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Praise for


The Most Overlooked Women of the Bible


“Mary so beautifully intertwines storytelling and Biblical narrative to show God’s kindness and faithfulness to fifteen extraordinary women. For these women knew the pain of being overlooked, yet God was present with and merciful to each of them. I found Mary’s writing a great, tender gift—one that encouraged and ministered to me.”


—Laura Barringer, co-author of A Church Called Tov and Pivot: The Priorities, Practices, and Powers That Can Transform Your Church into a Tov Culture


“In The Most Overlooked Women of the Bible, Mary DeMuth has beautifully rendered all-too-often forgotten women, unpacking their stories with wisdom, insight, and grace. Through her biblical accounts, we are reminded that we are not forgotten, trapped, or unseen in the presence of a good God who always remembers, frees, and sees us. This is the book I wish I’d had growing up in the church. It’s one I’m grateful my daughter and congregation will!”


—Rev. Courtney Ellis, author of Looking Up: A Birder’s Guide to Hope Through Grief and pastor at Presbyterian Church of the Master


“I love Mary’s writing! The Most Overlooked Women of the Bible is a beautifully crafted exploration of the stories we often miss. Mary’s retelling of these accounts reads like a novel, and then she adds in wonderful biblical insight and practical ways to apply these stories to our modern-day lives. This is a must-read for anyone looking to deepen their understanding of Scripture and draw wisdom from the unsung heroines of the Bible.”


—Rob Teigen, Best-selling author, podcaster, and Co-Founder of Growing Home Together


“Prepare to be seen and heard! Open DeMuth’s new book and you’ll enter compelling portraits of Biblical women who overcame injustices, hurt and misogyny with stunning faith. You’ll come away with a deepened sense of God’s abiding presence and covenantal love, no matter your own circumstances. But more than this, she presents practical sage paths forward out of pain into healing and strength. DeMuth’s prose, as always, is brilliant; the biblical wisdom she presents is timely and invaluable.”


—Leslie Leyland Fields, author of Nearing a Far God: Praying the Psalms with Our Whole Selves


“Mary DeMuth brings the often-overlooked women of the Bible to life, offering a fresh, theologically rich perspective that invites both men and women to find healing, hope, and encouragement. Blending historical fiction with deep biblical insight, this book will inspire readers to engage with Scripture in a new and truly transformative way.”


—Daniel Gilman, PhD Candidate, Faculty of History, University of Cambridge, Director of the Centre for Public Speaking, Legislative Advisor for the Interparliamentary Taskforce on Human Trafficking


“Radiant brilliance bringing the wisdom, hope, and comfort of Jesus, who sees, loves, and validates those who feel unseen by the world. Mary DeMuth will pastor you with challenge and tenderness in these pages. This is wonderfully worth your time, as we embrace the sufficiency of quiet, distinct, faithfulness.”


—Rev. Dr. Johnny Douglas


“Hope shines brightly in Mary DeMuth’s newest survey of women in the Bible. In the stories of women you likely skip over as you read, DeMuth offers us hope, purpose, and a vision for serving God. When the world doesn’t notice us, we can be confident that God does, and that we have a place in his plan.”


—Kelley Mathews, ThM


“Princess. Apostle. Grandmother. Prophet. Mother. Slave. Women in Scripture bearing these titles and more have one thing in common: they all loved God and are counted among The Most Overlooked Women in the Bible. Through a fictionalized retelling of these women’s stories followed by reflections on the biblical text, Mary DeMuth beautifully explores what it means to live in seeming obscurity as a joyful servant of The God Who Sees.”


—Dr. Sandra Glahn, seminary professor; general editor of Vindicating the Vixens: Revisiting Sexualized, Vilified, and Marginalized Women of the Bible; co-founder of the Visual Museum of Women in Christianity
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To Phyllis Yount, the friend who never overlooks




Introduction


My life has been a series of lessons of trying to do “everything” right, yet not getting noticed for my efforts. I now know that I jumped through all those societal hoops precisely because I had a hole the size of Texas in my heart, shaped like the family that never could or would fulfill me. I wanted a mom and dad to love me, and since I was an only child (until my half-sister came along, though we never lived together), I looked for male and female connections in the landscape of schoolyard friendships. And yet, all that emptiness created a desperation for approval that never quite got satiated.


Can you relate?


