �ts all the data.12 Further, who is �eaking is identi�ed by 
the use of imagery. Imagery by or about Solomon tends to be 
more urban, �nancial, militari�ic, and related to travel. Also, 
the ancient Masorite scribes (and probably those earlier) used 
Hebrew letters to indicate paragraph markings in the Hebrew 
Bible. �ese may even have been in the earlie� original biblical 
scrolls.13 In the Song of Songs, the Hebrew letter samek (or the 
sethumai) tends to indicate a �ange of per�e�ive or locale, 
while the Hebrew letter pē (pethuma) indicates the beginning 
of the �nal conclusion at 8:11. In addition, in Hebrew, some 
pronouns are either masculine or feminine and help readers in 
discovering if an individual man or a woman is addressed. �e 
two men who court the heroine are presented in the �r� eight 
verses of �apter one. 

The Narrative of the Song Unfolds

�e Song begins with the Shulammite’s14 words of praise about 
Solomon: 

Let him kiss me with kisses of his mouth because 
more excellent (is) your love than wine. 

Your ointments (have) an excellent fragrance, 
oil poured out (is) your name,
on account of this, young women love you. 
Draw me. We rush a�er you. 
�e king brought me (into his) chambers. (1:2–4)15 

�e Shulammite is a vineyard keeper, dark from the sun. She has 
not been concerned about her appearance (1:6). She has been 
given authority and responsibility by her family as the watcher 
of the vineyard (1:6). She takes initiative throughout, seeking the 
shepherd. Phyllis Trible agrees: “She works, keeping vineyards 
and pasturing �ocks.” She is “independent, fully the equal of the 
man.” O�en “she initiates their meetings” and is “bold and open.” 
“�e man of Genesis 2 once le� his father and mother to cleave 
to his woman (v. 24); now the woman of the Song bids her man 
make haste, and in this bidding all others are le� behind.”16 She is 
the only daughter of a family with more than one brother. She is 
wooed by two men, one of whom is Solomon himself. 

King Solomon is most impressive. His appeal is materialistic. 
He has power, is encased in expensive fragrances, and is sensual. 
His dramatic entrance is akin to the entrance of a movie star or 
idol. �e Shulammite describes it: 

Who is this ascending from the wilderness like 
columns of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and 
frankincense, with all scent-powders of traders? 

Behold, (it is) Solomon’s sedan chair, 
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Sixty mighty men round about it, mighty warriors of 
Israel, 

all seizing a sword, being instructed in battle; 
each man (seizing) his sword upon his thigh from 

terror by night. 
King Solomon made for himself a palanquin from the 

wood of Lebanon.17
He made his pillars of silver, his back of gold, his seat 

of purple cloth, 
its center inlaid with love from the daughters of 

Jerusalem. 
Go forth, and go see, daughters of Zion, upon King 

Solomon, 
upon (his) crown, crowned by his mother, 
in the day of his wedding ceremonies (engagements), 
in (the) day of the joy of his heart. (Song 3:6–11)

From afar, he comes, the dirt in the desert is raising clouds (or 
smoke from incense burned before the procession), like a per-
former preceded by mist from a fog machine. He is surrounded 
by sixty warriors, each grasping a sword. Solomon sits regally on 
a purple cushion in their midst with the sedan chair re�ecting its 
silver and gold. His crown has been given to him by his own queen 
mother, Bathsheba. Solomon has power, wealth, status, and glitter.

�e competing suitor, the shepherd, a neighbor and friend, 
with his companions, feeds a �ock of sheep in the countryside, 
possibly even in the land owned by the king.18 �e Shulammite 
asks him:

Tell me, whom my soul loves, where do you feed your 
�ock, where do you cause them to lie down at 
noon? 

Why should I be one veiling herself near �ocks of 
your companions? (Song 1:7)

�e Shulammite calls the shepherd the one “whom my soul 
loves” (1:7). She seeks him out. �e shepherd invites her to bring 
her �ocks to be near them:

If you continue to know not, you fairest among women, 
go out by footprints of the �ocks and feed your kids, 
near (my) companions’ tents. (Song 1:8)

�us, both the Shulammite and the shepherd work as laborers. 
Even though the shepherd addresses her as “fairest among wom-
en” (1:8), yet he eagerly responds to her request and assumes they 
can work together as colaborers.19 �ey are companions (5:2). 
�ey have a relationship of equality and mutuality.20

While the shepherd responds in action, Solomon seeks to 
attract the Shulammite by his extended complimentary speeches, 
which mainly describe the Shulammite’s physical appearance and 
the expensive jewelry she will have: 

To my mare, in chariots of Pharaoh,
I have compared you, my beloved companion.
Your cheeks are pleasing with strings of jewels,
Your neck with a string of beads.
Plaits of gold—we will make for you,
With ear-pendants of silver. (Song 1:9–11)21

We return to the Shulammite’s perspective as she describes her 
presence now at the king’s mansion. She depicts her passionate 
feelings with the expensive fragrance of myrrh: 

While the king (sat) at his round table,
nard gave fragrance.
A little bag of myrrh, my beloved (is) to me, 
between (my) breasts, it lodges; 
a cluster of the henna blossom, 
my beloved (is) to me, in vineyards of En-gedi. (Song 

1:12–14)

Solomon again appeals to the Shulammite’s beauty and points 
out his own luxurious and expensive surroundings: 

Behold, you (are) beautiful,
My beloved companion, behold you (are) beautiful, 
your eyes (are) doves.
Behold you (are) beautiful,
My beloved, as well as pleasant as our canopy-bed is 

luxurious.
�e beams of our houses (are) cedars,
Our paneling (are) cypresses. (Song 1:15–17)

In contrast, the Shulammite identi�es herself with the beauty and 
scent of nature: “I (am) a �ower of the Sharon seacoast, a lily 
of the plains” (2:1). Meanwhile, Solomon, being in his younger 
years, when he had only sixty wives and eighty concubines (6:8), 
begins to compare the Shulammite to the wives and concubines 
he already has. (Later he will have seven hundred wives and three 
hundred concubines [1 Kings 11:3]!) �e Shulammite, according 
to Solomon, is “as a lily between thorn-bushes, . . . among the 
daughters” (2:2). In his eyes, his other women are “thorn-bushes” 
in comparison to her.

�e Shulammite then continues to describe her presence at 
the king’s mansion:

As an apple-tree among the trees of the forest, 
so my beloved (is) among the sons.
Under its shade, I delighted greatly,
and I sat and it bore fruit sweet to my mouth.
He led me to the banqueting-house 
And his banner over me (is) love.
Revive me with raisin cakes,
Refresh me with apples because I myself fall sick 

(with) love.
Let his le� hand descend to my head,
His right embrace me. (Song 2:3–6)22

As a result, the Shulammite is caught up with physical desire for 
Solomon. She warns the daughters of Jerusalem, the wives and 
concubines of Solomon (6:8–9), about the power of seductive 
passion, what scientists have analyzed as dopamine:23

I adjure you, daughters of Jerusalem,
by female gazelles or by deer of the �eld,
(do not) cause to awake 
and utterly evoke love,
until it please you. (Song 2:7)
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�e scene now jumps back to the shepherd.24 �e shepherd does 
not have a dramatic entrance signifying power and wealth. Rath-
er, his appeal is his intimacy. He is a friend and companion with 
similar interests who supports her career as vineyard keeper and 
shepherd. He is handsome, strong, healthy, and his speech “most 
sweet” (5:16).

My beloved is like a gazelle or a young stag,
Behold, there, standing behind our walls,
Looking through the windows,
Gazing through the lattices. (Song 2:9)

His speech to the Shulammite is quoted by her: 

My beloved replied and said to me:
“Rise up, come, my beloved companion, my fair one, 

and come away,
Because, behold, the winter is passed on, 
the rain shower moved away; it is gone.
�e blossoms appeared on the earth,
(the) season of song has arrived,
the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land. 
�e �g tree put forth her early �g, 
and the blossoming vines give fragrance.
Arise, my beloved companion, my fair one, and walk. 

(Song 2:10–14)25

He encourages her to join him as they together explore what 
God has done in the �elds out in nature. He also knows and 
tells her that she is “fair” and “beautiful” and his “beloved 
companion” (2:13–14).

