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I. Introduction

In the Wisdom L.iterature of the Hebrew Bible, wisdom is personalized as a woman.
According to Claudia Camp, one can directly assume that “the picture of a woman calling out in
the public places of the city” in the book of Proverbs 1.20, this is a female metaphor for
wisdom. Why does the author of the Wisdom Literature want to give us a sense of the
femaleness of wisdom? This metaphor is related to women’s specialized gifts and is depicted by
the wise woman who has been known “for astute counselor, persuasiveness, and tact.”* We
have images of female wisdom not only in the Wisdom Literature but also in the monarchic
stories. They are the unnamed wise women in Tekoa (2 Sam 14) and in Abel (2 Sam 20). These
two women appear with the stories of Joab. The wise woman in Abel is clearly declared “wise”
in the text so she definitely brings the genuine character of wisdom.® However, the scholars
argue about whether or not the woman in Tekoa represents genuine wisdom.

In this paper, | would like to debate the identity of the wise woman of Tekoa based on
the work of George G. Nicol and that of Claudia Camp. | argue that, why does Joab send the

wise woman of Tekoa to the king? Why couldn’t Joab present himself before the king? What
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kind of ability does the wise woman have that Joab does not have? It is clear that, Joab needs
the wise woman of Tekoa. The wise woman of Tekoa not only has the wisdom to solve the
ambiguous question of David, but also she appears as a prophetic figure to appear before the
king. In feminist studies of the Hebrew Bible, it is important to consider that the images of
women have been covered over by the male-centered misleading interpretations of the Hebrew
Bible. The wisdom and prophecy of the Tekoite woman are significant references for a feminist

perspective regarding present day world’s issues such as the reunification of the two Koreas.

Il. Who Has Wisdom?

Joab brings the wise woman from Tekoa to talk to David about “this thing.” The wise
woman pretends to be a widow with two sons, one of whom was killed by the other. She asks
David to protect her and her heir from the revenge of her family. The king grants her petition
for protection from everyone. In verse 13, she speaks about the guilt that the king feels for not
bringing his banished son home. Then, she uses the proverbial language” to remind the king of
his son, saying “For in giving this decision the king convicts himself, inasmuch as the king does
not bring his banished one home again” (NRSV). Then, she mentions that people make her
afraid. In addition, she requests deliverance from the hand of the men who would destroy her
and her son. In verse 18, the king notices that Joab is behind the wise woman. She praises the
wisdom of the king after saying that Joab puts all these words in her mouth. The king, then,
permits Joab to bring Absalom from Geshur.

Nicol’s main thesis is that Joab is a wise man. Joab hires an agent from Tekoa to
demonstrate his wisdom. According to Nicol, the narrative in 2 Sam 14 shows that “How Joab

achieved his objective through the agency of the woman he hired, not by depending upon her
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diplomatic skills or her wisdom, but by commissioning her to act, speak precisely according to
his own careful direction.” In Nicol’s literary criticism, he focuses on Joab’s main role and his
function. In both 2 Sam 14. 1 and 33, Joab uses the woman from Tekoa to point out how David
feels about his “heart” to Absalom. In addition, Joab manipulates David and the wise woman to
restore the king’s exiled son to Jerusalem.® Nicol, then, points out that the woman’s words to
the king are totally dependent on the instruction of Joab (v. 3). Verse 3, “Joab put words in her
mouth,” is the key verse to suggest her dependency on Joab while she makes conversation with
the king. Joab’s strategy is to use the Tekoite woman so that he can have a predictable
conversation with David.’

