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Introduction 

Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael may at first seem like a strange selection of Biblical 

characters to stuJy. The only obvious factor which unites these women is their status as non

Israelites in stories centered around the Israelite people. Yet upon closer examination, we 

discover that these women share far more than their non-Israelite status; they are also, and 

more significantly, united by their actions that challenge the gender roles to \\hich women 

are typically consigned in the Oible, behaving in ways which are best compared \vith other 

men rather than women. Hagar is chosen as the Patriarch for her people, Tzipporah becomes 

the first female mohel and betrother, and Yael emerges as a fierce warrior and emasculator of 

men. 

The aim of this study will be to demonstrate the way in v,hich these three \vomen 

challenge the typical female gender role of the TaNaCh. It will paint a picture of each of 

these women, based exclusively on the text, revealing the way in which they stepped outside 

of the female sphere to behave in a manner which would elsewhere be restricted to men. In 

addition, it will shed a scrutinizing light on a book that has been credited as the source and 

foundation of the woman's traditional role in Judaism; illuminating how it can be seen as a 

source for a reirnagining of both gender roles and perceptions, and a call for gender equality. 

The Non-Israelite Identity_ of these women 

Before examining the way in \.\<hich these three women behave in the pages of the 

Ta\aCh it is important to clarify the non-Israelite identity which unites them. 

The introduction of Hagar is completely unambiguous about her non-Israelite 

identity l~D il~~) n,1.:;m ill);)'ll il?), "and she [Sarai! had an Egyptian maidservant, and 

her name was Hagar" (Gen. 16. I) Her Egyptian identity is one of the three elements with 

1\hich she is introduced, alongside her status as a maidservant, and her name. While some 

rnay argue that she marries :-\bra ham, 1 the text dues not appear to <.trggest at any point that 

~he joined the lsradites thrnugh this marriage In facL throughout the text. her T1(1n-hraelite 

identity is maintained When .-\hraharn is !.!iven a bkssin~ bv God in Genesis 17 it is maJe - .._, ...___. . ' 

clear that although Isaac. the descendant of "arah, \\ill he the cmenanted son, Hagar"s son, 

Ishmael, \\ ill also become a great nation ( Gen 17 I 1,-21) Both are bestO\\ ed with a ckstim 



from God. but it is a separate destiny. which may be related to sharing a father. but 

possessing different mothers. :\lost significantly, at the end of Hagar· s story. she does not 

find a \-\ife for Ishmael from among Abraham's people Instead. Hagar ··took for him a 'wife 

from the land of Egypt" (Gen. 21 :21); she returned to her land and her people to find a wife 

for her son, demonstrating the fact that from beginning to end she remained an Egyptian. and 

therefore a non-Israelite. 

Before encountering Tzipporah directly, there are two details which are known about 

her: ni);J, YJ\P. 1~70 ,tfJ~;n "Now the priest of \tidian had se\en daughters"' (Ex. 2: 16 ). She 

has six sisters, and she is the daughter of the priest of Midian, revealing her non-[sraelite, 

\lidianite identity. The challenge \\ith regard to Tzipporah is the fact that she clearly marries 

:i\.loses (Ex. 2:2 I) and therefore could he considered to assume the identity of her husband 

However, vvhen one looks at the text, \-\hile Tzipporah is married to Moses, she also appears 

in connection with her father Yitro, and as such remains under his Midianite influence. The 

text in Exodus 16:l and 17:1 hoth make reference to 'JN.7\!1'>~)3 n1YJJ "the entire Israelite 
•• T : • ,•• : - -: T 

community'' in the context of their journey tov .. ards Sinai In Exodus 18, it is discovered that 

Tzipporah was not with the [sraelites, and one may conclude that after the double reference 

and double emphasis of nJ~J? "the entire community" her absence is not significant for she 

is not considered part of the community, she remains a Midianite As a final indication of her 

non-Israelite status, when \firiam and Aaron speak against Moses· v,,ife, they refer to his 

"Cushite wife" (~um. I 21) While there is some debate about whether this is Tzipporah, 2 it 

is my opinion that not only is this Tzipporah, but this designation demonstrates that despite 

many years of marriage, she remains an outsider. considered a non-Israelite hy both her 

brother-in-law and sister-in-law 

The final woman of the trio is in some \vays the hardest one to define specifically as 

non-Israelite. fr)r her individual national identity is never re\ealed 1 Yad is introduced as 

Th1: Word Bihli-:al Co111mcnlan .md \11d10r B,hk 1,oth :1,scrt 1ha1 the Cu~hl!e \\ifc 1s ,101 T>1pp\)r;1h ·Th-:r,· 
i, no ;11tcmp1 to 1dcn1it~ this 11oman "llh /ipporah·· (Rudd J ')X-i I~(,) md · Ihc 1\0111:m in q11c~lion 11;1~ most 
,_crta111!~ 1101 L1p1xHah" tL1:\111c l'J'J\ <2X) Hm,cH:r. nonhcrc docs the tc,t ,pccifv thal \foscs tnok a 111fc 
,>thcr than f'/tpporah. and as the Int1:ma1wnaJ Cn11cal Com111cn1a~ concedes .. 1flcr cmi;.idcring the , :mous 
options. ··a ckcisl\c choice h.:t,,ecn thc-;c :1l1cma11,cs i~ scared, 1m,tificd" ((ira, l'J~(, 121) 
'There arc ~uggcstions that Yad·s na111c i'> :1 Y:1h1\i'itic Jcx:lar:~t;on th.:11 Yah(\\~11) 1s Ciod. hut tins rcl11.>, on the 
idea that the :1kph and :1.1111 diJc: for the 1111.-:111ing 1101i!J c•nl'I \\Ork if her name '71'-<? Ho11c1cr, tl11: 11:.,t 

prc~cnts her n:tmc :i-; '='v~ . .. ,h,ch 1, ll1)I ,pc1..iliulh 'r.ill\\1~tic. ,lll<l i}ILT_:forc ll\ll ;I cause tor 1..lairni11g Jq~1chtc 
ilklllltl 



being '>~'>i?D l'.JI) n~~ "'the wife of Chever the Kenite'' (Jud. -t 17). There is no debating the 

fact that her husband is a non-Israelite; the text C\,Cll gives additional details about his Kenite 

identity, nW-n lt,-n J;fn '>P~ ··from the children of Chovav, the father-in-law of \foses" 

(Jud. -t: I 0). The text does not specify that Yael \\as a Kenite. but with no other indication, 

one may assume that she v. as a member of the same people as her husband, and therefore a 

Kenite. The text appears to support this assertion in the explanation of why Sisera fled to 

Yael' s tent: '>~'>i?D l'.JI) n'>J., )'>J..~ 1i~1f7~9 p:;t~ )'>J.. OiJ~ '>~ '"for there was peace between 

Yavin, the king of Chazor, and the House of Chever the Kenite'' (Jud. 4: 17). She is part of 

this grouping, as Chever' s wife and a Kenite. As a secondary note it is unlikely that Sisera 

would have fled to the tent of an Israelite, \\hen fleeing from Barak and his Israelite army. 

And in the midst of all of the praise \.\'hich is heaped upon Yael by Deborah there is no 

suggestion that she was an Israelite, a fact '" hich would in all likelihood have been 

emphasized were it trne. 

The Classification _of \Yo men in the Bible: 

When examining the subject of \\Omen in the Bible there are many approaches that 

scholars have taken to group the various Biblical women together. Some scholars have 

sought to group women together by their location in specific Biblical books (see Ogden 

Bellis 1994), so that there is a chapter about 'The Women of Genesis' and another on 'The 

Women of Exodus and Numbers'. Another approach is to consider the roles which the 

different women fulfill in the stories about them (see Brenner 1989), with chapters about 

·women Poets and Authors· and '\1agicians, Sorcerers and Witches'. A final approach is to 

divide the women of the Bible into a number of categories (see Frymer-Kensky 2002), and 

then in the categories to subdivide them under broader headings. Among all of these various 

approaches, Hagar. Tzipporah and Yael do not belong to a shared group, and thus have never 

been analyzed or studied in relation tonne another 

In .\thalya Brenner's hook /lit' hrctt'litt.' W11mu11, all three feature in the introduction 

ru her chapkr entitkd · Foreign Women· ··IJagar \\ as an Fgyptian slave 



Zipporah \\as a \lidianite Jacl \Vas a Kenite" (115). 4 However, it is only Yael v.ho is 

analyzed in detail in this chapter. For Brenner, the non-Israelite identity of '{ael appears t1..1 

only be significant when deciding where to situate her. Tzipporah is considered in a chapter 

entitled '\ta~icians, Sorcerers and Witches', while Hagar is part of the chapter about 

· \lot hers of Great \ten· The non-Israelite identity of Tzipporah and Hagar is secondary for 

Brenner \V hen considering the role which they play in the TaNaCh; Tzipporah is first a 

sorcerer and Hagar is primarily Ishmael's mother; both depictions obediently adhering to the 

traditional roles assigned to women in the Bible 

In Tikva Frymer-Kensky' s Headinx the Women (if the Bi hie, she divides the women 

into: 'Victors', 'Victims', 'Virgins', and 'Voice' 5 Both Tzipporah and Yael belong to the 

group of •victors'. Tzipporah is one of the ·saviors of the Exodus', while Yael is paired with 

Deborah in a section entitled: ·warriors by Weapon and Word'. Hagar is separated from 

Yael and Zipporah, and is situated as one of the 'Virgins' in her own sub-section entitled: 

'Hagar, My Other, My Self'. The national identity of the women in the Bible is not Frymer

Kensk y' s primary concern and as such, the unity between Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael as non

Israelite women is ignored. 

When attempting a piece of work which requires a consideration of all the women in 

the Bible, it is clear that many of the women could be classified under a variety of categories. 

Hagar is a foreign woman, a slave, a young-bride. a mother and a woman who speaks Vvith 

angels. Tzipporah is a foreign woman, a shepherdess, a bride, a m1Jther, a circumciser and a 

betrother. Yael is a foreign woman, a wife, a homemaker. a hostess, and a killer The author 

of such a work has to make a decision regarding what is the most significant characteristic of 

each woman and \V here they are most appropriately situated in the context of the other 

women in the study In a hook which examines all of the Biblical women, it is easy to 

separate these three women into different sections, as is seen in the examples of Brenner and 

Frymer-Kcnsky But to Jo this is to m erlouk signiticant commonalities that unite these 

\\Oll1el1. 

' rJu:n: arc 1mn~ 11a~s in \\h1Lh BibhLal 11:1111.:s ma, be six:llccl. I \\Ill be u-.ing Ha,ear. I 11pporah anJ Yael :h 
the spdling of fhc thrl'C ccntr.11 ,:Jur.tclcrs. ti111 ,1 hen quotations h;n e a Jiffcrent .,pcllrng till.:~.: 11 Ill b.: 
111:untain.:d in the r.:fcrcnces. 

lhe n:11nc~ SL'n e :111 :1Ilifl'r;lln c rnk. f,\ \ ll_l!lll ,hc m1:,ms b1 H.k to be .. 111d h\ \ 01cc ~he means the \ ,iic.: uf ( iPd 
I ,cc \\ 11 I 



The classification of Hagar, Tzipporah~nd Yael as a singl~ W1!!J_:>: 

At first glance, Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael may appear as an incomplete group of 

Biblical \\<Omen. While the three of them are united by their non-Israelite origins, they arc 

clearly not united by a single non-Israelite identity. Hagar is an Egyptian, Tzipporah is a 

\lidianite, and Yael is a Kenite_l' If this \vcre just a study of non-Israelite women in the 

TaNaC'h, there are a number of other women who would need to be considered, including, 

but not limited to: Rahab, Delilah, Jezebel and Ruth 

The stories of these women are all very different. Ruth's story is that of a non

Israelite, specifically a Moabite, who follows her Israelite mother-in-law, Naomi, and \vhose 

children are born Israelites. Jezebel was the Phoenician wife of King Ahab, who promoted 

the worship of Baal as opposed to Adonai Delilah \vas Samson's Philistine wife and the one 

who ultimately delivered him into the hands of his enemies. Finally, Rahab was a harlot in 

the city of Jericho, who protected the Israelite spies and as a result she and her family \Vere 

saved when the land was conquered. All four of these women have very different stories and 

experiences. When joined with the stories of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael, it becomes clear 

that there is no single and unified non-Israelite female experience within the TaNaC'h. 

The selection of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael as a unique subgroup within the category 

of non-Israelite women comes from a shared characteristic \vithin their TaNaC'h experience, 

one that distinguishes them from the other non-Israelite women. 7 The non-Israelite origin of 

these three women serws as an initial point of unity, but the similarities between them go far 

deeper. The significance of the similarities that unite the stories of Hagar, Tzipporah and 

Yael lies in the behavior each woman exhibits; countering the traditional female role within 

the TaNaC'h \fore specifically they behave, or are treated by the text, in ways which find 

comparisons in the stories of other prominent men in the Bible, not other women. 

fh1.'rc 1s dc:irh a rdatiomh1p \\ith T1ippor:1h md \·;1d ·1s th.: Kcnitcs .irc "ix:..:ificd .is hi..:1ng rr,,111 th-: 
children of Chm:1v. the fathcr-in-1.m of \foscs .. /Jud. 4. lO). but JI no point in the tc,t 1s f11pporah rdcncd 10 
:1s a K..:mte. or Yad ;1s a \!Jd1ani1c. ,md "° rhc tc\l nc,cr 1m1tcs 1hcm as coming from one non-Israelite group 

The 11011-Jqaclitc 11omcn as an cntirc group \\Onld he a fasc111a1111g subject for ;mother sr11d~ as the, all appear 
10 function 111 intcrcqmg 11:11s In the 1..·onrc.,t of this ,tu~- h:11111g rc,i..:11cd the ma1..:nal 11 i~ po~,iblc that 
R:1hab i.:u11ld be added to this !.!roup of Hagar. f 11pporah .md Y:iel. for 111 her actions 11 is 1x,~1..1blc to d1:c.1..crn a 
"h:ilkng..: In _!.!cndcr n•lcs. :1nd rx;rlnps 1f thi<; ,tud, lk1 clops 11110 farther proJccts ,he 11111 prm 1dc a f(111rlh 
c,ampk 



Hagar TzippJ}rah and Yael ch_<1jlenging gender r9k~r 

In general_ the Ta;\;aCh appears to confine the female domain. As Frymer-Kensky 

states: ··women. \\'hile not physically confined to the home, expended most of their energies 

there. Economically dependent on the head of their households, they had a limited ability to 

determine events beyond their own families'' (xiii). Alongside this picture, Ogden Bellis 

notes: "Before marriage, a \voman \Vas dependent on her father for support. After marriage, 

she relied on her husband·· (22) In this way, the \\Omen were first daughters, and then 

\Vives, and as such their roles 'were centered primarily around the home ( or the tent) "The 

1,voman's primary responsibility was to bear children for her husband" (Ogden Bellis 

1994·2 l ), and after their children were born she was responsible for raising them The 

primary women in the Book of Genesis (Eve, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah) establish 

this pattern of providing support for their husbands ( or their families), giving birth to children 

and then raising them. 

Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael all conform to one or more elements of this traditional 

female role. Hagar is a maidservant 'who is first introduced because of the possibility that 

Abraham may impregnate her. After she gives birth, she is primarily viewed as the mother of 

Ishmael. Tzipporah is first the daughter of the \1idianite priest, tending to the family flock 

with her sisters. She is then given as a 1,vite to Moses and immediately bears him a son, and 

throughout the book of Exodus she always appears alongside her sons, the primary caregiver. 

Yael is introduced in the text primarily as Chever's wite; she is not initially an individual, 

"ihe is somebody's \\'ite. She is also a woman 'who emerges from her tent, the female sphere 

\Vhile these three \V0men do function in a female vvay, they function in a male ·way dS 

well They assume roles 1,vhich are generally restricted to the masculine arena, and as such, 

they challenge the regular gender norms which the text promotes. There arc other women, 

such as \liriam and Deborah, \'tho moved heyond the confines of their homes to have an 

impact ,rn the \\ idcr Israelite snci1.:ty, challenging our gender e:xpectations. Hmvever. it is 

~inl\ Hagar. Tzippnrah and Yad .. ,hose sturics so prominently feature the assu111ptit1n ,if rule~ 

~cncrallv reserved for the male members i..lf the Israelite soc1etv While \firiam and Dehorah 
'- ., ., -

r1.1ncti,rn in \\ays that challenge e:xpet:tations, they belong to a group nf female lsraditi: 

leaders. \\ hich involve different moti\ at inns. e"\pcctatiuns and perL'eptions. thus making them 

a subject for another. pnssihly par;i!lel, -;tudv. hut ,·"\eluding them from this one. 



As Frymer-Kensky \Hites about Hagar, she is ·'the only woman to receive a divine 

promise of seed, not through a man but as her O\',,n destiny" (230) The promise of seed 

which she receives from the angel may most clearly be compared \',,ith the promises made to 

Abraham (Gen. 13 6), Isaac (Gen. 2b4) and Jacob (Gen 28 14), rather than any promise or 

encounter of another woman within the Bibles In regarding Tzipporah, \\hen she acts as a 

circumciser, she acts in .. contradistinction to later Jewish tradition and to other biblical 

passages which deal \',, ith circumcision ( Genesis 17, Joshua 5 ); here a woman performs the 

ceremony'' (Brenner 1989:71) As a circumciser, she acts as Abraham did \\ hen he 

circumcised himself and his household (Gen 17 23-24) and as Joshua did (Josh 5:2-8). No 

other woman is recorded as circumcising a male.
9 

Finally, while the text suggests that Yael 

used her femininity to bring Sisera into her tent 1° as Frymer-Kensky suggests ultimately: 

"Yael confounds all expectations .. We brace ourselves for a violent rape in which the 

warrior brutally penetrates the woman. Instead, it is Yael who penetrates with her weapon" 

( 56). In this way, Yael completely turns the story and our expectations on their heads, and 

rather then assuming a submissive feminine role, she assumes the role of the v.arrior, a 

\·iolent and merciless role designated exclusively for males every where else in the 

TaNaCh. 11 

Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael are therefore united not only as non-Israelite women, but 

as women who act in a \Vay that conforms to 'male· rather than 'female' Biblical 

expectations Tt is this shared challenging, and even reimagining, of gender roles, alongside 

their non-Israelite identity, which comprise the thread that weaves the lives and destinies of 

these three women together. There is something remarkably poignant in the reality that the 

major female challenge to accepted gender roles in the Bible comes not from anv Israelite 

woman. but from an Egyptian, a Midianite and a Kenite woman. 

'There arc lllhcr .::kmcnts of ILt!!ar·s ,!llcradion ,,uh the :1ngcl~ :1nd her lhl11ce of :i hntlc for l,h111acl. 11 hi-.h 
pl:KL' her c, en 111ore firm I, in :1 c.itcgory t)f 11 mucn 1..hallc11grng !..'.U1dcr ,1crco1_, pcs. fhcsc \I ill he u1n~1derctl 
l:11..::r i11 lhc -a11d, 

Her declaration about lhc bmkgroom ofhlood is :tl'i4.) ~ig111lica111 for the >1.1~ in 1\11ich it Lhallcngcs the regular 
marriage pniccdun:. 

Th.: ,c,.11.il innuendo throughout the q,.1ncs or Yael in Judges ..i :md :- 1\III be .:onsitlcrcd tiilh 111 the chapter 
d..:, (ih:d 10 h.:r 

.\l1ho11gh Fr\111cr-KL11sky Ille! Brc11n.:r Jo not cla<.~1r, 1he~ lhrL'\: 110111cn 11>,ticlh..:r. ;ind do 1101 focus on this 
,:h:1llc11e.:: 1d1ich lhc, make to :IL·L-...:pkd /!.:ndcr 11,,mb. ii 1, Lk:tr 1ha1 hoth uf 1hcs.:: ~1..hnLir~ tl'L"1'.!.'.lil/L' 111..: f:i-_f 
1h:11 fl:ie:ir Tlippo1;1h ,md Y:1d did, ltalknec :he r..;µularh ,ILlepkJ funak rok 111 ,oc1.:1, 



Thg_Contents of this S_t_t1_gy: 

The aim of this study is to demonstrate how Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael all challenge 

and reinvent gender roles in the Bible. As a sta11ing point it will therefore be necessary to 

produce a thorough translation of the passages within the TaNaCh involving, or relevant to, 

these women: 

Hagar: Genesis 16: 1-16, 21.8-21 and 25: 12 

Tzipporah Exodus 215-23, 4: 18-26, 18: 1-6 and Numbers 12: 1-2. 

Yael: Judges 4:9-11, 17-24 and 5:6-7, 24-31. 

Following these translations will be a commentary on the Biblical text concerning 

each of these women. As non-Israelite women, the textual analysis has rarely been primarily 

concerned with them or their actions ( often focusing on the accompanying Israelites and 

male characters). These commentaries will present the ways in which these women challenge 

the regular gender roles, and elaborate on the stories 

This will be followed by a thorough examination of the way in which each woman 

challenges gender roles and behaves according to one, or more, male categories. Through 

these studies it will be possible to offer classifications of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael in 

relation to the male roles which they perform: 

I Iagar: The Patriarch of her People 

Tzipporah The First Female Mohel and Betrother 

Yael. The Female Warrior and Emasculator 

After an analysis of these women in their Biblical context, there will then be a study 

of the \vay that these women are portrayed in Midrash Rabbah 12 Through these rabbinic 

portrayals of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael, it will be possible to see the way in which their 

female qualities were emphasized and the extent to which their gender challenge v,as 

,\hite\\ashed, so that it was lost completely from the text. fhis will provide a sample of the 

wav in vvhich these \vomen are portrayed in post-Biblical \VTitings 11 

These various perspecti\es \\ ill demonstrate the \\ay in which I !agar, Ttipporah and 

Yael fr1rm a unique group of v,omen \\ ithin the ra\ia(h, \\omen united by their gender, their 

non-Israelite identity and their challenge of gender stereotvpes, behaving in \\JVS as.s;ociated 

· D11..: to th..: 1111111s nf this ,111d~ it 1s 1101 po~s,blc to 1110\..: h..:, onJ this miJra!,hic -.ollcct1nn 
' The ,.11hcr :1rc:i~ "h1.J1 -:(Hild lx co11~1Jcr~-d 111 rc:l.1!1L111 to tits:.,..: \I nm1..·n. :llld ma, he c(1n,1dcrul in :i li1rtl1LT 

,1 '"". 11 ill h..: di~c11,~...-J 111 th..: -.:ond11~inn 

') 



\\ith, and elevating those ot: Biblical men. A.s a Patriarch, a mohel and a warrior, these 

women form a fascinating, and even revolutionary, group within the wider narrative of the 

Ta:\aCh. 

IO 



Hagar in the TaNaCh 

I. Bue 4 Sarai, the wife of Abram, had borne him no children; and she had an Egyptian 

maidservant 1 ~ and her name v.as Ha!!ar. ' ~ 

il)'.:lN 'J)N ,nn~YJJN N)-N'.] n1Jr.J n·,n, 'YJ~~ Nfi1)i1 01~~::,~ ')YJ 1',;)~•{nJ '.J 
",' T • - • T : • •: T •; •: " T : • T : T •• " T • • T • 

: ':J~ 'Jip7 O'J:;I~ ~~'<,J~J ilJ~~ 
'1 And Sarai said to Abram: ··Please1

b behold Adonai has restrained me from bearing. Please 

come in 17 to my maidservant, perhaps I will be built up by her'7"
18 

And Abram heard
19 

the 

voice of Sarai 

n;t¥J? □')~ 1~~ '{v.1;) i1))Q;l~ n'1~r,1D 1~ry n~ 01:;i~ n\?~ 'J~ ngr:n l 
: il~~? i? i1~'~ □'):;i~7 i1)).N 1tlt-1J 1~J? '{'Jt9 □'):;i~ 

3. And Sarai, the wife of Abram, took Hagar her Egyptian, her maidservant, after
10 

Abram 

had dwelled in the land of Canaan for ten years, and she gave her [Hagar] to Abram, her 

husband, to be his wife 21 

: D'.J'~~ i1))")~~ Jt;,DJ ill:,'JD ''.;> NJDJ 1DDJ 11D ::,~ N·:i~J 1 

➔ And he came upon Hagar, and she conceived, and she saw she had conceived, and her 

mistress was diminished in her eyes. 22 

• 
1 I hme chosen to hegin the tr.mslalion \\ith --But'" .1s chapter I<, follons the promise made to Abram in chapter 

I .'i that Abram shall hmc an heir from his O\\ n seed ( I .'i:4). 
1

' BOB specifics that this \\Ord is used for a maid sen ant --as belonging to a mistress .. 1 RDR I ll4(i ). 
; ' There is a challenge of ,1/Tording some translation to the NJ at the opening of Sarai· s \\ords. \\ hich is "h:-, I 
hme translated if here as --r1casc··. 

The phmsc NfN.3 nith its use of the ,cm Ni'.:l. JX)Sscsscs a sexual dimension \\hich is absent in the English 
translation. This \crb has a 111eaning of "'entering a 1\oman ·s tent or apartment (\\ ith implication (/)ire , 11111 

1;•111uui'· ( BDB <J8): I\\ o other e,a111plcs oft lus arc fo1111d m C,cncsis () 4 ;111d ,o , 
' --Rull! up by IK·r"· has ;1 clear .'>t'IISC of hearing children: this can be ~ccn b\ its 11...: in ( il.'111.·s1s W· ~ 111 

L·onnl.'ction to Rachd and Bilhah: 111 tins cnntc,I the idea of gi, ing birth 1s ,tated more c,plicitl:-, It can .ilso he 
s1.·cn 111 01.·11tcrnnom) 25:'J in ..:onnedion lo le\ irate rwm,agc. 
· The ,i~nificancc of the root ;vO\'..I 111 1111s chapter 11h:a11s 11 ,s 1111portant III the translation lo dr.m :111<:111ion to 

rhc n:pe1i1io11 of rhe \\Ord: I have thcrdorc translated this 1\ord as ·heard .. :iltho11gh other tra11slatio11s u~c 
--1iccdcd·· UPS 1985) and .. hearkened .. tKJV) to denote a..:quic~cncc lo Sar:u·s request 

r his docs not real I\ do ~PD justice. a11d ideal!:, ti 1\0tild he translated in a \\a~ "hich 111:1rkcd 1he concl11,ion 
tlf ·\bra111·s lir'it ten _,cars d,\clling III the l.md ofCana;m 

In 1h1.' Hcbrc11. the ,.-,111cl11ding phr.i-;c il'?iN? i'J il~~N rd.:rring to ·hcr lu1,h:111J .. :111d 11 ,re-- ,()11mJ .llrnuq 
111..: ,:1111c. :111d lh1.-rcforc t:11 c, a ,c11<,c of thl.' cunf11,1011 nf rnk" 1, h1d1 !'i :1b,.111t to rl\:u1r 

! I 



i1J)'JD ,:;, NJBJ lt?'O'.t 'nQ~~ 'lltlJ ,:;,l~ l'?~ '~~Q o:,:;i~:,~ 'J~ 1t)l~fnJ i1 

n: 1'?'~1 .,~.,~ i1.)i1; \.J-9~? D'J')J:J. :,g~J 

5. And Sarai said to A.bram: ·'My \',,rong~~ is upon you. I gave my maidservant to your 

bosom, 25 and she sees that she has conceived, and I am diminished in her eyes. Adonai will 

judge between me and you." 

'J~ DJ~);ll l?J')J:J. J.1\JiJ n?-.,YJ~ lJ?'.:;1 ltlQ~~ i1Ji1 'J~J~ o:,:;i~ 1~l~f!)J i 

: il' )9D n1J.Jll 
T ,•.• T • - : • -

6. And A.bram said to Sarai: ·'Behold, your maidservant is in your hands, do to her what is 

good in your eyes." And Sarai humbled her, 26 and she fled from before her. 

= 11~ lJ:r:i 1?~;:,:,~ 1;r;r~J □?~iJ ,,~:,~ i1)i1; 1~7~ i1~~~~J t 
7. Later27 an Angel 28 of Adonai found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, by the 

spring on the route to Shur. 

,:,·)N 'Jl1J.) ,,~ ')9D 1nN·n1 ,:,;,r, il)N) JlNJ. i1UJ-'N ,,~ Jlro'l' 1)i11DN·!), n 
• T •:•: -T ••;• •.• - ••••• TT: T •••• ,•• -T -~• TT - -

:nO)J. 

8. And he said: "Hagar, maidservant of Sarai, where have you come from'7 And where are 

you going'7" And she said: ""From the face of Sarai, my mistress, lam fleeing." 

: D'J? !lOJJ ')~J;,D) Jn}:;i~ J~ ':;11'l' i1J'i1? 1~7~ il? 1t)N.!)) \.J 

9. And the Angel of Adonai said to her ""Return to your mistress! 29 And humble.lo yourself 

under her hand ... 

·:, In the ,\nd10r Bible it suggests that this phrase ,i!!mfics --,_he lost caste m her cstimat1011·· ( Srx:iscr I <J<,-l 117). 
:, There is a difference in one manuscript n hJCh has 1Y>'.1. \\ hich could Ix: -~ our son· £yen ,, ithout this dwn!!c 

the sound of J>?~1 sounds ,imilar to the \\Ord for ·~om son·. 

·, .-\lthongh the \\Ord )t:]~Q 1s tr.tnslatcd here as '"my \Hong--. the \\Ord itself also possesses a meaning relating 
to, iolcncc. \\ hich gi\ cs a sense of the sc,cri~ of the I\ rong m Sarai· s e~ cs. 
> This phrase appears to hc rcc0gni1ed legal language in Surncrian-Akk:idian (sec Speiser 1%-l I 18) 
·,, This 11ord is dillicnlt to translate. ;1s the root has \(f\ different meanings in different forms: in !his picl l'or111 
,ti~ general!_\ translated :1s humbled· or ·;1ITiicted· Ho\11.:,cr. in the hasic kal mcani11g it 110111d be ·;1115,11cn.:d· 
I ha,c ..:ho<.;cn ··Jrnntblc<l" .1s it 11(Hild ¼--cm to be an :1ppropnatc rc-..ponse for Sara, h;l\mg hccn dimini5.hcd in 
Hagar·s c:,es (sec BDB 77<,) 

I II tlus conte,t I ha\ c dtoscn to tr:imlah: lhc 1 as ··1.:ncr .. to gi,c a ~nsc of I he 11 a1 111 11111..:h , 7 ..:ontim1..:s 1hc 
~,on of\ (i 

'Tlns 11ord has a meaning of· angd . hut 11 can also he tramlatcd as ·messenger' ( sec BDA -i2 I). 
I h;n c put 1hc c,damation mark to dcnolc the 1mpcr.!li1 e fo1 m of the , erb. ,rnd the commanding im1rm .. tio11 

11 hich !his cntaib. ... 
Once :1g;1111 this '"·P11ld be tr.m<l.1t...·d :rs ·.,H1i<.:1 \uur-,clr (ill 11te ,c11sc uf ,11b1cct 1our-,dl 10 alfll< ... t1on·1. ·1ml 

1hcr\: rs a i11d!!111cn1 11hicl1 rhc 1r;111-;lator mak,.--, 111 ~-ht'l)'1n!! ho\\ to tr;m,late 1h15 11nrd 



I 0. And the Angel of Adonai said to her: --1 \\-ill greatly multiply your offspring, and they 

\\ill be too numerous to count."31 

Y~'<1-':;> JN~Y,)~' in~ nNJi?) 1J 31!;17'i') ,rJD 1~n il)'il? 1~7~ Tl~ 1~l·•f') z,.,p 

: 1??i7~ ;,'Jil? 

11. And the Angel of Adonai said to her: "Behold you are pregnant and you ,viii give birth to 

a son, and you shall call his name Ishmael; for Adonai has heard your at1liction. 

: f)'<J? ,,Q~J;> ').~7}:1) tJ J·:, •~) J·:,::.,. 11? OJ~ NJ;) il?.~,? N1il) J' 

12. And he will be a wild ass of a man,-n his hand with everyone, and everyone's hand with 

him. And in the face·H of all his brothers~5 he will dwell." 

'1()~ 'J:i'~J O?Q O~Q i1JY,)~ ':;> 
36'~1 J~ i1J)~ D'~~ 1'.;)°1D i1)i1?-□~ NJp.rl) l' 

='.~·, 
13 And she called the Name of Adonai who spoke to her: '·You are El-Roi (a God that 

sees)," for she also said: 37 "Here38 I saw, after God39 saw me_,-~o 

: 1J.:J. 1'J1 'l'Ji?-1':J. i1JD u,~·1'JJ21~;I 1~;I2 NJi? 1~7~ 1' 
14 Therefore the well was called Be' er Lechai Roi (the well of the Living One that sees me), 

situated~2 between Kadesh and Bared. 

'
1 Ihm e not direct I~ transl;1ted the Hehn~," here. so that the English tr,mslates the sense of the Hebrew. rather 

than the direct ,~ords. 

'·' Some ,crsions ha,e this \\Ord as n77·~) and as S;lJ':;?~) 
"This can be related to the Akk:1dian dc<i1.:rip11on of Enkidu and the first pnmiti,c man created b~ the gods (,cc 
Speiser 1%4 ! IX). 
11 

This phrase has a -;cnsc of li,ing alongside his brothers, so that it could be translated as ·alongside all of his 
hrothcrs·. HO\n:,er. due to the use of hand earlier. it ,;;ccms more po:tK to use the \\Ord ·1;1\:e·. to mai111ain the 
ph: sical nature of the hkssing. 
'· Tl1is same phrase is 11sed in fr-:ncsis 2'i 18 \\hcu lshmaers dc:llh i'> dcscrilxd. apJX.'aring to fulfill the :111t.;el's 
pwph-:c: present in thi5 , -:r~ 

In the ',cpt11;H:111t it has this :1s i1N7. :i different form of the ,cm 
r·his i~ a confw,ing , er~ 10 lra11~btc 11ca1h. m the co11h.''-I uf" here l la!!ar <; \\ ords OC\.!111 and cud 

" \s BDB u1nL·cdes. the me:111111g -,f DJQ 1s Jubwus· 111 1)11s IC'\t hec ~~l ). l rhink rhat fla~ar 1s ,ll11.rti11g 
11 hcre the l:\ c11t has takl:11 place." h1d1 is ,1gmli1..;mt ts ,he I\ ill name the place in, 14 
· I ha,c in~crlL'J (ioJ m10 !he tr:m~lalion 1;11her th;in gne God ;1 gender h, using ·He· or ·s1ic· 
'· flus phra~c could :i l'io rxw,1bh oc t r:111~1:ltcd :1s · I ha, c occn -;ccn · 

In :111pth1..'r mam1sLTipt l'I rhc \fa,ordK tc"t rhe form of this 1cm is :1ltacd to i1Nl. 111 rhe '-;qJt11:1grnt 1t In, 
~n~N."). 11hid1 has a rn-:;rnill!!. ,1r ·1 ,;;m. 

I h1, 1s :1 11 :I\ 111 tr:111 ... I:IIIIH.! th..:.' 11onl i1)i1111 rhc 1 ,.·r,-: 



I 5. And Hagar bore a son to Abram, and Abram gave his son, vvhich Hagar bore, the name 

Ishmael. 11 

16. And Abram \vas 86 years \\-hen Hagar bore Ishmael to Abram 

: PQ~?- n~ J~~n o;,~ Ji,~ ill)~~ □DJ~~ ~~~J J~PJ 17.?,D JJ?J n 

8. And the boy grew and was weaned. And Abraham made a great feast on the day when 

Isaac was weaned. 

: PD~Y,1 Oi)J~~? ilJ??-1¥Jt{ n,,~~iJ 1JD\f n~ n:,~ NJ.DJ tJ 

9. And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, -t-t whom she bore to Abraham, laughing. -is 

0~ nN"·tiJ i1~~-D-1~ 'll)'? NJ,:;, i1Jf n~) nN"tD i1~~-D 'l'J~ OQJ~~? 1>?NJ1)' 
- -

: P.Q~? o~ '~~ 
I 0. And she said to Abraham: "Drive out.u; this handmaid and her son, for the son of this 

handmaid should not inherit with my son, vvith Isaac.'' 

11 And this matter was very displeasinl7 in the eyes of Abraham, because of his son 

1¥.Jt{ J·:, lD~t{J~) 1~JiJJ~ rr~~ Y'J?- J~ Oi)J~~ :,~ O'iJJ~ 1>?N') J.' 

: Y1! 17 NJi?' PQ~'~ ':;> i1';ip~ Y~~ i1J~ 1'?.~ 1~N·.n 

12 But 1
x God said to Abraham --Tt should not he displeasing to your eyes on account of the 

lad and yt)Ur handmaid. All that Sarah says to you, hear 19 her voice, because through Isaac. 

ynur offspring will be called.'0 

·' -\II ho11gh I haH' ch:mgcd the ,mkr ,if I he \hllds in , he , cr-,e. I ha, e attcmpkd l\l , r.mslatc :ti I .if I he f kbn . .:\\ 
1101ds. to 111:1i11lain dcmcnts "111.:h as his <;,.111 .. md ·11a111c .. 

In the '-cptu:1gmt it ;1dds ·,, ith ha -.;on haac · 
,. r his , crb -.:nuld :1l~o be translakd :1s · pla~ int(. ,d1ich ma, bc 1110rc filling in the conlc,:t of I he \ cr,c. h11t lc~s 
in thc contc,t ,if lhc chapter: I h;nc 1h..:reforc chosen 10 1r:rnslatc II as laughing· to tit ,,1th the ~haph:'r 
Frcq11c11th I his ,, ord is tr.mslatcd ,is · lll<x.:kin~(. hut ... mocking· \\Ould fl'quire the prqlos11ic111 h to ,k~1_l!n:1h: 
1he nbjcc(· ( 'ipciscr I '!<,-f 1"'5) 

I \\ 011ld like to lranslate 'i'l~ :is di\(lf(C ·. to !!i\ c -.:rcdcn,x to the idea that H:i)!ar \\:IS in q)fllC ,, ;1~ s married 
to .-\hr:1ha111 Hm,c,cr. due to the ;1dJ111011 of i1J~-J11:xl ··and her ,on .. ··Jri,e 0111 .. :1ppcars :1 mnrc apprnp1i:1tc 
lr:111,l:1IH'll 

1111s -.:,lldJ l>c 11.11hl:th.'J :1~ ,~, ,r ,,r h,1J· ro ,·111ph:1,11c lllm 11q.'.al11 c :he idea \1:1s to \hr.11!.1111 



I 3 .\nd also the son of the handmaid, 1 will make into a nation, because he is of vour 

i7~?'?''~ D~ 1~D ,~ 1tP) D?O n~D) DD'inv,') it;i:JJ DD'J?~ o:.,~~) -p 

: YJ.~ ,~:;i 1J)r,);J YDD) 1'?.D) DD7~?J 17.~o-n~) 

1-l. :\nd Abraham arose early in the morning,q and he took bread and a skin of water, and he 

gave them to Hagar, placing them on her shoulder with the boy. 54 ,\nd he sent her a\vay, and 

she went, and she wandered in the wilderness of Be'er Sheva. 

: □.rv~D 1D~ noJJ 17.~o-n~ J?.¥iti) n~oD-1Y.) □?~D 1??~) 1D 

15. <\nd they finished the water from the skin, and she cast the boy under one of the bushes. 

•?.~D niD:;i n~-:,~,~ n-:,~~ ,:, n¥,)p ')Q.Q~:;, Pf.'JiJ 1~),Y,) i17 :1¥,JD) 17D) \\) 
55 

= 1?.D) n7"jf n~ N'?JJ:l) •~Jr,) :i¥,)nJ 

16. And she went and sat herself-5(• opposite,57 at the distance of a bow shot, because she said: 

"J ,vill not see the death of the boy." So she sat opposite, and raised her voice and she cried. 

1~,,f,) □?~~;f V;J 1JD'~ o,n1J~ J~?~ N"Ji??) 1-VJiJ Jiiin~ □'DJ~ Y~~?) \' 

: □.~ -N1il 1¥.J~.J l~}D ?iP?Z;< O'>il?~ Y~~-.,,:;, '>~J'>I'I?~ 1~iJ ifn~ i1? 
17 And God heard the voice of the lad 58 And an angel of God called to Hagar from the 

heavens, and it 5
'
1 said to her ··How are you Hagar'J6

iJ Do not be afraid, because God has heard 

the voice of the lad where he is 

1
' I hmc follo\\cd JPS ( l9X:-) 1r:111sla1ing this as ··but"". to d.::notc the conlr.m opi111on God introduces. 
'' I am translating lhis root as ··he;u·· 10 mai111:iin consiqenc~ nilh the use ~f this rool in G.::ncsis I(,. although ii 
ha<, a sense of meaning ·obc\ her· 

· This could also be lr:mslaicd as ·a seed \\ ill be called for H)IJ • ma1111aining the sense of ).IJ} as mea11i11g se.::d. 

'\ In !he Septuagint. S~ nae and V11l!!ale , crsions of the tc-;t 'Ji1~ is added as is found in 21 I 8. this \\ould alter 
the tr:mslation to ··a great 11alio11··. 

· \Vhilc I ha, e translated the root ).11'1 as •off,;;pring" up to this po1111. m the contc,t ,)ft his , .::rs.::. I fed I hat II is 
dr:111 ing :tttcntio11 to the f;i..:11ha1 l~h111.1cl is from the ·,,:cd of -\br;1ha111. 

· 0::)~~1 has a ,cnsc of nc>t 111st mm!!. h111 ,pcc1ficalh rhlll)! carh .. 1s \hr:1h:1111 d,~s in (icncs1s 22 , 
1 

A~ Ishmael ,1cJ1tld ha, e bcl.'n a tl.'enager b\ 1he t11rn: of 1l11s narratn c. it is hard to 11nd.::rstand hm, C'\a..:fh ,he 
•.:Ptild h:1, c 1..lrnL·d 111111 011 her ,Jic,ulJcr 

· In thl.' S.::p111;1g111t it slates T;I~J i7)iJ-n1:'.< N~~J. this 1,0111d ,11ggcs1 that lshmad rs the 011.:: 11ho ...:m.:s u111. 

h11t the problem 1s that il":ip has :1 mcamn_!! of ·her ,oice· It is pos-.,hk that the~ both called oul. In the L:Ollle.,t 
1)1" 1 he nc,t , L·rsc hhmad must haH: Lai led out m ,om.::,, a, as ··(,nd heard the , (>ice oft he lad .. 

I h:11 c 11,;.;d I his 1wrd to tr.111<.late il? 111 th.::, cr,c 
<lpp0,ill' docs not feel !1"c a Th.':ll 1r:m,latio11 m ;hi, 1.111itc\l. 11 ~crns to h:11e a s;(·11sc that ,he <.at a ccrt1111 

dhLln,.:c :1\1 :1, frPlll I ,limad 



: u,;1,~~ Jii~ 'il~(,:;, t1 JJ?-nl'.;{ 'v'\QiJ11~}iJ-nl'.;{ ,~~ ,~,p n, 

18. Rise up, lift up<' 1 the lad, and take hold of him in your hand, for I will make of him a great 

nation." 

i?'?'tlJ □?~ n~,:)iJ-nl'.;{ N?.~J;l) 1{D) D?,;11~'.:;1 N'JD) D'?.'inl'.;{ D'D?~ np;)~) \J' 

: 1Y)n nN 
- IT - ••• 

I 9 Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water. And she went and filled the skin 

of water, and gave the lad to drink. 