As a rail-thin girl with zero athletic prowess, I grew accustomed to being picked last for kickball or any other sort of sport. In junior high, I hugged the wall at dances, watching all the popular girls slow dance with the boys who chose them. At my first and only (quite embarrassing) pageant, I watched as girls with lower grade-point averages got academic awards simply because they had “the look” and I did not. In high school, I envied any girl who had a boyfriend and wondered why God didn’t love me enough to allow one. (Now I am grateful for that absence, but at the time I simply felt unnoticed and unworthy of attention.) In college, I tried on different identities, hoping one would garner the attention I desperately needed.


When I married and started having children, I expected this need for external approval inside me to subside. After all, I had what I had longed for all my life—a family, finally. But that insatiable desire to be seen remained, though it stagnated a bit amid diapers and young family life.


Pursuing publication didn’t help matters any. In that world, you must don a thick hide to weather the barrage of rejections, further cementing that achy inner place that longs for acknowledgment. It’s a treadmill going nowhere, a constant horizon that you never reach. I remember one interaction with a publisher early in my career. He shook my hand at an industry event. (He noticed me!) He released his grasp, looked me in the eyes, said, “We are so disappointed in your book sales,” and then walked away. His sharp words and subsequent dismissal lingered in my heart for a long time. (Still does, if I’m honest.)


To be overlooked is to feel nullified, unseen, unheard. It creates an ache that’s hard to overcome. And I believe it’s knitted into the human condition. With so many of us jockeying for attention, it’s no wonder there aren’t many people left to give it. We’re all so preoccupied with getting our own needs met that we fail to see that everyone else is hurting too.


We see this depicted in the New Testament in a powerful statement in Acts 6:1: “But as the believers rapidly multiplied, there were rumblings of discontent. The Greek-speaking believers complained about the Hebrew-speaking believers, saying that their widows were being discriminated against in the daily distribution of food” (emphasis mine). Those words, “discriminated against,” are the Greek word paratheoreo—from para, which means “aside,” and theoreo, which means “to contemplate or behold.”


You can see where the word theory came from in the word’s latter half. Have you ever had someone cling to an unfair theory about you? Then perhaps you’ve been paratheoreo-d! The Greek here means to “take a slight notice of.”1 There’s an element of comparison in the phraseology—in other words, if you are comparing two people, one is overlooked because one doesn’t measure up to the other. One is unserved, while the other “deserves” to be served.


But we don’t need to have the precise word “overlooked” in the sacred text to realize there were many people throughout biblical history who felt the sting of comparison-found-wanting. Joseph comes to mind, as his own flesh and blood overlooked his humanity to sell him into slavery. David, the shepherd boy, was overlooked by his father when the prophet came to anoint one of his sons as the future king. Jeremiah, who wept his way through stern words for the nation of Israel, spent time in a cistern, unseen, as thanks for his unpopular prophecies. Jesus, coming from the no-name town of Nazareth, was underestimated, maligned, and dismissed by the very people he came to serve. The Apostle Paul wrote many letters defending his apostleship to those who seemed to relish dismissing him.


Of course, men aren’t the only ones in the biblical narrative who were overlooked. Plenty of women were as well. How they navigated the dismissal they experienced and their feelings of being unnoticed are beautiful tutorials for us today. As I wrote in the first book of this series, The Most Misunderstood Women of the Bible: What Their Stories Teach Us About Thriving, we make the mistake of thinking the people in the Bible are characters, but not fully alive human beings with problems and angst just like us. They weren’t superhuman; they were simply human. They weren’t archetypes or stereotypes; they were plain types of folks. When we finally come to realize that the Bible is peopled with people just like us, it becomes both an encouragement and a cautionary tale of human behavior.


There is a plethora of overlooked women in the Bible, so writing this book became a challenge of selecting the right ones. I didn’t want to reuse the same ten stories of women from my last book, though there is some overlap between being misunderstood and overlooked. I chose these women because, to me, their stories demonstrate being unseen or unheard, either by the people of their own time or by scholars who over the millennia have grossly underestimated them. I longed to give each of these women breath and life, to flesh them out so you feel like you know them. In the pages ahead, I’ll do this through the power of story, relying heavily on the biblical text to frame each narrative as well as scholarship to help you understand their context and unique situations. Each chapter will start with a fictionalized historical account and end with the “so what” of their overlooked story: How does each story impact you as you’re walking through your own overlooked journey? What can we all learn from these women’s gritty responses to unfairness?