However, does Joab know the “heart” of the king? (v.1) It is not clear what the king has
in his mind. There are two implications for the “heart” of the king. First, in 13. 37-39, Absalom
flees to the land of his grandfather, Geshur, after the killing of his half brother Amnon. David
mourns “his son” in verse 37. Which son does the king mourn for: the fled one, Absalom, or the
dead one, Amnon?® Larry Lyke suggests that “David, no doubt, wants both vengeance on
Absalom and his safe return to the royal court.”® From the beginning of the story, the king
himself is not sure of his “heart” regarding Absalom or Amnon. Second, “Joab knew the heart
of the king,” can be read either as the heart of the king “against Absalom” or “concerning about
Absalom” in the original Hebrew (v.1). These two possibilities come from the interpretation of

the preposition, ‘al.'® David himself is in an ambiguous situation just like the story of the wise
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woman who lost one of her son at the hand of the other, since David’s one son killed his another
son. However, during David’s discussion with the wise woman, he realizes his desire for
Absalom’s safe return home and the wish of the people of God (v.13). Joab cannot know every
thing in the beginning of the story, because the king himself is not award of his own feelings.
The wise woman enlightens the king with her own wisdom, which comes from the urgent
situation that her only son is about to be killed by her family.

What is the role of Joab in the discussion of David and the wise woman? Nicol argues
her dependency is on the wisdom of Joab who “put the words in her mouth.” From the
expression in verse 3, “And Joab put the words into her mouth,” J. Hotfijzer evaluates the

subject’s superiority of verb “sym”**

and suggests that it implies the superiority of the one who
“puts” over the one who receives. In Exodus 4.15, the same expression is used when Moses
puts the words in the mouth of Aaron. Hotfijzer stresses the subordination of Aaron to Moses.
Based on the use of this expression, the wise character should be Joab rather than to the wise
woman of Tekoa.

However, we need to look at the story of Moses and Aaron in detail. Why does Moses
need to put his words in his brother Aaron’s mouth? Moses could not speak well in front of
people. Moses says to God (Exodus 4.10), “O my Lord, | have never been eloquent, neither in
the past nor even now that you have spoken to your servant; but I am slow of speech and slow
of tongue” (NRSV). God suggests to Moses that “You shall speak to him and put the words in
his mouth; and 1 will be with your mouth and with his mouth, and will teach you what you shall
do (v. 15, NRSV). In contrast to Aaron, Moses does not have public speaking ability. Moses

needs him. Without the help of Aaron, we would not know Moses’ words. Putting words in

someone’s mouth does not imply the superiority of the one who put them there. Rather it shows
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us who has the ability to speak easily in public and who does not. Even though Joab asks the
Tekoite woman to pretend to be a mourner (v.2), she does not mimic his instruction.
Nevertheless, she uses her wisdom in saying “I am a widow (v. 5, NRSV).” The Tekoite woman
is independent as well as wise.

Joab does not present himself to King David. We do not have good reasons for this.
Perhaps he does not speak well in public. For whatever reason, Joab wants to have the wise
woman of Tekoa in this awkward situation with the king. Verse 3 gives the key words to show
the relationship between Joab and the wise woman. This verse shows us Joab needs to use the
Tekoite woman because Joab is not able, or does not want to talk with the king.

Joab says to the wise woman, kadabar hazéh (v. 3). “You will tell to him like this
word/thing.” One cannot know what is “kadabar hazeh” nor have the content of the
“word/thing.” The wise woman just starts to talk with the king in verse 4 about kadabar hazeh.
One can just know the content of “this word or thing” from the discussion between the king and
the wise woman. One cannot say she is repeating the words of Joab, because we know just “this
word/thing.” We only get the content of the word/thing from what the wise woman says to the
king. This narrator does not say if the wise woman is directly repeating the words of Joab.

Rather than repeating Joab verbatim, she follows the general directions given her by
Joab. There are two reasons why we know that she does not follow the Joab’s directions, but
follows her wisdom, instead. First, in other texts in the Hebrew Bible in which instructions are
given, the first person tells the second person what to say then the latter repeats it.'? For
example, there is the instruction of Nathan to Bathsheba in consideration of the succession of
her son, Solomon (1 Kings 1). Even though Bathsheba adds some extra words to what Nathan

tells her to say (vv. 17-21), she also repeats Nathan’s words to emphasize that her son should
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become king. However, we do not have the precise repetition of Joab’s words as spoken by the
wise woman, rather we have only “this word/thing.” Lyke assumes that, “Perhaps the
instructions to say ‘something like this’ means that her instructions were general. After all, the
woman’s wisdom must be of some value.”** She has been labeled “the wise woman” by her
local town. Joab recognizes her wisdom so he uses her verbal and acting skills to present his
case in a more persuasive way than he could have done.

