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Some time afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, "Abraham,"

and he answered, "Here [ am." * And He said, "Take your son, your favored one,

Isaac, whom vou love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt

offering on one of the heights that I will point out to you."?

This passage has become the defining text for Jewish fatherhood. It is an unfortunate
reality. Every year as Jews approach our holiest days. we begin to think about how we can
interpret a text in which a father nearly slaughters his own son. While many have re-interpreted
this text to explain that Abraham is actually caring for Isaac or even that Isaac is willingly a part
of the sacrifice. I will interpret this text in its most pshat form.

Avraham, the patriarch whose Hebrew name begins with “father™, is not the model of a

father we wish to emulate as 21%

century Jews. Rather. Avraham represents that which we do
not wish to do to our children. He is the father who pricritizes his job before his family, never
knowing exactly how to talk to his son. He is not an open man, willing to struggle with his
personal weaknesses, but rather the father who responds to his son professionally. When Isaac
calls out to his father as they approach the altar, Abraham responds just as he did to God earlier

in chapter 22; “Heneini*’. For Abraham, his son and his professional mission are one in the

same and he addresses them in exactly the same manner.

' Genesis 22:1-2
* JPS Translation Genesis 22:1-2
? Genesis 22:7




Abraham is not alone. For centuries men have embodied many of the values Abraham
emits in this intimate interaction with his son. In fact, another reading of this text is to praise
Abraham as a strong man. “The narrative teaches . . . the value set by God upon the surrender of

self and obedience.”™ We can even look at this obedience and faith as a theme in Abraham’s life.

The first time God bids him [Abraham] to take leave of his father and to cut himself off
from his past; now, in this last theophany that he is to receive, God asks that he sacrifice
his beloved, longed-for son and thereby abandon all hope of posterity. On both
occasions Abraham responds with unquestioning obedience and steadfast loyalty.®

In the Ancient Near East, sacrificing humans was a known practice. Today, we balk at
the idea of killing a human for God’s sake. But sacrifice has not entirely left our ranks. Looking
at the relationship between the modern father and child we realize that children are deeply
affected by the deeds of their fathers.

In the movie Parenthood, Keanu Reeves plays the role of Todd, a soon to be teenage
father reflects on his own father: “You need license to buy a dog or drive a car. Hell, you even
need a license to catch a fish. But they’ll let any a**hole be a father.”®

Todd is Isaac 2000 years later. And while Abraham is known as a terrific test taker for
God and the Israelite people. he never seems to pass the test at home with his children. Isaac
never addresses his father after the Akedah and some would that he never actually recovered
from this scene. The overpowering nature of the Akedah narrative as well as Abraham’s image
as the “Father of a Nation™ lecaves us wondering about the effects of promoting this text today.

Perhaps Abraham teaches us about fatherhood through his faults. He is a father more
committed to God, his boss and his work and the mission of creating the people Israel than he is

to his own son. How many men today face the same struggle? Rabbi Jeffrey Salkin writes in

* Driver, Samuel R., The Torah: A Modern Commentary, Revised Edition, URJ Press 2005 p.148
% Sarna Nahum N. The JPS Torah Commentary, Jewish Publication Society, 1989 p. 150
® Movie: Parenthood, scene in which Tod speaks to his mother-in-law about the role of fathers in children’s lives.




his book Searching for My Brothers, “For many men. work and career have become the new
holy of holies.”” The challenge of serving your family with your heart and providing for them is
nothing new. Men have always been concerned with career whether they were fighting wars,
harvesting food or playing the market. Ambition outside the home is nothing new to men and
certainly a common theme in our Torah.

The stories of our patriarchs continue as fathers lead their families on journeys. They
struggle with kings and angels and God. They served their families well by providing safety in
what must have been a very dangerous world.

Parenting today faces different challenges. Men and women are both responsible for
providing that still needed shelter. After a long wait. women have entered the workforce
breaking through ceilings with enthusiasm to become CEOs, rabbis and political leaders. We
continue to learn a lot from womens’ journeys into what was once male only territory. One of
the most important lessons is that women cannot simply become men, nor do they wish to be.
This is possibly most evident when we watch Jewish women look at our text. In the new
Women’s Commentary to Torah edited by Dr. Tamara Eskenazi, for example, the women Torah
scholars ask the question “*What was Sarah thinking when Abraham sacrificed Isaac?”. What an
interesting question that men have never asked.

[ point this out in order to illuminate the idea that men and women do not simply switch
roles when they enter each others gender stereotyped territory. Women Torah scholars are not
just like male Torah scholars and so too men who wish to become a greater part of their
children’s lives will not be just like the many generations of women who preceded them.

The challenge Judaism must address today is that there are many men who want to get a

license to be a father. Men who do not want to be Abraham waiting for their boss to tell them it

? Salkin, Kabbi Jeffrey K. Searching for My Brothers. P. 8




is OK to nurture their children rather than sacrifice them. Moreover, in the age following
feminism there are many men who have no choice but to be the nurturing parent in a child’s life.

Torah is quite descriptive in its account of the role of the man in biblical times. So too
are the rabbis and later commentators when they refer to the role men played in Jewish
communitics and cven in their fami
descriptive. My research will be a search for the license that Jewish can have as they raise their
Jewish children.

In her book Engendering Judaism, Dr. Rachel Adler writes about the monopoly many
metaphors have acquired in Jewish tradition: “If a metaphor is perfectly congruent with what it
describes, why bother using supplementary metaphors?™® The story of the Akedah, the pre-
eminent father story in our tradition, is in NOT perfectly congruent with the fatherly experience
we want it to describe. Feminism encountered this very problem and thankfully has given us the
tools to address it in response to modern fatherhood. “In prayer books and theologies, any
metaphors incongruent with this imageg, such as God as Mother, or female lover, have been
censured and erased. Instead of a diversity of metaphors, we restrict ourselves to this single one,
repeating “God the Father” and “God the King” until we forget that there are other metaphors
possible.”!

