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Abstract

The Book of Judith and its main character are fascinating for the ways in which they play 
with time and history. This article argues that theoretical frameworks of queer temporality 
are instructive for understanding Judith. Judith’s childlessness, her aberrant daily 
schedule, and her refusal to work on her enemies’ time mark her as someone resisting 
normative time and a focus on the future. At the same time, however, Judith does ensure 
a future for Bethulia, and, by extension, for Israel. Consequently, this article also explores 
how the Book of Judith itself plays with the idea of history, calling into question the very 
future Judith supposedly ensures. The article also highlights the absence of eschatological 
thinking in the Book of Judith. Finally, this article discusses the implications of such an 
erring, queer narrative for thinking about Jewish history and the biblical canon.
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Introduction

Judith1 is a fascinating character for many reasons: her dazzling beauty, her 
quick-wittedness, her readiness to boss around powerful men, and, of course, 
her ability with a sword. Judith is intriguing also because of what her character 

1 The genesis of this article was a paper with a similar title that I delivered during an sbl 
lgbti/Queer Hermeneutics session called “Queer Times: Futurity, Hauntology, and Utopia 
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and her book do with time and the future. From Judith’s childlessness and lack 
of engagement with children-as-future, unusual for a biblical heroine; to her 
strange nocturnal schedule; to the ways in which characters in the Book of 
Judith seem to be “performing” as historical figures; to the topsy-turvy “history” 
offered by the book, this narrative plays with time, history, and the future. In 
this article, I argue that theories of queer temporality can provide a framework 
for understanding Judith’s time-play.

I begin by discussing briefly the vocabulary of reproductive futurism, chronon-
ormativity, and queer subjectivity, which provide a basis for this analysis, and how 
Judith as a character rejects “straight time.” I then turn to how the Book of Judith 
as a whole, not only the character of Judith, plays with the idea of linear history.2 
I address the larger implications for understanding a biblical book as refusing 
futurism, when the Bible at large presents itself as a linear narrative about the 
story of a people and their God. I discuss the possibility of understanding Judith 
as Judah Maccabee in drag, and I address the implications of the book’s lack of 
eschatological imagination. Finally, I discuss the contemporary stakes of my anal-
ysis for readers of the Bible, as well as for understandings of Jewish history.

Edelman’s Child, Freeman’s Chrononormativity, Halberstam’s 
Queer Subjects, and Judith

Lee Edelman is an exemplar of the anti-social thesis in queer theory, which 
rejects teleology and disrupts the focus on linear history. Edelman’s “reproduc-
tive futurism” is the relentless societal and individual focus on the child. He 
writes, “Fuck the social order and the Child in whose name we’re collectively 
terrorized; fuck Annie; fuck the waif from Les Mis, fuck the poor, innocent kid 
on the Net; fuck Laws both with capital ls and with small; fuck the whole net-
work of Symbolic Relations and the future that serves as its prop.”3 Edelman 

in and after Biblical Texts” at the 2016 annual meeting. However, in preparing the article for 
inclusion in this volume, I have revised it so extensively that it is no longer the same piece, in 
part responding to the helpful comments of my co-presenters, and in part because some of the 
material from the original paper appears in my book, Caryn Tamber-Rosenau, Women in Drag: 
Gender and Performance in the Hebrew Bible and Early Jewish Literature, Biblical Intersections 
16 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2018). I thank Denise Buell, Stephen Moore, and the anonymous 
reviewers from Biblical Interpretation for the suggestions on revising the article and expanding 
my engagement with theories of queer temporality.

2 Tamber-Rosenau, Women in Drag.
3 Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2004), 3.
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does not rail against actual children but rather against what “the child” has 
been made to stand for in modern society, particularly related to the oppres-
sion of lgbtq people. Edelman’s work must be read in the context of response 
and resistance to anti-gay rhetoric, particularly surrounding the crisis of hiv 
and aids. Edelman goes after those who identify homosexuality as a “death 
drive” because of its alleged lack of engagement with reproduction and who 
attack homosexuality for the supposed problems it creates for “the child.” 
Society’s obsession with childbearing and childrearing amounts to a narcissis-
tic cult dedicated to the replication of the self, he argues. That cult, not homo-
sexuality, is the real death drive; queerness allows freedom from that drive.4

For Edelman, queerness is not only a resistance to the focus on the child 
but also a refusal to view history as a “linear narrative.”5 He coins the term 
“sinthomosexuality,” which is a portmanteau of Jacques Lacan’s concept of “sin-
thome” and the word “homosexuality.” The sinthome, an archaic form of the 
word “symptom,” is a subject which defies attempts to translate its singular 
meaning. The sinthome has multiple layers of meaning and is the key element 
in the interaction of the real, the imaginary, and the symbolic. Edelman argues 
that homosexuality defies humanity’s collective fantasy of future continuity.6 
The sinthomosexual denies responsibility for a better future and lives willfully 
in the present. Operating with a sense of jouissance, the sinthomosexual appre-
ciates individual existence and refuses to accept that the present is only mean-
ingful because of the potential for future continuity symbolized by the child.7 
Those who fail to buy into the cult of the child are suspect because they force 
the rest of the world “to brood upon the abyss” of what society at large consid-
ers an otherwise meaningless existence, Edelman holds.8

