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Gender Studies and Classic Jewish Texts
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Rabbinic Yeshiva Intensive 2018

A. The case of the wild and unruly child

1. Asyou read the following text ask yourself where the portrayal of the case ends and the law, the
decree, begins. There can be diverse ways to read the verses in this regard; can you name some
implications regarding each choice?
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Notice the family power dynamics in these following texts for comparison, their extent and limitations.

a. Genesis 38:24
b. Genesis 42:37
c. Deuteronomy 19:1-7

How do you understand the dispute in the underlined Tannaitic source? What are the Rabbis
disputing over?
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B. The case of the binding of Isaac, pnx' nTj7y

1. Asyou read the verses, ask yourself: where is the drama taking place? What relationship do you
think takes center stage? And what are its main dynamics?
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2. Asyou read the commentaries, ask yourself once again: where is the drama taking place?
What relationship do you think takes center stage? And what are its main dynamics?
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3. Midrash Tanhuma (Warsaw) Parashat VaYera 23, Translation from Bialik and Ravnitzky,
The Book of Legends

In that instant, fear and dread terror fell upon Isaac, when he saw in Abraham’s hand nothing at
all fit for an offering. So, suspecting what was intended, he asked, “Where is the lamb for the
burnt offering?” Abraham replied, “The Holy Blessed One has chosen you.” Isaac said, “If He has
so chosen, my life is given to Him, but | grieve for my mother.”
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4. Yalkut Shimoni Parashat VaYera 101

Then Isaac said: “Father hurry, do the will of your Maker, burn me into a fine ash, then take the
ash to my mother and leave it with her, and whenever she looks at it she will say, This is my son,
whom his father has slaughtered...Father what will you do in your old age?

5. Marion McNaughton
And with a heavy heart Abraham went to his wife Sarah and said, “God has told me to take our son
Isaac, whom we love, and sacrifice him as a burnt offering.”

And Sarah said, “A shrewd move. This God is no fool. This is Her way of testing you. What did you
say to Her?”

And Abraham replied, “I said nothing. | want God to know | will obey Him without question. I will
do as He commands.”

And Sarah threw up her hands in despair and said, “Abraham, you are a bone-headed fool. What
kind of a God do you think you are dealing with? What kind of a god would want you to kill your
own son to prove how religious you are? Don’t be so stupid! She’s trying to teach you something;
that you must challenge even the highest authority on questions of right and wrong. Argue with
Her, wrestle with Her!” But Sarah's words smacked to Abraham of blasphemy, and he went into the
mountains with his son Isaac.
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And Sarah said to God, “Sister, you are playing with fire. He is too stupid to understand what you
are up to. He won’t listen to me and he won't challenge you; if you don't stop him, he will kill our
precious son. Is that what you want?”

And God said, “Sarah, they have a long journey to the mountains; I’m hoping one of them will see
sense.”

And Sarah said, “Like father like son. You'll have to send an angel.”

And it came to pass as Sarah foretold, and the angel of the Lord spoke to Abraham the first time
and told him not to kill his son. And Abraham sacrificed a ram as a burnt offering. And the angel of
the Lord spoke to Abraham a second time and told him his offspring would be as numerous as stars
in the heaven and would possess the gates of their enemies. And the angel of the Lord spoke to
Abraham a third time and said, “Because you were ready to kill your own son in the name of your
God you will be known as a great patriarch and millions will follow your example. And they will
believe that He is indeed a jealous and a demanding God, and they will willingly sacrifice their sons
in His name and to His glory. And there will be bloodshed and slaughter in all the corners of the
earth.”

And Abraham returned to his wife Sarah and said, “God is well pleased with me, forlam to be a
mighty patriarch.”

And Sarah said nothing. But she took the garments of Abraham and Isaac that were stained with
the blood of the ram, and she carried them to the river to be washed. And the river ran red with the
blood of generations to come, and Sarah wept bitterly.

And God came to Sarah at the water’s edge and said, “My sister Sarah, do not weep. You were right.
It will take time. Meanwhile hold firm to what you know of me and speak it boldly. | am as you
know me to be. Many generations will pass and a new understanding will come to the children of
Abraham, but before then | shall be misheard and misrepresented except by a few. You must keep
my truth alive.”