�e Shulammite then re�ects on the shepherd, emphasizing 
the key characteristic about him that is unique and contrasts with 
Solomon: “My beloved belongs to me and I belong to him” (2:16a). 
If the Shulammite is “a lily among the plains,” the shepherd then is 
“the one shepherding among the lilies” (2:16b). �e Shulammite 
then re�ects further about the shepherd, describing him “as my 
gazelle or a stag” (2:17), a frequent image used by the Shulammite 
(e.g., 3:5).26

“�e one my soul loves” is a term used by the Shulammite 
only for the shepherd. In the midst of a dream at night, the Shu–
lammite seeks him, but does not �nd him at �rst (3:1–4). His 
voice has been elusive in this song, in contrast to Solomon’s. �e 
shepherd has only a few direct quotations (1:8; 4:12–15; 5:1), but 
also some indirect quotations (2:10–14; 5:2). As Solomon has 
launched a major onslaught to win the Shulammite, apparently 
she has felt the shepherd’s in�uence waning, so, in a dream she 
seeks and eventually �nds him and brings him home: 

On my bed by night (night-dream) I sought (the) one 
my soul loves,

I sought him and found him not.
I will rise now and I will go about in the city,
In the streets and in the plazas,
I will seek the one my soul loves.
I sought him and I did not �nd him.
�e watch, going about in the city, found me: 
“Did you see (the one) my soul loves?”

Soon a�er I passed by them, 
I found (the one) my soul loves.
I grasped him and did not let go
Until I brought him to the house of my mother 
and chamber of my conception. (Song 3:1–4)

She repeats the earlier warning not to awaken love too early (3:5).
Solomon now makes his grand entrance with his sixty warriors 

(3:6–11), followed by another, even more extensive a�rmation of 
the Shulammite’s physical beauty (4:1–11). She has dovelike eyes, 
long, dark hair, all her teeth, and regal posture.27 He calls her his 
“beloved companion” and “bride” (4:7, 9), but does not embark 
with her on a mutual activity, as does the shepherd. Instead, he 
enchants her with the travels and views they will see (4:8).

�e Hebrew text has the letter samek at the end of 4:11, which 
may indicate a change in perspective. Probably, it is now the 
shepherd who intercedes, pointing out that the Shulammite 
has not yet fallen for Solomon: “a garden locked is my sister, 
bride, a spring locked, a spring sealed up” (4:12).28 As a result, 
the Shulammite invites him to herself, “my garden,” to eat “his 
harvest of fruit” (4:16), and he responds, “I come to my garden, 
my sister bride” (5:1).29

�en the Shulammite has another dream as she falls asleep 
(5:2).30 She hears her beloved knocking: “Open to me, my sister, 
my female companion, my perfect dove” (5:2a). �e shepherd’s 
hair is enveloped with the fragrance of the night dew, he has 
taken o� his shoes, he has extended his hand through an opening 
of her house to call her attention and grasped myrrh in his hand 
(5:2–5). But, when the Shulammite opens the door, the shepherd 
has disappeared. Since he is “the one my soul loves,” her soul has 
gone forth with him. �is time, when she searches for him, the 
city watch beat her and wound her (5:6–7). Her passionate love has 
turned into a nightmare. When the Shulammite asks the daughters 
to help her �nd her beloved, they respond with a question:

What is your beloved more than (another) beloved,
Fairest among women;
What is your beloved more than (another) beloved,
thus you adjure us? (Song 5:9)

She describes the shepherd as “wealthy” in his looks and sweet in 
his speech, altogether precious:

My beloved (is) dazzling and ruddy,
More outstanding than a myriad:
His head (is) pure gold,
His locks a swaying palm branch, black as a raven,
His eyes as doves upon a ravine from the sea,
Bathed with milk, dwelling upon a border.
His cheek as a bed of balsam, towers of herbal spices;
His lips (are) lilies dripping with �owing myrrh.
His hands (are) rods of gold �lled with precious stone,
His body (is) polished ivory covered (with) sapphires,
His legs (are) standing alabaster set upon golden 

pedestals,
His appearance as Lebanon, distinguishing as cedars.
His mouth (is) sweet,
His (is) all precious.
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�is (is) my beloved and this (is) my friend,
Daughters of Jerusalem. (Song 5:10–16)

Solomon’s main appeal has been the attraction of his powerful 
wealth, but the Shulammite takes Solomon’s appeal and attributes 
it metaphorically to the shepherd. In her eyes, his face (etc.) really 
is his fortune! �e daughters of Jerusalem agree to look for the 
shepherd, together with the Shulammite:

Where has your beloved gone,
Fairest among women;
Where has your beloved turned away,
And we will search for him with you? (Song 6:1)

He has returned to his gardens to feed his �ock and to gather lilies 
(6:2). Who is the Shulammite’s true love? “I am my beloved’s and my 
beloved is mine, the one feeding his �ock among the lilies” (6:3).31

Solomon must be sensing that he is losing the Shulammite. He 
responds with another extended description of the Shulammite 
(6:4–9).32 He calls her unique among the other sixty queens and 
eighty concubines and young women without number, all of 
whom praise her (6:8–9).33 However, the Shulammite descends 
to her own valley, to her own noble people (6:11). �e daughters 
try to call her back (“Return, return, Shulammite, return, return, 
and we will look on you” [7:1a MT; 6:13 LXX]). �en Solomon, 
again, for the �nal time, responds with an extended description 
of the Shulammite. He calls her noble and describes her physical 
attributes: “a king is captured,” in her locks of hair (7:6 MT [7:5 
LXX]; 2–10 MT [1–9 LXX]).34

But, again, the Shulammite responds to the shepherd. “I myself 
am my beloved’s and his desire is upon me” (7:11 MT [7:10 LXX]).35
As before, she seeks the shepherd in the garden and with him 
explores the spring, the buds of the vine (6:11; 7:12–13 MT [7:11–12 
LXX]). She wants to give her love to him (7:13 [7:12 LXX]–8:3). 
Once more, the Shulammite warns the daughters of Jerusalem not 
to awaken love until they are ready (8:4).36 Next, the daughters 
see the Shulammite coming from the pasture, leaning upon her 
beloved, and she explains to the shepherd that she awakened him 
“under the apple tree” (8:5). Nature was their matchmaker. 

�e Shulammite explains the essence of true love: 

Set me as a signet ring upon your heart,
As a signet ring upon your arm,
Because strong (forti�ed) as death is love,
Harsh as Sheol is jealousy,
Her �ashes are �ashes of �re,
A mighty �ame,
Many waters cannot overcome love,
Rivers cannot drown it.
If a man would give all a�uence of his palace for love,
Derision will despise him. (Song 8:6–7)

Love is jealous and powerful. �e Song builds up to the Shulammite’s 
decision and exclusive claim that only the shepherd can o�er—full, 
sole commitment. A signet ring was worn on the right hand, made 
o�en of a precious stone. On the stone was engraved the seal: 
the name or insignia of an important person. �is seal marked 
ownership and legal assent to a contract. �e ring normally could 
not be torn o� (Jer 22:24–27). It was permanent. It was a sign of 

a genuine promise. One did not change one’s ring every day, as if 
it were a decoration. For example, when Tamar asked Judah for a 
pledge that he would give her a baby goat, he gave her his signet 
ring because he was serious about his promise, and the ring would 
identify him without a doubt (Gen 38:17–26). �erefore, one has 
to treasure and value this ring. God tells Zerubbabel that God 
was going to make him like a signet ring because he had chosen 
Zerubbabel to lead Israel (Hag 2:23). Zerubbabel was valuable and 
precious to God. So, in analogy, the Shulammite wanted to be 
treasured or valuable. She was unique, created in God’s image. She 
wanted her husband to treat her as special.

�e Shulammite wanted to become the sign of the shepherd’s 
own identity. He no longer belonged to himself—he belonged to 
her. She now belonged to him. If normally that ring was worn 
on one’s right �nger, she, instead, wanted him to press that 
ring—herself—upon the so� clay or wax of his own heart, his 
inmost self (Job 38:14). His love for her had to be genuine. She 
also wanted him to place that ring upon his arm. �e shepherd’s 
arm was what he used to gather the lambs and carry them close 
to his chest (Isa 40:11). With these same hands and arms he could 
embrace her: “O that his le� hand were under my head and his 
right would embrace me!” (Song 8:3). On the arm, the seal would 
be de�nitely public, an outward sign. �e shepherd’s beloved 
had to become an inward and outward sign of his own identity. 
�e shepherd and the vineyard keeper had two independent 
identities that were becoming intertwined. �ey will be one �esh. 

What could the shepherd do that Solomon never could? He 
could be monogamous—a “one woman” man (1 Tim 3:2, my 
translation). He could focus only on his wife, his friend, his 
“sister.” As the Shulammite said: “I am my beloved’s and my 
beloved is mine” (Song 6:3; also 2:16). �ere are no sixty wives 
who would share his love (not to mention eighty concubines!).