4 Edelman, No Future, 3–4.
5 Edelman, No Future, 3–4.
6 Edelman, No Future, 101.
7 Edelman, No Future, 41.
8 Edelman, No Future, 41. It is worth mentioning José Esteban Muñoz’s rather differently focused 

work on queerness and futurism. Muñoz wrote: “To some extent Cruising Utopia is a polemic 
that argues against antirelationality by insisting on the essential need for an understanding 
of queerness as collectivity. I respond to Edelman’s assertion that the future is the province of 
the child and therefore not for the queers by arguing that queerness is primarily about futurity 
and hope. That is to say that queerness is always in the horizon. I contend that if queerness 
is to have any value whatsoever, it must be viewed as being visible only in the horizon. My 
argument is therefore interested in critiquing the ontological certitude that I understand to 
be partnered with the politics of presentist and pragmatic contemporary gay identity.” José 
Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York: New York 
University Press, 2009), 11. Though Muñoz’s queer view of the future offers a more hopeful 
alternative to Edelman’s, it is beyond the scope of the present article.
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I argue elsewhere that Judith should be read as childless, and that it is this 
childlessness that allows her to become an effective assassin. Judith’s childless-
ness permits her to perform femininity to spectacular effect. Further, in addition 
to not having children, Judith is startlingly unengaged with the children of her 
society. Even as the male leaders of her town worry repeatedly about the fate 
of the next generation, she remains focused on the present and not the future. 
Judith’s non-engagement with children and her insistence on embodying her 
present state, widowhood, can be understood through the lens of sinthomosex-
uality. By refusing remarriage even though she has many proposals, Judith effec-
tively chooses chastity as a sexual orientation. Judith’s childlessness means that 
she stops the linear history clock, bringing a certain queerness to the biblical text.9

Elizabeth Freeman’s theory of “chrononormativity” also can provide insight 
into Judith’s actions. Chrononormativity is the organization of society to 
work on a schedule designed for maximum productivity. “Chronobiopolitics,” 
a coinage of Dana Luciano with which Freeman also engages, is “the sexual 
arrangement of the time of life” of a whole population.10 These normative 
arrangements of time are meant to support the intertwined goals of reproduc-
tion and capitalist production. I would hold that Judith resists normative time 
schemas in multiple ways. In her childlessness and resistance to remarriage, 
she refuses to operate on a schedule aimed at maximum reproductive success. 
One can just imagine the Bethulians, after Judith rejects suitor after suitor, fret-
ting over her aging and the imminent end to her childbearing years. Judith is, 
apparently, unmoved.

Judith also rejects the normal rhythms of the day, those which, Judith (now 
Jack) Halberstam points out, are favored not only by a capitalist system but also 
by people raising children. Halberstam speaks of “queer time” as that lived by 
marginalized people such as prostitutes, drug dealers, “club kids,” and home-
less people, whom Halberstam says might be “called ‘queer subjects’ in terms of 
the ways they live (deliberately, accidentally, or of necessity) during the hours 
when others sleep and in the spaces (physical, metaphysical, and economic) 
that others have abandoned.”11 Judith, in her childlessness and self-imposed 

9 Tamber-Rosenau, Women in Drag, 178–96; idem, “The ‘Mothers’ Who Were Not: Motherhood 
Imagery and Childless Women Warriors in Early Jewish Literature,” in Mothers in the Jewish 
Cultural Imagination, ed. Jane L. Kanarek, Marjorie Lehman, and Simon J. Bronner, Jewish 
Cultural Studies 5 (Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2017), 185–206.

10 Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories, Perverse Modernities 
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2010), 3; Dana Luciano, Arranging Grief: Sacred Time 
and the Body in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: NYU, 2007), 9.

11 Judith Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives, Sexual 
Cultures (New York: NYU, 2005), 10.
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marginal status as widow and vigilante, uses time in a most unorthodox way. 
She and her maid go out from Bethulia at night, surely an unconventional 
choice for a woman (Jdt. 8:33). Presumably, it is still night when Judith arrives 
in the enemy camp, and the women most likely to come into a military camp 
at night are prostitutes. Judith thus places herself with others on the margins 
of society in her use of time. Further, she presents herself to Holofernes as a 
sexual object. As I detail elsewhere, Judith dresses in sexy-lady drag and speaks 
suggestively to Holofernes, intentionally giving him the idea that she will be 
receptive to a sexual encounter.12 Her appearance and behavior in the camp 
intentionally invoke the erotic, which is also the territory of the prostitutes 
with whom Judith shares her schedule.