: n'?'v r9·1 'D?) 1~7~J :i~~) JJ~') 1~}if nl'.;{ D'D?~ 'D?) J 

20 And God was with the lad And he grew and he dwelt in the \vilderness, and he became 

an archer 

21. And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran. And his mother took for him a wife from the 

land of Egypt 

n1~ no;)'?' n,7~~iJ 1~D n77? 1~~ □DJ:;i~ 1.;i JN~,;1\(1? n·;7·J:1 n7~) :i, 

: on1:iNJ 
· T T : - : 

12. And these are the generations oflshmael the son of Abraham, whom Hagar the Egyptian, 

the maidservant of Sarah, bore to Abraham 

!he tc,t docs not ,pcdf~ that l,h111ad ... ricd 1l11I. but this ,cr...c .1~,umcs tli;11 he 111mt ha,c done 
· I hmc d1ose11 lo 11<,c the 1\ord "'if. in 1!11s ,·ontcxt 10 amid gl\ing the angel a ,pccilic gender hv 11sc of the 

111a,1..ul111c ,i-;soc1atcd \\1th l);)N)J_ 

!he phrase nf J'{;-,r,;, 1s d11licult to 1r.1mlatc. In JPS ( 1985) there is an :lllcmpt to :1dd the scme that it 1s a 
q11c~t1011 about Hagar· s ,11ffcring l1\ :bklll!? ··what I roubles , Lm.,.. From 1hc tc,t it d)Uld he Iranslatcd as ·" hat 
i, II 111th _, ou ·. I h,n c chosen to tran'ilatc it :1s · Ho\\ :1rc , ou .1 · to ~i, c a ,,'11<.c of "hat i, hem~ :1,"ed "it hont 
;iJdm~ IllC:lllllH~ :is JPS doc, . . '· 

The niot L1f th,: ,crb ~Nv j<; the ,;;1mc ;..- !hc fell)( N\!Jn, dl 21 I(, Ill 1ii:11 ,u,c lfae;1r r;u-;cd Iler \l)J(e . l . : .... -



A Commentary on the Hagar 
Texts 

:-\_ commenta_ry__ on _ Genesis 
Lb~·L-:LQ 

16:1 '1'l11 From the 
- T : 

outset, the story revolves 

around Sarai. She is the one in 

:t" n,~Ni3 
n,1~m iln~iv ilJ1 i'J i71J' N'J 01.JN n'bN '1~.n N 

• ! • T ! • T : T : •T T : - ••• •• - T : 

: 1 lil ilD'V~ 
'T T T : 

I. But Sarai, the \\ ifc of Abram. had borne him no children: 
and she had an Eg~ ptian maidscr. ant and her name "as 
Hagar. 
n1'Jn jf)i7) ))l~}J Nfillil OlJNJN )]\!., 1~N-J1) J 

'Jip~- OJ~~'}!~~?).., i1~~~ ·ng1~ \~1N ;·Jll);)0 J1::{ Nf N.J 
:)")~ 

2 And Sarai said to Abram: '"Please behold .\donai has 
restramcd me from bcanng. Plcasi.: come in to my 
maidser. ant. perhaps I \\ ill be built up b~ her·,,· And Abram 
heard thc \Oicc of Sarai 

relationship with both .-\bram and Hagar. And it is her childlessness which serves as the 

catalyst for the story. 

t, i11J'> NJ - Sarai's barrenness is not a new revelation. we have known about it from the 
T : >T 

beginning ( 11 30). Hm\-ever in that context it stated: 1?) il? p~ "she had no child"', it was 

about her as an independent entity In this restatement she has ··borne him no children''. 

Following the promise given to Abram in 15: 1-5 that he will have an heir from his own seed, 

Sarai appears as the obstacle preventing the fulfillment of God's promise. 

l.~Q n>-;)~1 n'>1~,;J ilQ~~ n~?) - \Ve know three facts about Hagar: she 1s Sarai's 

maidservant (her property); she is an Egyptian, and her name is Hagar. 

1li1 n>-J~) - While we don't knmv much about Ha~ar, in her name there is, at its core. the 
,T T T : -

word 1l 'stranger' Differently pointed her name could read 1~0 - the stranger, as though she 

may be the ultimate outsider. And in direct contrast to this name is the name )]~, which can 

he translated as 'my rnler', a clear indication of the power dynamic between Sarai and Hagar 

16:2 NJ il).il - This phrase was used by Abram when he asked \;jarai to pretend to be his 

sister ( 12 11 ); perhaps this \\.as a demand she should ha\.e rejected, and here too, mavbe he 

should have rejected Sarai':'. request Perhaps she \\as hoping that her husband ,\ould reply in 

the way that Flkanah did to Hannah ( I Sam I 8) 

i1Ji1) )rJ~~ Sarai attributes her childlessness to \donai, s011lethi11g \\hich must ha\e hecn 

1:spccially difticult to bt'ar in light of the renewed prnmise to .\bram in l 5 1-5 

'Df)::l~?~ lhroughuut this \ erse Hagar is anun1 mous. her name is not mentioned. ,rnd 

•die appears as a pa"n of little ,igniticance, \1,ith no need to aff1..1rJ her the dignity ufa name 

I-, 



nnn!:>'il n.,,~Dil 1lil-nN 01:::iN n'iJN .,.,\!J nv.r-n l 
n~·;/ in:i:n -,~i?- ·r{~:;i o:,:;i~, n:;nti □.,~,i 1w~ ~-r-?Q 

: il'ciN? i? il'V.,N 01:JN? 
T ' : T " T : - : 

3. And Sarai. the \\ ife of .-\bram. took Hagar her Eg) ptian 
maidscf\ant. after Abr,un had d,,clkd in the land of Canaan 
for ten ~ cars. and she ga \ e her [ Hagar I to Abram. her 
husband. to be his ,, ifo. 
il.l)",1:;l~ ?i?tl) il-DJD '):;, NJtlJ 1Dtl) 1~QJZ'.;( N·:::i~J 1 

=D.,P~9 
4. And he came upon Hagar. and she concei, i.:d. and she sa,.., 
she had coneeiH:d, and her mistress ,,as dimimshed in her 
c,·es. 

the word il?.;l~ means ·built 

up' the sound nf the word is 

very similar to p. meanmg 

son, and implicit in it is the 

idea that 'perhaps I \.\ ill have a 

son by her". It also suggests 

that the child of a union between Hagar and Abram would actually belong to Sarai. 

'J~ JliJ? o:,;il'.'.< Y~~~J - . .\bram is completely passive in his acquiescence to Sarai's 

request, something which will come back to haunt him in 21: 12. The root YD'V is a crucial 

element of the story as it emerges in the naming of the son \vho will result from this union. 

16:3 '1~ np.nJ - When was Hagar consulted'? When did she agree to become Abram's 

wife? Hagar is silent, Sarai is the main character, she is the subject and Hagar is the object. 

But how could Hagar have argued? 

i7l;ll);)~ J1'1~rJiJ i~D -- Initially she is referred to by her name, when she is taken by 

Sarai. \Vhen she is given she is once again anonymous il-D.N 1tl.l:ll 

i1'#2'{~ i'7 i7~'2'{ - The Hebrew at this point all sounds very similar. It is "her husband" and 

"his wife" but the similarity of the words is symbolic of the contusion in roles which is 

taking place in the household as Hagar becomes .\bram · s second wife. 

16:4 1~i)J~ N·:i~J -- At this point, ,,hen she is alone with Abram, as his \\ife_ she is no 

longer the Egyptian, or the maidservant. She is her own person; alone with Abram she is 

simply I [agar 

lDD) - While Sarai strnggled to provide Abram with an heir, Hagar. the text suggests, has 

been able to conceive immediately. This must have provided Sarai \vith definitive proof that 

it was she. and not o\hram \\ho \\as infertile 

JQ-D) il.l)")i) 'J N7n) lD-D) Suddenly it is Hagar \\ho is acti\e; \\ith her conception, 

-;he becomes an active character in the progress of the -..tory 

il-D7:J~ '.7pnJ It is this phrase which su~gest-., fi.)r the first time, that the rdationship 

hd\\ec:n Sarai and Hagar may not he completely harmonious Why she \\as diminished i-; 

~·ruL·ial in under-..tanding: the ielation-..hip hl't,\ccn the t,..,o ,,omen Is it pos-;ihlc that hc\()!ld 



simply conceiving, something 

happened \'v hile Hagar was 

alone with Abram ,-.hich 

caused Sarai to be diminished. 

16:5 

01:lN?N - Atler Hagar's 
T : - •.• 

brief period of activity, \'v ith 

the same beginning as 16 2, 

Sarai once again moves to 

center stage. 

')nD?'?' ')nJJ~ ')::;iJ~ -r?.~ ')Q>?O □J?l:'.<?Z;< ')J~ 19i-<"nJ i1 

')~')~ i7 )il; \)-9~: i)'>t~:;t JQl:'.{J iltJ"JD ')::;, N]tlJ 11;7')0:;t 
=Tr~:p 

5. And Sarai said to Abram: ··.\t~ \Hong is upon ~ou. I ga,c 
m, maidscf\ ant to , our bosom. and she secs that she has 
c(;ncei, ed. and I a1~ dimimshed in her e) cs. Adonai \\ tll 
judge bet,\ ccn me and ) nu ·· 
J.1\JD il?"')~~ 11~:;t lJJO~'?' il).D ')J~Jl;{ D"J?l:'.< l9N.!>J 1 

: D') J~O nJ?nJ ')J~ DJ~T;lJ rrv.:;i 
6 And Abram said to Sarai. --Behold. ~our maidscnant is in 
~ our hands. do to hi..:r \\ hat is good in ) our e~ es ... And Sarai 
humbkd her. and she fkd from before her. 
l'>~Q?~ l:J.70J O')~D )')V.J~ i,-)il; 11:'.<?~ il~~~:,J t 

: 11'?' 1}J:;i 
7. Lakr an Angd of Adonai found her b~ a spring of wakr in 
the \\ ildcmcss. by the spring on the route to Shur. 

J'?..V '~r;1Q - Sarai did not blame Hagar for what had happened; in her mind the guilty 

party is plainly Abram. One may ask what happened \\-hen Hagar was given to Abram's 

··bosom". and what he said or did '""hich led to Sarai being diminished in Hagar's eyes. 

'.tlQ;l'?' - Once again, with Sarai at the center: Hagar is anonymous. 

'J'r:;;n .,~,~ n·)n? \J-9~? - Suddenly Adonai, who has prevented Sarai from conceiving. is 

called upon to help resolve the issue, not between Hagar and Sarai, but between Sarai and 

Abram. In this comment there is also a precursor, based on the sound of the Hebrew, for what 

is to come: ·judge between my son and your son'. In 21 l 0 this is effectively the choice 

\\hich Sarai gives to Abram, to ..:hoose between Ishmael and Isaac as to v.ho will be his heir 

16:6 O')'.;1~ l~N-'J - Abram once again appears to be almost completely passive as he 

clarities that his new wife, Hagar, is still the posse:-:sion of Sarai, to deal with her exactly as 

she chooses In response to Sarai having been diminished in Hagar's eyes, Sarai can nmv do 

to Hagar \\ hat is good in her eyes 

JflQ;)'?' n).il - Even though Hagar has become his \'vife. \\hen talking to his primary \'vife, 

he nnce again leaves her anonymous, and relegates her tt1 her original status as maidser\ ant 

'J~ i)J~.l;l) Something that Sarai JiJ to I /agar \\dS sutlicient for her to flee from her 

111i-;trcss Ho\\1..:\ er. in this lllllt ilJY, it could simply be that Sarai answered Hagar. telling her 

\vhv she was upset by the \vay eH·nts had turned out (the regular ka/ meaning of this root) 

I he signiticance ()f this should not be undere-.timated Hagar has been 

L1r~l·h anon\rnnus in the stnrv .. ,he hd:-. t,lendcd 111tn the hackgrnund \t thi, point the dnl_I-cl 

'\,,11-l,r:1c:l1tc- \\,,111-.·11 < h:ilk11:..>111!-! ( •~n,kr R,,ks I') 



)J?D nJ~) n1-q n-pJ-'t{ ')l~ no;,~ ,~iJ 1~1,f,,J n 
; no):i '):;,)~ ').1:rp~ 'IJ~ 'J!?Q 1?1·-<"nJ 

8. And he s:.iid: .. Hagar. m:.iidscnant of Sarai_ ,\here ha,c ~ou 
come from'' .\nd \\here arc ~ou going·,-- And she said --From 
the face of Sarai. ITI\ mistress. I am fli;i;ing --

noJJ ')~~J;)D) lD):;i~:,~ '):;iwi n)il? 1~79 il? 19,,<'"J \J 
: il' ,, 

T ! •.• T 

l) .--\nd the Angel of :\donai said to her: "'Rdum to ~ our 
1111stn:ssl And humbh: ~ ourself under her hand ' 

has found her, ,.,, hich means 

that the angel must be able to 

see her; the invisibility ,,ithin 

Abram· s house is gone. 

i,-)i1? 1~70 - The sudden 

appearance of an angel is interesting, and may be read as a response to Sarai· s call for 

,\donai's intenention in 16 5. 

i1'Ji1? 1~7~ -~ this is the first reterence to a 1~79 by that designation in the Torah. 

1)~ -- this place will ultimately be significant for Hagar, as her son Ishmael will dwell there 

(25:18). 

i1)i1? 1~7 ~ --- Hagar is the first woman "'ho has the experience of speaking with angels. 

16:8 l~Z'<°') --- This is the first time that someone has actually spoken to Hagar in the 

story We can assume that Sarai spoke to her, but the text does not specify. In this context, 

the angel's engagement \\lith Hagar in conversation demonstrates that she is viewed as a 

person ,vorthy of conversation. 

'J~ 11f)~W l~Q - Even here in the v,ildemess, although she is referred to by her name, she 

is also reminded of her status as Sarai's maidservant 

'nJ:p ')~ '),?O - The relationship between Hagar and Sarai has not been broken or 

altered by the preceding experiences For Hagar, Sarai is still her mistress, and it is from her 

that she has fled Abram is absent in her account. 

'.J:1):;l~ ')~ ').,?O - The angel addressed two questions to Hagar, but here she only answers 

one. We still have no inclination of where she is going For Hagar her flight has not been 

about a destination, rather it has been about leaving a place of persecution (in a similar ,,ay 

\\ hen God called . \bram to Ji1?, he knew \\ here he ,v as lea\ ing, but not where he was 

going Cien I 2) 

16:9 1~7'~ il? l>::H"O) Just in case there 1.,as wv doubt that Hagar \\as in conversing 

\\ ith an angel, the point is made explicit Iv ckar 

'J.1\U The angel is unequi,ocal in his comments to Hagar, cnmmanding her to return. 



the same root, il)Y, as \\ as used 

in 16:6. Sarai "humbled her" 

and now Hagar is told to 

humble herself under Sarai's 

NJ) 1~"Jf n~ il~"J~ il:JJD il).il; 1~7~ il? l?N.!>J., 
: J.lQ lP,1;''> 

I 0. And the .\ngd of Adonai said to her: ··t \\ ill greatly 
multiply your offspring. and they \\ ill be too numerous to 
count 
nNJi?) p J;rt?°'>) il"JQ 1Ji:l il)"il? 1~':;n~ il? lpN.') N'> 

: 1.~~i'J~ i,-)il; Y91.f'>_'.;) 'JN~?\P'> i ►J\P 
I I. And the Angd of Adonai said to her --Behold you are 
pregnant and you \Hll give birth to a son. and you shall call 
his name Ishmad: for .-\donai has heard your atlliction. 

hand. If Sarai had abused Hagar, it is troubling for the modern reader to understand why the 

angel would send Hagar back to a situation of domestic abuse Perhaps this suffering will be 

offset by the promise which is to follow 

16: 10 1~Jf n~ il~)~ il~JiJ - This is the beginning of the angelic promise to Hagar. 

And it begins in a similar form to the patriarchal promises of numerous offspring. Similar 

promises \Vere made to Abram ( 13: I 6), Isaac (26:4) and Jacob (28 14) that their seed will be 

too numerous to count. 

il~ )~ il~JiJ -- The same phrase is used in Gen. 3. 16 as to what the experience of childbirth 

\viii be for women. In childbirth, despite the pain of the labor, a baby is the ultimate blessing. 

Perhaps here the echoes of 3: 16 are an indication that there will be pain in returning to 

Sarai's dominion, but that it will ultimately be for a blessing. 

::i"-:,~ 1.;>~? NJ) -- This initial promise is clearly a positive one for Hagar, and the passage 

needs to be read in this context. 

16: 11 i1J"i1? 1~?0 Tl? 1>;)N.'J - If there was an additional angel each time the text 

mentions i7)°i7; 1~?9 (as Rashi suggests), then it would mean that Hagar \Vas visited by 

more angels in one visitation than anyone else in the Torah 

i1JD 1Jil -- .-\ccording to the text, Hagar concci\t!d in 16 4, which raises the question of 

whv the angel needed to reassert this In the text there is no sense of a loving connection 
.., - "-· 

bet\veen Abram and Hagar. the act of sex in this context appears to have been very functional 

( to create an heir). It is possible that I {agar may haH' been resistant to fi.111her romantic 

invoh ement with .\bram I his pas-,;ige may therefore have served as a reassurance that -,he is 

alreadv prt.'gnant and \\ ill therefr,re not have to lie \\ ith \bram i-lgain, the source of her initial 

problems , .. ich Sarai 



')9 :nn t:i ~iJ 1'1 'iJJ. i1' 01N N79 ;,,;p Nm1 J.' 
•• ' - ' -, - T T. ••• ., : ,-;~-? Pl)~:,;, 

12 . .-\nd he \\ ill be a "ild ass of a man. Ins hand \\ ith 
c, eryonc. and e, er~ one ·s hand \\ ith him. And in the face of 
all his brothers he ,\ill d,\dl.'" 

nN')i?) 

the reader ,,ere in any doubt as to ,,hat has happened in the preceding wrses the name of 

Ishmael makes it clear that God heard. and has responded to Hagar's aff1iction. It is also 

prophetic as God ,.,,ill hear Ishmael in 21: 17. 

JN):',;)'?J? --With the explanation of the name, Ishmael serves as an eternal reminder of the 

fact that Sarai atl1icted Hagar, and of the fact that God responded. 

JN~~'?'? ~ Although this child may not be the heir of Abram's covenant, it is clear that this 

child has a relationship with Abram's God through his name. 

16: 12 n?.0.? Nln) - Many of the traditional commentaries suggest that this verse involves 

negative traits which Ishmael will have. However, following from the promise of many 

offspring ( 16 I 0) and a name which incorporates God ( 16: 11 ), this should be read as a 

positive, rather than a negative description. 

OJ~ NJ? -- The translation ''wild ass of a man'' may sound like a negative characterization 

of Ishmael However, when looking at this designation elsewhere in the Bible it becomes 

clear that this would have been a significant blessing for a person destined to live in the 

wilderness. Ishmael will be like the "vild ass of Jeremiah 2·24 7'.l1>:J 1>-.J? i1l9, ''suited to 
T : • •,, • ~• ~• 

living in the \\.ilderness" Job 24 5 makes clear exactly how these animals, and by association 
L • • 

Ishmael, were suited to life in the wilderness ''l'J\J? 'lQ~~ O?~.?~ iN~? 1:g.7~:J I 0'~)? 10 

: 0'.7{'fZ DI)? i? n:;r:,~ ... they are wild asses in the ,vilderness. they go out fiJr their ,,ork, 

seeking food in the wasteland which pro, ides fr1od for their children·· 

tl :,·:, 1~) :,·:,~ 11? Once again this is frequently interpreted negatively. hut it could also 

have positive connotations This phrase could be a designation that Ishmael will have 

business dealings \\-ith everyone, buying and selling :\s we read in Genesis n 25 il).il) 

DJ1 )1~1 nl'•(:)) 0 1 NV) 0il'J'Jl1 1YJllJ ilNJ 0 1JNYIJV' nnlN .. and behold a cara, an of 
T ' : ! · : , •.• ·· - : T : · • .,. ...- • •• : ; • - : ., 

lshmaelires 1.:uming from (1ilad \\irh their camels carrying spice. halsam and mvrrh .. 

For Ha~ar \\.ho has fled from .\hram·~ household, having alreadv left her - ~ . 

homeland. the idea that her son \\.ill li,e \\ith his brothers, \\ ith familv. \\-~Hild ha, e bct:n 

l'nmforting to her 



Hagar literally names Adonai: 

no other woman has the same 

kind of interaction. gi\ ing God 

a name. 

'N7 JN i1nN - Hagar has 
• T: •• T - .,__ 

been ignored by the rest of her 

household, has been almost 

illDN ')J 'Nl 'JN ilnN il'?N 1:::11;, n·m~-□'?' NlPT:lJ l" 
T • T • • .., •• T - T \·;N.l 'lnN..,JPNl o-Sn Olil 

• ••-:.,.. • "T -; --: 

D. And she called the ~amc of Adonai "ho spoke to her 
'"You arc El-Roi (a God that secs):· for she also said: --Herc I 
sa\\. after God saw mc.--

1'~1 \!iJtt1'~ ilJD 'N.l 'O? l~'.:;l l~::;I';? NJt? p:,~ 1' 
:1')~ 

1-L Therefore the \\ell \\as calkd Be·cr Lechai Rm (the \\ell 
of the l.1\mg One that secs me). situated bct\\ecn Kadcsh and 
Bared 
iJ'.:;1-□~ DJ'.;}~ NJi??l p OlJN'J llil 1'Jn1 1\.J 

: 'JNYD'li' llil i71~·.,::.,\!iN 
, •• T : • T T T : •T ••• -: 

I "' And Hagar bore a son to Abram_ and Abram gave his son. - - . -
which Hagar bore. the name Ishmael. 

invisible: and yet it is Adonai that sees. who is able to see her 

'~] J~ n,D~ - After her conversation with the angels Hagar recognizes the role of Adonai 

in the prophecy for her future 

'~"J J~ n3:1~ - The name of her son is associated with the fact that God heard her cry. and 

yet she names Adonai in connection with sight. As this episode ends, Hagar has been both 

seen and heard by God. 

'.~·7 'JQ~ 'J:"l'~•fJ □,D - What did Hagar see before Adonai saw her? The text does not 

specify what she has seen, and leaves the reader wondering what she saw that led God to see 

her 

16: 14 7~,?'.? N'J i? 1;> ::,~ - Hagar does not name the well. but the text clarifies that the 

place has a name which is connected \\ith her experiences there 

,~·7 '0'2 7~q ~ Having been seen by God, Hagar can return to Abram and Sarai·s home 

16: 15 07::lNJ 7ln 1J n1 ··· fhe text does not detail the reunion between Hagar and the 
T;-: TT•.•••- ,._ 

rest of the household r nstead it jumps immediately to the birth oflshmael 

P o:,:;i~? 7~D •?tl) Originally Sarai proposed that Abram and Hagar should procreate 

so that she could be il])?Q il).:g.N f km ever. 110\V ,1,,hen the child is born. Sarai is absent. and 

the mother and father appear to be alone ,vith their snn 

l~D i17??-7¥.J~ n:i-□~ o:,:i~ N:,P'J Having heen dnonyrnous for ,o n111ch nf her 

time in .\hram·s lwuschold. in this \Crse Hagar is named t,..,ice. \\ith this secnnd ,Jccurrence 

:,ecmingly superfluous tu the text. stressing her identity as a named person 

\,i11-hr;1cl11c \\1.11l1L'll (hallcnL'IIII! ( 1('1Hkr P()k~ 



l1i)-nJ7.;t Q)~'?' \!J'?f) ii}'?' Q'))-,J\:f)~ DJ:;t~) HJ 
: OlJNJ JN)JD\!J')-nN 

T : - : •• T : • ••• 

16 .. .\nd Abram \\as 86 ~ cars "h.:n Hagar bon.: Ishmael to 
Abram. 

01.JN 
r ; -

?NYD\U' 1li7 i71?'1\UN -
•• T : • T T T : tT •.• -: 

One can assume that Hagar must have told Abram of her experiences at the \velL so that he 

kne\', to name the boy Ishmael. 

16: 16 0')~ \U'?J) i7J~ □'n)\f1.;i OJ~~n - Abram ·s age reveals just how old he \vas 

\\, hen his son was born. 

narrative, but significantly it ensures that once again Hagar is named alongside Abram. It is 

Sarai who is absent at the conclusion of this episode. 

1 1 



,1-__ .<,:Qmmentar_y_ __ on _ Genesis 
2J_Jt-:.;_L 

21 :8 

?11~ - One is left wondering 

about \Vhether a similar feast 

\Vas tlmmn for Ishmael on the 

day \\.hen he \\aS \\eaned. 

PD~,- n~ :,~~n 01,:i -

1\low that Isaac has been 

Oi'>.:;1 Jill ;,mun OillJN 0Y'.), J)J)), lJ'.>jl 71)), n 
• - ' · ·., - --- - ·;Pf)~-/ n~~9~D 

8 And the bl)~ gre,, J.nd ,,as \\l:ancd .-\nd Abraham made a 
gn:al feast on the d:n ,, hen Isaac "as ,, e,uu:d 
Oi11JN7 i717'>-l'l'N n)i~Dil 7.lil-,:i·rnx i110 Nl.rn \J 

Tr:-:.,.._,.-.·-: ·:·- .,.T ·: ._. rr ·.·••-

:iJ.O~? 
4 And Sarah sa,, the son of Hagar chi: Fg~ pttan. "horn she 
bore to Abraham_ laughing. 
N.J )J il)J-Jl:"'{, nN·,;, ilDNil 'Vll Oill'.lNJ lDNJn ') 

· T; ··: - T•T ""'I' TT;-: •_- -

: vf)~'>-□)J '>J'.fO~ nN··,iJ i1>~~Q\g 'iJJn 
IO \nd she said co Abraham: --omc out chis handmaid and 
her sun. for the -:;on of this handmaid should not inherit ,, ith 
m~ son, ,, 1th Isaac ·· 

\veaned, he has survived the initial time \\ hen many babies would have died At this point 

I shrnad is no longer necessary as Abraham· s heir. it is in this context that the story takes 

place. 

21:9 i1'J~ NJ.DJ - Once again in a story imohing Hagar it is Sarah v.ho is the active 

party in the story, driving things for-ward; she is the subject. 

n'>J~~D 7JD 1;.t n2;< - While Hagar is named at this point. with no mention of her being a 

handmaid or maidservant, her sun is now the anonymous one. There is significance in who is 

named and "" ho is anonymous 

Oi)'J.'.;l~? i17??-1'?'~ - The link bet\veen Hagar and .-\braham has been maintained by the 

son which she bore to him 

P.0~'? - The ambiguity of this \\Ofd allm\ s lhe reader to see in the actions uf Ishmael 

e:xactly \'vhat he or she chooses rl1e interpretations ,11low for Ishmael's actions to he \ iewed 

negatiH?ly. or l<x it simply to he an c,ample ,,fan ,)Ider brother amusing his younger sibling 

21: IO \:!J"')~ Does not simply" mean -·Jriv e l'ut"; it also has a meaning \\. hich relates to 

divorce. The same root is used for the expulsion ()f \darn and Eve from Fdcn ( 3 2:l) and 

C<1i11·s hani~hmcnt ( ➔ l..J), Jcmwbtratillg hm~ -,trong a :-ensc of s1:paratio11 is crKapsulated 111 

the \\ urcl 

Sarah appears urmilling to gi\e Hagar the honor d' a mme. ;rnd ~o instead she refers tl1 her 



: )J:l n·1iN ')y Oill.JN '>)'Y:l ,-ND l:11i1 Yl!)) N) 
: - T "II': - ·• •• ! : TT - ---

11 . .-\.nd this matter \\as \ c~ di!-pkasrng in the c~ cs of 
Abraham. because of his son 
1vm:,v l'?.'Y.~ YJ~- Jt< Oi)J-:;It< :,~ O'>ilJ~ lpN.') .J' 

)'.:) i1
1?°iJ~ Y9~ ilJ~ 1)7.N l?N·n l~~ °J:, ltl~~:7~) 

: YJ ! l? NJi?' Pl)~'~ 
12 But God said to Abraham --it ~hould not be <l1:-pka'.-,mg to 
~ our e~ cs on account of the lad and ~ our handmaid . .\II that 
Sarah says to \ ou. h\.·ar ha \ 011.:c. b\.'causc through Isaac. 
your offspring\\ ill be calk<l. 

property of Sarah;"2 once she 

gave birth to Ishmael, as 

Abraham· s second \'- ife. she 

became i1~t<i), no longer 

Sarah· s property. 

il~z:.l.iJ - It is interesting to 

recognize that this "'-Ord probably shares a root v,ith 0~, mother, \\hich could be read in light 

of Hagar's relationship to Ishmael. 

PD~'-□~ '~i□~ Jll-,{ljJ i1~~-D-);i \UJ" NJ - It is not clear why Ishmael's behavior in 

the previous verse would have led Sarah to suddenly fear for her son· s inheritance Surely 

this ¼as a subject of concern for her from the moment Isaac was born; one almost suspects 

that she was looking for a pretext to driH! Hagar and Ishmael out of the house. 

77):( J1N1 JlN-·til i1t.JNi1 \U7l - One can read the order of Sarah's ,-.ords as a designation 
T ~ "." : - T T I T ·• T "-

of the fact that she is primarily concerned with expelling Hagar, and then also Ishmael. She 

may also feel that she can convince Abraham to expel Hagar first and then possibly Ishmael. 

JlZ'{tiJ i1~~if1.;t ~)'~ N? ,:, i1J.f n~) - :-\braham's paternity of Ishmael appears to 

have been all but fi.1rgotten by Sarah as she calls for his expulsion. 

21:ll ,~,~~ 1·N>;'.) l:;17D YJ~J · Perception has been the cause of problems for Hagar in 

the past; when Q1 t)J:;t Ji?l:'<.) 116 5). Sarai acted against Hagar Here it is .\braham who is 

displeased about the situation 

1.l_:;l n1iN J~ - .\hraham does not appear to care for Hagar at all. Had Sarah asked him to 

just send her out of the tH)usehnld. one assumes he \\ould have acquiesced, but tm account of 

his ~on. Sarah ·s request is displeasing. 

21:12 Jtl>;)~{J~) 1~JiJJ~ TJ'Y.~ YJ~- J~ .\!though God appears to be responding 

directlv to \braham·s Cl111cern. (iod_ 1.\110 ,a,v Hagar at Be·1..~r LL·chai Rlli_ ensures that 

\braham n.:cogni7es rhat this request ,Ines nut just imuhe Ishmael, hut requires that Hagar 

alsu he e,pelled from the househl,ld While Hagar ma\ be neglected in the ht1u:-,e pf \hraham 



n':tp:i Y~'?' - :\II of these 

problems began \\ hen Y9'?'~l 

God's 

response almost appears to let 

. \braham know that he caused 

these problems by listening 

: Nlil l~)! ')~ u9'iv~ '>il? i79l::{Q\f nl;{ DJ))'> 
13 _ And also the son of the handmaid. I ,, ill make into a 
nation. because he is ~if your seed.·· 
lf:l~J □ ?o nom ootnt?.~J 1i?'.J:J □D:i:;i~ o~i.;i~J ,, 
YJJJ:ll 1J.J:ll i)l)?'?';) lJ.~D-nl;{) il9?~J~ D\? l~i)JZ;( 

: Y::t~ l~:;l l.:J,JD:;l 
1-l And Abraham arose c:uly in the morning. and he took 
bread and a skin (1f \\akr. and he ga,c them to Hagar, placing 
them on ha shoulder \\ ith the boy .. -\nd he sent her a,\ay. 
and she \\ent and she \\andered in the ,,1lderncss of Be·cr 
She,a 

passively to Sarah· s request, and that he therefore has no legitimacy to reject a request from 

her now 

il'?°P~ Y~'?' -- When God heard Hagar, she was blessed and received a son, ,vho was a 

constant reminder that God listens: ':n•{}'9'?'? While Abraham listens to Gnd, more directly 

he Ii st ens to, and consents to, Sarah's request 

Y)} J? N)i?? PQ~':;J. .,~ - There is an implication that Abraham's connection to Ishmael 

is going to be broken .--\It hough it may appear that God is insensitive to the plight of Hagar 

and Ishmael, having read the text it appears that .--\braham has not been interested in either his 

eldest son, or his second wife: therefore does he deserve to maintain a connection with them') 

21:IJ ilY;)~;:,\fn~ -- Once again Ishmael is not named, and instead it is in connection ro 

Hagar that Abraham· s son is mentioned. It is as though the line of Ishmael really does not 

begin with him, but begins ,vith his mother. When Ishmael's lineage is 1written he is dearly 

recognized as the son of both .-\braham and Hagar in .25· 12 

N1il Jt:U ,:, This story is all about the significance of seed. and how Abraham's line \viii 

continue .. \nd \Vhile Ishmael is the carrier uL\braham·s ,eed, he is also the heir to Hagar 

These ,acne \\()rds are used at the beginning of the 

.\kedah ( 22 3 ); Abraham approached both events \\ ith as much enthusiasm, or as much 

trepidation 

0'~ n>;)n) Of)~:.' np')J \lthuugh this matter was Jispkasing in the C\CS of .\hraha111. 11-.' 

does not seem so concerned for I !agar and bhnuel' s +ate tn gi\ e them more than a hare 

amount of prnvisions to -;rart them nn their _i\iurncv 

1?)i1-J1~1 il,;J~\(J::,,v 0'?' It .ippcars ..;trange that bhnldel is ,oung enough that Hagar 

l'Ollld earn him nn her ,boulders Perhaps instead rhi.~ :111 dllu,;iun to the fact that she \\ ill he 



15. And the\ finishcd the \\atcr from thc skin. and she cast 
the bO\ under onc of thc bushes. 

il")9~ ':;> n~p ))Q\29J POliJ 1~JQ il? J~.f:1) 17..f:1) H:> 
il?·v-nz::< N~J-1) 1~J~ J~.f:IJ 17.~;:, niD:;i ilz::<)z:;<J~ 

= ".P-DJ 
16 .\nd she \\ cnt and sat hcrsdf opposite. at the distance of a 
bm\ shot. because she said: ··J \\ tit not s~c the death of the 
boy ·· So slH: sat opposite. and raised her \ oicc and she cned. 

carrying Ishmael into the 

future, and \\ill be responsible 

for his 

metaphorically she is carrymg 

him on her shoulders. 

referred to as someone's son or as a lad, as he is scnt ,may from his home; he is a boy, young 

and exposed to the world. 

DD?'!!?J - Now that Sarah is not present, Hagar is simply sent a\vay, and not driven out as 

Sarah originally requested 

Y;t,~ 1~~ 1.;ry>';)~ YD.fl) - Hagar evidently had no idea where to go ha\ing been sent out 

of Abraham· s house. 

2 l: 15 n";JDiJ-1>';) O?~D 1J??l -- While we do not know how long the water lasted, it 

appears that it did not last for a significant amount of time. 

□,n''?'D 10~ nott 1?~D-nz:;< 17.~.D) -- Perhaps Hagar placed Ishmael in the shade so 

that even though there was no water, he would at least be protected from the sun's heat 

0,1:1''?'D 10~ no.ri 17~D-n2;< 17.~JJ) .- Hagar, remembering the promise \Vhich the angel 

had made to her. knew that Ishmael must survive. and so her task was to keep him alive 

before salvation arriH:d 

21:16 11J>';) i1? J.\!,}J1) 1?J1) · Cnder this one solitary bush in the \\ilderness, perhaps 

there \Vas only space tc,r one of them to be sheltered 

1~J>'J i17 :l¥.J.l1) J?D) Hagar did not want to sit in the shade, hidden. Her encounter \vith 

God had been an encounter \Vith 'NJ '::,Z:'{, a God that secs ( 1613), and so she wanted her 

distress to he complete!\ \ isihle to God 

17.?iJ niDJ. ill'-<12'-< )~ :'\ot ,,nlv did -,he nut 1\ant to ~ee the bny · s death. perhaps she also 

did not\\ ,rnt J-,hmael to have to -,ee h11\V diqre-;-;ed she \\as hv their situation 

character. -;he is the one \\ho is advancing the narrati\e. and it is -,he \\ho now cries out for 

help 



21: 17 

even read that Ishmael cried 

out, but v, hy did God not listen 

to Hagar's call'' l!p until this 

point God has noticed Hagar 

0.,87~ 1t{70 N')i;,~) l~~D 'Jiiinl;( O.,DJt{ YO~~) P 
.,l'.'{).,J-l7t{ lJQ l'filO il? 19N.'.)) 0.,0\}'iJ-1Q lJQ72;( 

: 0~ -N1il l~t(.~ l~~iJ 7iP72;( O.,DJt{ yi~f.,:;, 
I 7. And God heard the \ oicc of the lad. And an angel of God 
called to Hagar from the He~n ens. and it said to her: ""Ho\\ 
arc ~ou Hagar',i Do not be afraid. because God has heard the 
, oic\.'. of the lad from ,, hnc h\.'. is 
'J11~ .,,i:(.,:;, t:1 JJ~-nl;{ .,i?.,1QD1 l~~D-nZ;< .,l'.'{~ .,Qip n., 

: H.9.,~t< 
18. Rise up. carry the lad, and take hold of him in ~ our hand. 
for l ,,ill make of him a great nation:· 

when she has been neglected by others, but now it appears that God has ignored her as well. 

l~D?~ O'>;:-IJ~ J~?~ N'Ji?~) - Even though God heard the cries of Ishmael, the angel 

responds to Hagar This time it is not a il)·il~ 1t{?0, but instead a O.,DJt{ 1t{?0 

l~D 1?-il~ i1? l>;)N') · Although Hagar is so often nameless when alongside Abraham 

and Sarah, \vhen she is in contact with God and the angels she is always called by her name. 

l~D 1?-il~ - This question shmvs the angel's real concern for Hagar ft is a question which 

demonstrates a desire to know how she really is. But stranded in the wilderness, isn't the 

answer obvious') 

l~JD 'Jip::,~ O'>;:-IJ~ ))~~-.,:, - Does this reassure Hagar, or does it leave her wondering 

why once again she has been ignored? Perhaps the significance of this is that she will know 

that her son has been heard by God, and will therefore hopefully be heard by God again in 

the future 

□.~-Nlil 7'?'~.J What is the significance of the place \vhere Hagar left Ishmael that God 

specifically heard him "from v. here he is""') 

21:18 l~JD-n~ '>N'?' '>~lp One can read this as a physical instruction from the angel to 

Hagar Alternatively it can be a symbolic ~tatement that Hagar will be the one to suppo11 

Ishmael forward into the future 

JJ'?-nz:-< '>i7'>H:),Dl This additional instruction seems to clarify that Hagar has a crucial role 

in leading Ishmael to his foture :i.nJ to become a great nati\lll 

Jl1~ '>ll'J The fact that Ishmael \\ ill be a ?_.Lreat nati1m means that he has rerei, cd the same 

prrnmse as :\braham ( 12 2 and 18 8 ), Jacob ( 46 3) and the \ltfer \\ hich is made to \loses 

(Fx 12 10) 



1?.tl) D:~ lN.~ NJtl) i)'1J'>iJ1~ D'>i)J~ nv!?~) \)'> 

· · : 1~}0-n~ i?~tll □:~ n900-n~ N?.~J;il 
19. Then God opened her c~ cs, and she saw a \\ ell of\\ akr. 
And she ,,cnt and filkd the skin of,,atcr, and gave the lad to 
drink. 
il::f, '>il'>l l:JlD:J ::10~, ?ll~l lY)il-nN O'>ilJN '>il'>l J 

•.• • : - T : • - "." •• - T : • - - - - •: • •.•: • ; -

:n.~p 
20. And God ,,as ,,ith the lad. And he grc,, and he d,,clt in 
the ,, ildcm1.:ss, and he became an archer. 
'Oz:;<Q il~~ in~ ;,-nr;,_r:n rJN~ 1~7n~ ::i'{)~l NJ 

: D?J~O 
21. And he d,, cit in th1.: ,, ild1.:rncss of Paran And his mother 
took for him a ,, ifo from the land of Egypt. 

21: 19 

il')'i!lN - After Hagar has 
T ••• ·• ·.• ._ 

been seen by God, '>NJ ?t{, a 

God that secs ( 16: 13 ), now 

opens the eyes of Hagar so that 

she is able to see a well \Vhich 

she was unable to see before. 

D'?.'~{Jl~ D';:-1?~ nj;,;)~) - In many ways the strife between Sarah and Hagar escalated 

when Q'>r.V.~ iltl):;l~ :,p.r:n her mistress was diminished in her eyes ( 16:4 ). Now as the story 

comes to an end Hagar's eyes are opened, and she is able to see things she did not notice 

before 

D'~ 1~9 - Once again the story involving Hagar takes place around a well, a significant 

place within the wilderness, \Vhich could ensure survival in the harsh environment. 

D?~ n~n;f nl'.;{ N?~J;l) 1?.D) -- It \vas Abraham who originally gave Hagar and Ishmael 

the full skin of water Now, having left Abraham's house, Hagar replaces him as the provider 

for Ishmael, filling up the skin which he had previously filled. 

20:20 l~J;f nl;{ D';:-17~ 'il?) - While Hagar and Ishmael may have left the home nf 

Abraham, God did not desert them, and he remained with the boy 

Jl.'?'i? il:;tl '0?) - The prophecy gi\cn to Hagar in Gen. 16, that Ishmael would be \veil 

suited to li\ing in the wilderness, is beginning to come true. 

20:21 D'J~',) 'fJ~P il\}'N in~ l?-nj;' J:1) - Hagar fulfills the role of the father, and 

returns to her homeland to find a \\ ife for her son, just as Abraham wi II send his mansen ant 

back to his homeland to tind a \vife for Isaac It is a further indication of the fact that Hagar is 

not just the mother to Ishmael, hut in place of Abraham_ she is also his father 

D'J~O:J '<7l'<r.J There is a symmetry to I fagar's :--tnrv, it began \\ ith n'>l~D ill)~~- an 

E·gvptian handmaid ( l 6 IL and now at the end nf her narrative she returns to Fgvpt to tind a 

bride for her son 



A c~m11nentary~ on G~11esis 

: n:, n'\!JNi:i 
l~i) iTJ?? 7¥)~ DiJJ.:;I1f p. JN~Q~: n·1·:;,n n';?~, :}') 

: Dill:INJ ill\!J nn~'li n11~Dil 
TT:-: TT -:• •:•-

I 2. And thl."SC arc the gl."naations of Ishmael the son of 
Abraham. \\ hom Hagar the Eg~ ptian. the maidscn ant of 
Sarah. hon: to Abraham. 

25:120iJJ_:;IZfp ,N~'?\P? - Despite Abraham ha.,,ing sent his son Ishmael away from the 

home, the connection bet\\-ccn father and son was never broken and it is still "Ishmael the 

son of Abraham'"_ 

l~iJ iTJ?.? 7¥.J~ - Mothers are not generally included in the generational trees of Genesis. 

For Isaac it is: P,Q~:-nl;( 1')?iil Di)').'.;l~ Di)'J.'.;l~-p PQ~') n·17i-D il?~) "And these arc the 

generations of Isaac the son of Abraham, Abraham gave birth to Isaac" (Gen. 25: 19). For 

Esau it is: Di1N N1il 1\!JY ni1'::,·n i1JN1 "And these are the ~enerations of Esau, he is Edom" 
' •.•: T •• : ' ••• ••: '---

(Gen J6: I). And for Jacob it is: ilJ~fY~\/fµ 'lQi') :i·p~-~ ni1':;fr-t il'?,N.- '"These are the 

generations of Jacob, Joseph \\as 17 years old" (Gen. J7 2),6
.l when the children had a variety 

of different mothers. 

l~iJ il'J?.? 7¥.J~ - With this statement, in contrast to the other generational trees, there is an 

acknowledgement that Hagar is not simply a ;\fatriarch in relation to Ishmael She is a 

Patriarch and as such must be included in the generational tree. It is evident from this passage 

that both Abraham and Hagar together are the Patriarchs oflshmael's line. 

ilJ~ no;>~ n,7~>",)iJ l~iJ -- Even now, atter the death of Sarah and Abraham, Hagar 

cannot be considered independently from the social connection which she has as ·'the 

maidservant of Sarah" Even though that link was apparently broken when Hagar and 

Ishmael \Vere expelled from Ahraham · s house. 