�e signet ring was a symbol of a contract. �e Shulammite 
wanted a permanent relationship. Glitter, status, power, and 
money are not permanent. You never can be sure these attributes 
will remain. But love is eternal. How permanent? “Strong (or �erce 
or forti�ed) as death is love, hard (or heavy or harsh) as Sheol (or 
hell) is jealousy” (8:6). What kind of love does this biblical couple 
want from each other? �e Hebrew uses an intensive verb (‘adad; 
“to be strong, forti�ed” [8:6]) and a noun (Sheol, referencing 
something ultimate) to describe it: a love that is as permanent, as 
powerful, and able to lock up a beloved’s heart—and as forti�ed 
to keep that one faithful—as death: a �erce love so complete that 
it wreaks total devastation on all other claims. �is love cannot 
be satis�ed with anything except complete faithfulness. �at is 
the point of the second image—“As heavy or harsh or hard as the 
grave is its jealousy.” 

In another of Solomon’s inspired books, Proverbs, he uses 
Sheol, or the grave or hell, as a symbol of something completely 
insatiable. Proverbs 27:20 tells us Sheol—the realm of death—is 
never satis�ed. Proverbs 30:15b–16 adds that three things are 
never satis�ed; four never say “enough”: (1) Sheol, or hell or 
death, (2) the barren womb, (3) the desert for water, and (4) the 
�re that consumes. Each never says “enough!” �is is the kind of 
love God has. God is described throughout the Old Testament 
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as a jealous God. �e second commandment in Exodus 20:4–5 
states: “You shall not make for yourself an idol. . . . You shall 
not bow down and worship them; for I the Lord your God 
am a jealous God.” �ose who break this commandment are 
punished down through the generations, but those who keep 
it are rewarded with God’s “steadfast love,” promised by God 
“to those who love me and keep my commandments” (Exod 
20:6). Human love and the covenant of marriage are designed 
by God and modeled on such “steadfast love.” We are made to be 
jealous people who guard our spouse’s a�ection exclusively and 
who reward our beloved’s faithful love with our own steadfast 
love. By this we mirror the nature of the God who made us. 
Our love should be like the consuming �re we hear about both 
in the Song of Songs 8:6 and in Proverbs 30:16—a cauterizing, 
purifying, re�ning �re that cannot be put out. �is is a love that 
is like a natural phenomenon. It cannot be bought. �is is a love 
that can only be bestowed.

What Lessons Can We Draw from the Song of Songs?37 

1. Solomon and the shepherd competed for the Shulammite. 
But, she chose by love, common interest, friendship, and 
exclusiveness. Weems concludes that “the Song of Songs advocates 
balance in female and male relationships, urging mutuality not 
domination, interdependence not enmity, sexual ful�llment not 
mere procreation, uninhibited love not bigoted emotions.”38
Lloyd Carr agrees: “�ere is nothing here of the aggressive male 
and the reluctant or victimized female.”39 Tremper Longman 
adds, “Love is mutual, exclusive, total and beautiful.” �e couple 
have an “egalitarian” relationship that contrasts with Genesis 
3:16.40 When we marry, we forsake all others for an exclusive 
human love. �is covenant is permanent—our hearts are pressed 
with each other’s brand as our signet seal. 

2. Life is full of ups and downs. �e traditional vow of marriage 
promises for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health. So, we need 
to keep our eyes on the common values that bring us together, to 
keep us supported through life, no matter what happens. 

3. As we build our love on companionship, friendship, mutual 
interests, and monogamous love, we are building on the blueprint 
of God’s love so that our marriage will re�ect God’s perfect love 
and God will bless us. When we promise faithful love to one 
another until death parts us, that promise re�ects a deeper love 
that is eternal. Faithful human love honors God’s eternal love.

4. Just as the Shulammite maiden longed to be treasured and 
cherished, we need to treasure and cherish one another and focus 
on one another in a godly marriage. We are each other’s. God’s 
gi� to each couple is the other.

5. We need to love each other with a permanency that boldly 
contrasts with the serial, throwaway relationships and marriages 
we see out in the world. Jewish and Christian marriages are 
marriages ordained by the eternal, jealous, exclusive God who 
loves with a steadfast love. �erefore, we need to honor and 
encourage a re�ection of that steadfast love in one another so we 
will not ever stir up that ferocious jealousy in each other. One 
of William Congreve’s most quoted statements is, “Heaven has 
no rage like love to hatred turned, nor hell a fury like a woman 

scorned.”41 He was on solid biblical ground, and his observation 
applies to both partners. We are made to protect our love.

In conclusion, exclusive marriage is one of God’s greatest 
blessings. It is a true source of joy and a means of grace. It is 
�lled with rewards for those who honor it. It comes with a 
blessing and a spiritual lesson. It mirrors the nature of the God 
who created us and will not only draw us together with each 
other, but also together with God.

�e Shulammite summarizes to the daughters of Jerusalem 
what Solomon humbly le� as a vestige of courting a woman who 
did not become his sixty-�rst queen:

Solomon had a vineyard at Baalhamon. He gave the 
vineyard to keepers, each will turn in, when bearing 
fruit, thousands in silver. My vineyard, which (is) 
mine, (is) for myself. May the thousands (be) to 
you, Solomon, and two hundred (silver coins) for 
the keepers of his fruit. (Song 8:11–12)42

�e Shulammite has decided not to be enticed by Solomon’s great 
wealth. He can keep his thousands of silver pieces. Solomon may 
own the mountains of spice, but her beloved who runs around 
in them is more desirable. �e Song of Songs ends with the 
Shulammite calling out to her beloved shepherd to “hasten” 
and “be like a gazelle or a stag, a hart upon the mountains of 
fragrance” (8:14).

Women and men are interested in love, whether they read 
romance novels or not. Since God is love (although love is not
god [1 John 4:8]), God is the best one to teach us about genuine 
love. Genuine love is passionately monogamous, mutual, and 
founded upon companionship. In this sacred lyric ballad, God’s 
beautiful created world is love’s matchmaker. No other wealth is 
needed. No other show is required. Solomon’s advice in Proverbs 
has been reiterated in his Song of Songs: “Rejoice in the wife of 
your youth, a lovely deer, a graceful doe. May her breasts satisfy 
you at all times; may you be intoxicated always by her love” 
(Prov 5:18b–19). In the Song, the wife rejoices in the husband 
of her youth, a handsome, graceful, and athletic “gazelle.” His 
companionship satis�es her at all times. She is intoxicated by 
his love.
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32. He uses imagery of “Jerusalem” and military images such as “a 
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33. A samek closes 6:9. Possibly 6:10 is the voice of the daughters 

reiterating Solomon’s perspective.
34. He again uses military imagery (“thighs like forti�cations” [7:2], 
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35. �e samek at the end of 7:11 indicates that therea�er the 

Shulammite addresses the shepherd.
36. A samek at the end of 7:4 indicates a change of person.
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40. Longman, Song, 62, 66.
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42. �e Hebrew letter pē at the end of 8:10 indicates the conclusion 
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Song of Songs: How the Lyric Ballad is Like a Drama 
Each asterisk represents the Hebrew letter samek, indicating a change 
of person, perspective, or locale. �e double asterisk represents the 
Hebrew letter pē, indicating that the conclusion will follow.

1:1 Title
Scene 1: Introduion
All key characters are introduced in the �rst seven verses. Solomon is 
presented as enticing, popular, and a challenge to the shepherd (1:2–4). 
�e relationship of honesty between the Shulammite and the daughters 
is shown. �e character of the Shulammite is shown and information 
on her is given (1:5–6). In contrast, the shepherd is hard to �nd, spends 
time around �ocks. �e shepherd invites the Shulammite to join him 
(1:7–8).43

1:2–4 Shulammite and daughters of Jerusalem about Solomon *
1:5–6 Shulammite to daughters
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1:7 Shulammite to shepherd
1:8 Shepherd (daughters) to Shulammite *

Scene 2: Solomon and the Shulammite
Solomon focuses on the Shulammite (1:9–11). His appeal comes 
through. �e Shulammite is at Solomon’s house (1:12–14). Solomon 
focuses on the Shulammite (1:15–17), his �rst extended appeal (twenty-
one Hebrew words). �ey converse (2:1–2); the Shulammite responds to 
Solomon (2:3–6). �e Shulammite gives a refrain to the daughters (2:7). 

1:9–11 Solomon to Shulammite
1:12–14 Shulammite at Solomon’s *
1:15–17 Solomon to Shulammite

2:1 Shulammite to Solomon
2:2 Solomon to Shulammite

2:3–6 Shulammite about Solomon
2:7 Shulammite to daughters *

Scene 3: �e Shulammite and the Shepherd
�e Shulammite describes the shepherd (2:8–9). She recalls the shepherd’s 
words and his appeal (2:10–14). She responds to the shepherd (2:15–17) 
and she seeks the shepherd by night, in a dream (3:1–4). �e Shulammite 
gives a refrain to the daughters (3:5). 