This thesis will be an exploration of Jewish tradition, its text and ritual, in order to seek
out the alternative metaphors and tools available to the Jewish father. It is my hope that once we

access the Jewish metaphors that speak to the twenty-first century father we will be giving

license to many men to break through the glass ceiling at home.

¥ Adler, Rachel Engendering Judaism, p. 87
:’oreferring to the image of God as a patriarchal male specifically, but it can be understood generally.
Ibid p. 87




There will always be different types of fathers and with those differences we will have
different levels of commitment. But Jewish practice can serve to direct these differences toward
a common good. Jewish narrative and ritual can make active fatherhood more accessible to
Jewish fathers and the Jewish community can help support these men as they walk into a path

often unnoticed.

The following tools are cornerstones of this thesis:

Halakhah: “‘Halakhah is the act of going forward, of making ones way. A halakhah, a path-
making, translates the stories and values of Judaism into ongoing action . . .. [lt is] potential
legal systems through which Judaism could be lived out.”"!

Tradition: The narratives, rituals and customs of the Jewish community, past and present.

Ritual: Jewish practices that allow the participant to convert the mundane into the sacred.

Mitzvot: Evidence of the relationship between God and the Jewish people.12

"' Adler, Rachel Engendering Judaism p.21
1> Adapted from an interview with Rabbi Richard Levy in The Jewish Journal of Greater Los Angeles, [ 1/4/05




Unit 1: Perspectives of Fatherhood

As | wrote in the introduction to this thesis, my goal is to be prescriptive, giving men
Jewish tools they can use to become active, nurturing fathers. In order to be prescriptive
however, we must first be descriptive, assessing both masculinity and themes dominant in Jewish

tradition.

In Chapter 1 | address some the dominan* themes of masculinity in Jewish tradition,
exploring biblical, rabbinic, medieval and modem works. Certainly each of these genres
represents a different period and at least one different Jewish man. And each could be a thesis
unto itself. By exploring this variety of text | will be able express the themes that are dominant
throughout Jewish history and seek the meta-halahkot, or overarching masculine themes in

Jewish tradition.

In Chapter 2 | look at the modern man and the many challenges he faces as he enters his
home and works to become an active father. This chapter will serve as the foundation for the
chapters to follow which will prescribe actions to be taken by the Jewish community and

individual fathers in order to break through the glass ceiling at home.

Chapter 3 takes a closer look at the particular problem facing men in religious
movements today. Men have been fleeing churches and synagogues for decades now. The first
wave of literature regarding this dilemma has just hit the shelves. My goal is to understand this

data in relation to men’s relationship with their children in a religious setting.




Chapter 1: Fathers of Tradition

AR 14 mﬁ:,:- i g e, 2 T et e

Biblical Fathers: Lech Lecha: Go and Find Yourself

Biblical literature is filled with a variety of men. Just looking at their names we can
understand how different each of them could be; Abraham, the father of a nation, Isaac, the one
who laughed, Jacob, the one who follows closely. But none of the patriarchs can be summed up
in a single word or phrase. The men of the bible have complex stories and the messages can be

overwhelming.

Martin Buber wrote of a negative frame that can help us narrow the search for the
biblical character(s) that are most illuminating for our lives today. Writing about biblical
leadership he limits his search by the following criteria:

“I must exclude from the inquiry all those figures who are not biblical leaders in

the strict sense of the term: and this means, characteristically enough, I must

exclude all those figures who appear as continuators, all those who are not called,

elected, appointed anew, as the Bible says, directly by God, but who enter upon a

task already begun without such personal call . . . . thus [ do not consider figures

like Joshua and Solomon because the Bible has such figures in common with

history — they are figures of universal history.'?

There is no father in our bible who fits Buber’s criteria greater than Abraham. Heis a
man chosen by God to forge a new path. Moreover, he is not only a leader or father of the
Israelite nation. but he is the example by which the later Jewish nation points to as Abraham
Avinu, our father. The path he builds is followed by the patriarchs in his family, creating what
we will understand as a biblical style of fatherhood. By focusing on the unique nature of

Abraham’s fathering style and its impact on later generations, we discover that he illuminates

three important paths that can be claimed as biblical innovations for fathers. The first path we

' Buber, Martin On The Bible, p. 140




will explore is father as a patriarch on a journey. The second path Abraham forges is the father
as a partner or co-parent with his spouse Sarah and God. Finally, we will learn from Abraham
and his children that the Israelite man is not a father of physical power, but rather a man able to
manipulate power in his favor with a keen mind.
Path 1: The Patriarchal Journey

Before we were a people of the book or a chosen people, our {sraelite ancestors were a
people led by men and women seeking an identity along a journey. The message comes as early
as the creation story in chapter 3 of Genesis. In Eden, Adam and Eve do not need to know about
themselves. They do not even see that they are naked. But after they eat from the forbidden
fruit, God creates the first common trait among Israelites and one that will have a direct impact
on every patriarch to follow. They are a people on a journey, a people seeking change both in
their location and their identity.

So God banished him (Adam) from the garden of Eden, to till the soil from which

he was taken.

Adam and Eve are banished from their home and Adam’s mission is to till the land.
Later in Genesis, Noah too is sent from his home. and his purpose becomes tied not to land. but

to overcoming the challenges of the rising flood and finding a land to dwell in.

But perhaps Torah iHluminates this message most directly when Abraham is given his

mission by God.

“God said to Abram, Lech lecha, "Go forth from your native land and
from your father's house to the land that 1 will show you.""?

¥ Genesis 3:23
15 Genesis 12:1 JPS Translation
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And for the remainder of the five books of our Torah, the Israelite people. led by
their patriarchal path builders, never stop journeying.

As Rachel Adler writes, we "learn this Torah of self and other . . . from being the
people other peoples knew as ivrim, the ones from the other side of the river, the
boundary crosscrs. As boundary crossers, ivrim arc bridgers of worlds, makers of
transitions.”'®

The originators of the Israclite family were skilled in the crossing of boundaries.

The fathers created by this boundary crossing are a biblical innovation and Abraham is a
striking example.

