The Midwives of E—SHF’t and the Road to chcmption; Women
Discover’fng Self and the Divine

Judg Klitsner

1. Bereishit 6

.....

These are the generations (toledot) of Noah, Noah was a righteous man... Noah walked with
God.

Buber, “The Question to the Single One”

And indeed a man can have dealings with God only as a Single One... This the Old Testament...

expresses by permitting only a person bearing a name... (such as) Noah, to have dealings with
Elohim.

2. Genesis 12
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The Lord said to Abram: “Go forth from your land, from your birth place, from your father’s
house to the land that | will show you. | will make of you a great nation, and | will bless you; |

will make your name great and you shall be a blessing... and all the families of the earth will be
blessed through you.”

Genesis 14
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... he told Abram the Hebrew [lvri]...

Midrash Bereishit Rabbah
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Rabbi Yehuda said, “All the world was on one side and he was on the other...”

3. Genesis 11
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And all the earth was of one language and of one set of words. And as they journeyed from the
east they found a valley in the land of Shinar and settled there. And they said to one another,
“Come let us make bricks and burn them hard (lit. “burn burnings”), and the brick served them as
stone, and bitumen served them as mortar. And they said, “Come let us build a city and a tower,
with its top in the heavens, and we will make a name for ourselves, lest we scatter over the face
of all the earth. And the Lord descended to see the city and the tower that humanity had built.
And the Lord said, “If, as one nation and one language this is how they have begun to act, then
nothing that they propose to do will be out of their reach. Come let us descend and confuse their
language there so that they will not understand each other’s language. And the Lord scattered
them from there over the face of all the earth and they ceased building the city. Therefore, He
called its name Babel, because there the Lord confused the language of all the earth and from
there the Lord scattered them over the face of all the earth.

Rashi
.NNN71 1NY NV V'PZ 0201 010N NN 17 112 120172 K2 NNRIENNR XU IND - DTNR DNAT

U-devarim ahadim. They came with one counsel and said, “Not all depends on Him [i.e. He had
no right] to choose for Himself the heavens. Let us ascend to the firmament and wage war with

”n

Him.
Ha’amek Davar (Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin, 19*" century, Volozhin)

We must understand what they were afraid of [and that is] that some would leave for another
land. This was certainly connected to the "devarim ahadim" among them, as they feared that since
not all human thoughts are identical, if some would leave they might adopt different thoughts.
And so they made certain that no one left their enclave. Anyone who deviated from the “devarim
ahadim" that was among them would be sentenced to burning, as was done with our forefather,
Abraham... [Thus] their "oneness of speech" was an impediment, as they decided to kill anyone
who did not think as they did.



4. Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5
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God imprinted each person with the stamp of Adam, and no one person is like another.
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This is the line of Shem. Shem was 100 years old when he begot Arpachshad...

5. Exodus 1
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These are the names of the children of Israel who came to Egypt; with Jacob came each man and
his household. Reuben, Simon, Levi and Judah; Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin; Dan and Naphtali,
Gad and Asher. And all those who issued from Jacob were seventy, and Joseph was in Egypt. And
Joseph died, and all his brothers, and all that generation. And the children of Israel were fruitful
and they and they swarmed and they increased and became very mighty, and the earth was filled
with them. A new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. And he said to his nation,
“Behold the nation of the children of Israel is greater and mightier than we are. Come let us deal
cleverly with them [lit. him] lest they [lit. he] increase, and it will be when war occurs that they
[lit. he] will join our enemies in fighting us, and rise up from the land.” And they placed taskmasters
over them [lit. him] to oppress them [lit. him] with their burdens; and they [lit. he] built storage
cities for Pharaoh, Pitom and Ramses. But the more they oppressed them [lit. him], the more they
[lit. he] increased and spread out, so they came to dread the Israelites. The Egyptians enslaved the
children of Israel with hard labor. And they embittered their lives with hard labor, with mortar and
bricks and with all kinds of work in the field—they enforced all labor ruthlessly.



The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one whose name was Shifra and the other whose
name was Puah. And he said, “When you birth the Hebrew women and you see them on the
birthing stools, if it is a boy kill him, and if it is a girl let her live.” And the midwives feared God,
and did not do as the king of Egypt had said to them, and they let the children live. The king of
Egypt called to the midwives and said to them, “Why have you done this thing, letting the children
live?” And the midwives said to Pharaoh, “The Hebrew women are not like Egyptian women: they
are vigorous. Before the midwife can come to them, they give birth.” And God dealt well with the
midwives; and the people multiplied and increased greatly. And because the midwives feared God,
he established households for them. Then Pharaoh charged all his people saying, “Every boy that
is born you shall throw in the Nile, but let every girl live.”

6. Exodus 2
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A man of the house of Levi went and married the daughter of Levi. The woman conceived and
bore a son; and when she saw how good he was, she hid him for three months. When she could
hide him no longer, she took a wicker basket... And she put the child into it and placed it among
the reeds by the bank of the Nile. And his sister stationed herself at a distance, to learn what would
be done to him. The daughter of Pharaoh went down to bathe in the Nile.... She saw the
basket...when she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She took pity on it and said,
“This must be a Hebrew child.”

Rashi
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To bathe at the river. Transpose the verse and explain it: “And the daughter of Pharaoh came
down to the river to bathe in it.”