2:8–9 Shulammite about shepherd *
2:10–14 Shepherd to Shulammite, cited by the Shulammite (2:13 *)
2:15–17 Shulammite to shepherd * (2:16 Shulammite to 

daughters?)
3:1–4 Shulammite about shepherd

3:5 Shulammite to daughters *
Scene 4: �e Shulammite and Solomon
�e Shulammite describes Solomon’s impressive approach (3:6–11). 
He further focuses on the Shulammite, developing 1:15–17 (4:1–11, 126 
Hebrew words). �e shepherd defends the Shulammite and claims her 
for himself (4:12–15). �e Shulammite responds to the shepherd (4:16). 
�e shepherd responds to the Shulammite (5:1).

3:6–11 Shulammite about Solomon *  (3:8 *)
4:1–11 Solomon to Shulammite *  (4:7 *)

4:12–15 Shepherd (Solomon) to Shulammite
4:16 Shulammite to shepherd/Solomon/herself 44

5:1 Shepherd (Solomon) to Shulammite *
Scene 5: �e Shulammite and the shepherd
�e Shulammite seeks the shepherd by night, in a dream, where he 
visits, but she is thwarted (5:2–7). She asks help from the daughters 
(5:8). �e daughters ask about the appeal of the shepherd (5:9). She 
describes the shepherd’s appeal (5:10–16). �e daughters o�er to help 
the Shulammite (6:1). �e Shulammite describes why the shepherd is 
special (6:2–3). 

5:2–7 Shulammite about shepherd (shepherd to Shulammite, 5:2)
5:8 Shulammite to daughters
5:9 Daughters to Shulammite45

5:10–16 Shulammite about shepherd
6:1 Daughters to Shulammite

6:2–3 Shulammite about shepherd *
Scene 6: Solomon and the Shulammite
�is is Solomon’s third attempt to win over the Shulammite by focusing 
on her physical attributes (6:4–9, ��y-eight Hebrew words; see 1:15–17; 
4:1–11). �e daughters join in praise of the Shulammite (6:10). �e 
Shulammite begins to leave Solomon to return to her people (6:11–12). 
�e daughters call her back (7:1 MT; 6:13).

6:4–9 Solomon to Shulammite *
6:10 Daughters about Shulammite *

6:11–12 Shulammite to daughters  
7:1 (6:13 LXX) Daughters to Shulammite

Scene 7: Solomon and the Shulammite
�is is Solomon’s fourth attempt to win over the Shulammite by focusing 
on her physical attributes (7:2–10 MT; 7:1–9, 119 Hebrew words). �e 
Shulammite summarizes to the daughters, Solomon, and the shepherd 
why she prefers the shepherd (7:11).

7:2–10 MT (7:1–9 LXX) Solomon about Shulammite
7:11 MT (7:10 LXX) Shulammite to daughters *

Scene 8: �e Shulammite and the Shepherd
�e Shulammite invites the shepherd to join her (7:12–8:3). �e Shulammite 
gives a refrain to the daughters to watch out for the power of love (8:4).

7:12–8:3 (7:11 MT–8:3)46 Shulammite to shepherd
8:4 Shulammite to daughters *

Scene 9: �e Shulammite and the Shepherd

�e daughters respond to the joining of the Shulammite and the shepherd 
(8:5a); the shepherd responds to the Shulammite (8:5b). �e climax occurs 
when the Shulammite calls for the formalizing of their love (8:6–7).

8:5a Daughters about Shulammite
8:5b Shulammite about shepherd

8:6–7 Shulammite to shepherd *
Scene 10: �e Shulammite and the Daughters
In the denouement, the daughters talk about the possibility of love 
of another young woman (8:8–9). �e Shulammite explains how she 
obtained peace (8:10).

8:8–9 Daughters about sister47
8:10 Shulammite to daughters about shepherd **

Scene 11: Conclusion
�e Shulammite closes her relationship with Solomon (8:11–12), and 
she opens her relationship and future with the shepherd (8:13–14).

8:11 Shulammite about Solomon
8:12 Shulammite to Solomon

8:13–14 Shulammite to shepherd
Notes continued

43. Independently, my division of scenes is very similar to that of 
Bullock, Introduction, 242–54.

44. Jerome sees 4:16 as “the bride to herself ” (Treat, “Lost Keys,” 487).
45. Codex Sinaiticus and Jerome’s Old Latin. See 5:9 to refer to the 

“maidens and the guards of the walls” (Treat, “Lost Keys,” 490).
46. At 8:1, the Masoretic Text and the Septuagint (LXX) have the 

same numbering.
47. Jerome sees 8:8–9 as “the young men on behalf of the bride” 

(Treat, “Lost Keys,” 500).
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In the United States, it is estimated that there are between ��y 
thousand to more than one million instances of child sexual 
abuse (CSA) each year. Research shows that one out of every four 
girls and one out of every seven boys has been sexually abused 
before the age of eighteen. �is means that, “in any group of 
adults gathered together for ministry or another purpose, 15 to 
20 percent of the people present may have been sexually abused 
by an adult before the age of eighteen.”1 We may have relatives, 
friends, colleagues, and members of our church who are still 
haunted by the traumatic memories of CSA and tormented by 
its poisonous e�ects on their lives, but who choose to conceal 
their pain.2 Churches and caregivers should not ignore the needs 
of this silent group of su�erers. �is article discusses some of 
the major steps in the healing process of CSA survivors and how 
caregivers can be equipped to facilitate the process by adopting a 
multidisciplinary approach.

The Healing Process

CSA survivors have to be made whole both psychologically and 
spiritually. It is said that the healing process is like a spiral with 
di�erent stages and that the survivors have to move up and down 
the spiral and go through the di�erent stages repeatedly:

You go through the same stages again and again; 
but traveling up the spiral, you pass through them 
at a di�erent level, with a di�erent perspective. 
You might spend a year or two dealing intensely 
with your abuse. �en you might take a break and 
focus more on the present. . . . With each new cycle, 
your capacity to feel, to remember, to make lasting 
changes, is strengthened.3

1. �e Decision to Heal

�e �rst step toward recovery requires a CSA survivor to make 
a conscious decision to be healed. Time will dull some pain, 
but deep healing will not happen unless a person chooses to 
pursue it.4  Further, healing o�en takes years of commitment 
and dedication. �e initial stages of therapy can be especially 
unbearable at times as CSA survivors have to recall the incidents 
of abuse in their childhood. �us, caregivers should help them 
to appreciate the importance of the commitment required and 
support them to make the decision to gain wholeness.

2. Recalling the Past

It is common for CSA victims to suppress all or some memories 
of the abuse and/or their feelings at the time of the abuse as a 
means to cope with the traumatic experiences.5 At the beginning 
stage of the healing process, CSA survivors, therefore, have to 
try to regain memories of the abuse and their feelings relating 

to those incidents. Reconstructing the past is necessary since 
it will help CSA survivors understand the chains of events that 
led to any consequent damages. �is will then enable them to 
appreciate the real roots of their current problems.6 However, 
reliving the horrors of past abuses can be painful. Support for the 
CSA survivors is essential to help them get through this stage.

