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The stereotype that the Old Testament is violent and bloody comes in large part from the 

book of Judges, as I’m sure you can understand from what we’ve just read.  While Judges is 

nowhere near a feel-good book, it’s interesting that we’re so dismissive of it because of the 

violence.  After all, we’ve hardly built a violence-free culture for ourselves. We hardly live in a 

violence-free country.  Just this weekend, I learned the word “Chiraq,” a mashup for Chicago 

and Iraq, and a testament to the relentless gun violence in the midwestern city.  The current 

Broadway musical on tour in Denver is about how a group of high school kids respond after a 

friend takes his own life.  Given the millennial obsession with the show, high school and college 

age kids find it relatable in a way that frightens me.  In our country as a whole, the current stat is 

that kids witness 8,000 murders on TV by the end of fifth grade.  That doesn’t include the 

violence they see on video games or online.  Nor does it take into account lockdown drills which 

have become common and “normal.”  And the last century, that we’ve all lived through to 

different extents, has been the most violent century in human history.  We have no standing to be 

throwing stones at others, including the world of the Judges.   

But, we don’t usually throw stones at it; we usually ignore it.  We choose to read prettier 

parts of Scripture, and when we do turn to Judges, it’s tempting to sanitize it – much like the 

study journal we’re using for this sermon series on lesser-known stories does this week.  The 

journal emphasizes Deborah sitting under a palm tree finding peace and centeredness in the 

midst of the warring chaos around her, as if Jael and her tent peg were an irrelevant detail, as if 

the 900 chariots Sisera led to the slaughter never happened.  I wonder if this is how we respond 

when we watch the news today.  There’s the saying, “one death is a tragedy; 1,000 deaths is a 

statistic.”  Sometimes it’s too much to process; sometimes it’s easier just to ignore it all.  But 

when we become blind to the violence around us, it becomes all too easy to point out the speck 

in another’s eye without seeing the plank in our own.  Remembering that by all empirical 

standards our world is more violent than Deborah’s, this just may not be such an irrelevant story 

after all.   

The story begins as we are introduced to Sisera and his violence.  “Sisera had ‘cruelly 

oppressed’ Israel for the last 20 years, such that she was crying out to God for help.  The story 

then cuts to a courtroom drama involving a judge named Deborah. Between trials, Deborah calls 

for the military leader Barak and tells him that if he will fight Sisera, God will deliver Sisera’s 

army into Barak’s hand.  But Barak seems to know how difficult such an attack would be.  He is 

out of his depth.  He is scared.  He asks Deborah to join him in the fight.  Deborah responds, 

‘Okay, I will go with you.  But because of the way you are going about this, you won’t get the 

credit, for the Lord, will hand Sisera to a woman.’   

“Sisera brings 900 iron chariots to battle.  Israel has no such strength, but she stands to 

fight anyway, desperate for these 20 years of oppression to end.  And we are told that the Lord 

fights with and for Israel.  As she stands to fight back against great odds, the Lord goes ahead of 

her and routs Sisera’s army.  All of Sisera’s troops fell by the sword that day; not a man was left.   



“Except Sisera himself.  The leader, the most powerful one, the one we are told has been 

oppressing Israel, slips away on foot to the tent of his ally, but his ally isn’t home.  Jael, his ally’s 

wife, goes out to meet Sisera and invites him into her tent.  Sisera asks for water.  Jael gives him 

milk and covers him up.  Sisera tells her to stand by the door while he sleeps and protect him.  

Jael obeys.  She stands watch as he falls asleep.  Then she ‘picks up a tent peg and a hammer and 

goes quietly to him while he lays fast asleep, exhausted.  She drives the peg through his temple 

into the ground, and he dies.’”1  That’s the story.   

Perhaps the most immediate question is: why does Deborah get the credit for delivering 

her people from oppression when it’s actually Jael who does the deed?  For that, there’s no good 

answer – other than my suspicion that as one of the very few women in Scripture to kill someone 

else, we’re discomfited by Jael.  To put it in context, the lead up to Jael’s story isn’t much 

different from the Exodus: from Moses telling Pharaoh, “let my people go,” and then when the 

Egyptian chariots pursue them, God protects the Israelites by wiping the chariots out in the Red 

Sea.  We’ve largely come to terms with that as an image of liberation, not destruction.  How do 

we receive the story of Deborah and Barak partnering with God to destroy Sisera’s 900 chariots?  

