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1. Beauty as a Curse
                There is biblical precedent for the story of Susanna, one that turns out badly. The heroine is Bathsheba, the culprit, David. The wise teachers in Israel recognized that beauty is ambiguous (“Favor is a lie, beauty is fleeting/empty; but a woman who fears the Lord, she will be praised”). The crucial Hebrew words in this observation stir the imagination: hen, sheker, hebel, yare', and hallel. Like the sordid story of the chieftain David's weak moment, the tale of Susanna is about danger from within one's own people. Different, however, is the ending. In Susanna, we get a detective story in which a prophet saves the day.

2. Beauty as a Weapon
                The story about a beautiful Jewish woman who uses her looks to rescue her endangered people also has biblical precedent. In both these instances, danger arises from foreigners. In the case of Esther, the threat to exterminate the Jews comes form royal advisers, one who literally hates Esther's uncle so much that he will do anything to destroy him. This man, Haman, ultimately hangs on gallows he has built for his enemy, Mordecai. Ironically, he dies on a trumped-up charge of attempted rape. Judith is not just a beautiful widow. She possesses both wisdom and courage. Her opponent, the general Holofernes, is powerful, but like so many men, is putty in the hands of a gorgeous woman who knows how to use looks to her advantage and has no scruples about doing so. 
                There is also biblical precedent for a tiny village being attacked by a powerful king. It is found in Ecclesiastes 9:13-16. The correct way of reading the story is uncertain. Did the poor wise man actually save the village, or did the people forget to consult him and suffered because of it? And is the story real or a product of the author's imagination? Who knows? No such uncertainty surrounds the story about Judith, for she uses her beauty to captivate the general and her courage to decapitate him. In her mind, the end justifies the means. Through it all, she demonstrates exemplary piety, even quoting scripture while on her knees just before beheading the drunk general.
           No wonder artists have been drawn to this woman just as they have to Susanna. 

3. Two more Detective Stories
                Danger from foreigners combines with instances of prophetic investigation and angelic intervention in the additions to the book of Daniel that are found in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible. Here, too, we find examples of a favorite activity of Jewish writers of the last two centuries BCE. What is that? Mocking those who worshiped idols. The stories also show how prone the people of that day were to believe in dragons. One is even reminded of modern pizza delivery when told that the prophet Habakkuk was seized by the hair of the head and transported to Babylon for the sole purpose of delivering food to Daniel, imprisoned in a lion's den.



