Bat Yiftach--depthah’s Daughter

"If you call me Jephthah, my lord, | have a daughter | love
passing well.”-- Polonius, Hamlet

The Book of Judges
Chapter 11

[Sefer Shoftim, the Book of Judges, spans the time after
the death of Joshua in the early 14th century BCE to the
crowning of Saul as king of Israel in 1051 BCE.]
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Jephthah the Gileadite, an able warrior, was the son of a
woman [who was] a prostitute. Jephthah’s father was
Gilead;
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but Gilead also had sons by his Wlfe and when the wife’s
sons grew up, they drove Jephthah out. They said to him,
“You shall have no share in our father’s property, for you are
the son of an outsider.”
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So Jephthah fled from his brothers and settled in a good
country. Men of low character gathered about Jephthah and
went out raiding with him.

OXIWITOY NRYTI2INNZN DN N
Some time later, the Ammonites went to war against Israel.
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And when the Ammonites attacked Israel, the elders of
Gilead went to bring Jephthah back from the good country.

[The Ammonites lived east of the Jordan and were closely
related to the Hebrews. They were known for their violent war
practices, and were eventually defeated by King
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon in the 7th century BCE. They
descended from Ben-Ami, son of Lot with his younger
daughter as recorded in Beresheit 19:38)
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They said to Jephthah, “Come be chief for us, so that we can
fight the Ammonites.”

AN MYNM NN DRRIY DOX K21 TY23 112 NRg? mN)
1022 1Y WKD NAY 1IN DONI WIT 12N



Jephthah replied to the elders of Gilead, “You are the very
people who rejected me and drove me out of my father’s
house. How can you come to me now when you are in
trouble?”
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The elders of Gilead said to Jephthah, “We have now turned
back to you. If you come with us and fight the Ammonites,
you shall be our head over all the inhabitants of Gilead.”
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Jephthah said to the elders of Gilead, “[Very well,] if you bring
me back to war/fight against the Ammonites and
YudHeyVavHey delivers them to me, | am to be your
commander.”

N2 DN 120122 YpY N NN NRDYOX TY9AIPT 1NN
NPY112 11312

And the elders of Gilead answered Jephthah,
“YudHeyVavHey shall be witness between us if we will do
just as you have said.”
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Jephthah went with the elders of Gilead, and the people
made him their commander and chief. And Jephthah
repeated all these terms before YudHeyVavHey at Mizpah

(literally, Mizpah means “watchtower” but also connotes an
emotional bond. Beresheit 31:49 identifies Mizpah as the
place where Jacob and Laban erected a pile of stones to
mark an agreement between them, with God as their
witness.).
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Jephthah then sent messengers to the king of the
Ammonites, saying, “What have you against me that you
have come to make war on my country?”
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The king of the Ammonites replied to Jephthah’s
messengers, “When Israel came from Egypt, they seized the
land that is mine, from the Arnon to the Jabbok as far as the
Jordan. Now, then, restore it peaceably.”
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Jephthah again sent messengers to the king of the
Ammonites.



YINTTING 2K YINDN DX NRYTNY MRS N 1219 1RNY
mny 11

He said to him, “Thus said Jephthah: Israel did not seize the
land of Moab or the land of the Ammonites.
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When they left Egypt, Israel traveled through the wilderness
to the Sea of Reeds and went on to Kadesh.
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Israel then sent messengers to the king of Edom, saying,
‘Allow us to cross your country.” But the king of Edom would
not consent. They also sent a mission to the king of Moab,
and he refused. So Israel, after staying at Kadesh,
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traveled on through the wilderness, skirting the land of Edom
and the land of Moab. They kept to the east of the land of
Moab until they encamped on the other side of the Arnon;
and, since Moab ends at the Arnon, they never entered
Moabite territory.
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“Then Israel sent messengers to Sihon king of the Amorites,
the king of Heshbon. Israel said to him, ‘Allow us to cross
through your country to our homeland.’
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But Sihon would not trust Israel to pass through his territory.
Sihon mustered all his troops, and they encamped at Jahaz;
he engaged Israel in battle.
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But YudHeyVavHey, the God of Israel, delivered Sihon and all
his troops into Israel’s hands, and they defeated them; and
Israel took possession of all the land of the Amorites, the
inhabitants of that land.
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Thus they possessed all the territory of the Amorites from the
Arnon to the Jabbok and from the wilderness to the Jordan.
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“Now, YudHeyVavHey, the God of Israel, dispossessed the
Amorites before this covenanted people Israel; and should
you possess their land?
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Do you not hold what Chemosh your god gives you to
possess? So we will hold on to everything that
YudHeyVavHey our God has given us to possess.
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“Besides, are you any better than Balak son of Zippor, king of
Moab? Did he start a quarrel with Israel or go to war with
them?
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“While Israel has been inhabiting Heshbon and its
dependencies, and Aroer and its dependencies, and all the
towns along the Arnon for three hundred years, why have you
not tried to recover them all this time?
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| have done you no wrong; yet you are doing me harm and
making war on me. May YudHeyVavHey, who judges, decide
today between the Israelites and the Ammonites!”
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But the king of the Ammonites paid no heed to the message
that Jephthah sent him.