' In (OllllL'Clion to faCllh lim:<,, ,if nam..::s ;1rc ,tl,o _!!i\c'll \lllh Ilic <)!her ',(\II~ b'-~i11ninl! n1tJ~ il):,n 
7:-XJ~1-' ):;I·· \nd !!Jcq~ ire the •1:1111.:s ,,f rh.::: l"f11ldr.:11 ,1f l,1.1<.r 111 (i'-·11 i,, X :md u1 ~,, I I 111 hoth 1lf t!Jc..,c 
- .1..,..:~ th,· 111n1hcr.., .1r-.: 11111 lllLlltio11cd 

'I 
'I 



Hagar: The Patriarch of her People 

l)il i7n'it1 n,,~n nn~'it i1?1 
,T T T : • ! " T ; ' T : 

and she [Sarai] had an Egyptian maidservant, and her name was Hagar 
( Genesis 16: l) 

The introuuction which Hagar receives m Genesis 161 ensures that she is 

immediately viewed as a second class character, if not lower. The first detail which the 

Hebrew text gi"es is the fact that she is a maidservant, the property of Sarai This is closely 

fi:>llowed by her national identity, Egyptian, which distinguishes her as a foreigner, separate 

from Abram's family and their descendants. This foreignness is fi.1rther emphasized by her 

name l_~i), which defines her as 'the foreigner' or 'the stranger' Finally, in the context of the 

Biblical narrative, which generally focuses on the male characters and the men's story, her 

female identity and female mistress place her firmly in a second class category. Hmvever, in 

the course of her story, which only spans JI verses in the Torah,1
'•f an amazing transformation 

occurs, which sees Hagar develop from a maidservant into the first, and only, female 

Patriarch. 

As f~ncyclopedia Judaica states, the Patriarchs are: ''the founding fathers of the 

people of lsrael, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob" (Sarna 2007:689). [t is clear that this is a term 

used specifically to describe men, with a female equivalent of ~fatriarchs for the parallel 

\Vomen: Sarah, Rebecca, Leah and Rachel. However, when one looks at the life of Hagar 

according to the Biblical narrative it becomes e" ident that she has far more in common with 

the Patriarchs, than with the \:fatriarchs. Therefore, although her gender suggests she cannot 

he considered a Patriarch, her story demonstrates the way in which she overcomes the 

restrictions imposed by her gender, and behaves in a \\ay \\hich must he considered 

patriarchal It should he stressed that Hagar is not a Patriarch for the Israelites (like :\hraham, 

Isaac and Jacob) Instead, she can most neatly be classified as the Patriarch of her people. 

While Hagar·s actions and e,pericnccs predominantly challenge the typical gender 

roks of the Bible. the first --ix \ erses in \\ hich -,he appears present her in a manner consistent 

\\ith accepted female t!\.pectations -\tkr her intruduction as a maidservant (a female role). 

she is primarily noted for her ability to gi\ e birth, and to he a mother Hagar is the surrogate 

mother \\ ho is able to prm iuc uffspri11g fur Sarai c1nd .\bram, \\ ho have been unable to hear 



children. In this role. Hagar is depicted in a completely passive \\ay, an object taken by Sarai 

and given to Abram. fhe tirst time Hagar becomes the subject is in I 64, \\ hen "'she 

conceived". still perpetuating the normati\e female flllc 

The tension bet\H?en Sarai and Ha 0 ar is not easilv Jdined as male or female, hut the .::, _, 

issue appears to be connected to the idea of status \\ithin the household Hagar as a pregnant 

\\Oman vie1.vs herself to be in an elevated position, and simultaneously views the barren 

Sarai's status to ha\e heen sorne\\hat diminished rhe man in the srnry, Abram, appears to 

\\ash his hands of the situation. reminding Sarai that ")Our maidsenant ts 111 \Our hands'· 

( 16 5). This ensures that the dispute is a female-only matter. 

It is only once Hagar has fled from the house of Abram, and the presence of Sarai. 

that she begins to mm·e beyond the boundaries of expected female behavior. lt is in the 

wilderness that Hagar becomes the Patriarch llf her people. :..t people \\ ho "'" ill J1..,,ell in the 

\vilderness. There are a number of elements within Hagar's story in Genesis 16, 21 and 25. 

which demonstrate the reason \\ hy she should be considered a Patriarch rather than a 

Matriarch, or a mere maid sen ant. 

In the interaction bct\\een Hagar and the angels1
'' in Genesis 16, the crucial dement 

of the conversation is the promise of seed "hich Hagar receives She is not simply told that 

she will give birth to a child Instead she ,s promised ··[ \.\ill greatly multiply your ompring, 

and they \\ill be too numerous to count" ( 16 10) This promise docs not take the form \\hich 

is normally gi\en to '>\Omen in the Bible Rd:-ecca. Rachel and Leah a1e not e\en told that 

they ,.,,ill have children, let akme that they will have multiple descemfants "" The only 

\fatriarch \\ho is informed. albeit indirectly. that she \,ill have a child is Sarah The angels

men''~ in Genesis 18 inform \braharn that his \>,,ife Sarah \\ill have a s,m ( l8 IU) She is not 

tuld dircdly, instead, she l)\erhears this ne\vS from the -.>ntrance of the rent \\here she \\as 

standing There is also Ill) mention that this son \\ ill result in multiple descendants too 

lllllllt?rUllS to Cllllllt 

I a111 foJl,;\l 111g Ilic \ lidr:hh. ( •cm:,1s R.1bb1h l, 7. -,d111 .. h -~Oll~Hkr.;, H:1,'.;Jf 10 !1;n c ),cen , 1,11<:d b, ..J ur ~ 

:1nt.:d~ d11c lo the r-:pe1!!1,,11 -if lhc µhr:1& · \11t.:d c)r \J,·,na, .. ,)f tXL;Hlsc ,,f the d1ffcrcn1 1cli:rcricc-; 10 ,1x:cd1 It 
<..1.,:n1~ 1-11111c\..'.c..:s,a~ H1 h,nc th._"''-L \ .r~011" ·.:~trc,zti..:11,_·;!~ ,fit ·.·,:1~,_;u~t .-nL ~dliLH~ :1n~i:I 

\ftcr Pcb-.:..:,:t ii:1~ ~l·>fi...-.:1-.:d L..: -~ ',.·id ,',:11 'hLr< ,;r.:· 1·.10 .l11iJr~n Ill h-:r ·.1omb (~'i }~). hut thLrc 1~ 11<1 

pr,,,11,"c i_)f '".1.,::..:d l!i.c ih~ ,'rl(' ! L1:.::1r r,~'··' ;~ ,._d 
i !1t..:\ ·1r..: i1...ft..:ir,_-d iu ·iJ :b"- ~.-,1 ,, ·:1'-rt. ·~.iif ·h\..:r ~ ;1:_~--\ \-:~,_:~ ,1f { .,.--0-.., .·,Lin ,;::··.\.>-h i~h..\ ,r.~ ni-:.:"-t, 



In contrast to the \latriarchs, Hagar's experience can most readily be compared to the 

encounters involving Abraham, Isaac and Jacob In 13 .16, Abram is told that his offspring 

\\ill be like the dust of the eanh, ,,hich cannot be counted. For Isaac, the promise is in 26 -l 

where his seed is likened to the stars in the sky Jacob receives a blessing similar to his 

grandfather, in 28: 14, that his seed will be like the dust of the earth. The essence of all of 

these promises is the description of their offspring as too numerous to count, the same pledge 

which Hagar recei, es. 

It should also be noted that '" hile Sarah o, erhcard the discussion that she would have 

a child, Hagar was personally visited by several angels who gave her this promise, not just of 

a son, but of multiple descendants. Hagar's encounter with several angels in the wilderness 

may be compared to Abraham's experience in Genesis 18. Adonai's appearance to Abraham, 

declaring that Sarah will give birth to Isaac, invohes three angels-men appearing at his tent 

to deliver the annunciation that he will have a son with Sarah. This can be compared to the 

four (or five) angels who appear before Hagar to announce the birth of Ishmael. It should 

also be acknowledged that Hagar receives the news of her son \\ith calmness and a praise for 

God \\ho will grant her this gift. In contrast, when Sarah overhears Abraham being told that 

she will have a son, she laughs and appears unable to believe what the angels-men are telling 

her husband. The contrast in responses between f fagar and Sarah serves as further evidence 

that Hagar does not belong in the matriarchal category Her response in offering Gt)d a name, 

~~) 'J~, may also be ~een as distingui'.'-hing her from the Patriarchs She does not simply 

fulfill the patriarchal role, instead she elevates both male and female expectations, changing 

the dynamic of the relationship vvith God 

Hagar's prnmise of seed plal.'.es her in the p..1tri,m.-hal sphere Following this promise, 

the seven-fi)ld hlessing \\ hich she recei,es can be likened to the seven-fold hlcssings offered 

to Abram ( 12 2-3 ), Isaac (26 J-4) and Jawb t27 :s-:q) These blessings can be broken up as 

is dcmonstrntl'd in Table I (,)\ 1.:rleat) \II four Biblical tigurt':, receive similadv :,tructurcd 

hk-.sin~s \\ hich may he p.:iulklnl \\ ith s::ich , 1thcr to demu1i:-;trate a c,1t1.:gor-:,, nf patriard1al 

hks:..ing It should not be ,urpnsing that there is a di,tincti;;n bet\\t'en rhe content (lf Hagar's 

hkssing and the othc.'r three rhc bkssings to Abraham_ Isaac ,rnd Jawb arc for the Israelites 

1, hik I lagar·s h/c:,sing ;.., t(Jr ht.'r pc.·oplc 

'I \ -+ 



Table I: 

-Ha-g;-(-16~12~-~-:~.\t,~,~-~-i 1 ':_ ;).2_ _ --~ =+-!~a~~J~6_}-:_➔) __ _ __ _ _ Ja~ol1.J_;?_ 28-29 ) __ _ ~ 
--- -~ il"Ji) JJi1 . 'Jil~ "~l'J 1\?'~N) ' 1?).' il~i;l~) D"i1Jt{i) 1? V;l") 

I 
I 

bd10Id \ Oll :uc ; \nd I \\ ill makc \ OU a f .\nd I \\Ill be \\ 1th \ OU t ))tJ\!itn D"IJ'Yi1 J\)tJ 
i • . • I--,·.--·- -· 

pregnant ' great nath . .ln n:r '.]7) '()~i) 

= 0·vn1 1 

1 
.-\nd God ,, tll gi, e to 

i _\ ou from the de\\ of the 
1 

; he:ncns and the fat of ! 

' th1.: earth and much I 

l - ---- -------.. ·-·----· -----· - ~- ---- ----~--- ·-
>!rain and ,, me 

--~--------- ---· --- ,-~--. - ----1 

I P r:r:r'i"J : T?l~~J 
\ ,ou \\Ill gi,c blit·h·to ~ ;:111d I \\Ill bkss _\OU 

: son 
1 'JN~~~') iD~ JlNJGJJ 1~;,'<;) il?JJ~J 

i1.)i1; YD\!i-., :J \\ tit makc , our 

T~i'J~ I name great 
and \ ou shall call his · 
name lshmacL fix 
Adona, has h.:ard , our 

1?TJ~J i □"B~ 1n:;i~.~ I 
and I \\ 111 bkss _\ ou · Peoples \\ tll s..:n c _\ ou 1 

1.r:,~ 1~-:iJ':?1 J?-":> ----□~-Dtt? 1~-j_r:fJJ~'l) 
JNil n~lNi1JJ-nN. and peoples \,ill bo,, 

for -· t; , o~ ·a;,d ·, m;-~ \ do,, 11 to ~ ou 
- - I 

seed I ,,111 gi\c all of i 

this land 

affliction , , I 
~- - ----~-----.J. ____ ·-····-·----·-------- -------j---------· - ---- -----+ --------------·· 

OJ~ N")? il;.;:i" N1i1) : : ;i:n;i il~ryJ ) il~=;l'?iD n~ 'T,-tJPDJ I TQ~? l":J~ i11D 
and he ,,,II be a \\ild I and ,ou \\ill be al 'fl~~~) l~~ I _\(lU \,ill be lord o,er 

ass of a man bkssmg I : J' :;i~ o;:i:,:;i~':? i _\ our brothers 

i :\nd I "ill perform rhc I 
/ oath \\hich I s,,ore to / , 

Abraham wur father ! ! 
--- - .. ···-·····-···· ---- ---- r---·-;-·----"--- - --·-·-----· i ------·· ··- - ------ ---- -,----1 

}":)J:;tt) ;,;n:;i~n 1 1~r:i:~ nz.:< "n'J..7i1J i J~N "J.::;i 1':? no.JJ'?'"J : . . . • I . . . •. ' • . • , . , 

his hand \\ith c,1.:r.0111.: :\nd I \\ill bkss thi)SC t O'>~\9;-i "JJiJJ ! and ,our mother·s s,1n . 
. - • - .. ' ' ' i - ' 

: that bk:ss ~ ()U and I \\ill multiply _\Ollr; \\111 bo,\ du\\11 to ,ou 
,e..:d like the ~t.us 0f rhc ' 

I 

iJ 'j:, 1~i t l N~ J??i7'~1 • JlN 
and c, ,.:r, one s hand : ;:rnd cur-;c tho-;e rhat i 

1~)37 "n.tin . 111~ 1"1':)°N 
Ji:".{i) n~:,~;:,"'J::;> 1 cursed be the people 

,,1th h1111 , curse \1)U \nd I \\tit g1,c t,) ~•'Ur • \\ho curse \OU 

, ! :-ccd .1II this land . 
)J~" 1'1)~°5? "J~":i~) ~ J

0J - J:;I --· DlJ)1 ; ~J - J~)Ji 1JJ'.;J;li1) [ - : 111:g_ J"?J'.;1>~~ 
:111d 111 the face {)fall his : il';)}~Q nn!30D i : 'fJl';{i) "~il I hks-,eJ he rhc peopk i 

brother-; hL· ,,ill d\\.__il , ,rnd 111 ,,,u \\,II .di ::,c' \,id ;n :-,·ur ,c.__d .1II ,he' \\ 1"h) l--ks,-.; :•'ti 

fam1li.:·-; ,lf the ,·;inh be Pat1,1ns of;h,· L'arth \\ill 
[,!,·-,_,,·d b,· t,k,s,d 

Further l'\ idence that Hagar -,hould be nm.;idl'red in the u1tl'gorv df Patriarch.; is rhe 

t;11.·t rhar h1:r l''-PCI idh:cs rc-,lilt 1n the nammg of a ;·la._:~ \t th1: ._·, 'nclu--inn . if her '-",pl'ri1.?11ct 



the \vell in connection to her experience. She names God "NJ JN. "a God that sees"' ( 16: 13 ), 

\.\ hich is follo\ved by the naming of the previously anonymous \\ell as .,~-1 "O~ 11:'{_:;1 ··the 

\\ ell of the Living One that sees me"" ( 16 I -f). The name of the \\ell is connected \\ ith her 

experiences there. . \II three of the Patriarchs also name places in the context of their 

experiences there. Abraham names ~.'.J\9 1N.;i He 'a She I'll (21 31) as a result of his 

interaction there v,ith .-himelech Isaac is responsible fi.)r the naming of the \\ell P¥.,'~ f,'st!k 

(26 20) after quarrels bet\\een his herdsmen and those of Gerar And finally, after Jacob's 

dream of God's ladder, he names the place of his Di\ ine encounter JN.-n.,~ Ht'il 1'.J (28: I 9). It 

is interesting to note that Hagar's place-naming combines the elements of all three patriarchal 

namings, including both a ,1vell and a Divine encounter '.\lo place is named in connection to 

the stories of the Matriarchs, once again demonstrating that Hagar is best classified, contrary 

to her gender, as a Patriarch. 

While Hagar returns to the home of Abram and Sarai to give birth to Ishmael. her 

patriarchal experiences do not end ,.,ith Genesis 16. Although she is once again relegated to 

the status of handmaid and subject to Sarah· s control, once she is outside of their home, she 

again has experiences which are most closely associated \\ith the Patriarchs. 

After their expulsion, Hagar and [shmael ran out of water, and death threatened her 

so11. This second encounter ,\ ith angels is therefore primarily concerned with saving the 

dehydrated Ishmael, and prO\ iding him and his mother with \\ater ~frmever, God's earlier 

promise fi)r Ishmael is reaffirmed, JS Hagar is told · I ,viii make of him a great nation" 

( 21 18) a Ji1~ "il. Abraham is told that he will he a Ji1~ "il on I\\O uccasions ( 12 2 and 

18 18) He is also told that Ishmael wi II be a Ji'i~ )il in I 7 20. Jfter hei ng told that Sarah ,1,, ill 

give birth to Isaac Jacob receives a similar promise in 46 3 '.vhen he is told that he \1,,ill 

become a great nation in Egypt 

In this episode. after God opens her e\es. Hagar is Jhle tn disco\ er a \1,,ell in the 

\\ ildernc:-.s \\ hile \\.ells are utten iS:mciated \\ ith \firiam•·X ,rnd as a place for men to llll'ct 

\\omen,'•'' there is al-,u a .,trong crnmection hd\\t:Cn the Patriarch,; and \\ells Both \braham 

·1 ll!S I~ from lhc 1111Jr:1,h1c 1Lka :h:lt :1 •1,JI :,f -..:I1.:r '",,11c\1cd :he :,r:i-.:l11c-; ,1mu11J :he '-' IIJ..:rncss due 10 

\l1r1;1m. h~·11-.\.' :1ltcr her d..:::1th 1hc •YH\lnnmt, 11..:: ,,nn..:d:,itch ·.,Jlih,11l ,1.111.·r 1,1m1ocr, :o l-.~l 
· \hr:1l>:1111·, ,.cn:mt :nd R,·h-:~·La :11 1 ·,1dl L'·+ l 'i-:iJl. :_,.: .. b 111-:1 rtid1d .11 .1 ,.,~·II i.'.') 1-11 J .111d \1,.,,c~ 111c1 

f 1pp,,r:1h :ti :1 \11.:II d ,01fo, .! 1,,-: I) 



seized by the sen ants of :himclech (21 :25), and then offers seven ewes as proof that he dug 

the \veil (21 30). Isaac followed directly in his father·s ti)otsteps and dug wells in the land of 

Gaar (2618) While Hagar does not dig \\ells, the \\Cit at He ·a ledwi Roi was named for 

her experience. and \\ hen Ishmael is close to death her eyes are opened to discm·er a well. 

She thercfi.ffe follo\\s this patriarchal profession as a discoverer of wells 

Given these parallel experiences which occur throughout her life, it is clear that Hagar 

should be regarded on a similar, if not the same level. as the other Patriarchs. Her final action 

in the TaNaCh is returning home and taking a \vife for her son from the land of Egypt 

(21 21) In this way, she decided that her '-011 should not marry any of the local \vomen and 

instead should marT)' someone from her O\Hl family unit, in Egypt Here another parallel can 

be drawn to Abraham, \,ho made his servant swear not to allow Isaac to take a wife from 

among the Canaanites, and instead ordered him to return to Abraham's homeland to take a 

\vi fe fix Isaac from the land of Abraham· s birth (24 1-4 ). Abraham as a Patriarch required 

that his son, Isaac, marry a \vife from his homeland, and Hagar as a Patriarch required that 

her son, Ishmael, marry a "'ife from her homeland. 

Through the genealogy of Ishmael, the TaNaCh offers a final indication that Hagar is 

not a Matriarch, and should be considered as a Patriarch Ishmael's family tree, which is 

included in 25 12-18. begins by stating: ·· And these are the generations of Ishmael the son of 

Abraham. \\horn Hagar the Egyptian, the maidservant of Sarah, bore to Abraham." While the 

family tree begins \-\,ith Ishmael, Hagar is included alongside Abraham as 1..me of his parents. 

In contrast, lsa;ic' s family tree begins "And these are the generations of 1-.;aac, the son of 

Abraham . .\braham begot Isaac" (25 19) Sarah·s absence is particularly jarring as it frillov,s 

immediately after Hagar· s inclusion in Ishmael· s famil 1 line 

Abraham, Sarah and Hagar are often analyzed t<,gether in academic studies as a result 

uf the way in which their Ii\ es intersected. Scholars cPnstantly compare and draw parallels 

bet,, een Sarah and I Lt gar, \\ hde O\ erk,ol-. ing C\ 1mpk-t...-lv any possible corn111011al iti1:-; 

bd,,een I fagar and \bra ham I pnn ...:lu,cly c\::JlllP,mg the lifr of Hagar. it becomes apparent 

tlMt 1,, hL:11 ,he is cumpMed tn 'uah, a !\11 ,if rhe implirtant incidents in her life are mi'ised 

Yet, \\hen Hagar is cnmpared to -\braham. the p;-iralkls bet\\een the two characters re,eal 

the 1mqt11;.>,tionahle simil;-iriti1;.•s ret\\1;.'t'n thl..'m :is ,.,ell as her ri~:d1tl1. dl..'~t·ned pla...:e he-.ide hi111 



in the text. It becomes evident through this analysis that the two should be classified in the 

same v.ay: Both Hagar and Abraham are the first Patriarchs 

When attempting to classify a Patriarch, one can discern the follmving characteristics 

which occur frequently The Patriarch recei\ es a promise of multiple descendants. Alongside 

this promise, the Patriarch also receives a seven-fold blessing. The Patriarch also bestmvs 

names upon places as a result of their experiences. There are other elements which occur in 

some, but not all cases; these include the discmery of \veils, the visitation by angels, and the 

promise that they \viii become a great nation. 

Given these characteristics, l lagar may be considered one of the Patriarchs. 

Furthermore, the Patriarch with whom she shares the most in common is Abraham. As a 

Patriarch, she leaps over the gender boundaries, behaving in a v.ay unexpected of a woman, 

and arguably exceeding the expectations of a man 

Hagar is a Patriarch, but she also does something unmatched by any of the Patriarchs, 

or any other person in the Bible for that matter. After her experience with the angels of 

Adonai, she does not ask God for a name Instead, Hagar bestows a name upon God, and 

calls God )l'.'{J 'JZ'.':{ (a God that sees) (16: 13) In this moment she steps outside of the male and 

female sphere to do something truly unique, which no one else in the TaNaCh does. Upon 

naming God, Hagar demonstrates that she not only defies expected and accepted gender 

roles. Through her righteous response and actions, Hagar redefines gender roles, and perhaps 

more significantly, Hagar re-imagines the role and the potential of the human being 



Tzipporah in the TaNaCh 

i,-Y,~ 'J~r,) n¥.))J n1:;i'J n¥.)·n-n~ l.1iJ.2 'Vv.:J?J il·JD 1;rJD-n~ ;,·yJ~ Y~~'J 1\J 

: 1.~~D?~ :1¥.J~J 1?7n-'f)~~ :1¥.J~J 

15. And Pharoah heard about this matter, and he sought to kill ~:loses So \·loses fled from 

before Pharoah, and he dwelt in the land of Midian, and he dwelt -o by the \-.,ell. 

V{:S nlp~D? D'\?tn;in~ il)N?.r)~J ntrrnJ il)N·:itiJ nl)~ Y:J~ 1?7',) )i:J°:::>?1 ~\J 

: lD':;l~ 

16. Now the priest of Midian 71 had seven daughters, 
72 

and they came, and drew water, and 

filled the troughs for their father's flock to drink. 
73 

75
: □}N·:s-n~ i?~~J W~l'J i1¥.)·n □i?~J 74□1'VJ~?J □'~1.D 1N:l~J ~., 

17. But shepherds came and drove them out And \.1oses rose up, "'6 and saved them, and he 

gave their flock to drink. 

: Ol'iJ N·:i lDJiJr,) ~l1r) 1'?N.') )i)':;l~ 
77J~1Y) ?~ i1JN.:l,DJ n, 

I 8. And they came to Reuel, 78 their father, and he said: "'Why have you hurried to come back 

todayr 

: )N-~D-n~ p~~) U? i1?7 i1J:(D~) o,~·,,D 1~r.) U?'~D ,,~r.) ~')~ lJ~N-nJ \)') 

"This is frequently translated as ··-;a(· (see JPS I 9X5 and KJV l 9X2). hm\e, er. due to the repetition of J\';)~). [ 
ha,e decided to gi,c the c;;amc translation for both occurrences . .\s ,in itinerant ,\audcrcr it ,1ould make sense 
for Moses to ~ct up his hasc by the \\ell. prm1ding a supply ofnatcr 
The double of use of :n;;,~1 also sen cs to dearly offer t\\O spcc1fic deli111t1ons for the place ,, here Moses has 
found himself in Midian and by a \\ell. 
' The Hebrew is strnctur<.'d so that ,,e. as the reader. encounter the Priest of \Jidian lx:fore enco11nh.:ri11g his 

daughters. 
: In the Septuagint it adds ··feeding the nock of their father Yitro .. 
' [ hm e changed lhc order of the tr;m~lation. to ensure that lhe idea ,Jf ·drinking· ic, ,p1.·<.il'kd 
1 

The Hehr.:w here is in the masculine :md means ·Jrmc them jmenl out'. to he 111 1hc fc111111ine 11 ,hould be 

1101~))_ llllS appcirs to be :m -:rror 111 the text. HG,1c,cr. h\ nffcrmg the masoiline form the \\Ord 1~ cchcx:d 
later in the name of \foses :md T 11pporahs · ,,m G::r-,hom · 

The ~111Tix of 1h1s ,erb is ma<;culine. ,uggc,tmg :1 male <mncr~hip 1po,..,1bly Rcucll. :ilthl,11d1 11 1ml',t be a 
refercm:e 10 I he daughters· tlcx.:k 

Often the Hord Di?~) has a s-:nsc !hat action 1s .1[)(,11110 folio,\ 1sce Cain III Gen -l X. or Jacob in Cicn, I f '7)_ 

1n tins rnntcxt the adi\HI ma~ ,imply h;n e hccn \lo-.cs ri,ing up on hch,1lf ,if !he s~, en dauµhh:rs. and 
dcmon<;tr:lling his pre.,cn<.·e phy ..,1cally 

The n:mtc Rc11cl c:m 11,..:lfhc tr;l11,l.1kd ,1.., · fri,·11d ,if (,,,ct· 
In ,omc 'i,·p111al!i111 111a1111~cr11H5 11 ,_h:llH.:c, !he n:1111,· IH.:re rn 'r 11ro 



19 And they said: ··An Egyptian man delivered us from the hands of the shepherds, and also 

drew \\ater for us and ~ave the flock to drink., , ~ 

= □Q.? J:;,rf,) iJ 1~JP 'li'~;in~ nr;n}! ill il~? f)~) PJJl:;I?~ 1~N'J:, 

20. And he said to his daughters: ··where is he') Why did you leave the man'J Call him, so 

that he may cat bread.,. 
79

: il,'?'>J".? in:;i i1J.9in~ P:PJ 'li'~tfn~ n:;;t¥.J? i1¥,J>J J~i'J N:, 

21. And Moses was pleased to dwellxo with the man, and he gave Tzipporah, his daughter, to 

Moses. 

: il}T?J 'CJ~;t 'tl'?D 7~ 7~~ '~ o·'li-:,.~ in~fn~ 
82

NJf?:,J 1~ 1'?,.tl)
81 

:o 

22. And she bore a son. And he called his name ·Gershom' because he said: "I have been
83 

a 

stranger in a foreign land .. x-1 

i1J":l)!,D-1Y,) J~J~?-,).~ 1n~~~) D?J~~ 1'?~ n~?) ODD D'~J.D D'~?J 'D?) ):) 

: 
85 i1,:r":1)!.D-1~ D'DJl;:<,iJ?t< DJ)~)'?' J~JJ) 1p~p) 

23. And it came to pass after many days that the King of Egypt86 died. And the children of 

Israel sighed from the labor, and they cried out. And their cry from the labor ascended to 

God. 

·, In the Septuagint it adds the \\Ord il~N?. ~pccif~ ing he took T 1ipporJh ··to" ifc"' 
'" Tlus section could be translated as · And .\1oscs was pleased 10 sit \\ ith the 111an · In the wntext of the ,·crse. 
,, hich follo\\s ,,ith l\fmcs· marriage to f 1ipporah. it :1ppcars that rhc ,1ord n~\!/l has a more permanent 
mc;ming 111 this context hence ··10 d\\cll'" 
~

1 In the Septuagint it adds 10.l]). meaning ·•and ~he concei, ed .. 

•: In Targum Onkclos and -,;orne \1asorctic manuscripts it has N")i7Jl). ·and she called .. suggesting that 
T 1ipporah rather than Moses named Gershom. ·n1is \\Ould prm idc a nice parallel \\ith 2: IO "here :\-loses is 
named b~ the daughter of Pharaoh. Ho\\c\ er. the name Gcrshom. and the meaning attributed to it. <,ccms more 
likely to come from \,loses rather than T 1ipporah. 
"In the Septuagint. rather than translating )nno in lhc past ICIISC. ·•1 hmc been". II gin.:s the nord a present 
tense meaning: ··1 am a q1_1mm1cr··. in tins ,1a~ the for..:ign land ,1 hich is tx111g referred to ;1Ccordi11g to the 
Septu;1g111t 11111st be \1id1an. Ho,\.:, er. the ~implc meaning of ).J:'P'>i) 1s ·[ ha,c been· and so it ,11ggcqs that rhc 
land in ,1 hich he ,1as a <,!ranger is the one in ,1 hid1 he pre, iousl~ II\ cd Fg~ pt. 
., rh..: int..:rprctat1on ofth..: name Gcr<,hom 1,hi,h \loses t'I\CS 11 rdaks 10 lJ ·,tr:rngcr" O'?i ·there Hm,e,cr. 

as Dmham notes II 1..ould also be related to the ~kbr..:\\ root \!Jll cast out' or ·t1m c out' b<.:c 21 ). 
-\ccording to Propp III th..: S..:ptuagmt and 'iHiac Bible. they ";1ppcnd. in , :1rio11s ,1 ;n s. \loses· other son. 
Fhc1cr ,1 ho fip,f appc:irs in 18 --i·· ( I "70) 

· -. The rcpelitwn of this ,1 ord Ill the , ersc nr:1k.;·s 11 i..kar !hat the ,11fferi11c. "hi..:h 1hc I <.ra..:1 it..:s "..:r..: ..:11d11ring 
1..·ame ••from 1he labor·· 
.,. Th1..· 111m c fn,111 ·foreign b11d·· in 11 h11..h \ ln,~'s 11,~·J to d,1 d I fO :i 1 ..:r-;c ,dw111 1 h..: I-.. 111g off· c, I'' s,x111s to he :1 

,c1..·,111J pi1..-..:c \ll' e, 1den1..c th:11 \ 1n~.:, ,.-,ir1,id..:r..:d Ft'.\ pt !,l be i11c for..:ign 1:md .. 

-lO 



.,fJZ".<J~ i1?,1'l'~J Nf i1?7.Z'-< ;:, 1~N.,J 11rfn 871tl? ::,~ J'?'?J i1¥.J D 1'?.~J n., 

: 01?'?'=' 17 i1\!.iD7 11~., l>;)N-.,) 0.,.,0 □7iY.D i1~J~J □?'J~~i1¥.J~ 

18. And \loses \\-ent, and he returned to Yeter. his father-in-law, and he said to him: "Please 

let me go. and I will return to my brothers, "ho are in Egypt. and I \viii see how life 

continues." xs .\nd Yitro said to ~loses: '"Go in peace_"x9 

□.,'?'i?J~.D □.,'?'J~DJ? 1n>,;)-.,:;> 90□.,.J~~ JY:) 1> 1?7~;I i1¥.iDJ~ i1.)i1? 1~N-.,J \J., 

: 1¥.J~fn~ 
19. And Adonai said to Moses in Midian: "Go, rdurn to Egypt, for all the men \\ ho sought 

I ')I d d " your sou , are ea . 

ng.,J □.,J~~ i1~J~ J'?'?J 1)JQDJ.~ □J..:;>J~J ,.,J;(n~J in'?'zfn~ i1¥.J.D ng.,J:, 
: 11.,'.l Q')i1JNi1 i1\JD-nN il'l'.D 

' T : ' •::IT •• - •: ".0 

20. And Moses took his wife. and his sons')2 and set them riding upon a donkey, and he 

returned towards91 the land of Egypt'l4 And Moses took the staff of God in his hand . 

.,n~~-1¥.J~ □.,r,~)~iJJ? ilZ'-<J i1Y.)?'J~~ :J)'l'~ 'J.1;97.;J i1¥.J°>JJ~ i1J"i1? 1~N-.,) N:, 

: □~;:,-n~ n~'t'? NJJ iJ.>-n~ PJO~ '))~J i1Y";)~ ')J~? □tP~~J 17?'.;1 
21. And Adonai said to :\,loses: ··on your journey, returning to Egypt, see all the wonders 

which I have put in your hand·>, And you will do them before Pharoah. and I will harden his 

heart. and he will not send out the people. 

' In this , crsc !\loses· father-in-law 1s gl\ en two names as i-D~ and iiJ;l) In the S~ riac and Targ11m 

manuscripts the first name is ~i,cn as iiJ;l~ '>O that \foscs· father-in-law onl) has one name in this, er~e. 

The name i-D~ d{X:S not appear an)\\herc dsc in the TaNaCh 1sec Durham l9X75Z) 
" ·n1is could ;tlso be translated as •if they arc <;till alive·; ho,\C\CT. as Adonai has in5,1111cted Moses about his 
mission lo take the Israelites out or Eg~pt. I assume that \1oscs !,,.new the, \\ere still aliH> This phr:1~c has a 
meaning of check i Ill! Pn c;0111eo1h: · s ,, dfarc 
··In the Scpluagrnt. it :1dds here: .';o" after those man~ cL1, c;_ the king of Fg~ pt had died·· f"his i~ nnplicd by 
the Jle\t, crse. hnt thic; additi0n makes the death df the Phar.1oh C\phul. 

In another manuscript II qatcs il~)")~D. 10 denote lr.1,cl in the direction ,if Fg, pt 

., I ha,c tramlJted J\'!?J as ·,mtr ,oul ... :1ltho11gh it c011ld cqu:ill~ he tr.1mlatcd as ·,our life·. \1h1,:h 1s the 
111eanrng implicit in 
· The Hebrew is dear!~ referring to ~011s m the plural -\ltho1111J1 n c ha, c read about the binh of (iershom. \\C 

h:nc not read :1bo11t the birth ofE·lic;-.'r. ,,hid11s 1111plicd in this ,cr-;c_ hut ,i11'~ c·,pli..:nl~ r._1c:1kd 1n F\l1dw, 
IX -t. 
_, I ha\l' 11~l·d the 1111rd ··10" mis .. 10 tr:m~l:ilc ihe d1rcLl1\)il,tl Tl 111 i7~7i".{ 

· \\.hile h..:re 11 ~a,., the Lind ,1fF~,pt"· 111 the "-ept11ag111t 1t_:11,t refers 10 ·F!J,_1pf. 

\.,rn-1,r.tclJt..: \\ u111cfl ( 1i:d1u1grng ( rdtdcr Roks 



22 Then you v. ill say to Pharaoh, thus says Adonai · · tsrael is my firstborn son.· 

1r:;1 n~ lJ·n '):;,lz-:< nJ;:, in?~? ,~~~n 'lJ~~~J ');in~ n7~ J'?.~ ,~·NJ x:, 

:J):>'.;1 

23. I have said to voti: · Send out my son,',.'' that he may serve me, but you refuse to send him 

out. Behold I will kill your firstborn son .,,•n 

: in'nD 't>p:;pJ nln? 1n\!:)~;l?J )iJ~~ TJ'J'.l 'i:1?J 1:, 

24. And it happened on the way,';i; in the lodging, .-\donai99 encountered him, and sought to 

kill him. 

□'r,)J lDQ ,:;, l>;)Z-1fnJ P?~J? Y~JJJ nJ~ n~;nin~ n·1:;,nJ ,-~ nJ9~ nvnJ n:, 

100: '? i1.l;l~ 

25. So Tzipporah took a flint. and cut off her son's foreskin, and touched his legs
101 

\\-ith it. 

And she said "For you are a bridegroom of blood to me,. wz 
103 : n~nn2 D'Y,)7 llJQ il"J~z:< tz-:< 1)~r,) 'lJ') lJ 

26. And he104 refrained 105 from him, so she said: ·'a bridegroom of blood due to the 

c1rcumc1s10n. 

''' In the Septuagint it reads ··hands .. in the plural. 
"· In the Scptu;1gint the request is for Pharaoh to ·send out Ill_\ people .. 
,- The punctuation of \\here Adonai's speech bcgms and ends is not entirely dear: ho,,cver. it seems mo~t 
likcl~ that the, crsc through to the end is 1hc ,,ord of God. 
'' In the S~riac Bible \~e read .. \loses nas on the ,,ay"' (sec Pwpp l'J'J8: l~<'lt \pccif~ing that the follo\\ing 
episode imohcd him. 
•· Rather than attribute this incident directly to :\dona1. in 1he Septuagint it identifies ··an angel of the Lord··. 
',"'' The Hebrc\\ )? ilJ)l".<. appears to be suggesting that T1ipporah is marrying .\loses through this action 

',• 
1 "nte ,,ord ))?~J? could be a euphemism for genitalia. as is found in Deuteronomy 28:57 and F1ekicl 16:25 

(see Durham I ')87·53, In the BDB. the ,,ords □)?~JD 7~~ in Isaiah 7 20 arc tran~lated as .. hair of the 
pri, ate parts·· (920) 

This \\Ord co11ld also l~ translated ;15 ·1 .. ,ct". ,dm:h \H1uld ,uggc:-.1 that ~he fell do,,n ;11 his feet lo l<mch them 
,,ith the foreskin 
!11 the Scpt11;1gmt the 1c,t reads: ·,he fl'II ;H hi'i feet· 

, T;1rgum 011kclos has ··b, the blood of 1h1s ..:in.:11mu~io11 ;1 hridcgrof'lll h:is bcd1 '.!t\Cll to us·· 1,.cc Propp 
I 1J1JX I X9, In 1he Scptuagint T1ipporah is recordl.'d :is ,a, rng: --rhc blood of I he ..:m::u1111.1s1011 of 1m didd is 
~t;nmchcd··. ,, i1h the ~1111e ,fatcmcnt at the cud of-+ 26 

' In one manuscript it i11d11des i1J?D. \\ hid1 \\ ould s11g;:c'>t the r1:frain \\:1s from hcr. :111d ,, ,nild appear to 
makc sense in lhe contc,t of T 11ppor:1h oci11g the :1ctl\ c onl.' 1:·ikum1:1~ing her ,on 

' \\·h1lc this is :1lmost .:crtainl~ a ref.:r.:ncc to ..\dona1. 11ho hcgan the :1ttack. 1hc 111~,tcr, lif th.: ch:tr:1u.:r" 
im nl\ cd in the 1.:,t h:is kd m.: to lJ'-C --1ic ·. to k:th' ., ,,'fl',\,' of .1111higui1, ,~ lo 11 ho ,1 :1s aL111;1lh 1m olh·d 

' rll\:rc i, a ,cn'.'.e in \\hh:h thc :Hlcmpt tn kill ha:-- 1i11i,hcd 



Exodus I 8: 1-6 - l-N: n' J'1Ul~ 

107 i1¥.JD? 1060.,n:,~ n~~ l'?'~{':r;, n~ n¥.J·n 1n·n 1~-:rn )iJ=> i1J;l? Y~'?'~J N 

: Q')l~DD JN1~.,-nN n·,n., N-,~;;,·.,:;, in~ J~1~??l 
- , T : • • •• T : • "." T : • 1 T • • t 

I. And Yitro, the priest of Midian, the father-in-law of \1oscs, heard all that God had done 

for Moses and Israel his people, for .·\donai had brought Israel out of Egypt. 

: ;:,.,r::n'J~ 10~ n¥.in n~~ 108i1J9.f nz:-< i1\9)J 1n·n i1J;'l., ng~J :i 
,.., And Yitro, the father-in-law of \foses, took Tzipporah, the wife of :\1oses, after she had 

b 109 
een sent av.ay 

: i1}7?J '(Jl:'{'.;l .,n.,.,D 1) 1~~ ')'.;) 0°\UJ) 1Ql:'{iJ 0'?' 1'?'~ D')?.?- ')>-'?' n~J l 

3 With i w her two sons, the name of one \\ as Gershom. for he said -- I have been a stranger in 

a foreign land." 

4. And the name of the one \\as Eliezer, ·•for111 the God of my father was my help, and 

delivered me from the sword of Pharoah." 

1D 0~ n).°n Nlil-1'?'~ 1:r:n~D?l:'{ ;,~·D:,~ in'?'~J ,.,J?,l il'?'D ,n·n i1J;i') N":l?J i1 

: 0., ;,·JN i1 
' • '.": ' T 

5. And Yitro, the father-in-law of\loses, came \Vith his 112 sons and his wife to Moses, in the 

wilderness, 'A'here he encamped, there at the mountain of God 

: i1~~ i:PJ;t .,)'?'l JJ;-11?'~) r'?~ N;t i1J;1? J~tfn 113
.,~~ i1¥.J D ?l:;< 1~N-~J l 

6 And 11
~ he said to \loses: ··1 am your father-in-law, Yitro, I am coming to you with your 

\\, i fe and her two sons 1 1
' v. ith her·· 

,,,, In the Septuagint and Targum it mcludcs il°)il? rather than o,;:,'J~. \\hich \\ould suggest that Yitro was 
more intimately aware of what had been happening" ith the Israelites. 

· In the Septuagint the \1ords il'~i°>J':, ;ire missing. so that Yitro --heard all that (i(l(i had done for [sr:id ·· 
' In the Suiac Bible 11 ;1dds. ""his d:w!d11.:r·· ,pc-.il~ i11g T.1ippor:1h \ COrllh:CIIOll to both Y11ro and \loses. 

' , \llho11gh th.: \\Ord ;:rr:n'Jv has ;1 basic 1111..':llling rdatcd !O lx:ing ""-'Ill :ma~. !II this contc,t ii l01tld also be 
r,Jah:d to th.: idea of a J1rnrce Suggcqing that \ fo~s had Ji, orc-.·d his \I ife 

The n~) in this coutc,t 1, 1ranslat..:d :is ·\\·1111·_ for 11 denotes that the ,ons acu1mp:111ied Yilro :md 
r.1ipporah nn the _1011rne, 

1 In Targum Jo11;1than it :tdds lh.: phra~ 70~ 1 '.;) lo p:11~1lkl the naming of Elic;er in, -l \\ith the naming of 
( ,cr~hom 111 \ , 

The 1111plK:1twn from lhL' -.·arlier pa,,ag.: 1, 1hat thi~ 1s a rdcrcncc 10 \h,scs· ~nn, ;111d ,, 1fc. al1ho11gh the 1c,1 
is 1101 cntirch ~·kar. 