Judith’s daily schedule in the camp is similarly odd. On her first night in the 
camp, she sleeps until midnight, then asks Holofernes’ permission to go out to 
pray (Jdt. 12:5–6). For the remainder of her visit, too, she apparently stays in her 
tent all day, only emerging at night to bathe and pray (Jdt. 12:7–9). She can play 
with time in this manner—and indeed, leave her home in Bethulia for many 
days in the first place—because she does not have children; there are no cry-
ing offspring to settle to sleep, or to feed at normal meal times, or to prod into 
dressing for the day to tend the flocks. Judith disturbs normal time, instead 
embracing queer time. As Kent Brintnall, Joseph Marchal, and Stephen Moore 
write in the introduction to their edited volume on theology and queer tempo-
rality, the early Jesus movement, with its rejection of marriage, childbearing, 
and the accumulation of wealth, “is not entirely out of joint” with queer time.13 
As it happens, neither is the character of Judith.

One can also see Judith as resisting chrononormativity through her rejec-
tion of the timetables set by her societal superiors: the Assyrian empire and 
its army, as well as the Bethulian leaders. Here I am inspired by James Hoke’s 
work on Paul’s epistle to the Romans. Hoke employs Freeman’s vocabulary 
of chrononormativity to discuss how imperial Rome in the first century C.E. 
imposed on its subjects a schema of time, and how Paul’s letter to the Romans 
engaged with and pushed against that schema. I would argue that the char-
acter of Judith resists what Hoke calls “imperial time.”14 The first half of the 
Book of Judith is dedicated to a report of Assyrian efforts to conquer the entire 

12 Tamber-Rosenau, Women in Drag.
13 Stephen D. Moore, Kent L. Brintnall, and Joseph A. Marchal, “Introduction: Queer 

Disorientations: Four Turns and a Twist,” in Sexual Disorientations: Queer Temporalities, 
Affects, Theologies, ed. Brintnall, Marchal, and Moore, Transdisciplinary Theological 
Colloquia (New York: Fordham University Press, 2018), 15.

14 James N. Hoke, “Unbinding Imperial Time: Chrononormativity and Paul’s Letter to the 
Romans,” in Sexual Disorientations, ed. Brintnall, Marchal, and Moore, 68–89.
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Levant. Many of the nations in the region surrender, but the Israelites do not. 
The Edomites and Moabites suggest to the Assyrian general Holofernes that 
he avoid fighting the Israelite town of Bethulia, but rather that he should 
besiege it and starve its residents into submission (Jdt. 7:9–15). Holofernes 
agrees, and the army encamps beside Bethulia to wait for the residents to 
grow faint enough from hunger and thirst that they surrender. This is impe-
rial time: the conquering empire wants to win its victory as bloodlessly as 
possible, and the general and his strategists must be calculating how long it 
will be before hunger and thirst overwhelm the Bethulians. They surely want 
to get this conquest over with, take the plunder, and free up their troops to 
besiege other locations. Thirty-four days into the siege, when Bethulia’s cis-
terns are dry and the people are starving, they urge their leaders finally to 
adopt Assyrian time by surrendering to the Assyrian army immediately (Jdt. 
7:20–28). The Bethulian leader Uzziah decrees a small resistance to Assyrian 
time, telling the townspeople that they will wait five more days for God to act 
before surrendering (Jdt. 7:30–31). When Judith enters the narrative in chap-
ter 8, she excoriates Uzziah and the other leaders for giving God a deadline, 
telling them, “do not bind the purposes of the Lord our God” (Jdt. 8:16). She 
lectures the leaders that God does not work on human time; in effect, she is 
saying that God cannot be bound to imperial time.

At the same time as Judith resists reproductive futurism and chrononorma-
tivity and operates on queer time by acting as the savior of her people, she does 
ensure a future for Bethulia, and, by extension, for Israel. Even as her words 
suggest that she is personally unconcerned with her own or other people’s 
children, she is the reason they survive. Within the world of the text, she ena-
bles the continuity of Israel’s history. Does the Book of Judith really present an 
alternative to biblical futurism and chrononormativity, then, if Judith makes 
sure Israel lives to fight another day? I would argue that it does, but for further 
clues as to why, we need to look beyond the character of Judith to the features 
of the rest of the book.

Resisting the March of History

The Book of Judith stands against the linear view of history through parody-
ing it. Scholars may debate the accuracy or lack thereof of the Bible’s histories, 
but most of the historicizing books of the Bible at least outwardly resemble 
straightforward accounts of what actually happened. It takes a good deal of 
background knowledge to expose the inaccuracies of, say, the evaluations of 
the rulers of Israel and Judah in the books of Kings. Judith is different. From 
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its opening line, the book is riddled with obvious historical anachronisms and 
inaccuracies. It reads, “It was the twelfth year of Nebuchadnezzar, who reigned 
over the Assyrians in the great city of Nineveh” (Jdt. 1:1). Nebuchadnezzar, of 
course, was a Babylonian and never ruled from the Assyrian capital of Nineveh; 
it was destroyed before he took the throne. The action of the story supposedly 
takes place when the Israelites had recently returned from the Babylonian 
Exile, but Nebuchadnezzar presided over the destruction of Jerusalem and 
the exile of Judah’s elites in 586 bce, not their return from exile in 539. There 
are clear connections between the events in the Book of Judith and the events 
of the Maccabean Revolt, such as the hanging of an enemy general’s head on 
a city wall; this revolt occurred in the 2nd century bce, hundreds of years 
after the Assyrian and Babylonian empires had fallen.15 The town of Bethulia 
is placed in Samaria, whose residents were exiled by the Assyrians and not 
the Babylonians, and who never returned from exile. Furthermore, Bethulia 
is mentioned nowhere else in antiquity and probably did not exist, especially 
because its name is a bit of wordplay related to the plot of the story. (It recalls 
 the Hebrew word for “virgin,” thus portraying the town as a vulnerable ,ְּבתּוָלה
maiden whose narrow mountain pass must be defended from the ravaging 
Assyrians.) Many of the other geographic locations mentioned in the book 
are suspect as well. Scholars generally agree that the Book of Judith is a work 
of historical fiction.16 I argue that any ancient reader or listener would have 
recognized it as such, because its incorrect elements are so blatant and so 
significant.