12y NPINTIN TY230TNN 1201 1N M) hng oy nm
MY 112 12y TY23 NIYAM TY23 NIYNNXN

Then the spirit of YudHeyVavHey came upon Jephthah. He
marched through Gilead and Manasseh, passing Mizpeh of
Gilead; and from Mizpeh of Gilead he crossed over [to] the
Ammonites.
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And Jephthah made the following vow to YudHeyVavHey: “If
You deliver the Ammonites into my hands,
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then whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet
me on my safe return from the Ammonites shall be
YudHeyVavHey’s and shall be offered by me as a burnt
offering.”
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Jephthah crossed over to the Ammonites and attacked them,
and YudHeyVavHey delivered them into his hands.
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He utterly routed them —from Aroer as far as Minnith, twenty
towns—all the way to Abel-cheramim. So the Ammonites
submitted to the Israelites.
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When Jephthah arrived at his home in Mizpah, there was his
daughter coming out to meet him, with hand-drum and
dance! She was an only child; he had no other son or
daughter.




10

Y127 302 ADX MR 1T DR VIR ANINANINGD 0

A

DIN N2 MINOK 39 aMmye 190N *3V3 AN AR DAY
mtlUp,

On seeing her, he rent his clothes and said, “My daughter!
You have brought me low; you have become my troubler!
For | have uttered a vow to YudHeyVavHey and | cannot
retract.”
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She said to him, “My father: you have uttered a vow to
YudHeyVavHey; do to me as you have vowed, seeing that
YudHeyVavHey has vindicated you against your enemies, the
Ammonites.”
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She further said to her father, “Let this be done for me: let me
be for two months, and | will go with my companions and
lament upon the hills and there bewail my maidenhood.”
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“Go,” he replied. He let her go for two months, and she and
her companions went and bewailed her maidenhood upon
the hills.
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After two months’ time, she returned to her father, and he did
to her as he had vowed. She had never known a man. So it
became a decree in Israel
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for the daughters of Israel to go every year, for four days in
the year to lament for the daughter of Jephthah the
Gileadite.
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Commentaries:

The annual 4 day grief retreat teaches that grief is
understood to be a deep spiritual art that needs to be
tended to; it seems that we must learn the art of grieving
and do so in community.

Philo, Biblical Antiquities:
Her name was Shela (derived from the Hebrew word N2y
(Se-i-la “asked for”)

Tanhuma, Behukotai 7:
...iIf Jephthah had read the laws of vows in the Torah, he
would not have lost his daughter

Taanit 4a:

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani said that Rabbi Yonatan said:
Three people entreated [God] in an unreasonable manner. To
two of them [God] responded reasonably, and to one God
responded unreasonably. And they are: Eliezer, servant of
Abraham; Saul, son of Kish; and Jephthah the Gileadite.
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Gen. Rabbah 60:3:

The Holy One, blessed be He, is angry with Jephthah and
tells him: “If a camel, or an ass, or a dog had come out,
would you offer it to Me as a burnt offering?” Jephthah’s vow
reflects impulsive and ostentatious behavior, without any
thought and without taking into account possible
consequences. The Holy One, blessed be He, also
responded to Jephthah in an “unfitting” manner, and
arranged for his only daughter to greet him on his victorious
return from battle.

