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Lot’s Daughters: The Ethics of Reading in the Present

There never was any more inception than there is now
Nor any|more youth or age than there is now

And wil] never be any more perfection than there is now
Nor any more Heaven nor Hell than there is now

--Wait Whitman, "Song of Myself"

To the Jew, Torah is twofold in accordance with her twofold attitude. We have an
intuitive sense|for these attitudes: p'shat and d'rash, outside and inside, closed and open.
The central question, I think, concerns time. Is the text a coherent whole before my
reading, chronologically, and thus ontologically, prior to me? or is the text written at the
moment of my reading it, even as | am being written by it? I'll leave the distinction vague

and undefended for a moment, and try to make things clearer through a Midrash.

Consider the following story:

And Lot went up from Zoar, and dwelt on the mountain, and his two daughters with him; for he feared to
dwell in Zoar; and he dwelt in a cave, he and his two daughters. And the first-born (B'chirah) said to the
younger (TZz'irah); "Our father is old, and there is not a man in the earth to come in unto us after the manner
of all the earth. Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we will lie with him, that we may preserve
seed of our father" And they made their father drink wine that night. And the first-born went in, and lay
with her father; and he knew not whey she lay down, nor when she arose. And it came to pass on the
morrow, that the first-born said to the younger: "Behold, I lay yesterday with my father. Let us make him
drink wine this night also; and go thou in, and lie with him, that we may preserve seed of our father." And
they made their father drink wine that night also. And the younger arose, and lay with him; and he knew
not when she lay down, nor when she arose. Thus were both the daughters of Lot with child by their father.
And the first-born bore a son, and called his name Moab—the same is the father of the Moabite unto this
day. And the younger, she also bore a son, and called his name Ben-ammi-—the same is the father of the
children of Ammon unto this day (Bereishit 19:30-38, 1917 JPS translation).

I might read this story as a palimpsest, a fiction that displaces the agency for—and thus
the shame of—rape. After all, especially given the rest of Bereishit 19, is it really likely
that Lot's daughters raped their father? No more likely than the misogynist fiction that
women who dress in a certain way "provoke" rape, or the story that many abusive parents

tell children, that the children are responsible for their own victimization. These

narratives legitimate oppression by reassigning responsibility to the victims.




The hallmark of such stories is the implausibility of their plots--because they are

fantasies meant to obscure reality, they always seem vaguely absurd. The Rabbis see this

implausibility easily and locate skillfully the sharpest absurdity:

It was taught in the name of Rabbi Yose bar Rav Chuni: Why is there a dot above the vav {in the word]
"Uv'kumah" (And her rising) of the B'chira? to say that in her lying down, he [Lot] did not know, but in her
rising, he knew. And what was there for him to do? What was done was done. The point of this is that he
should not have drunk wine the other time [i.e. the second night]. (Nazir 23a)

It is odd enough to say that Lot was unaware the first time--but to suggest that the second

night he was also the passive victim of rape is really too much.
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y, the reading of this story as misogynist myth cannot easily explain the
daughters. By necessity, such myths require of the male character an
ization, but there is certainly no need to multiply the improbability. The
{azir uses this weakness to moderate the displacement of agency, giving
control over his situation and easing the tension of the story.

can also use this liability to reinforce and extend my initial reading:

\bba said that Rabbi Yochanan said: The Holy One, Blessed be He does not withhold
ne of his creations, even the reward for refined speech (sichah naeh), that even in the
hirah, who said "Moab," (from father), The Holy One blessed be He said to Moshe: "Do

not harass Moav or incite war against them" (D'varim 2:9). No war--but a tax may be done on them.

[Concerning] the TZ'irah, who said "Ben-Ami" (son of my people), the kadosh baruch hu said to Moshe:
"And when you approach the Ammonites, don't incite them and don't harass them or incite them [at all]"--
this is inclusive, that you may not even tax them (Bava Kamma 38b, my translation).

Here, the two daughters represent two responses to the palimpsest, the rewriting of abuse.
The B'chirah confronts injustice openly, and the 7z'irah collaborates in euphemism. The
Midrash thus accounts for the doubling as a morality play: it is praiseworthy to extend the
cloak of pretty fiction over ugly truth, and unwise to openly declare what has happened.
The daughters here are like rape victims who are told: “If you keep silent, well and good;

but if you insist upon dragging this shameful affair into the public light, do not blame us




if societal stigma falls upon you.” The midrash, under this reading, uses the doubling to

extend the euphemistic covering of Lot's abuse even to the daughter's themselves.
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different from the following, from the Midrash Tanhuma: “and lay with her father: But in
Inger, it says: “and she lay with him.” Since the younger one was not the initiator of the

illicit relations, buj

rather her sister taught it to her, Scripture covers up for her and does not explicitly tell

of her disgrace. But [concerning] the elder, who initiated the illicit relations, Scripture publicizes her
explicitly.” The midrash from Tanhuma extends the threat of public shaming; when read in conjunction
with the Bava Kamma midrash, it connects the daughters’ euphemisms with the response of the
community. But both daughters are rewarded in Bava Kamma,; the euphemistic reading fails.
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the Jewish creation myth—not creatio ex nihilo, but the spontaneous reorganization of

tohu vavohu into order.
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theorists call these rewritings "canon formation"—the process by which

new works respond to older texts and collectively form a distinct but coherent whole.

