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Jael Shows to Barak, Sisera Lying Dead, James Jacques Joseph Tissot. Source: The Jewish Museum.

In Brief

Yael plays an important role in the story of Israel’s wars with the Canaanites, described in
the Book of Judges. In the narrative about the military heroine Deborah, Deborah first
sends Barak to fight the Canaanites, and when he protests that he will not go unless she
goes too, she agrees to accompany him but prophesies that the victory will not be a glory
for him because Sisera will fall “by the hand of a woman.” When the battle goes
disastrously for Siserq, rather than die with his men on the battlefield, he flees to Yael's
tent, hoping to find refuge. Instead, Yael kills him. Yael thus fulfills Deborah’s prophecy,

but she confounds many other expectations.
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Yael plays an important role in the story of Israel’s wars with the Canaanites, described in
the Book of Judges. In the narrative about the military heroine Deborah, Yael kills Sisera,
the Canaanite general of King Jabin, after he escapes from the battle with Deborah’s
general, Barak.

Place in Biblical Texts

Yael's story is recounted in Judges 4 and in the poetic Song of Deborah in Judges 5.
Many scholars have argued, based on its linguistic features, that the poetic account is
earlier than the prose version, and in fact that the Song of Deborah may be one of the
oldest parts of the Hebrew Bible. However, concrete dating has proven slippery.
Scholars have debated the relationship between the prose account and the poem, with
some arguing fo treat them as two separate traditions, perhaps one an elaboration on or
rewriting of the other, or perhaps both based on earlier oral traditions. An alternative
analytical strategy argues for reading the chapters as they are presented: as a single
story, told in two different genres, agnostic as to which came first or what their common
source may have been. Each text contains details and emphasis that the other lacks, and
for more than 2,000 years they have been read together.

Yael and Sisera

In the prose account, Deborah first sends Barak to fight the Canaanites, and, when he
protests that he will not go unless she goes too, she agrees to accompany him. She
prophesies that the victory would not be a glory for him, for Sisera would fall “by the
hand of a woman” (4:9); that woman will be Yael. This pronouncement is meant in part
to shame Barak for his apparent cowardice: because he will not readily “man up,” o

woman will get the credit for taking down the enemy general.

When the battle goes disastrously for Sisera and See Also: \\
his troops, rather than die with his men on the
battlefield, Sisera flees and goes to Yael's tent,
for there is “peace” between King Jabin and
Yael's husband, Heber the Kenite (4:17). When
Sisera approaches her tent, Yael goes out fo
greet him, invites him in, covers him with a blanket
or rug (the word used here appears nowhere else

in the Bible, so its meaning is uncertain), and, at

his request for a little water, gives him milk. Yael is
a surrogate mother for Sisera, promising him that
Encyclopedia: Deborah 2: Midrash

no harm will come to him, giving him milk, and and Aggadah

tucking him in. Some have suggested fancifully
that Yael covers Sisera with her body—that is, she

has intercourse with him—but this is unsupported by the text. However, even if we do not



envision actual sex between the characters, Judges 4 and 5 are suffused with sexual
overtones—and maternal ones. Yael’s words to Sisera (“Turn aside, my lord, turn aside to
me” [4:18]), are suggestive, especially as they position her to be alone in her tent with a
man. Her use of the address “my lord” may also be a bit of verbal foreplay; this address
is often used in the Bible by women towards men with whom they have or will have a
sexual relationship (cf. 1 Sam 25, Ruth 2:13, 1 Kgs 1).

Once inside the tent, Sisera tells Yael to stand at the entrance and respond negatively to
whoever asks whether anyone is inside (4:18-20). The text reads: “He said to her,
“Stand at the opening of the tent, and if it happens that any man comes and asks you, ‘Is
there a man here?’ say, ‘None.”” In a sense, there is no man, only a litle boy, cared for
by his stand-in mother. As he lies asleep, exhausted from the battle, Yael takes a tent peg
and drives it through his forehead into the ground. She then shows his dead body to
Barak, who has come in pursuit of the enemy general (4:21-22). Yael has accomplished
what Barak could not, and Sisera has indeed been delivered into the hand of a woman.

Evaluations of Yael’s Actions

Yael thus fulfills Deborah'’s prophecy, but she confounds other expectations. The reader
or the listener to the tale, seeing a general at war come into a woman’s tent, fears for the
woman, not for the man. Yet when the outside world of national battles comes into her
domestic space, Yael takes up a domestic “weapon of opportunity” and becomes a
heroine. Her actions are not explained. She is the wife of a Kenite, but is she herself a
Kenite or an Israelite? If a Kenite, does she act, like Rahab, another non-Israelite, out of
loyalty to God and Israel, or does she react to the general’s imperious behavior? When
Yael's hospitality induces him to feel secure, he issues commands to her. Did this make
Yael wonder what would happen to her when he awoke? Whatever her motives, the
story considers her action the will of God. At the same time, it conveys the notion that
being killed by a woman shames both the dead general and the live Israelite generdl,

who had not slain him himself.

The poetic account in Judges 5 is framed differently; it is mythic in tone and seems to
imply a more aggressive Yael. In the account of Yael slaying Sisera, the poet calls her
“most blessed of tent-dwelling women” (5:24). In this version, she offers Sisera milk and
curds in a princely bowl, takes a tent pin and hammer in her hands, and crushes Sisera’s
head (5:25-27). Nothing is said about blankets or sleep. This Sisera is standing when he
is fatally struck by Yael; he then sinks to the ground “between [NRSV, to]” her feet, a
fallen warrior. This positioning implies sexuality, even if we do not read sexual intercourse
between Yael and Sisera. Additionally, Sisera is described as lying “despoiled” or
“destroyed” (5:27), a word sometimes used in the Bible to speak about a woman being

sexually violated. Yael has forcibly penetrated Sisera and left him destroyed.



The poem introduces an additional element that drives home the suggestions of
motherhood and sexuality surrounding Yael's killing of Sisera. That is the entrance, nearly
at the end of Judges 5, of Sisera’s nameless mother, waiting in vain with her attendants
for her son to return home. Sisera’s mother and an attendant muse that the soldiers must
be dividing the spoil, including “a womb or two for the head of each man” (5:30).
Sisera’s mother reinforces Yael's role as a stand-in mother, present for him when his
mother cannot be, nurturing him and then killing him. At the same time, Sisera’s mother’s
crude reference to the human spoil she anticipates prompts a parallel with what Yael has
done to her son. The mother expects her son to be able to sexually violate captive
women; instead, he has become a woman'’s captive, and she has left him despoiled.
Taking as Sisera’s intent his mother's statement about womb-captives, by killing Sisera,
Yael has prevented the rape of Israelite women.
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