From the Daughters of Eggpt to the Daughtcrs of Tzclaphcchacl:
Women Lcading from Personal to National lclcntitg

Judy Klitsner

1. Shemot 13
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When Pharaoh released the nation... God said, “The people may have a change of heart when
they see war, and return to Egypt.” So God led the people roundabout...

2. Erich Fromm, Escape from Freedom

The frightened individual.. cannot bear to be his own individual self any longer, and he tries
frantically to get rid of it and to feel security again by the elimination of this burden: the self.
Modern man... is anxious and tempted to surrender his freedom to dictators of all kinds.

3. Bemidbar 13
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The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Send men to scout the land of Canaan, which | am giving to
the Israelite people; send one man from each (lit. one man, one man) from their ancestral
tribes, each one a chieftain among them. Moses sent them... all were men, heads of the
Israelites...These are their names: to the tribe of Reuben... These are the names of the men
whom Moses sent to scout the land... And they came to wadi Eshkol and they cut down a
branch with a single cluster of grapes, which had to be borne on a carrying frame by two of
them... And they showed them the fruit of the land and said, “We came to the land... and it is
indeed a land flowing with milk and honey, and this is its fruit. However, the people who inhabit



the land are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large; and we saw the Anakites
there. Amalakites dwell in the Negeb... Caleb hushed the people before Moses and said, “Let us
surely go up, and we shall gain possession of it, for we shall surely overcome it.” But the men
who went up with him said, “We cannot attack the nation, for it is stronger than we are.” They
spread calumnies among the Israelites about the land they had scouted, saying, “the country
we...scouted is one that devours its inhabitants. All the people we saw in it are men of great
size.... And we looked like grasshoppers to ourselves and so we looked to them.”

Bemidbar 14
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All the community lifted their voice and the nation cried that night...all the community
said...“If only we had died in Egypt.... let us put up (n-t-n) a head and return to Egypt.”

4. Bemidbar 26
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These are the families of Menashe...Hepher, the clan of the Hepherites... Now Zelophehad son
of Hepher had no sons, only daughters. The names of Zelophehad’s daughters were Mahlah,
Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah... The name of Asher’s daughter was Serah... The name of
Amram’s wife was Jokhebed, daughter of Levi...she bore...Aaron and Moses and Miriam their
sister... Not one man remained, except Calev... and Joshua

5. Bemidbar Rabba, Pinchas 21,10
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... “not one man remained, except for Calev”... a man, but not a woman, in that they did not
want to enter the land. But the women drew near to request an inheritance in the land; that is
why this passage follows that of the death of the desert generation...

6. Sifrei Zuta 27,1
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“These are the names of his daughters,” and above it says, “the names of the daughters of
Zelophehad”! They had a name in merit and a name in action... and so is the case in [Shemot 1]:
“the name of the one was Shifrah and the name of the second Puah”: they had a name in merit
and a name in good deed...

7. Bemidbar 27
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The daughters of Zelophehad drew near... and these are the names of his daughters: Mahlah,
Noah, Hoglah, Milcah and Tirzah. They stood before Moses, Eliezer the priest, the chieftans and
the whole community at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, saying: Our father died in the
wilderness and he was not among the band that banded against the Lord in the band of Korah;
rather he did by his own sin and had no sons. Why should our father’s name be lost to his clan
because he had no son? Give us a holding among our father’s kinsmen.” Moses brought their
case before the Lord. The Lord said to Moses, “Rightly do the daughters of Zelophehad speak.

8. Rashi Bemidbar 27:7
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... the daughters of Zelaphehad saw that which Moses did not.
9. Sifrei Bemidbar Pinchas 133
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When the daughters of Zelophehad heard that the land was divided into tribes to males and
not females... they said: God’s mercy is not like the mercy of human beings. Human beings have
mercy on the males more than on the females; but for the Creator of the world it is not so; His
mercy is on both males and females, as it says (Ps. 135): God gives bread to all flesh...”



10. Shemot 19
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Moses descended the mountain to the people. He warned them to stay pure and they washed
their clothes. He said to the people, “Be ready for the third day; do not go near a woman.”

11. Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai

THERE IS PERHAPS no verse in the Torah more disturbing to the feminist than Moses’
warning to his people in Exodus 19:15, “Be ready for the third day; do not go near a
woman.” For here, at the very moment that the Jewish people stand at Mount Sinai ready
to enter into the covenant—not now the covenant with the individual patriarchs but
presumably with the people as a whole—Moses addresses the community only as men...
Moses does not say, “Men and women do not go near each other.” At the central
moment of Jewish history, women are invisible... This verse sets forth a pattern
recapitulated again and again in Jewish sources. Women’s invisibility at the moment of
entry into the covenant is reflected in the content of the covenant which, in both
grammar and substance, addresses the community as male heads of household. It is
perpetuated by the later tradition which in its comments and codifications takes women
as objects of concern or legislation but rarely sees them as shapers of tradition and actors
in their own lives... If Moses’ words shock and anger, it is because women have always
known or assumed our presence at Sinai; the passage is painful because it seems to deny
what we have always taken for granted. On the one hand, of course we were there; on
the other, how is it then that the text could imply we were not there?
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The Lord said to Moses, “Go to the people and warn them to stay pure today and tomorrow.

Let them wash their clothes. And they should be ready for the third day, for on the third day
the Lord will descend before the eyes of all the people on Mt. Sinai.

Rashi Bemidbar 27:5
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This parasha should have been written by Moses, but the daughters of Zelaphechad merited to
have it written by them.
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