T.S. Eliot understands the centrality of time, and of "simultaneous rewriting," to this

Process:
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Jewish thinker contemplating her tradition from the inside, however, the

jewel must seem a prison. To say the tradition is m'ein olam haba is, curiously given the




verb, to say that it has already been written. The very miracle of the process of change

frightens the ps

erson attempting such a change. If Eliot understands tradition from their

outside, Harold Bloom sees what from the inside is its fearful symmetry:

Poetic influence, t

0 many critics, is just something that happens, a transmission of ideas and images, and

whether or not influence causes anxiety in the later poet is regarded as a problem of temperament or

circumstance. But
they have named ¢
poetic influence, ¥
wealth of tradition

The midrashist
of olam hazeh,
written? What
of the canon hg
and nameless.
large for it. Ye
That is
already given.
spirit,” in whic
gives way to th

rolling wheel,

the ephebe cannot be Adam early in the morning. There have been too many Adams, and

everything. The burden of unnaming prompts the true wars fought under the banner of
vars waged by the perversity of the spirit against the wealth accumulated by the spirit, the

(Harold Bloom, Yeats).
anxiously contemplates the Tanach: is there space for her? Is the text part
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is constantly implied but never explicitly stated in Bloom is that the reader
1s the terrible feeling that some part of her remains unwritten, unspoken,
[.anguage cannot signify all, for even just the self, the image of God, is too
t the unwritten seems to fit nowhere in the perfectly ordered text.

the B'chirah’s problem: the text has already been written, the names
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h the "holy nay" of the B'chirah, who names and rejects the ugly past,

Ie “innocence [that] is the child, and forgetfulness, a new beginning, a self-

a first movement, a holy Yea, [needed] for the game of creating.” The

Tz'irah must a&fcept what both forget the past and accept it, making it part of the present

writing. In Bloom's language, she must misread. Mordechai Kaplan wrote about
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ansvaluation and conscious revalution, and believed that while every

generation transformed what came before, the modern Jew was unique in her
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of that transformation. Yet actually, what distinguishes the 7Z'irah is her
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willed unconsciousness of transformation. The strong misreading endures because it

seems natural, while the obviously conscious reworking fades in its gracelessness.

But this approach to tradition is very hard, as the following Mishnah illustrates:

On that same day|(bo bayom), Judah, an Ammonite ger (proselyte, stranger) came and stood before them in
the house of study. He said to them, "What am I to come into the community?" Rabban Gamliel said to him
"you are forbidden. R. Yehoshua said to him: "you are permitted." Rabban Gamliel said to him: "The
scripture says, 'An Ammonite or Moabite shall not enter the community of God even to the tenth
generation, etc.' (D'varim 23:4)." R. Yehoshua said to him: "And then are the Ammonites and Moabites in
their places? Already Senaharib, King of Assyria, ascended and mixed up all the nations, as it says, ‘I have
removed the bounds of the nations, and robbed their treasures, and as a mighty one have brought down
their inhabitants' (Isaiah 10:13)." Rabban Gamliel said to him, "the scripture says, 'And afterward I will
return the exile of the children of Ammon’ (Jeremaiah 49:6) and they are already returned.” R. Yehoshua
said to him, "The scripture says, 'I will retyrn the exile of my people Israel and Judah,' (Jeremaiah 30, 3)
and still they have not returned.” And they permitted him to enter the community (Yadayim 4:4).

The problem is the patriarchy, the old order. How is it to be integrated into the new b 'nei
yisrael? The Moabite and Ammonite women have long been allowed into the
congregation. Because of that strong Rabbinic misreading of the many source-texts of
Tanach as a coherent legal whole, the prohibition in Deuteronomy has been reconciled
with Ruth the Moabite's conversion and marriage to Boaz. But how will masculinity
survive this Rabbinic transformation?

The dispute, of course, is over time. Rabban Gamliel believes that we are already

living in Messianic time. The prophecies have been fulfilled, Moab and Ammon returned

to their homes

The texts are complete. The stories of Moab and Ammon are composed,

ordered—already finished. They may not enter. A jewel cannot be augmented. For Rabbi
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are still in this world, in olam hazeh; the text is not yet written, Moab and
ixed up. The world is tohu vavohu, ripe for the game of creation to begin
‘ehoshua is grappling with paternity in exile, when Jewish fathers have no
stow to their sons. To make room for the new, Rabbi Yehoshua must admit

ncomplete state of the world: he must accept upon himself exile to which
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> the need for t'shuvah. Rabbi Yehoshua, to allow the Moabite in, accepts
he vulnerability to revision that is implied by exile.

rds "Bo Bayom" are telling. The editor in B’rachot later anchors this

1se to the deposition of Rabban Gamliel, blunting the words with a

ent, a definite past. Yet "bo bayom" alludes ultimately to a far great

arthly power, "bayom hahu" on which God will finally be one and his
hariah 14:9). Messianic time is an ongoing process; paradoxically, only by
nished article before us, the text already written, the m'ein olam haba, do
rds the final tikkun. Thank God, the finished work is not weighing upon us
jection of messianiéity generates the promise of messianism, the "bayom
include al/l—the Ammonite and Moabite too—in the naming of God.
trony. Glossing the B'chirah's declaration that "avi zakein," (my father is

es, quoting Hillel, "v'im lo achshav, aimatai?" (If I am not for myself, who

will be? If I am only for myself, what am 1? And if not now, when?) A tragic, cruel, gloss!
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we cannot read and write our sacred texts in an eternal present, there is no
. The world as we know it must end in every reading, so that it may be
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