And the story of Jael herself is remarkably similar to that of David and Goliath: a simple 

housewife who in one shot eliminates Israel’s greatest, strongest foe, freeing her people from 

fear and oppression.  We tell the story of David and Goliath as the story of a victorious 

underdog.  Is that how we’re supposed to tell Jael’s story?  

It just so happens that the current issue of The Christian Century has an article written by 

a chaplain in a women’s prison, and she tells the story of leading her “congregants,” as she calls 

them through a Bible study on Jael.  For context, she tells the story of her own epiphany.  She 

says: “I had been a chaplain in the prison for a year before I realized that almost every woman I 

met who was doing time for murder had killed an intimate partner who had been abusing her for 

years.  Two of my congregants began their incarcerations on death row, having been given death 

sentences for killing men who actively tried to kill them first.  I can still remember feeling shock, 

confusion, and a righteously-sized anger as I learned that these situations were not considered 

self-defense.”  She goes on to explain the vagaries of our justice system and how the terms of 

self-defense are different when you’re in an intimate relationship with someone than when the 

person is a stranger.  Reading this article is well-worth your time.   

Back to that Bible study, the chaplain shared with her congregants the story of Deborah 

and Jael that I just shared with you.  Then she said, “Jael could have easily been condemned to 

death in our courts.  But instead of condemning her, the Bible tells Jael’s story a second, this 

time in the form of an epic poem.  The poetry of Judges 5 erupts with this praise from Scripture: 

‘Most blessed of women is Jael.’  “As I proclaimed in that double-wide trailer,’ the chaplain 

said, “‘Most blessed is Jael!’ the room fell silent.  The silence stretched on and on, until one 

woman, another lifer who was also in for killing an abusive partner sighed aloud.  ‘This world 

would be a lot different if people called us blessed,’ she said.”2 

How do we respond to violence?  Whether it be personal, in our community, or as a 

country, how do we respond to violence?  One of the most profound answers to this question 

came from Rabbi Fred Green when I was visiting him next door at Har HaShem a couple of 

weeks ago.  From the Ark where they keep their sacred texts, Fred pulled out a Torah scroll that 

had survived the Holocaust and been brought by some of his members from Germany to 

Boulder.  Because of its history, the scroll is damaged, and therefore not kosher.  In the Jewish 

                                                           
1 “Reading Jael’s Story in a Women’s Prison,” by Sarah Jobe in The Christian Century, October 1, 2018. 
2 Ibid. 



faith, there’s a high value on maintaining the Torah in pristine form, in making sure it doesn’t get 

ripped or damaged, that no letters are smudged.  In order to keep the Torah unblemished, you’ll 

see cantors and rabbis in synagogues use a little yod to touch the text, so there’s no danger of 

their fingers blemishing the scroll.  Protecting the wholeness, the shalom, of the Torah – making 

sure there’s no scratch in a letter – is so important because of the belief that “you can’t be a 

whole community if someone is broken.”  They want the wholeness of their sacred text to reflect 

that.  In pulling out the Torah that survived the Holocaust, a friend asked Fred if they considered 

having it repaired, so that it would be kosher again.  He said, “Not really.  I think there’s power 

in leaving it broken.”   

Then, Fred pulled out the kosher scroll that Har HaShem commissioned to be hand-

written over the course of a year.  The congregation brought in a professional scribe to write the 

Torah and then members of the congregation partnered with the scribe to write small parts of 

Scripture, so the entire congregation was involved.  Obviously, this is no small undertaking; it’s 

no small thing to have so many hands involved when there’s a value in not smudging or 

scratching a single letter.  Remember the wholeness, the shalom of the Torah testifies to their 

belief that “you can’t be a whole community if someone is broken.”  But there is one exception.  

In the book of Numbers, in the story of Phinehas, a story that – like Jael’s – ends with him 

driving stakes through people to show them their immorality, when the rabbis and scribes write 

that story in their Hebrew scrolls, when they get to the word shalom in that story, they 

intentionally put a scratch in one of the letters.  It’s a reminder to all those who read it that you 

can’t have peace from a sword.   

Seeing the two scrolls laying next to each other: one, they tried so hard to keep 

unblemished except for that single scratch in a single word of a very old story, a reminder that 

there is no peace from a sword; and the second, a thoroughly-damaged scroll testifying to the 

most violent century in human history.  Seeing the two scrolls laying next to each other, it 

seemed the only faithful response was to pray: Lord, have mercy.  Amen. 


