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For Love is as Fierce as Death

Modern Women's Midrash as a Tool for Reading our Most Difficult Texts

R. Avi Killip - killip@hadar.org

Summer Learning Retreat 2021

Text 1:

Tanot, Jephthah’s Daughter
Rivka Lubitch

She was an only child, he had no other son or
daughter (Judg 11:34).

had no progeny from you, and on earth they don’t
know that a woman has a name of her own, even
without having a son or daughter. Sit with me in
heaven, and weep for this. On earth they call you
“Jephthah’s daughter,” and I will call you “Tanot.”

And why was she called “Tanot”? Because it is
written, And so since long ago, the daughters of
Israel go to wail (letanot) for the daughter of
Jephthah the Gileadite, four days a year (Judg
11:40). And they said, tanot does not mean wailing
but is the name of Jephthah’s daughter. And what
does she do? She sits in heaven and listens to the
stories of the earthly daughters of Israel, and then
sits by the Shekhinah and bewails their sorrows in
Her ear, prays for them and pleads their
righteousness.

The Shekhinah said to Jephthah’s daughter: Jephthah
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Sources:
Judges 11:39-40

After two months’ time, she returned to her father,
and he did to her as he had vowed. 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.
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Text 2:

For Love is as Fierce as Death
Tamar Biala
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Rav Yehudah said: Yet, let us fondly remember that man,
and Hanania ben Hizkiyah was his name, if not for him,
the book of Ezekiel would have been hidden away, for it
contradicted things in the Torah. What did he do? They
brought him three hundred kegs of oil, and he satin an
attic, and searched it with Midrash.

(BT Hagiga 13a)

Rabbi Agiva said: God forbid! Not a single Israelite ever
disagreed and said that the Song of Songs does not
render one's hands impure, for all of eternity in its
entirety is not as worthy as the day on which Song of
Songs was given to Israel, for all the scriptures are holy,
and the Song of Songs is the holy of holies.

(Mishna, Yadaym 3:1)

Tanot asked the Shekhinah: What did Yehezkel say that
contradicted the Torah?

She answered: He did not fulfill be loving to your
neighbor like yourself (Lev. 19:18). For when he wanted to
tell Israel how God chose them for a people and how
they betrayed Him, and to comfort them - that terrible
things would befall them one day out of the blue and
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they will again be loved by Him - he told them all this
through a parable, and that parable, it was cruel and
humiliated the women of the world.

Tanot asked: And what were the three hundred kegs of
oil that they brought up to him, to Hananiah ben
Hizkiyah, that he would interpret Yehezkel?

She said: They brought him the Song of Songs, as is
written, Your ointments smell sweet, your name is like
finest oil, that is why the maidens love you (Cant. 1:3).

Tanot asked: And how can one interpret Yehezkel with
Shir Ha-Shirim?

The Shekhinah answered: Yehezkel said: You were still
naked and bare when | passed by you and saw that your
time for love had arrived, So | spread my robe over you
and covered your nudity and | swore a covenant to you -
declares the Lord God - and so you were mine. (Ezek.
16:7-8)

Comes Shir Ha-Shirim and says: Let's rise early to the
vineyards, we'll see if the vine has flowered, if the
pomegranates have bloomed, there I'll give my love to
you. (Cant. 7:13)

Yehezkel said, Like mother, like daughter; you are your
mother's daughter, she who rejected her man and
children, (Ezek. 16:44-45)

Comes Shir Ha-Shirim and says, Till | brought him to my
mother's house, to the chamber of she who conceived me
(Cant. 3:4) I would lead you, | would bring you to my
mother's house (Cant. 8:2) Under the apple tree | roused
you, it was there your mother conceived you (Cant. 8:5)

Yehezkel said: I clothed you...wound fine linen about your
head, and dressed you in silks (Ezek. 16:10)

Comes Shir Ha-Shirim and says: Let me see your face
(Cant. 2:14) Turn back, turn back that we might gaze upon
you (Cant. 7:1).
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Yehezkel said: And you will be too ashamed to open your
mouth again (Ezek. 16: 63).

Comes Shir Ha-Shirim and says, O you who linger in the

garden, a lover is listening, let me hear your voice. (Cant.
8:13)

Yehezkel said: Now I will raise my arm against you...and
give you over to your enemies (Ezek. 16:27) | will direct
bloody and passionate fury against you; | will deliver you
into their hands and they will tear down...and level...and
strip you...and take...and gather a mob and pelt you with
stones and pierce you with their swords...and punish you.
(Ezek. 16:38-41).

Comes Shir Ha-Shirim and says: A king is held captive in
the tresses (Cant. 7:6) and says: Let me be a seal upon
your hand (Cant. 8:6).

