Susannah:
“a lily among thorns”

Anne Gardner

The title of this essay indicates that its subject matter is the little book of
Susannah. In the view of the present writer Susannah is so called to link
with the female figure in the Song of Songs who is never named but is
described as a “lily” or “shoshannah” in Hebrew. Cant 2:1-2 reads,

I 'am a rose! of Sharon

A lily of the valleys

As a lily among thorns

50 is my love among the daughters?

Susannah is “a lily” and she is indeed “among thorns” for those who
plot her downfall fit the imagery in that they attempt to tear her to pieces.
It will be seen later that the quotation from Cant 2:2 is more than sym-
bolic for it links with another biblical passage which advocates death
for “thorns”.

The book of Susannah is one of three additions to Daniel which ap-
pear in the Septuagint but not in the Hebrew Bible.? It is a short work
consisting of a mere sixty-three verses* with Daniel only making an ap-
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pearance at verse 45. Daniel is not the main character; rather, Susannah
plays that role. She is a beautiful, God-fearing, married Jewish woman
who is unjustly accused of adultery by two respected elders who had
tried to frighten her into accepting their sexual advances, threatening
that if she did not, they would testify that they had seen her having sexual
intercourse with a young man. Adultery carried the death penalty so the
threat was severe indeed. Susannah, to her credit, refused to succumb to
such blackmail saying, “Better not to do it and fall into your hands than
to sin before the Lord”(v23). The court condemned Susannah to death
upon the evidence of her accusers, who were immediately believed be-
cause of their standing in the community. She was saved from her fate
by the intervention of the young Daniel who, as God’s instrument, knew
that the elders had lied and demonstrated it to the court. They then re-
ceived the death penalty which they had tried to inflict upon Susannah.

The theme of the story is simple and reminiscent of Daniel 3 and 6,
where righteous Jews, who remain loyal to God in the face of humans
who plot their downfall, are saved from death by their divine overlord.
Nickelsburg (1981), however, highlights the major difference from such
tales, viz. that Susannah’s enemies were Jewish rather than foreigners
as in canonical Daniel. While this is a valid point, and thus throws the
spotlight upon the actions of the elders, raising the question of why Jews
are seen as the béte noire, it does not detract from the similarity with the
tales of the potential martyrs in Daniel. This likeness underscores that a
woman, just as much as a man, can, even in the face of death, be loyal to
her God, who is her only true Judge. That this was the original main
purpose of the book of Susannah will be demonstrated in the present
essay contra André Lacoque who, in his recent work, claimed that
“Susannah was not a feminist pamphlet”. He goes on to say: “More than
the vindication of [a] woman the tale centred on the vindication of inno-
cence/justice” (1990:38). There are however a number of pointers in the
story which show that woman, or a certain kind of woman, was being
proclaimed as innocent, and in the process there is a refutation of
male claims that she is not. In order to substantiate these statements it is
necessary to look closely at the text.

There are two extant Greek versions of Susannah: the Septuagint (LXX)
and Theodotion and the relationship between them is exceedingly com-
plex. In the other additions to Daniel the two versions are very similar,
but in the case of Susannah, while they present the same story line, each
contains material which is not in the other® and there are places where
one seems to be a paraphrase rather than a copy of the other (cf. Moore
1977:83, 116). It has been suggested that a Semitic voriage is behind such
discrepancies but this is not certain.® The Theodotion is accepted by
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nearly all scholars to be later than the Septuagint version and this is
likely to be the case because it presents a much more dramatic telling of
the story with an apparently more logical ending. It would be difficult
to imagine a writer with knowledge of the Theodotion version scribing
the Septuagint one. For these reasons the Septuagint will be treated as
primary for the purposes of this paper. Where the Theodotion needs to
be used, particularly in the introduction to the story which is missing in
the LXX, a careful eye will be cast to see whether this information is
corroborated elsewhere in the LXX story of Susannah.

Theodotion sets the story in Babylon (v1). This is not corroborated
explicitly in the LXX, but because there, as in Theodotion, Daniel is in-
volved in Susannah’s vindication, Babylon is the likely setting (cf.
Danl:1). Her husband is Joakim and her father is Hilkiah (Th.v2; LXX
vv7, 29). Modern commentators tend to assume that the names Joakim
and Hilkiah were chosen at random by the author,” but it is possible that
there was a specific purpose behind the two references. They are both
names which appear in Biblical sources around the time of the Babylonian
Exile. Each one will be discussed in turn.