Secondly, after she changes her theme from the concerns of her sons to the banished one
(v. 13), and the good and the bad (v. 17), David knows that Joab is behind the wise woman (v.
19). This may have been the same theme that Joab had already talked about with the king,
because the king recognizes it. Joab needs the wise woman to rephrase his “word/thing,” since
Joab failed in his first request with David. When the wise woman appears before the king, she
builds the case for Abaslom using her wisdom that Joab does not have. If she had repeated exact

words, then perhaps David would not have allowed the return of Absalom.

I11. Wisdom Literature and the Wise Woman of Tekoa

As one can see from the two wise women of Tekoa and Abel in 2 Samuel, the wisdom
of women is a theme from the early Israelite monarchy. From these two passages, William
Irwin points out a transition in the Canaanite wisdom movement into early Israel.™ It is possible
that the two wise women know the proverbial terms and use them according to the culture of
wisdom in early Israel (2 Sam 14.14, 20.18).

Camp points out that the originality and execution of female wisdom as literature figures

came from the time of Solomon, and was finalized in form in the book of Proverbs in the post-
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exilic period.'® She also insists that the unnamed women of Tekoa and Abel before the reign of
Solomon are “representatives of a non-regular but recurrent leadership role for women in pre-
monarchic Israel, that they either were “real’ historical persons or, at least, could have been
recognized by readers as types of such persons.”*® What kind of leadership does the wise
woman of Tekoa have? Her leadership comes from being not only being a wise woman but also

from being a prophet figure.

IV. The Role Model of the Wise Woman of Tekoa

Before | present the figure of prophecy in the wise women of Tekoa, | will delineate the
wisdom tradition in the wise woman of Tekoa. According to Camp, the wise woman of Tekoa
has a role in her local town, which prepares her to deal with this delicate and even dangerous
situation before the king.'” She insists that “Wise women—of Tekoa in 2 Sam.14, and of Abel
in 2 Sam. 20—were customarily granted a similar kind of authority on such a regular basis that
it would not have been surprising for them to assume those roles when the need arose.”® One
can see her wisdom from the use of the proverbial language in verse 14. She says to the king:
“We must all die; we are like water spilled on the ground, which cannot be gathered up”
(NRSV). Camp quotes R. B.Y. Scott to affirm this verse’s proverbial idiom. Verse 14 is “one of
the proverb idioms or idea patterns characteristic of folk wisdom not only in the ancient Near
East but also in the classical world and modern Europe.”* Even though one accepts the wise

woman’s reference to Abaslom’s story by using her own son’s, one might be curious about the
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correct meaning of this verse. Camp suggests that “the ambiguity may have been fully
intentional. It is a characteristic of poetic speech to intend more than is actually stated, to carry a
surplus of meaning.”?° The wise woman of Tekoa uses her wisdom with the king so that he can
realize his own situation and his own feelings. This openness does not come from Joab who
puts in her mouth “this word/thing.” Rather this is in her ability “to speak the right word at the
right time, to capture the essence of a situation in a few, but pleasing, words and thereby to
redirect the course of events.”?!

Camp also points out the mother’s role in the Book of Proverbs “in the training of her
children, not only as infants and toddlers, but also in the proper attitudes and actions of adult
life.”** The wise woman of Tekoa is a mother who lost her husband and her one son. John Rook
explains the meaning of “widow,” in Hebrew. The widow is a woman who not only has lost her
husband, but she “who has no male from the group of her dead husband who can take
responsibility for her. She has no brothers-in-law or sons.”?® If one follows his definition, the
wise woman of Tekoa is not a widow. She has a remaining son and has the clan who wants to
kill her son (v. 7). To identify herself as a widow is not a correct statement, unless one
translates verse 5 as “indeed | will be a widow woman.” Then, what is the reason to refer to
herself as a widow? By calling herself a widow, she emphasizes a situation after the death of
her sole son. It is significant for her to let her son alive, because her son can keep her dead
husband’s name and his line (v. 7). Her request to the king about an inheritance of God, (v. 16)
is a concern for “the preservation of family name and for the protection of society’s weak—

concerns that we would expect from a mother and a leader in the Yahwistic tribal-village
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setting, as well as from one of the first mouthpieces of Israel’s wisdom tradition.”* To
introduce herself as a widow reminds David the lineage after his sons’ death. David needs to
call Absalom from Geshur in order to retain his name.