And Sarah dried her eyes and said, “As if | didn't have enough to do.”
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C. The Case of Passover

The following sources speak directly to the question of women's involvement and inclusion. As you
learn them ask yourselves: Into what are the women being included (the private, the public, active
or passive participation, what type of role and so on)? How are women being included? what is the
implication of each form of inclusion?
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1. Talmud Bavli Pesahim 108a-b
And Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Women are obligated in these four cups.
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2. Rashi Pesahim 108b

“For even they were in that miracle”—Just as we say (in Sotah 11b), “Through the reward of the
righteous women the generation was redeemed.” And so too regarding the recitation of the
Megillah we say this, for they were redeemed through Esther.
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3. Tosafot Pesahim 108b

“They were in that miracle”—Explanation of Rashmam: “For through them they were redeemed,
and so too with the Megillah through Esther...” But this is difficult for the word “even” indicates
that they were not the essential part. And further, in the Yerushalmi the version is as follows: “That
even they were in the doubt”—which indicates in that danger of“destruction, killing, and
extermination” (Esther 3:13).
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4, Talmud Yerushalmi Megillah 2:5
Bar Kappara said: One is required to read it before women and before children because they were
also in doubt. Rabbi Yehoshua the son of Levi did so—he gathered his sons and the people of his
house and read it before them.
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5. Talmud Bavli Pesahim 108a
A woman with her husband is not required to recline, but if she is an important woman, she is
required to recline.
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6. Rashbam, Pesahim 108a
“A woman does not need to recline” because of the fear of her husband and she is subservient to
him. It is explained in the She’iltot of Rav Ahai: It is not the proper for women to lie down.
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7. Rif, Pesahim 23a
A woman does not need to recline. But if she is an important woman, she needs to recline.
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8. Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayyim 472:4
A woman only needs to recline if she is important. Note: All of our women are called “important.”

.nj7 0'NOO (*1'xn) N'Nan N .9
NINDY 'NY N20N NDMIX K'N NAIYN NWXR DX N7V2 7¥K WK NIN'N'RY D200 NDNIX NN NWUR
:N20N NDMIYW DR XN N7V DIzNa K7W 7D DY NN N7Y NIvKa

9. Beit HaBehirah (Meiri) Pesahim 108a

A woman does not need to recline for there is no liberty for a woman regarding her husband. But if
she is an important woman, she needs to recline for there is no servitude in her marriage. Because
of this, anyone who is not in the same place as her husband nonetheless one must see that she
should recline.
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10. Talmud Bavli Sotah 11b

The next verse states: “And they made their lives bitter through hard service, with mortar and
brick, and with every laborious service in the field” (Exodus 1:14). Rava says: The verse mentions
specifically mortar and brick and then all forms of labor, as initially the Egyptians had them work
with mortar and bricks, and ultimately they subjugated them “and with every laborious
service in the field.”

The verse concludes: “In all their service, wherein they made them serve with rigor” (Exodus
1:14). Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani says that Rabbi Yonatan says: The meaning of befarekh is that
the Egyptians would exchange the responsibilities of men and women, giving men’s work to
women and women’s work to men, requiring everyone to do work to which they were
unaccustomed. And even according to the one who says that there, in the previous verse,
bifarekh indicates that the Egyptians enslaved the Jews with a soft mouth, here, in this verse,
which describes the physical hardship of the labor, the word befarekh certainly means with
crushing labor.

Rav Avira taught: In the merit of the righteous women that were in that generation, the
Jewish people were redeemed from Egypt. He tells of their righteous actions: At the time when
these women would go to the river to draw water, the Holy One, Blessed be He, would
materialize for them small fish that would enter into their pitchers, and they would therefore
draw pitchers that were half filled with water and half filled with fish. And they would then come
and place two pots on the fire, one pot of hot water for washing their husbands and one pot of
fish with which to feed them.

