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My guess is that, unless you’ve read the Bible cover to cover or been to seminary, you are 

unfamiliar with our text from Judges. I think there are many reasons for this. For one thing, the 

passage is not part of any church service in the liturgical year and is not part of the revised 

Common Lectionary, the three-year cycle of Bible readings that many churches use for worship 

and preaching—and so it is not read out loud in church unless a preacher deliberately chooses to 

have it read. The passage is so gruesome and brutal that most readers and listeners rightly find it 

offensive. The passage defies any hopeful interpretation or message of the good news of God’s 

redeeming work in the world.  

 

Through the millennia, the church’s primary response to this text has been a vast silence. And so 

we rarely read it and rarely confront what it has to say to us, and about us. But I think it’s 

imperative that we end that silence. Because our silence in the face of this text—and others like it 

in the Bible—and our inability to confront it, is connected to our silence and inability to confront 

how our society normalizes sexual assault and sexual violence. 

 

It’s impossible for me to fully explicate or interpret this complicated text in a twenty-minute 

sermon; I know I won’t do it justice. But I want to point out some important ideas about it and 

connect those ideas to the legacy of silence and misogyny they have left in our Christian 

tradition. 

 

In the chronology of the narrative of the Hebrew Bible, the book of Judges happens after the 

Israelites have followed Moses from Egypt to Canaan, and before the twelve tribes of Israel were 

gathered into one kingdom under the leadership of Saul, David, and Solomon. The ancient 

editors of Judges repeatedly remind the reader of the book that this was a time when there was no 

king in the land, implying that a lack of strong leadership is the reason for such a gruesome act 

happening; when there is no king, lawlessness will prevail.  

 

The primary historical interpretation of this text is not that it is a commentary on society’s 

brutality against women. Instead, the crime of Gibeah is a crime perpetrated on the Levite, whose 

property had been destroyed, and who was not shown proper hospitality by the Benjaminites. 

Additionally, there is often an assumption among historical interpreters that the concubine must 

have done something to disturb the peace in her household and anger the Levite. 

 

Notice that the Levite shows no concern for the welfare of his concubine throughout the night. 

Notice that he shows no sorrow over her assault and death. Notice that he doesn’t even check to 

make sure she’s actually dead before he dismembers her. He never even acknowledges her 

humanity. Her only purpose for him is a way to seek revenge against a community who had 

wronged him. 
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Feminist biblical scholar Phyllis Trible offers an alternative interpretation of the concubine’s 

story. For Trible, it is important that we interpret this story “of outrage on behalf of [its] female 

[victim] in order to recover a neglected history, to remember a past that the present embodies, 

and to pray that these terrors shall not come to pass again.”1 When we speak for the nameless 

woman of the story, we “interpret against the narrator, plot, other characters, and the biblical 

tradition,” and we “recognize the contemporaneity of the story,” because “misogyny belongs to 

every age.”2 

 

It seems a stretch to apply an ancient dismembered concubine to our culture today, but I don’t 

think it is. The culture that was willing to see the concubine as nothing more than a collection of 

body parts still exists today, and feminists and sociologists call it “rape culture.” 

 

According to feminist authors Emilie Buchwald Pamela Fletcher, and Martha Roth: 

 

A rape culture is a complex of beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and 

supports violence against women. It is a society where violence is seen as sexy and 

sexuality as violent. In a rape culture, women perceive a continuum of threatened 

violence that ranges from sexual remarks to sexual touching to rape itself. A rape culture 

condones physical and emotional terrorism against women as the norm. 

 

In a rape culture both men and women assume that sexual violence is a fact of life, 

inevitable as death or taxes. This violence, however, is neither biologically nor divinely 

ordained. Much of what we accept as inevitable is in fact the expression of values and 

attitudes that can change.3 

 

Like racism and white privilege, rape culture is so deeply embedded in our culture and part of 

societal norms that most of us don’t realize it’s there. Here’s an example: 

 

                                                 
1 Phyllis Trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1984), 3. 
2 Trible, 86-87. Emphasis mine. 
3 Emilie Buchwald, Pamela Fletcher, and Martha Roth, eds. Transforming a Rape Culture (Minneapolis: 

Milkweed, 2005), xi. 
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I’m almost certain that everyone in the room has seen this photo,4 of a sailor kissing a nurse to 

celebrate to end of World War II. Even if you aren’t old enough to remember it appearing on the 

cover of Life magazine the week after August 14, 1945, you’ve probably seen it since then. It has 

become an iconic expression of the wild exuberance and joyful release that the country 

experienced on that day. 

 

Photographer Albert Eisenstaedt didn’t pause long enough to get the names of the sailor and 

nurse after he took the photo, and for many years their identities remained a mystery. The image 

of a passionate kiss seems romantic—a couple sharing their joy at the brutal war being over. But 

later research in the years following the release of the photo have determined that the pair are 

most likely George Mendonça, a sailor on leave in New York City, and Greta Zimmer Friedman, 

a dental assistant working in the city. They had never met before, but found themselves in the 

crowds gathering in the streets as people began to celebrate after hearing the announcement from 

President Truman that Japan had surrendered. 

 

I have always liked this photo, thinking it captured so well the euphoria at the end of the war. 

But in the light of my study of rape culture and living in the present moment of the #MeToo 

moment, I’ve been reevaluating the image and its message. 

                                                 
4 http://100photos.time.com/photos/kiss-v-j-day-times-square-alfred-eisenstaedt 
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Look carefully at the body language of Friedman. Her body is turned awkwardly away from 

Mendonça, at a stiff angle. Mendonça is holding her tightly, essentially putting her in a head 

lock, and she is not returning his embrace. 