3. No More Denial—Believing and Acknowledging that the Abuse 
Did Happen

It is common for the sake of reputation and self-preservation for 
CSA survivors to deny both consciously and subconsciously that 
the sexual abuse really happened. Very o�en, “the pain (or fear) 
of admitting what a parent (or abuser) has done is so terrifying 
that children might block it out of their minds or create [an] 
illusory world.”7 Yet, denial makes CSA survivors live a life of 
lies and deny their true selves. In order for the CSA survivors 
to �nd healing, caregivers should encourage them to abandon 
their false reality and acknowledge that they were abused. Sadly, 
CSA survivors growing up with abuse may believe that what 
happened to them is normal. In that case, it may be necessary to 
help them realize that what they experienced was indeed sexual 
abuse and not what is expected in a healthy family.8

4. Breaking Silence

For most of their lives, CSA survivors live in secrecy and silence 
about the abuse. It is common for an abuser to silence a child 
with threats and lies, such as, “If you tell, you will burn in hell.” 
A threat like this may sound ludicrous to an adult, but it is 
su�cient to force a child into submission. In the book Ultimate 
Judgment: A Story of Emotional Corruption, Obsession, and 
Betrayal, Meg Clairmonte gives an account of how her stepfather 
abused her for nearly thirty years. Before his death, she seldom 
told anyone what had happened to her, not even her husband. 
Meg was asked once if her stepfather was sexually abusing her, 
but she denied it because “[t]he only thing [she] could think of 
was what Donald [her stepfather] had always told [her], the years 
and years of warnings he’d issued: Bad things will happen if you 
tell anyone, Margaret. Very Bad things. And you know that’s true, 
you know it. You’ll burn in hell.”9 Furthermore, CSA survivors 
may not disclose what happened because of shame. Worse still, it 
is not uncommon that, even if they do tell, no one believes them, 
not even their parents.10

�us, if a person discloses that he or she is a CSA survivor, 
it is essential to treat what he or she said seriously. In fact, it 
takes a lot of courage and trust for CSA survivors to disclose 
their long-hidden secret of abuse. Give them a listening ear and 
encourage them to continue to break the silence since that is a 
powerful healing tool for CSA survivors. Breaking silence will 
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enable them to move through the shame and secrecy that have 
been keeping them isolated. It will help them come out of the 
cocoon of denial and acknowledge that the abuse did happen. 
It will also help them acquire understanding, support, and help 
from others. Most importantly, it may help them realize that they 
are not alone. Encourage them to join a support group for CSA 
survivors. �ere they may be surprised to discover that there are 
many others like themselves who have been sexually abused and 
are no longer willing to su�er in silence.11

5. Dealing with Guilt—Understanding �at �ey Were Not to 
Blame for the Abuse

CSA survivors also have to deal with the issue of guilt. Caregivers 
must appreciate that it is very common for CSA survivors to 
blame themselves for the abuse. �is might happen because the 
abusers have justi�ed their actions with inadequate excuses like 
“I can’t help myself because you are sexy,” or “You’re a bad, nasty, 
dirty girl. �at’s why I’m doing this.”12 O�en, children who grow 
up with such lies cannot tell right 
from wrong or truth from untruth. 
�ey begin to see themselves as the 
cause for the abuse. Also, where the 
abuser is a person close to the child 
(e.g., his or her father), it will be more 
distressing for the child to accept 
that someone he or she loves does not 
have his or her best interests at heart. It is o�en easier to maintain 
the belief that the child was responsible for the abuse.13 Besides, it 
is “better to feel responsible than to feel vulnerable. Better to feel 
‘in charge’ than to realize the truth that there was nothing [one] 
could do to stop the powerful adult.”14  Caregivers should help 
CSA survivors see things in the right perspective and place the 
blame on the abusers instead.

Sometimes, CSA survivors may feel guilty and shameful for 
their failure to �ght o� sexual advances because, as children, they 
needed attention and a�ection from the abusers. In that case, 
remind them that it is natural for children to long for a�ection 
and attention from those who care for them. In addition, it is 
quite possible that, as children, CSA survivors were simply 
unable to protect themselves.15 O�en, they need to be reminded 
that this was not their fault. In some cases, CSA survivors may 
feel guilty for having allowed sexual advances to continue 
a�er they have grown up. Readers of a book like  Ultimate 
Judgment  initially may not be able to understand why a victim 
would allow her stepfather to continue abusing her sexually, 
even a�er she had been married and had a son.16  But, as Bass 
and Davis explain, the CSA survivors “may be an adult in age, 
but [they] are still responding from the perspective of a small, 
powerless child.”17  �eir boundaries have been violated since 
they were young and they have never been trained to say no to 
the abusers. CSA victims, therefore, may not be able to resist the 
advances and protect their boundaries although they are grown 
adults.18 �us, caregivers should help CSA survivors realize it is 
unfair to blame themselves in such circumstances.

6. Grieving and Mourning

As denial of the abuse is common among CSA survivors, most 
survivors may have never allowed themselves opportunities to 
grieve and mourn over their loss of innocence, betrayal by loved 
ones, and other damages they may have su�ered. Yet, grieving 
and mourning are necessary in the healing process since they 
are ways to honor one’s pain, let go of the past, and move forward 
in the healing process.19  �us, caregivers should assure CSA 
survivors that it is all right to mourn and should encourage them 
to do so.

7. Dealing with Anger

“Victims of abuse are o�en angry—very angry.”20  It is natural 
for CSA survivors to feel anger for the pain they have su�ered 
and the emotional paralysis that prevents them from functioning 
properly. It is, therefore, important for caregivers to reassure 
CSA survivors that it is all right for them to feel angry, and to 
encourage them to express their anger via healthy outlets (e.g., 

praying, journaling, writing 
angry letters, exercising, or 
becoming advocates for CSA 
victims), directing their energy 
at the right people (the abusers 
and those who failed to protect 
them).21  Otherwise, suppressed 
and unresolved anger may lead 

to depression and anxiety. If not careful, CSA survivors may 
displace their unresolved anger toward other innocent people 
like their spouses or themselves.

�e movie  Antwone Fisher22  provides a case in point. 
Antwone, the leading character in the movie, was someone with 
an “anger problem.” On one occasion, he hit a colleague who 
had teased him for being a virgin. It turned out that he could 
not control himself because he had been sexually and physically 
abused as a child and his colleague’s remarks �amed anger that 
had long been burning inside him. On the verge of being kicked 
out of the Navy, he began to see a psychiatrist who taught him to 
direct his anger at the abusers and encouraged him to confront 
them. Eventually, he did, and it set him free.

8. Confrontations

Confronting the abuser can be a powerful healing tool. It is a 
means to con�rm that one was deeply hurt by the abuser’s 
acts and to make clear to the abuser that the o�ence cannot be 
ignored.23 It is also a sign of the CSA survivors’ ability to break 
away from the abusers’ control. Instead of being powerless abused 
children, they can now stand up for themselves. As the abusers 
grow weaker, the CSA survivors grow stronger. �is happened to 
Antwone Fisher. At the end of the movie, he could move into a 
new phase of life a�er having confronted his abusers and those 
who had abandoned him. He became a grown man instead of a 
helpless child in an adult body.

Still, confrontation is not easy. Antwone Fisher was supported 
and accompanied by his girlfriend to confront the demons of 

Their boundaries have been violated since 
they were young and they have never been 
trained to say no to the abusers. CSA 
victims, therefore, may not be able to resist 
the advances and protect their boundaries 
although they are grown adults.
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his past. Likewise, CSA survivors will need much support from 
caregivers to complete this ordeal.

9. Forgiveness

Sometime during the healing process, caregivers may wish to 
encourage CSA survivors to forgive the abusers. Forgiveness is 
important as it allows CSA survivors to become liberated from 
the chains of the past and to experience a new freedom. It is also 
an essential step before CSA survivors can reconcile with the 
abusers and those who failed to 
protect them from the abuse (e.g., 
family members). �us, the CSA 
survivors, instead of the abusers, 
are the true bene�ciaries of this 
benevolent act. Caregivers have to 
remind victims that forgiveness 
is a choice. Forgiveness will not 
come naturally. A person chooses 
to forgive. It requires conscious choice on their part.24 However, 
caregivers must be careful of the appropriate timing. Caregivers 
should never push CSA survivors to forgive the abusers at the 
beginning of the healing process because they will not be ready 
to do so until they have had a chance to articulate their pain. 
Pushing them to forgive when they are not ready to do so will 
make them feel that the caregivers are denying the validity of 
their feelings.

10. Spirituality—Returning to the Loving Embrace of the Abba 
Father

Dan Allender points out, “�e devilishness of abuse is that it does 
Satan’s work of deceiving children about God’s true nature and 
encouraging them to mistrust Him. Fearing to trust God, the 
abuse victim will naturally choose other gods to provide her with 
life, whether alcohol, promiscuity, or approval-seeking.”25 CSA 
has a devastating impact of deafening its victims’ souls and 
making them turn away from God. �is occurs because, as the 
quotation suggests, CSA survivors may have a distorted image 
of God as a result of the abuse. Since parents are children’s �rst 
models of God, CSA victims may think that God is abusive and 
untrustworthy, if the abusers are their parents or parental �gures 
who have betrayed and abandoned them.26 �ey may also �nd 
it hard to believe that God is good and loving as they cannot 
understand why God allowed the abuse to happen. �ey may 
become angry at God as a result, which can drive CSA victims 
further from God.27

CSA survivors may �nd themselves hiding from God because 
of guilt and shame. As mentioned earlier, CSA survivors o�en 
think they are to blame for the abuse. �erefore, abused children 
may fear that God will punish them. In the words of the author 
of  Survivor Prayers: Talking with God about Childhood Sexual 
Abuse: “Abuse was a central part of my earliest pictures of myself 
and of God. I remember my vivid childhood fear that getting 
close to God would destroy me. I grew up thinking that God could 
never love me.”28 CSA survivors may also avoid God because of 
shame. �ey may feel they are de�cient and undesirable in God’s 

eyes. Like Adam and Eve, “[t]heir capacity to feel shame did not 
lead to change or a return to the Creator. It led to the opposite 
attempt to hide behind a bush.”29 Likewise, CSA survivors may 
hide from God for fear of rejection.

