Women with Royal and Prophetic Connections, Women and the Cult

1.1 Women and the Monarchy

Biblical authors are reluctant to attribute status and authority to women with royal connections. The reign of a queen is regarded as a sign of social chaos (Isa. 3:12: ‘My people - children are their oppressors, and women rule over them’). No one from among the royal families of Israel and Judah is described as a ‘queen’ (II Kings 11:1-6; II Chron. 22:10-23:15). Apart from the references to Solomon’s wives as ‘queens’ (Song of Solomon 6:8f), the only women who are given this title are queens in foreign courts: the queen of Sheba (I Kings 10:1; II Chron. 9:1); Vashti (Esther 1:11-12) and Esther (2:18).

The Hebrew Bible does use the title gebîrah (queen-mother) for Maacah, the mother of Asa (I Kings 15:13; II Chron. 15:16), Jezebel (II Kings 10:13) and the mother of Jeconiah (Jer. 29:2). What was her function? Was she a kind of consort after her son’s death? Note that Bathsheba is not given this title (I Kings 2:13, 19).

One clear exception is Jezebel, who possessed authority and wealth (I Kings 18:19); she was responsible for killing the prophets of Yahweh (I Kings 18:4; cf. 19:2-3). Was she a priestess to Baal (Brenner)? Why do the biblical authors condemn her? Note the description of her horrific death.

1.2 The Prophetess

Four women are described as a ‘prophetess’: Miriam (Exod. 15:20), Deborah (Judges 4:4), Huldah (II Kings 22:14) and Noadiah (Neh. 6:14).

Miriam is portrayed as an effective leader (Micah 6:4), but this should be compared with Num. 12:11 where she is struck down with leprosy.

Note also the masculine prophetic attributes of Deborah and Huldah. Cf. Grace Emmerson, ‘Women in Ancient Israel’, 376: ‘We conclude that the Old Testament affords no evidence that female sex was a disadvantage in the exercise of prophetic gifts, though it may have a bearing on the extent to which a woman’s prophetic oracles were preserved’.

2. Women and the Cult

Male members of the nation were responsible for organising and carrying out religious practices. Circumcision (Gen. 17; Lev. 12:3) is a rite solely associated with the male.

What kind of evidence supports the view that the cult community focused primarily on the practices and participation of males? The head (father or husband) offered a sacrifice on behalf of his family. The woman was also expected to make an offering for individuals (e.g. the offering for purification in Lev. 12:6; I Sam. 1:24), although some argue that women only presented the sacrifices to the priests who in turn made the offering. 

Cf. Exod. 23:17: ‘Three times in the year shall all you males appear before the Lord God’. 

Practical considerations (woman’s duties to her family and home) prevented her from attending annual religious festivals with her husband (cf. 34:23; Deut. 16:16). Other 
texts indicate that women were present and offered praise with their husbands (Deut. 16:11), which leads Bird to conclude that women ‘were not prohibited from participation, but rather that their participation was not essential and that it played a less central or less important role in women’s lives than in men’s’ (“The Place of Women”, 89).

Women play a minor role in the priesthood, although wives were given permission to eat of the sacred donations (Lev. 22:13). Every woman was allowed to take part in cultic practices such as worship, dancing, singing and the playing of instruments (Exod. 15:20; Ps. 68:26; Judith 21:21). Tasks included weaving and sewing of vestments (Exod. 35:25-26), preparing cultic meals used in ritual, and cleaning cultic vessels and furniture. 

Strict purity laws curtail the presence of women at religious services, particularly during menstruation and childbirth (Lev. 12-15). During these periods all who came into contact with a woman were regarded as defiled (Lev. 15:19-24). An impure woman was expected to offer a sacrifice for her sins ‘due to her uncleanness’ (Lev. 15:30). A woman was defined as impure for a week (+ 33 days) after the birth of a son, but two weeks (+ 66 days) after the birth of a daughter. After the first period the woman was allowed to move freely, but she was not allowed to touch any sacred object or enter the sanctuary until the end of the 
second period (12:4).

Can the shift in women’s religious activities be placed in a chronological order? 

i) The bulk of evidence for women’s religious activity is found during the pre-monarchic period, even images of women in leadership roles. Miriam leads the Israelites in the Song (Exod. 15:20-21), women minister at the tent of meeting (Exod. 38:8; I Sam. 2:22), they dance at the annual feast at Shiloh (Judges 21:19-21), whereas Hannah and Peninnah accompany their husband to Shiloh and share the portions of the sacrifice.  

ii) During the monarchic and post-exilic periods, references to heterodox practices are expanded. Only Huldah (II Kings 2:14-20) and the unnamed prophetess (Isa. 8:3) are mentioned in connection with approved cultic roles, whereas queen mothers are described as introducing foreign cults (Maacah - I Kings 15:13; Jezebel - I Kings 18:19), references are made to women weaving vestments for Asherah (II Kings 23:7) and engaging in sorcery (Ezek. 13:17-23). 

How does one account for this shift? Bird notes a tendency during the monarchic period to centralize the cultus under royal control and describe all worship at local sanctuaries as idolatrous (due to the Deuteronomic reform). Movement from local cultic centres to a central sanctuary restricted the participation of women in pilgrim feasts, but it could have increased heterodox practices and possible attraction to foreign idols. As a result of the Deuteronomic reform, there was a move to involve women in the religious assembly. Women are said to be present during the covenant ceremony (29:10-13), and were expected to be obedient to the covenant and the laws of Yahweh (31:12); the penalty for disobedience was death (13:6-11; 17:2-5). Deuteronomic traditions emphasize the 
covenantal status of women (cf. II Chron. 15:12f.; Neh. 8:2).
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