Radak on Judges 11:39:1

“He did to her his vow as he’d vowed.” That he made for her
a house and put her in it, and she was secluded from
humanity and the ways of the world; it was a law in Israel for
from year to year the daughters of Israel would go to her.

Rashi on Judges 11:39:1

She became the subject of a law. Legislation was enacted
prohibiting any repetition of this, for, had he approached
Pinchos, or had Pinchos approached him, he would have
released him from his vow. But they refused to humble
themselves, and were, thus, both responsible for her ruin.
They were punished. The Divine Presence departed from
Pinchos, as it is said in Divrei Hayamim, "Adonoy was with
him previously." We learn that he was not with him later. And
Yiftoch was afflicted with ulcerations and the loss of his
limbs, as it is said, "He was buried in the cities of Gilod."
Another interpretation: "She became the subject of a law in
Yisroel" relates to the following passage.
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Addenda to Mahzor Vitry:

Every year since, in the month of Tevet, on the day on which
Jephthah fulfilled his vow, water would turn to blood, and the
daughters of Israel would weep for four days over Jephthah’s
daughter.

Mountain by Alicia Jo Robins

When my father came back from the war
| knew he would want to see me first
So | ran out to greet him

But he fell to his knees in the dirt

He told me daughter

| have promised God to offer

the first creature that | saw

Father the vow you have made

iS one you cannot escape

but first let me go with my sisters
down to the shores of the lake

| lived two months with them

my sisters in the forest

and then | returned back home

The night he took me to the mountain
neither of us spoke

We reached the peak together

just as sunrise broke
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| could have run from him

| almost thought he wished it

but | could not run from God

It was the last day of my life

the sun had never shone so bright
My father held the knife

| kept my eyes open wide

Then angels came to me

with faces of my sisters

and they filled my eyes with tears

Alternate Ending: The Escape of Jephthah’s Daughter
by J. Estanislao Lopez

Seeing my father tear his clothes at the sight of me,
each seam of cloth unspindling to reveal his bare,

flexing chest as he wailed a heartfelt regret,
| could no longer take him seriously. God,

| realized, played favorites and favored fools.
Who did he think would walk through the door

to greet him? The irony!—I could hear the future
exclaim. And a virgin sacrifice, at that!

But I’'m no archetype. | fled to the mountains,
promising return, but what is a promise if not



an exchange of ideas about ourselves, subject
to evolving circumstances? If my nation burns, so be it.

Many will be grateful. And there’s no lack of men
eager to sing of how they suffered greatly and prevailed.

Jepthath’s Daughter
by Sarah Singer

Garlanded,

Clad in gossamer,
Laced with filigree,

| have waited all night
In the still weather,
Come forth to be

The first in Gilead

To greet my father,
With dance and timbrel,
And songs of praise
Upon my lips.

At last, the herald’s cry,

The sudden drum,

The clank of shield and spear!
| would make claim...

But look--my father weeps
And rails against the sky

As | drew near,

And priest and warrior

Are dumb.



Rain Falls on the Mountaintop

by Alicia Ostriker , excepted from Jephthah’s Daughter: A

Lament

Can these bones live?
— Ezekiel 37.6

No one bears witness for the witness.
— Paul Celan

She has no name, has neither face nor eyes
they were drowned in blood

they were burnt

by fire

She is a garden shut, a fountain sealed

She sought her beloved and found him not
no kisses of the mouth no child at breast

no belly of heaped wheat

she is the song of nothing

and never

She loved the man she called father

a great a mighty warrior

a rock an outstretched arm his enemies fled
she ran after his love she praised she danced
hallelujah father but he

was angry

He said she hurt him, she caused him grief
he took her she consented he raised the knife
she lay on stone and showed her throat she said
blessed be he who protects and saves
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who comforts the captive and raises up
the dead

Her father will die at a good old age

but where was the angel to stop his hand
where was the sacred messenger

who is this God of stone and knife and fire
why does he hide, what can he see
when a woman prays

will he ever hear

From the forest of our lives

into the clearing

rain falls on the mountaintop

soaking the wordless stone

year after year

like the truth of tears

20