Finally, CSA damages its victims’ capacity to establish 
connections and intimacy with other people, let alone God. 
As one CSA survivor explained, “While children typically 
reach to others and learn basic lessons of mutuality, as abused 
children we learned not to connect with others, but to protect 

ourselves. All the dynamics 
of relationships, elements of 
separateness and connection, 
giving and taking, self-su�ciency 
and interdependence have been 
skewed by the abuse.”30

Nevertheless, it is important 
for CSA survivors to rework their 
relationship with God since true 

healing can only come from returning to His loving embrace by 
the power of the Holy Spirit. When people turn away from God, 
they are just turning to idols which will never satisfy their souls or 
make them whole. �us, caregivers must understand the common 
factors mentioned above which draw the abused away from God 
and help them �nd their way “home” into the Abba’s arms.

Caregivers may facilitate the process by helping reform the 
survivors’ image of God, �nding out what they think God is 
like, helping them to realize that their image of God may have 
been tainted by the image of their abusive or negligent parents, 
clarifying the true nature and attributes of God according to 
the Bible, going through relevant scripture with them, etc.31  In 
particular, caregivers can help CSA survivors see God as a good 
parent with unconditional love who will accept them just as they 
are and �nd them precious since they were made in God’s image, 
assuring them that there is no need to hide from God because 
of shame, and pointing out that they are not responsible for the 
abuse they endured.

Caregivers may help survivors resolve some of their 
questions regarding the presence of evil and pain in this world. 
Books like Philip Yancey’s  Disappointment with God32  and 
Chapter 6 of Timothy Kearney’s  Caring for Sexually Abused 
Children33 provide some useful answers to questions concerning 
the fairness, silence, and hiddenness of God. Yet, caregivers 
should understand that very o�en they may not be able to restore 
people’s love and faith in God, even if they can answer all of their 
questions brilliantly. Only divine love can truly draw people to 
God. �us, it is important to help CSA survivors appreciate and 
experience God’s profound love for them.

Caregivers can try to achieve this by showing their love and 
understanding to those who are abused. As Yancey notes, “In the 
age of the Spirit, God delegates his reputation, even his essence, to 
us.”34 God has assigned the job to all Christians to represent Him 
in this world. �rough a caregiver’s loving support, abuse survivors 
may sample their �rst taste of God’s love. When they experience 
God’s love through the caregivers, God is no longer hidden.

Since parents are children’s first models of 
God, CSA victims may think that God is 
abusive and untrustworthy, if the abusers 
are their parents or parental figures who 
have betrayed and abandoned them.
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�en, caregivers should encourage CSA survivors to break 
through their fear of intimacy and vulnerability to reconnect with 
God. �ey should also encourage them to pray and spend time 
with God and to be honest with God. �is all means that they can 
talk to God about their abuse and even ask God the most di�cult 
of all questions: Why did you allow this?

Opening up to God may be di�cult for CSA survivors as they 
are so used to hiding their abuse and feelings, but, “[a]s [they] 
begin to experiment with telling God the truth about [their] abuse, 
about [their] feelings, about [their] terror, [they] can experience 
the reality that [their] feelings and [their] experiences will not 
destroy [them], nor will they drive God away.”35 Ultimately, 
only through reconnecting with God will they experience God’s 
profound love for them.

CSA is an isolating experience. Most victims of abuse feel very 
alone. But they can experience life-transforming healing from 
abandonment and the ultimate acceptance they long for from an 
intimate relationship with God.

Relationship between Justice and the Restoration Process 
of CSA Survivors

“�ere cannot be healing without justice,” declared one CSA 
survivor,36 recounting his journey of healing from being sexually 
molested by a priest when he was young and explaining how 
he had been denied justice for being time-barred to sue the 
abuser for compensation. Caregivers have o�en overlooked the 
relationship between the criminal and civil justice systems and 
the restoration of CSA survivors. I am not aware of any research 
study on this topic. Yet, I argue that a relationship exists between 
justice and the healing of CSA survivors.

As discussed earlier, breaking silence by disclosing the 
abuse, resolving one’s rage, and confronting the abusers are 
major steps in the healing process. Bringing the abusers to 
justice through the legal system can help bring closure when 
survivors disclose the abuse as a court case. It also calls abusers 
to account and helps the victims see that the abuse was not their 
fault. Adopting the legal recourse can help victims channel and 
resolve their rage at the abusers by publicly demanding and 
receiving restitution and monetary compensation from them. 
Besides, abuse survivors do need monetary compensation to 
receive therapy, which can be costly.

Sometimes, bringing the abusers to justice is also necessary to 
prevent them from abusing other children. It also will deter others 
from engaging in such acts. In ministering to survivors, caregivers 
should, therefore, have a basic idea of how the legal system may 
work to bring the abusers to justice. Caregivers should help 
survivors become aware of their legal rights against the abusers.

1. How Can the Legal System Help?

�e legal system can bring the abusers to justice through 
criminal prosecution. Upon conviction, the abusers may be �ned 
and sentenced to imprisonment. �e criminal justice system, 
however, will not provide much monetary compensation to the 
survivors. �us, victims of abuse may wish to commence civil 
action against their abusers for compensation. Additionally, 

they may sue for damages from other entities that may also be 
held responsible for the abusers’ wrongful acts. For instance, 
schools may be held responsible for their teachers’ sexual abuses 
of students on the basis of vicarious liability (i.e., the abusers are 
their employees and they are committing the wrongful acts in 
the course of their employment). CSA survivors may also sue 
other people on the basis of their negligence in preventing the 
abuses from happening or for being conspirators to the acts. 
For instance, in  Ultimate Judgment, Meg Clairmonte’s mother 
was held liable for having engaged in a conspiracy with her 
stepfather to abuse her sexually and emotionally.37 Sometimes, 
CSA survivors may also wish to sue a third party, especially an 
entity, because they may be in a better �nancial position than the 
abusers to pay the compensation.

However, caregivers must be aware that there is usually a 
“limitation period” (i.e., a period of time speci�ed by the relevant 
statutes) for initiating criminal prosecution of sexual o�ences 
against children and civil claims against the abusers. No legal 
action can be brought against an abuser a�er the expiration of 
the limitation period. While the majority of states in the U.S. 
have extended or even abolished the time limitation for the 
prosecution of sexual o�ences against children,38 all states have 
laws limiting the time during which a person can bring a civil 
action against an abuser. �e current state of the law governing 
this area is problematic.

2. Time Limitation for Civil Actions for Damages from CSA

�e limitation period for bringing a civil claim may vary from 
state to state. In most states the general rule is that a person 
must bring a claim for personal injuries within one to two 
years from the date when the cause of action accrues (i.e., the 
wrongful act was committed). One exception is that, in cases 
where a child is injured, the limitation period for bringing the 
claims will only begin to run (i.e., start to expire) when the 
child reaches the age of majority (i.e., eighteen in most states). 
�us, in accordance with this general rule, CSA victims will 
lose the right to pursue any remedy from the abusers once they 
reach nineteen or twenty.39  �is rule has created problems for 
CSA survivors. Since it is common that CSA survivors may 
not become aware of the connection between the psychological 
injuries they su�er and their earlier sexual abuses until some 
time in their twenties and thirties (e.g., due to their repression 
of the memories of abuse), they would have lost the right to sue 
their abusers for damages.40 As a result, CSA victims began to 
advocate for extension of the limitation period for CSA claims in 
the early 1980s. �is has resulted in the enactment of new statutes 
extending the limitation period for CSA cases in many states. 
By 2000, thirty-one states had enacted statutes which extend the 
time for �ling a CSA claim to (i) two to seventeen years a�er the 
victims reach eighteen and/or (ii) a certain period of time a�er 
the victims discover or reasonably should have discovered the 
connection between their psychological injuries and the sexual 
abuse (“CSA statutes”). For instance, in Massachusetts, a CSA 
victim must bring a claim within (i) three years from the date the 
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abuse took place or (ii) within three years a�er the victim reaches 
age eighteen or “three years from the time the victim discovered 
or reasonably should have discovered that an emotional or 
psychological injury or condition was caused by the [wrongful] 
act.”41 Appendix A is a list of all the states which have enacted 
CSA statutes and the limitation period governing CSA claims in 
those states.42

However, there are still many problems surrounding the issue 
of a limitation period for CSA claims. Firstly, a number of states 
still do not have any statute extending the limitation period for 
bringing CSA actions. For instance, CSA victims in New York 
State must bring their claims against the abusers within one year 
a�er they reach eighteen. Otherwise, they will lose their right to 
sue the abusers. No extension of the limitation period is allowed. 
Appendix B is a list of the states which have not enacted any 
statute extending the limitation period for CSA claims and the 
limitation period governing such cases.