We can assume this woman has a leadership role in her village town, Tekoa. When Joab
asks her to pretend to be a mourner, he uses na’ with the imperative verbs to ask (v. 2). As the
chief commander of the army, Joab does not forcefully command the wise woman to pretend to
be mourning but nicely asks by using na’. Moreover, David uses na’ to the wise woman, when
he asks her who is behind her (v. 18) in saying “Please, do not hide.” In 1 Sam 30.7, King
David also uses na’ with the imperative verb. The king asks Abiathar, the high priest to bring an
ephod. When he wants to request something, the king respects the authority of the high priest.
David also uses this term with Tamar, the princess, by saying “Please, go to the house of
Amnon, your brother” (2 Sam 13.7). David recognizes the status of the wise woman as Joab
does. The wise woman was a well-known person who had leadership and authority in the town

of Tekoa.

V. Prophetic Figure of the Wise Woman of Tekoa

I will begin with why Joab needs a prophetic figure. Joab needs a prophet in his political
situation. Joab is David’s chief military commander. Later, Joab stands by Adonijah’s side, the
son of Haggith, with the priest Abiathar (1 Kings 1.7). Adonijah wants to be a king before the
succession of Solomon happens. There is the tension between the two sons of David, Adonijah
and Solomon, concerning accession to the throne. The priest Zadok and the prophet Nathan
anoint Solomon choosing him as king (1 Kings 1.34). Solomon has the priest Zadok, the

commander Benaiah, and the prophet Nathan, while Adonijah does not have a prophet. Joab’s
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group needs a prophet like Nathan. It is necessary for Joab to have a prophet in order to talk
with King David. If this prophet has the wisdom, he or she would be a more effective person to
present Joab’s desires. The character of the wise woman of Tekoa has the right position to
satisfy Joab’s need.

McCarter affirms the prophetic writer in the “Succession Narrative” of 2 Samuel 9-20
and 1 Kings 1-2.%° Nathan’s narrative is among the prophetic stratum in 2 Samuel 12. Nathan
tells the story of the ewe to condemn the king. In addition, Camp compares the story of Nathan
and the wise woman of Tekoa in terms of a loyal advisor. Camp depicts the wise woman as a
spinner who weaves “a dramatic yarn for the king very similar to two other tales in the
historical writings (2 Sam 12.1-15 and 1 Kings 20.38-43).”%° She also argues about the function
of the narratives, that the narratives are not functioning as legally binding,?” but in quoting
David M. Gunn, are providing “a sufficiently apt parallel to the addressee’s situation that he
might make the right judgment (i.e., the one that suits the deceiver’s purpose) and that when the
key is provided he cannot escape the force of its application to his own case.”?® The wise
woman of Tekoa uses this method of parallel during the conversation with the king. Thus,
David realizes that Absalom’s return home is the right judgment so he allows his son’s return.

However, this woman participates in her prophetic confrontation as prophets often do.
She places herself as the main character in the story she tells to evoke the king’s situation.
Nathan uses a parable about the ewe and the wicked rich owner keeping himself out of the
matter. Telling a story is a dangerous situation before the king, if the king knows the true story.

However, the wise woman participates in her prophecy much like prophet Hosea. Hosea takes
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Gomer as his wife to reveal the saying of God.? Like Hosea, the wise woman of Tekoa
becomes the main character of the narrative revealing her prophetic voice. She conducts herself
as a prophetess who is both brave and wise.