It is important to recognize that God does not send Abraham on a trip. As a colleague
recently taught me, “when you go on a trip you return to your home just as you left it. When you
go on a journey not only might your destination not be the same place as where you embarked,
but you are a changed person.”'” Adam, Noah and Abraham are sent from their homes on a
journey. Even a pshat reading of our text understands that none of them return to their
birthplaces, but more importantly, none of them are the same man they were when they left.

In Greek literature we find a motif of the father as a knight distanced from his son.

When his son is born he buries a set of his armor in the ground in order that his son will one day
mature, uncover the armor and adopt the image of his father as a warrior'®. A father on a journey
with his family does no such thing. Biblical patriarchy is unique in this respect. It is not a story
of a distant father protecting his family from afar, but the opposite. Abraham keeps his family

close to him, protecting them as he travels on his journey. Moreover, Abraham is not the image

1 Adler, Rachel “A Question of Boundaries: Towards a Jewish Feminist Theology of Self and Other. Tikkun 6/3
(1991) pp. 43-45, 87

'7 Ari Margolis, HUC Student in sermon discussion.

'8 As noted in Calvin Sandborn’s book Becoming the Kind Father, p. xvii-xviii
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of his father. He does not put on the armor of previous generations, but rather he is a dynamic
man, seeking to create a new tradition for a new people.

Abraham was a patriarch on a journey, an ivri. He crossed boundaries physically
as God sends him to the land that he will be shown. But Abraham is not just a crosser of
physical boundaries. He also crosses into a new territory as he is challenged to become a
new person.

Abraham is a dynamic character; his identity changes throughout his journey.

Like a kid in school, he is measured for this change by the tests he passes.

God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, "Abraham,"” and he answered,

“Here [ am.” > And He said, "Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you

love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one

of the heights that [ will point out to you.""?

In Torah, nisah is a testing or challenge of one’s loyalty. This very word is used
throughout Exodus when the Israelites question God’s presence?® referring both to God’s loyalty
to the people and the people’s loyalty to God. What type of father is Abraham? He is a man
with multiple loyalties and God’s test puts these loyalties in direct conflict. In this case Abraham
must reconcile the conflict of loving his child as represented by the statement asher ahavta®’,
“the one who you love”, with his devotion to God as represented by the statement v 'ha ‘aleihu
sham 1'olah’ “sacrifice him here”.

The significance of a nisah at this moment in scripture is that it is one of many ways to
illuminate a common occurrence throughout the remainder of Torah. Men in Tanakh are often

facing conflicts on multiple fronts. They have conflicts within their family like the sibling

1 Genesis 22:1-2

*® Exodus 15:25, 16:4, 17:2, 17:7, 20:20
! ibid - “the one who you love”

*2 {bid - “sacrifice him there”

12




rivalry we find between Jacob and Esau or Joseph and his brothers. But they also face external
or political conflicts such as famine or slavery. Abraham is oné example of this biblical conflict
for the father, and God’s test serves as an intersection between the political goal of serving God
and the personal goal of raising a son. The conflict could not be more dramatic. The message of
this conflict is repeated in the stories of fathers in Torah. Fathers do not eliminate either God or
family in our narratives, but rather continue to intersect the personal and the political. In this
story of Abraham, once Abraham passes this test, he is given license to be both father to his son
and devotee to his Sovereign God. It is the first of many times we learn this lesson.

Looking at other men in Torah we find similar examples. When Jacob prepares to
reconnect with his brother Esau he faces a conflict between his loyalty to his family and to God.
In this instance, unlike the story of Abraham, it is Jacob who makes a request of God. “Deliver
me, | pray, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau; else, | fear, he may come and
strike me down. mothers and children alike.”** He cries for God's protection, but what he finds
is that rather than choosing to be with God or with his family. the path is to be with both. As
Norman Cohen points out in his book Self, Struggle and Change, Jacob’s fear of Esau teaches us
that “If we are to reconcile with the other side of ourselves (Esau), it will only happen if we are
willing to embrace it."**

It is at this moment, as Jacob awaits the inevitable meeting with Esau, that he too learns
to walk on a path with both family and God, rather than choose one over the other. As the text
reads, “‘an ish or man, wrestles with Jacob until the break of dawn™. Following this scene, Jacob
is a changed person. This moment is proof that Jacob, like Abraham, is a person on a path of

change. Moreover, this is where God intervenes in the story: "Your name shall no longer be

2 Genesis 32:12
** Cohen, Norman J. Self, Struggle and Change, Jewish Lights Publishing, p. 113
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Jacob, but Israel. for you have striven with beings divine and human, and have prevailed."?

Jacob is now lsrael, and the Israelite nation will bear his name as a child does his father’s.
Abraham and the generations of biblical fathers who follow him do not fit any one mold.

They are dynamic leaders struggling with family conflict and external change. The path that

they build is one with a loyalty to God. family and constant change.

Path 2: Between the Three of Us

There is an important partner in these struggles between family and God. The biblical
patriarch was more than a CEO on the go, taking God’s tests. He was also a man in relationship
with his spouse. What is striking about these relationships is that the spousal relationship and the
God relationship are quite similar. The second fatherly path Abraham illuminates is that biblical
fathers create a family not only with their spouse, but with God as well.

Martin Buber explains the characterization of patriarchs as people who “beget a people. .
.. They are the real fathers, nothing else, they are those from whom this tribe, this people,
proceeds; and when God speaks to them, when God blesses them, the same thing is always
involved: conception and birth, the beginning of a people.™*

Buber’s comnient illuminates one of the unique traits of biblical fathers: they are ina
spousal relationship with God. Moreover, this relationship, much like our modern concept of
marriage between two people, is the impetus for the birth of a person and/or people. When God

tests Abraham, a brit is created:

"As for Me’, this is My covenant with you: You shall be the father of a multitude
of nations.”’

* Genesis 32:29
*¢ Buber, 145
" Genesis 17:4
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Following this contract of fatherhood, the father welcomes God into the process of
childbearing.

As soon as Adam and Eve are cast from Eden we read "l have gained a male child with
the help of God."** This crediting God with help in childbirth continues as God blesses Abraham

and Sarah and also as Isaac pleads with God for a child from Rebekah.