In its conflation of different time periods, locations, nations, and rulers, 
Judith parodies the genre of biblical history. The book challenges the pres-
entation of events as occurring along a linear timeline: first the Assyrians 
conquered Israel, then the Babylonians conquered Judah and exiled the elites, 
then the Persians let the Judean elites return, and so forth. For Judith, all ene-
mies in all time periods are the same, and history is not a linear progression 
but a loop. The Israelites, or Judeans, or Jews are forever being menaced by one 
king or another, and the details of who, where, how, and why are unimportant. 
The book lampoons history and the very idea of history, inserting obviously 

15 Carey A. Moore, Judith: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (Garden City, 
NY: Doubleday, 1985), 234. For many more chronological problems with the Book of Judith, 
as well as potential connections of the story’s events and names to various time periods in 
Judean history, see Philip F. Esler, “Ludic History in the Book of Judith: The Reinvention of 
Israelite Identity?,” Biblical Interpretation 10.2 (2002): 118–21.

16 Morton Scott Enslin and Solomon Zeitlin, The Book of Judith: Greek Text with an English 
Translation (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 1; Moore, Judith, 38–49; Deborah Levine Gera, Judith (Boston: 
De Gruyter, 2014), 5–6.
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false details to cue the reader that this is something else entirely. The effect 
is to make Israel’s enemies faintly ridiculous: in reality, Nebuchadnezzar was 
a feared king, but in the Book of Judith, he rules over what in his time would 
have been an already-conquered people from an already-dead city. The mes-
sage is that God will bring down any enemy of God’s people, no matter the 
time, place, or circumstance. What is happening to the people in this moment 
is the same thing that happened before, and the result will be the same: victory 
through God’s heroic human agent.17

There is something subversive about this storytelling technique. Carey 
Moore describes the historical inaccuracies piled one atop the other in the 
Book of Judith as a “wink” of irony to the reader. This calls to mind the phe-
nomenon of camp, with its practitioner, perhaps a drag performer, giving a 
wink to the audience as if to say, “I know this is ridiculous, you know this is 
ridiculous, so let’s agree to recognize it as artifice and enjoy the ride.” Moore 
even proposes that Judith was left out of the Jewish canon in part because it is 
filled with such historical “‘errors’ and ‘flaws.’”18

In some sense, a flawed, erring narrative that disrupts linear history is a 
queer narrative. In the past decade-and-a-half, scholars of early modern his-
tory have argued for an intimate connection between heteronormativity and 
a teleological view of history, constructing a thorough critique of historical 
periodization and positivism through the lens of queer theory. Carla Freccero, 
for instance, sets about “critiquing historicisms and troubling periodization 
by rejecting a notion of empirical history and allowing fantasy and ideology 
an acknowledged place in the production of ‘fantasmatic’ historiography….”19 
Jonathan Goldberg and Madhavi Menon propose, contra “straight” history, a 
“homohistory” that eschews “sexual and chronological differences” and leans 
into the “possibilities of the nonhetero, with all its connotations of sameness, 
similarity, proximity, and anachronism.”20 The book of Judith is a festival of 

17 Esler argues persuasively that the Book of Judith, through its playful allusions to real 
historical events, imaginatively rewrites history: “The text seems determined to offer a rerun 
of an event in Israel’s past which, this time, will have a happy ending…. Judith also ludically 
overturns Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest of Jerusalem in 587 bce, thwarts the progress of 
Artaxerxes iii Ochus with his general Holofernes southward through Palestine in 350 bce, 
equals the triumphs of Judas Maccabaeus after 164 bce and possibly even reverses the 
victory of Demetrius iii over the Maccabean king Alexander Jannaeus in 88 bce!” Esler, 
“Ludic History,” 118, 134.

18 Carey A. Moore, “Judith: The Case of the Pious Killer,” Bible Review 6.1 (1990): 26–36.
19 Carla Freccero, “Queer Times,” South Atlantic Quarterly 106.3 (2007): 488. See also idem, 

Queer/Early/Modern (Durham NC: Duke University Press, 2006).
20 Jonathan Goldberg and Madhavi Menon, “Queering History,” PMLA 120.5 (2005): 1609. 