Together, we will learn about:


• Tamar of Judah, who desperately needed to extend her family line


• Miriam, who often faded into the background of Moses’s grand story arc


• Zelophehad’s daughters, who had to advocate for their very existence


• Deborah, who judged and guided an entire nation


• Abigail, whose marriage to Nabal certainly could’ve been her demise


• Jehosheba, who hid a king’s heir and preserved the royal line of David


• Anna, the widowed prophetess who held baby Jesus


• Martha, the worried and bothered sister who busied herself with preparations for guests


• Grandma Lois and Mama Eunice, who loved and launched the Apostle Timothy


• Junia, the female apostle whose name was changed to Junias by early and late Bible scholars to pass her off as a male


I’m grateful to have this opportunity to walk alongside you. Picture me putting my arm around you (if you allow) and gently reminding you of the audacious way Jesus Christ truly saw and heard people. He demonstrated the heart of his Father to seek and save those who felt lost and isolated. He pursued the unpursued. He noticed the unnoticed. He heard the unheard. He saw the unseen. He dignified those society would deem undignified. He saw the mark of God’s image in each person he encountered, and he continues to do that today. No matter how overlooked you may have felt in your childhood (or even last week), there is a Savior who absolutely sees you. Who delights in noticing you. Who will never, ever leave you or walk away.


Good stories have heroes. You’ll encounter them throughout this book through the narratives of these plucky women. And you’ll experience plenty of villains, too. But the greatest hero of the biblical story, by far, is Jesus of Nazareth, the one who understands being underestimated, unseen, and overlooked. He has deep empathy for you right now. And, according to Hebrews 7:25, “He lives forever to intercede with God on [your] behalf.” He is for you, friend. He takes notice of your frailty, unspoken needs, and secret dreams for the future. He is good. And he wants a good life for you.


You are not the sum of the words spoken over you. Though you have walked through seasons of being overlooked, paratheoreo is not your reality. Even if all human beings picked you last for kickball, God chose you before the foundation of the world to bear fruit, live a life of abundance, and be filled by his ever-filling presence. I grieve with you for those eras of overlookedness. I acknowledge the sting and stink of that kind of treatment. I lament those seasons of feeling voiceless. They are real, as those experiences echo the realities of life in a very fallen world.


But they do not get to label you.


As I look back on those instances of living on the outside of polite (or not-so-polite) society, I can picture Jesus there, standing next to me, befriending me, even when I felt bereft of friendship or even the conviviality of a group of acquaintances. In my unaccepted state, he loved me. I may not have known it then, but I’m forever grateful that I’m grasping his acceptance and kindness toward me now.


Come adventure with me as we dive into the stories of women just like you who experienced the pain of being overlooked yet found a way to persevere. Who didn’t allow the treatment of others to define who they were or how they lived. While others found them lacking by comparison to their peers, they clung to their Creator and took the next faithful step. That’s my prayer for you—that you too will learn the value of walking alongside Jesus, who takes supreme notice of you, who died so you could experience relationship with him, and who understands the angst of being overlooked. “This High Priest of ours understands our weaknesses, for he faced all of the same testings we do, yet he did not sin” (Hebrews 4:15).


Jesus understands you. He understands your inner pain. He is here as you read this book.




CHAPTER ONE


Tamar, the Forgotten One


Her father-in-law seemed to live with a chip on his shoulder—being not the first, but the fourth child of an unloved woman. The firstborn meant more to their parents and to society, as did the children of the more beloved wife, as Tamar knew all too well. The pecking order of families with intricate liaisons and regulations meant she had little choice if she wanted to survive.


Survival. The word thrummed through her in the arid valley of waiting which seemed to stretch ahead of her like a pathway leading to a hidden cistern, open-mouthed and ready to devour her. She touched her wrist, the only part of her left untouched by the ravages of worry. It could not wrinkle the way her eyes did as she squinted in a search for elusive hope.


Tamar tasted wickedness during the first hiccups of her marriage to Judah’s firstborn, Er. She began matrimony as most young girls did—with fear tinged with the kind of joy that comes when you realize your life is finally going to begin, no longer under the tutelage of parents, but as a woman carefully selected. But when she removed her wedding veil, and her eyes met Er’s, her stomach turned. Er’s eyes were cold and taunting as he spit her name. Tamar. As if her name never meant the sweetness of a date palm, as if he were uttering blasphemies and tasting bile.


She instinctively pulled away under their tent’s canopy, the way one recoils from an asp. His cold shadow overcame her, and she shivered. She remembered the stories of old, of a wily serpent in the Garden bent on destroying everyone, and she feared she’d been married off to one of his wily servants. She soon became familiar with the sting of a slap across her face—and then it became normal. But worst? His words. Sentence upon sentence, he spat to demean her, she knew. His evildoing did not merely extend her way. His malevolent actions came from a bent heart that swindled even his relatives, all with a smile pasted on his black-bearded face.