Secondly, pursuant to most CSA statutes, the limitation 
period will start to run (i.e., begin to expire) as soon as the 
CSA victims know that their past abuses have caused their 
current psychological problems. �ese statutes do not apply 
to situations where CSA survivors have delayed in bringing 
an action because they are emotionally unsettled or unready 
to disclose the abuse to the public or confront the abusers. It 
is irrelevant whether the victims are emotionally incapable of 
initiating such claims. �is is unfortunate since such emotional 
conditions are indeed common among CSA survivors. �e CSA 
survivor noted earlier43  discovered that his claim against his 
abuser was time-barred as it took place more than twenty years 
previously. But he could not bring the action earlier as the ghost 
of yesterday had haunted him for a long time and it took him 
more than twenty years to become emotionally stable and ready 
to confront his abuser.

�irdly, the courts of many states have decided that CSA 
statutes will not apply to claims against non-perpetrators (e.g., 
the abuser’s accomplice). �us, a CSA survivor in Massachusetts 
who was sexually abused thirty years ago may take advantage of 
the state’s CSA statute to sue the abuser today if she can prove that 
she only discovered the connection between her psychological 
injuries and the abuse recently. However, she cannot sue the 
accomplice of the abuser who set her up for the abuse at this late 
date because the Massachusetts CSA statute does not apply to 
actions against non-perpetrators. Pursuant to the general rule, 
her action would have become time-barred three years a�er 
she reached eighteen. �is law has signi�cant implications. As 
I noted earlier, it means that CSA survivors will be deprived of 
the chance to make claims from other parties who may have 
more money than the abusers to pay the compensation (e.g., the 
abusers’ employers). Besides, one reason for making entities like 
schools and churches responsible for their employees’ conduct is 
to require them to be responsible to educate their employees and 
ensure that no abuse will occur. �is purpose, however, cannot 
be achieved if CSA survivors lose the right to claim compensation 
from the employers shortly a�er they reach eighteen.

3. Implications for Caregivers

When a caregiver is approached by a CSA survivor, he or she 
should be aware of the issue of limitation period, which may 
prevent the CSA survivor from receiving compensation from the 
abusers and/or third parties. Of course, litigation can also have 
a negative impact on the CSA survivors, as it can be prolonged, 
stressful, and expensive. But, I believe, caregivers should still 
advise CSA survivors of the option of legal actions rather than 
let the opportunity lapse. A�er all, CSA survivors should be 
given a choice and should not be deprived of any possible option. 
�us, caregivers may wish to advise CSA survivors to consult an 
attorney about the possibility of legal actions and the limitation 
period for such actions. Furthermore, instead of serving 
individual CSA survivors, caregivers can serve CSA survivors 
collectively by becoming an advocate for legal reform in the area 
of limitation periods for CSA actions.

Who Will Go with Them?

�e Bible asks us to “weep with those who weep” (Rom 12:15, 
NRSV). How can we ignore the needs of CSA survivors who 
have long been weeping in silence? Caregivers may better serve 
the needs of CSA survivors by adopting a multidisciplinary 
approach in their ministries. Caregivers should facilitate both 
the psychological and spiritual recovery of CSA survivors. 
Caregivers must not overlook how the legal system may serve 
their needs. �ey may wish to remind CSA survivors of their 
legal rights against the abusers and other parties. But most 
importantly, caregivers should be willing to spend time and e�ort 
to support and encourage them along the road to recovery, which 
will undoubtedly be a long and winding one. CSA survivors need 
companions and cheerleaders to walk with them through the 
valley of the shadow of death in their journey out of the ashes. 
Are you willing to go with them?
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Book Review

Women and the Gender of God
by Amy Peeler (Eerdmans, 2022)

Reviewed by Todd Edmondson

For those willing to take an un�inching look at the history of 
the church, it is di�cult to ignore the reality that Christianity 
has a long and troubling record of misogyny, ranging from 
the passive neglect of women’s gi�s within communities of 
faith, to the active silencing of women’s voices in the worship 
and work of the church, to the violent abuse of women within 
spaces that should be not only safe, but sacred. However, we may 
still disagree about the root causes of such a shameful history. 
In her recent book Women and the Gender of God, Amy Peeler 
argues that misogyny in the church is not 
exclusively or primarily an anthropological 
problem, but a theological one. When we 
allow misogyny to pervade the church, or 
when we prop up misogynistic systems 
within the community of faith, this is 
not simply because we have gotten something wrong about 
humanity, but because we have gotten something fundamentally 
wrong about God. While orthodox Christian belief has long 
upheld the conviction that God is beyond gender, this has not 
prevented many in the church from presenting what Peeler 
refers to as “the underlying belief that God is male” (2), if not 
in explicit statements about God, then in assumptions and the 
actions that �ow from those assumptions. Far from being a 
purely academic matter, Peeler asserts that, when we allow such 
a belief to shape us, it becomes easier to view as inferior that part 
of the population—women—whom we believe to be less like God 
because they are somehow not fully created in the image of God. 
It is not too much of a stretch to see how misguided beliefs about 
God and gender can bear rotten fruit in the myriad ways that 
women are mistreated in the church every day.

Among the greatest strengths of this book is Peeler’s recognition 
that any attempt to address our harmful misconceptions about the 
maleness of God must be rooted in a story central to Christian 
doctrine, the incarnation. Her argument rests on her examination 
of that narrative and on the primary characters at work in the 
narrative: Father, Son, Holy Spirit, and Mary of Nazareth. 
In Peeler’s words, this story, and these characters, “reveal 
that the heart of the Christian narrative rejects the damaging 
assumptions of God’s maleness” (4). In this grouping, Mary is 
seen not as coequal with the persons of the Trinity, but certainly 
in cooperation with them to accomplish God’s purposes in a 
wholly unique way, which will ultimately demonstrate the truth 
of Peeler’s primary claim: that the God revealed in this narrative 
of incarnation “harbors no preference for males because God the 
Father is not male and God the Son is male like no other” (4).

In establishing the �rst part of that claim, that God the Father 
is not male, Peeler draws from sources ancient and modern, non-

Christian and Christian, to show a wide range of possibilities that 
the evangelists could have employed when it came to explaining 
a divine-human unity that resulted in pregnancy and childbirth. 
Given a plethora of options, from the rape motifs found in stories 
of Zeus and other gods to tales of divine-human conception 
occurring at a touch or through the breath of a deity, it is notable 
that Matthew and, especially, Luke choose the path of narrating 
the incarnation in a way that avoids any coercive, sexual, or 
even explicitly physical activity. As Peeler states, “In the virginal 

conception, God causes the birth of a 
son, even provides what a male normally 
supplies, but in a non-sexualized, divine, 
and even triune way” (30). �is places them 
�rmly in an ancient perspective through 
which “creating life and even fathering a 

child could be performed by a god in the ancient world without 
that God being thought of as male” (28).

If Mary’s agency in the story of the annunciation is 
necessary to demonstrate that the God depicted there is not 
coercive or sexual in bringing about the incarnation, so too 
is Mary’s presence and participation necessary in arguing the 
second part of Peeler’s claim, that the Son is male like no other. 
Here, her assertion takes up the long-held position within the 
Christian faith, professed by Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, Cyril, 
and others, that Jesus took his �esh solely from Mary (45–46). 
Peeler has no desire to “erode the male image of Jesus” (145) 
by claiming, as some theologians have done, that Jesus was 
androgynous or that his sex was unimportant. Rather, Peeler 
argues that Jesus’s maleness is crucial: “if he were not birthed as 
a male, he would not include male bodies in his recapitulation.” 
Equally important, however, is the particular way in which Jesus 
was birthed as a male: “If he were not birthed and conceived 
from a woman alone, he would not include female bodies in his 
recapitulation” (145, italics Peeler’s). �us, just as it is important 
to reject the maleness of God the Father, the maleness of the Son 
must be a�rmed and reconsidered in light of the uniqueness of 
the incarnation, in order to demonstrate the mysterious fullness 
of God’s work of salvation.