Joakim is said in Theodotion to be very wealthy (v4). This finds cor-
roboration in the LXX in that Susannah was attended at her trial by five
hundred servants and maids (v30): the mark of a wealthy husband.
Theodotion adds that Joakim was “the most eminent of all Jews” (v4),
but there is no parallel for this in the LXX. A number of ancient com-
mentators, picking up on the Theodotion description, suggested that
Joakim should be identified with King Jehoiachin of Judah who was
taken into Exile by Nebuchadnezzar (2K24:15, 25:27)% but the two names
donot equate consonantly. Moore points out that the name of Jehoiachin’s
predecessor, Jehoiakim, is closer to Joakim.? He further adds that 2 Chron
36:5-7, differing from 2 Kings, states that Nebuchadnezzar took Jehoiakim
to Babylon showing that there was a Biblical, if not a historical, basis for
Jehoiakim being in Exile. Contrary to the way that his own argument
leads him, Moore says, “There is, however, no justification for the an-
cient view that this Joakim (i.e. the one in Susannah) was the former
King of Judah”. Moore then asks the rhetorical question, “Had he been
the former King, surely that fact would have been noted by the narra-
tor” (1977:95). In reply to Moore it should be borne in mind that the
introduction to Susannah is missing in the LXX, and so it is unknown
whether that version referred to any possible royal status of Joakim.
Further, how much more eminent (as per Theodotion) does one need to
be to have one’s royal status inferred than “the most eminent of all the
Jews”? One Biblical reference to a Jehoiakim which appears to have been
ignored by commentators is Dan 1:1-2, where the fictional setting of
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Daniel’s exile in Babylon is in the context of King Jehoiakim’s removal
there in the third year of his reign by King Nebuchadnezzar. It is note-
worthy that this Jehoiakim’s name is spelt the same way in the LXX of
Dan 1:1-2 (‘leoakeiy) as it is in Susannah, whilst the spelling in 2 Chron
36:5-7 is different (evaciu). The deliberate linking then of the story of
Susannah with Daniel is intensified. At the same time, the ancient reader
of Susannah who knew what Chronicles said of Jehoiakim would be
aware that “he did what was evil in the sight of the Lord his God” (2
Chron 36:5) with the LXX of 2 Chronicles going further saying that Joakim
had shed much innocent blood. This is reminiscent of the narrator’s com-
ment in the LXX of Susannah after her vindication — “innocent blood
was saved on that day” (v60). It is noteworthy that Joakim, Susannah’s
husband, is not listed among the family members or servants who ap-
pear by her side at the trial (Pervo in Levine, 1991:147). One wonders
whether he was absent deliberately or accidentally or whether he was
amongst “all the sons of Israel” who were in the city synagogue and sat
in judgement of Susannah (v28). If it was the latter, he was about to be
guilty of shedding more innocent blood, preferring to believe the story
of the so-called respected elders in preference to his wife!

Susannah'’s father is Hilkiah. A perusal of Biblical Hilkiahs shows
that it is a priestly name (Jer 1:1; 2 K 22:4,8,10,12,14; 23:4; 1 Chron 6:13,45;
19:11; 2 Chron 34:14,15; 20:22; Ezra 7:1; Neh 11:11; 12:7,21).%° Indeed
one particular Hilkiah, a High Priest, found the book of the law in the
Temple in Josiah's reign (2 K 22:8,10; 2 Chron 34:14,15) in 618 BCE and it
is not outside the bounds of possibility that Jer 29:3 is speaking about
the same Hilkiah, whom he informs us was sent to Babylon by King
Zedekiah of Judah (reigned 597-587 BCE). At the very least, it should be
accepted that the author of Susannah was identifying her father, Hilkiah,
as a priest. There is support for this in the LXX for when the elders re-
ceive the death penalty that they had tried to inflict upon Susannah!
“the angel of the Lord threw fire down through the midst of them” (v62).
According to Lev 21:9 death by fire was the punishment for the daugh-
ter of a priest found guilty of a sexual crime.*? It is likely though that the
author of Susannah was hinting that Susannah’s father was Hilkiah, the
High Priest of Josiah’s reign, especially as Theodotion stresses that
Susannah’s parents taught her the Law (v3). Who would be better placed
to do that than the one who had found the book of the Law in the Tem-
ple? That Susannah knew the Law is not explicitly stated in the LXX
whose introduction to the story of Susannah is missing. Nevertheless,
Susannah’s righteousness there is not in doubt, and verse 35 draws a
contrast between herself and her accusers when in prayer she says, ”You
know I did not do what these lawless men (dvouoi) wickedly allege
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against me”. Indeed the LXX version emphasises on a number of occa-
sions that the two would-be seducers are “lawless” (vv28, 32 rapdvopor;
v35 dvopor; v57 év avopug). Susannah’s actions oppose those of the elders.
She, then, behaved in accordance with the Law, the Torah. Her parents
appear at her trial in support of her and thus could be said to be on the
side of the Torah.