'> And God said to Abraham, "As for your wife Sarai, you shall not call her
Sarai. but her name shall be Sarah. '® [ will bless her: indeed, I will give you a
son by her. I will bless her so that she shall give rise to nations; rulers of peoples
shall issue from her." '” Abraham threw himself on his face and laughed, as he
said to himself, "Can a child be born to a man a hundred years old, or can Sarah
bear a child at ninety?" '* And Abraham said to God, "O that Ishmael might live
by Your favor!” '° God said, "Nevertheless, Sarah your wife shall bear you a

- son, and you shall name him Isaac; and | will maintain My covenant with him as
an everlasting covenant for his offspring to come.?’

1% This is the story of Isaac, son of Abraham. Abraham begot [saac. 2° Isaac was

forty years old when he took to wife Rebekah, daughter of Bethuel the Aramean

of Paddan-aram. sister of Laban the Aramean. 2! Isaac pleaded with the LORD

on behalf of his wife, because she was barren; and the LORD responded to his

plea, and his wife Rebekah conceived.*
This belief that God is a partner in childbirth is so powerful among the patriarchs that when
Rachel approaches Jacob asking for a child he responds as though she is speaking with the wrong
person.

When Rachel saw that she had borne Jacob no children, she became envious of

her sister; and Rachel said to Jacob, "Give me children, or I shall die." 2 Jacob

was incensed at Rachel, and said, "Can [ take the place of God, who has denied

you fruit of the womb?"*'!

This is a unique path taken by the patriarchs and their spouses (though Hannah and Elkanah

demonstrate this too). Other children are not born in partnership with God. When Lot’s children

8 Genesis 4:1

** Genesis 17:15-19
* Genesis 25:19-21
3 Genesis 30:1-2
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are born for instance the text simply reads “Thus the daughters of Lot came to be with child by
their father™* In other instances, Torah simply lists the genealogy of a family.

This pattern of seeking God's help in childbearing is one of the paths that Abraham
builds. As his children follow his lead and continue to rely on God to be a partner in their
creation of a family, a neople is created who will repeatedly claim connection to God through

their lineage.

Path 3: Weapon or Wit?

Abraham is a father on a personal and professional journey. He is forging a new
path for himself and for those who follow. He also teaches us that he is not on this
journey alone. He is flanked by both his wife Sarah and his God. There is a third
important trait that Abraham illuminates for us. He is a man not only capable of winning
battles and sacrificing to God. He is also a man who uses his mind to survive.

There are times when Abraham is a model for the physically superior man. One
of our most dramatic images of Abraham is at the Akedah, where he stands over his son
holding a knife.

“They arrived at the place of which God had told him. Abraham built an altar

there; he laid out the wood; he bound his son Isaac; he laid him on the altar, on

top of the wood. And Abraham picked up the knife to slay his son.”*
We also know that Abraham was a man able to wage war:

'* When Abram heard that his kinsman had been taken captive, he mustered his

retainers, born into his household, numbering three hundred and eighteen, and

went in pursuit as far as Dan. '° At night, he and his servants deployed against

them and defeated them; and he pursued them as far as Hobah, which is north of
Damascus.**

32 Genesis 19:36
3 Genesis 22:9-10 JPS Translation
* Genesis 14:14-15
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But looking at Abraham in transit we find that he is not always a man wielding a weapon
or waging war to survive the wilderness. When faced with a challenge or even the threat of his
life, Abraham often uses his brain to outsmart his opponent. His strength is not only
intimidation, but intellect. This is a path that his children clearly take to heart as we watch
generation after generation of Israelite survives by the use of intellect. This is the third path he
builds for us.

In parshat Lech Lecha, Abraham is caught in a power struggle. The land of Canaan is
facing a famine and he, as the patriarch, must provide for his family. But when Abraham
realizes that he may not survive an interaction with Pharach in Egypt he thinks his way out of the
dilemma.

Genesis 12:11-20

"' As he was about to enter E?ypt, he said to his wife Sarai, "l know what a

beautiful woman you are.” '*If the Egyptians see you. and think, 'She is his

wife,' they will kill me and let you live. '’ Please say that you are my sister, that

it may go well with me because of you, and that I may remain alive thanks to

you." ' When Abram entered Egypt, the Egyptians saw how very beautiful the

woman was. '~ Pharaoh's courtiers saw her and praised her to Pharaoh, and the

woman was taken into Pharaoh's palace. '8 And because of her, it went well with

Abram; he acquired sheep, oxen, asses, male and female slaves, she-asses, and

camels. ' But the LORD afflicted Pharach and his household with mighty

plagues on account of Sarai, the wife of Abram. '* Pharaoh sent for Abram and

said, "What is this you have done to me! Why did you not tell me that she was

your wife? ' Why did you say, 'She is my sister, so that [ took her as my wife?

Now, here is your wife; take her and begone!" 2% And Pharach put men in charge

of him, and they sent him off with his wife and all that he possessed.*

Dr. Mignon Jacobs points out that this is a wonderful use of persuaston as power by
Abraham. "*Abraham uses [Sarah] to gain advantage in Egypt — he values his life but expresses

no concern for her well-being. . . . By acting in a way that is consistent with the information that

he receives, Pharaoh also complies with the ruse, but he is ignorant of the fact that he is being

* Genesis 12:11-20 JPS Translation
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deceived. Nevertheless, he (Pharoah) is punished for taking Sarah as his wife, suggesting that in
issues of accountability, ignorance is not a basis for exoneration. . . . Abraham remains alive and
is allowed to keep all the gifts that he received through deception.”®

The beginning and the end of this famine motif are similar to our modern hero stories
today. The leading man faces a life and death dilemma and turns toward it. And at the end of
the saga. the leading man not only walks away unharmed, but he walks alongside his mass of
wealth and the beautiful girl. But casting Sylvester Staione or Arnold Schwarzenegger for the
role of Abraham would be a gross mistake. The unique difference in this early biblical tale, like
most Jewish stories of men, is that a man’s muscle is not used to win the battle.