3


https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.1.14
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.1.14
https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.1.14

17T )
HEADAR

Tun - aT1ay - ain

And they would then take what they prepared to their husbands, to the field, and would bathe
their husbands and anoint them with oil and feed them the fish and give them to drink and
bond with them in sexual intercourse between the sheepfolds, i.e., between the borders and
fences of the fields, as it is stated: “When you lie among the sheepfolds, the wings of the dove
are covered with silver, and her pinions with the shimmer of gold” (Psalms 68:14), which is
interpreted to mean that as a reward for “when you lie among the sheepfolds,”’ the Jewish
people merited to receive the plunder of Egypt, as it is stated in the continuation of the verse, as
a reference to the Jewish people:“The wings of the dove are covered with silver, and her
pinions with the shimmer of gold” (Psalms 68:14).

And when these women would become pregnant, they would come back to their homes, and
when the time for them to give birth would arrive they would go and give birth in the field
under the apple tree, as it is stated: “Under the apple tree | awakened you;there your mother
was in travail with you; there was she in travail and brought you forth” (Song of Songs 8:5).

And the Holy One, Blessed be He, would send from the heavens above an angel who would
clean and prepare the newborns, just as a midwife prepares the newborn, as it is stated: “And
as for your birth, on the day you were born, your navel was not cut nor were you washed with
water for cleansing; you were not salted at all, nor swaddled at all” (Ezekiel 16:4). This indicates
that there were no midwives to take care of the Jews born in Egypt. And then, the angel would
gather for them two round stones from the field and the babies would nurse from that which
would flow out of them. One of the stones flowed with oil and one of the stones flowed with
honey, as it is stated: “And He would suckle them with honey from a crag and oil from a flinty
rock” (Deuteronomy 32:13).

And once the Egyptians would notice them, realizing that they were Jewish babies, they would
come to kill them. But a miracle would occur for them and they would be absorbed by the
earth. And the Egyptians would then bring oxen and would plow upon them, as it is stated:
“The plowers plowed upon my back; they made long their furrows” (Psalms 129:3). After the
Egyptians would leave, the babies would emerge and exit the ground like grass of the field, as it
is stated: “l caused you to increase even as the growth of the field” (Ezekiel 16:7).

And once the babies would grow, they would come like many flocks of sheep to their homes, as
it is stated in the continuation of the verse: “And you did increase and grow up and you came
with excellent beauty [ba’adi adayim]” (Ezekiel 16:7). Do not read the verse as: “Ba’adi
adayim,” “with excellent beauty.” Rather, read it as: Be’edrei adarim,meaning: As many flocks.
And when the Holy One, Blessed be He, revealed Himself at the Red Sea, these children
recognized Him first, as it is stated: “This is my God, and | will glorify Him” (Exodus 15:2). They
recognized Him from the previous time that He revealed Himself to them in their infancy, enabling
them to say: “This is my God.”
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11. Passover Haggadah

“An Aramean was destroying my father/my father was a wandering Aramean and he went
down to Egypt, and he resided there with a small number and he became there a nation,
great, powerful and numerous” (Deuteronomy, 26:5)

“And he went down to Egypt”compelled on account of the word [in which God told Avraham
that his descendants would have to go into exile].

“And he resided there”—[this] teaches that Ya’akov, our father, didn’t go down to settle in
Egypt, but rather [only] to reside there, as it is stated (Genesis 47:4), “And they said to Pharaoh,
to reside in the land have we come, since there is not enough pasture for your servant’s flocks,
since the famine is heavy in the land of Canaan, and now please grant that your servants should
dwell in the land of Goshen.”

“As a small number”’—as it is stated (Deuteronomy 10:22), “With seventy souls did your
ancestors come down to Egypt, and now the Lord your God has made you as numerous as the

stars of the sky.”

“And he became there a nation”—[this] teaches that Israel [became] distinguishable there.
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“Great, powerful”’—as it is stated (Exodus 1:7), “And the children of Israel multiplied and
swarmed and grew numerous and strong, most exceedingly and the land became full of them.

)

“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;” “And | passed over you
and | saw you wallowing in your blood, and | said to you, you shall live in your blood, and | said
to you, you shall live in your blood” (Ezekiel 16:6).
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