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Chapter XXXIX: Chukat (Num. 19:1–22:1) 
 
Essay 16. Jephthah’s vow 
 

אָנֹכִי    פָּסוּק עַל־בְּתוּלַי  וְאֶבְכֶּה  עַל־הֶהָרִים  וְיָרַדְתִּי  וְדוֹחֵק לוֹמַר    .וְרֵעוֹתָי""וְאֵלְכָה  לִבְכּוֹת,  רֵעוֹתֶיהָ  שֶׁל  עִנְיָנָם  מָה  קָשֶׁה 

 שֶׁיִּבְכּוּ עַל צַעֲרָהּ מֵחֲמַת אֲהַבְתֶּם אוֹתָהּ.
 
This essay considers a verse that follows after the haftorah. The haftorah for the parshah 

is Judges 11:1–33. In the haftarah, Jephthah vowed that if G-d would deliver the Ammonites into 
his hand, then he would offer as a burnt-offering whatever first came forth out of his house to meet 
him when he returned. The haftorah concludes with his victory over the Ammonites. The verses 
following the end of the haftorah are: 

When Jephthah arrived at his home in Mizpah, there was his daughter 
coming out to meet him, with timbrel and dance! She was an only child; he had no 
other son or daughter. On seeing her, he rent his clothes and said, “Alas, daughter! 
You have brought me low; you have become my troubler! For I have uttered a vow 
to the L-rd and I cannot retract.” “Father,” she said, “you have uttered a vow to the 
L-rd; do to me as you have vowed, seeing that the L-rd has vindicated you against 
your enemies, the Ammonites.” She further said to her father, “Let this be done for 
me: let me be for two months, and I will go down upon the mountains, and 
bewail my virginity, I and my friends.” “Go,” he replied. He let her go for two 
months, and she and her friends went and bewailed her virginity upon the hills. 
After two months’ time, she returned to her father, and he did to her as he had 
vowed.1 She had never known a man. So it became a custom in Israel for the 
maidens of Israel to go every year, for four days in the year, and chant dirges for 
the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite.  

- Judges 11:34–40 
 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
1 The implication is that Jephthah sacrificed his daughter, which demonstrates the level to which some Jews had 

fallen, for human sacrifice is antithetical to Judaism. Other commentators, such as Rabbi David Kimchi (the “Radak”) 
(1160–1235) and Rabbi Levi Ben Gershon (the “Ralbag”) (1288–1344), believe that Jephthah only kept his daughter 
in seclusion, though that too is against the Torah. The proper approach is obviously not to utter a vow to start with, 
but even if one has made a vow, and it would not be proper to fulfil it, he should have it invalidated, such as by the 
High Priest in Jephthah’s time, or by a rabbinical court today. 
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A difficulty, is what is the point of her friends crying, and it’s hard to say that they would cry 
out of grief because of their love for her. 
 

 .אַרְעָא דְיִשְׂרָאֵל וְכוּ'וְיוּבַן בְּמַה שֶׁכְּתָב הָרַ"ן בְּפֶרֶק ב' דְּקִידוּשִׁין עַל עוֹבָדָא דְּזַבְּנִינְהוּ לִנְכָסֶיהָ אַדַּעְתָּא לְמִיסַּק לְ 
 

This incident will be understood by what the Ran2 writes on the second chapter of 
tractate Kiddushin (50a): “Regarding an incident in which one sold all his property with the 
intent of ascending to the Land of Israel.” The Ran writes that someone can retract a sale based 
on an unstated intent more readily than one can retract a sale based on a spoken intent. The 
Haftorah quotes Jephthah, “For I have uttered a vow to the L-rd.” Thus, it wasn’t really a thought 
in his heart, but a spoken intent, and Jephthah must have thought that could not be broken. 