We can also take note that while the leading male does not pursue violence here with his
own hands, he is not opposed to victimizing others. Sarah, while silent throughout the trip to
Pharach’s home in Egypt, is used as a weapon. Moreover, use of a woman to such a degree is
without a doubt an abuse in itself. The text is clear that the wife of Abraham is an object of
manipulation and it makes no apologies for the implied prostitution for her husband’s benefit.
And like the later narratives of the ten plagues and the exodus from Egypt, God does not hesitate
to flex muscles and bring fear into the enemies of the Jewish man.

It seems that Abraham does not arrive at Pharaoh's doorstep like a knight coming to slay
a dragon. Rather, he uses the power of his intellect to outsmart Pharaoh, taking advantage of his
ignorance in order to protect his family. Abraham is a strong patriarch capable of humbling the
region’s rulers as he treks across the desert. One can infer that Abraham weighed his options.
At some point he must have thought, “Can I sacrifice my wife’s dignity for our survival?” For

the generations that follow, the answer defined Israelite masculinity. The strong Israelite man

% Jacobs, Mignon R. Gender, Power, and Persuasion:_The Genesis Narratives and Contemporary Portraits. Grand
" Rapids, M, Baker Academic2007 p. 87
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was not defined by building the greatest structure or flexing the largest muscle. Rather, like
Abraham he often survived and even thrived by using his mind.

But Abraham was not only a man of keen wit and intellect. In chapter 14 of Genesis we
get to know Abraham’s violent reaction when his brother Lot’s family is threatened:

Genesis 14:14-15 ' When Abram heard that his kinsman had been taken

captive, he mustered his retainers, born into his household, numbering three

hundred and cighteen, and went in pursuit as far as Dan. '* At night, he and his

servants deployed against them and defeated them; and he pursued them as far as

Hobah, which is north of Damascus.

Abraham's power can be found in his military force as well. But this only reassures us that when
Abraham uses his wit that he is doing so out of choice rather than necessity. We can glean that
Abraham has a variety of weapons in his arsenal, but as we read further in our text we
understand that perhaps the weapon of wit is preferred to that of physical power.

Rabbi Jeffrey Salkin reminds us that Abraham’s sons and grandsons continue this trend
throughout the Genesis narrative. They too win by thinking rather than fighting. He writes that
“the great narrative code of the book of Genesis is sibling rivalry. How does this rivalry play
out? One brother is always tough and classically masculine, and the other brother is softer and
intellectual. Only one brothér can win the covenant. The winner is always the weaker son. The
[physically] stronger brother becomes something else. someone else, someone Other.””’

Isaac. the child who lies silent on the altar, becomes the patriarch over his “wild ass of a
man™® brother Ishmael. Jacob, well known for his wrestling, but clearly the weaker sibling in

comparison to his brother Esau, “wins” through deception. He uses his brain to become the

patriarch, never facing his brother physically. And Joseph, possibly the most politically

¥ Salkin, Rabbi Jeffrey K. Searching for My Brothers: Jewish Men in a Gentile World. Perigree Publishing, New
York, 2000 p. 28.
38 Genesis 16:12
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powerful of the men in Genesis, was the little brother sold into Egypt only later to break down
and cry before his brothers.

As Rabbi Salkin points out, Jewish masculinity is not choosing to overpower another
with physical strength. “Real patriarchs cry. They cry at moments of loss. . . . A man’s weeping
brings a well of redemptive water in the wilderness."* Israelite men are not Goliath. They are
David. They are often weak in appearance, but wise, and they win with their brain and hearts,
not only with their muscles.

There are of course examples of Israelite men able to kill on a whim like Samson and
builders of great temples like Solomon. These are important characters in our scriptural history,
but they are, as Martin Buber points out, characters of history. Moreover, as we will see in
rabbinic texts, with the exception of modern Israel and its recent emphasis on stories such as the
battle at Massada and the Maccabee revolt, the Jewish man as a macho hero is rarely the image

our tradition emphasizes.

Rabbinic Fathers:

Martin Buber is clear in his theology that the bible continues to repeat itself throughout
history. As we look at the stories of Jewish men throughout time we find that this is certainly
true. From the Israelite men of biblical literature and continuing into the rabbinic period, Jewish
men make unique choices in their methods for asserting their masculine identity. Striking in the
rabbinic period is how reactionary the rabbis are as they make choices markedly different from
the dominant culture. The rabbis’ choices lead to the creation of what I will call a negative

culture. By negative culture | do not mean to infer that Jewish culture was not positive, but

% Salkin, Rabbi Jeffrey K. Searching for My Brothers: Jewish Men in a Gentile World. Perigree Publishing, New
York, 2000, p. 44
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rather that it took on a shape opposite of the goyim, or other nations. It is as if the rabbis are
watching the dominant culture and finding any way to get away from it. When the Romans and
Greeks focused on the outdoors, the Jewish man went inside to the heder. As the dominant
culture invested in the human body. the Jewish man once again invested in the mind. When
masculinity was viewed as powerfully erotic and seeking many mates, the Jewish man became
the “husband par excellence™*.

Daniel Boyarin, a leading scholar in the quest to understand the Jewish male, points out
that Jewish masculinity was not like that of other cultures. “In early modern eastern Europe, the
ideal Jewish male, the Rabbi or Talmudic student, was indeed characterized by qualities that
made him very different from, in fact almost the exact opposite of the “knight in shining armor’

heartthrob of our romantic culture.”*!

He continues, dating this image as far back as the creation
of the Babylonian Talmud itself. While I believe his timing was predated by the bible, his
assertion is on track, pointing out that the Jewish man has always been a soldier of thought and
not war.