See also Valerie Traub’ insightful criticism of this trend in queer studies. Traub states the 

tamber-rosenau

Biblical Interpretation 28 (2020) 451-465



459

creative anachronism and analogy, making a sly case for nonhistory. The Book 
of Judith queers history through a narrative that slip-slides through time, plays 
loose with geography, and renders Israel’s enemies as parodic repeats of one 
another.

Elizabeth Freeman’s concept of “temporal drag” also is instructive for under-
standing the Book of Judith’s time-play. Freeman writes, “what happens if 
we…reconsider ‘drag,’ so central to theorizing the mobility of gender identifica-
tion and the visible excess that calls the gender binary into question, as a tem-
poral phenomenon? As an excess, that is, of the signifier ‘history’ rather than of 
‘woman’ or ‘man’?”21 Freeman writes that battles over what history is have pro-
duced the consensus that history “should be understood rather than felt, and 
written in a genre as clearly separable from fiction (if not from narrative) as pos-
sible.” She labels the mix of feeling and understanding, fiction and history that 
pushes back against this consensus “erotohistoriography.”22 The Book of Judith, 
with its anachronisms and callbacks to earlier history and even non-history (i.e. 
the people of Israel, not Judah, returning from exile), is performing temporal 
drag. The result is a potent mix of total invention with real names, places, and 
events from different time periods. While not remotely fitting any modern defi-
nition of historiography, the book conveys a strong feeling of the inevitability of 
Israel’s persecution and its rescue by God through unlikely means.

No (Eschatological) Future
If there is no past for the Book of Judith except as a topsy-turvy “history,” is there 
a future? Not in the sense of many of the canonical books of the Hebrew Bible 
or the extracanonical Jewish holy texts of the era. This book imagines no mes-
sianic age and makes no pretensions to bringing a permanent end to Israel’s 
troubles. The genres of apocalypse and eschatology were flourishing when 
the Book of Judith was written in the 2nd century bce.23 There is zero con-
templation of some future day of the Lord in Judith. There is no proclamation 

perhaps obvious fact that time matters and is not identical with heterosexuality: “Neither 
straight identity nor heterosexual desire is the same as linear time. Not every diachronic or 
chronological treatment of temporality needs to be normativizing, nor is every linear arc 
sexually ‘straight.’ A scholar’s adherence to chronological time does not necessarily imply 
a relation to sexuality or normativity.” Valerie Traub, “The New Unhistoricism in Queer 
Studies,” PMLA 128.1 (2013): 31.

21 Freeman, Time Binds, 62.
22 Freeman, Time Binds, 95.
23 Daniel 7–12, the Book of Jubilees, the Assumption of Moses, and the Epistle of Enoch all 

likely stem from this period. Some of the apocalyptic documents from the Dead Sea Scrolls 
also date to this time. George W. E. Nickelsburg, Jewish Literature between the Bible and the 
Mishnah : A Historical and Literary Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981).
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that, in an approaching ideal age, sinners will perish and the righteous will be 
rewarded (1 En. 91), or that someone “like a son of man” will take everlasting 
possession of the earth (Dan 7:13–14). The Book of Judith makes no mention of 
a future day of judgment, a final reckoning for Israel’s enemies, or a messianic 
kingship. Its time horizon is notably shorter.24 The book itself recognizes that 
Judith’s salvation of her people is not permanent; the book ends with Judith’s 
death and the statement, “No one again terrified the Israelites in Judith’s days, 
or for a long time after her death” (Jdt. 16:25). The reader can bet that, once this 
“long time” elapses, another enemy will arise to terrify Israel. This neglect of 
the eschaton in Judith dovetails with Lee Edelman’s words. During a roundta-
ble discussion on queer time, he called queerness “a nonteleological negativity 
that refuses the leavening of piety and with it the dollop of sweetness afforded 
by messianic hope.”25 Queerness, with its refusal of futurism, denies the hope 
of a perfect age to come.

Besides, in the Book of Judith, how can the reader even know what kind of 
future to imagine when the past and present make no sense? An ancient or 
modern audience cannot figure out what might happen after the story ends 
when we don’t even know the proper time period to consider. But that’s appro-
priate to this narrative; perhaps it’s even the point of it. Perhaps a book whose 
main character is uninvested in reproductive futurism is content to have read-
ers immerse themselves in the story without trying to fit it into the larger bib-
lical narrative and Israel’s linear history.

Judah/Judith
The analogy of drag—in the temporal sense as well as the more “traditional,” 
gender-related sense—is also useful for exploring the relationship of Judith to 
Judah Maccabee. Judith’s name, in addition to marking her as a symbol of the 
Jewish people, is also the feminine version of the name Judah.26 But which 

24 It must be noted that some scholars writing on religion and queer temporality view the 
eschaton itself as related to queer time, because it represents a change to the normal 
progress of history. See for example Karen Bray, “The Madness of Holy Saturday: Bipolar 
Temporality and the Queerdom of Heaven on Earth,” in Sexual Disorientations, ed. Brintnall, 
Marchal, and Moore, 195–217. However, one may also argue that a concern with apocalypse 
and eschatology in biblical and related literature represents an obsession with the future 
and the form it will take. For a more positive spin on this idea, see Eric Thomas’s engagement 
with Revelation through the queer optimism of José Esteban Muñoz. Eric A. Thomas, “The 
Futures Outside: Apocalyptic Epilogue Revealed as Africana Queer Prologue,” in Sexual 
Disorientations, ed. Brintnall, Marchal, and Moore, 90–112.