The God of Covenant, she knew, heard the prayers of the desperate, and he became her only solace. Tamar’s petitions became pleas without words, as if her heart prayed unintelligibly while her eyes leaked. The burden of being married to Er was far greater than the burden of life with her family of old. “Please,” she prayed. “Please.”


Tamar remembered the Hebrew stories of Hagar—the servant of Sarai who had been forsaken, bereft, and lost, yet God Almighty found her in the wilderness after she ran away. Like Hagar, Tamar bore the weight of being an outsider. While Hagar’s was a wilderness of isolation, Tamar’s desert was populated by an unpredictable jackal.


“Tamar!” came a roar from within their dwelling.


She knew that tone, felt it in her gut. She took in a long, heavy breath, steadying herself, then entered its dank belly.


What followed was the familiar tirade against her so-called barrenness, how weak-willed she was, how she was no better than a filthy, broken vessel.


“You are nothing!” Er roared. Though not much taller than she, the afternoon sun poured through the tent’s mouth at such an angle that his shadow became a Nephilim, a menacing, angry giant. He drew near and spat in her face.


It was then that God saw fit to answer her pleas, her “please.”


Er turned his taunts from Tamar to the Almighty himself, shaking his fist heavenward with vile, horrid words. Suddenly, Er’s eyes widened as if he were seeing an apparition. With blasphemies still upon his sinister lips, he dropped to the ground, stone-cold dead, already stiffened.


When Judah saw his dead son, it seemed to come as no surprise. “He is Shua’s son,” he said to Tamar. “It’s my wife’s Canaanite blood coursing through his actions that’s brought this about.” He seemed resigned, as if he had always known this end would come, then took a deep breath. He motioned for Tamar to follow him into the light of day, away from death’s stench.


She veiled herself, wondering why she felt nothing but relief at Er’s demise.


“You know our Levirate Law, do you not?” Judah asked.


Tamar nodded.


“To carry on my line, I will give you to Onan. He will do his duty with you and provide the necessary offspring.”


She shuddered. Er had been wicked, yes, but Onan was cut from the same familial fabric. Would her life be any different under his hand?


She retreated under a date palm, steadying her nerves, but she could still hear the conversation between Judah and Onan.


“No!” Onan spat. Though he said no more, Tamar knew his meaning. He didn’t want his brother’s widow. She was not his preference.


“Go and marry Tamar,” Judah said again, his voice firm but even, “as our law requires of the brother of a man who has died. You must produce an heir for your brother.”


Onan spat upon the ground, stalking back and forth until he’d worn a pathway through the sand. But eventually, he obeyed.


No one wants to be the last choice, Tamar reasoned as she tried to empathize with Onan. In the marriage tent, she dared to hope that once her belly swelled, his disposition would change. But that chance never arrived; every time they had relations, he would withdraw, spilling their potential for children on the marriage bed.


Tamar’s desperate pleas to the Almighty turned sour. What hope did she have in a world bent on depriving her of heirs? And how could she endure another man’s wrath-filled eyes? Having once again satisfied himself without satiating her womb, Onan looked down upon her. “I despise you,” he said.


Two days later, God spilled Onan’s life. His death was not like Er’s sudden one, but a rapid wasting away from vitality to grayed skin and sharply inhaled breaths that suddenly collapsed in a rattle.


When Judah laid eyes on his second dead son, he turned again to Tamar. Though he said nothing of the sort, she felt his judgment. The common thread between the two deceased brothers (Judah’s best hope for lineage!) was her. He must’ve felt she was the curse that killed them.


She wanted to say something, anything, to turn his dark thoughts toward the light, but she said nothing.


Judah, once again, asked her to leave the tent.


She veiled herself and squinted against the hot, relentless sun. All she wanted was to lie on the earth in her dwelling and try to discern how to best move forward. After all, the third brother of Er and Onan, Shelah—her rightful third husband under the Levirite Law—was but a boy. Perhaps Judah would shelter her until he was old enough to marry—but something told her this would not happen.


Judah cleared his throat, coughed. He wiped sweat from his brow, then grabbed his bearded chin. He turned away from her. “Go back to your parents’ home,” he said, “and remain a widow until my son Shelah is old enough to marry you.”


“But—” Tamar wanted to say more, wanted to plead her case of needing to stay here to ensure she’d be married to Shelah, but she knew the futility of guarantees like that. She let her interjection hang in the afternoon air, unspoken.


Tamar gathered what little she had and, like Hagar, ventured into the wilderness toward what used to be her home. She spent the long journey with the words barren and bereft echoing through her mind. She would be a widow now. Spoiled for marriage. Destined to live out her years childless and unable to provide for herself or her parents.