In fact, Boyarin asserts that this difference led the Jewish man to adopt traits we often
refer to as feminine or homosexual. His hypothesis understands the Jewish male throughout
much of European history to be perceived as a “sort of woman”*. Referring to a midrash of
male companionship, “Who is a friend? He that one eats with, drinks with, reads with, studies
with, sleeps with, and reveals to him all of his secrets — the secrets of Torah and the secrets of the

way of the world.”** He writes; “Male intimacy, it seems, for the Talmudic culture includes the

physical contact of being in bed together while sharing verbally the most intimate of experiences

* Boyarin, Daniel. Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the Jewish Man.
University of California Press, Berkeley, CA 1997. p.64

* ibid p.1-2

* ibid. p. 3

* Shechter Aboth, chapter 10
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.. .. Thus, while we cannot draw conclusions about the sexual practices of rabbinic men from
such a passage, we can certainly, it seems to me. argue that it bespeaks a lack of ‘homosexual
panic’ such as that necessitated by the modern formation known as ‘heterosexuality.” [This

absence] permitted a much greater scope of behavior coded as ‘feminine’ . . . to be normative.™"

Rabbinic literature is not shy about the love men share with one another as colleagues

and friends:

“Whg; is in your heart about your fellow man is likely to be in his heart about
you ™, *

"And the Lord said unto Moses: 'Acquire for thyself Joshua the son of Nun' "
(Num., 27:18). The word "acquire" here implies acquisition at much cost, for a
companion is acquired after difficulties upon difficulties. Hence, say the sages, a
man should acquire a companion for [everything]: for reading Scripture with
him, reciting Mishnah with him, eating with him, drinking with him, and
disclosing all his secrets to him.*

R. Hiyya bar Abba said in the name of R. Yohanan: When one of several

brothers dies, all the other brothers have reason to be concerned. When one

member of a fellowship dies, all the others in the fellowship have reason to be

concerned.”’

It is unclear whether the rabbis’ motives in these passages and many others were
homoerotic in nature or not. What is clear is that men need other men and rely on them for a
degree of companionship that is highly valued in the rabbinic system. As the last passage claims,
the difference between ones brothers and ones friends is identical. We love them both and we
feel their loss as family members whether we are of the same parents or not.

But it is not only the Jewish man’s life with other men that bring us to understand him as

a different type of man. Others of the period also valued Jewish men for their rather feminine

qualities. Boyarin points out this case in the Glikl of Hameln stories. *In her description of her

4 Boyarin, p.17

 Sifre Deut. #24

* ibid, #304

" BT Shabbat 105b-106a
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young husband as the ideal male Jew of her time, she emphasizes his inwardness, piety and
especially meekness. . . . Indeed many of these traits . . . would be more likely to fit the damsel
in distress or an anchorite friar than a husband and man of the world.”*®* Whereas Abraham’s
Sarah was silent as her man chose to win with wit rather than physical strength, the women of
the rabbinic era cheered their scholars on.

Perhaps the most useful aspect of this strange gendering for the purpose of this thesis is
the effect the masculine role had upon the father-son relationship. In his article The Jewish
Father: Past and Present, Chaim Waxman covers the oft-quoted role of the Jewish father.
Citing the famous Talmudic passage from Kiddushin 29a, “The father is required to circumcise
his son, to redeem him, to teach him Torah, 1o assure that he marries and to teach him a trade.
Some say he must also teach him to swim.™® Waxman asserts a long held simple understanding
of the fatherly role; the father's role barely reaches beyond taking care of his professional needs
and teaching. Waxman notes that this “the Talmud is quite brief in its delineation of the duties
and responsibilities of the father.”*

Waxman falls in line with many Jewish teachers, including myself, who have relied upon
this passage as a 'def'mition of fatherly responsibilities. It is direct, clear and succinct, but it is not
the end of the rabbis’ definition of a Jewish father. Thankfully, as we look further into rabbinic
texts and the commentaries that follow we can find other clues as to what a Jewish father truly
was in rabbinic eyes.

Boyarin explores opposing values in the Hasidic world as proof that Jewish masculinity

sometimes included more than just teaching one’s children. It also included loving them and

* Boyarin, Daniel. Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the Jewish Man.
University of California Press, Berkley, CA 1997. p.55 .

® Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 29a
** Brod, Harry, A Mensch Among Men: Explorations in Jewish Masculinity. Crossing Press, Freedom CA p. 60
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sharing in the responsibility of raising them equally with one’s spouse. Referring to what we
may consider strange behavior for a man, Boyarin explains that “the Talmudic text, after ail,
does not indicate that sons are particularly close to their fathers: rather it indicates equal intimacy
between children and either of their parents. Its function here, then, must be to support the point

that sons are intimate with their fathers as well as their mothers™*!

A father’s role, therefore,
was multi-faceted.

Male intimacy and love is not a modern concept in Jewish tradition. In Talmud Yevamot
62b we read “One who loves his wife as he loves his own body and honors her more than he
honors his body and raises his children in the upright fashion and marries them soon after sexual
maturity, of him it is said, *And you shall know that your tent is at peace'™**

This continues the theme of reaction against goyim naches that both Boyarin and Salkin
cling to. It is not the perfect body, as Hellenistic influence might proclaim, that is the ultimate
measure of a man’s success, but rather the honor he gives his wife and the peace that is found
within his home. More importantly, we are able to understand that the Jewish man who chose to
be inside rather than outside and who was often deemed to be feminine by society was quite
honorable by many standards. He was expected to be a scholar and lover of tradition as well as a
teacher to his children. But teaching children to swim was not the end of his responsibilities. A
Jewish man gained respect as a man when he honored his family above himself. He was to be
admiired by his children equally as a parent and most importantly, he was responsible for helping

his children tind their future homes. It was not his sword or public accolades that brought honor

to his home. It was his devotion to his family.

’: ibid, p. 60
52 Babylonian Talmud Yevamoth 62b as cited in Boyarin, p. 50.
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The Jew was an “other” in every society. And therefore, like many minority groups
throughout history, the Jewish man acted in an “other” way. Important for this work is the fact
that Jewish men embraced “otherness”, encouraging or even forcing the Jewish man by means of
halakhah to adopt characteristics that the non-Jewish community would consider non-
masculine.*®

Responding to a college student’s question Rabbi Salkin summarized Jewish masculinity
explaining:

It’s not that Jewish men are wusses. It's that our code of masculinity is simply

different. We demonstrate our masculinity through a love of ideas and words, an

infatuation with argument and intellectual striving. Some people think that to be

a man you have to know how to go it alone. Not Jewish men. We live like men

in the midst of a community. showing responsibility and living lives of

interconnection. Some people think that to be a man is to ‘do what you gotta do.’