The lawlessness of the elders has already been remarked upon and in
this connection attention should be paid to verse 56. In the LXX Daniel
asks the second elder,

Why is your race perverted like that of Sidon
and not like that of Judah?
Beauty has seduced you, foul lust

whilst in the Theodotion he says,

Spawn of Canaan, not of Judah,
beauty has seduced you,
desire has turned your heart astray.

In these two variants there is a reference to the same Biblical tradi-
tion: in Gen 9:25 Noah cursed Canaan for Ham (Canaan’s father) hav-
ing seen Noah’s nakedness in Gen 9:22. Sidon was the firstborn of Canaan
(Gen 10:15; 1 Chron 1:13) and the curse would apply to him and his
descendents through his father. In commenting upon Gen 9:25, B.W.
Anderson® says the curse implies that Canaan’s subjection to Israel was
the result of Canaanite sexual perversions (Lev 18:24-30). It is notewor-
thy that in the previous pericope in Leviticus the Israelites are instructed
amongst other things not to have sexual intercourse with a neighbour’s
wife and so defile themselves (Lev 18:20) in the way in which the origi-
nal inhabitants of the land had done so that God had ejected them from
the land (Lev 18:24-25). A further Biblical passage may have been in the
mind of the writer of the LXX version: Jezebel, the infamous queen, was
the daughter of a King of Sidon (1 Kings 16:31; Moore 1977:112) and she,
in league with elders, connived at false witness being brought against
Naboth. Like Susannah, Naboth was condemned to death, but no Dan-
iel appeared to save him from his fate (1 Kings 21)."*

It has been suggested that the author of Susannah patterned the elders
upon Jer 29:21-23 where two prophets are burned to death by the King
of Babylon because they had committed adultery with their neighbours’
wives and spoken falsely in God’s name.” The points of contact between
the two tales are numerous: the prophets are two in number as are the
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elders; all commit or attempt to commit adultery with their neighbours’
wives; all represent themselves as speaking in God’s name — the
prophets directly and the elders indirectly in that they represent them-
selves as defending God’s Torah when they accuse Susannah of having
broken it; all arouse God's ire by their actions and He is moved to bring
about their destruction; fire is the instrument of the demise of all of them?!®
and finally, similar statements are made about false prophets and the
elders: viz. Jer23:15 says that from them “profaneness is gone forth into
all the land” and Sus v5 “Lawlessness came forth from Babylon, from
elderjudges who seemed to govern the people”."” This list of similarities
between Jer 29:21-23 and Susannah is impressive and it may be further
strengthened with the realisation that the Hilkiah who was sent to
Babylon, and posited above as Susannah’s father, appears in the same
chapter of Jeremiah. The use of both I K 21:11 and Jer 29:21-23 as the
pattern for the elders in Susannah accounts for their two major crimes:
bearing false witness and committing adultery with their neighbours’
wives.