What kind of prophetic voice does she have? This answer comes from the situation
involving the fight between the two brothers. In verse 6, the reader is not aware of the reason
for their fight, while the response of the people is clear. They do not tear the two brothers apart,
but instead watch two brothers’ fight. While Nathan reveals the guilt of David from the parable
of the ewe, the wise woman of Tekoa appeals to one allowed to fight, that the social structure
may also be guilty of the death of her one son. The reason for the flight of Absalom to Geshur is
the murder of his half-brother, Amnon, who raped Tamar, the blood sister of Absalom. It is not
the murder of the innocent. It is the social structure that required Absalom to avenge the rape of
his sister. If the king does not allow the return of Absalom, he would be finding fault in
Absalom. David recognizes Amnon’s fault without seeing the situation of the two brothers.
However, by accepting the discourse of the wise woman about the banished one (v.13), the king
is reminded about Absalom as well of the issue of justice and injustice relating to the rape of
Tamar.

Now, one needs to focus on her hometown, Tekoa. Amos comes from Tekoa.
According to Hans Wolff, Amos is in Tekoa where the distinctive wisdom regarding the wise
woman originated.*® This distinctive wisdom of Tekoa affects the prophecy of Amos. The wise

woman lives in Tekoa where one may see the interaction between wisdom and prophecy. The
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wise woman of Tekoa is one of the role models due to the combination of wisdom and
prophecy.

Patricia K. Willey agrees that the wise woman parodies the methods of Nathan as a
parody regarding the moral confusion of the king.** However, she does not see the wise woman
as a second Nathan. Willey argues that the wise woman fails because David does not want to
see Absalom after his return to Jerusalem (2 Sam 14.28ff).** However, the command about
David not seeing Absalom may be part of a different story, since the king finally kisses
Absalom in 2 Sam 14.33. Within the context of the wise woman’s talk with the king, she
succeeds using her prophetic method. In verse 12, she wants to deal with the situation of David
and his vanished son. This is a risky moment.® Her interest is no longer on her safety or her
son’s.

After verse 12, her themes are “the people of God and guilty (v. 13),” and “the good and
the bad (v. 17).” Then, David realizes from her speech what she wants to talk with him about, as
he does with Nathan before (2 Sam 12). David makes Joab bring Absalom from Geshur to
Jerusalem (vv. 21-25). After this story, one does not hear about the wise woman of Tekoa.
However, one can recognize her important wisdom from verse 20. She praises the wisdom of
the king who knows Joab’s involvement, in saying “But my lord has wisdom like the wisdom of
the angel of God to know all things that are on the earth” (NRSV). She could have been killed
for she is not an official prophet, like Nathan. And as a woman from a small town, the fact that

she survives the confrontation with the king is enough to make her famous. Her last statement
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may be the reason why she was called the wise woman, since the local persons of Tekoa hear of

her surviving and her meeting of the king.

V1. Conclusion: Toward Feminist Biblical Reading for Korean Reunification

Korean feminist scholars have interpreted the biblical women as the models for
Korean reunification over the last several decades. Young Sil Choi exams that the Samaritan
woman in the Gospel of John 4.1-42 can remove the obstacles of the division between the
Jews and the Samaritans.* According to Choi, the Samaritan woman “asks us to proclaim the
Gospel of reconciliation and unification of all peoples in the world beyond the hatred and
conflict among us.”*® Likewise, the wise woman of Tekoa is the role model for Korean
reunification with her wisdom as well as prophecy.

The mother, who lost her husband and experienced one son being killed by the other,
is our prototype to keep the wisdom and to present the prophetic voice. According to Carol
Meyers, the designation “mother” in early Israel (Judges 5:7) is not reference to “a biological
maternal role but rather to her divinatory leadership, her ability to provide answers to Israel’s
problems.”3® Also, she points out the oracular center in the wise woman of Tekoa. A mother
has wisdom to solve problems so that she can say her words as an oracle of prophecy. The
concept of “the mother of nation” in Korea plays a role of metaphor for Korean women
education.®” Motherhood brings up people with care and affection in importantly powerful

ways. Mothers symbolically express the issues in a specific situation. Mee Hyun Chung
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correctly points out that “the division of Korea is not a family tragedy on the Korean
peninsula. It is a barrier to world peace.”*® Mothers who love giving birth are subject to
embrace world peace.