Much more could be said about the many remarkable 
qualities on display in this book—Peeler’s de�ness at bringing 
voices from across the centuries and across disparate streams of 
the Christian faith into a rich conversation about Scripture, or 
the charitable and thoughtful way she engages with opponents 
and potential critics of her position. I would be remiss, however, 
not to address the book’s conclusion, where Peeler compellingly 
demonstrates the implications of her argument for the life of 
the church, particularly what it says about women in ministry. 

God “harbors no preference 
for males because God the 
Father is not male and God 
the Son is male like no other.”
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Having addressed what for many might be a signi�cant, if 
unspoken, obstacle to the a�rmation of women in leadership, the 
misconception that a male God somehow prefers males, she turns 
her attention to positive images of women serving in ministry of 
various kinds. While the biblical examples o�ered by the stories 
of the incarnation, the annunciation, and surrounding events 
a�ord the opportunity to highlight women like Mary and her 
cousin Elizabeth in the ministries of parenting and proclamation, 
roles that will extend, for Mary, from the Magni�cat to Pentecost 
and beyond, I was equally moved by the way Peeler connects her 
theological assertions to her own experience in ministry. While 
she acknowledges that not every tradition will see her claim—
that this God who is not male values women and men equally—
as a strong enough reason to give women a voice in ministry, 
she does not shrink from the reality that these truths, that she is 
created in the image of God and that God the Son was born of a 

woman, give her the strength to stand at the table each week to 
bear Christ in the Eucharist. For all of us, both men and women, 
who seek to serve the church in all kinds of ministry, Peeler’s 
invitation to see ourselves as God’s beloved can provide the joy 
and the hope necessary to do the work of God’s kingdom. For 
this, and for so many other reasons, I am thankful for this book.

TODD EDMONDSON holds an MDiv from Princeton 
Theological Seminary and a PhD from the University of 
Louisville in Kentucky. He teaches humanities at Milligan 
University and pastors a congregation in eastern Tennessee.

Book Review

Three in One: Analogies for the Trinity
by William David Spencer (Kregel Academic, 2022)

Reviewed by Christa L. McKirland

I was recently at the Evangelical �eological Society conference 
scouring the book booths for an ideal text to use in my course 
on the Trinity. Personally, I enjoy reading books on the nuances 
of the doctrine’s historical development, or detailed accounts of 
the metaphysics of consubstantiality, simplicity, and inseparable 
operations. However, “joy” is not how most of my undergraduate 
students have felt in engaging these texts. Frankly, most of my 
students want to know why this doctrine even matters. On 
the other hand, I have found accessible texts that make a case 
for the doctrine’s relevance to the Christian life but o�en fail 
to: seriously engage primary texts, show sensitivity to global 
perspectives, substantiate gendered language for God, or value 
partial pictures of the Trinity. Finally, across both the erudite 
and the conversational forms of books on the Trinity that I have 
read, most Western Trinitarian scholars do not consider their 
own positionality as they come to this doctrine. A�er all, “why 
should who I am matter if I am talking about a mind-independent 
reality such as the Trinity?”

In addition to bene�tting my students, William Spencer’s 
book is of value to readers of Priscilla Papers for at least three 
reasons: It gives insight into the use of gendered language for 
God. It adds another expert’s voice to the discussion on the 
absence of hierarchy in the Trinity. It gives context to debates 
about these and other questions. �at is, we are better able to 
understand focused discussions when we also study the broader 
doctrine within which those discussions happen.

Fortunately, I was recommended this book by a friend who 
recognized the needs I perceive as I encounter scholarship on 
the Trinity. Dr. Spencer’s introduction lays out his own cultural 
heritage and why he wrote this book. While the Trinity is the 
focus, his students are his audience. And they are not a passive 
audience, for he weaves their multi-cultural voices throughout 
the volume. Many of these students know English as their 
second or third language, and thus Spencer garners forty years 
of teaching experience to make accessible this critical doctrine. 
Given that experience, Spencer also knows the ways the Trinity 
has been weaponized in some sectors of evangelical thought, 
and he is attuned to theologies of subordination and how they 
are wielded against women. Such attunement is also shown 
through the use of “Godself” instead of always using “he” and 
by concluding with insights about gendered language for God 
(including a�rming the value of such language). 

Given his multi-cultural context, Spencer’s valuation of 
voices beyond the European theological genealogy is another 
strength of this book. He pulls from Kenyan, Native American, 
Cuban, Australian, Finnish, and South Korean scholars as his 
contemporary sources while also engaging with many primary 
source texts from the early church. Knowing his audience may 
be completely unfamiliar with Trinitarian terminology and 
concepts, Spencer de�nes load-bearing terms in simple and clear 
ways. Finally, as the title says, the pivot point for the entire book 
is the use of analogies for understanding this doctrine. 
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As a summary, his �rst chapter situates who he is, why he 
wrote this book, and a few preliminary terms. For readers who 
have an analogy allergy, his second chapter gives a defence of 
their use, especially by acknowledging the contextual nature 
of knowledge, including revealed knowledge. Consequently, 
analogies are valuable, but they are also limited. �e goal of his 
book is to help the reader discern the strengths and weaknesses 
of the proposed analogies (which come from church history 
and his students). Analogies are images that seek some truth 
correspondence with reality. �ey are not exhaustive. To further 
strengthen his case for analogies, Spencer turns to Jesus’s use of 
images and parables in ch. 3 as a precedent for the artistic and 
metaphorical speech of analogy.

Chapter 4 then shi�s into analogies of light for the Triune 
God, looking at both Scripture and early church theologians and 
their use of this image. Here Spencer also connects problematic 
images with ancient beliefs that have contemporary expressions—
for instance, Mormonism and Christian Science. By comparing 
the doctrine of the Trinity to religious frameworks they have 
heard about, students who wonder about the relevance of the 
Trinity can more easily connect the dots about the importance 
of this doctrine. �ese dots continue to be connected in the ��h 
chapter with a detailed look at the image of light in the book of 
Hebrews and especially how early thinkers leveraged the light 
analogy for their various doctrinal positions and through to the 
present day in the theology of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Chapter 6 
expounds on images that move and change while chs. 7 and 8 
focus on more static images. Finally, the ninth chapter turns 
to the image of God as family—tackling gendered language for 
God in more detail. Again, the pros and cons of the di�erent 
kinds of analogies within each of these categories are explored, 
remembering that “An analogy only purports to highlight one 
aspect, one point of correspondence in what it is imaging” (144).

My critiques are quibbles pertaining to some clari�cation. 
�is is especially due to this book being intended as a “primer 
in theologizing” and thus needing some additional context for 
students exposed to this doctrine for the �rst time (201). �e �rst 
quibble is in ch. 7, pgs. 125–26, within Spencer’s discussion of 
taxis (that is, the question of divine hierarchy) in Athanasius’s 
work. �e move from his argument about the lack of hierarchy 
in Athanasius’s work to one evangelical scholar’s reading of taxis 
to argue for hierarchy in the Trinity and “in those elements of the 
created order” was not entirely clear. Readers who may not know 
that some theologians leverage a hierarchical understanding 
of the Trinity to argue for the subordination of women to men 
would need this spelled out.

My second quibble is also in ch. 7, in a statement Spencer makes 
on pg. 155: “Because both Tertullian and Erickson recognize 
an eternally living triune God, they can both understand, as 
Marcion and those like him did not, how one person of the 
Godhead could die and overpower evil, while the two other 
persons of the one, great God were still alive and holding the 
universe together.” �is was the only statement in the entire 
book that gave me pause because the implication seems to be that 

the Second Person of the Trinity not only died, but also ceased 
to exist. Since the Son is the one through whom the universe is 
held together (Col 1:14–16), I do not believe the Son ceased to 
exist but continued to hold the universe together with the Spirit 
and the Father, even through death. Perhaps the confusion is 
compounded by saying the other two persons “were still alive” 
since this seems to separate existence and essence, which are one 
and the same for God. God as three persons always exists. I do 
not think Spencer is arguing against this, but since the necessary 
unity of the Godhead is important to make clear, this statement 
would bene�t from some unpacking.

My �nal quibble is the minimal engagement with scholarship 
from the last decade. Considering the absence of those voices, 
the debate about social trinitarianism in ch. 9 did not seem 
fully represented or its interlocuters fully addressed. However, 
this can be easily supplemented with other class readings and 
discussions and will hopefully be an area that Dr. Spencer can 
address at more length in future work.

Given the many positive aspects of Spencer’s book, I look 
forward to introducing my students to his thinking. I am 
especially keen to do so given the sensitivities he brings to this 
critical doctrine and his clear love of the pedagogical task in 
service to the Triune God.
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