25 Carolyn Dinshaw et al., “Theorizing Queer Temporalities: A Roundtable Discussion,” GLQ 
13.2–3 (2007): 195.

26 Tal Ilan, Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 54 n.28.
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Judah? As Philip F. Esler points out, Judith’s tribal ancestor is Simeon, not 
Judah, so it would not make sense that her name is meant to evoke the Judah 
of the patriarchal narratives. Given the likely date of Judith and the popular-
ity of Maccabean-inspired names after the success of the Maccabean Revolt, 
both Esler and Tal Ilan argue persuasively that the character of Judith was so 
named to identify her with Judah Maccabee.27 Indeed, there are clear par-
allels. After Uzziah’s blessing of Judith, she instructs the Bethulians to hang 
Holofernes’ severed head on the wall of the town.28 In 1 Maccabees 7, Judas 
meets the Seleucid general Nicanor in battle and kills him. His troops then cut 
off Nicanor’s head and right hand and hang them on the wall (1 Macc 7:47). 
In both cases, the hero prays to God before the beheading, and in both cases, 
the people are saved when the frightened army scatters. There are also, Jeremy 
Corley points out, many linguistic echoes of 1 Maccabees in Judith.29 The com-
parison between the murder of Nicanor and that of Holofernes is clear.30 As 
André Lacocque argues, “Judith is not only a David redivivus of sorts, she is 
Judas Maccabee in the feminine; her very name says as much. At the time of 
the composition of Judith, it was surely not a trivial feat to feminize the hero 
of the day!”31

Building on Lacocque’s observation, I propose understanding Judith as 
Judah Maccabee in drag.32 Like any good drag performer, Judith does not sim-
ply put on a dress yet act in a classically masculine way. Judah’s drag alter ego, 
Judith, makes some key adjustments to the playbook for beheading an enemy. 
Here, the assassin kills the general not on the battlefield, a stereotypically mas-
culine arena, but in a tent: at “home,” in effect. She slays him not where he 
expects danger but where he expects comfort, both material and sexual. Judith 

27 Ibid., 54; Esler, “Ludic History,” 136.
28 Tracy M. Lemos argues that the primary purpose of the removal and display of Holofernes’ 

head is to shame him by impugning his masculinity and that of his entire army and regime. 
T. M. Lemos, “Shame and Mutilation of Enemies in the Hebrew Bible,” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 125 (2006): 234–35.

29 Jeremy Corley, “Imitation of Septuagintal Narrative and Greek Historiography in the Portrait 
of Holofernes,” in A Pious Seductress: Studies in the Book of Judith, ed. Géza G. Xeravits (Berlin, 
Boston: de Gruyter, 2012), 42–43.

30 Moore, Judith, 234; Lawrence M. Wills, “The Book of Judith,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, 
vol. iii (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 2001), 1167; André Lacocque, The Feminine Unconventional: 
Four Subversive Figures in Israel’s Tradition (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1990), 39.

31 Lacocque, The Feminine Unconventional, 39.
32 See, by contrast, arguments that Judith represents the Hasmonean Queen Salome Alexandra, 

or Sholomzion. Samuele Rocca, “The Book of Judith, Queen Sholomzion, and King Tigranes 
of Armenia: A Sadducee Appraisal,” Materia Giudaica 10 (2005): 85–9; Enslin and Zeitlin, 
The Book of Judith, 181; Tal Ilan, Integrating Women into Second Temple History (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 127–53.

no future for bethulia

Biblical Interpretation 28 (2020) 451-465



462

kills Holofernes backed not by an army but only by a maidservant. She lacks 
Judah’s strength and knowledge of military tactics but possesses the looks, 
skill, and brains necessary to perform the part of the seductress. The weapon 
is the same in both cases—a sword—but its wielder and the circumstances of 
the death are different in ways that are very revealing about Judith’s character 
and performance.

Temporal drag is also at work here. If Judith is Judah in drag, but the Book 
of Judith would have her live several centuries before him, what do we make 
of the connection between the two figures? Is Judith meant to be Judah before 
Judah himself was Judah? The obviousness of the connection between the two 
characters, and the nonsensical nature of the temporal relationship, queers 
the narrative.

Later Jewish interpreters of Judith obviously saw connections between Judith 
and Judah. Since the Book of Judith was not included in the Jewish canon, it 
is largely absent from the rabbinic exegesis of late antiquity. However, Judith 
traditions reemerge in the medieval period. In many of these stories, Judith 
is explicitly connected with the Maccabees and the holiday of Hanukkah. 
Sometimes she even becomes the aunt of Judah (Kol Bo 44). Interestingly, her 
status as a wise and independent heroine is also diminished. She is often por-
trayed as younger and not a widow, and she appears to need more input and 
validation from male relatives and townspeople than in the Book of Judith.33 
In the medieval tales, it seems, Judith is softened into something less threaten-
ing than Judah Maccabee in drag. At the same time, the temporal queerness is 
smoothed out by placing Judith and Judah in the same time period, possibly 
even as family.