Jeremiah 29 may also have provided the setting for the elders’ crime.
They threatened Susannah in a garden® and Jeremiah advised those in
Exile in Babylon to “Build houses and dwell, plant gardens and eat the
fruit of them”. The garden setting recalls another famous Biblical story:
that of Eve’s “seduction” by the snake, when she was persuaded to eat
of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Eve took the fruit and
shared it with Adam, thus disobeying God." Susannah, by contrast, re-
fused “the fruit” and maintained a close relationship with her Deity.
The reason for her ability to do this was her desire not “to sin before the
Lord” (v23). The prohibition against adultery is, of course, one of the
Ten Commandments, part of the Torah, and to break it meant a repudia-
tion of God. Keeping the commandments is associated with the fear of
God in Deut 5:9 and the fear of God or the Lord with Wisdom in Job
28:28 and Ps.111:10. That Susannah feared God is stressed and that she
knew Torah is undoubtedly behind the reference to her in v57 as a daugh-
ter of Judah, reflecting the post-exilic period when a contrast was drawn
between those who were descended from the Babylonian Exiles and those
who were not. “Daughter of Judah” may also be an allusion to Patriar-
chal history for a contrast is drawn in Susannah between the heroine’s
(a daughter of Judah's) refusal to accept the advances of the elders and
the acquiescence through fear on the part of the daughters of Israel:
Tamar, Judah’s daughter through marriage, forced his adherence to the
Levirate law when he was reluctant to implement it. Judah then said of -
Tamar in Gen 38:26: “She is more righteous than I”.
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Archer (1990:87) points out, however, that from Hellenistic times moth-
ers are never mentioned in a teaching role® and it may be, if a.Hellenis-
tic date is accepted for Susannah, as it usually is, that the inclusion of
the mother as Susannah’s teacher is polemical in itself. Wisdom litera-
ture, particularly later examples such as Ben Sirach (c.190 BCE), tends to
assume that a woman would be the downfall of a man and a willing
accomplice to his lust (cf. 9:8-9). In giving advice to fathers, Ben Sirach
(42:12-14) says:

Do not let her (your daughter) display her beauty to any man ...
For out of clothes comes the moth

and out of woman comes a woman's wickedness

Better a man’s wickedness than a woman'’s goodness;

It is a woman who brings shame and disgrace.

In polemic against these kinds of statements Susannah was walking
in private in her husband’s garden, not displaying her beauty. Rather
than Susannah bringing shame and disgrace upon the elders, they at-
tempted to do so to her. It was not she alone whom they had tried to
seduce for their ploys had been successful with the daughters of Israel
(v57) and so Susannah’s beauty could not be blamed for their downfall:
their own inclinations had already led them in that direction. Indeed a
reversal of Ben Sirach’s statement about a woman’s wickedness may be
included in the pseudo-Biblical quotation which appears in verse 5 of
Susannah,

Lawlessness came forth from Babylon
from elder-judges who seemed to
govern the people.

A closer allusion though is to Zech 5:5-11 where the prophet has a
vision of an ephah (a container of a certain size) being transported through
the air. An angel shows him its contents and inside is a woman of whom
the angel then said, “This is Wickedness” (v8). In verse 11 the angel says
the ephah is being taken to Babylon. A woman, then, is characterised as
wickedness and established in Babylon! By a neat reversal Susannah
says wickedness is characterised by men, especially elders-judges, com-
ing from Babylon!

It follows that the story of Susannah is a polemic against the portrayal
of women as wicked. It attacks the statement made in Zechariah and
counters the thrust of Wisdom literature which had become increasingly
misogynistic in the Hellenistic period:* it asserts that not all women
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were the people who supposedly upheld the Torah and ensured that it
was obeyed, a practice which appears to have started in Ezra’s day (Ezra
10:8). This reference links up with the pseudo-Biblical quotation con-
cerning elder judges from Babylon, the place from which Ezra had re-
turned. One wonders whether any particular incident sparked off the
writing of Susannah or whether it was an accumulation of incidents?”
coupled with the downgrading of women in Wisdom literature and else-
where which fuelled female rage. It is likely that a woman penned
Susannah, transforming the motifs of folklore® into a peculiarly Jewish
tale through the skilful use of her knowledge of the Torah and prophets?
to show that a woman could be righteous and that there were many
Biblical precedents for men being evil.* Alternatively, it is possible that
Priestly circles were involved in the writing of the tale, for in the present
paper it has been shown that Hilkiah, Susannah'’s father, was likely to
have been a priest, that he taught his daughter Torah and that he ap-
peared in court in her support. If a priest (or priests) was the author,
then the motive for writing'would still be the same: a defence of women
(their wives and daughters) against hypocritical men in authority.