Not Jewish men. We show that we are men through a strict adherence to a moral

code. It means lifting ourseives higher than we ever thought possible.**

No matter how hard many Jews have tried, we have never lived in a vacuum completely separate
from other societies. Rabbinic and Medieval times are no different. *Even in pre-exilic times
the Israelites had to determine the extent to which they could draw on the riches of the cultures
among which they lived. King Solomon built the temple of God with the aid of Phoenician
architects and on the standard plan of Syrian temples. The psalmist modeled some his poems on
Canaanite hymns to Baal and Egyptian hymns to Aton. The author of Proverbs drew upon the

wisdom of Amenemope.”’

We also know from our experiences today as Jews living in America
that our culture, while often antagonistic to the dominant Christian culture, cannot run away from

it entirely. In fact, in the modern era we have often taken the tack of religiously walking with

%3 Salkin writes: “What became the ideal Jewish male virtues? Virtues that the rest of the world might regard as
being wnmanly - restraint, renunciation, resignation, reconciliation, patience, and forbearance. Why did Judaism
encourage such virtues? They were necessary because historical reality demanded them. Judaism became the task
of training the heart and deed — the education toward virtue. P. 57

% Salkin, Rabbi Jeffrey K. Searching for My Brothers: Jewish Men in a Gentile World. Perigree Publishing, New
York, 2000, p. 68

%% Cohen, Shaye J. D. From the Maccabees to the Mishnah. The Westminster Press, Philadelphia p. 38
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our neighbors, adopting similar practices such as the ritual ceremony of confirmation, in order to
add meaning to our lives as well as feel a part of the dominant religious culture. And if we again
remind ourselves of Buber’s ideology that what happens today is no different than what has
happened before, we must then assume that the Jewish man, like the Jewish community today,
could not entirely run away from the gentile masculinity of rabbinic and medieval times.

In the centuries prior to the Common Era (BCE), Jews were eager to participate in
Hellenistic life. “For most Jews the ideal solution was to create a synthesis between Judaism and
Hellenism.”® In fact, later “the rabbis expressed this beautifully in a comment . . . “May the
beauty of Japheth (the Greeks) dwell in the tents of Shem (the Jews).”’

But if Jews throughout time have been willing to compromise and even synthesize
Judaism with the surrounding culture, what was different for Jewish masculinity? While Jews
were willing to speak Greek and adopt Greek practices, Jews often tried to remain a distinct
group through their social relationships. *“In order to maintain their distinctiveness and identity
most Jews of the ancient world sought to separate themselves from their gentile neighbors. "
While public Jewish life could look Hellenic, Jewish home life was sacred and would not be
touched. Shaye Cohen points out that “it is not until the Maccabean period that a general

prohibition [on intermarriage] is attested.”

The Jewish home was to remain Jewish in practice.
While other rituals were altered to fit the dominant culture, including the language of the biblical
text being translated into Greek, the home life of the Jew would move in the opposite direction.

It would become increasingly difficult to bring the outsider into our family.

% ibid p. 43
57 ibid p. 43
** ibid p. 46
% ibid p. 50
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Jews certainly adapted to their surrounding environment. Even the rabbis, who were in
need of withholding their limited authority and voice among the Jewish people, changed their
ways. But Jewish homes were not only “more Jewish™ than Jewish life in public because Jews
were trying to separate from the dominant culture. The Jewish home was largely left untouched
by the dominant empires of the world. The reality was that empires cared a great deal about
public authority, but could ultimately care less about the Jewish home life. “While it is true that
Julius Caesar, Augustus, and their Julio-Claudian successors recognized the right of the Jews to
live according to their own laws, emperors after 66, or 135 C.E.. seem rarely. if ever, to have
passed laws concerning the Jews or to have had anything like a Jewish policy. The Jews had no
legal “personality™ or, at most a rather thin and ephemeral one.™® The Jewish home throughout
history was possibly the one area in which the Jew retained the most authority. | believe that it is
this freedom that permitted Jewish masculinity to grow and thrive in a way that it was not
permitted in a more public setting. The Jewish man, within the confines of Jewish walls, either
the home or the heder, did not have to be physically strong. He was able to be scholarly and to

focus on making his home a place for peace.

Conclusion:

There are many paths taken by many fathers in Jewish tradition. If we narrow our search
to those paths that are both unique to the Israclite or Rabbinic man we find that there is a meta-
halakha or a path-making that occurs in our tradition. The biblical father builds a path as a man
on a journey. He is in close relationship not only with his wife, but also with God as a partner
and even spouse in the childbearing process. As Abraham shows us, the biblical father also

excels at using his mind as a strength even when he may seem physically weaker.

 Schwartz, Seth Imperialism and Jewish Society 200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E., Princeton University Press, Princeton
and Cambridge, p. 187.
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Rabbinic text does not follow the path of a man wandering in the wildemess. The meta-
halakha here is a message of father as teacher and man as a reaction to the dominant culture
beyond the walls of the heder. This is a world where men rely on one another and where love is
not only accepted, but encouraged and even required between men. The ideal man is not a
champion by the greater society’s standards, but rather a scholar, a person who like Abraham is

on a personal journey open to new ideas and change.
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Chapter 2 — The Modern Father .

™K Numbers 14:18 God, slow to anger and abounding in kindness; forgiving

iniquity and transgression; yet not remitting all punishment, but visiting the

iniquity of fathers upon children, upon the third and fourth generations.’

Since its birth, Judaism has been concerned with the effects of one generation’s actions
upon another. In this particular verse the rabbis understand not only that every generation is
different, but also that each generation is dependent upon the ones which came before it and
those which come after it.