Conclusions and Contemporary Resonances

To the contemporary Bible reader, it can seem as though women are valuable 
primarily for their childbearing capacity. Women are mega-fertile baby facto-
ries, like Leah, or they are barren women who are eventually rewarded with 
sons, like Rachel and Hannah. Even the active, clever female characters Tamar 
and Ruth are ultimately shown to be valuable because they are ancestors 
of King David, ensuring the flourishing of the Israelite people through their 
wombs. For the modern reader who does not relate to the birthing of children, 

33 Deborah Levine Gera, “5. Shorter Medieval Hebrew Tales of Judith,” in The Sword of Judith: 
Judith Studies across the Disciplines, ed. Kevin R. Brine, Elena Ciletti, and Henrike Lahnemann 
(Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2010), 81–95.
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Judith represents an alternative model. She can be a relevant figure for peo-
ple who are infertile, childless-by-choice, and/or queer, and for all others who 
choose not to view themselves and their stories as simply links in the chain of 
linear history and reproductive continuity. If Rachel is something like a patron 
saint of infertile women (“give me children or I shall die,” Gen 30:1), perhaps 
Judith should be the patron of those who find themselves unengaged with chil-
dren—and undisturbed by that.34

Of course, many Bible readers never encounter Judith at all, since her story 
is absent from the Jewish and Protestant canons. The interpretations of the 
book I have offered here encourage the modern reader to think about queer-
ness, time, and canonicity. What if Judith’s childlessness and independence 
and the book’s queering of history are the very elements of Judith’s story that 
ultimately kept it out of the Jewish canon?35 If that’s the case, isn’t this the 
ultimate queering? With a potent challenge to biblical norms of futurism, the 
childless Judith in her book full of non-history stands on the margins of the 
canon, neither quite in nor ever totally out. To me, there is something satisfying 
and fitting to analyzing an apocryphal book using queer methodologies. I like 
the idea of using theories of the queer, the out-of-place, and the disconcerting 
to explore a text written by a Jew, about Jews, and for Jews that somehow failed 
to make the cut for the Jewish canon. The Book of Judith found itself rejected 
by the very people it was meant to address and inspire.

The Book of Judith’s queer temporality also resonates with traditional Jewish 
ways of thinking about Jewish history. For this book, all enemies of the Jews in 
all time periods are essentially the same. Perhaps this represents the beginning 
of what has become over the centuries a very Jewish way of looking at history. 
There is an old joke that every Jewish holiday can be summarized as, “They tried 
to kill us, we survived, let’s eat.” For the joke-teller, the escape from Egyptian 
slavery (Passover), the victory over a murderous plot to kill the Jews of Persia 
(Purim), and the Maccabean reclamation of the Temple from the Seleucids 

34 On Rachel’s Tomb as a pilgrimage site for those suffering from infertility, see Susan Starr 
Sered, “Rachel’s Tomb and the Milk Grotto of the Virgin Mary: Two Women’s Shrines in 
Bethlehem,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 2.2 (1986): 7–22.

35 Scholars have proposed other possibilities for Judith’s absence, including date and language. 
Most of the books in the Hebrew Bible were likely written before around 300 B.C.E., but 
Judith was probably composed in the second half of the 2nd century B.C.E. As Carey A. 
Moore points out, however, Daniel, was also written, or at least finished, in the 2nd century, 
and it made it into the canon. Some have also argued that Judith was problematic because 
it was in Greek instead of Hebrew. Although the extant version of Judith is in Greek, many 
scholars argue, and I would agree, that it was composed in Hebrew (or Aramaic) and then 
translated (Moore, “Judith: The Case of the Pious Killer”). There could very well have been a 
Hebrew version of Judith sometime during the centuries over which the canon took shape.
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(Hanukkah) are all variations on a theme. Jewish history, and the festival calen-
dar, become an endless parade of Bad Guys vanquished by Jewish heroes. In a 
similar vein, the beginning of one popular traditional Hanukkah song, ִמי ְיָמֵלל, 
reads in its widely-used translation, “Who can retell the things that befell us? 
Who can count them? In every age a hero or sage came to our aid.”36 The song is 
ostensibly about Judah Maccabee and his revolt against the Seleucids, but it also 
alludes to a history so full of persecution-and-rescue incidents, one just might 
lose count. This conception of history, like that of the Book of Judith, is not 
linear; it loops, it repeats, and it slides easily among disparate time periods.37

Jews sometimes talk about modern villains as literal or figurative descend-
ants of ancient ones. For example, the equation of Adolf Hitler with the Purim 
villain Haman is well-documented.38 Another example is the fast day of Tisha 
B’Av, which is said to commemorate the following catastrophic events in 
Jewish history: the Israelites’ demand that Moses bring them back to Egypt, 
the destruction of the First Temple in Jerusalem in 586 bce, the destruction 
of the Second Temple in Jerusalem in 70 C.E., the Roman massacre of Jewish 
forces during the Bar Kokhba Revolt in 133 C.E., the expulsion of Jews from 
England in 1290, and the date by which Jews had to depart Spain in 1492.39 By 

36 “Mi Yimalel (Who Can Retell?) - My Jewish Learning,” n.d., http://www.myjewishlearning.
com/article/mi-yimalel-who-can-retell/.