Yehezkel said: Confident in your beauty and fame, you
played the whore (Ezek. 16:15). Comes Shir Ha-Shirim
and says: If you don't know, O fairest of women, go out...
(Cant. 1:8) and added Arise my darling, my fair one, come
away! (Cant. 2:10).

Yehezkel said: | will establish my covenant with you (Ezek.
16:62), and Your beauty won you fame among the nations,
perfected through the splendor which | bestowed on you -
declares the Lord God (Ezek. 16:14).

Comes Shir Ha-Shirim and says, O would that you were
my brother (Cant. 8:1) and My beloved is mine and | am
his (Cant. 2:16).

And so it was that the Shekhinah said to Tanot: Draw me
after you, narutzu- let's run! (Cant. 1:4). Don't read it as
narutzu, but rather nirtzeh, let's desire. For there is no
love where there is no will, and there is no faithfulness
where there is no trust, and all the Scriptures are holy
and Shir Ha-Shirim is the holy of holies.
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Sources:

Ezekiel 16:1-15

The word of the LORD came to me:

O mortal, proclaim Jerusalem’s abominations to her,
and say: Thus said the Lord GOD to Jerusalem: By origin
and birth you are from the land of the Canaanites—your
father was an Amorite and your mother a Hittite.

As for your birth, when you were born your navel cord was
not cut, and you were not bathed in water to smooth you;
you were not rubbed with salt, nor were you swaddled.
No one pitied you enough to do any one of these things
for you out of compassion for you; on the day you were
born, you were left lying, rejected, in the open field.
When | passed by you and saw you wallowing in your
blood, | said to you: “Live in spite of your blood.” Yea, |
said to you: “Live in spite of your blood.”

| let you grow like the plants of the field; and you
continued to grow up until you attained to womanhood,
until your breasts became firm and your hair sprouted.
You were still naked and bare

when | passed by you [again] and saw that your time for
love had arrived. So | spread My robe over you and
covered your nakedness, and | entered into a covenant
with you by oath—declares the Lord GOD; thus you
became Mine.

| bathed you in water, and washed the blood off you, and
anointed you with oil.

| clothed you with embroidered garments, and gave you
sandals of dolphin leather to wear, and wound fine linen
about your head, and dressed you in silks.

| decked you out in finery and put bracelets on your arms
and a chain around your neck.

| put aring in your nose, and earrings in your ears, and a
splendid crown on your head.

You adorned yourself with gold and silver, and your
apparel was of fine linen, silk, and embroidery. Your food
was choice flour, honey, and oil. You grew more and more
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beautiful, and became fit for royalty.

Your beauty won you fame among the nations, for it was
perfected through the splendor which I set upon
you—declares the Lord GOD.

But confident in your beauty and fame, you played the
harlot: you lavished your favors on every passerby; they
were his.

772 ['2 9'912 Dliaa DY 77, RYII
DY) 1'2Y "MNYTIYX TR NI

L AT
AW ATAL 9 'NYANI

MUV IDITRTNN DIYNI

i

Passover Hagaddah, Maggid

"And numerous" - as it is stated (Ezekiel 16:7), "I have
given you to be numerous as the vegetation of the field,
and you increased and grew and became highly
ornamented, your breasts were set and your hair grew,
but you were naked and barren.” “When | passed by you
and saw you wallowing in your blood, | said to you: “Live
in spite of your blood.” Yea, | said to you: “Live in spite of
your blood.”
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Blessing for naming a baby at a Bris

Our God and God of our fathers, preserve this child to his
father and his mother, and let his name be called in Israel (the
child's Hebrew name) son of (father's Hebrew name). May his
father rejoice in his offspring and may his mother exult in the
fruit of her womb; as it is written: Let your father and your
mother rejoice, and let her who gave birth to you
exult.'Proverbs 23:25. And it is said: And | passed by you and
saw you staggering in your blood, ‘and | said to you, In your
blood live!' ‘And | said to you, in your blood live!*Ezekiel 16:6.
And it is said: He remembered His covenant forever, the word
which He commanded to a thousand generations. Which He
made as a treaty with Abraham, and which was His oath to
Isaac. And He established it for Jacob as a statute, for Israel as
an everlasting covenant.? Psalms 105:8-10. And it is said:
Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight days
old, as God had commanded him.*Genesis 21:4. Thank Adonoy
for He is good, for His kindness endures forever. Thank
Adonoy, for He is good, for His kindness endures forever. This
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little child— (child's Hebrew name) son of (father's Hebrew
name) may he become great. Even as he entered into the
covenant, so may he enter into the [study of] Torah, chupah
[the nuptial canopy] and good deeds.
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