' [n ,,ne 111:11111,L1·1pt it :1dds i7Jil. -.1 l11d1 ,,nuld ;n c 11 ·1, Pll!C\I .if Pdwld f ,1m 1<,ur 1·:11hcr-i11-l:m 
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: n.i?? Jl"'?'? 
. . . II., 'h" (' h" 118 ·s:- ]]') h h I. Then \1mam spoke \\1th A.aron about \1oses because ot 1s us 1te \v11e, t at e 

took 120 a Cushite for a \\ife 121 

: i1)i1~ ~~~!)J 1~7 lli□~ NJQ i1) n~ 1;r:r i1¥.J·n:;i·1~ PJD 11~N-~J :J 

2. They said "Has Adonai only spoken to \1oscs, 122 has God1 2
·
1 

not spoken \\ ith us0
" And 

Adonai heard. 

111 In the Septuagint this verse is not deli, erect h_\ Yitro to \loses. instead '"it \\as reported to \1oses··. 
q1ggesting an anon_\ m011s third p;1rt~. 
; 

1
' \Vhilc the t,rn sons arc connected to T1ipporah as ·her·· sons in this text. in the Sep111agint the sons are 

referred to as .. \Our t\\O sons ... 
11

" The Heb re~\ is in the feminine <;ingular form. and so it appears that the ~pcech comes spccificall_\ from 
\[iriam. :md not from Aaron. 
: 

1 
· The Hcbre,\ form of :;i l'.J Tf;11 although in its basic translation relates to an idea of speaking about. the 

form is fonnd dsrnhcre as denoting rebellion as rs seen m ~nm .:! I 5 il'?,J·>:J:;n 0)iJJN'.J D~Q l'.JJ?J. 
Although tins can be transbtcd as · And the people spoke about God and about \loses·. in the context of" hat 
follm,s it seems that ··And the ixoplc spoke against God and against \1oscs .. is a more ;1Ccuratc translation. In 
rhis context a case could he made that \firiam ;md Aaron arc n.:belling against \loses. 
· 
1
' In the Targum Onkclos instead of calling her a ··r·ushite "ifc .. it rdcrs to a ··tx:a11tiful \\ ife·· 
., \Vhilc it is not ckar that 1his pa'-sage is aL111alh ;1ho11t T/ipporah. there 1s no e\ idcncc of \fo~cs h;I\ ing 1:1kc11 

another I\ ifc The prohkm is reconciling Lippor;1h ·-, \f1dianitc orieins \\ ith her dcsig11,1tion a~ a C11sl11tc in tins 
I L'fSC 

It 1s dilTicult lo lraw,l:ih: ihc diul ,xurrrull.:c of nQ? 
.:i rhc combinatmn l1r il~N and n i??- do not ,;1mpl_\ mc111 to tahc a 1\oman. h11t haH' a c:kar ,cnse l,f tahinµ 

;1 \\ifc in marriage. as 1..an he ,ecn 111 Abral1a111·s -~hargc to his -..Cf\:tnt in Gen 1-t ~ )P? il'?'N ni7n.NJ. ·,ou 
11 Ill not lake a I\ iii.: for Ill\ sl)II .. 

. \lthough there is a similar t0rn11ila ~·omb1111ng .J ;mJ 1~1111 this 1er,c it,., not of the ,,amc form ;1s the 

:;i T:rJJ:11 11,cd h, \fimm. md Jcnotin\! r-:h..:ll1on 
· I lta,c i1hcl1eJ (il><l 11110 1hc 1r;11hlatw11 r:11li.:r 11J,.t11 :!I\C ( ,,'<.I ,1 ~-:11Jcr b, q,11H! He· llr ·-..;1ic 



A Commentary on the 
Tzipporah Texts 

A __ co1nmentary_ _ on _ Exodus 
2 l 5-2J 

Hebrews already knew that 

l\1oses had killed an Egyptian. 

: :i nitl't' 
il\il'J-nt{ )liJ? 'Vv.J~J il}iJ l.'.JJD-nt{ ilY-;,;i ).)~,,1\p~J ,o 
:J~~J 1~7';)-~".)Z::9 i¥)~J · ny-;,~ ')J~>;) i1¥).l'J nJ~PJ 

: l.t9iJ?~ 
I 5. And Pharoah heard about th is matter. and he sought to 
1-..ill ,\1oses So \foses fled from before Pharnah. and he d,,dt 
in the land of Midian. and he d\\dt by the \\di. 
ilJN?.~l;lJ iltt] Jl) ilJN.'.JJ)J ni)::J. ).)J ¥J 1nQ )tl°J':;7i ,\J 

: li)')_:J~ )N~ niP'PD? Q')\;:,Q-;,Q-nz:,< 
16. NO\,, the priest of ,'\1idian had se,cn daughters. and they 
came. and drc,, ,,ater. and filkd the troughs for their father ·s 
flock to drink. 

but now it is clear that the word of \.1oses' actions has spread to the highest level of Egyptian 

society. 

n¥,irJ-n~ l.lD,'2 ~P.J?J - \foses was brought up in the house of Pharaoh by the ruler's 

daughter, and yet now he is no longer safe. The Hebrews had rejected Moses and now 

Egyptian society rejects him as well 

nJ:;i?J - C'learly means that he fled. but the sound of the word is similar to 1J~:)J; in \foses· 

fleeing is there a clue that blessings will be following from God. 

n¥,i,J nJ:;i?J - Moses had the experience of fleeing from before Pharaoh so that he could 

help the Israelites to flee (for Pharaoh was told O~D nJ_'.J ')::;, that the people had fled [Ex. 

14 51) 

)?7~-'<J.~~ JW~J -- It is not clear exactly where the land of \1idian would have been, 

geographically speaking However, as the descendants of Abraham and Keturah ( see Gen. 

25 2) perhaps Moses hoped to find people who would be sympathetic to him. 

ll.".9D 7~ :1W~J \loses did not simply dv,ell in \fidian, he d\.velt by a specific well 

Although ,vc do not kmnv \Vhat ,veil it is, ,ve do know that when ·\braham's senant waited 

hy a well he found a ,vite for Isaac (Gen. 24), and ,vhen Jacob arri,ed at a ,veil he met 

Rachel there (Gen 29) 

2:161?7D 1i1JJ1 Who is this mysterious priest of\1idian \\ith sc\cn daughters'' 

Jll);t Y;J.¥.) rhe daughters of the priest of \lidian are initially completely anonymous. they 

are unnamed lhcy simply go about their regular tasks looking attcr their fathL·r s tlnck. for 

\vhom thev ,ire known 



i?'?'~) W'?'i~) il~/D D'(?!) 01'V-:)~~J O'))f1Q 1l'<°'.J!) P 
: OJl-.f~-nz:,< 

17. But shepherds came and dro, e them out. And \foses rose 
up. and sa, ed th1:m. and h1: ga, e their flock to drink. 
N'.l lDJD.r.) ~no 1~N-~J F:P~l'-,{ 'JN.1))J°:7z:< ilJZ-<°'.JJ)J n., 

: oi~iJ 
18. And they came to Reud. their father. and he said: --why 
have you hurned to come back toda~ ':''" 
ilJ:(O~) O'))i7Q 1~r.) u·r~ri ')7~r.) 'V')N D~N-J-1) \)') 

= v·f~o-nz:,< i?'?'~J u'? n'?J 
ll). And they said ··An Egyptian man ddi,ered us from the 
hands of the shepherds. and also dre,, \\ ater for us, and g:n e 
the flock to dnnk·· 

of the priest of l\l idian a\.\- ay 

2: t 7 Ol'l''J.?J - \!though 

\toses will later name his son 

claiming it is because "l have 

been a stranger in a foreign 

land'·, the name can also be 

related to this root, as the 

shepherds drove the daughters 

n~/D Oi7~] - Moses could not stand by as an Egyptian beat a Hebrew, and here too he is 

unable to watch passively as these women are persecuted by the other shepherds. 

W~i)) -- This time Moses saves them without the need to kill anyone. It seems that he has 

learned an important lesson. that he can stop oppression without resorting to murder. 

O.JN·~-n~ i?~~) ln giving water to the flock \foses takes on a role which is generally 

associated with women. 

2: 18 JN1)J1 ?N n)N·:in1 - These women did not stav to thank their savior; instead, in their 
" : ••• T T - _,, 

excitement at what had transpired. they rushed straight home to tell their father about the man 

they had met. 

J~1)J';) ?~ nJN.:l,D] - \.1oses \Vho has just saved these women, and then completed their 

job for them, is left stranded What must he have thought about \fidianite hospitality that he 

\.Vas left alone. unthanked, standing by the well') 

J~1)J) - The priest of \.fidian is now given a name, and it is one \.\lith a clear connection to 

the Hebrew God. Samuel ,vas given his name by Hannah be(ause she asked Adonai for him 

([ Sam. I 20).
124 

The first pan of his name may be linked to ~l 'friend', suggesting that 

Reuel was a 'friend of God': and not just any God, but possibly the Hebrew God. 

1D-:iDD ~11~ The \Vomen's oppression mav have been a regular occurrence, which \Vould 

explain Reuel" s surprise to -..ee them hack home so quick Iv 

2: 19 n~N-n) The -,even daughters remain anonymous, \\ itlwut individual VlllCCS. the, 

-;peak as one. 



'>7~D Ill'>~ -- \loses appears to 

them as an Egyptian, his 

Hebrew identity hidden 

UJ'>~i1 - ,ioses delivered the 
T • . 

1~°Ji? 'l)i~ry-n1:'{ lf:l:;tU! il! il~? i~~11i.1)):;t?1:'( 19l'-f!)) J 
· : on'J 'J:n•<°"1 i? 

•,• T - : 

20 .-\nd he said to his daughters: ··When.: is he') Why did ~ ou 
ka,c the man·1 Call him. so that he may cat brcad.--
in:;i il'J9~-n1:'{ µJ>J v,NQ-n1:'{ n:;nt? nv,°>J ?1:'(i!)J NJ 

: i7 'l}.,J? 
''.' : 

11. And :\1oscs ,, as pleased to d,, d I ,, ith the man. and he 
gave Tzipporah. his daughter. to :\'loses. 

daughters of Reuel from the hands of the shepherds, and in the future he \Viii deliver the 

children of Israel from the hands of Pharaoh. 

2:20 lt,:;n~ i1J i1>';)? l'>~) - While the daughters had rushed home to tell their father, 

Moses has been lost in the commotion. Now Reuel asks the pertinent question: ·'Where is 

he')'' In their excitement the women abandoned him, and Reuel wants to know ¼hy 

i'? l~)P - However, he does not \Vait for an answer about their behavior, and instead 

instructs them to call for Moses. It is Reuel, and not his daughters, who will thank Moses for 

his chivalrous deeds. 

DQ,? J~N-'>) -- Moses who fed his flock, ,viii no"' be fed by Reuel 

2:21 n;t¥.)? i1¥.)·n J~i'>) - Having fled from Egypt, and stopped m Midian by a welL 

Moses is now invited to dwell with the man. And there is no doubt about what Moses thinks 

'?~i:>), he was pleased. The man rejected by both of his communities (Hebrew and Egyptian) 

has now found a home in Midian. 

i1:,"9.:{n~ lD?) ·· Finally one of the daughters is named. Yet despite the activity of the 

women in the preceding \ erses, societal nom1s appear to be restored as the woman is given 

by her father as a wife to \1oses 

i1")9.f n~ P:P) - What \Vas their relationship'-, Previously we have met the future wives 

( Rebecca and Rachel) while still at the \Vell, but here Tzipporah is introduced to us further 

along in the story, with no information about ,vhy she \\as chosen to be Moses' \Vite rather 

than one of Reuel's other daughters We knmv not nf her kindness (like Rebecca) or her 

beauty (like Rachel). All ,ve know is her name i7J9~. a name \\hicl1 comes frurn the same 

root as the word ftH 'bird' Perhaps T:tipporah \1,as given to \foses as a wife because like a 

migrating bird she \\ould he able to join him on his journeys from \tidian to Fgypt and then 

into the \\ildernL'.s-;_ thing freely h') his side 



.,nn;:, 1~ 702:{ .,::;, o·~·:q iD'f n~ NJp~1 1~ 17.tn :i:, 
: il n:n 'CJ~'.:,! 

22. And she bore ::i son And he calkd his name ·Gashom · 
because he said ··1 ha\ e been a stranger 111 a foreign land. --

m~l:{~) O~l~Q 179 n'?!1 □Di) O')'.:;Qi) O')Q!J ')il;) .D 
D,D~)~ J)dD) ip~p) ilJ":l~i)-V;J JN.J~.,-.,p 

: il'J°:l~i)-VJ O.,ilJ~i)7~ 
23. And it came to pass after many da~ s that the King of 
Eg~ pt died. And the children of Israel sighed from the labor. 
and they cried out. And their cry from the labor ascended to 
God. 

2:22 p 1?,D) ··· While \loses 

was already pleased to dv,ell in 

the house of Reuel, he now 

begins to form his own family 

unit with the birth of his son. 

Moses, \vho could have died 

\\, ith the other Hebrew babies at birth, or could have been killed by Pharaoh for murdering an 

Egyptian, not only lives, but now has a descendant 

0\!)1) - The name which Moses gives his son, echoes with the actions of the shepherds 
: 1•• ._. 

towards the daughters of Reuel, when 01~·1.~;J they drove them out (2.17). Moses himself 

was driven out of the land of Egypt, fleeing from the death sentence which had been handed 

down to him. 

il,?"J'.?) '<J~~ 'J:l''D 1~ - \foses appears unconcerned by the connotations of the root ~7) 

in his son's name, even though he himself was driven out of Egypt. instead his son is named 

because he was a stranger in a foreign land. For Moses Midian is home, and Egypt, where he 

previously resided, is the --foreign land'', where he was a stranger; he is neither Hebrew nor 

Egyptian. never fully belonging 

'J:l'?D 1~ - The name of Gershom is ominous. \foses is in some \vays destined to always be 

a 7~ In Egypt he was an Israelite living amongst the house of Pharaoh. [n \,fidian, although 

he has found his home, he is still a stranger, still a Hebrew, not a \1idianite And finally when 

he reunited with the Israelites, he is never completdy one of them. not having experienced 

slavery and the Egyptian oppression 

2:23 O'~JiJ 0'0?;1 '~P) · It is not clear exactly how long \foses d\velt \vith Reuel tn 

\,fidian, but it is clear that it was a long time 

'7z:·f)~?-'t;11n?~~) While \loses is ·'pleased" li,ing \\ith Reuel. married \\ith a sun. his 

people arc still suffering .\nd \\hile Fg~pt may be a· foreign land'. for \loses, his links to 

that land have not bet:n tuily broken 

O'i:1°?~ iJ ?~ The (,od \vho heard the crv of the Israelites may he the (jod for \\ horn 

Reucl \\as named Did Rcucl, as the priest of \lidian, possiblv have something to do \\ith 

alcrtin~ (iud to the braelitcs · --utfrring'1 

-l8 
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!\loses is not able to follow 

God's instruction and return to 

Egypt without first speaking to 

his father-in-law Y cter 

1!1' -- His name is gi\en first ... ... ....... 

as Y eter and then as Vitro. This 

is the only place he is called by 

the name l,D?.. The name 

: 'T nl'-lttl 
Nfi1??~ iJ 191-<.,,J i)J;fn 1-tJ;.?1;< J~~J n\?)J °J'.?.~J n., 
O')'>n O1iYil ilNlN1 O')l~HJ.J-1\!.iN ')nN?N ilJ1\!.iNJ 

-- T •- •.•:•:: •-:•: •.•-: -- •.• T .... 

: Di?~? 17. il~)J'.;7 ilJ;l~ l?N.'>J 
IX And \loses ,,cnt. and he n.:tumcd to Yctcr. his fathcr-in
la\',. and he said to him --Please let me go. and I "ill return to 
my brothers. ,,ho arc m Eg~pt. and I \\ill sec ho\\ life 
continues.·· And Yitro said to :\loses ··Go in peace·· 

imi.,:;> □'>1~D J¥:' 17. )?7',)_;l il~)J ?I;{ i,-Jil; l?N.'>J \J., 

: l~~fnl;{ O')Wi?~~.D o')w~~D?? 
19 And Adonai said to \loses in \lfidian --Go. return to 
Egwt. for all the men "ho sought ~ our soul, arc dead ... 

1·00,iJJJ' □~'.;)J!J rrf n1;<J in~2f n1;< n~·o nQ'>J :, 
O.,D?t{_i) il\:>rinl;{ il~)J nQ'>J □'>1~Q il~J~ J~~) 

: ii~~ 
20. And Mos1..'S took his "ifc_ and his sons and set them 
riding upon a Jonkcy. and he returned to\\ards the land of 
Eg~ pt And ~1oses took the staff of God in his hand. 

signifies the fact that despite \1oses' imminent depanure, there is a cord <l,D?.) \\-hich \.\-ill 

forever link him to his father-in-law. 

N{il??.~ - Despite God's instructions to 1\foses he still needs to ask his father-in-law's 

permission; while he docsn 't ask his wife what she thinks. 

'0~?~ il?,1~~) - Why did \1oses not mention God's call to him to return to Egypt? He is 

not completely honest with Yitro. 

'0~?~ -- While Midi an and the family of Yitro has become Moses' home, he is still linked 

by familial ties to the Israelites in Egypt. 

Ol?~? 1?. - Vitro tells \1oses to "Go in peace", offering him a blessing for his journey 

4:19 i1.)i1~ l~N') - \Vhile Yitro·s approval \\as important, \foses is leaving Midian 

because AJonai has instructed him to leave. 

O'~J~D ?? 1!1~-,:;, -- In all of his arguments with God to avoid returning to Egypt, at no 

point did \loses mention the sentence for murdering the Egyptian . .\Jonai reassures \loses 

about something \1,,hich did not :,etm to be cuncerning him. and also demonstraks that while 

the men \\ ho s;ought to punish him may he dead, .-\donai still remembers \\ hat happened 

-':20 1Jl'?'N-!1~ i7¥.hJ nv') What diJ Tzipporah reall~· think about the jnurney she \\as 

about to join her husbanJ on•) She is passively taken bv \loses, along with her sons. and 

placed upon the donkey. Surely she must ha\\.: had concerns about \loses· return to Fg\ pt to 

challenge the Phara11h Perhc1ps her pas.-.i\it\ is an insight into the fad that she has faith in 



i7N.J il~;l~Q :H'V? J~??.'.t i7¥.J)JJZ;{ il)il; l~JN-~J N:, 
)~~J il-Y"',l~ )J;l°:? DJ)'>~~J TJ~:;t '>n~~fl¥.J~ D'>J:,;lDDJ? 

- : DYil
0

nN n'J\!i'> NJ1 tJ.:,nN p-'tnN 
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21 And Adonai said to \,loses: ··on ~ our journey. rdurmng 
to Egypt. sec all the \\ onders \\ hich l hm e put in your hand. 
And , ou "ill do them bdon: Pharoah. and l \\ tll harden his 
heart. and he "ill not send out the pwplc. 

: 'JNliV'> '>7:)J. '>)J. i11il'> lDN ilJ i1-Y7$JN. n7QNJ J.:) 
,••T:• • : •: T: -T • • T. "'• 

22 Then you \\ill say to Pharaoh. thus says Adonai: ·tsracl is 
m, firstborn son· 

il~D in?'?'? 1N.~~J .,n:;i~~) '>JinZ;< n~'?' J'>?N. 1Q-N) D 
: 1:i-:,=t 1rf nl;{ :r:J"il '):;i)~ 

23 _ I ha, c said to ~ ou: · send out my son. that he may sen c 
me. but you refuse to send him out Behold I \\ill kill your 
firstborn son. ---

that while in Midian they had more than one son. 

A.donai While \loses resisted 

and offered every possible 

argument to avoid the mission 

Tzipporah IS completely 

willing. 

1'lJ-nN1 - Who is this other 
T T •.• : 

son born to l\foses and 

Tzipporah'' We have only read 

about Gershom, but it appears 

O?"J~~ n~-;,~ :J~?) - Although this is in the masculine singular, it is clear that Tzipporah 

and their sons are accompanying Moses on his return to Egypt, but for them it is not a return. 

4:21 n,(i~ ::,~ i1J"i1? 1~l"{') - Only now that Moses has begun his journey does Adonai 

reveal to him exactly what lies ahead of him when he comes to Egypt. It will not be a simple 

process of making the request and Pharaoh acquiescing_ Instead Pharaoh will resist and there 

will be a need for many wonders to convince him to release the slaves_ 

0'J:1~-r.JDJ? -- The wonders are not just going to be seen in Egypt, they will be seen on 

Moses' journey. But the only \-vonder on this journey will be when Adonai appears and 

attempts to kill Moses. 

JJ?.:;i '.J:l~~-,~~ - Adonai "'ill be working through Moses to shmv Pharaoh the wonders 

to convince him to free the Israelites. 

4:22 ?~1~' ,7·::,.:;i ').:;i The relationship between Adonai and Israel is made explicit. 

However, this statement is rather ominous when placed alongside the following verse. 

Perhaps there is also \-\.ithin this \erse an implicit \Varning that there are dangers connected to 

being the firstborn Israel as God's firstborn has suffered in Fgypt. the Egyptian tirsthorns 

v.ill die \\hat \\ill happen to Gershom. \loses firstborn'' 

~:23 JJ ::,.:;i J?:f n~ lJ i1 ":;>)~ rhis God ,vhich \loses has cntcn:d into a relationship 

nith is not an:rse to killing ,\-hen it is nece-,sary 

X)i1 ):i)~ \\'hen \lo-;cs lctl Fg:-,pt it \\as because Pharaoh :-;ought lliJ°;? "to kill him" 

(.2 1.") :\o'-", \lll his return. he \\ill a111wunce that _\cfonai ,,ill kill manv Fg,pfrrns 



4:24 JJJJ 'i7?) -- There is no 

: in)t1Q \!ii?~;) il)°il? 1il\'!~;)~) 1tn~'.;_l T)7'.:J. )D;) 1:, 
2-t And 1t happcn~d on the \\ay. 111 the lodging. Adonai 
cncountcn:d him. and sought to kill 111111. 

formal ending to _\.donai"s words to \1oses. and these \H1rds mark a break in the narrative, 

and a move to a new incident 

)i?~;t - It is not simply ·a lodging·. it is ··the lodging··. Why was it at this specific place that 

Adonai chose to threaten Moses· life" All that is clear to us is that our travelers \Vere pausing 

during their journey 

1i1\!.J)~'1 - \Vho is the man that Adonai is encountering" In the context of the preceding .. : : . -

narrative we may assume that it is :'\foscs, but the text does not specity. Moses· name is not 

mentioned in this or the two following verses While we may assume it is Moses, the absence 

of particular names adds a sense of mystery to this episode. we are in a mysterious arena. 

i1J'i7? 1i7~~,?~) - Adonai's initial actions, encountering Moses, 125 give us no sense of what 

Adonai has in store In fact one might even think that it is a reunion of sorts between Adonai 

and Moses along the journey. Adonai is still with Moses even on the journey When Aaron 

goes to meet Moses, on his journey back to Egypt we read 1il\{i~~) "he encountered him"' 

(427). 

irPY,)D 'llj?J?) -- Then suddenly our expectations are completely perverted as it is revealed 

that Adonai has not met :\foses to renew acquaintances; Adonai has met Moses with the 

intention of killing him. 

)J:PY,)D 'llv.J?) - The use of the two words together is jarring to the reader When Moses 

pitched the Tent of :\leeting, people could come to it, il)°il; 'lli?~97;> all who sought :\.donai 

(Ex 33:7). And yet here it is not in the context of the positive relationship between God and 

Israel; it is the verb \\hich expresses .-\.donai's desire to kill. 

i~'~Q 'llv.J?) - Just as Pharaoh had il\?°rJ-nl;'.{ l.1Q? \UQ'.J;) sought to kill Moses (2· IS) 

no\\< it is Adonai who is seeking \foses · death. \1oses left Egypt because Pharoah sought to 

kill him, and 110\\, on his return \donai -;eeks his death Perhaps the double use of Vi?~;) is 

svmholic of the fact that .\dunai sought \loses' death as rdrihution for the life uf the 

Fgyptian \\horn \loses killed .\!though .·\donai has told \loses 

l\??fnt{ 0)\1.}i?'.:J.DD "for all the men\\ ho sought your soul. are dead""( ➔ 19). the mention of 

'-\ltho11eh there 1s ;u11hi~11i1, ;1bo111 \\h.:th..:r 111s \k,,c,. ,t'- ,,111 he di-,c11,s.:d. \\C ,,ill :issumc 1t 1s \lu<;e<; as he 
1, th.: 11;1rn.:d chara .. 1<.;r ill the pr,·.:c·d,n!! \cl''-CS 



,)'Jn'J Ylrn ;,n n'J1Y-nN n·1::,rn ,-~ ill9~ nt?r-n il=> 
'' - ' - - - , ' - ', :\~ il~~ -□"'?i1DQ ):;, 19N·n1 

25. So T .1:ipporah took a flint. and cut off ha son ·s foreskin. it by Adonai demonstrates that 
and touch1..xi his kgs \\ ith it. And she said --For \OU an,; a 
bridegroom of blood to me.. God has not forgotten. !\ loses 

cannot return to Egypt without 

paying the price for his hloodguilt. 

l-D')~D ~P.J?J - :\lthough up to this point the story has not mentioned c1rcumc1s1on. 

perhaps :\1oses' sin is that he was not circumcised, and could not return to lead the Israelites 

without a circumcision. The person \\ ho is uncircumcised D"?l'O N,iJD \!J?.?.D il,tr:,=;,n "his 

soul v.ill be cut off from the people'" (Gen 17:14) How can an uncircumcised Moses return 

to lead the people out of slavery'' There must be a circumcision for him to be allowed to 

return and take his place amongst his people. 

)n')~D ~P.J?J - But perhaps it is not \1oses that Adonai sought to kill. Moses is the one 

who has been chosen to lead God's people to freedom. How can God seek his death now? 

With all of the mention of firstborn sons and the fact that Moses is to tell Pharaoh that 

Adonai will I:f:,;i 1}~·nz, x::fn "kill your firstborn son" (4:23), perhaps Moses' firstborn 

son, Gershom, now finds himself in danger Maybe it is Gershom that God seeks to kill so 

that Moses will know the severity of what he is threatening to do to Pharaoh and Egypt. 

ln'~Q ~v.J;) -- Cp until this point there has been no mention of Gershom's circumcision; 

perhaps Moses failed to circumcise him, neglecting to fulfill the duty which would allow him 

to enter into the covenant. The price for this failure is Adonai"s attempt to kill Gershom. 

4:25 1~ i1J·!:l~ nv.tlJ - Despite the uncertainty in the preceding verse as to what has 

motivated this attack. and in terms of who exactly is being attacked, Tzipporah is very 

definite in her actions. She docs not hesitate, but she kno\\s immediately to take a flint 

While for us everything is unclear, Tzipporah emerges, in contrast to us. resolute and certain. 

7~ n:f!)~ - One cannot help but hear the similar letters in the name of Tzipporah and the 

word fr)f flint Perhaps Yitro ga...,e Tzipporah to \1oses because she \\0tild he able to deal 

\,ith this precise situation For in her ,crv name one can find il~ l~ ·flint is here' 

l ~ - Flint \\ as the material used bv Joshua to circumcise the Israelites \vhen .\donai 

instructed him 0'7~ niJJQ J? il'{J~ '"make for yourself flint kni, es"' (Josh S ~) So 

r,ipporah not onlv knew \\ hat to do. hut she also kne\.v \\ hat the appropriate materials ½ere 

to u:--e 



ill~ n'27f n~ n7?J:l) -- Tzipporah is the circumciser. Although the commandment for 

circumcision \\.as gi\en for 1;,f'J;> all males (Gen 17 IO); it is Tzipporah, a \\.Oman, and a 

non-Israelite, v,ho performs the circumcision upon her son Gershorn. 

il):l n'::n).,-nN n·7:,ni If \foses \vere being attacked it ,.,,ould make sense that he could 
T : - : T •: : • -

not perfrmn the circumcision upon his son, and thereby stop Adonai 's attack. l km ever, 

maybe Tzipporah knew what to do, \Vhile \loses, \\ho had been raised amongst the 

Egyptians, did not know how a circumcision should be performed 

How did rzipporah know that the situation required the 

circumcision of her son•) l\laybe she knew that the Israelites practiced the rite of 

circumcision, and for her son to be able to join his father and his father's people it would be 

necessary to have him circumcised. Perhaps he was the one being attacked by Adonai as a 

result of his lack of circumcision 

P'nJ? YJ.DJ - Having had a few moments of certainty, through Tzipporah 's actions and her 

circumcision of her son, we are once again plunged into mystery as it is unclear whose legs 

are being touched. And it is not completely clear with what the legs are being touched, 

although one may assume that it is the circumcised foreskin 

YJ.DJ - Once again it is Tzipporah \\,ho is active. She is the one who knows that after the 

circumcision she must take the foreskin and touch it to "his legs''_ 

P?~J? YJ.DJ - Although the plain meaning of the text is "touched his legs with if', it seems 

strange that she would use the foreskin to touch his legs. Rather instead of legs ,ve should 

read r?n? as symbolic of his genitalia, to \\,hich the foreskin was touched. Isaiah instructs 

us of a day \\,hen the hair of the head 0)?niJ 7~~) ·'and the hair of the genitals'' (Isa. 7 20) 

will be cut away \.Vith the foreskin being touched to the genitals it is unlikely that Gershom's 

genitals, from \\here the foreskin was cut. are being touched. rt is far more likely that 

Tzipporah took Gershnm' s fore-;kin and touched it to her hush and \ lo:-;cs · genitals. 

)')?~l? Y~.DJ \!though it is Gcr-,hom \\ho \\as circumcis\?d. the foreskin \\as touched to 

\loses· genitals so that symbolically he '"ould also be circumcised. and .so that he could he 

_-;a\ed from Adonai·s attack 

l~N-nJ - This is the first time that f'zipporah has spnh·n as an indi, idual. altlwugh t\\~,~ether 

\\ith her .;;i_-;tcrs she told her t;Hher Jhuut \lust.·s· ,h.:tion.-, c1t the ,,ell ( 2 I')) But here she 



speaks it)r the first time as an 

: n~HJ~ O)>JJ lDO ff)~~ '~ n~q "l'J!)) )j 
1h . .-\nd h..: r..:frain..:d from him. so she said ··a bridegroom of 
blood duc to the cm::u1111::ision." 

individual. her voice is finally heard. And v, ith her \vords she takes Moses to be her 

bridegroom 

'~ n.3;1~ O'QJ\DQ ')~ - .-\II certainty has once again disappeared. and there is ambiguity 

as to \\<hat Tzipporah intends by the words she is speaking, for it is only in these two verses 

that the phrase O)r,Jf ).DQ appears 

'~ n.ti~ O'Qf lDQ ~ It is Tzipporah v\-ho in this moment appears to remarry Moses, this 

time through a 'blood' connection. It is not a case of the husband taking a wife for himselt~ 

but it is Tzipporah, who challenges the regular gender roles of society to claim her husband, 

and not be given as a wife This is the same Tzipporah who was lD?) ·'given'' (2 21) by her 

father, passively, to Moses as his v.ife. Here the roles are reversed and it is Tzipporah who 

takes a husband for herself Through the circumcision of her son, and the touching of Moses' 

genitals she has enacted a marriage 

□'Qf lDO - The foreskin may have had a role in the betrothal of a man to his wife. David 

\Vas challenged by King Saul to bring 100 Philistine foreskins so that he might be allowed to 

marry Michal. )nDJ;lil? 17.?? □1N?~?) Oi;:P,D'::r;itnZ;< 1)7 N'.;;1~) ''and David brought their 

foreskins and they were counted out for the king so that he may marry" ( 1 Sam. 2 27). 

However, while in this case the man (David) brought the foreskins so that he may marry his 

\vife, here Tzipporah brings her son's foreskin so that she may marry her husband. 

O'Q7 lDO - While ).DQ means bridegroom. it may also reter to a son-in-law (see BOB 

368). It is to Yitro that \foses went to ask permission to leave, and it was in Yitro's house 

that \. toses felt so at home Tzipporah sought to have a relationship which vvould be as close 

to \loses as that of her father. his father-in-law. Yitro 

4:26 l)>pl;) '1J') · Despite the lack of an overt connection bet\veen Tzipporah's actions and 

.\donai's desire to kill \lnses. her ,Ktions are succ1.?s-;ful. for '"he refrained from him"' 

U~Q '1J') T?ipporah is no longer just rhe \\ife of \fo..,es or the nne '" hn tnok him as a 

husband. she is also now his sa" ior responsible for ,aving hi,; life from .\donai. 

1),-PQ '1}') Tzipporah is another in a line of women dating back to \loses· sister \liriam 

c1nd Pharaoh's daughter \\ho together saved him as a babv '\'m" as an adult. on the \erge of 

returning to rg\pt it is Lipporah \\h(, -.;a\cS his life 



U,P>J c,-;pJ ~ With no overt name there is still mystery surrounding what has happened. And 

although the attack has stopped. all that seems clear is that Tzipporah · s actions prevented the 

attacks continuation. It is still unclear as to who \\as being attacked. and why exactly the 

circumcision prevented the attack's continuation 

ilJ~~ ~~ ··· Tzipporah ,..,ho has been silent for so long speaks again 

nJ)D2 O'>J7 lDO · · The reason for the betrothal is this time made clear, they have been 

wedded as a result of the circumcision. Through the act of Gershom' s circumcision by 

Tzipporah, she has taken him as a ).DQ bridegroom 



A . commentary. Oil_ E:rnciu.~ 
L~J_:g_ 

\toses· 

success has been so great that 

\vord of his achievements ha\e 

made it back to Midian, and to 

Yitro. 

:n' nul'll 
n~~ 1~~:,'.? n~ il~°>J v:i"n 1~70 1n·J i13;1) YO\?!>J N 
?Nl\lj)-nN n·,n) l'{)~iil-)J ;m, ?N1~)':n il¥/D? Q)DJN 

•• T" ! · ••• T : • • - ·• T • . , ' • , • • 

:O)J~QO 
I. And Y1tro. the priest of \tid1an. the father-in-law of 
\loses. heard all that God had done for Moses and lsrad his 
people. for Adona1 had brought lsrad out of Eg~ pt. 
10~ il\'/D n~~ ilJ·9~f n~ il~in 1-nn i1J;l) n[J!>J :i 

. . . . : tPt:_:n'J~ 
2 And Yitro, the father-in-la\, of Moses. took T zipporah. the 
\\ ifc of Moses. after she had been sent :may 

i1'~iD i.nn - The connection of Yitro to l\1oses is as a result of his daughter Tzipporah's 

marriage to Moses It is unclear as to whether she remained with Moses or returned to 

Midian -- she has not been mentioned since the bridegroom of blood incident. 

i1~~ 1¥.}~:J? l\foses had gone to Yitro to ask him simply )fJ~:JZ;{ il;J.1'V~) Nf i1'.;)?~ 

O)?O OJiY.D ilZ;{JZ;{) Q)J~Q'.f 7\9~ ··Please let me go, and I will return to my brothers, who 

are in Egypt, and I will see how life continues (4: 18). Since that request Moses has done 

significantly more than his request suggested. 

18:2 n:19.f n~ i1¥iD ltfn ilJ;i? ng?J - Tzipporah who had been so active m 

circumcising her son and saving Moses' life is now once again treated as an object, taken by 

her father-in-law, responding to the 'A- ill of men. 

n:f9in~ i1¥iD ltfn iiJ:1? ni7'J - It is only when Tzipporah was apart from her father 

that she acted as an individual, defining her own destiny When she is with her father she has 

been given (2 21 ). and now taken The circumcising savior of Moses is once again silent 

Despite the fact that \1oses sent Tzipporah a\\ay she 

remained his \Vife, demonstrating that there was no formal divorce 

D',1)1)~ 10~ - Why did \.1oses send Tzipporah away'' Did he want to protect her from the 

experiences of Egypt'> Was he maybe embarrassed that he had not taken a wife from among 

his people') Tzipporah has missed the miraculous L'Xperience of the plagues in Fgypt and the 

redemptive experience t)f crn,sing the Sea of ReL·ds 

il'n1';,\µ 10~ - '-low that \loses has safely led his people out of Fgypt, and seen the 

Egyptian army drowned behind them. \\ hy has he not called for his wife to rejoin him• 1 Why 

\\.ere messengers nut sent to r zipporah to tell her about all that her husband has achieved') 

Had she not hern there un the j\)Urne\ tu '-d\C \lus<.'S, none of this \\Puld have been pos~ible. 



1~ 1~~ ':;> o\i.i-:,~ 11)1'.;t.D □'!I 7¥.J~ iJ'H 'l.~ nl:'.{J l 

: i1 ~7?J '01:q 'n"D 
3. With her t\\o sons. the name of one \\as Gershom. fi.1r he 
said: ··1 ha\ e been a stranger in a foreign land ... 
.:nn,J ')J~!>, ,,n,:i 'JN 'i1JN-'J 1nPJN 1nl:'.{i1 O'!/J 1 

••• •: ,, • ., . _ _ . ! •.• : . T" •• •.•: • ·•• ••• • •.•: T • T • 

: il ):'-:,;, 

4. And the name of the one \\as Eliaer. ··for the God of rm 
father \\as my hdp. and Jdncred me from the s\\ord of 
Pharoah.·· 

and yet she appears to have 

been forgotten by her husband; 

and it is her father, Yitro, v,ho 

seeks to reunite the married 

couple. 

D'r::ntz,~ llJ~ - It is possible that this word otlers a due as to \vhy Tzipporah was absent. 

Perhaps \toses had divorced his \\ife, and that was why she "'as "sent av.ay". l\-laybe his 

masculinity had been threatened by the way in which she saved his life, and took him as her 

husband through blood 

18:3 il')J. ')'l' nN) - \1oses v.ho has separated himself from the family unit 1s not 
T ••• T •• : •• : 

connected to their sons. Instead they are simply related to Tzipporah as "her two sons". 

l~~ '~ - Despite l\foses' absence from the family, the name of Gershom is the one which 

he gave to his son, speaking simply about his experiences as a ·'stranger in a foreign land", 

with no sense of how Tzipporah related to this name 

18:41nn'JN 1nNil O'l') - This is the first time that Eliezer has been mentioned, when did 
•: ~• ' '.": T •,• I T •• ! 

Moses and Tzipporah give birth to this son. Here now there is finally an explanation for the 

words: rrf n1:;t) ·'and his sons'' (-L20), who began the journey back to Egypt with him 

'.:;l~ 'DJ~-,.~ - At first look this appears to be a simple reference from Moses to the God of 

his fathers. as in i\braham, Isaac and Jacob, as God was introduced in Exodus 3 6 

'.'.;l~ 'DJ~>~·· Perhaps with the preceding reterences to Yitro, Moses' father-in-law, and 

with the close relationship which is demonstrated \\ hen the two men are reunited; maybe this 

is not just the God of \foses' father on his side, but also the God of \1oses' father-in-law, 

who \Vas, after all, first introduced as Reuel ( 2 · 18 ). 

''.;I~ 'DJ{{'.~ - Once again the name of this son of \1oses and Tzipporah comes entirely 

from \foses' experience \Vith no oH·rt reference to Tzipporah. 

i1Y')$ .J'JO~ ')J.~~) .\ssuming that Flie?er \\as born before \foses returned to Fgypt, 

this name could be a reference to God's reassurance O''Vi?~JJD 0)\!JJ~;:,::,:;, m>;)-'J 

J'!.i~fnl;{ ··for all the men \\ho sought ,our soul. are dead-- (419) \1oses could then see that 

he had been sa\ed rhe prnblem is that fjod \\as not mertly acti\e in s,n ing \1oses from .. the 

sword of Pharaoh" prior l\) \1oses' return to Fgypt \t thi-. point in the narratiH:, \\ith \lo~es 

\011-bradilL \\ u111c11 ( lulk11).'.IIU! ( "mkr fZok~ 



having just led the Israelites 

out of Egypt and \Vitnesscd the 

drowning of Pharaoh's armies, 

the name seems appropriate as 

a celebration of v.hat God has 

il\'/DJ~ in~Z'{) ,.,~'.J) i1\!/D lti'n ilJ;,') ~<".J;J il 
: □-.,il':7Nil lil □ '.!f m·n N1i1-7'llN 7J18i1JN 

• · "."t• T - T •." ••• -: T : " - •: 

5. And Y 1tro. the father-111-la\\ of \.1oses. came ,, 1th his sons 
and his \\ ifr to \1oses. in the ,, Ilderncss. \\ here he encamped. 
there at the mountain of God 
.,~'?'1 "]T;l'?'N) 1.,'?~ N~ ilJ;,' Jttfn .,)~ il~DJ~ l~N-!)J 1 

: il~)J D.,?..;i 
6. And he said to .\foses: ··1 am ) our father-in-law. Yitro. I 
am coming to ~ou \\ith )Ollf ,,ifc and her t,,o sons \\ith her·· 

just done for 7\foses, who really has now been saved from ''the sword of Pharaoh" 

18:5 i7!P z••.CJ') - Yitro is definitively the head L)f the household leading the others with 
; • T- -

him to be reunited with \1oses 

iJl~l'{) 1'J;n -- Nmv on the journey back to meet with \toses they are "his sons and his 

wife''. The journey reignites the family connection which has been dormant while Moses has 

been separated from his v. ife and sons. 

iJl~l'{) ~ Tzipporah is Moses' wife, she effectively belongs to him, and Yitro appears to be 

returning Moses' 'property', \Vhich he has held for safe keeping to him. 

0',DJ~,D 1iJ -· It is clear that Moses and the Israelites are not at a neutral place; they are 

camped at ''the mountain of God" Did Yitro, as a priest, know this special place') 

18:6 i1J;l' J~,D-1) 'J~ ·· Did Moses not recognize his father-in-law that it was necessary for 

Yitro to establish his family connection? One imagines Moses running to greet his wife and 

sons as he saw them approaching in the distance. Instead the only physical connection is 

between the two men when \foses went out to meet Yitro i':,-pw~J inJ]'?'!>J ''And he bowed 

down and kissed him'' ( 18:7). 

J);l~l'{) -· Tzipporah is not introduced by her name, she is anonymous, introduced simply as 

"your \\-ifc'' The connection betv.een \.1oses and Tzipporah is rekindled, and Tzipporah is 

silent as she is reunited with her husband 

il.'?~ D'?.? ')~) While Tzipporah is introduced by Yitro to \foscs as "your wife'', the 

sons are connected solely to her '"her two sons \\ith her" Ha\·ing been apal1 from their father 

for so long it appt.·ars that their connection \\ith him has, to a cer1ain e:-,,;tcnt, been broken. 

il'?~ D'?.? 'J'l') ·· Perhaps in circumcising l1ne uf her ,ons on their journey back to Fgypt, 

Tzipporah assumed the rnlc \\ hich \\ as usually assumed by the father, and so her sons 

beca111e connected to her as their mother, and as the person assuming the role of their tather 

Thev art· therefore .. her t\\o sons .. \\ ith no rdcrence to \loses. 

