
What are we to think of the story of Tamar? I think for most of my life I may have 

handled it by thinking that was then, this is now. A quaint, bizarre, distant story in 

another land, another culture, with very little to say to me, to us, in the 21st Century. 

But what if that story, or something like it, was actually happening now perhaps 

somewhere else in the world? I think we would probably be horrified. Is there some 

way in which we can apply a Christian principle to discern why we are horrified, that 

it is right to be horrified at the story of Judah and Tamar? 

 

Let me suggest one way in which we might go about it. I had a student who used to 

repeat our Lord’s summary of the law and say, ‘this is what I use to try and steer my 

life by’. The second commandment is of course love your neighbour as yourself, so 

let’s take that as a principle and apply it to the story with this as yourself 

transpositioned. Imagine the same story with the genders transposed so that it now 

becomes a man who gets selected to be as it were your stud-homemaker for the 

women in his family to make sure that their line continues. Imagine that it’s a man 

who just gets shoved off back to his parental home, waiting for the powerful women 

in his family, to decide if and when he will have a relationship again with another 

woman, a woman not of course of his choosing. 

 

The story could carry on in that way and quickly it seems to me it becomes clear that 

when you do that it is obvious that whatever differences there might be in the 

natural inclinations and patterns of men and women’s behaviour, there is a deep 

power imbalance and an injustice about the story of Judah and Tamar. 

Let’s just run through some of the points. 

 

First of all, Tamar as a woman has no autonomy, apart from the moment when she 

goes out and sits at the gate. Everything else is chosen and done to her and for her. 

Secondly, her sole purpose in life seems to be to be a baby-maker. She doesn’t seem 

to have any other sort of activity or purpose or any sense of self-worth other than 

that. And of course the sense of self-worth, or at least the worth that the society 

puts upon her, is the danger of the shame of childlessness. That she might be a 

woman who gets to beyond child-bearing age, still not having had a child. And then 



there is this curious trade of temple prostitution. It’s very difficult to know exactly 

what this was all about, but clearly some women were expected to join what we 

now might call the sex trade in order to fulfill not merely men’s desires but some 

sort of deeper regime within the life of the community. But of course temple 

prostitute or no, if a woman finds that she gets pregnant without being in wedlock 

then she is the one who is blamed for the adulterer, and the punishment is no mere 

slap of the wrist but death by torture, murder. And although Tamar escapes this and 

strangely in the story Judah does not seem to be subject to the penalty of being 

stoned or burnt for adultery, she is still left in limbo because it ends with the story 

and it did not go into her again. So there she is, a woman, in sort of a household of 

her father-in-law who’s also her lover who has now cast her off, really. Although, 

she is being maintained at his expense. 

 

This is one of several stories in the Hebrew bible that might be called a ‘text of 

terror’. There is a famous book written in the 1980s by a lady named Phyllis Tribble, 

which is called ‘Texts of Terror: Literary Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives’, 

and I’ve been meaning to read it for a long time, but in preparation for today I did 

actually go to the library and get it out. It’s a very powerful and difficult book to 

read, and some of the comments online indicate that other people find it, 

particularly women I think, a really difficult read. The story of Tamar is one that the 

less easy stories. Well we could just say that’s part of the Hebrew bible, that’s 

nothing to do with us now, but I think what Phyllis Trible does is to show the long 

shadow of those stories. Both into the New Testament and into our own day. 

 

Let’s just look at some of those shadows for a moment. In the New Testament 

epistles of Paul and others, there are the so-called ‘household codes’ in which it 

says, ‘wives, obey your husbands’. If we apply that transposition of gender I think 

we can see that although there are all sorts of good things about wives loving 

husbands and husbands loving wives that obedience, power relationship is one that 

suits the husband. 

 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Texts-Terror-Overtures-Biblical-Theology/dp/0800615379/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=texts+of+terror&qid=1563474196&s=gateway&sr=8-1


And what of even Jesus of the gospels, there are two incidents which very directly 

relate to the story of Judah and Tamar. The first is in Mark 12 and parallels, where 

Jesus is challenged by the Sadducees over whether or not there is life after death. 

And the Sadducees bring up the issue of so-called ‘give-by-right’ marriage, which is 

what’s going on this story. When a man dies childless, in order to carry on his 

family’s name, his widow should be given to one of his brothers who should then 

try and raise up a son for him. And if that doesn’t work you keep on going until, in 

the story, in the gospels, the several brothers have all had a go, failed and died, and 

then the woman herself dies. 

 

And so the question is well, ooops, wife, is she in heaven, and Jesus sort of ducks 

the question in a way, by saying well in heaven we’re like angels so this sort of 

marriage doesn’t apply. But what He doesn’t do is actually contest the whole 

principle of give-by-right marriage. 