The attachment of Susannah at the time of its composition to the Daniel
cycle need not be regarded as dubious, as Moore suggests (1977:80, 109),
for it served several purposes: it illustrated that God was the true Judge
of women as well as men, that He acted in the defence of women and
men alike, that Jewish men were just as capable of plotting the downfall
of one of their own people as foreigners had been in the other Danielic
tales and, last but not least, the link with Daniel would ensure the circu-
lation of Susannah.

To return now to the beginning of this paper: there it was posited that
the tale was named Susannah to link with Cant 2:2, where the heroine
was “as a lily (shoshannah) among thorns”. It has been seen that
Susannah’s “thorns” were lawless men (mapdvouor) according to verses
28 and 32 of the LXX). 2 Sam 23:6 in the LXX states: “Lawless men
(mapdvouor) shall be as thorns (dkavBa) to be thrust away”.®! It then
advocates that these lawless men be “utterly burned with fire in their
place”. This indeed is what happened to the lawless elders. McNamara
says, “The story of Susannah should be classed as pious haggadah”
(1967:825), and perhaps we should add: “in polemic against some not so
pious males”.
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The only other occurrences of “Hilkiah” are in 1 Chron 26:11, where it
refers to a porter in the Temple; Neh 8:4 where a Hilkiah amongst others
stood on Ezra’s right when he read the law to the people; 2 K 18:18,27
mention an Eliakim, head of Hezekiah’s household, whose father was a
Hilkiah. Itis not known whether or not the latter was a priest. Jer 29:3 says
thata certain Gemariah, son of Hilkiah, carried Jeremiah'’s letter to Babylon.
This passage is discussed below.

Deut 19:19 says that one should do to a false witness what he had tried to
do to the one accused.

It is interesting to note that the Samaritan version of Susannah presents
her as the daughter of a High Priest, albeit in a different time period (cf.
Lacoque 1990:26).

The Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha (1965:12). Moore (1977:111)
notes: “one might infer that ‘descendant of Canaan” was a popular ex-
pression applied to people guilty of some sexual offence”. He sees the
link with Gen 9:25 but does not mention Leviticus 18.

Lacoque (1990:28) mentions 1 Kings 21 but does not recognise its sig-
nificance for Susannah. No one, to the knowledge of the present writer,
has seen the Sidonian connection of Jezebel with the wicked elders of
1 Kings 21.

Jerome quotes an ancient Jewish opinion that Jer 29:21-23 was the pattern
for the elders. This was followed by Briill (1877). See Moore (1977:87) for a
discussion of Briill's views and also Lacoque (1990:24-25).

Only the LXX, not Theodotion, has fire as the instrument of destruction in
the story of Susannnah. The LXX account of the death of the elders where
they are thrown into a valley and the angel of the Lord threw fire into
their midst may well contain an allusion to Is 30:33 where Topheth (the
valley of Hinnom) is prepared with wood which God ignites with his
breath which is like a stream of brimstone.

Other Biblical passages are also likely to have influenced this pseudo-Bib-
lical quotation in Susannah as will be shown below. It used to be thought
that Theodotion alone included the pseudo-Biblical quotation, but Moore
(1977:95) notes that Kolner LXX Papyrus 967 dating from c. 150 CE con-
tains this saying.

The garden is mentioned frequently by Theodotion and in v36 of the LXX.

A garden is also the traditional site for seduction scenes in Greek roman-
tic novels. See Pervo (1991:148, n. 21).

The link with the story of the Garden of Eden was first mooted by a former
honours student, Anthony Doran. Another link between the two stories
may be discerned in that two trees feature in each. For a discussion of the
symbolism involved in the story of Adam and Eve, see Gardner (1990).

The LXX in v19 supports the notion of rape in that it says that the elders
“tried to force” (é€efBidlovTo) Susannah.
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References to Eve, her sin and the effect it had upon the rest of humanity
proliferate in the Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, New Testament and the
writings of the Rabbis and Church Fathers. For a brief description of these,
see Swidler (1979, 150-157; 324; 339-51). No further examples are quoted
in the present paper because of the uncertainty about the date of the com-
position of Susannah. Ben Sirach was written about 190 BCE and is likely
to pre-date Susannah.