 

Like any good photographer, Eisenstaedt snapped several photos of the pair in an effort to 

capture the best exposure and composition. Here’s another image of the same scene: 

 

 
 

 In this version,5 notice that Friedman’s hand is wedged between the two of them.  

 

And in a third version,6 Friedman’s hand is clenched in a fist next to Mendonça’s face: 

                                                 
5 http://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ktoo/2014/03/625com-

3c5844b939b55223efcbab0984281038c908e7ec-s6.jpg 
6 https://i.pinimg.com/originals/fc/42/7b/fc427bafecd7daaa07144d04abfbf25c.jpg 
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Nothing about her posture in any of the photos says that she is a willing participant in the kiss.   

 

I might be tempted to dismiss my suspicions about the nature of Mendonça’s and Friedman’s 

encounter if it weren’t for what Friedman herself has said about it in interviews: 

 

“That man was very strong. I wasn’t kissing him. He was kissing me.” 

“I did not see him approaching, and before I knew it, I was in this vise-grip.” 

“It wasn’t my choice to be kissed. The guy just came over and grabbed!” 

“You don’t forget this guy grabbing you.”7 

 

Unwanted and nonconsensual sexual touching is sexual assault; Rather than an image of a 

romantic encounter, this is an image of an assault. The fact that we tend to explain it away by 

saying it’s from a different time—or that Friedman herself didn’t consider it assault, or that the 

sailor couldn’t be blamed for having some fun on such a joyful day, or that it’s just a kiss—is 

part of the deep, underlying problem with rape culture. We live in a society where we are willing 

to explain away and excuse sexual assault. It’s time to stop. It’s time to tell the ancient hidden 

                                                 
7 “The Kissing Sailor, or ‘The Selective Blindness of Rape Culture,’” blog post at Crates and Ribbons, 

https://cratesandribbons.com/2012/09/30/the-kissing-sailor-or-the-selective-blindness-of-rape-culture-vj-day-times-

square/ (accessed January 25, 2018). 
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stories of the nameless concubines, and it’s time to allow, encourage, and provide a safe space 

for women everywhere to tell their own stories, to acknowledge our complicity in allowing rape 

culture to flourish, and to find a way to make a change so that we no longer confuse sexual 

assault with romance. 

 

Statistics tell us that one in four women and one in six men will be sexually assaulted in their 

lifetime.8 These statistics are appalling, but I think we need to remember that they only refer to 

the sexual assaults that actually get reported to authorities. In all likelihood, the number is 

greater. And I tend to believe that every woman has a story to tell about sexual harassment, 

abuse, and assault. 

 

Late last year, the Rev. Amy Butler, the Senior Minister of Riverside Church in New York City 

told a story about a gathering of parishioners she had at her home. As a small but diverse group 

gathered around her table for dinner, “one of the men in the group brought up the subject of 

sexual harassment allegations we’re seeing all over the media. He asked what he could do. As a 

woman sitting at that table,” Butler said, “I appreciated his questions. But it quickly became 

apparent that those questions were not the most pressing issues on our minds.” Every woman at 

Butler’s table began to share her own “Me, Too” story: 

 

“I remember the first time I saw a male teacher looking down my shirt. When I 

complained, I was told to button more buttons.” 

 

“The first time a man exposed himself to me, I was at a neighborhood pool. I was 7.” 

 

“In my all-girl’s elementary school, I had to stay after school some days when my mom 

was working late. I hated it because the janitor would push me up against the counter and 

touch my body. When I reported it, I was told just to stay away from him.”9 

 

Around Butler’s intergenerational and interracial table, table, it became clear that for many 

women, “sexual harassment and abuse of women is part of everyday life.”10 In my own 

conversations with women—and some men as well—I have discovered the same thing.  

 

And the church has been complicit in upholding rape culture and misogyny, “implicated by 

thousands of years of institutional and personal abuse of women, almost an entire existence of 

keeping women subverted and victimized. I don’t think we even know how deep and inbred this 

sin of the church actually is. But like most things, the church will be dragged kicking and 

screaming into the conversation. Because women, like all the women around [Rev. Butler’s] 

dinner table […], will start telling their stories. And we will not stop.”11 

 

                                                 
8 Connecticut Alliance to End Sexual Violence. https://endsexualviolencect.org/resources/get-the-

facts/national-statistics-on-sexual-violence/ (accessed January 25, 2018). 
9 Amy Butler, “What Churches Must Do Right Now to Stop Being Part of The Sexual Harassment 

Problem,” Washington Post, December 1, 2017. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-

faith/wp/2017/12/01/what-churches-must-do-right-now-to-stop-being-part-of-the-sexual-harassment-

problem/?utm_term=.c4328f0b0843. Accessed January 25, 2017. 
10 Butler, ibid. 
11 Butler, ibid. 
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For the sake of argument, I assume that “most Christians agree that Jesus wouldn’t appreciate the 

sexual exploitation or abuse of women.” So it’s time that the church, “an institution claiming to 

represent the values of Jesus, take necessary steps to enter a conversation we should have been 

leading long ago.”12 

 

It’s time for us start talking about misogyny, sexual harassment, sexual assault and sexism in 

general. It’s time to acknowledge the “constant, wearing, culturally inbred experience of sexual 

harassment.”13  It’s time for us to listen to women, to provide a platform for us to tell our stories 

and to honor those stories as holy. 

 

It’s time for us to lift up the story of the nameless concubine, to take to heart her story and 

confess its present reality.  It’s time for us to hear the stories of women the way Jesus encounters 

the Samaritan woman at the well: to listen without judgement, to engage in respectful 

conversation, and to offer the gift of living water, the spirit that binds human life together, that 

brings about wholeness and healing. Amen. 

 

 

                                                 
12 Butler, ibid. 
13 Butler, ibid. 