\,,Hi-l~r;1d1k \\0tnl'11.< li;dk1n:11H..'. < n.:1Hkr 1-<.oks 



il_~pmmcntai:y _ on __ Numbers 

J 2 1-~ 

:3' ,:i-r1l:i 
n')~:qiJ i1~~.iJ n11·~•<"'7~ il\!/D::;I 110~) o~-:,n 1.:nr;n N 

: nr? n')i.!;q il~~-'):;, nr? 1¥J~ 
I. fli1.:n \liriam spoke \\ ith .\aron about Moses because of 
his Cushitc \\ 1fc. that he took a Cushitc for a \\ 1fc 

12: 1 i7¥,J'rJ~ l'lD~) or:,~ l:;tJ.J:l) - .-\t the beginning of this incident it is clear that there 

is a division between \1iriam and Aaron on one side, v.,ith Moses on the other. 

rl"'l':>i1 i1'VNi1 r,i1.N?Y -- It appears that the cause of the division between the siblings is 
· ·•. - r · , r -

something in relation to the Cushite wife to \\horn \toses is married. 

rl"'l':>i1 i1'VN i1 Who is Moses' Cushite wife'7 There has been no mention nf \loses 
• "•• - T • , T 

marrying another woman since Tzipporah, but Tzipporah was a l\1idianite (she was the 

daughter of the Priest of Midian), and not a Cushite. But there is no evidence that ~-loses has 

had any interaction with the Cushites to find himself a wife. 

rl"'?'?D i1'}'r-{,D ~ At first glance it seems that this wife is not Tzipporah; however, when 

one looks more closely, one finds only a few verses that '>~n~D '71:'.{nrfp. :q:n? il¥J)J 19N-~) 

il~iD ltfn "And Moses spoke to Chovav son or Reuel the Midianite, the father-in-law of 

Moses" ( I 0:29). Rather than introduce us to a new wife, there is evidence that Moses 

maintained a relationship with his Midianite in-laws. It seems strange to introduce a new 

wife almost immediately after :\foses had asked Tzipporah's father 126 to remain with the 

Israelites on their journey. 

rl''?'?D i1\!:'r-{_Q - Perhaps the term ·cushite' is a derogatory generic term used to refer to all 

foreigners. The wife is not necessarily a Cushite, she is simply a foreigner. as would be the 

case with the Midianite Tzipporah. 

n.i?? rl"'?'? i1'}'r-{-.,_:;> If it is Tzipporah, why is it only now. many years after their 

marriage that Miriam and Aaron are complaining about Moses taking her as a \.vife•) It is 

unclear v.,hat their complaint is, as nothing specific is mentioned. However. in a fevv 

chapters .J~iD niJ::;iJI;{ niJ,':J O~i) 70!1 -- \nd the people profaned into harlotrv· \.\ ith the 

daughters L)f \1nab" (2" I). And tht·n 

n'))')1Di1-J"IN '"-\nd behold a man from the Children of Israel came and brought the \lidianite 
• T ; • - '." '-

\\Oman before his brothers" (2.'.' h) While there \,as no tension \,ith \lidian \vhen \foses and 

· rhc tnt ,pccifics t!ut it i, \!0~es· father 111 la\\ .. md th.:rJon: l11pix11ah·~ f:ith..:r. ;1ltho11d1 1hc name JJn 
1~ :i 11c\1 1w1i..:: ror thi~ !lla11. ,1!1Ll has .dr,aLh been ,_;tfkJ R'-11..:I. 't ~-1cr ;111d Y1tro 



l~J U.i□J N'JQ i1)°il; 1:r:r ilV/ni]Z'.< jJJQ n~N-~) J. 
: n·m~ Yr.Jiv~, 

T : - ! • -

2. Tht'y said: ··Has Adonai only spokt'n to \1oscs. has God 
not spoken,, ith us•r· And Adonai ht'ard. 

for the two peoples living together. 

Tzipporah \\ere married. in the 

future there will be problems 

n.i?~ JP~;:, n~z~(>.~ If it is not Tzipporah. maybe the complaint of !\tiriam and Aaron is 

the fact that !\.·loses has taken another wife. despite the fact that he \\as already married to 

Tzipporah 

12:2 PJD 11,;JN') - From the complaint which follows it seems that Miriam and Aaron 

actually had no problem with Moses' choice of wife, but were rather concerned bv his 

method of leadership. 



Tzipporah: The First Female ~lohel and Betrother 

;,¥.)->J? in:;i i1J9~:f n~ H:P) 
and he [Reuel] gave Tzipporah, his daughter, to Moses 

( Exodus 2 2 I ) 

When one considers that Tzipporah is married to arguably the most important man in 

the TaNaCh, IF it is surprising that she features so rarely in its pages. Moses' wife is only 

mentioned hy name in three distinct episodes, and his anonymous, Cushite v.ife, is referred to 

on one other occasion In contrast, Abraham's story begins in Genesis 11 and concludes in 

Genesis 25. Sarah dies at the beginning of Genesis 23, but she features in seven of the 

preceding twelve chapters, and in most she has a significant role in advancing the 

narrative. 128 As another example, Rebecca is first encountered in Genesis 24 and she features 

centrally in each chapter up until, and including, Genesis :28 which moves the focus from 

Isaac to Jacob. 129 Tzipporah, who is introduced towards the very beginning of Exodus :2, 

appears in that chapter, in Exodus 4, in Exodus 18, and then arguably in Numbers 12. The 

story of Tzipporah can be confined to just :21 verses. uo And yet in the course of these few 

verses, she is responsible for one of the most fascinating and mysterious incidents in the 

entire TaNaCh. l.ll 

Before looking at the narratives involving Tzipporah in Exodus, it is worth exploring 

whether she is the subject of Miriam and Aaron's words in Numbers 12. In an almost passing 

comment, the Torah states: "Then \-firiam spoke with Aaron about Moses because of his 

Cushite wife, that he took a Cushite for a wife." In identifying this Cushite wife as 

Tzipporah, the clearest problem is the fact that she is a \fidianite, as the daughter of the 

Priest of \1idian. Baruch Levine is convinced that as a result of this discrepancy in national 

identity this must be a reference to a second wife taken hy \foses (see Levine 1993:328) In 

',- One can argue that \foses is the focus of the books of Exodus. Le, iticus. Numbers and Dc11tcrono111'.>. As 
such he is the major character for a longer ~riod of t1111e than an'.> other Biblical figure. ri.:km:d to as I !n.1hc 
Nahhcim1 - \fosi.:s our ti.:acher. 

·, Sarah is mentioned in Genesis IL 12. 16. I'. IX. 20. and 21 Genesis 12 includes the story of Sarah and 
Pharaoh. I fi is the ~ton of Hagar :111d S:1r:1h. 1-: has Sar:1h ·-; 11:1mc changed. IX mcludcs thi.: prom is<! of a ~on for 
Sarah. 20 nnohcs the s101y of Sarah and ,\,i111ekch. :111d 21 is about Sarah and Isaac alongside Hagar and 
lshrnacl. It is dear that ~he is a central character in these narrati,cs. 
·•Rebecca is also central in most of these chapters. In Genesis 2~ she ,1a1crs Abraham·s <;en ants flock. 25 she 

gi,cs birth. 2(1 imohes the ston ofRi.:becca and ~,imdech. 27 ,he 11orks \\ith Jacob 10 clecei,e Isaac. 2X ii is 
lo Reb<!cca·s fa111il~ that Jacob is sent. 

E\od11s 2 16-.?2. Fxod11, ~ 20-2<•. E,odus IX· 1-h :md '."umtx:r, 12. I 
\\"1llia111 Propp d:11ms that 1hi'> is ·•among the mo~, .:ontrcn <!rt<!d pa~s.1gcs of Scnpt11r<! .. 1--i'>:'i) 

'.011-hr:1diti.: \\"om<!n ( 'halknging G<!mkr Roks hi 



this context it is possible that \tiriam and Aaron may even have been complaining about the 

fact that 1\loses took another \\ ife. However, it seems unusual that Moses' marriage to a 

second wife is not mentioned in the text. Even though Sarah is Abraham's primary wife, the 

text states explicitly that he took Keturah as a second wife after Sarah (Gen. 25: I). It is 

strange that the Torah \.\-Ould neglect to mention the marriage of one of its most central 

characters. 

Upon examining Numbers 12, it is significant that almost immediately before this 

episode, Moses was asking Tzipporah · s brother, Chovav, to join the Israelites as they 

continued their journey to the Promised Land ( 10:29-32). This demonstrates that Moses was 

not only still married to Tzipporah, but maintained a relationship with her family. It is 

possible that when Miriam referred to a Cushite wife, she was using Cushite as a generic and 

derogatory term for foreigner, which may have related to Tzipporah's status as a Midianite. It 

is also significant that in the course of the book of Numbers, there is a less positive 

relationship between the Israelites and Midianites. ui In this context, the Torah may have 

wished to subvert the fact that Moses married a ~1idianite. Assuming that this therefore is 

Tzipporah, other than the negativity from Miriam and Aaron, nothing specific is learned 

about her: she is in this passage, as in most others, the object, not the subject of the narrative. 

This focus on Tzipporah as object is evident in her first mention in the Torah; here 

she is introduced as one of the anonymous daughters of Reuel. 133 In this context, she is one 

of seven daughters, all of whom are performing the traditional female function of visiting the 

well on behalf of the family, in this case leading their father's flock to water them. It was a 

similar role that Rebecca was fulfilling when she met Abraham·s servant at the well (Gen. 

24: 15-27) and it is the same role that Rachel assumed when she led her father's flock to the 

well and met Jacob (Gen. 29:6-11 ). The parallels between these three stories continue as in 

each case the women rushed back to their fathers· to recount their experiences at the well _11 4 

In this wa~·, our first encounter with Tzipporah presents her behaving in exactly the way 

· ,: TI1is negati, c relationship may be seen in the ~Jory of Balak in .'Jumbcrs 22-2-t which is followed b, the 
negati, c attitude to,\;Jrds relationships \\ ith \ loabitc and \ lidianitc \\Omen in '\.'umbers 2:'i · 
; '' Different names arc gi,en for T 1ipporah ·s father at , arious points in the tc,L I h.1, c attclllptcd to use the 
name "hich is referred to in the passage being discussed. 
· '' Rebecca nms in 2 ➔ 2X. Rachel mns in 2') 12 :md ,, hilc the 1c.,t dlXS 1101 ~pccif~ that the daughters of Reucl 
r:111 home. he asks them ,1 h~ they hm e ··Jlllrriecl to come back .. t 2 IX). 

'-<011-lsradltc \\omrn Challenging ( icnder Role-. 



i:xpected of \\omen She fits appropriately \\ithin this particular paradigm of women: 

daughter home-maker \\ho becomes wife home-maker, through a meeting at a ¼ell us 

While she is initially active in fulfilling the normative female role, she is also 

anonymous, one of seven daughters, with no individual characteristics. \-Vhen Tzipporah is 

finally named, and in most of the Biblical narratives in which she is mentioned. she is a 

passive object ¼ho moves, and is moved, according to the will of the men in her life. 

In Exodus 2 after \·loses has moved in \\ith Reuel's family it states: "and he gave 

Tzipporah, his daughter, to l\foses" (2:21) There is no reference to Tzipporah' s feelings, 

emotions or thoughts about her marriage to Moses. She is simply a possession to be given by 

her father as he chooses; and his choice is to give her as a wife to Moses. Tzipporah may be 

compared to the sheep, oxen and servants which were taken by Avimelech and given to 

Abraham (Gen. 20: 14). Or she may be compared to Zilpah, \\ho was given to Leah by Laban 

as her maidservant on the occasion of her marriage to Jacob (Gen. 29:24). 130 Tzipporah is a 

passive object at the mercy of the whims and wishes of the men in her life. 

Tzipporah is a daughter and then a wife. [mmediately after becoming a wife, she 

fulfills the other major role associated with women in the TaNaCh by becoming a mother. 

The bearing of a son is the first action specifically taken by Tzipporah, as an individual in the 

text. But after this momentary action, which is concluded in two short words, the story 

returns to Moses who names their son, specifically for his experiences. In quick succession, 

Tzipporah became a wife and then a mother, the two primary female roles, and in fulfilling 

both of these, she was both defined and objectified by the men around her. 

Having been 'given' (by Vitro), Tzipporah is next ·taken' (by i\foses). Moses' 

interactions with God take place completely separate from his wife, and after he has been 

instructed to return to Egypt, he does not consult v,:ith her He asks Vitro: "'Please let me go, 

and I will return to my brothers, who are in Egypt, and I will see how life continues" (4: 18) 

\1oses' decision to return takes place with his father-in-law; it is a conversation between 

men. and his wife is absent Tzipporah is taken by \1oses along \\ith "his sons" (4:20) She is 

taken in the same manner that \loses 'took the staff of God" (4 20). Once again, her life is at 

the mercv of the men in it 

;, Although Rebecca did 1101 meet her future husband at the wdl. she met the man \\ ho \\ould introduce her to 
her husband 

" In both oft hesc ..:ases it is the , crb lf:l))_ just as is the ca-;c ,, ith Rcucl ~i\ ing T 1ipporah to \ lo,cs 



After the incident in the lodging ( 4 24 ), the next time Tzipporah is encountered, she is 

once again 'taken· Yitro hears about \\hat has happened to Moses and the Israelites and so 

he decides to take Tzipporah and his grandchildren to reunite them \\ith their husband and 

father. She is taken by her father, in the same \\ay as she was taken by her husband on his 

journey back to Egypt. It is striking that were it not for Yitro taking Tzipporah back to Moses 

and the Israelites, she would have missed the Sinai experience. She is not important enough 

to be invited back by her husband to stand at his side for arguably the most important 

moment in the life of his people, the Israelites. u 7 The reunification which ultimately occurs 

is not really between Tzipporah and \-loses, it is between Yitro and Moses. The two men 

even kiss each other after their prolonged absence. While Tzipporah is at Yitro · s side, she is 

secondary. 

Upon examining these verses, it is evident that Tzipporah is firmly located within the 

female sphere, acting primarily as a wife and mother Furthermore, she is not only a female, 

but a passive female, one acted upon and defined by the men in her life, seemingly powerless 

to determine her own destiny. Yet, in just three short verses she boldly steps outside of the 

female domain. In these three verses, she behaves in a way that contradicts her female 

behavior evef"Y\l,·here else in the TaNaCh. Upon circumcising her son, she becomes the only 

woman in the TaNaCh to perform a circumcision. 

There is a great degree of uncertainty about what is actually happening in the course 

of Exodus 4:24-26. The passage is particularly mysterious, and scholars have offered many 

interpretations that attempt to explain what exactly transpired on that fateful night, and the 

true purpose of the story. Dx Despite all of the ambiguity surrounding these verses, we 

encounter a moment of clarity in the middle of this brief story. ··so Tzipporah took a flint, 

and cut off her son's foreskin" (4:25). On either side of these words, there are questions 

which need to be addressed about the text; but apart from the question of which son, these 

words appear relatively clear This time, Tzipporah, the woman who \\as taken both by her 

husband (4 .20) and her father ( 18 2). is the one who does the taking She takes the flint and 

\\ith it she performs a circumcision. 

· ,- The significance of Yi1ro·s actions in brining T1ipporah back 10 \1o!>es IO stand at Sinai comes from 
11np11blishcd kcturc notes h:, R;1bbi :Sh .. ·ldon Zirnm..:1111an. 
" For an O\ en icn of sc\ cral of the 1hcorics sec Robinson I 'J~6. 
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By circumcising her son, Tzipporah enters into a male-only world which excludes 

½omen every½here else in the TaNaCh. The original instruction which God gave to 

Abraham \Vas, '"at eight days old you \Viii circumcise all the males in all your generations'" 

(Gen 17: 12). This commandment is extended to include male servants, effectively every 

male in Abraham's household. ·' Abraham took Ishmael his son, and all the boys of his house. 

and all that were bought ,vith money, all the males of Abraham's household, and he 

circumcised the flesh of their foreskins·· ( 17:23). Women are not only uninvolved in the 

process of circumcision, they appear to be completely absent. No women are present or 

involved when Isaac is circumcised (2l:4) or when the men of Shechem are circumcised 

(34: 13-24). 139 

Not only does Tzipporah therefore perform an action which is reserved exclusively 

for men, but she also does it in a traditional way. Joshua 5 is the only place where the text 

specifies details about the actual performance of circumcision. Adonai instructs Joshua, 

"make for yourselves flint knives" (5:2), and with these, all of the men were circumcised. 

When Tzipporah was at the lodging she did not necessarily have a flint knife with which to 

circumcise her son, but she did have some flint which she used. Therefore Tzipporah not 

only performed a male ritual, but she also performed it in an appropriate way. 

This small but significant section of the text demonstrates the ""ay m which 

Tzipporah behaves in a unique way for a woman. performing a male only ritual It should 

also be noted that when Abraham performed the circumcision on both of his sons and his 

household, it appeared that this was a ritual which the father of the house was obligated to 

fulfill. In circumcising her son, Tzipporah is a woman fulfilling a paternal function. And 

when viewed alongside the rest of this mysterious passage, Tzipporah moves fa1ther away 

from the female realm and further into the male one. Tzipporah is the savior of this story. 

It is difficult to determine definitively who Tzipporah actually saves. It is unlikely 

that this attack was against one of \foses· sons as neither has been mentioned in the 

d. ''° ·r1 t· d · 1 prece mg verses. ,ere ore, esp1te t ,e lack of a dear reason. it seems that .\donai · s 

attack was directed against \fuses It may ha\e been a response to \foses· reluctance to 

·' It is possible that Dinah ,,as in Shechem·s house at the time. but this is 1101 e,plicith mentioned. 
1
•• If one ,, ere lo consider that it ,, ere one of\ foscs · sons \\ho,, as allacked. then T 1ipporah 1101 onl~ s.n cs her 

son· s Ii fe. hut she circumcises him. "hen her husband \ los.:s ~hould h,I\ e pcrfi.m11cd I he obi igat ion for his so 11. 

_just as -\braham did for Ishmael and Isaac. 

\lllt-1:;raditc \\ 01111.:11 Chalk1H.;i11g C,cnd1:1 Rules 



rl'turn to Egypt, it may ha\e been a result of the bloodguilt for the Egyptian he killed, or it 

may be a necessary near Jeath experience prior to his return to Egypt to save the Israelites 

The reason for Adonai's attack on Moses remains unclear, but it may be compared to 

another enigmatic incident in the Torah: When Jacob separated himself from his family the 

night before his reunion with his brother Esau. Jacob encountered a mysterious being \vith 

\vhom he \Vrestled throughout the night (Gen. 32 25-33 ), and there is a sense of danger facing 

the Patriarch as the fight continues. Jacob is able to defend himself against his assailant, 

although he suffers a physical wound on his hip After the attack, his journey to meet his 

brother Esau continues. There is a sense of mystery surrounding the motivation of this attack, 

and there are significant parallels to Moses' experience. Both Moses and Jacob had embarked 

on a significant journey of return. Jacob with Esau and Moses with his brother Aaron (and 

also his people). There is a further parallel in the significance of the reunion as on both 

occasions, the brothers kiss (Ex. 4:27 and Gen. 33:4)_'41 Both men were threatened by a 

mysterious figure and a physical scar was left at the end of each incident, the hip in the case 

of Jacob, the site of circumcision in the case of Moses' son. There are certainly distinct 

differences; Jacob's experience occurs in isolation, it does not directly involve Adonai, and it 

leads to both a blessing and a change of name. However, the parallels between the two 

mysterious attacks outweigh the differences. 

By viewing these two incidents as parallel to each other \Ve are able to explore how 

Tzipporah' s role more folly develops Jacob was able to fight his assailant and save himself. 

In contrast, Moses required his wife to save his life. \1oses assumes the passive role 

throughout these three verses, the object whom Adonai first "sought to kill'' (4:24), and then 

'·refrained from'' (4:26). Tzipporah actually saves \loses' life; she is the only one who has 

been active. Rather than save himself like Jacob, \1oses must rely on his wife to save him. 

Comparing the two incidents may also help reveal \.\ hose legs Tzipporah touched 

during the incident (-L25) The legs are being touched with the foreskin. but it is not clear 

\\hose legs they arc In the Jacob incident, he is kft scarred by the experience; after this 

incident, Tzipporah·s son is marked hy the circumcision. and by touching it to \loses· legs 

there is a sense in which he is ,·icariously marked by his son ·s experience It also seems 

unlike!~,; that it ,vas his legs that \\ere touched, hut rather, as is the case in Isaiah 7 20, ·1egs' 

This co111pari~o11 is hascd on a reading in Roh111~11 I 'JXt, 

\:un-br;1eii1e \\omen Chalkngmg Gender Roles (,6 



is a reference to 'genitals'. If \loses is vicariously circumcised, then Tzipporah is not only 

her son's circumciser, she is also by association her husband's circumciser And \\ith the 

recognition that circumcision is a paternal role, she therefore complicates her relationship 

\,Vith her husband, with whom she also now shares a paternal relationship 

Tzipporah performs a circumcision, saves her husband's life and assumes a paternal 

role. It is necessary to finally examine the meaning of Tzipporah' s statement: "For you are a 

bridegroom of blood to me" ( 4 25) and "a bridegroom of blood due to the circumcision'' 

( 4:26 ). This is the first, and only time that Tzipporah speaks on her own in the text 

(previously her voice was heard along with her sisters [2'.19]). When studying the text, it 

appears as though it is a formula for declaring a marriage and taking a husband. Although 

Tzipporah had previously been married to Moses, it seems that she is reaffirming her 

marriage with him. While in the previous marriage she was passively given by her father to 

Moses, this time she takes an active role. lt is as though she betroths Moses to herself 

through the action of circumcision. In the first instance, she specifies "a bridegroom of blood 

to me" and then appears to explain hmv they have been betrothed by clarifying "a 

bridegroom of blood due to circumcision"_ 

The marriages which occur in the TaNaCh generally involve fathers gtvmg their 

daughters, and husbands taking these women to be their wives. The women do not express a 

preference, they are effectively objects given and received as part of a transaction. This 

incident is therefore striking for the role reversal within it. \foses does not take Tzipporah as 

his wife; rather she declares that Moses is her husband. This time she is not given by her 

father; instead, she takes \foses to be her husband. The circumcision of her son appears to 

alter her relationship with her husband, and through this action she is able to take 1\,foses for a 

husband, in a way which no other women does in the Ta"NaCh. 

In all but three verses of her story, Tzipporah conforms to the TaNaCh's gender 

stereotypes and expectations She is a \\ ife and mother She is a passive character\\. ho moves 

according to the \\ishes of the men around her Hm\e\ a, fi1r three short \ erses, she steps 

outside of the female realm, and roots herself holdlv \\ithin a male sphere. Tzipporah 

becomes the first, and only, female mohel in the Tai\'aCh She perfr1rms. and imoh-es herself 

in. a ritual \\hich is othen\ise confined exclusi, ely to men, \\ho act as both circumcised and 

the circumciser" This \\Ould be r1;.'ason enough to \ iew Tzipporah as a diallenge to 

\.011-hraclitc \\OI11L'l1 Chalknerng (ic11dc1 Roks h7 



normative gender roles. But through the action of circumc1s1on, she also alters the 

relationship \Vith the men around her. She directly assumes a paternal role tmvards her son, 

whom she circumcised, performing a commandment which should have been fulfilled by his 

father. When the foreskin is touched to \foses, she also vicariously becomes his circumciser, 

thus establishing a paternal relationship \.\<ith him. These combined actions further serve to 

save Moses from Adonai's attack; she becomes his savior. Finally, this incident changes the 

relationship between Tzipporah and her husband, and through it they are remarried. Only this 

time, it is she who takes Moses to be her husband, declaring him to be a bridegroom for her. 

While all other women are taken or given in marriage, in this instance, Tzipporah takes a 

husband for herself. 

While Tzipporah may behave in the ways which conform to normative and accepted 

gender roles both before and after this incident, for these three verses she completely inverts 

the tired gender stereotypes that inundate the TaNaCh She becomes not only the first female 

mohel, but she also assumes the unlikely roles of paternal figure, savior, and betrother of her 

husband. Any one of these roles would have been sufficient for viewing Tzipporah as a 

challenge to gender roles. Yet she combines all of them, inhabiting several male roles 

simultaneously. While she may be neglected by Moses, 142 her story cannot be ignored. If she 

had not acted in a such a striking way Moses would have been killed and the Israelites would 

have remained slaves in Egypt. Through her actions Tzipporah not only inhabits several male 

gender roles, she also lays the foundations for the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt. 

-~ l le fails to cJII her back a/kr tht.: Ex()(Jus from F•>\ pt I Ex ! X) 
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Yael in the TaNaCh 

Judges 4.9-11, 17-24 - i:>·l' ,N'·": i 0'"!)'~ 

i1J)Zf1'?'~ TJJDJ~ l~J~!).n i1?.D,n NJ ')~ 
143

0~~ 1~):' 17~ JJD 1~N·nJ \J 

: i1'?'7P PJi□)J 1?tlJ i1Jtr:r Di?DJ NJ~'Q-n~ i1J'i1? 1J~? i1'?'~ 1~,:;i ')~ J?li1 
9. And she said: "I \viii surely go with you; l-H know that 145 it "'ill not be for your glory on 

this way that you are going, fi:>r into the hand of a woman, Adonai will deliver
146 

Sisera." 

And Deborah arose, and she went with Barak to Kedesh 

'J~tiJ 'l''~ 
147 

,~7~ nJ¥.J}! P?~J~ 'J~~J i1'?'7v. ,':n;1~f n~) 171:1 fn~ P1~ P~~~J ., 
: n11::i11~y 
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I 0. And Barak called 148 together Zevulum and Naphtali at Kedesh, and he went up by foot1
49 

with ten thousand men, 150 and Deborah went up with him. 
152□?J}!.~~ 11'Jzf1~ 

151
1'Jo~ \J~J i1'?')J 1tfn ::i;fn 'l:;t~ 1?vr,J 11~) ')'PD 1~Q) N' 

: 'l'Jiin~ 1¥)~ 

11. Now153 Chever, the Kenite, 154 had separated from the Kenites, from the children of 

Chovav, the father-in-law of Moses. And he had stretched out his tent at Elon Betzananim, 155 

which is by Kedesh. 

r1., In the Septuagint in place of O?.z::<- it states: YJ. related to the root for ·know·. 

', 
11 l have used "surely go" to emphasize the repetition of the \Crb \\ ith the Hebrew: 17.l:':< 1Ji). 

11
' In BOB it specifics thnt the phrase.,:;> O?.l;( is used in .. qualifying a preceding statcmenf· (<,7). it offers the 

translation --sa,c that. ho,\beif' (ibid). Hm,e,er. in line with the other manuscript tradition. I have translated it 
as .. know··. which still seJTcs to qualify the preceding statement. 
1 

i,; Allhough the Hebrew ,·JY,): literall} means ·sctr. in the context of this verse "deliver .. is more appropriate. 
11

· In one manuscript it states: O.,~?~- \\hich docs not change the numbers imohcd. 
11

~ In Judges 12:2 this same root j?!i'T is used by Jephthah in the sense of calling out for help. 
1 

"' In the \.e,\ King James lranslatron it reads: .. ten 1housand men 1111der his command··. unckrstancling PJ)l.J 
..__ •- T : - : 

to denote being under his command. I ha, c chosen to tr.111s latc this "ith the liter.ii reading .. b, loot .. bcc111sc of 
1he fact that Y ;1er s feet arc rclc, anr in the r.:tdling of the slol} in d1apter 5 

,\s the Hebr~,,, is in the ~ingulm P?~J:;i J~~J- I ha, c tried to maintain 1hat in the translation. 

,, In one manuscript it ,,rites ilJiJl:{. ,,hich has the same meaning. 

'c \Vhilc I his is the Hebrc\\ \\ hich is written. according to the \fasoretic 1radi1ion it is read: O~))}J ~.J 
...... . - -:, - : 

_, I h;nc translated the) as ··'.'Jm\·· to denote the IlC\\ character being introduced. 

·' It could also be translakd as .. Hc,cr. 1he 5mith .. !St:c BDBlt- for 1r.mslatio11 of 1.,iJ)_ ho\\c,er. in 1his 
contc.,t. folkming on from Judges l·l(i. I tx:li..:,c 11 i~ a uibal dc~ignation. ~o that Clic,cr'~ 1ribal origins :111cl 
affiliations arc "-nm, n to the rc:1d,:r lx·forc ~·nco11111crin!! his,, ifc 

\on-lsradllc \Vu111c11 l hallcngmg Gender Role~ 
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: ')rv.D 7:;;tl) n');i 1'):;;n 

17. But Sisera escaped on foot to the tent of Yael, the wife of Chever the Kenite, for there 

was peace between '{ avin, the king of Chazor. and the House of Chever the Kenite. 
156

Z.•(PJ:1J~ ')2~ i1Jlt> '))·1~ i1Jlt> l')?~ l~l'•fnJ NJ~')~ nNJi?> J~? N~.nJ n') 

: 
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18. And Yael went out to meet Sisera, and she said to him: "Tum in158 my lord, turn in to me, 

do not be afraid." S0159 Sisera, turned into her tent, and she covered him with a rug. 

J.{Q.D 161
11N°f n~ n)J~J:1) 

160
')nN~ '):;, D?Y,,) \)~~ Nf'))'),P~iJ tP?.~ 1~N-!)J \)') 

: li1J:>~J;lJ li1P.~JJ) 

I 9. And he said to her: "Please give me a little bit of water to drink, for I am thirsty." And 

she opened a skin of milk, and gave him to drink, and covered him. 

;-,·9·'l',~D 7,;,)~) 1'?.~~1 NlJ.? 'l'')lf o~ i1?iJ) ,ry·NiJ nJJ? 1621·n~ D')?.~ 1~N-!)J:, 

: 1?~ J;lJY,,)~) 'l}')~ 

20. And he said to her: "Stand 163 at the door of the tent, and if a man comes, and asks you if 

you have a man here, you should say, there isn't.., 

P~~ Nb.l)J nJ?;i n;tv.QD·n~ □~-DJ ,ry·N;:, 1ri;·n~ 1:;;il)-n¥.),~ ,~? nvnJ N=> 

: n·~~J "I~~) DJJfNlD) 'CJ~'.g. nJ~nJ lni?J;i 1n~D·n~ Yt?J;inJ 
164

\JN{J 

1
" I ha,·e phonetically translated the Hebrew as it is read: D"~J~.~~- rather than how it is included in tJ1e actual 

te.xt. 
i,,. This phrase. used by Yael to allay Sisera·s fears is the same phrase spoken to the \\aniors in Deuteronom~ 
I :29 and 7: 18 prior to the conquest of the land of Israel. 
1 
'· In Septuagint. code.x Vatican us rather than co,ering him "ith a rug it states: no:,n:i. which has a sense of 

hiding him. 

This is the only place in the Ta\:aCh "h..:re the \\Ord i1 ;>"Q~ appears. prm iding no other contexts with ,, hich 
to compare the \\Ord. 
· '·' The Hebrew has a sense of turning aside from one· s course. in this "ay Yaet's request ,,as to stop nmning 
;may. and to \\ait in her tent. 

' Herc I h;n c translated the ) as .. c,o · to g1, ca sense of Ins ,1ctions coming as a response to hcr ,,orcls. 

•,, In another Masorctic manuscript it offers )nn~. \\hich has the same meaning 

"' TI1crc arc some ,ariations of this \\Ord in other manuscripts. but ,,ith the same meaning. 

'_: In, ario11s S~ riac manuscripts it has "J~~- ,, hich is an impcrati, e commanding form of the !',;!me inslmction 
in the t'.:mininc form 
· ' It should be not.:d that the H..:brc\\ inst nict ion \I hi.Ji he gn cs h..:r · Stand"' 1s I he form of the , ..:rb \\ h1ch 

I\011ld be acldrcsscd to a nun. r:11hcr th:11110 Y:1cl. 

\,m-h1 ,1C1 ire \\i omc11 ( hallcnµing ( icndcr Kok:s 7() 



21 And Yael, the ½ife of Chever, took the tent peg, and set the hammer in her hand, and she 

came upon him secretly, and she thrust the peg into his temple 1
h

5 and it \-vent down into the 

lb<, I I h ·1 d I b t' . d I d. d 1<' 7 ground, as 1e sept eavi y, an 1e ecame amt an 1e 1e . 

J~J~) 17. lJ 1~Nrl) lnNJi?? J).'? N~n) NJt;''_t;,-nz:_.< 'rt, PJ?- il)D) '.JJ 

: ll:,J?J:;i 1tl?D) n~ ';,~-) NJt;,'t;, il)D) D'?~ N.:J?) \9P.J>;) ilJ)~-,¥,)~ \9'~iin~ 

22. AndH,s Barak pursued Sisera. And Yael came out to meet him, and she said to him: 

"Come and l ½ill show you the man that you are seeking." And he came with her, and behold 

Sisera lay dead, and the peg ½as in his temple. 

: Jt-<J~? '):;i ')~? )~Ji1?.~ )':;1? n~ NliliJ Ol:,J □'DJ~ YJ:;>~) lJ 

23. And God subdued Yavin, the king of Canaan, on that day before the Children of Israel. 

)':;1? n~ ,n,7;,n 1¥.)~ 1~ )~Ji1?.~ )':;1? ';,~ il'?fi?) JlJQ 'J~J~?-'.J:;i 1~ i?.ti) 1:, 

: )~l?-17.~ 
24. And the hand of the Children of Israel went out and was hard on Yavin, the king of 

Canaan, until they had destroyed Yavin, the king of Canaan. 

Judges 5:6-7, 24-31 - N~-..,:, ,t-,: fl C'~.!l,'L' 

n1n1~ 1:>7? n,:i,n1 ,;,7·n) 169 nlnJ~ i'J7,Q J).'? ,~,~ nJi)J 1~>;)\:) ,~,~ , 

= nl?v?i?~ 
6. In the days of Shamgar the son of Anat, in the days of Yael, 170 paths ceased, and travelers 

along the paths went on crooked paths. 171 

: J~J~?:;i 0~ 'n~n,\:) ilJtr:r 'J:l>;)TI'\:) 1~ lJJ!) J~J~?:;i )llJ~ lJ)Q l 

1 1 
In other \fasorctic manuscnpts there arc different spellings of: \JN?~- OJJ~ and 'l~~J. but all "ith the 

same basic 111ca11111g. 
,, • It is the temple of his head 
; " This is lhc tran~lation offen:d In BDB pt,<,) 

It is 1101 clear ho\\ exact I_\ the three final, ems of the, crsc \\Ould ,,ork. and\\ hat the progression ,,ould be. 
but it is important III the tra115Jation to make reference to all three of them 
'· ·' I h;n e transl:Jted i7)i7i as ·· And·· g1, ing it a basic meaning . .. . : ,__ ._ -. 

· The ,,ord n·n)N al~o has a meaning\\ h11.:h relates to trade or ..:om o~ s 
.. This comment suggests that Sham_gar. mentioned in Judges 1 _1 J \\as a ..:O11tc111pora~ of Yael. 

This has a ~cnsc that the, could not wkc the direct mute ,111J ,n.,kad had to tr.1, L'I h, roundabout ro11tcs 
The \\Ord could also ha,c ,; sense rcl:1kd to immomlit,. ,1s 1.;111 he ~cen in P,alm~ I~.;;·_, -
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7 The rural population 1 
"'

1 ceased in Israel. They ceased until Im arose, Deborah, I arose a 

mother in Israel 

: T:fJ.~ Ji)N?, O'\µ}Y,) ')'PD 1:;;tQ n~~ J).J? O'\µ},;J l)·J.~ 1:, 

24. Blessed above women Yael, the \\life of Chever the Kenite, above the women of the tents 

she is blessed. 174 

25. He asked for water, milk she gave in a majestic bowl, she brought near curds. 

i'VN·1 ili?Q.Y;) NJy''.~ ilY;)?.D) □'>P.)! n1~?D? i1~'Y.)'J 
175

il~t:)2¥Jt-l 1t1?2 i17? 1:> 

: i,Di?1 il;)?,Q) il~Q.Y;)1 

26. Her hand 17
(> went for177 the peg, and her right hand to the workman's mallet, 17s and she 

smote Sisera she destroyed his head, shattering and piercing his temple. 

: 117~ J~~ o~ Y1? 1~~.J J;)~ YJ? D'?~J )':J J.?~ 1:,~~ YJ? D'?~1 )'J t:> 

27. Between her legs he bent down, he fell, he lay down between her feet. 179 He bowed 

down, he fell, where he bowed down, there, he fell, destroyed. 

Ni:J.? t1:;n 'V\{i'.l ~11~ J.~~t<.D 1~~ NJy>'.~ o~ 180
J.J~.l;l) n~p¥)) )i:>IJ.D 1~9 n:, 

: ,,n1:i:n~ '~}.19 11nN y11~ 
I T : : - •• : I - ':.": t "." - -

i -: The meaning of )1't"J;) is unclear. In one manus.:ript it includes nH:,;> instead. which could be related to 

Ezekiel 38: I I "hich makes reference lo n1,"J$ '()~. \\hich ma} be translated as a ·1and of hamlets· or ·1and 

ofopcn spaces· (sec BDB:826). \\hich \\Ould relate to the idea of )i't"J~ referring to the mral population. 
i -, Instead of pulling this passage in the first person. in the Scptuagini. and in the \'ulgate it is presented in a 
third person: ··she arose. Deborah arose a mother in Israel ... 
1 

-
1 

The order of the Hebrew at the end of the , ersc re, erscs the order of the Hebrew at the beginning of the 
, ersc. and I hen c sought to replicate this in my translation. 
1 
·, In one manuscript it states: i1~Q?'?'J:1- "hich docs not ch:rngc The translation. 

; -,. One may assume that it ,,as her left hand as the right hand. i1r>Q' 1. is specified later in the , crse. but the 
tc.xt is not specific. 

· Rather than tr:mslate i1Jr;'!?'?'n as ~omething related to ·send·. I hmc chosen to translate it in the conte.,t of 
the, ersc. 

· I hm c translated this as --m:1lki". rather than ··Ji:1111111cr·· as 111 ➔ 2 I so thal the tramlat1on indudes the same 

contrast as the Hebrew" hich is nlD?D here and is n~ v.9D in ➔ 21. 
· ., There arc sc:xual cormotalions to this pass;1gc \\hich·a~e ,cry difficult to come~ in the translation. TI1e word 
D'{.1J is often used in the conte:xt of genitalia. as can be seen in Dcutcronom~ 28 57 and Isaiah 7 20: the root 

of YT? abo has a se.,ual implication from the "ay in ,1 hich it is used in Job '1 I Io 

·'' In l\\O Scptua_eint rnan11,cripts it '-!ates. L'21D). \1 hich means ··hx1kcd··_ ,111d 1hcrcfore maintains the general 
sense or the , crsc 

\u11+,r:1ditc \\ omen Chalkngine (i..:ndcr Role<. 



~8. Behind the window the mother of Sisera looked and wailed, behind the lattice: "Why is 

his chariot dela) ed in coming, why does the beat of his chariot tarry•:>" 
- · . 181 · 

= i7{ D'J'?~ ::PWD N'D '1~ nt?.~.JJ D'tll1,'?' n,n:;,o \J:) 

29. The wisest of her noble ladies anS\\ered her, she even replies saying to herself 

J'2~ NJy>'~? D')9~ J2~ 1?,~ 'VN.17 D?JJ,;lQ,1 001 J{\P 1P?O? )N~~? N.JQ J 

: 
182

?,{\P ')N)~? O?JJ~i?7 Y;l~ i1,;li?7 O')';,.~ 

h • d · h d · · d · h · 1 un h 184 h 30. "'Are t ey not tm mg, t ey are 1v1 mg t e spo1 s, a woman · or two to eac man, t e 

spoil of dyed stuff to Sisera, the spoil of dyed woven stun: dyed woven stuff around the 

k f h · 1 "18' nee s o t e spo1 s. · 

'D~D \J·p~rn in:,;p~ 'lJ~V)iJ nN~:;, 
1861';,.r,fl;<J il)°il? l'?-;il;<?? 11:;iN·~ p NJ 

: ill'V O'Y:11N 
,T T • T : -

3 l. Thus will all your enemies Adonai perish, and those who love God 187 are like the sun 

rising in its strength. And there \vas quiet in the land for forty years." 

;,; [n the Syriac and Vulgate it states: nDJn. \\hich has the same meaning. 

;:s: [11 one manuscript ii states: J~'l.'- \\hich ma~ rcl:ne to the quccn·s consorts. and ma~ mean that there ,,ill be 
cl~ cd gannents around the consorts of Siscra ·smother. as the spoils of war will be so bountiful. 
,., Although 01::n litcrall) lllC.lllS ·,,omb' in the coute\t of the ,ersc it appears to he n:fcrring to a \\Olllan. this 

part of the bod) ,rhich makes the \\Oman distinct from the man is emphasi/Cd 10 s, mboli/e ,,oman. 
·.; 'til{1? 1s not directl~ translated. as it docs not cffcc1 the meaning of the , ersc. 
-- It is not possible to translate this ,crsc direct!~ and it ma~ gi\C the 5Cl1SC that e,cn the spoils. in relation to 

the \\ omen. \\ ill ha, e d~ ed garments :iround their necks. In this case the altemati,·c manuscript 1racli1io11 ,, hich 
refers lo the consorts of Siscra · s mother appears more li"-cl). 

" [11 the S~ riac and \'11lg:11e it c;tates: J)?.,t,fN). \\ hich ,,ould mstead mean --,, ho 10\ c ~ ou ... maintaining the 
.':'.cncral mea11i11~ of the , cr~c 
,· I kt\ c ll'>cd God hue railier iha11 I r.tn,l;1lc ti as · 111111 · ,'111ch ~I\ cs God :t .'-'.ender 

\.nn-hracluc \\ 0111c11 C h11llc11_!!111~ ( icudcr Roks 



A commentary on the Yael 
Texts 

A Commentary on_ Judges 4 9-
11 and 17-14 

are going to be important in the 

forthcoming battle, as at least 

: 'T D'U!ll~ 
JY;l-;lt<-?,J:1 il?,;:i,n NJ ''.;' 0?2:;{ 1~)! 1?.~ 17D l~N-nJ \J 

il)-il? 1·:,'?~ il~~ i~.;I ''.;) J';?iil i1,D1fl¥J~ TJ}DJ~ 
= i1~7.i? vJi□~ 17.nJ ;i:,tr;r □i?-DJ NJl?'.Q-n2:;{ 

9. And she said: ·-1 \\ ill surdy go \\ ith you: know that it \\ ill 
not be for your glory on this ,,ay that you an; going. for into 
the hand of a \\Oman. Adonai \\ill dcli\cr Siscra." And 
Deborah arose, and she went \\ith Barak to Kcdcsh. 

P?~J~ J~~J i1~7i?. '~,D9fn2:;{) 1?.rJfn2:;{ PJ~ P~J~P 
: illiYT )DY JYn) 'V'N )!)JN nlVY 

•T: • --- • ••:- •.••.•-: 

10. And Barak called together ZcH1lum and Naphtali at 
Kcdcsh. and he went up by foot \\ ith kn thousand men. and 
Deborah \\Cnt up \\ith him. 

Deborah will be joining Barak and his troops. 

11:J'D :,~ JJ;l";l~~,J:l n?.D,J:1 NJ - We read about Barak as a warrior leading the people, but 

Deborah ensures that we know he is not the subject of this story who should be glorified. 

1:>>;)? n'?)~ i~,-+ .,~ - Not only will Deborah be present at the battle, but Sisera will not fall 

to Barak, or to any other man, he will fall by "the hand of a woman". 

n'?)~ i~.l - Who is this woman that will defeat Sisera? No clue is given about this mystery 

female who will be the one to vanquish this warrior. Could it be Deborah who will be joining 

Barak in battle? It seems strange for her to speak in the anonymous third person if she will be 

the one to defeat him. We are therefore left waiting for this mystery woman, who will defeat 

Sisera, to appear. For it is she who will be glorified at the end of this experience. 

n)"il? 1:>Y,)? - Lest there is any doubt, while it will be a woman who will defeat Sisera, it 

,vill be Adonai who causes it to happen in exactly the way Deborah has foretold. 

17.DJ ilJiJ.7 Oi7J)) - While this is a story of Deborah and Barak, it is clearly she ,vho is 

the active participant in this narrative, arising and going. 