 

Or there’s the lovely story in John 8, not really, it’s a free-floating story, not really 

part of John’s gospel, but a very famous one, is the woman caught in adultery. And 

all these people come and challenge Jesus and say ‘Should we stone her?’ And Jesus 

says ‘Well he who is without sin should cast the first stone’. It’s a nice story but 

unlike say the story of Jesus talking about foods going into a person and just going 

out into the drain with the comment that by this Jesus declared all foods clean. The 

opportunity is not of Jesus to say by this Jesus declared women and men equal. The 

codes in the New Testament alleviate the situation; husbands are to love their 

wives, but do not actually challenge the basic structural injustice between the men 

and women that carries over from those ‘texts of terror’, back at the beginning. 

To my mind, we need to find ways to contest scripture, as in this example. And that 

shadow carries on even into today’s church and age. The Church of England, for 

example, is divided over the issue of the headship of women. There are people of 

integrity within our communion, within our church, who believe that the scriptures, 

particularly in those household codes, make it clear that women should not be in 

charge of men. And therefore they dispute the ordination of women as bishops, for 

example, or for that matter women priests being encompassed. Now for me I 



respect that we all belong to the one church and I am not wanting to try and eject 

those people who take a different view to me, but what I am not comfortable with 

is the sort of truce that says well we just don’t talk about this. It seems to me that 

we need to debate how we understand the roles and positions of men and women, 

and included in that is a debate about how we actually go about reading the bible 

and interpreting it. And this is especially important today when we need to be 

contributing to society some sort of vision of how human beings should be living 

together, because at this juncture in history the progress of women’s liberation is in 

danger of going seriously into reverse, and I’m thinking particularly of the United 

States of America, not to point the finger to that particular country, but because 

where the US leads the world tends to follow. 

 

In the past two weeks various people have pointed out to me two stories which for 

me are quite shocking both are which are prompted by people who believe that 

they are standing up for the Christian faith. 

 

The first involves someone who is standing to be governor of Mississippi and a local 

newspaper wanted a female reporter to shadow him through the day just as they 

were sending people to shadow other candidates for the governorship. But this 

particular candidate said that he kept the Billy Graham rule that he was never in the 

company of a woman alone. Now this sounds superficially rather wonderful and yet 

there are two problems with it. First of all, who’s not being trusted here. Is the man 

not trusting the woman, or is He not trusting himself? But more profoundly really it 

means that bearing in mind that men generally are in much more powerful positions 

than women in our society, it excludes the women from sharing at the top table, of 

being in positions of power, because they are never able to be with the men. 

The other story is more obviously shocking. You might have heard that Alabama has 

just introduced very, very strict abortion laws. Well one mother got into a fight with 

another woman and the other woman shot her in the belly, killing the unborn baby. 

And the grand jury decided that the woman who shot the baby need not be 

prosecuted, but the mother should be prosecuted for manslaughter for not caring 

for her baby enough. The district attorney has dropped this prosecution after, as 



you might imagine, a considerable fuss, but those are just two illustrative examples 

about how an understanding that is in the shadow of the story of Tamar is still 

leading to injustices today. 

 

But let me return back to scripture, because it seems to me that you might just say 

oh well this is just applying liberal 21st Century values rather than actually reading 

the scripture itself. It seems to me that the scripture in the bible as Christians 

acknowledge is written by humans but inspired by God. Written by humans, it 

carries the stamp of our contemporary cultures from whenever it gets to be written. 

But the inspiration of God is a little bit like discovering the pointers and the 

waymarks that stand out from the general cultural background. It’s a bit like 

following a trail as a guide or scout through a wood and when you see lots of twigs 

on the ground you ignore them because that’s what you get in woods but when you 

see the twigs organised into an arrow you think ‘a ha, somebody has been here 

before us’. So look out for those sort of arrows that you come across in scripture 

that are the pointers that stand out from the cultural background. 

 

In the story of Tamar that arrow seems to me to be the way in which she is actually 

affirmed and lorded, partly by the way in which Judah says ‘she is more right than 

I’, but also because through the story we can hear that spiritedness, that 

determination, that grasp of her own identity in Tamar in going out and putting on 

the costume of a temple prostitute and sitting by the roadside. 

 

But even more wonderfully we also see that arrow in the first chapter of Matthew, 

which you might think is a really boring list of names of dead Jewish men, but there 

are five women whose names pop up into this story, and all five of them are curious, 

not to say bizarre, women. Tamar is the first. The next three are Rahab the 

prostitute, Ruth who is the sort of immigrant person who is also sort of hunting for 

a husband, and then you’ve got the wife of Uriah the Hittite, Bathsheba, who David 

kills her husband in order to sleep with her, and then of course the fifth is Mary the 

servant, and that’s the arrow on the ground that I’m detecting as I read the 

scripture. Amen. 


