Judith the Warrior
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1. “Midrash for Hannukah,” as collected in the Beit-Hamidrasch of Adolph Jellinek, vol. 1,
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1853, p. 132 et seq.

Our rabbis taught: In the days of the evil kingdom of Greece, they decreed on Israel that anyone
who had a bolt in his house should carve on it that the “haters of Israel” have no portion in the
God of Israel. Immediately all of Israel removed the bolts from their houses. They further
decreed that anyone who had an ox should write on its horn that the “haters of Israel” have no
portion in the God of Israel. So Israel went and sold their oxen. They further decreed on them
that they should sleep with their wives during their menstrual impurity. So Israel separated from
their wives. They further decreed that when someone married a woman, she would first sleep

with the general (jus primae noctis), and afterwards she would return to her husband.

They practiced this way three years and eight months, until the daughter of Johanan the high
priest was married. Since they wanted to take her to the general, she let her hair grow wild and
tore her clothes and stood naked before the people. Immediately, Judah and his brothers were
filled with anger about her. They said, “take her out to be burned, and do not let the matter
become known to the rulers because of the danger to human life, for she has shown contempt by
being naked before all this people.” Then she said to him, “Ought I to be embarrassed before my
brothers and neighbors and not in the eyes of the uncircumcised and impure? For you want to

abuse me and send me to sleep with him!”

When Judah and his friends heard thus, they plotted together to kill the general. Immediately,
they dressed the maiden up in royal clothes and made a canopy of myrtle from the Hasmonean
house to the house of the general. All the harpists, lutists, and singers came, and they sang and
danced until they came to the house of the general.

When the general heard this, he said to his princes and servants, “See them! They are the
Israelite elites, from the Aaronic, priestly line! How happy they are to do my will. They deserve
great honor.” And he commanded to send out the princes and slaves. Judah and his friends
entered before the general with his sister, and they cut off his head and stole everything he had.
And they killed his princes and slaves, and they drove the Greeks to total destruction, out of the
kingdom. And all Israel that was in the city were trembling for them, the young men of Israel.
A bat kol went out and said, “the youths who went to battle with Antiochus have triumphed!”
Those same young men and closed the gates and repented and busied themselves in learning and
acts of loving-kindness. When the Greek king heard that Israel had killed his general, he
gathered his whole people and came before Jerusalem and besieged it. The Jews were very
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afraid.

There was a certain woman there, a divorcee named Judith, and she took her maidservant and
went before the gates of Jerusalem. She said, “let me go out, for perhaps God will do a miracle
by my hand.” They opened the gates for her, and she exited, and she went before the king. He
said to her, “What do you want?” She said, “My master, I am the daughter of great ones in Israel,
and my brothers are prophets. I heard them prophesying that that tomorrow, Jerusalem will fall
into your hand.” When he hears that, he rejoiced greatly.

But one of his wisemen, who saw and gazed at the stars, was saying, “I see that Israel repent, and

")

you will be unable to conquer them; go home!” The king filled with anger at him and ordered
him to be grabbed; they tied his hands and feet to hang him on a post at Jerusalem. The king said,

“Tomorrow, when Jerusalem falls into our hands, we will kill him.”

The king believed Judith, and he loved her, and he said to her, “Would you like to marry me?”
She said to him, “My master the king! I am not fitting even for one of your servants.
Nonetheless, since your heart desires this, let a proclamation go out through the whole camp that
whoever sees two women going to the spring must not injure them, for I need to go there to wash

myself and to immerse.”

Immediately, they sent out the proclamation and she did thus, and the king made a great feast,
and they drank and got drunk, and afterwards everyone went to his tent. The king sat in her

bosom and slept. She went, took his sword, and cut off his head and spread a sheet over it.

She went with the head of the king to the gates of Jerusalem, and she said, “Open the gates for
me, for the Holy Blessed One has already worked a miracle by my hand.” They said to her, “Is it
not enough that you whored and despoiled [yourself]? Now you have come with a story for us?”
Immediately, she showed them the king’s head. When they saw it, they opened the gates, went

out, and raised their voices: “Hear O Israel, Hashem is our God, Hashem is one!”
When the Greeks heard this, they said, “Tomorrow they’ll attack us,” so they went to the king

and found him headless. Fear and awe befell them, and they all fled. Israel chased after them and

slew many of them.
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