4: 10 n.')iJ.7 i>J~ '~.DJ 'l''l'< '~?~ nJ'?'~ - We now learn that Barak had I 0,000 troops 

alongside him, and yet he refused to go to battle without Deborah by his side. In the way that 

this verse is structured one may assume that Deborah's presence in the battle is equivalent to 

the presence of 10,000 troops. 

\U'l'< '~?~ n:,'4'~ -- .\longside the anon1mous woman \1,,ho \1,,ill defeat Sisera, there are 

I OJ)OO anonymous troops ,1,,ho \\ill join in this battle, with only a tribal atliliation specified 

',un-l·,1,1Llih: \\om..:11 Chalk11~111l! Ccmkr Rok:s 74 



\J~J il\~in ltfn :i~:n ').'.:;lQ 1?i7.Q TJ~~ '~'i7.iJ l~f)) N' 
: 'VJttn~ 1¥.)~ O'>J~.~'.t )i?Zf 1~ i?iJ~ 

I 1. Now Chen;r. the Kenik. had separated from the Keniks. 4: I I 'l'P.iJ 1:;tl)) __ After all 
from the children of Chm av. the father-in-la\\ of Moses. And 
he had stretched out his knt at Elon Bctzananim. \\hich is by of these anonymous figures 
Kcdesh. 
·•· 

who will be part of the battle 

)'.;) )~)i?iJ l~I) n¥.)l:'.{ ?~? ?tfNJ~ P?n'.t OJ NJt;J'.t?) P Chever the Kenite is named. 
: '.~'i7.D l~f) n'>:J ,,:;p l)~Q-17..~ 1':;I? 1':J ot,'? 

17. But Sisera escaped on foot to the tent of Yael. the ,,ifc of ')'P.iJ 1:;tl)) - While Chever 
Che,cr the Kenite. for there \\as peace beh,een Ya,in, the 
king of Chazor, and the House of Chever the Kenitc. is a new character, his tribal 

atriliation is known. He is a Kenite. These are the people who are mentioned in Genesis 

15.19, as part ofthe land to be given to Abram's descendants, and they will be consumed and 

taken captive according to Balaam (Numbers 24:21-22). And in Judges I: 16 it is revealed 

that the Kenite was the father-in-law of Moses. As descendants of Yitro, one may expect 

there to be a good relationship with the Israelites. 

1Jnl - His name, which is from the same root as the word for friend, leads us to believe he 
•,• ·.·: 

will be good for r srael. 

il~-,J ).tl°n J;t'n 'J:;tr,) )?P.Y.) 1:,~~ - Why did he separate from the rest of his people? The 

text gives no clue as to what happened. He is an outsider separated from his people. 

il~-r.J ).tfn :i.;1n 'J'.tY.) - There is no doubt that Chever shares a familial connection to 

Moses. 

~7,p ·r,~ 1~~ □?l~.~:;t - Had he come to Kedesh, because it was one of the cities of 

refuge which had been set aside by Joshua for the manslayer to flee to (Josh. 20: 7). Did 

Chever require protection from something') 

4: 17 l'Jl1J. 0) N10'0l - Sisera, who was known for the 900 chariots \.vhich he used to 
T : - : T T : • • : 

persecute the Israelites, is forced to flee on foot, with no horse or chariot to take him to 

safety. His humiliation is already beginning. 

'~'v.iJ 1:;tf71 n'?'Z'< 'J).J? ':,t,.N?Z'< - Deborah told us Sisera \\ould be delivered into the 

hands of a \\Oman; finally. a \\Oman has appeared. Is this Yael perhaps the one into \Vhose 

hands Sisera \viii be delivered, the woman for \vhom the text has been \vaiting'? 

J).J? 'Ji)N?~ - \Vhy did Sisera choose to come to the tent of Yael. and not to the tent of her 

husband'7 If he was seeking protection, one would assume that the head of the household 

\VOuld ha\ e been a better tiption. 

'\011-I sr:1di1c \\ omc11 Chalkngm,l! Guider Roles 7S 



?)J? - While \Ve may not know 

much about this woman, her 

name is associated with a 

)).1N il71U P'JN 7>JN·n, N7U'>U nN1p'J 'J~,I) N~n, n') 
1no~n1 il?il~N-il rr'JN 70!)). N7'>.Fl"S~ -~~~ .. iii,u 

•• - : - T •.•: T T •.• •• - T- T • T 

= n:;,.,,~~~ 
18. And Yad \\ent out to meet Sisera. and she said to him: 
"'Tum in m~ lord. tum in to me. do not be afraict.·· So Siscra. 
turned into her tent. and she co, erect him ,._, ith a rug. 

model wife presented in Proverbs 5: 18-19. 

')?PD l;if) n')~ 1')~1 li~Q-1?,,;.l 1')~? 1')~ Di?~ '):;, - There was not necessarily peace 

between the whole of the Kenite people and Yavin, rather there was peace specifically with 

the House of Chever. Was this peace treaty the reason that he had to leave his people? 

4: 18 ?)J? N~.f:l) - It is not clear why Yael went out of the tent to meet Sisera: she could be 

like Leah inNJi?? il~?. N~tlJ · And Leah went out to meet him'' (Gen. 30: 16), who came to 

tell Jacob he had to sleep with her. Or she could be like Dinah ilJ'>J N~tlJ "And Dinah went 

out" ( Gen. 34: 1) whose encounter with Shechem led to much bloodshed. In both cases there 

is a sense that sexual relations may follow N~tll. 

')).1N ilJlU - Her initial words to Sisera demonstrate her acknowledgement of his status as 

a leader, to address him as .,~-,~ demonstrates her apparent deference towards him. 

'>2~ nJlU - Yael's second request to Sisera seems stranger, she is not just asking him to 

·'tum in", she is specifically asking "turn in to me". Her words appear to be suggestive that a 

sexual encounter may be developing. 

')2~ ilJlU '))·1~ ilJlU - Yael's repetition appears to suggest a note of urgency in 

encouraging Sisera into her tent. Perhaps she wants to avoid being seen with the enemy of 

the Israelites, offering him protection. 

NJ').t'I ?~ - Having invited him into her tent she seeks to reassure him "do not be afraid'' 

These ,vords offer the same reassurance which was given to the Israelite warriors in 

Deuteronomy I :29 and 7: 18 before their conquest of the land of Israel. It is a sign that despite 

her words, the battle is not yet over, and perhaps Sisera should be afraid. 

NJ').n ?~ - There is something immediately peculiar in the relationship bet\\,een Yael and 

Sisera. who is this ,voman to tell the mighty \\arrior not to be afraid'.' One \\Ould expect a 

reverse of the situation with Sisera telling Yael ··do not be afraid''. the challenging of roles 

begins almost immediately. 

D')~~ lQ?J - This mighty \\arrior, \\ho had fled from before the Israelites, simply obeys 

this \\Oman ·s instructions \\ithout question 
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nn~n, ')nND~ ')J Q')D-\JY>;) Nf')~')i?'?'D i1')'?.~ l~N-l) \)') 
- ' . - . .. . . . ~ mwil;lJ 1i1v.~-Dl ::i'ir:,,i) i1N'f n~ 

I q_ And he said to her: --Please gi\e me a little bit of \\atcr to 
drink. for I am thirsty.·· And she opem;d a skin of milk. and 
ga\e him to drink. and co,ered him 
Nt::P \!)')N-□N jl')il) Jil.Ni1 nn9 ,.,JY jl')JN lDN.!l) J 

T • • : ·,;~ l;l~~~) 'V;N i1.9-0}6 -,~~) 17.~~1 
20. And he said to her: ··Stand at the door of the tent. and if a 
man comes. and asks you 1f you ha,c a man here. ~ ou should 
say. there isn't.·· 

protection but comfort after his escape. 

1ilOJn1 .. - : -

Alongside Yael this once 

mighty warrior is like a child. 

whom she must cover with a 

rug, to offer him not just 

il,?',;J~J 1i1Q:;>J;l) - Yael is behaving just as one \\,OUld expect from an ally of King Yavin. 

4: 19 D?~\)~~ Nf'J'P\?D D'?~ 7>;)N.'J - When he finally speaks this mighty \Varrior 

does not demand that Yael serves him, instead he timidly asks, "'Please", requesting only "a 

little bit of water". This does not sound like the same man who persecuted the Israelites. 

'J:1Nr,;)~ ''.;) - Is there really a need for Sisera to justify his request for water? 

:J?Q,D 11N°f n~ n.JJ~J:l) - He asked for water, but she gave him milk, it is now completely 

clear that Sisera is no longer in control, even his simple request has not been obeyed by Yael. 

This act demonstrates that Yael is in control, she is defining what will happen. 

1i1,Q:;>J;l) 1i1P.¥).JJJ :J?Q,D 11N.) - The infantilization of Sisera begins as Yael refuses to 

give him water, but instead gives him milk like a baby. :\1ilk which he does not take for 

himself, but milk which "she gave him to drink" she feeds him like a child, and then she 

covers him as one would cover a child about to go to sleep. Not only is Yael in control of the 

situation, an unequal relationship is developing v, ith Yael as the parent and Sisera as a child. 

1i1,Q:;>J;l) 1ilv.¥J.JJJ :J?Q,D 11N.) -- Yael's plan is slowly being revealed, she has created a 

situation where Sisera, exhausted from his flight from battle, sleepy from the milk, and 

covered up, \viii foel able to fall asleep. The question is why was Yael trying to induce sleep') 

4:20 1b~ i)'?l::< 1'?2'•(') - Suddenly the warrior is awakened and after all that Yael has 

done for him, he orders her, as he \Vould one of his soldiers, to stand guard at the tent's door. 

He docs not even address her as a '"oman, he tells her i>J~, using the same instruction that 

he \\Ould give to any of his male soldiers. 

1>"J~ - Yael's ~ender transformation begins with this instruction. She is a woman. the wife : ._ .._ 

of Chever, but in this moment we realize that she is not simply a woman, she is classified by 

Sisera as a man. and ordered to stand as one \\Ould instruct a man. 
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does not fear any woman, he is 

afraid of a male pursuer. Sisera 

believes that the only threat to 

o\!.lni ?i,-Nil ,n)·nN ,:in·n\!iN ,~~ npr:lJ Nj 
,n~o:nl;{ Yi?~r:n \JN?~,- P?~-- Ni:i~j" il'n~ n:;H?~o·n~ 

: n)J!J 'W?J OJ~f N)il) 'n~;i nJ~S:lJ ini?J~ 
21. And YaeL the ,, ifc of Che, er. took the tent peg. and set 
the hammer in her hand. and she came upon him secretly. and 
she thrust the peg into his temple and it ,, ent do,, n into the 
ground. as he slept heavily. and he became faint and he died. 

his life can come from men, and as Yael ultimately kills him, he reveals the gender sv,itch 

she will ultimately perform. 

)'~ ~!~~) ~.,~ il.9-~?D 1~~) -- While Yael is becoming a man during the course of 

this verse, Sisera' s masculinity is disappearing. If Yael, who is standing outside the tent, is 

asked "if you have a man here" she is told to say "there isn't". Sisera himself rejects his 

masculinity, a gender-role reversal is taking place between the warrior Sisera, and Yael. the 

woman of the tent. 

4:21 1;.tf:;)-n¥J.~ ?~? ng):l) - Just as the inevitable climax of this narrative approaches the 

text seeks to remind us that Yael, despite what has happened and what will happen, is still a 

woman, she is the wife of Chever, he is the man of the household. 

i1J?'.f n;tp~;fn~ 0¥.JJ;lJ Ji)ND 1-D?·n~ - Yael is not a warrior with obvious weapons 

at her disposal, she is a woman of the tent. Her weapons are therefore "the tent peg" and "the 

hammer" \-Vhich are used for erecting her home. As she takes these items we are once again 

reminded that she is not a warrior, she is not a veteran of previous battles, she is used to life 

in her tent, and all which that brings. 

i17?'.f n;ttp~D-n~ 0¥.J-tlJ Ji)ND 1-D?·n~ - It is not yet entirely clear what Yael intends 

to do with "the tent peg" and '·the hammer", perhaps she will stand outside the tent, and 

pretend to be erecting it, thus obeying Sisera's command. There is a sense of hesitation as to 

what \Viii transpire. 

i11?'.f n;ttp~D ·n~ - The hammer which she took has at its root the letters :Ji)), sharing its 

root ,vith the word il;Iv.? female The hammer with which she would thrust the tent peg into 

Sisera ·s temple not only killed him. but also tcminized him. through the piercing; reversing 

gender roles and leaving Yael as the male. 

DN'?.:t l'';,~ N1.:q1J - Suddenly her direction becomes clear. Yael is not about to leave the 

tent. instead she is approaching Sisera Her steps are quiet so as to a\oid waking the sleeping 

\\ arnor. 
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inN'Ji?? ';,~~ N~,tl) N"J~'Q-nl;( 'rf1 P1~ i1JD1 :i:, 
l''<°:J?J 'l'v.J~ n,t12f1~~ V'l'.'<iinl;{ JZ;{-;1~1 17. i'J 19N·nJ 

: im?'J'.:;l 1.n~D1 m~ 'J~°l N"J~'Q nJD) D'?~ 
22. And Barak pursued Siscra. And Yael came out to med 
him. and she said to him: ··Come and I "ill sho\\ you the man 
that you arc seeking.·· And he came \\ ith her. and behold 
Siscra lay dead. and the peg \\as in his temple. 

\JNJ'.l 1'JN Nt1rl1 -- The 
T- T •· T-

silent approach is reminiscent 

of Ruth, who D?J N.:l,tl) "she 

came secretly" (Ruth 3: 7). In 

that case Ruth intended for sexual relations with Boaz, but here, as Yael clutches the hammer 

and tent peg, it appears that she has other plans for Sisera. Out the sexual potential is in the 

atr 

iJlj?J;i 1tl~D-Jl~ Yt?J;1.nJ - There is to be penetration, but it is not of a sexual variety, 

instead it is the tent peg which Yael uses to penetrate the temple of Sisera. But with this 

penetration the roles are reversed. Yael is the one who penetrates and Sisera is penetrated. 

1.f.l~D·n~ Yj;,.J;l.J:l) - This verb would usually be used in connection to pitching a tent, 

setting up home (see Gen. 31 :25 and Jer. 6:3). And yet here this same verb, with its generally 

positive sense is the harbinger of death. 

iJli?J;i - His temple is pierced, unlike the masculine 'l'N·,, this is the feminine word i7i?'J, 

emphasizing the feminization of Sisera, and Yael's masculinity. 

'OZ~q nJ~.nJ - The strength and power of Yael cannot be underestimated, the tent peg does 

not just lodge in his head, but rather it goes through into the ground below. 

n)~~J ")~~) DJJfNl;J) - Sisera's death occurs in stages through his sleep, the faintness 

from the initial impact of the tent peg, and the death, which it causes. 

r,)J~) - The death of Sisera at the hands of a woman, which Deborah prophesied, is finally 

fulfilled by Yael, the warrior who killed King Yavin's general. 

n·~~J - Yael's transformation from ,voman of the tent to warrior is complete. It is Sisera 

who lies dead on the floor of the tent, ,,·hile she is the conqueror who has killed this once 

mighty warrior. 

4:22 NJy''1;:,n~ ")Jl PJ?, i7).i1) - The glory is not for Barak, he continues to pursue 

Sisera despite the fact that this enemy of the Israelites has already been vanquished by Yael. 

I !is pursuit of Sisera is now somewhat unnecessary. as his enemy is already dead 
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Yael "came out to meet Sisera·· 

here she comes out to meet 

Barak. Sisera's \velcome into 

her tent ended with his death, it 

.,p .,J!'.;I? Wrfl?9 1.,:;l~ n~ N1i1iJ Di!>:J. D.,DJt{ ).IJ?~J )'.) 
:?~")~'. 

23. And God subdued Ya\ in. the king of Cana.."rn. on that day 
bdon: the Children of Israel. 
1~ wrf1'?9 1.,:;iz ?~ il~i?J Ji?D ?~"J~:-.,P 1~ 1'?.nJ 1j 

= wrf l?P 1.,:;i~ n~ ,n.,-:,;,n 1~~ 
24. And the hand of the Children of Israel \\ent out and \\as 
hard on Ya\ in. the king of Canaan. until they had destroyed 
Ya, in. the king of Canaan. 

seems unlikely that Barak will be destined for the same fate. 

lJ 1~z,(nJ - Yael is once again setting the agenda, as she welcomes Barak into her tent. 

Just as she appeared to recognize Sisera, addressing him as "my lord", here too she appears 

to recognize Barak, acknowledging that he is the man pursuing Sisera. 

D')?~ z,f:J~J - Just as Sisera was completely trusting of Yael, so too is Barak. Neither 

warrior appears to suspect that a woman could present any threat to them. 

.nn ';,~·) N10')0 n1ni - The death of Sisera is confirmed for the Israelites, as Barak sees 
•• •• T : I • •• • ; 

his enemy lying dead on the floor of Yael's tent. 

lJ:li?J'.;l i.tl~D) - The cause of his humiliation, "the peg'' remains embedded in his temple. 

The cause of death is clear for all to see. Yael the woman of her tent, used the tools at her 

disposal to penetrate and kill this mighty warrior. 

lJ:li?J;t i.tl~D) - Barak appears silent before Yael, the warrior who killed Sisera, it is as 

though he is speechless to see that Deborah's prophecy that a woman would actually kill 

Sisera has been fulfilled. Yael has surpassed the expectations attached with women, and 

become a warrior, leaving Barak speechless. 

4:23 Q')DJ~ Yl:;>~J - Following Yaers slaying of Sisera, God appears to subdue Yavin. 

There is an apparent partnership between Yael, the killer of Sisera, and God. Through Yael" s 

actions God has ··subdued Yavin'" so that the Israelites could flourish in the land of Canaan. 

p:n .n~ Nino Ol';l O')DJ~ Yl:;>~J - Just as Yael subdued Sisera, so too God subdued 

Yavin, the two oppressors of the Israelites are finally removed. 

4:24 J~J~')-'))::l 1~ 1?DJ -Yaers hand took the hammer. and Siscra \Vas killed. now 

through the hand of the Children of Israel, Yavin is to be destroyed. This destruction at ··the 

hand of the Children of Israel" is only possible because of what happened to Sisera at the 

hands of Yael 
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1\-_~Q!nmentary on Judges 5 :6-7 
fiflQ_24-31 

s:6 ,~,:;i n~t1;.i 1~9~ '~':;t 
7~? - Yael is elevated here to 

the level of Shamgar. Yael' s 

killing of Sisera may be 

compared to Shamgar's killing 

of 600 Philistines with an ox-

: 1'l 0'"£>l'l.' 
,:;;,'.;1n1 nin:,t.t ~,,n 'J~~ '~'~ nJiP 1J~'?' 'Q'~ 1 

: ni'Ji??i7~ nin:,t.t ~J?~ ni:i'n~ 
6. In the days of Shamgar the son of Anat_ in the days of 
Yad. paths ·ceased. and traH:lcrs along the paths ,,cnt on 
crooked paths 
'):H~i7'?' n:,i:17 'T-l~i7'?' 1~ ~'JJQ ?~:,~?~ )irJ? ~?JI) t 

: ?Nl\!n:i ON 
' •• T : • : •• 

7. The rnral population ceased in Israel. They ceased until I 
arose. Deborah. I arose a mother in Israel. 
... 

?i)N;I □''?'JQ '~'i7iJ 1~Q n~~ ?~~ □''?'JQ TJ.:l!;l 1J 
: 1):11;1 

24. Blessed abo,c ,,omen Yael, the \\ifc of Cht.:vcr the 
Kcnitc. above the \\ omen of the tents she is blessed. 

goad. Both of these warriors used unconventional weapons to defeat their enemies, Yael 

utilized a tent peg and a hammer, while Shamgar took an ox-goad. 

nin1N lJin - The dire nature of the situation v.hich faced the Israelites at this time is 
T T: : • T 

explained by the difficulty of travel around the country; these were not easy times for the 

inhabitants of Canaan. There is a sense of disorder and chaos. 

ni'Jp7g~ ninJ~ l)?? ni:i'.tl? ,;,7·n) - These crooked paths could refer, literally, to the 

routes which people were forced to take; or there could be a suggestion here of the crooked 

ways which the Israelites had fallen into. 

5:7 l)J~ ?l'.f)~?'.t 1H'J? 1?7~ - The gravity of the situation is further emphasized in this 

verse, they did not just cease, but the word is repeated to stress just how bad the situation 

was. 

n-:,t:r;r '.n~v~ i~ - Yael is the woman for \vhom the time is known, "in the days of 

Yael", but it appears that in this song Deborah is the crucial woman in the story, it was her 

appearance which altered the situation, she is the Judge to save Israel. 

7,Z.'(.l~?;i 0~ '.n'-;)w~ -- There is no doubt that Deborah is a woman within the community 

of Israel, and not just any woman, but a mother of Israel. The juxtaposition of the ''mother in 

Israel" with Yael, the warrior, ti.irther stresses the challenge to the traditional feminine role 

\\hich Yael presents through her actions_ 

5:24 J~? O'~JY,) T~,-:l.l;l - Yad is clearly to be exalted_ she is ·'blessed above \\Omen" At 

first glance it appears that this song is therefore placing Yael firmly back in the female 

sphere. she is compared to \\0mt·n_ and blessed abO\ e them Hom:\ er, it is possible that her 
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: i11':{~Q i1~Y)i7i) Q)")')Jt{ ??.Q'.:?- i1~l)~ :I?Q Jt{'4' O~Y:) i1::> 
25. He ask.;d for ,,ater, milk she gm-~ in a maj~stic bo,,I, she 
brought near curds. bl · supenor essmg comes, not 

from her femininity, but from the fact that she challenged her regular gender-role and stepped 

out of the temale sphere. 

7)..1? O'W~>;) T~i:i~ -· Although Deborah exalted herself at the beginning of the song, Yael is 

to be blessed above her. 

')'PD 7:;tt' n¥.)~ 7)..1? - Despite her challenge to the female gender role, it should not be 

forgotten that she is still a woman, and the wife on a man. 

1,:i:i~ 7tiN,?. O'W~>? - She is not just exalted above all women, she is specifically blessed 

''above the women of the tents''_ It is not clear who these women are, in Genesis Rabbah 

48: 15 these are either the women of the wilderness or the Matriarchs. But it seems more 

likely that it is a statement about all women in general, with their regular role which saw 

them as the keepers of the tent. Through her actions Yael surpassed the generally accepted 

female role. 

5:25 i1),DJ :l?Q 7~~ 0?1;> - In retelling the story of Yael in song, Deborah ensures that we 

will not just read about this woman on one occasion, her story will be told twice; an 

indication of its importance. 

i1),DJ :l?Q 7~~ O? ,;> - The retelling of Yael' s story does not begin with her invitation of 

Sisera into her tent. Instead it starts with her first act of rebellion against Yavin's general, 

when she brought him milk instead of water. 

i1),DJ :l?Q 7~~ O?,;> - Giving Sisera milk, instead of \.Vater, may have been a way of 

glorifying the general, but the motives were evidently more sinister. 

il~>;)Q i1,?.'7i?il 0'7'J~ 7?Q? -- These details were absent in the initial telling of the 

story, and could be the result of 'poetic license'. But these details reveal the gravity of Yael' s 

deception of Sisera. She did not simply disobey his request for water, she systematically 

lulled him into a false sense of security by appearing to glorify Ya\.in's general ,vith milk "a 

majestic bmvl", and curds These details demonstrate the thinking behind Yaet·s plan, and 

re\.eal it ,vas not simply an action in the heat of the moment 



5:26 iUnJ'l'n 1n:,7 i11' 
T:-:• ••T- TT 

is once again a peg which Yael 

takes, but this time the hammer 

has changed, it IS a 

nn'Jm O'>'JDY n,n'Jn'J nl'>D'>1 mn'J'lin 1n'.)'.? n,., 1J 
· '· • ' . ;- iTii?J ni7'o) ii~o~, i'liN'l .ili?O.? N:10'.~ 

2h. Her hand \\ent for the peg. and her right hand to the 
"orkman ·s mallet. and she smote Sisera she destroyed his 
head. shatkring and piercing his kmplc. 
l\P.~J J;)J YJ~ Q'>?.n ,,~ .J?\? 'J~J YJ~ D'?.n ,.,~ 'iJ 

: 1n'li J~l O'li Yl:J 
•T -T T -T 

27. Bet\\een her legs he bent do,,n. he fell. he lay do,,n 
bct\\ccn her feet. He bm,cd do,,n. he fell. \\here he bo\\ed 
do,, n, there, he fell. destroy ed. 

"workman's mallet". This is not the penetrating, feminizing hammer of 4:21, it is a different 

type of hammer. This mallet is related to the root JDil; it is a mallet which is used to smite 

and destroy. As Yael picks up this mallet the end result for Sisera can only be his destruction. 

0'>?>',;)~ nHJ?D? - It is not just a mallet, it is a ·'workman's mallet"; not a workwoman's 

mallet, but specifically one used by men. As Yael takes hold of the workman's mallet she 

herself assumes the gender necessary to utilize this tool, she becomes a male. 

NJ'?',t;, n'??.D) O'?~~ nHJ?D? - This is not just the death of Sisera, this is his complete 

destruction at the hands of Yael. 

i'l'N.1 nj?QY;) - His head is destroyed; the clearest indication of who Sisera is (his face) is 

no more. 

i~i?1 n;,7,Q) n~0,>';)1 i'l'N.1 nj?O,Y;) NJ'?',t;, n'??.iJ) - The complete destruction of 

Sisera, at the hands of Yael, is emphasized by the description of the different ways that he is 

destroyed: il9?.Q) il~Q~, ... ili?Q~ ... il~?.Q). 

il:,i?J n;,7,Q) n~Q,;>1 i'l'N.l nj?Q,;l NJ~'.t;, n,;>?.D) - Yael is not just any warrior, she 

is an extremely thorough warrior, leaving Sisera completely destroyed, not simply killed. 

5:27 D'?.~1 P~ - The sexual dimension of Sisera and Yael's interaction is made explicit; 

here he lies between her legs. But he does not find himself between her legs in a pleasurable, 

sexual situation; instead he lies between her legs, destroyed. 

D'?~J 1'~ - Yael is the victorious ,varrior, standing above her conquest. This is not Sisera, 

the man, standing over his sexual conquest, or the ,varrior standing above his victim, Sisera 

is in the unexpected position of lying underneath Yael: she is the warrior. she is the 

conqueror. 

YT? D'?.~J 1'~ - Sisera docs not immediately lie before Yael, instead he first bows. He 

lxms before her in act of deference or v .. orship; standing abo\e this once mightv \\ arrior. 
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.JJ~l;{Q 1~9 N")~'.t.J 01:'.{ .J~?J;l) i19i?~~ )i'.Jl)D 1~9 n:, 
: 1' ni.JJ7D 'DY9 nnN YH~ Ni.JJ iJ:;>") 'V\!/:J ~n~ 

28. Behind 'tl~c- "·;;d~\\ r"i1~ ~1othcr of T Sisc·ra looked and 
\\ailed. behind the lattice: ·Why is his chariot delayed in 
coming. \\ hy docs the beat of his chanot ta~ r 

= il.? D''J~~ .J''?'tl N'i:l-'11".{ il??.~JJ D'-Dil~ nin:;,o \JJ 
29. The wisest of her noble ladies ans" ercd her. she e\ en 
replies saying to herself 

Yael is superior, she is the one 

who should be \VOrshipped. We 

can assume that this \Varrior 

has bowed before no-one save 

his king Yavin, and his god(s); but now it is Yael to whom he must bow 

D'?~'J 1'~ ::q~ - The humiliation of Sisera is complete, he finds himself defeated, betv,,een 

her legs, not once but twice. It is as though he has been \anquished for a second time, both in 

the words and in the song's retelling of his humiliation. 

111\U J~.) D\U Y1J - To ensure that there is no doubt, his humiliation at the hands of Yael 
IT -T T -T 

is emphasized one more time. 

5:28 NJ~'-~ D~ :i;t~.l;l) il~i?~J )iJO,iJ 1}9 - Yael, the woman who challenged her 

gender role and emerged from inside her tent is contrasted with the mother of Sisera who is 

trapped behind the window, confined to the regular role which women fulfill. 

NJ~'-~ D~ ::t;t~.l;l) - These are not plain tears, these are the tears of a woman, wailing for 

her missing son. The femininity of Si sera's mother is once again emphasized. 

N10'0 ON - Yael who fed Sisera milk, and therefore assumed a maternal role in relation 
T : I • •• 

to this warrior, is now contrasted with his real mother, a reminder of the traditional female 

role as mother and homemaker. 

::tJ~~-D 1~~ - The regular confinement of women to the home is further emphasized; 

Sisera's mother is not just "behind the window", she is also trapped in the female sphere, 

"behind the lattice''_ 

:1)~~-V 1~9 ... 1iJO,iJ 1~:;I - Yael emerged from the confinement in her tent to define her 

own destiny, to kill Sisera and to free the Israelites from Yavin's oppression Sisera's mother 

remains trapped and confined to her home. In many ways Sisera' s mother is the anti-Yael. 

l' ni::tJ1>J '>J~9 11nN Y11>J Ni::tJ t1:n \U\U:t YrTn - Sisera·s mother can onlv ask 
, T : ; - •• : , - •:: , "." - - T : • .. - - • 

,,here her son is and why his chariot has not yet arrived, she is pcm-erlcss. 

5:29 D'Dl1_~ nin:;,o - Sisera· s mother is not just in the female sphere physically. she is 

also surrounded by ,.,omen. 

il? D'JY,)~ :l''?'D N'~-<"]~ · She is not able to do anything to alter her destiny or situation. 

all she can do is speak to herself taking no direct action in relation to her missing son 
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??~ - There is no sugoestion 
T T .._ .'.::) 

that Sisera could have been 

killed by a woman, instead his 

mother expects that he will 

return victoriously, oblivious to 

the fact that he is already dead. 

l'.ll ~z,fl? O'>nDnl on, ')')~ 1P':?D? 1N~O? NJD ':7 
o~i,~p7 y~~ -il~i?~ O'>~~~ S'i~ N-j'7;l?? o;~;i~ ')~~ 

:JJ~ '>1N1~':7 
'T T •• : - : 

30. ·Arc they not finding. they arc di\iding the spoils. a 
\\Oman or t\\ o to each man. the spoil of d) ed stuff to Sisera. 
the spoil of d)ed \\O\en stuff: d)cd ,,o,cn stuff around th~ 
necks of thc spoils · 
~?~D nN~? P?,i)N) il).il; J'>;i,;i~J? 11'.;lN·: p N':7 

: n.~~ □'):9Jt{ 'fJ~D \J-P~r:n in-J~~.::;i 
31. Thus ,,ill all your cncmies Adonai pcrish. and thosc ,, ho 
lo\e God arc like thc sun rising in its strength. And there ,,as 
quiet in the land for forty ycars." 

1;.q ~N-17 D?tlY;)Q.J DO) - ~ot only will Sisera and his troops bring back the spoils of 

war, these spoils will include women. These women are not called women, instead they are 

referred to as wombs, for they are viewed as sexual objects to be taken back by the victorious 

warriors. This is the expected fate for women in a conflict with Sisera's army, and yet Yael 

has completely altered the situation. Sisera lies dead between her legs, she is the conqueror, 

he is defeated. 

??~ )JN)~? D?lJY;)i?J ~;i~ i1Y;)i?J Q')~;i~ ?2~ - Sisera's mother hopes for the spoils 

of war which would be appreciated by a woman. The traditional female sphere is once again 

emphasized. Yael stands in contrast to the women standing behind the window, the captured 

women of war, and the women who wait for "dyed woven stuff'. 

5:31 i1J"i1? J')?.-?i~J? li'.;lN-~ );.> - Yael has not just killed Sisera as an enemy of the 

Israelites, she has killed an enemy of Adonai. While Yael was worthy of praise simply for 

killing Sisera as an Israelite enemy, the magnitude of her achievement is emphasized as he is 

more than an Israelite enemy. he is Adonai · s enemy. 

i'~¥,)iJ nN~? ));J.Q-~) - She is placed in the category of those "who love God". 

ilJ~ O)~;t,J~ ''f:J~D \J-P~l:l) - Yael's actions did not just provide Israel \.\-ith a short-term 

victory. but they resulted in quiet for a full 40 years. This is the second longest period of 

quiet \vhich the Israelites achieved in the Book of Judges, only greater was the 80 years of 

quiet \vhich Ehud achie, ed (3 .30) Othniel (.1 11) and Gideon (8 28) also achieved quiet for 

the Israelites for --W years. Yael is therefore in illustrious company for,., hat she \\ as able to 

bring to the Israelites 
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Yael: The Female Warrior and Emasculator 

'>~'>v.D 7;tQ n¥)~ 'J~? o'>~J~ TJ·J~ 
Blessed above women Yael, the wife of Chev er the Kenite 

(Judges 5:24) 

Deborah ·s description of Yael leaves the reader with no doubt that this is a v.oman 

\Vho should be praised and glorified. Her actions warrant a blessing above all other women. 

She is also the v.oman, alongside Shamgar, for whom the period is remembered. These are 

not the davs of Deborah and Barak (as one might have expected) These are ·'the days of 

Shamgar, the son of Anat, in the days of Yael" (5:6). It is important to remember that these 

two praises are given to a non-[sraelite woman. This would be significant praise for a female 

Israelite, but vvhen one remembers she is a foreigner, it emphasizes the significance of her 

actions and the praise which Deborah accords her. There is something powerful in the image 

of one woman singing such lauded praises of another woman. At this point in the male

dominated TaNaCh, the story centers around two remarkable women. 

The importance of Yaer s story can be seen, not only in Deborah's description of her, 

but also in the fact that her story is not just told in the TaNaCh; it is also retold. When 

reading the Book of Judges, Yael's story is encountered in both chapters 4 and 5. By telling 

the story twice, Judges emphasizes its importance. There are some differences betvveen the 

two tellings of the story, but in general, the two versions are complimentary rather than 

contradictory. In examining Yael' s story and the way that she acts both as a warrior and an 

emasculator, both accounts (in Judges 4 and 5) will be analyzed individually to understand 

the way in which each functions as a unit. 

Before the reader has even encountered the name of Yael, Judges 4:9-11 seems to 

serve as a precursor for v. hat will happen, and foretells the important role which Yael wi II 

assume. Deborah's words to Barak, .. into the hand of a woman, Adonai will deliver Sisera" 

(4 9). ensure that the reader is \vaiting for the appearance of a woman From the outset there 

is an av.arcncss that not only is a woman sen·ing as the Judge over the Israelites. but that 

there will be another powerful and significant \\,Oman in this episode, \Vho \viii vanquish 

Sisera. This is coupled \Vith the seemingly superfluous introduction of Chcver the Kenite in 

-J 11 He has a connection to the r sraclitcs through his relationship to ChO\av, Moses· father

in-law. and the placement of his tent at Kcdesh brings him into geographical proximity \Vith 
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Barak's army. However, the text does not elaborate, it simply mentions him and moves on to 

the nex.t subject. The significance of Ch ever is therefore also left hanging in the air. 

The first story of Yael begins with the escape of Sisera from the battlefield. It is clear 

that the Israelites have been victorious over his army, but with the General still standing, 

there is unfinished business. The initial meeting with Yael only serves to emphasize the fact 

that she is a ½-Oman by introducing her as "the wife of Chever the Kenite'' (4: 17). The 

existence of peace between Chever and Yavin seems to explain why Sisera has chosen this 

specific tent to shelter. Although, it is significant that he did not arrive at the tent of Chever, 

but rather his wife's tent. 

Yael is first introduced as a wife, and her first actions appear to further emphasize her 

stereotypical female role. Her invitation to Sisera, "Tum in my lord, tum in to me" ( 4: 18), 

has two contrasting elements. The first request appears to be innocent, offering Sisera a place 

to rest. The repetition of the invitation however, with the addition of'>'zl:'.( "to me", gives it a 

sexual implication. When Judah requested sex from Tamar, thinking she was a harlot, he 

asked: T'zl:'.( Ni:::i~ NJ i1;J.Q "Please may I come in to you" (Gen. 38: 16), to ask her for sex. 188 

The potential for a sexual encounter between Yael and Sisera is seemingly high, as implied 

by similar patterns found in other such texts. Even her emergence from the tent to meet 

Sisera, which reads, 'J~; N~.tJJ '"And Yael went out" (4: 18), can be paralleled to Dinah's 

emergence from the tent iltJ N~.tJJ '"And Dinah went out" (Gen. 34: I). Dinah's appearance 

from within her tent led her to a sexual encounter with Shechem and his ultimate death. 

Before the sexual encounter occurs the text jumps, and Yael is transformed from a sexual 

figure into a maternal one, as ''she covered him \\ith a rug" (4: 18), in much the way that a 

mother may look after a child 

Despite this beginning, \.vhich involves a male warnor being cared for by a 

prototypical female as wife, harlot and mother, the situation begins to rapidly change. 

Sisera's first words to Yael are not a command, nr an order Instead, it appears as a timid 

request for \Vater. He begins by saying '"Please'", he asks for ··a little bit of water'' and he 

justifies his request by explaining, ·for I am thirsty" (-t 19) This is not the language one 

expects from a \\arrior \,ho is used to issuing orders. And Yael, in a flagrant display of 

., The k\l also clarific., Iha! the~ had S.::\. i:, lD.DJ i)"?.~ ~-fJ;J ··.\ml h..: ,kpl 1\ilh her 1c;1111c to hen and 
,he concci1L·cl h~ him·· (Gen~~ l'Jt 
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insubordination does not heed his request, instead she brings him milk. While the provision 

of milk seemingly perpetuates the image of Yael as a mother, it instead cleverly becomes her 

weapon of destruction, ironically weakening instead of nourishing, and turning the female 

image of mother and caretaker on its head. The warrior uncharacteristically relinquishes 

control of the situation, and finds himself at the mercy of a woman, an unfamiliar and 

unlikely Biblical situation. 

The story inverts roles and expectations; but it is in Judges 4:20 that the gender 

reversal becomes explicit. Sisera does not address Yael as a woman; instead he once again 

becomes the General issuing orders. However, Yael is no longer being addressed as a female. 

She is ordered in the masculine form of the verb to ·'Stand at the door of the tent". Sisera's 

masculine address to Yael reveals that her gender has undergone some type of 

transformation. Further complicating the gender roles, Sisera then instructs her to tell any 

man who passes that there is no man in the tent, thereby altering his own gender, and denying 

his masculinity. 

It is in the act of killing Sisera that Yael affirms her challenge to female gender 

stereotypes, behaving in a way that no other woman in TaNaCh even begins to emulate. The 

act of killing another person is certainly sufficient to warrant Yael's move beyond the female 

sphere, yet the manner in \Vhich she carries out the murder serves to intensi1} the gender 

transformation. 

When Yael approaches Sisera; \JN?:J 1'?2::< Ni:l.l)J "and she came upon him secretly" 

(4:21 ), the specific terminology is that of a sexual encounter, similar to the way that Ruth 

approached Boaz: \J?~ N·:i.l)J "and she came secretly" (Ruth 3:7). However, the hammer and 

tent peg to which she is grasping indicates that this story will not succumb to the 

stereotypical Biblical account of sexual interaction. The hammer which she holds is n:;H?~D, 

\.Vhich has at its root JP). 
189 

This is a hammer which feminizes in its use, when the hammer 

is used to kill Sisera he is feminized by the hammer. Yael is not penetrated sexually by the 

male Sisera. fnstead. the female Yael penetrates Sisera \.\.ith the tent peg, \\.hich breaks 

through, and penetrates, .. his temple··. not his head. hut rather the feminine ini?J. The 

transformation of Sisera is complete, already emasculated by his 0\\.11 words ( 4 20) '{ ael 

completes this emasculation by penetrating, and thus killing him In relation to Sisera, Yael is 

.. , The root JP) is the root of the Hcbn;" \\ord for female. 
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masculinized; she is not merely a killer, but she is also the one who penetrates. Yael, the 

wife, harlot and mother, has disappeared and is replaced by a new· Yael, a masculine Yael 

who is a warrior and emasculator. the conqueror of Sisera. 

Deborah· s prophecy has been fulfilled in the person of Yael, for into her hands Sisera 

has been delivered. 190 As a final note, Yael appears in contrast to the figure of Barak. This 

other warrior persists in his pursuit of Sisera even though Yael has already killed him. And 

he does not issue orders to this woman, instead she is in control of this situation from the 

outset, she is a woman transformed. She invites Barak into her tent, but this time \vith no 

sexual innuendo, there is no need. She speaks to him as one warrior to another, inviting him 

to see the vanquished Sisera 

When looking at the parallels between Yael's actions and other warriors m the 

TaNaCh, there are echoes of other warriors within her story. The idea of piercing someone so 

that the weapon passes through them is reminiscent of Pinchas' stabbing of the Israelite man 

and Moabite woman (Num. 25:6-8). While Yael took a hammer and tent peg in her hands, 

Pinchas took a spear in his hand Yael killed Sisera when she i!lj?J~ 1-tl!D-!ll;{ Yi?~!:lJ "she 

thrust the peg into his temple" (4:21). This may be compared directly with Ehud's slaying of 

Eglon. He took the sword i~\;):gl D~i?~!J "and he thrust it into his stomach" (Jud. 3 :21 ). 

Pinchas and Ehud provide the models of male warriors with whom Yael may be compared. 

If the only account of Yael' s actions was contained in Judges 4 it would be sufficient 

to warrant her success in challenging normative gender roles, and her rightful place as a 

warrior, and emasculator. But the song of Deborah ensures that Yael' s story is retold, and in 

a way which emphasizes and develops Yael's transformation. 

As was the case in the first account of the story, Yael appears initially as a woman. 

She is once again the wife of Chever (5:24) and she is also compared both to women in 

general and ''the women of the tents" (5:24) specifically. above both of whom she is blessed. 

While she is clearly exalted. she is exalted in the company of other women, among \\ horn she 

is placed. Additionally, the provision of milk to Sisera serves to add the maternal image to 

this female picture of Yael 

The song, as \vas the case in the account of the incident. emphasizes the disobedience 

\\hich Yael exhibited in response to Sisera·s initial request for \\ater. With the knowledge of 

· · The need to introduce Che, er earliL'f in the 1c,1 has alsl1 been re, L'akd. 
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what transpired in Judges 4, the fact that she brought him not just milk, but also curds, 

serving it •'in a majestic bowl" (5:25), adds to the duplicity of Yael's actions. In the song's 

account of the story, there is a sense in \Vhich Yael is mocking Sisera in her behavior. The 

words of the song, and the elaborations, serve to enhance the derision of Sisera. 

The mallet which Yael takes hold of in the song's account is not the same feminizing 

hammer \vhich she utilized in Judges 4. Instead, this time she takes "'a workman's mallet" 

(5:26). This is a tool specifically used by workmen, a prototypical male tool. Yael 1s a 

woman who is able to use objects which are resened exclusively within the male sphere. The 

piercing of Sisera's temple, which still denotes a penetration by Yael into Sisera, appears far 

less significant than the fact that through Yael's actions, the once mighty warrior is 

completely destroyed. She smote him, destroyed his head and shattered and pierced his 

temple (5:26). Yael is thorough in her destruction of Sisera. She is not just a killer, whose 

victim lies dead. She is a warrior, a merciless killer, who utterly destroys the man she has 

dominated. 