Consider the implications of this verse by analogy with a four-level storehouse,

one level above the other; on one there is wine; on another, oil; on still another,

honey; and on still another, water. If a fire starts on any one of the levels. what is

above it will extinguish the fire. But if all four levels should have oil on them, all

four will burn down. Likewise, if children persist, generation after generation, in

the wicked ways of their forefathers, punishment will be visited upon them. But

if the generations alternate, one generation righteous and the next wicked, and so

on, then "the fathers shall not be put to death for the children, neither shall the

children be put to death for the fathers" (Deut. 24:16). Hearing this, Moses

rejoiced, saying, "In Israel, no one is a malicious destroyer of grapevines just

because his father was a malicious destroyer of grapevines.“"'

There are two assumptions made by this passage important to the study of the modemn
Jewish father. First, the rabbis are clear that fathers are influential in their children’s lives, The
second assumption is that children should strive to be different than their fathers in order to be
righteous. Both assumptions are telling of the issues fathers have faced throughout time. In this
chapter I look at the modern father and the many challenges he faces as he enters his home and
works to become an active parent. In particular this chapter focuses on four challenges facing
fathers in the twenty-first century as they are informed by modern psychology..

1. The challenge of being the “other” in the child’s life.

2. The challenge for the father to provide basic needs for the child.

¢! Midrash on Numbers 14:18 - Yalkut, Shelah, #744.
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3. The challenge for the father to introduce the outside world to the child.

4. The challenge to spend time that is of high quality, but also time parenting the child.
Some of these challenges are ancient and have continued from generation to generation while
others are arising as unique to the modern era.

While less notable than the challenges. there are benefits that fathers bring to their
children’s lives. The latter portion of this chapter will focus on these strengths fathers have
b-mught to parenting throughout the generations and finally the unique role fathers could play for

the future generations of children.

Challenges: The Oil that Burns from Generation to Generation

If Abraham was the father of our biblical world, then Freud has been the father of the
psycho-analysis of the relationz;hip between parents and their children. Like Abraham, whether
the oedipal relationship speaks to us or not, it is the standard that all other theories are measured

against and therefore will be the primary model [ address in this chapter.

Challenge #1: Father as an “other” to the child.

The Oedipus complex in Freudian psvchoanalysis refers to a stage of psychosexual

development in childhood where children of both sexes regard their father as an adversary and
competitor for the exclusive love of their mother.®? Fathers, like oil, are an entity that is
infinitely separated from the family in which they reside. This has been a major challenge for
fathers to overcome throughout all of time and according to current psychologists it has not

receded. Moreover, as dual-earner families become the norm in our society, men are faced with

® http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qedipal_complex
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a struggle to help fill the void of what was once a full-time “stay-at-home” job while being
considered an “other™ or outsider.

The father as “other” impacts the family in a variety of ways. We will explore the
complex nature of this outsider status through the relationship between the father as one
excluded from the mother-child relationship.

The pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott argued that “'the infant and

the maternal care together form a unit” Good enough mothering “includes

fathers, but fathers must atlow me to use the term maternal to describe the total

attitude to babies and their care. The term paternal must necessarily come a little

later than maternal”. Winnicott held that the father’s role in early infancy was to

support the mother in her state of primary matemal preoccupation, to enable her

to provide a holding environment and to avoid unnecessary impingements on the

baby. . . . when the infant is in the state of absolute dependency on the matemnal

holding.®*

As Winnicott explains. the mother and child form a unit. The father falls outside of this unit and
is not privy to the connection formed with the child or the mother. Notice that this is not a
relationship focused on time, but rather on dependency. The child is dependent upon the mother
and not the father. While it is possible for the father to hold the baby, care for the baby and even
feed the baby, both society and biological factors often place the mother into the role of primary
caregiver. The father becomes the alternative to mom, or “‘other”.

Not only is this dependency fulfilling the child’s needs, but it is also providing the child
with pleasure. “Good experience is usually associated with need fulfillment — when it is in the
presence of the mother in tune with its needs, which usually means a mother in the act of
attending to them.”®* Fathers, perhaps without even knowing that it is happening, may find

themselves outside the child’s source of need fulfillment and even happiness in the early stages
pp

of life.

* Trowell, Judith and Etchegoyen, Alicia The Importance of Fathers: A Psychoanalitic Re-evaluation. Brunner
Routledge, New York, 2603 p. 28
* ibid, p.77
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But need fulfillment can come from fathers as well. Technology has blessed us with
botties and other tools that help the father fill the biological roles of mother. For instance, in the
cases of single parent families in which the mother is absent we can imagine that a child’s needs
are met by a man. But we should not be fooled into thinking that our modern post-feminist
society is as egalitarian in the home as it is in the workplace. While women have moved into the
professional world, they often do not relinquish their domestic role. Dr. Wendy Mogel, a noted
family therapist and author of The Blessing of a Skinned Knee, spoke with me about this reality.
She believes that "'women today are trying to be perfect men as well as perfect women."®®

The intent is not to point fingers at mothers, but rather to illuminate the complexities of
the love triangle that exists between parents and their child. Mother's, whether full-time parents
or CEQ’s for corporations. continue to feel the pressure of being the primary caregiver or
“perfect woman” as Dr. Mogel stated. The father’s challenge is to overcome the lack of space
and find a balance between his partner’s emotional need to be a “perfect” parent and his need to
be a professional father.

But this “otherness” raises a wide range of emotions in the child. It is not only that the
father is not the mother. We must also concern ourselves with how the child views the father in
relation to the mother. The father is a necessary other. This other often serves as a response or
alternative to the mother. According to the French psychologist Jacques Marie Emile Lacan,
“The child’s sense of identity develops from seeing himself reflected iii the other — the mother. . .

. the father is seen as another brother wishing to take the child’s place with the mother.”®

“ Interview 2 with Dr. Wendy Mogel
% ibid, p. 30
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In this case the father takes on the role of what we would term a brother. The child relates to
father as one would relate in a sibling rivairy competing for the other parent’s attention. This is
heightened even further as we consider the sexual relationship often present among parents.

The oedipal relationship is a love triangle. Traditionally it occurs when two people in
relationship create a third <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>