As biblical Israel needed wise mothers, today’s Korea needs mothers who have the
wisdom to create the reunification of two divided nations, South Korea and North Korea.
Korea came from the same mother. Soon Kyung Park has argued that the mother of Minjok*®
in Korea is suit with the subject of Korean reunification.*® The mother of Minjok plays a
metaphor for Korean reunification in her divided situation. According to Park, the mother of
Minjok is the agent who deals the historically divided context in Korea beyond the family
matters, and functions as the subject of the universal-spiritual atmosphere in the Korean
future.** The reinterpretation of the biblical mothers shows the important references for
Korean reunification feminist theology. They have already embraced the powerful narratives
and attracted our attention in the world. The Tekoite woman is a significant mother for
Korean reunification feminist theology.

When the sons of the Tekoite woman fight each other, there is no one to tear them
apart and the one smote the other (2 Sam 14. 6). People watch the murder of one brother
without doing anything. In addition, they want to kill the surviving. The murdered son is the

victim of the social structure that stood by evil. Moreover, the atmosphere of the social
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structure wants to get the benefit from killing the remaining son. As a result there would be

nothing for the mother, no sons, no husband, and no inheritance. She will be forced to marry

to have an inheritance just as South Korea has been forced into a relationship with the U.S.A.

by the Korean War. South Korea by being involved politically and economically with the
U.S.A. is losing her own identity. The two Koreas fought at the instigation of the powerful
nations of the world. If they fight again, one nation will be killed by the other. Other nations
will just watch their deaths, then they will take their benefits. Moreover, they may provoke
the two nations to fight. The two Koreas need the wisdom of a mother, and they need her
prophecy before one kills the other. The wise woman of Tekoa, who has the authority of
wisdom and prophecy, is an important Biblical reference for the “mother” of two nations.
Even now the mother of Korean wisdom is begging for the reconciliation of two siblings:

North and South Korea.
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Abstract

In the Wisdom L.iterature of the Hebrew Bible, wisdom is personalized as a woman.
Why does the author of the Wisdom Literature want to give us a sense of the femaleness of
wisdom? This metaphor is related to women’s specialized gifts and is depicted by the wise
woman “who has been noted for astute counselor, persuasiveness, and tact.”** We have images
of female wisdom not only in the Wisdom Literature but also in the monarchic stories. They are
the unnamed wise women in Tekoa (2 Sam 14) and in Abel (2 Sam 20). These two women
appear with the stories of Joab. Scholars argue about whether or not the woman in Tekoa
represents genuine wisdom. In this paper, I would like to debate the identity of the wise woman
of Tekoa based on the work of George G. Nicol and that of Claudia Camp. | argue that, why
does Joab send the wise woman of Tekoa to the king? Why couldn’t Joab present himself
before the king? What kind of ability does the wise woman have that Joab does not have? It is
clear that, Joab needs the wise woman of Tekoa. The wise woman of Tekoa not only has the
wisdom to solve the ambiguous question of David, but also she appears as a prophetic figure to
appear before the king. In feminist studies of the Hebrew Bible, it is important to consider that
the images of women have been covered over by the male-centered misleading interpretations
of the Hebrew Bible. The wisdom and prophecy of the Tekoite woman are significant
references for a feminist perspective regarding today’s issues such as the reunification of the
two Koreas. The Tekoite woman shows the significant role of mothers in the Korean Minjok,
since she asks us to proclaim the urgent situation of the two Koreas surrounding the powers in
the world. The Korean mothers willingly protect their children from the world dynamics that
keep separating from one Minjok.

Key Words
The Tekoite Woman, Wisdom, Prophecy, Korean Reunification, Minjok, Mother.

2 phyllis A. Bird, Missing Persons and Mistaken Identities, Women and Gender in Ancient Israel
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 42.
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