 
וְקָפְצוּ    ,מַחֲזִירָתוֹעָלַי אֵינִי  שֶׁיָּבאֹ  לָהּ וְקָפְצָה וְנִשְׁבְּעָה כֹּל מִי  מֵּצַר  בֶּה מַעֲשֶׂה בְּאִשָּׁה אַחַת שֶׁהָיָה בְּנָהּ  וּוְהַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק מְר

מֵהוֹגְנִים  שֶׁאֵינָם  אָדָם  בְּנֵי  ז  .עָלֶיהָ  נִתְכַּוְּונָה  לאֹ  חֲכָמִים  הָיָה  אָמְרוּ  שֶׁלּאֹ  בַּיָּדוּעַ  דִּכְשֶׁנִּשְׁבְּעָה  לָהּ,  לֶהָגוּן  אֶלָּא  לְכָל רְעֻתָהּ  וֹ 
 .כֶּה שְׁחִין אֶלָּא וַדַּאי לֶהָגוּן לָהּ נִתְכַּוְּונָה עכ"לוּוָּל וּמוּלּוּ מְנ יהַקּוֹפֵץ אֲפִ 

 
This is what it says in the seventh chapter, entitled “More broadly,” of tractate Bava 

Kamma: 

And [there was] an incident involving a certain unmarried woman who 
had a son who was distressing her, and she jumped up and vowed impulsively: 
Any man who comes [to marry me and will discipline my son], I will not turn him 
away. And unworthy men jumped at [the opportunity to marry] her. The Sages  
[exempted her from the vow, and they] said: She didn’t intend this, but rather 
one worthy for her, that when she vowed it was known that her longing was 
not for everyone who would jump even including one who was hideous, and 
one covered with boils, rather certainly one who was worthy for her is what 
she intended.  

- Bava Kamma 80a 
 

דָּבָר הָרָאוּי  ן זֶה אֶלָּא לְ ווֹמַר לאֹ נִתְכַּוֵּ נוּ יְכוֹלִים לים נִדְרוֹ, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהַיְ יוְאִם כֵּן כְּשֶׁשָּׁמְעָה בַּת יִפְתָּח שֶׁאָבִיהָ נָדַר וְרוֹצֶה לְקַיֵּ 
עָלַי אֵינִי מַחֲזִירָתוֹ לאֹ נֶאֱמַר שֶׁלּאֹ נִתְכַּוְּנָה אֶלָּא לֶהָגוּן  שֶׁיָּבוֹא  אָמְרָה אִם כֵן אַף אִם אִשָּׁה אַחַת תִּשָּׁבַע כֹּל מִי    ,וְהָגוּן לְמִזְבֵּחַ 

ה וְתִשָּׁבַעְנָה אֵין לַהֵן  ]נָ [צְ וֹ"אָנֹכִי וְרֵעוֹתָי", שֶׁגַּם הֵן יֵשׁ לַהֵן לִבְכּוֹת, שֶׁאִם תִּקְפּאָמַר כִי וּמִשּׁוּם הָ  לָהּ אֶלָּא לְכָל הַקּוֹפֵץ דַּוְקָא,
 .תַּקָּנָה אֶלָּא שֶׁתִּנָּשֶׂאנָה לְכָל הַקּוֹפֵץ

 
If so, we can gain insight of what happened when the daughter of Jephthah heard that 

her father had made a vow and wanted to fulfill his vow. Even though we could say that 
[including his daughter in the vow] wasn’t his intent, but he only intended something that 
would be suitable and worthy of the altar, that didn’t matter to him. I.e., while the rabbis would 

 
2 Rabbi Nissim ben Reuven (the “Ran”) (1320–76), Spanish Talmudist. 
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annul the vow, her father chose to carry it out. So she said, “If it’s so that even if a certain woman 
vowed, ‘Any man who comes to me, I will not turn him away,’ it’s not to be said that she only 
intended that for someone worthy of her, rather the woman should be taken literally as meaning 
truly any [man] coming to her. Because of this, [Scripture] said, “I and my friends,” for [her 
friends] also have reason to cry, for if they should ever imprudently jump up and vow to take 
any man, they would have no remedy other than to marry any man who should jump at the 
opportunity. 

 
* * * 