Deborah described the murder with different language: NJt;r>_Q il,;l?.D) "she smote 

Sisera'' (5:26). Yael is not initially compared to a warrior, instead she appears N':;lr,;l=? ~1P 

: ni~J.")i7 '(.i1;i9,::;i n't)J,;l? "like men with axes in a thicket of trees" (Ps. 74:5) n·9•r.~, 
))~JD.~ "and with axes they destroy them" (Ps. 74:6). The destruction of a tree by a 

woodcutter is equivalent to Yael's complete destruction of Sisera. But she may also be 

compared to a \\arrior. Not a specific warrior engaged in a terrestrial battle, but a warrior 

whose strength comes from God, as Psalm 18:39 imagines, D)jJ )J?.?,-NJ) D~l)~1::< '"I 

shattered them [ my enemies] and they could not get up" Just as Sisera lay vanquished on the 

floor, unable to rise. The emulation is not just of a warrior in relationship vvith God. it may 

also be compared to God as warrior:P;i,;·N 'l'N·1 '(I)~~ D';:17(f1~ .. thus God shatters the 

head of his enemies" (Ps. 68:22). Yael shattered Si sera's head just as God shatters the heads 

of God's enemies. Yael is a warrior engaged in a divine battle on behalf of God. and 

emulating God. 

The striking contrast bet\\-een the t\\-O accounts, up to this point. can hr fr)Und in the 

absence of sexual innuendo and implication in the song's telling of the story Ho\,ever. in 

5 27. the sexual dimension returns and emphasizes both Yael's masculinitv, Sisera's 
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humiliation at the hands of a \\Oman, and the \.\-ay in \.\-hich this story inverts the typical 

expectations of an encounter between a warrior and a lone woman 

After his destruction, there is an almost slow motion explanation of how Sisera 

actually died at the hands of Yael. The first element, which is repeated a second time in the 

verse, is the fact that he was "Between her legs" (5:27). On one level, the mighty warrior 

Yael stands above the once mighty Sisera; however, this is secondary to the sexual imagery 

of a man being bet\veen the legs of a woman. One may have expected to see Sisera in this 

position, in relation to Yael, but one did not expect this to be the position of his death or of 

her domination. The sexual dimension which was anticipated has been turned on its head so 

that the positions and language are the same, but in the place of intimacy, there is death. 

"Between her legs" carries a secondary meaning related to sex as the word ?~J has a 

relationship to the sexual organs. ln lsaiah 7:20 the reference is made to D??~J.D 1~'?'), 

literally "and the hair of his legs", but really a reference to the hair of his genitals. lt is Sisera 

who is beneath Yael's genitals. The male conqueror is not the male warrior; rather, the 

female tent-keeper has become the male conqueror, and in so doing, the male warrior has 

also become the female conquest. 

The significance of this account and the sexual reversal it contains can only be fully 

understood in connection to the final part of Yael' s story in Deborah's song: the introduction 

of Sisera's mother, which also serves as a conclusion to both Yael narratives. 

The challenge that Yael brings to the traditional Biblical female role can be read in 

the account of her murder and complete annihilation of Sisera. However. to ensure that the 

reader is left with no doubt regarding Yael's challenge, a traditional female picture is painted 

with Sisera's mother 191 ln the first encounter ¼ith Yael she stepped out of her tent to meet 

Sisera, leaving the traditional female sphere to encounter the General. In contrast, Sisera' s 

mother is trapped "behind the window" and ·'behind the lattice" (5 28). She is doubly 

trapped, not just by the home in which she resides, but also by her adherence to female 

norms. and therefi.m: her inability to emerge from behind the \Valls of her home. The man she 

is 1vaiti11g. for 1vas encountered, and killed. hv a \voman \Vho stepped nut of the female 

The traditional female account of Sisera · s mother ma~ also be seen in contrast to Deborah \\ ho is a judge 
and a leader. hut for thL' ,:ikc of this qud~ the ,ip11fic,rncc u)IIIL'S m n..:la1ion 10 1hc 11;1\ in 11h1ch 1his account 
follo,,s irnrncdiateh upon the conclusion of Y:1cr, ~tor\ 
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sphere. Rather than reunite with her son, this mother, who remains confined to the female 

sphere, will instead be forced to mourn his death. 

From the very beginning, even ½hen appearing to conform to female roles. Yael is an 

active rather than a passive character; she is the one \\, ho sets the agenda, first meeting Sisera 

and then calling on him to "'tum in" (4: 18). Men do not define Yael or her destiny; she sets 

her own path and also a path for the man with whom she interacts. Once again, Sisera · s 

mother stands in contrast. She is unable to have an impact on her or her son's fate. All that 

she is able to do is to look, helplessly watching to see if he will appear, and ""ail about his 

continued absence. Her wailing evokes the sound of a powerless woman, trapped in a prison 

of gender norms, unable to help her son. She is able to ask questions, but she can do nothing 

to alter the inevitable answer which ½ill ultimately be given to her. 

It is only in the response to these questions that the sheer significance of Yael' s 

actions can be fully appreciated. The response betrays the 'natural' order of what happens 

when a male warrior encounters females in the course of a battle. And in so doing it 

demonstrates how this situation has been completely turned on its head by Yael' s actions. 

The mighty warrior Sisera could only have been delayed because of the time taken to divide 

the spoils of war. In the answer, Sisera's mother reassures herself that the only reason for the 

delay must be the division of the spoils. In this context; the spoils of war include "dyed 

stuff'. "dyed woven stuff' and "a woman or two to each man" (5.30). Women are relegated 

to objects which the mighty warrior brings back with him, alongside all of the other 'stuff' 

that he takes from those he has defeated. But these are not even women that the ""arrior 

takes. The text docs not speak of women; instead, it literally means 'a womb or two wombs 

to each man'. These women are not just objects. They are objects \.vhose purpose is to 

provide their unique sexual organs for both sexual pleasure and procreation. 

The gravity of the gender inversion perpetrated by Yael is only truly comprehended 

with the reference to the wombs that the \\arrinr \\Ould he bringing back among the spoils of 

war. In the eves of the \\ arrior. \\Omen are sexual nbjects, and the -;poi ls pf\\ ar. Hm1ve\ er. 

there was no sexual erH.:ounter betv.een Siscra and Yael .\ll uf the sexual imagery in the 

storv of Yael: the request to .. turn in to me'" (-4 18). the penetration \Vith the hammer(--+ 21). 

and the imagery of the man .. bet\\een her legs"(~ 27) are now seen clearly in the context of 

the reµular \\arrior-femalc rclati()n-;hip The ~e,ual interaction i-; \\hat the mother l)f Sisera 



was anticipating, but the regular sexual order has been completely reversed. Yael has 

assumed the normal male warrior role, vvhile Sisera has been emasculated. 

Yael and Sisera's mother serve as the ultimate contrast. Yael demonstrated elements 

of the woman's maternal role. She gave Sisera milk to drink like a baby, and she covered him 

as one would cover a child. But Yael was not confined to the female sphere in the \Vay that 

Sisera' s actual mother was. Instead, Yael completely burst out of the regular female 

restrictions. Sisera' s mother is trapped by the regular female role. Yael demolishes the 

female sphere to enter into the male domain as a warrior. But she is not just a warrior, for she 

also emasculates the man with whom she interacts. Sisera is not just killed, he is 

emasculated. 

Yael's story is worthy of telling and retelling. And at the beginning of the song, 

which includes this retelling, there is a further indication of the way in which Yael emerges 

from the traditional female role. In 4: 17, when Yael is first encountered, she is "Yael, the 

wife of Chever the Kenite"; and when Deborah begins to tell her story in 5:24, she is again 

"Yael, the wife of Chever the Kenite". She is introduced both times in the traditional way in 

which women of the Bible were considered, in relation to their husbands (or their fathers). 192 

However, in the midst of these two accounts, when Deborah explains the period of time to 

which she is referring, she sings: '·Jn the days of Shamgar, the son of Anat, in the days of 

Yael". The man is introduced in connection to his father, 193 but Yael stands alone. She is not 

named in connection to a father or mother, and more significantly she is not named in 

connection to her husband. When Deborah sings her song, recalling this period, and what has 

transpired, it is clear that Yael has broken free from the female sphere. She has challenged 

the normative female gender role, ensuring that this is not a song about 'the days of Yael, the 

wife of Chever the Kenite' Rather, it is a song about "'the days of Yael'". Yael does not 

behave in the way \Vhich women typically behave, instead, she is the female warrior and 

emasculator. She is named in her own right, as a unique individual. and one ,., ho redefines 

\vhat it means to be a powerful ,\oman. 

= .\s t\\O e,amplcs: Sarai is first introduced as .. ,he \\tfe of .\bram .. (Gen 11 2'))_ ;111d \\hen Rachers children 
arc listed the~ arc ··n1e sons of Rachel. the 1\ ifc of Jacob·· ( Gen . .Jr,: I'))_ 

' The on!~ reason for sa~ i 11!-( that Anat is the father is because the regular com cntion is lo name the pcr~()ll :md 
then state ·son or and na111e the father. for -::,ample ··Lot son of Haran·· ( Gen 11 ·_,I/ . .\lll1011gh it 1~ inten:sting 
to note that ,\nat is a fe111:1k r1;1111c in L!.!arit and in l,racl ilxla1 It 110111d be 111tcre\ting if 111 1111s conte.,t 
Sha111gar \ll're named in ..:01111cction to his mother r;l!hcr than his father 
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The Portrayal of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael in .\-lidrash Rabbah 

Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael challen_gi_ng gender roles in the T_aNaC.b: 

Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael are united by three primary characteristics; all of them are 

women, they are all non-Israelites and they all challenge gender roles within the pages of the 

TaNaCh. Hagar is first encountered in Genesis 16, where she is introduced as Sarai· s 

Egyptian maidservant. Tzipporah is one of the daughters of the priest of Midian in Exodus 2, 

where she becomes the wife of Moses. Finally, Yael appears in Judges 4, as the v.ife of 

Chever the Kenite. As has been demonstrated all three of them challenge the traditional 

gender roles which one expects from women in the TaNaCh. Hagar is a 'Patriarch for her 

People', Tzipporah is 'The First Female Mohel and Betrother', and Yael is 'The Female 

Warrior and Emasculator'. These women function together as a group due to their shared 

characteristics, and they demonstrate the way in which non-Israelite women challenge gender 

roles in the TaNaCh. 

While the preceding study has demonstrated the way in which these three women 

challenged the traditional gender roles, when they are discussed in later Je\vish texts 

(Midrash, Talmud and commentaries) their actions are whitewashed or ignored in such a way 

as to place them, once again, firmly within the traditional female sphere. The male rabbinic 

writers who worked with the text of the TaNaCh; explaining it and commentating on it, 

appear to have been uneasy with the gender challenge which these women presented. 

In this chapter it will be possible to see the way that through the later Jewish texts the 

gender challenge was removed and these women were once again placed firmly within the 

female sphere. In these texts they are made to conform to female categories and 

characteristics, with their challenging characteristics removed. By looking at the collection of 

Midrash Rabbah as one single example it will be possible to see how the rabbinic authors 

pursued this 'policy'. 

\Jidrash Ral2b11b 

\;Jidrash Rabbah comprises ten books. each of which is focused on a single book of 

the Ta\laCh. Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus. 'lumbers and Deuteronomy each has a Rabbah 

collection attached to it Alongside the five books of Torah. \lidrash Rabbah is also 

concerned v,ith the five \legillot from Kdu\im: Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, 
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Ecclesiastes and Esther While the ten books often appear today as a single collection, in 

reality they first appeared together as a single volume as late as 1545 in Venice. Having 

originally been two separate volumes, with one on the Torah books and another on the 

\1egillot. The different collections which together form \1idrash Rabbah were all written at 

different points in history. Genesis Rabbah, Leviticus Rabbah, Lamentations Rabbah and 

Esther Rabbah are among the oldest midrashic collections which have been preserved, dating 

back to the fifth century. [n contrast Numbers Rabbah was written as late as the twelfth 

century, about seven hundred years later (see Herr 2007a: 184 ). In this \\-ay while !'vlidrash 

Rabbah is today presented as a single collection it represents a spectrum of midrashim 

composed throughout the generations. 

As Marc Bregman notes, the meaning of the name is probably '"The Great Mid rash" 

(64), but it seems that initially the designation ·Rabbah' was used in connection to Genesis 

and was then later applied to other Midrashic collections. When considering the development 

of this collection there are a number of manuscripts which contain elements of Midrash 

Rabbah. In the British Library there is a manuscript of Genesis Rabbah and Leviticus Rabbah 

together, while in Paris there is a manuscript containing these two collections alongside the 

first five chapters of Numbers Rabbah and pan of Esther Rabbah (see Bregman l 997:64). 

While today Midrash Rabbah is considered to be a single collection, it is clear that in reality 

it is a compilation of various Midrashic works, which \Vere gradually given the title 'Rabbah' 

and which then gradually coalesced into, what has become, a single work. 

The diversity of Midrash Rabbah can be seen when one looks at the form and content 

of the various books. There are two forms of midrashim which are represented in the Rab bah 

collection, these are exegetical and homiletical midrashim. Fm.ydopeJia .ludaica 

characterizes Genesis Rabbah as "an exegetical \fidrash v,hich gives a consecutive 

exposition of the Book of Genesis, chapter by chapter, verse by verse, and often even word 

for word. It is a compilation of \arying expositions, assembled hy the editor L,fthe \fidrash" 

( Herr 2007b448) Similar descriptions are gi\ en to the Rab bah collections for Esther, 

Lamentations, Ecclesiastes. Ruth Jnd Song of Songs, in relation to their specific Biblical 

book Deuteronomy and Leviticus are defined as hornilctical midrashim, offering homilies on 

different clements of the Oiblical book progressing according to the triennial reading cycle. 
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Finally, Exodus Rabbah and Numbers Rabbah combine both exegetical midrashim at the 

beginning, and homiletical midrashim for the majority of the book. 

Midrash Rabbah is therefore a useful collection in the context of this study as it 

provides a range of Midrashic collections, composed over a number of generations, and may 

therefore be considered representative of a number of midrashic genres and approaches. 

When seeking to consider the way in which Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael are portrayed in the 

Midrash this collection has one further characteristic to recommend it. In classifying Midrash 

Rabbah, Marc Bregman suggests that one may "apply to Midrash Rabbah the notion of an 

· accessible, canon,' in the sense of a group of works that attain a king of corporate identity 

by becoming readily accessible to a particular community'' (Bregman 1997:69). With its 

popularity from the Middle Ages onwards, \tidrash Rabbah is important as it was arguably 

the most accessible Midrashic collection for the Jewish public to read, and therefore its 

portrayal of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael would be the most significant midrashic portrayal for 

the community. 

Hagar in Midrash Rabbah: 

In the course of Midrash Rabbah Hagar is mentioned in 25 different midrashim, the 

overwhelming majority of which are in Genesis Rabbah, where she appears in 18 midrashim. 

This is hardly surprising as the two significant narratives about Hagar are in Genesis 16 and 

21. 

It is important to recognize that in a number of midrashim Hagar is simply mentioned 

in passing, as the mother of Ishmael, or Sarah· s maidservant with no significant information 

about her. One example is Genesis Rabbah 53: 11 where Hagar is mentioned through the 

Biblical verse "'And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian" (Gen 21 :9). The focus of the 

midrash is lshmacl and his behavior, but Hagar is mentioned. ''-'4 The negativity towards 

Ishmael in this midrash. explaining exactly what he did to Isaac to arouse Sarah's ire, could 

1 The other 111iclrashi111 \\ hich arc not ;1hout Hagar. bur reference her arc. (jcn Rab. 15 2 Hagar is rckrcnccd as 
Sarai \I ill be --built up by her .. ( Gen. 16 2 I: Gen Rab l:i X is about the n;uning of Ishmael before his birth ··And 
rhc Angel of Adonai said to her: ·Behold ~ou arc pregnant . ·· (Gen l<i: 11 ): Gen Rab. 15 (J is :1hont the 
prophcc~ relating to Ishmael (Grn. l<i: 12) and ho\\ he \\ill be a negati,e figure: E\ Rab. I: I is primaril~ :1ho111 
Ishmael in connection 10 his C.\pulsion from .A.hraham ·s house rGen. 21 •J-12). Hagar is not rhe focus: Num Rab 
20.19 Hagar is simpl~ included as Sarai·s handmaid ··A.11d Sarai. the \\1fe of Abram. took Hagar the Eg~ptian .. 
! Gen. I 6:, ): and Fee R;tb Io :-< is :1bo111 Jo~eph. ;111d 011I~ rcfcrcn.:...:s Hagar. :i.~ it II as hhmacl' s clcsccndants II ho 
~old Jo~cph into sl;l\ Cf\ 



be read as an implicit criticism of Hagar as his mother, but this is not specified in the text, 

and she is clearly peripheral, not the central focus. 

Jn a number of midrashim Hagar is treated as an ·object', an almost irrelevant 

character whose only purpose is to glorify Sarah and Abraham. The clearest example of this 

in connection to Sarah is found in Genesis Rabbah 45: 1 where the ancestry of Hagar is given: 

O'>'VYD i1Y1:> i1N1'V )P::n iln'>il i1Y1:> ?IV ,n:i 1lil '>NnP p 'V 111 1DN 
n~ n,:i:i nn:>'V .,n:i Niln'V :l\J1D 1DN ,, illnl, ,n:i ?\Jl ,n.,:i:i n1v, 1'VYl'V 

1nN n,:i:i i11':ll NJ) 
Said Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai: Hagar was the daughter of Pharaoh, and 

when Pharaoh saw the deeds which were done for Sarah in his house, he took 

his daughter and have her to him. He said: "it is better that my daughter will 

be a maidservant in this house than a mistress in another house." 

While this midrash adds information about Hagar, suggesting that she was Pharaoh's 

daughter, the overwhelming aim is to glorify Sarah. How many households can boast a 

Pharaoh's daughter as a lowly maidservant? 195 Hagar is only elevated so that Sarah, by 

association, is exalted. Abraham is glorified in Genesis Rabbah 45:3: i11DN 0'>1:11:l nnnp') 

il~il vnpn 'lU? np:i1D nN'V 1'1'VN il? ·'[and Sarah] took her [Hagar] with words, she 

said to her: 'Happy are you that you get to cling to this holy body."' There is no 

consideration of Hagar's thoughts, feelings or response to Sarah's words. The purpose of the 

midrash appears to be the glorification of Abraham who is considered to be a ·'holy body"; 

Hagar is an accessory to this purpose. 

While Hagar is utilized to glorify Abraham and Sarah, a number of midrashim serve 

to develop and express the enmity between Sarah and Hagar. The cause of Sarah· s anger in 

Gen. 16:5 is expressed in Genesis Rabbah 45 -4: 

i1)'>N) np,~ n'>N1) il'>)Jl:) i11n'>O )'N ')n1'>:ll '1'V Oil? n1D)N 1li1 i1n'>n, 
1nN i1?'>?:l '>)N) i11:1Yn) N?'V O'>)\!J ilD:) )N1 np,~ iln'>il )J'>N np,~ 

.,n,:iyn) 

And Hagar \vould say to them, Sarai my mistress is not as she outwardly 

appears, she looks righteous. but she is not righteous, sec how many years she 

has been unable to become pregnant, and I became pregnant in one night 

· 'ln the \lidr:1sh it is inti:rcsting that it then ,uggc~I that ..\,imdl:l:h ;1lso _!!a,c his daughter to scr.c in the 
house of Sarah ;1ftcr 11 itnL'Ssing the deeds performed for her 

',lJJl-hraclit..: \\lllllCH ( halh:1H;i11g (Jc11dcr Roles 97 



Hagar appears as the antagonistic party in this context. Enmity between the two women is 

demonstrated, and I Iagar is negatively portrayed as the cause of the strife. In response to this 

affront Sarah places an evil eye upon Hagar and causes her to miscarry in the following 

midrash (45:5) l<J6 In Genesis Rabbah -t5 6 the way in which Sarah "humbled her" (Gen. 
. d . i~~ 16:6) is given, so as to heighten the tension an animosity between the two \.\,Omen. · 

Neither v,oman appears particularly favorably in these midrashim. 

While there are midrashim which may be considered to portray both women 

negatively, there are other midrashim which do this specifically to Hagar. The picture of 

Hagar in Genesis 21, according to the midrashic authors, is of a woman who has lost faith in 

God, as her son nears death. One example of this is in Genesis Rabbah 53: 14, where she is 

criticized: nnm il)Y.)N n,o,nY.) D1Y.)N N1n ,nY.)nn nN N'JY.)nl 1'Jn1 "And she went and 

filled the skin of water, this shows that she was lacking in faith." The midrashic authors 

ignore the fact that she then gave Ishmael to drink from this skin, and instead portray her as 

faithless for not trusting that God would continue to protect her and her son. In another 

midrash, Exodus Rabbah J: 13, she is accused of challenging God: 

'J1Y.)nN □'Y.)JWi1 ,,.:n il"'lY.)N n'JYY.) '!lJ:J a,,.:i, nm:m n'J,nnn n.,:J,.:i "'l"N 
DY.) Nln 0Pill 1Y1't nN il.'.:l"'lN n.:i,n (HJ O'V) 'J D"'lY.)N 

Said Rabbi Berachia: she began to reproach God with words. She said: 

"Master of the Universe yesterday you said to me 'I will greatly multiply your 

offspring' (Gen. 16: 10), and today he is dying. 

The midrash ignores the fact that she is conversing with God (something which \viii be 

considered later) and focuses on her challenging God as a reproach. J'>R There is no sympathy 

for her plight, and when viev,ed together ,vith Genesis Rabbah 53: 14 a picture of a faithless 
J•)') 

woman emerges . 

.,, An e, ii eye is also placed on Ishmael in Genesis Rabb.1h 5.1.11 
' In :mother example. in '-:umbers R:ihbah , l 1 it ,1xc1lics 1hat Sarah·~ LOmplamt in Gcn lh:5 \\as only 

against Hagar and not a_gainst .\braham . 
. , The samc cntic1s111 appears in Gcnes1s Rabbah -~ ~ I~- \\ ith the addition there that Na~:i nD N1i1 ""hc is 

ct,in~ofthirsf· 
.:., ll1erc 1s :1nother ncgati,c midrash: Genesis Rahbah :n 15 Herc 1hc i.:.xt ~uggests a ncgati, it~ to\\ards 

Hagar·s decision to return to E_!!~ pt to find Ishmael a" ifc· J)J1 N1.,1N'J N1\J1n pn~ pn.:::P .,:n "'l'JN 
O'NP N1i1 il'11j?'l)J ··Said Rabbi Isaac. \\hen ~011 tliro\\ a stick in the air it \\Ill land \\here it came from ... 
While the le.xi is not itself ncgati, c. ,hen: is .in i111plkd 11cga1i, 1ty \\ ith ;he comparison of Hagar· s actions to that 
of tliro\\ in_!! a stick in the air 



While the majority of midrashim up to this point have either treated Hagar as an 

object, or been negative about her -(individually and in relation to Sarah). There are some 

midrashim which present a more positive picture. In Genesis Rabbah 60: 14 it is written 

lJil (D'V) '>Nn ')nJ lN.J lJil P'>ilJ) Nn'>DD NnN (1::, D'V) N)'.lD N.J pn~,, 
')))'.lJY'.l ilNl D'DJWil '>nJ illDN) lN'.lil JY il'.l'V'>'V iln)N llil nN N'>'.lilJ 

''And Isaac came back" (Gen. 24:62) He came from coming? Where did he go 

to') "Be'er Lechai Roi" (ibid.) he had gone to bring Hagar, the one who sat by 

the well and said "To the Living One of the worlds, see my misery". 

It is significant that after the death of his mother, the midrash has Isaac turning to Hagar, 

which has to be to her merit. Another positive example is found in Genesis Rabbah 61:4 in 

relation to Abraham taking Keturah as his wife (Gen. 25: I): 

ilN'V) 1n1i1 ')!) JY J 11 N "JO)') '.l'>n::,m il'>Dn) ''.ll il'>J lDN llil H lDN '.ll 
J 1'N ill)\Ji) ilD'V) '.l'>n::,n, J"N 1W '>JN l.J1 1il ")OP) en il'Y'V'>) N111D l'il 

0''.l)\J D''VYD) n,~n nl\J)i)D'V 
Rav said this was Hagar, Rabbi Nechemia said to him, it is written (")OP)) 

again. He said to him it was by divine word as it says: "Again Adonai spoke 

to me" (Isa. 8:5). He said to him and it is written her name was Keturah to say 

she united commands and good deeds. 

The association of Hagar with Keturah is clearly, in this context, conceived of as a positive 

one, for the characteristics which her name embodies.2°0 

There are also midrashim which acknowledge the fact that Hagar was able to 

converse with angels, which could begin to move into the area of acknowledging the \,\,ays in 

which Hagar's Biblical behavior challenges gender roles. However, this is not the case. One 

clear example is Genesis Rabbah 45 7: 

lDN)'V o,pn Jjj il'VDn lDN N)')n l.J 'OP 11 ilJ u,nu D'::>NJD nn::, 

Nn N''>n l"N lNJD lDN)'V o,pn Jjj ilY'.llN 'lDN 1n1 lNJD ill'DN 
n)D) n,n (l' D'>\J!))'V) ,nivNJ lDN nun 0'>)1lnNJ D'>))'VNl )''.l nn:, ilNl) 
NJ) il~ lnN iln D'>::>NJD 'il ilNn '>l'V nn!l'V llm ))'>Nl D'>ilJN '>j 
l"N D'>)J J'V 'lO'>lj NJ) nnN J'V ))l!)'>~ N'>'>n '>'.ll l>JN DilD i1Nl'>'>n) 
Pil 0'>!))~ Dill'.lN U'>'.lN J'V ,n'>J '>)J i1n'>'.l nD'>Jil il'>!))~ (NJ '>J'VD) pn~') 

: □ilJ n1N1J ilJ'>ll nn.,n, 
How many angels visited her') Rabbi Yossi bar Chanina said .S, e\ ery time that 

speech is mentioned it is an angel. Our Rabbis said 4. for every time that it say 

: '' Th.:rc is ~omc nc!!ati\ it:, in the folkrn ing midra:-.h G::nc~is R;ibbah (,I _.:;_ but thi5 is aht,ul the c:hiltfa:n of thi5 
11111011 
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angel. Rabbi Chiya said come and see how much greater former [generations] 

are than later [generations]. Manoah said to his wife ""We \Viii surely die for 

we have seen God" (Jud 13:22). And Hagar, the maidservant of Sarai, saw 5 

angels, one after the other, and she expressed no fear. Rabbi Acha said the 

fingernails of our Patriarchs, rather than the stomachs of the sons. Rabbi Isaac 

said: "She oversees the activities of her household" (Prov. 3 l :27). The 

children of our father Abraham's household were seers, and she was used to 

seeing them. 

The midrash is clearly positive about Hagar for the fact that she was able to see angels, and 

respond to them as though it was a regular occurrence. Once again Abraham is glorified 

through Hagar's actions. but in this midrash she is also exalted. With the use of Proverbs 

3 l:27, the passage known as 'J~O nw~ .. A woman of valor", there is also implicitly within 

this midrash an implication that Hagar may be considered to be a woman of valor. Most 

significantly, no objection is raised to the fact that Hagar, as a woman, was able to see 

angels. 

There are two other midrashim which also acknowledge the fact that Hagar was able 

to see multiple angels. However, in these cases the question from the authors of the midrash 

appear to revolve around why she was granted to see so many angels. The aim of Genesis 

Rabbah 75:4 is to elevate the status of Jacob, the number of angels which visited him is 

therefore compared to the number who were with Eliezer (Abraham's servant), Hagar and 

Joseph. In relation to Hagar it states: 

iH Q'>JN'JD il\!./Dn n'J ))D1t)) i7!1'>il '>l\!J nn!l\!J ilil N)))n jj NDn 1 11N 

nD:n ilDJ nnN 'J~ n.,:1 'J\!J nmN Nm\!./ 
Said Rabbi Chama bar Chanina: Hagar the maidservant of Sarai had 5 angels 

appear to her, so the one who was beloved of the house [Jacob] how much the 

more so 

Hagar's merit in seemg 5 angels is acknowledged, but at the same time there is a clear 

distinction made ben.,,een her and Jacob, who is far more vvorthy. In Exndus Rabbah 3 16 

\loses is said tn have raised a similar challenge ,vhen tr1ing to a\oid his role as the redeemer 

of Israel. 

'>1'>:J ili\!J J\!J il'>):J N1:Ji O'>\!J\!JJ n'J~N nn'J\!J Q)JN'JD 'il !l)j~Dil ilil 

)J'>~il'J n'J\!JD il!1N 
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Hagar the Egyptian had 5 angels sent to her, but to the 600,000 children of 

Sarah you send me alone to deliver them. 

In both cases there is no statement made that Hagar did not deserve to receive a visit from S 

angels, instead the midrash appears concerned that if she were worthy enough to receive 5, 

surely Jacob received more and the Children of Israel deserved more. The midrashim 

acknowledge Hagar's special status, but fail to discuss it in any way. It is as though the 

authors of the midrash are uncomfortable with the fact that Hagar was visited by 5 angels, 

and appear unable to offer any explanation. 

The most interesting midrash in the context of this study is Genesis Rab bah 45: IO. 

1JnP .,:n1 11n.,o 1.J. ;nm., "J.1 , 1N1 JN i1nN i1"JN 1.J.ni1 'i1 D~ N1iJn1 
NJN i1~Ni1 DY n"~i1J i1''.J.i)i1 iJiJU NJ DJW,l'J 1wn~ 1.J. 1tYJN ,., D~J. 
D"1D1=> i7,1:J:, .,.,.,J. "J.1 D\!JJ. NJ.N "J.1 ,nJ"Y ""Y N"n <")N) np,~n nn1N DY 
1n D~ N1pn1 J."n:>n1 ,npn~ .,:, NJ 1nN"1 ,i1>JY n.,~nJ J"J.~J. -,:,-,:, 
,nJ 1n 1nN"1 J."n:,n1 ,lNJn .,,., JY 1nN n.,nm 1.J. Y~1n., "J.1 i1"JN 1.J.nn 
"OP ,., D~J. 1lYJN "J.1 ,1NJ,l'J .,,., JY 1,1:JN Nnn 1.J. N)")n "J.1 D~J. "1J "J.1 
11.J.JYJ. nNn Nm i1nN 1.J.""N "J.11,1:JN "N1 JN nnN ,D~ ""Y 1,l'JN N1,1'Jt p 
.,nppn\!J .,.,, NJ n1nN ,"N11 .,,nN .,n.,N1 D1Ji1 D:m n1nN -,:, ,)"J.1JY J~ 
,D1Ji1 ;y ")n1N"J.i1 .,:, (t J. JN1,1'J~) 1,l'JN nN, nn ,.,n ;n,:,J,l'JJ NJN 11.J.)jJ 
1J"~N~ NJN 1NJnn n1N1J "n1.J.) DY .,nppn~ .,.,, NJ ,"Nn .,,nN "l1"N1 
)))J. NJN "l11.J.) DY "lliJiJU~ .,.,, NJ N"i ,ill1N1 NJ ),l'JY nn.,n~ "l11.J.) 

1"J~J n1.J.Y "J~J "1.J.Y 1Jnn J11N~ mn\JnJ J~n 1nm 1.J. ~"1N ,"n~y 1".J.J 
nn~~n, 1Jnn nnN1 NJ1 il"J~ nn~n~1 nnn~~ '.:,y n:,nnon nn.,n1 

.nnN1 
"And she called the name of Adonai who spoke to her ·You are El Roi"' 

(Gen. 16: 14). Rabbi Judah bar Simon and Rabbi Yochanan in the name of 

Rabbi Elazar bar Shimon: Never has the Holy One Blessed be God engaged in 

conversation with woman, only with that righteous one [Sarah], and only on 

account of a special cause. Rabbi Abba in the name of Rabbi Biri: What a 

circular way [Godl went about in order to converse with her: '· And God said 

no you did laugh" (Gen 18:15) And it is \Vrittcn: ··And she called the name of 

Adonai ,vho spoke with her'' Rabbi Joshua bar '\echamia said It ,vas through 

an angel. "'And Adonai spoke to her" (Gen .25 23) Rabbi Levi in the name of 

Rabbi Chanina bar Chama said: By an angel Rabbi Elazar in the name of 

Rabbi Yossi ben Zimra said: Through Shen1. ~01 
.. You arc El Roi" Said Rabbi 

· The same lc.,t. tx:ginning \\ irh Rabbi Judah bar Sillll'll up u1111l 1his poml ;ippcars m < iene~is Rahbah 20 (, as 
a disrnssion of Genesis , · I (1 about 1hc "oman ·~ pain in childb1 rth 
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Aibu You who sees the offence of the neglected, for she said: "Here l saw, 

and after He saw me" (Gen. 16: 14). She said it \Vas not enough that I engaged 

only to speak ""ith angels, as it says: "'You have brought me this far" (2 Sam. 

7: 18) ·1 saw and after He saw me' not only did I encounter angels when l was 

with my mistress, but also \Vhen my mistress was not with me I saw them. 

Another matter: Not only was I encountered with my mistress but also when I 

was by myself. Said Rabbi Shmuel bar ~achman: It is like a parable. A noble 

lady was told by the king to pass before him. And she was leaning on her 

maidservant, pressing her face against her, so she didn't see the king, but the 

maidservant saw him. 

There are several interesting elements to the midrash The first which must be acknowledged 

is that despite the Torah verse relating to Hagar, and despite the majority of the midrash 

being about her, there is an effort at the beginning and with the parable at the end to ensure 

that Sarah is also glorified through this midrash. Sarah has an interaction with God, and in 

the parable at the end it is only Hagar's association vvith Sarah, the noblewoman, that allows 

her to be permitted to see God. As Judith Baskin writes about this parable: "For the rabbis, 

Hagar's visitation, while real, is indicative of her arrogance and lack of shame, as well as of 

her subordinate status." (153). The midrash fails to note that Sarah's interaction with God 

involves God speaking only three words to her in Genesis 18:15, in contrast to Hagar's full 

conversation. 

However, m the midrash Genesis Rab bah 45: 7 there was an attempt to consider 

Hagar's interaction with angels in the context of something which was regular for her in the 

house of Abraham. This midrash explicitly acknowledges the fact that Hagar was also able to 

see angels when she was on her own in the wilderness. Twice the midrash emphasizes the 

fact that there is a sense of vvonder for Hagar that she was able to see angels outside of 

Abraham's house, ,v hen she \Vas on her own 

\fost importantly. hO\\C\Cr. is the midrashic atkmpt to claim "\:ever has the Holy 

One Blessed be God engaged in conversation \\ith ,voman·, Sarah. Hagar and Rebecca 

challenge this initial statement Hagar's case is explained by the fact that she comersed \\-ith 

angels. but it is significant that this discussion takes place in the context of Genesis 16.14, 

,vhere Hagar names God as Fl Roi. ,, ith the te.xt explicitly stating: --.\nd she called the '\;arne 
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of Adonai who spoke to her". The midrash which cites this text, claims that God spoke 

through angels, but fails to acknowledge the fact that the Biblical text is clear: D"?.~ l~f1D 

''who spoke to her". Even the parable at the end of the midrash, which may be regarded as a 

tool to glorify Sarah, also serves to make explicit the fact that the maidservant (Hagar) had a 

direct interaction with the king (God). The midrashic attempt to relegate Hagar's 

conversation to one with angels, and not with God, is part of an attempt to avoid seeing in 

Hagar a challenge to the regular role of \Vomen. According to Judith Baskin: ''Perhaps the 

most disturbing aspect of this story for rabbinic commentators was the foreign Hagar's 

privilege in receiving two divine visions" ( 153 ). In this midrash women do not converse 

with God. Sarah is permitted in a roundabout way, and Rebecca's conversation is through an 

intermediary. The challenge of Hagar, \vho has the fullest conversation is most striking, and 

the midrashic authors response reveals their discomfort with Hagar's challenge to gender 

roles, and their attempt to avoid this challenge in their reading of the text. 

Tzipporah in Midrash Rabbah: 

Although the Tzipporah stories take place in the Book of Exodus, which has a 

Rabbah collection connected to it, there are only 5 midrashim which make reference to her. 

And in two of these midrashim Tzipporah is clearly not the subject. However, of the 

remaining three midrashim, one deals with the origin of her name, and the other two relate to 

the circumcision incident on the journey back to Egypt. 

In the midrashim where Tzipporah is mentioned in passing the general focus appears 

to be on her father (Yitro/Reuel) and his relationship to \foses. In Exodus Rabbah I :33 the 

midrash considers il\iD 'Jz;:<i~J "And Moses was pleased'' ( Ex. 2 21 ): 

(1" N JN1D'l') lDN)'l' ilY1:J'l' )1\!JJ N'JN 'JNP1 )"N1 1'J )J:J'l')'l' 7D1N ""l 
)n)\!Jj Qj):JN :JjJY''l' ")N Y1P 1'J l>JN W":J'l'il ilD'J1 D)Jil nN J1N'l' 'JNr>1 
il\!/1)) ilnN ,n:i nN lJ )nN ON ND\!/ 1n)J1D "<1n 1'J 1'Jm )J\J) 1,nn:i µ'J 1'J 

1111~~ nN 1'J 1nJ11'J Y:J'l'l ,,n 1=> ,'J 
Rabbi Judah said· He S\Vore to him. There is no n~roc/ (oath) only the 

language of swearing, as it is written: "'Saul laid an oath upon the people" ( I 

Sam 14 24) Why did he sear'J He [Yitro 1 said to him I knmv of Jacob your 

father that \Vhen Laban gave him his daughter, he took his daughter and v .. ent 

without his knowledge. Perhaps if I gi\·e you my daughter you \.viii do the 
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same to me. Immediately he [\loses] sv.ore to him. And he [Vitro] gave to 

him Tzipporah. 

The interaction in the midrash is between Vitro and Moses. Tzipporah is present and is the 

subject of discussion between the two men, but she is not active. She is given to Moses by 

Vitro. There is a potential of reading in this a parallel between \loses and Jacob, and 

therefore between Tzipporah and Rachel (and Leah), which has to be considered to be for 

Tzipporah' s merit The text may also demonstrates the connection between father and 

daughter, such that Vitro does not want his daughter to leave ,-vith her husband. 

In Exodus Rabbah 27: I the focus is clearly on Vitro, and his relationship with Moses, 

contrasting him with Esau in the context of Proverbs 27: JO: pirJJ n~~ .Jili? P'?' .Ji\J "a 

close neighbor is better than a distant brother''. Tzipporah is referenced only in passing in 

that: 1'J:,N '>DY '>'.:,:,1N ,,., O'>JilnJ .J.,n:, 1'll)J.J (.J n1n'l/J 1n.J n11~~ nN ,n.,, .J'>n:, nn.,.J1 

on') ''And of Vitro it is written: · And he gave Tzipporah his daughter' (Ex. 2:21 ); of Esau it 

is written: 'Who consume my people like they consume bread' (Ps. 14:4)" The midrash 

focuses on Vitro, but Tzipporah, as his daughter, may be \\.Orthy of some praise as the 

daughter of such a righteous man. 

Of the remaining three midrashim one is unconcerned by the circumcision incident, 

and instead considers the origins of Tzipporah's name and her first meeting with Moses. 

Exodus Rabbah I :32 is concerned \\<ith ~loses' experiences upon his arrival in the land of 

Midi an, and his first interaction with the daughters of Reuel (Yitro ). At the end of the 

midrash the focus moves specifically towards Tzipporah: 

n':,'>:,N ,.,N) o:,n nnN N'l/'> ND'll (.J n1D'l/J 'U) 'l/'>Nil nN 1n.J 1)) il't ilDJ 
Nm l'l/N on'.:,;, ON '>:, (\J'J n'>'l/Nl.JJ )J ilD111 il'l/N NJN 1N:, l)DNil on'.:, 
ill)~~ ilD'l/ NliJ) ilDJ) 1n1N ilN'>.Jil) l)~~:, PlnN ill)~~ iln~, 1'>D '):,)N 

11~~:, n'>.Jil illil'>\J'l/ 
''Why did you leave the man ... " ( Ex:. 2 20) He may marry one of you. It is 

speaking of eating bread here\\ hich is like marriage --ror the bread \Vhich he 

ate--~02 (Gen 3() 6). lmmcdiatdy Tzipporah ran after him like a bird and 

brought him. Why was she called by the name Tzipporah'' For she purified the 

house like a bird. 

· · This\ crsc is in the contc,t of P,)t1phar <1nd fo..,cph. "hen Po11phar left all of Im house under .loscph · 5 control 
-:,ccpl ··for !he bread 11 h1d1 he :11c··_ n luch 1~ 1.1!-.cn here ;1s a rclcrcn.:-..: to his ,11k r:1thu th;m _i11st to food 
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There is a clear link between Tzipporah's name and the v.ord for a bird. The midrash 

specifically claims she was named because of the way she purified the house like a bird, but 

it also implies a connection between her name and the \Vay she ran after ;'.1oses. lt is 

significant that by considering T Lipporah as a bird looking after the house she is placed 

within the female sphere, in a traditional female gender role as the house keeper. However, 

this could be challenged through an association of purification with the Priestly function, 

suggesting a possible male gender role. In the TaNaCh there is no mention of Tzipporah as a 

woman in her tent or as a \voman looking after Moses' tent; however, the midrashic authors 

want to place her in this context. 

The final two midrashim concerned \\-ith Tzipporah are both related to the 

circumcision incident. In Exodus Rabbah 5:8 the focus is on the importance of circumcision 

and how Tzipporah knew that this was the necessary remedy to prevent Adonai's attack: 

1:r>!:l'J nnN iW'l' ,'J,!:>N il''JlJ il'l'n n'Jn) N'J'l' n'J,n n:r>:m 11'Jn:i 111:::i ,n,, 
1il m'l'l!:>'1 1,n 1n l~lJ'>'JN'J 'J1n'J 'J~)Jn)1 11'Jn:i poyn)1 111:::i il'il'l'::J 
npn, 1n,nn 'l'iJ'.l'1 ::J 11!:llJN1 il'il a,nn1 'J'l' lN'Jn N~1n nN 1n,nn 'l'iJ'.l'1 
N'.l N'JN il\!JY.) pno) ilJ'>Y.) '>jJO)J J)J\!) ill)!)~ il)J1'> )')Y.) '>::J1 11~ ill1!:l~ 
m1N )JJ'.l N'J'l' ill1!:l~ ilnNl'l' )P'.J ilJ'>Y.)il 1))1 1\!.INln il\!JY.)'J )JJ'.l1 lNJY.)il 
n:::, ?11) ilY.)'.J il)J1'>1 jJH'>) N1il ilJ'>Y.)il '>jJO)J J)J'l' ill'>::Jil ilJ'>Y.)il 1)) N'JN 
Yln1 nn n'J1Y nN n1:::,n, 1,n )N::Jn 1n,, ,w:i'J 'J1:::,, il'il N'J'l' ;,'J,nn 
n,:::,n '>'J 11n) nnN il'>iln '>)nn n1nN ,'J nnN □'n1 1nn ,:::, 1nNn, P'Jn'J 
illY.)N ~N unn lN'Jnil "11'1 1'>Y.) il)~Y.)il '>nY.)'>'>jJ '>lil'l' ilJ'>Y.) 'J'l' 1'J'Ji1 O'>Y.)1 
nn,n :i,,n il'il '>)nn'l' n'J,nn n:::, 'Jnl nn:::, n1nN n,'J1n'J □'n1 1nn 

: 'J~'>) N'J N'il ,'J,'J1 nn,'l'Y'J n'J,nn n1~n:i 'J~Yn)'l' 
''And it happened on the \Vay, in the lodging" (Ex. 4:24) Circumcision is so 

beloved that Moses should not have postponed it from him for even one hour. 