When she arrived home, her head hung low, and she did not raise her eyes or even explain what had happened. She donned mourning clothes and said nothing.
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Years passed. Tamar’s mourning did not. She continued to wear the garments of a widow, and she would do so until God orchestrated a reversal.


Despite the kindness of her parents and siblings, it was painful to watch each sibling marry and produce heirs and, thus, security. Her only solace became her faith in a God who opened barren wombs and executed judgment on the wicked. Surely, he could see her plight. But even beyond her grief, a fierce fidelity arose in her. Her people needed to continue, generation after generation. Hadn’t God told Father Abraham that his descendants would become as numerous as specks of sand in the desert or the stars in the night sky? Judah should have been zealous to ensure that his firstborn’s legacy would continue, to be a part of the sand-and-star promise. Yet since his son Shelah had finally reached marrying age and Tamar had not been summoned, she could only reason that Judah despised doing what was right—not only for him, but for all their people. Why wouldn’t he do the right thing?


Rumor came that Judah, too, had become a widower.


And then? An opening. A small light.


One of Tamar’s servants, Noa, entered her dwelling, opening the flap to let the sun’s rays sweep through the tent. Dust particles danced in the descending light. “Look,” Noa said. “Your father-in-law is going up to Timnah to shear his sheep.”


“Please allow me some privacy,” Tamar told her.


At once she removed her widow’s garments and freshened her face. She donned brightly colored clothes she had not allowed herself to wear, then veiled her face. Unchaperoned, Tamar made her way to the village of Enaim, her heart thrumming with each step. Enaim was the gateway to Timnah, and Judah would have to pass through its center to get there. The closer she neared the town, the more resolve she felt rising in her soul. If Judah would not do the right thing of his own accord, she would compel him.


Weary from the journey, she sat beside the road to Enaim’s entrance, still veiled. Many hours passed as she watched for her father-in-law’s familiar gait. Squinting through her veil, she finally spied him, noticing the familiar stoop of his shoulder.


Judah, eyes hungry from the forced celibacy of widowerhood, looked at Tamar’s bright clothes and her position at the side of the road—the place where prostitutes were known to gather.


Her heart quickened. What if he knew who she was? What would be her punishment for doing this? Would he whip off her veil, ruining her plan?


She said nothing, kept her eyes to the earth. Prayed. Reminded herself of Hagar, who was seen by God.


Judah stopped, his gaze fixed on her. He looked around and cleared his throat. “Let me have sex with you,” he said plainly. His was not a voice of longing, but of demand and expectation.


Tamar swallowed. “How much will you pay to have sex with me?” she asked.


He paused, considering. “I’ll send you a young goat from my flock,” he said finally.


Typical. This is a man who does not keep his promises, she reasoned. He says many things, but he does not follow through on his words. Something rose up within her, steadying her voice. “But what will you give me to guarantee that you will send the goat?” she asked.


She could see the shadow of frustration cross his countenance. He rolled his eyes to the heavens. “What kind of guarantee do you want?”


A fly landed on her tunic. She flicked it away. It then landed on his sandal, but he did not shake it off.


“Leave me your identification seal and its cord and the walking stick you are carrying.” Tamar felt her heartbeat in her fingertips as she congratulated herself for asking for so much. Women were given little in Israel, though the good Lord had commanded the people to have compassion on widows. Unfortunately, her status as a widow had not garnered tangible care from her community, just pity.


She wondered if Judah would comply, but she did not have to speculate long.


He handed the seal, its cord, and his walking stick to her, and then led her to a secluded area off the road.


He wasted no time with his desire. And then, unlike Onan who refused to consummate, Judah finished with a sigh, leaving her in haste.


As Tamar ventured home, she knew her womb had welcomed Judah’s act. Her stomach roiled, even then, as if she were rocking on a boat being battered by waves. She removed her veil when she entered her tent, then donned the familiar widow’s clothing. She buried the seal and its cord in the corner of her tent and propped the walking stick nearby.


And then she waited.
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It was Noa who nonchalantly brought news three months later as Tamar’s belly swelled, recounting Judah’s story of asking Hirah the Adullamite to give a young goat to the prostitute he had encountered in Enaim so he could recover the things he’d given her. “Hirah could not find her,” Noa said. “He kept asking for the shrine prostitute who sat beside the road at Enaim’s entrance.”


Noa looked knowingly in Tamar’s direction. “They said they’d never had a shrine prostitute there. And Hirah told Judah he could not find the woman anywhere. Apparently, there’s never been a shrine prostitute sitting at that particular place.”
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