It should be noted that Prov 6:20f parodies the Shema (cf. Deut 6:6f; 11:19f)
and thus, although the context is parental instruction (cf. McKane, 1970:327)
the implication is that both mother and father are mediating God’s com-
mandments and Torah.

Archer may have overstated the case for she does not mention Susannah’s
mother and her teaching role even to dismiss it as fictional. Further, she
quotes 4 Macc 8:11f where the mother, whose seven sons were soon to be
martyred, reminds them of the teaching their father had given them about
Biblical characters. The mother does so in sufficient detail to suggest that
she herself knew the stories also, stories which came from the Torah or
Pentateuch.

The Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs, also from the second century BCE,
evidences a downgrading of women (see Test Reub 5:1-6).

Theodotion’s ending seems much more appropriate, viz. v63 “Then Hilkiah
and his wife gave praise for their daughter, Susannah, along with Joakim,
her husband, and all their relatives, because she had been found not guilty
of a shameful act” and v64 “Daniel became great before the people from
that day forwards”.

Briill (1877:43-69) believed that it was a Pharisaic polemic against the ju-
dicial proceedings of the Sadducees, but it has been pointed out that Dan-
iel knew the elders were guilty before questioning them and so court pro-
cedure could not have been an issue (cf. Moore 1977:88 and Lacoque
1990:25). Wurmbrand (1963:40) suggested that the people of the land (Am
ha-aretz) were responsible for Susannah and were expressing their resent-
ment of the Rabbis. De Menasce (cited in Lacoque 1990:28) thought that
Susannah was directed against priests, but it has been shown in the present
paper that priests, as represented by Hilkiah, supported Susannah against
the elders. Lacoque (1990:28) also sees Susannah as opposed to the Jewish
establishment although he skillfully avoids naming any particular group
as the target, referring to the views of both Wurmbrand and de Menasce.

Hazleton (1977:51) points out that in modern-day Israel “ultra-Orthodox
men are among Israeli prostitutes” most regular clientele”. Hazleton at-
tributes this to the strict observance of Niddah (the period of menstrual
uncleanness) within the marriage relationship. The men, though, appear
not to worry about possible defilement by sleeping with prostitutes who
presumably do not observe the laws of Niddah! The outward show then
is one of extreme piety but it is hypocritical. Such kinds of hypocritical
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actions may well have been happening also at the time of the author of
Susannah.

Moore (1977:88-89) gives a review of scholars who believe Suéannah was
originally a secular folk tale.

The Torah and Prophets were regularly used in synagogue readings
(Schiirer 1979:450-453) and thus women would have access to them even
if they did not undergo any formal education.

Pervo (1991:145-147) outlines the conclusions of M. Egger concerning
women in the Greek novel (Women in the Greek Novel: Constructing the Femi-
nine, Diss., University of California-Irvine, 1990). He then examines a
number of Jewish works in their light and concludes that “Susannah is
the Jewish heroine who most closely conforms to [the] model of the ro-
mantic novel. She is as beautiful, wealthy and virtuous as any”. Lefkowitz
(1991:199-219) notes that no women were known to have written novels
in the ancient world and from her analysis of other genres written by
women she concludes that intimate details of a woman’s life and inde-
pendent action on the part of the heroine are marked characteristics. The
former conclusion would support Susannah having been written by a
woman, but not the latter. Lefkowitz bases the notion of the independ-
ently acting female upon the “Acts of SS Perpetua and Felicity”, but it
seems to the present writer that one work is insufficient evidence upon
which to base a general conclusion, especially with regard to Jewish writ-
ings which emerge from a different religious milieu. Kraemer (1991:235)
comes to a similar conclusion as the present writer in the case of Joseph and
Asenath and the Testament of Job, which she points out are (like Susannah)
“constrained to some extent by the biblical materials on which they are
probably based”.

It is interesting to note that Cant 2:2 and 2 Sam 23:6 both use the same
Greek word for “thorns” (dkavfa) whereas the Massoretic text has differ-
ent words in each passage. If there is truly a link between Susannah and
the two passages quoted, it may be an indicator that Susannah was origi-
nally written in Greek and not in a Semitic language as posited by so many
scholars. This would then suggest that Susannah was a Diaspora work.
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