37 Something close to this idea was articulated by Franz Rosenzweig in Der Stern der Erlösung. 
See particularly Franz Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption, trans. Barbara E. Galli (Madison, 
WI: University of Wisconsin, 2005), 317–55. On a proposed difference between Jewish and 
Christian encounters with linear time, following Rosenzweig, see Yehoyada Amir, “Towards 
Mutual Listening: The Notion of Sermon in Franz Rosenzweig’s Philosophy,” in Preaching in 
Judaism and Christianity: Encounters and Developments from Biblical Times to Modernity, ed. 
Alexander Deeg, Walter Homolka, and Heinz-Günther Schöttler (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008), 
126–27. Amir writes, “The Jew lives beyond history, in a time-cycle that anticipates eternity. 
The Christian lives within history, within the struggle between time and eternity, between 
the two appearances of Christ.” Amos Funkenstein avers that Judaism actually does have 
eschatological goals, and that Rosenzweig had to allegorize those goals “beyond recognition” 
to arrive at his view of history. Amos Funkenstein, “An Escape from History: Rosenzweig on 
the Destiny of Judaism,” History and Memory 2.2 (1990): 120.

38 Annette Aronowicz, “The Downfall of Haman: Postwar Yiddish Theater between Secular 
and Sacred,” AJS Review 32.2 (2008): 369–88; Joyce Avrech Berkman, “Esther and Mary: The 
Uneasy Jewish/Catholic Dynamic in the Work and Life of Edith Stein,” JFSR 32.1 (2016): 58. 
The Bible itself engages in the same kind of inner-biblical exegesis. For example, 1 Sam 15:8 
refers to a battle between Israel and its ultimate enemy, Amalek, in which the Israelite King 
Saul fails to kill the Amalekite King Agag. The Book of Esther identifies Haman in 3:1 as an 
Agagite (and thus an Amalekite) and Mordechai in 2:5 as a descendant of Saul, so that the 
conflict between Mordechai and Haman becomes a rematch between Saul and Agag.

39 “What Happened on the Ninth of Av? A Historical Overview,” n.d., http://www.chabad.org/
library/article_cdo/aid/946703/jewish/What-happened-on-the-Ninth-of-Av.htm.
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claiming that these tragedies all happened on the same date, the 9th of Av, 
Jewish tradition collapses more than two thousand years of bad fortune and 
persecution into a single day of mourning. The Jew who observes Tisha B’Av 
is at the same time mourning the loss of the First Temple at the hands of the 
Babylonian Nebuchadnezzar and the loss of the Second Temple at the hands 
of the Roman Titus, plus, to a lesser extent, a handful of other catastrophes. All 
enemies in all times are the same.

One might even see resonances for queer time in the repurposing of Judith 
imagery for feminist goals in 2018. In the wake of the confirmation of U.S. 
Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh, who had been accused of sexual 
assault, there was a mini-explosion on social media of women posting paint-
ings of Judith. The Artemesia Gentileschi Renaissance painting Judith Slaying 
Holofernes was particularly popular, with posters referencing the belief that 
Gentileschi’s Judith bears a striking resemblance to the artist herself and that 
her Holofernes looks like the man who raped Gentileschi.40 Here is a dizzying 
collapse of multiple historical epochs upon one another: the modern period, 
when women wished to symbolically behead the patriarchy; the Renaissance, 
when Gentileschi supposedly exacted revenge and worked out her demons by 
painting herself killing her attacker; the Greco-Roman period, when the Book 
of Judith was written; and the Assyrian or Babylonian period, when the book 
is set. Women are reaching across time and blurring boundaries of history and 
religious fiction to find conversation partners for contemporary feminism.

Many of the books of the Bible tell history, or purport to. When we read 
books such as Genesis, Judges, or 2 Samuel, for example, we have the impres-
sion that we are receiving an account of what actually happened: who ruled 
when, who defeated which enemy at what point—and who begat whom. 
History marches relentlessly forward, propelled by the birthing of sons. The 
Book of Judith departs radically from this mold. The book stands outside his-
tory, in Judith’s transgressive childlessness and use of time, as well as in the 
intentional disregard for historical fact and “straight time.” For Judith herself, 
and for her book, there is, in a sense, no future.

40 Ray Drainville, “Outraged by Kavanaugh Confirmation, Social Media Users Cite the Vengeful 
Women of Art History,” Hyperallergic, 11 October 2018, https://hyperallergic.com/465337/
outraged-by-kavanaugh-confirmation-social-media-users-cite-the-vengeful-women-of-art-
history/. Jillian Steinhauer, “Female Artists Delete Rape’s ‘Heroic’ Underpinnings,” The New 
York Times (New York, 16 October 2018).
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