
Judges v Joshua 

Rabbi Melanie Aron 

June 27, 2020 

Everything is political these days, even which book from the Bible you identify 

with. 

Let’s talk about Joshua and Judges. These two books might seem pretty similar, 

but in the present context your preference tells a lot about you. They both come 

at the beginning of the section of the Bible called the Prophets. They are among 

what are sometimes called the Early Prophets, a misnomer, as the books are 

really historical narratives: Joshua, Judges, First and Second Samuel, and First and 

Second Kings. This week our Haftarah was from Judges; two weeks ago, when we 

read about the spies, it was from Joshua. 

You wouldn’t think that there was such a big difference between them, but there 

is, and this year that difference was expressed in terms of red and blue in an 

interesting article I found in Haaretz. 

Joshua is the red MAGA (Make America Great Again) book. Joshua, at least in its 

first chapters, presents the Israelites as successful conquerors, waging a holy war 

against the Canaanites. Centuries later this idea of a holy war wasn’t appealing to 

the rabbis of the Talmud, who lived through the disaster of the Bar Kochba 

rebellion, and Joshua is not particularly favored by the rabbis. There is in fact only 

one Shabbat in the whole year when we read from Joshua as our Haftarah, 

compared to 18 from Isaiah and 11 from Kings; even Judges, which is hardly 



complimentary to the Israelites, gets three. But Joshua, with its clarity of heroes 

and villains, and its emphasis on the danger of the Other, is popular in some 

circles, especially among fundamentalist Christians. The settlers in the West Bank 

also love this book and have named many settlements for places Joshua was said 

to have conquered, like Gilgal, Gibeon, and Ofra. Extremists in the settler 

movement even embrace the idea that they should, as Joshua urged, fully 

displace the inhabitants of the land. 

But the Bible isn’t inherently a militaristic text. The book of Joshua continues after 

these supposed conquests. We find that despite all the successful battles 

described in the text, the Canaanites are still there. They are the neighbors of the 

Israelites, hardly distinguishable, especially given the instability of the Hebrews’ 

monotheism at this stage. Joshua’s army disappears, and instead we have tribes 

and clans and households. That is how we find the Israelites in the book of Judges, 

living on the fringes, in the hill country and the desert, not occupying the fertile 

lowlands or the cities. They are barely able to muster an army when attacked, and 

even Devorah cannot get all the tribes to ban together for defense. We saw their 

feebleness in this week’s Haftarah. This second version is the story supported by 

the archeological evidence, which has never found large walled cities destroyed in 

a timeframe that is compatible with the Joshua narrative. 

When President Trump stood with a Bible in hand in front of St John’s Church in 

Washington, DC, he was, according to Professor Rachel Havrelock of the 

University of Illinois at Chicago, evoking the book of Joshua. He was putting on a 

show of strength and “dominating the streets.” He berated the governors for 

using insufficient force against the protestors, playing to a politicized Christian 



nationalism, and tweeting “The only authority we worship is God.” But those who 

read the Bible have a more nuanced understanding. Our tradition has chosen to 

focus on complexity and on multiple readings of the text. We see the process of 

settling the land taking hundreds of years and focused not on great victories over 

the Canaanites but on struggles with the Philistines, the sea people who arrive on 

the coast at about the same time the Israelites are coming across the hill country. 

The battle against idolatry is also long and drawn out, culminating in the 

monotheistic revolution of Kings Josiah and Hezekiah, who lived almost 400 years 

after King David, perhaps 600 to 800 years after the Habiru, the Hebrews, came to 

Canaan. 

The much applauded 20th century French Jewish philosopher Emanuel Levinas 

wrote about our ability to hear the words of the Bible in a variety of ways. Rather 

than see that as a weakness, he writes, “The multiplicity of people, each one of 

them indispensable, is necessary to produce all the dimensions of meaning.” 

Being able to read the Torah with varying interpretations is intrinsic to Jewish 

practice from the Orthodox on the right to the most heterodox new-ager on the 

left. Perhaps Judges is a bluer book, but the reality is that Joshua can also be read 

in a variety of ways. 