Therefore when he way busy on his way in the lodging and he delayed to 

circumcise Eliezer, his son, immediately ''Adonai encountered him, and 

sought to kill him'' (Ex 4.24). He was found by an angel of mercy, but he still 

sought to kill him. "So Tzipporah took a tlinf' (Ex. 4:25), from \vhere did 

Tzipporah know that it \\-as on account of circumcision that \1oses \vas 

endangered. For the angel came and sv.allo\, ed \loses from his head to his 

circumcision. Hence Tzipporah saw he had not s\,allov.cd him. only up to his 

circumcision: she recognized that it was on account of circumcision that he 

,vas injured. And she kne\v how great the power of circumcision \Vas for he 

could not s,vallow him past the circumcision lmmediatelv "'she cut L)ff her 
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son·s foreskin, and touched his legs with it. And she said: ·For you are a 

bridegroom of blood to me."' (Ex. 4:25) She said you will be my bridegroom. 

given to me by merit of the blood of circumcision, the commandment of 

v.hich I have fulfilled. Immediately the angel refrained from him:::oJ and she 

said: "a bridegroom of blood due to the circumcision·' (Ex 4:26). She said: 

How great is the power of circumcision. 1\·1y husband who deserved death for 

not fulfilling the commandment of circumcision. and were it not for he, he 

would not have been saved. 

There is no denying the role of Tzipporah within this midrash, and it is made explicit that she 

saved Moses through the performance of Eliezer's circumcision. The midrash serves to stress 

the power and importance of circumcision, but it does not discuss the fact that this ritual was 

performed by a woman, completely ignoring this fact. The focus is exclusively on the power 

of circumcision, and on explaining how exactly Tzipporah knew that circumcising her son 

would save Moses. It also makes explicit the fact that Tzipporah marries Moses through this 

action, declaring that "you will be my bridegroom", without questioning how this functions 

in the context of their earlier marriage, or how a woman is able to take a husband for herself, 

reversing the traditional roles. By passing over these elements of the story, while 

acknowledging Tzipporah's actions, the midrashic authors ignore any challenge to gender 

roles. 

The final Rabbah midrash which involves Tzipporah is Deuteronomy Rabbah 6: I, 

which is once again concerned with the subject of circumcision. In this midrash the concern 

is with what is actually involved in circumcision and who may perform a circumcision 

0'DJn U\!J lJ ,rm-< J1DJ 1n1D NiP'V mD J)ilD N)il\!JJ 1JU\!J pu,n i1J?i1 
1")D1 Oi11JN J'V ,n,1::i ))~D n'7J 01 UDD ''))\Jil? 1'1~ 'JmD 1?1)\!J j))))n 

n)pm 1n'J 1'?' ?1D' ?1Di1 (t' n"'VN1J) 1DN)\!J i111ni1 VJ 1D'J ilnN 
"J1 i1Y'1~1 i1J'D n,'J.,D "n'V N'JN 1J N71j) "i1n 'JN ?1D' J)Di1 N 111 l~OJ 
1DN ?1D" J1Di1 .J"nJ1 J1i1D Nil"V 1"1~ Ji11D'J 1NJD ?1D" ?1Di1 1DN "1? 
0"D1 inn i11DN tN (11 nHJ'V) il'VD n'VN i111~~J .J)nJ ilD "1~ p ,,,., '1 

1NJD1 il?"DJ 1NJD n,'J.,D "n'V ntnD'J N'JN 1NJ .J"nJ PN il?"DJ 'U1 
jl)J)7~';, 

Halacha: :\ baby born who is born without a foreskin. is it required to 

circumcise him•J Thus have our sages taught a baby born \\ ithout a foreskin it 

: ' This is not a direct citation from E, LYi ;1s it i11cl11Je~ lN?>Jil the :111gel. "luch is not 111cnt10111.:d in the 
Biblical tc,t 
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is necessary to take a few drops of blood for the Covenant of Abraham. From 

where do you learn this') From the Torah as it is written: "You will surely 

circumcise everyone born in your house and purchased with money" (Gen. 

I 7: I J) Another matter: · Surely circumcise· [ hamol yimo/], you should read in 

it 2 elements of circumcision; circumcision and uncovering. Rabbi Levi said. 

· Surely circumcise' [ hamol yimo/], from this we learn that the circumciser 

needs to be circumcised as it is written hamol yimol. Said Rabbi Judan ben 

Pazzi: For Tzipporah, :-v1oses' wife, it is written: "so she said: 'a bridegroom 

of blood ... '" (Ex. 4:26). [t is not written to circumcise [lemilah], rather it is 

written circumcision [!t:mulot -- in the plural], there are 2 elements of 

circumcision: circumcision and uncovering. 

Tzipporah's practice of circumcision is taken as a model for how circumcision should be 

performed, offering further evidence that there are two elements to circumcision. However, 

in relation to this study the most important element of the midrash are Rabbi Levi· s 

comments, directly before Tzipporah's example. Rabbi Levi teaches "that the circumciser 

needs to be circumcised", which would suggest that circumcision must be performed by a 

male, who himself has been circumcised (a Jew). [nstead of focusing on this perspective, it is 

immediately followed by Tzipporah circumcising her son, which appears as a direct 

challenge to Rabbi Levi's comments. By placing Tzipporah's example immediately after 

Rabbi Levi's teaching it appears that the midrashic author is revealing an unease with the fact 

that Tzipporah performed a circumcision. But instead of challenging Tzipporah for 

performing a circumcision, as a woman, this too is ignored. The failure to acknowledge this 

striking contradiction between Rabbi Levi and Tzipporah may be taken as evidence of the 

unease of the midrashic authors to fully explore Tzipporah, as a woman, performing the male 

act of circumcision. 

Yael in \lidrash Rabbah: 

Before considering the place of Yael in \1idrash Rabbah. it is irnpo11ant to 

ad:nov, ledge that there is no Rabbah collection connected to the Book of Judges There is no 

book in this collection moving systematically through the chapters and \ erses of the Book of 

Judges, \\here the story of Yael appears. Despite this Yael is included in 6 midrashim 

l(l""' 



throughout the Rabbah midrashim. \Vhile there is a clear strand of negativity towards Hagar 

in the midrashim, and a lack of real judgment towards Tzipporah, .::o.t with Yael all of the 

midrashim are clearly positive about her as a heroic character. 

The first midrash to consider is Ruth Rabbah I: I, \Vhich elevates Yael to be 

considered alongside the Judges: 

1117 '>1N1 Oil'>\J!'.)1\!J nN 1\J!:l\!J\!J 111? '>1N O'>\J!:>1\!Jil \J1!:l\!J 'D'>'.l '>il'1 

'>IJ1 ,YD\!J NJ Oil'>\J!'.)1\!J JN Ol1 (1.J O'>\J!'.)1\!J) 'N)\!J \J!:l\!JilJ 1'::,'>7~ P\J!:>1\!J\!J 
lDN NJ1il '.:11 Pil 11ilN1 llD\!J lDN ?11 '.l'>l Pil ill1.J11 iJl'.l lDN '.:17 Pil 

: Nn'Jn O'>\J!:l\!Jil )'>ln O'>\J!:l\!J 1n \J!:l\!J Pil J~1'>1 Pl'.:11 ill1'.:11 
"And it was in the days of the judges judging" (Ruth I· I) Woe to the 

generation who judges its judges and woe to the generation whose judges need 

judgment. As it is written: "And also to the judges they did not listen" (Jud. 

2: 17). And who were they? Rav said: They were Barak and Deborah. Rabbi 

Joshua ben Levi said: They were Shamgar and Ehud. Rav Huna said: They 

were Deborah, Barak, and Yael. Judge is I, judges are 2, and the judges are 3. 

[n this midrash Yael is viewed alongside Deborah and Barak as one of the judges, and 

therefore one of the leaders of the Israelites; a position of clear honor. 

As well as being considered a Judge in the midrash, ~umbers Rabbah I 0:2 portrays 

her as an agent of God. This midrash moves through Proverbs 23 beginning with verse 26 

and offering a commentary on each verse through to the end of the chapter. In this midrash 

Yael appears in connection to Proverbs 23:34: J~f) vN·1~ ::i~?"iv:;n □?-'.:17,~ ::i~?"'b? ,D'?Q) "You 

vvill be like one lying in the heart of the sea, like one·s head on a mast". The midrash 

considers Pharaoh to be associated with · You will be like one lying in the heart of the sea·. 

Since Pharaoh sought to drmvn Israelite boys in Exodus I :22, his punishment was to be 

''deep frozen in the heart of the sea" (Exodus 15:8) for as the midrash states: il"'.lPil il\!JY'> 1::, 

i71D 1lD il1D ?Nl\!J'>J ilYl D'\!J1Y\!J O'>::i::,1::, '>1'.l1Y n1D1Nil ')::,') "'Thus will God do to all 

the idolatrous nations \\ho do evil to Israel_ measure fi.1r measure·· It then_continues 

'")'.] nN ~n':, N1il1 (1 O'>\J!'.)1\!J) ::i,n::, ilD NlO'>O il'il il1 :,:in \!JNl'.l '.]j1\!Jj1 

nn 1::,:, il~'n)::i □!:>1lD1 □!:l1nn il'il\!J '!:>J 1!:>10 il'il ilD m\!J 1
::, i1p1n::i 

NlO'>O nN 'il 71:)D'> il\!JN 1'>'.l '>j (O\!J) 1")Jj il\!JN 1'>'.] non\!J il!:>11) iln'>D 

'.]j\!J J!)) y,::, il'>Jll p::i (il O\!J) D :nn::>\!J NlO'>O il'>il il~ :n::>\!J::>1 llJN) 1::>? 

~-
1 While the •nidrashim concerning T/ipporah arc ( k,1rl:-, nol JH:~ati\ c ab0111 her in the \\a\ that the midrashim 

treat H:1gar. it is hard to dis..:crn e,plicit co111111-·111s \\ hich \ 1c\1 Tiipporah po~iti\ cl:-, 
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1n>'J i11' (O'V) 1 11ili1 ?ilNJ.'V 1n,;, DY )'VN1J. ':,y, 1n'JJ.n'V ?J.n 'VN1J. 
n1n 11D n1n 1u1 m,n,1 mn'Jivn 

"'Like one ·s head lying on a masf' this is Sisera, what is written about him: 

·'He oppressed the Children of Israel harshly for 20 years" (Jud. 4:3). What 

was his end? Since he abused, cursed and oppressed them he died a cursed 

death, so he was delivered into the hands of a woman. As it says: "'for into the 

hand of a woman, Adonai will deliver Sisera" (Jud. 4:9). Thus it says: 'lying' 

this was Sisera of whom it is written: ·'Between her legs he bent dmvn, he 

fell" (Jud. 5:27). ·Head on a mast' Yael wounded his head with a peg from her 

tent, as it is written: ·'Her hand went for the peg, and her right hand ... " (Jud. 

5:26), measure for measure. 

According to the midrash Yael killing Sisera is the retribution from God for the way that he 

persecuted the Israelites. The tent peg through his head provides the connection to the 

Biblical verse in Proverbs, which has the victim's head lying atop a mast. The punishment is 

clearly from God "measure for measure", and so Yael must be regarded as an agent of God 

for killing Sisera in this way. 

Yael's murder of Sisera was clearly beneficial for the Israelites, and in two of the 

midrashim the close relationship of Yael and Israel is elaborated. In Exodus Rabbah 4:2 Yael 

is connected through another friend of Israel, through Yitro. The midrash is concerned with 

Exodus 4: 18, but moves immediately to Proverbs 17: 17: 1,?.)? il"J~? n~) ~JD J.tfN n~::i;q 

"A beloved friend is there at all times, and a brother is born to share adversity". According to 

the midrash Yitro is the friend, and then it progresses to involve Yael: 

'JJ.piv 1n,J.n 1ny NJ1ivn 'J!)n n1J.iv ?NU 1n,J. 11n.J. 'JJ.piv nn, ,iv 1n1.~n 
(1 O'>\J£>1'V) 10N)'V N10'0 ill ill il~'N U1i11 ?NUil 'l)!)r.) n1J.'V N))'V? 

')'P 'l)J.) (N oiv) J.'>nJ) ')'Pil 1.J.n nivN ':,y., ?ilN ?N P?l1J. 0) N10'0) 
y,-, )? il'i11 il'VO? nn, J.ilN'V 'I!)? 1?P i11~? nN) 10N) 1J? il'VO 1nm 

N10'0? ')y, i1)1i1) 1n1~ nYJ. ?N1'V'? O'>nN )')J. )'VY) 1J? 
Yitro·s mitz\ah ,vas that he recei,ed a <ioel [an avenger] into his house. \A.ho 

,vas running from before the enemy. So one stood from his house ,\ho 

received the enemy fleeing from belt.)fe the avenger. and killed him. Who was 

this') This was Sisera as it is \\ritten: --But Sisera escaped on foot to the tent of 

Yael, the ,vife nf Che\er the Kenite" (Jud ➔ 17) And it is \\ritten: .. And the 

sons of Keni. the father-in-law of \foses .. (Jud I I 6) Thus it sa\·s "'a brother 
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is born to share adversity'', since Yitro loved Moses he was a friend, so his 

children became brother of Israel in their time of trouble, and Yael killed 

Sisera. 

Parallels are drawn between Moses fleeing from Egypt to arrive at Yitro 's tent and Sisera 

fleeing from Oarak · s army to come to the tent of Yael. In this context the mid rash stresses the 

familial relationship bet\Veen Yitro and '{ ael through Judges I: 16 which specifies that Keni 

was Moses· father-in-law, and therefore Yitro. Yael was there at Israel's hour of distress to 

kill Sisera, and was therefore like the brother born to share Israel's adversity. As was the case 

in Numbers Rabbah 10:2 the midrash does not shy away from acknowledging that Yael did 

kill Sisera, appearing again. in some ways to place it as part of God's plan. 

Although Genesis Rabbah 48 15 begins by considering Sarah's place in the tent in 

Genesis 18:9, it quickly moves to explain the designation Deborah gave to Yael stating: 

''Blessed above women Yael, the wife of Chever the Kenite, above the women of the tents 

she is blessed" (Jud. 5:24). The midrash states: 

i1)i1 1DN'1 Oi11::1N PN i11\!J? nnN l:J i11\!J il'N nDN\!J Q\!)j i1'1U.I 1"N 
?i1N::l O'\!J)D ')'Pil 1::in J1\!JN ?).I' O'\!J)D 111::lrl (il 0'\J!l1\!J) 1"i1i1 ?i1N::l 
1DN)\!J 0'?i1N::l J11::l\!JP 1i1\!J 1::liDil 1n '\!J)D 1DN iW?N '::11 111::lrl 
□?1~i1 riN 1nnp1 n?' )il onn 11,::ir, nn?, 1?i1N nri!l? \!J'N (N' 1::110::i) 
1nm 1::1 ?N1D\!J '::11 ,,,,::iN Pil jjj N'il N?D?N\!J Oil? ?'~10 i1'i1 nn, 

)'11::lN Pil 1::1:J N'il '?1?N\!J ,,:,, nJ' )il r,mnNn )D 1DN 
Said Rabbi Azariah: As they said to him [Abraham] ,.vhere is Sarah? So they 

said to Sarah: where is Abraham? "And he said behold in the tent" (Gen. 

18:9). As it is written: "Blessed above \vomen Yael, the wife of Chever the 

Kenite, above the women of tents she is blessed'' (Jud. 5:24). Rabbi Elazar 

said: !\fore than the \Vomen of the generation of the wilderness who sat in 

tents, as it is said: ''Each man to his tenf' (:\um 11: I 0) And '" hy is she more 

blessed than them? They gave birth to children, and if it had not been for her 

[Yael] they ,vould have all been destroyed. Rabbi Shmuel bar '\achman said 

Than the \fatriarchs. they ga\e birth. and if it were not for her [Yael] they 

\\Ould have been destroved 

The murder of Siscra hy Yael is , iewcd by the midrash as an ewnt of great significance: for 

,vithout it the children of the \fatriarchs and the children of the generation in the wilderness 

\\Ould have all hecn destroyed llo\,e\er. the midrash does not e,plicitlv make mention of 
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what Yael did to deserve such a designation. There is no consideration of the fact that Yael 

found herself elevated above all of these women because she behaved in a \Vay which was 

not normal for temales in the TaNaCh. Instead the midrash compares her to other \VOmen, 

and ensures that she is firmly in the female sphere. 

The final two midrashim function together as a pair, and both reveal how highly Yael 

was regarded by the midrashic authors And at the same time the midrashim reveal how they 

attempted to avoid her gender challenging behavior. The first midrash expresses how highly 

Yael was considered, and the second midrash e.xplains why she was so highly regarded. In 

Leviticus Rab bah 23: 9 it states: 

'DD Yl!l'J '!)N ,,ny, "lY.lUJ1 1UDNr.n 11\ljD\ljD 'TIYl!l)\lj N1il '>)N 1il '>)N 
,,ny ')N \lj)J p )\JJ!)J) JY"J "10PJ 'llDJ\lj\lj Nm ')N Qj'l)\lj})DJ il'llY''ll 

Oil'\lj})D.:> il\lj)Y\lj 'tlJ l.:>\lj QJ\ljJ 
I am Adonai, I am the one who punished Samson, Amnon and Zimri, and in 

the future I will punish those who behave in the way their deeds. I am the one 

who repaid Joseph, Yael and Palti son of Laish, l in the future will pay a 

reward to he who acts according to their deeds. 

The midrash is clear in presenting three figures who should be emulated, and three whose 

actions should be avoided. By associating Yael with Joseph and Palti it is clear that she is 

worthy of praise, however, it does not specify exactly what she did that should be emulated. 

The midrash exclusively focuses on Joseph. According to Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel, since 

none of his body had been used for transgression he is \vorthy of praise and emulation. It is 

not immediately clear to the reader how Yael and Palti behaved in an equivalent ½ay. 

One needs to read the next midrash to understand \\' hat these three characters did 

which should he emulated: 

')y,, "lOP 1n 1JN1 onny )t)\lj il"J.jJil "lTI\lj) ill'J.Yil 1n 1nlJ.\lj Oil il\ljJ'l/ 
il' )ilt( "101n"J. mn )D\lj "l01n'J. nny (N!l O''Jnn) lDN)\lj 1')t) "lOP '\JJ!)) 
')y, N~n, (1 Q)\J!))\lj) lDN)\lj 1")D JY' l!))\J1!) TI\ljl"{J. Y.n NJ\lj p')y 1'YD 

Nl1)0J. 'lDN NJi11 PJ.l ilJ'D\ljJ. 1i1D ilJ'>J\ljJ. )ilOJn) NlO'O nNljJJ 
U'~D N'J, NljJDil ')J ')y ,)1~n \lj)j:JJ \lj)l lDN NJJ'!\lj,JJ. 'lDN VJn1 PJ.l) 

1n1N ilJ. Yl) NJ\lj il'JY 1'YD 'D\lj ilJ 'D\lj ilJ'D\lj 1i1D1 ilJ'D\lj )r.)\lj\lj 'JJ 
})\ljl 

Three of them ran awav from sin, and were partnered with the name of the 

Holy One Blessed be God, and these are they: Joseph, Yael and Palti. Joseph 

since it says: ""fie placed a decree upon Joseph .. ( Ps 81 6 ). what is H,(rahml:r 
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God Lrahl gives \vitness for him that he did not touch the wife of Potiphar. 

From where is Yael'' It says: "And Yad went out to meet Sisera . and she 

covered him with a rug" (Jud. 4: I 8). \\/hat is this rug [s<!michar Our Rabbis 

from there say it is a scart: our Rabbis from here say it is a cloak. Said Resh 

Lakish: We returned to all of Scripture and we have not found an item names 

a s<:'micha What is a semichd) It means my name is here [shmi coh]. My 

name tells that she did not touch this wicked one?J5 

This midrash makes explicit the fact that Yael is categorized with Joseph and Palti as 

someone who should be emulated because of the fact that she did not have sexual relations 

with Sisera. While the Biblical text has allusions to sexual relations through the story of 

Yael, there is no explicit suggestion that they actually had sex. Yael refraining from sexual 

relations with Sisera may be worthy of praise. However, it would seem that Yael is more 

worthy of praise for the fact that she killed Sisera and therefore saved the Israelites. In her 

song of praise in Judges 5, Deborah makes reference to the praise which is due to Yael 

because of the fact that she killed Sisera, not because she did not have sexual relations with 

this man. By focusing on this element of Yael' s story, the midrashic authors reveal their 

discomfort with the idea of a woman killing a man, and being praised for it. Yael as Sisera's 

killer challenges the accepted female role. In response to this the midrashic authors therefore 

alter the focus of her story, so that she is praised for resisting a man's sexual advances, 

placing her firmly in the female sphere, and removing the gender challenge which her story 

brings. 

1'vlidrash Rab bah' s removal of Gender CMllenges: 

In the Ta;\:aCh it is clear to see the way 111 ,vhich Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael 

challenge traditionally accepted gender roles. Hagar speaks with angels and God, receiving a 

patriarchal promise Tzipporah performs a circumcision and betroths \foses to herself as a 

husband And Yael is the warrior who kills Sisera, the Ta~aCh's onlv female killer. In 

\lidrash Rab bah rather than focusing on the challenging gender implications of these stories, 

the midrashic authors deal ,1,-ith these ,1,-omen in such a ,1,-ay as to place them firmly in the 

female sphere, with no ackno,, ledgment of any challenge to gender roles 

· · P:ilti is then prai~.:d m the midra~h for not ha\ 111g :m! '-ontact \\Ith D;nid·s ,,ifc \t1chal. 
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With so many midrashim about Hagar it is hard to define a singular approach towards 

her in the midrash. Instead Hagar is a complex character ½ith ½horn the midrashic authors 

need to reconcile the tension between her and Sarah, her expulsion from Abraham's house, 

the birth of Abraham's firstborn son, and the fact that she interacted with God and angels. In 

some cases the midrashim are very negative towards her (and her son) (Genesis Rabbah 

53: 13 ), while in others they appear to portray in quite a favorable light (Genesis Rab bah 

61 :4). Ho½ever, when it comes to the challenge which she presents in relation to the regular 

female role there is uniformity in attempting to downplay what actually happened to her (this 

can be seen in the comparison to Jacob in Genesis Rabbah 75:4, and the comparison with 

Moses in Exodus Rabbah J: 16). And then to focus on elements of the Torah text so that she 

no longer presents a challenge to gender roles. In this way in Genesis Rab bah 45: IO the 

authors exclusively accept:il)·il~ Jt<?,;l il? 1,;l2'-f>J ''And the angel of Adonai said to her" 

(Gen. 16:9), with no acceptance of the Torah's comment D"?~ 1.:;J,°1D il)il?-□¥.J NJi?J:l) 

''And she called the Name of Adonai who spoke to her" (Gen. 16:14), and the challenge 

which it brings for Hagar must have spoken with God. When looking at Hagar through the 

eyes of Midrash Rabbah she no longer presents a challenge to the regularly accepted female 

gender role. 

While there are far fewer midrashim about Tzipporah to consider, a similar agenda 

can be read through them The midrashim do not appear to offer a particularly positive or 

negative assessment about her, but they do present a picture which ignores the gender 

challenge of her performance of a circumcision. In Exodus Rabbah l :.32 she is arguably 

placed in the female sphere, with her name associated with the way that she purified the 

home (although it could be argued that this places her in a priestly role). Then in 

Deuteronomy Rabbah 6: I the midrash suggests that only a person \vho is circumcised may 

perform a circumcision (i.e a man) and then places Tzipporah"s circumcision story 

alongside this statement. I fowever, there is no mention of the fact that Tzipporah may 

therefore he read as a challenge to Rahbi Levi's statement ignoring the fact that she 

challenges the male only nature of this ritual, thereby avoiding the problem. The rnidrash also 

skips over the implications of the fact that she betroths :\loses to herselhd1en she states )J 

)':, ilt]~ Q))~J\DQ .. For you are a bridegroom of blood to me" ( f x 4 25) 

'\011-l:,raclit..: \\ 0111<.:11 ( ·11;1lkne111g (JCll(kr Roles 



Finally, in the case of Yael all of the midrashim are universally positive about her: 

devating her to the status of Judge (Ruth Rabbah I: I) and placing her clearly as a friend of 

Israel (Exodus Rabbah 4:2). In part it is clear that she must be regarded positively, for of her 

Deborah said: : TJ°:l.f;l :,zl°N~ □.,'?'~~ .,l.,P.D i~I) nwz::< :,~~ □.,'?'~~ TJ°:l.f;l ''Blessed above 

women Yael, the wife of Chever the Kenite, above the women of the tents she is blessed'" 

(Jud. 5:24). When this blessing is considered in Genesis Rabbah 48: 15 it ensures that Yael is 

viewed alongside the ~fatriarchs and the women of the generation in the wilderness; placing 

her firmly in the female sphere. However, at the same time as she is viewed positively, the 

reason for this is not necessarily the one which appears evident in the text. As Leviticus 

Rab bah 23 :9-10 suggests while Yael is a person whose example should be emulated, her 

positive example is not killing Sisera, it is rather not having had sexual relations with him. 

The midrash declines to praise Yael for killing Sisera, an action which may be considered 

'unfeminine' and instead finds a way to praise her through the story, which leaves her firmly 

in the realm of accepted female behavior. 

Despite these three women challenging gender roles through their actions m the 

TaNaCh, Midrash Rabbah reveals the way in which these actions were challenged (with 

Hagar), ignored (with Tzipporah) and subverted (with Yael). So that the picture of these three 

women \Vhich emerges at the end of Midrash Rabbah is not of three non-Israelite women 

challenging gender roles. Instead Midrash Rabbah ensures that the Biblical stories of Hagar, 

Tzipporah and Yael are read as stories about \Vomen conforming to generally accepted 

female practices. 
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Conclusion 

The Uniqueness of Ha_gru-__,__TzipJ2_orah and Yael: 

At first glance. Hagar. Tzipporah and Yael belong to two clear categories within the 

TaNaC'h. All three of them are women, and may therefore be classified along with the other 

female characters. They are also united by their shared non-Israelite identity Hagar as an 

Egyptian, Tzipporah as a Midianite, and Yael as a Kenite. There is no other obvious 

characteristic shared by these three women. Tzipporah and Yael are wives, but Hagar is only 

a concubine. or a second-class wife. 20
" Both Tzipporah and Hagar are mothers. but there is no 

indication that Yael has any children. Outside of their shared gender and shared non-Israelite 

identity, there is seemingly little to unite these three women and suggest that they should be 

viewed as a specific group. 

The combined stories of Hagar. Tzipporah and Yael comprise a total of 78 verses 

across the entire TaNaCh. 207 In the midst of so many other chapters and verses, it would be 

easy to lose these three women alongside all of the seemingly more significant characters. 

There are other women who appear to be more important (involved for many more than 78 

verses) and other non-Israelites who feature more prominently. And yet in the course of 78 

verses these three women behave in ways which makes them completely unique within the 

TaNaC'h. 

While it is possible to compare these women to other female characters, as they do 

fulfill the female roles of daughter, wife and mother, to do so is to completely miss their 

significance. In their stories, Hagar. Tzipporah and Yael are able to inhabit two worlds 

simultaneously. They are women, and they behave like women, but they also behave like 

men. Each one of these women behaves in a v,,ay \vhich is incomparable with any other 

woman across the many pages of the TaNaCh. Hagar. Tzipporah and Yael all do things 

w-hich remain squarely within the male domain. And through their actions, they challenge the 

gender roles \vhich appear to be accepted clse\',hcre in the TaNaCh. Hagar the Patriarch. 

Tzipporah the mohel. and Yael 1he \,arrior are striking as a group for the way in \vhich they 

- ., En:11 though Abraham took Hagar as his \\ ifc. there is a dear disti11L1io11 lx:1,, ccn Sarah· s role as \\ire in 
con I rast II ith Ha_g:u · s lesser role 
· · This is taking a ma,irnalist :ippwach to the \Crscs ,,hich ac!llally cori..:crn 1hc111 
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each assume a role which is otherv.ise exclusively male, and fi.)f the \Vay m which they 

elevate those male roles to new and undiscovered heights. 

A review of the challenge of Hag_a_i:,_ Tzipporah and Yael to Jrnditional gender roles: 

As has been demonstrated through this study, each woman challenges gender roles to 

assume a different male function. 

Hagar behaves in a way ,..,hich demonstrates that she should be considered as a 

Patriarch for her people. This is not to say that she does not behave according to recognized 

female roles at any point during her story. In Genesis 16: 1-4 Hagar is introduced as a 

maidservant, who is of interest because of the potential that she could bear a child. With this 

beginning, she is then given as a wife and conceives. However, she quickly steps outside of 

the female sphere and behaves in a \vay which is most appropriately compared with 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, rather than any other woman. In both Genesis 16 and 21 when 

Hagar is away from Sarah and Abraham she has experiences which place her as a Patriarch 

for her people. The interaction \,\,ith God and angels, her promise of seed and the seven-fold 

blessing, among other features of her story, demonstrate the way in which she should be 

considered 'The Patriarch of her People'. 

In Hagar's story there are times ,vhen she appears to conform to female roles, and 

there are other texts when she is portrayed as a Patriarch, and thus resides in the male sphere. 

The gender challenge in the Hagar narrative occurs across 16 verses. 208 fn contrast the story 

of Tzipporah's challenge to gender roles is told in 3 short verses. 209 Elsewhere in the text 

Tzipporah is portrayed exclusively as a \\Oman conforming to regular female roles. She is a 

daughter in relation to Yitro, a wife for \loses and a mother to their two sons. Her life and 

destiny are determined by the two primary men in her life who give and take her as they both 

see fit. However. on their journey back to Egypt, when Adonai attacked Moses, Tzipporah 

emerges from the female sphere and does things ,..,hich no other woman in TaNaCh does. 

With \-loses' life in jeopardy she took a flint and performed a circumcision on her son. just 

as Abraham circumcised his two suns Ishmael and Isaac She may also be compared to 

Joshua \\lho took flint knives when the Israelites males were circumcised upon their entrv 

: ' The ;1ctual !!ender challenge occurs in Genesis I(, 7-1 ➔ and 21. l-t-21 
· The ~ton oc:e11rs in E--.odus -t· 2--1-2(, 
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into the land of Israel. She is ·The First Female \fohel' But Tzipporah does not just 

challenge gender roles by behaving like a mohel, she also appears to betroth ;\loses to 

herself taking him as her husband. In this marriage the woman is not taken by the man, 

instead she declares Moses to be her bridegroom. 

Yael's entire story is focused on the way in which she challenges her gender role by 

killing Sisera. However, despite this the text still emphasizes that she is a woman introducing 

her twice as C'hever's wife. Before she behaves in a masculine way she is a wife. In the story 

Yael appears to behave in feminine ways which could see her classified as a harlot (inviting a 

man into her tent) and a mother (covering Sisera and feeding him milk). These implications 

are then turned on their head when Yael takes the tent peg and penetrates Sisera's temple 

\-vith it. The penetration which was expected occurs, but it is not of a sexual nature, instead 

the woman penetrates the man, killing him. In a similar ¼ay rather than serving Sisera as a 

nurturing, protective mother Yael betrays his trust and kills him. In killing Sisera she can be 

compared to Pinchas, who killed Zimri and the \1oabite woman, or Ehud when he killed 

Eglon. She also acts like the warrior of Psalms 18 and 68. In this exchange, which results in 

Sisera's death, he is not only killed, but he is also emasculated, for while Yael assumes a 

male role, he appears to lose all of his masculine characteristics. Yael truly is 'The Female 

Warrior and Emasculator'. 

The category of non-Israelite women challenging gender roles: 

As this study has demonstrated, Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael form a group as non

Israelite \VOmen \vho challenge gender roles. All three of them are portrayed as women, but 

this is then elaborated to demonstrate that they are women who behave in \-vays which should 

be compared with other men. In this way these three women establish a category within the 

characters of the TaNaC'h as non-Israelite women challenging gender roles. 

When examining these stories in relation to each other. it is possible to see that in 

addition to important characteristics shared hv these \\Omen, the structure of their stories 

follo\v a similar pattern. as illu~trate<l in Table 2 (ovcrleat) 
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Table 2: 
,---------···---------···-·-----------,---· 

I Hagar J_ 
1------------~-------~----------- -~-

Tzipporah Yael 

I The introduction of each woman, emphasizing their non-Israelite and female identity: 

! Ex. 2:16 I Jud. 4:17-18 
Gen. 16: 1-3 Yael is first introduced as 
Hagar is first ·an Egyptian "Now the priest of Midian had "Yael, the wife of Ch ever the 
maidservant", she is then seven daughters· Kenite", and then she 
offered to bear children, and Ex. 2:21-22 welcomes him to "turn in" and 
ultimately she is taken ''to be Tzipporah is given to Moses as covers him like a mother would 

, his wife" a wife, "and she bore a son" a child 

A male character, asserting normative gender roles, 

creates the context for the challenge to gender roles: 
>------~--------~-------------r----

Gen. 16:4 "And he came upon 
Hagar, and she conceived" 

Gen. 16:7-14 
Hagar encounters angels of 
Adonai, who promise "I will 
greatly multiply your offspring", 
she is blessed and "the well 
was called Be'er Lechai Roi" 

Ex. 4:20 
"And Moses took his wife, and 
his sons" 

The initial gender challenge: 

Ex. 4:24-26 
"So Tzipporah took a flint, and 
cut off her son's foreskin" and 
twice she declares Moses ·a 
bridegroom of blood" 

Jud. 4:9 
After Barak's request Sisera is 
to be delivered "into the hand 
of a woman" 
Jud. 4:17 
"But Sisera escaped on foot to 
the tent of Yael" 

Jud. 4:18-21 
Yael kills Sisera when she 
"thrust the tent peg into his 
temple", assuming the male 
role in the story while Sisera is 
emasculated 
Jud. 5:6 
The period is called "the days 
of Yael" with no husband 
mentioned 

A Reassertion of the non-Israelite and female identity: 

Gen. 16:15-16 
"And Hagar bore a son to 
Abram" 
Gen 21:9 
"Sarah saw the son of Hagar 
the Egyptian" 

Gen. 21:15-21 
i "And an angel of God called to 
· Hagar" promising that Ishmael 
i will be "a great nation" She 
· finally takes for him a wife 

Ex. 18:2-3 
The next encounter is when 

1 
Vitro "took Tzipporah, the wife 

! of Moses" returning her to him. 
i Num. 12:1-2 
I She is called Moses' "Cushite 
/ wife" 

The second gender challenge 

i 
! TTlere is no overt second 
! gender challenge 

Jud. 5:24 
When Deborah blesses Yael, 
she is again "the wife of Chever 

I the Kenite" and she is 

I compared to "the women of the 
. tents" 

! Jud. 5:25-27 
! In Deborah's retelling Yael 
i ··smote Sisera" and finds him in 
l a position lying "between her 
! legs", as her sexual conquest 

\Vhen vie\ving these stories parallel to each other. an undeniably shared structure is 

re, ealcd Each woman is introduced in a ,\ay that emphasizes both her female role and her 
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non-Israelite identity. This is followed by a man's actions which asserts the normative gender 

roles, but then sets the context for the gender challenge to take place. This leads to the first 

gender challenge. However, the narrative of the woman cannot end at this point, and so there 

is a reassertion of each \voman's female role and non-Israelite identity. At this point 

Tzipporah's story ends, but with Hagar and Yael there is then a second gender challenge. 

v, hich can be paralleled to the first one. 210 The stories of Hagar and Yael therefore end with 

them cha! lenging gender roles, while Tzipporah' s story ends with a reassertion of her female 

and non-Israelite identity. 

While Tzipporah overtly lacks the second gender challenge, it should be noted that 

this second challenge can be identified. Tzipporah performs two actions which step outside 

of her accepted gender role. She first circumcises her son, and then she betroths her husband 

to herself In her story there are two clear gender challenges. It is also striking that she 

declares twice that Moses is "a bridegroom of blood" (4:25 and 26). Tzipporah therefore 

possess a second gender challenge, but rather than break up the two gender challenges with a 

reassertion of non-Israelite and female identity, her story ends with it. 

This structure ensures that throughout the stories of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael the 

reader is constantly reminded of the fact that they are both women and non-Israelite. It is 

impossible to ignore these two important elements of their identity, as they are referenced 

and reasserted repeatedly throughout the text. It is as though the text demands no room for 

doubt regarding the identity of these three figures. They are women who challenge gender 

roles, but they are not just any women they are specifically non-Israelite women. They are 

Egyptian, Midianite and Kenite, a fact which is stated and restated lest it be lost or forgotten. 

The midrashic challenge to these women: 

While the TaNaCh text can be read clearly to demonstrate that Hagar, Tzipporah and 

Yael challenge the generallv accepted gender roles. in \1idrash Rabbah these \Vomen are 

altered so that they no longer present a challenge to biblical gender roles 211 In the course of 

\fidrash Rabbah these \\Omen are portrayed in a \ ariety of ways, but at no point are they 

In the case of Yael it is a retelling. in the case of Hagar there arc a number of si111ilari11cs bct"ecn both 
incidents. 
~, · \lidrash Rabbah \\as ~elected :1s :m c,amplc of rabbinic litcr,llure. ,ls\\ ill be noted l;ller this qud~ could be 
broadened to other mat.:rials. 

:\on Israelite \Vo111c11 l'lu1kn,.·i11g (icndcr Roles l I lJ 



presented in a way which challenges gender roles. Instead Hagar's challenge is denied (see 

Genesis Rabbah 4510), Tzipporah challenge is ignored (see Deuteronomy Rabbah 6: I), and 

Yael's challenge is subverted (see Leviticus Rabbah 23 · I 0). The midrashim lose the gender 

challenge which these \.\Omen present in the TaNaCh. 

Midrash Rabbah provides an example of the way in which rabbinic literature appears 

to diminish the gender challenge which these women present. 2 i::: One can imagine that the 

Rabbis were uneasy with Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael for two primary reasons. They were all 

non-Israelites and as such were from outside the Jewish family, and yet they behaved in 

significant ways; interacting with God, saving ~1oses and saving the Israelite community. 

However, it is likely that the challenge which they presented to gender roles was more 

problematic for the Rabbis. In the rabbinic world view of gender things are generally very 

black and white. There are male areas and there are female areas; men function in the male 

domain, performing male roles and the equivalent is true of women for the female domain 

and roles. Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael challenge this neat vision of society which sees men 

and women as distinct groups, with distinct roles. These women therefore present a very 

dangerous example, which if followed, could see the traditional gender structures challenged. 

It is for this reason that Midrash Rabbah gives no indication of any gender challenge and 

instead rejects and ignores it. With the challenge removed Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael are 

simply three non-Israelite \.vOmen. 

What is the significance of these three women_') 

The stories of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael can be read on several levels. Each one of 

these women is important for their actions within the TaNaCh. Hagar is one of the Biblical 

figures who is able to converse with God. Tzipporah saves Moses' life when it is threatened, 

\Vithout her who would have redeemed the Israelites from Egypt') And Yael's murder of 

Sisera brings peace to the Israelites for fo11y years. These actions, important in their own 

right, become en?n more so because they are carried out by \\Omen. Women, \Vl10 are most 

otlen peripheral characters in the Ta\"aCh become central to our narrative and its 

perpetuation. On a secondary level. these actions are even more important because thev 

'· l use the term .. appc:1rs·· because as \lidrash Rabb,ih is 1.ikcn as a r.:prcsentati, e sample. and it \\OU Id require 
the ,tud_1, of mam more 111iJr.1shirn to 111;1k.: the daim more ,trongl_1, 
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demonstrate the positive roles which non-Israelites are able to assume within the TaNaCh. 

Finally, these actions are important because they demonstrate the ability of women to act in 

\vays which elsewhere are reserved exclusively for men. When these various elements are 

taken together, and considered as a group there is a tremendous power in the stories of Hagar, 

Tzipporah and Yael. 

These three women demonstrate an egalitarianism which can often feel absent in the 

TaNaCh, and in the Jewish community which has developed from it. Hagar, Tzipporah and 

Yael can be viewed as trailblazers and revolutionaries who demonstrate that no role should 

be restricted to a person because of gender or nationality. Hagar is an Egyptian woman who 

speaks to God, Tzipporah is a ~lidianite woman ½ho performs a male-only Jewish ritual and 

betroths her husband to herself, and Yael is a Kenite woman who kills and emasculates a 

mighty Philistine warrior. If these non-Israelite women were able to challenge the gender 

roles to which they were confined, surely there should be no role which is forbidden to 

Jewish women within Judaism. 

In this context, it is significant to consider what the three roles assumed by Hagar, 

Tzipporah and Yael represent. These are not peripheral male roles; they are among the most 

central male roles and the ones which are often most difficult for women to enter. Yael, as 

the warrior who kills Sisera, breaks down the boundary of women participating in warfare 

and, in the modern context, serving in armies. 2u Hagar, as a woman who converses with 

God, and as a Patriarch for her people, demonstrates that ,vomen should be permitted to rise 

to the highest levels of leadership ,vithin religious society. She is an example that woman can 

communicate with God as authentically as men can. Tzipporah participates in a male only 

ritual when she circumcises her son, and therefore demonstrates that there are no rituals 

which women are unable to perform. Circumcision is arguably the most male dominated 

ritual within Judaism, involving only men, and yet Tzipporah is able to perfi.1rm it, and serves 

as a role model. 

fn Talmudic argument there is a frequently used phrase il)JJ1 ilDJ nnN JY. \\hich 

basically means ·how much the more so· It is used in arguments to claim that if X is 

possible. · how much the more so· should Y be possible This is particularl:v rele, ant in the 

·;' \Vhilc Dl'horah accompanies Barak to :he halllc there is 110 accounl of her participation in the fighting: Yael 
participate-; in the fightme h_, killin~ Si~cra 
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context of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael. It is possible to read these stories for a Jewish 

audience ¼ith this concept in mind: If Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael are able to challenge 

gender roles in these three areas, how much the more so should Israelite (Jewish) ¼Omen be 

able to challenge gender roles. 

It is possible that the stories of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael were presened in the 

TaNaCh to ofler an example for society to grasp hold of many generations after these books 

were written. These gender challenges could not be placed in the Israelite female world as 

this would have been too overt, and would have been too challenging for that society 

Instead, the TaNaCh preserved the challenge to a male dominated society for more peripheral 

characters, so that in future generations, these "'omen could be rediscovered for the shining 

examples which they provide. And for today's Jewish community inheriting the TaNaCh, if 

non-Israelite women were able to challenge gender roles ;,n:n ;in:, nnN JY for us today. 

The threat of this challenge to the established order of society may also serve as the 

motivation for why Mid rash Rabbah, as an example of rabbinic literature, sought to remove 

the gender challenge from these women. These women were effectively castrated by the 

midrashic authors, losing their gender challenge and with it the part of them which acted in a 

male way. 

Our challenge is to return to the text of the TaNaCh, rebelling against the 

characterization of these women in rabbinic literature, to recognize these women for who 

they were: Hagar as the Patriarch for her people, Tzipporah as the first female mohel and 

betrother, and Yael as the female warrior and emasculator. When we can clearly see the way 

in which these three non-Israelite women broke the glass ceilings of their day to assume male 

roles, we can follow their example. And in doing so, v,e can break the glass ceilings of our 

current society and challenge these restrictions, not only because they are antiquated and 

\\Tong, but because the TaNaCh grants us the authority, and even the mandate, to do it. 
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What next? 

This study 1s a first step in the investigation of non-Israelite \\-Omen challenging 

gender roles within the TaNaCh and there are a number of different areas in which this stud)' 

could develop. I would like to suggest four areas which would provide a logical next step in 

the context of this study. 

I. The place of Rahab: 

While Rahab was not included in this study, she is another non-Israelite ivoman who can 

be considered to challenge gender roles through her actions. Could Rahab possibly be 

portrayed as 'The Head of her Household") In this role, she would be a woman in a role 

that is reserved for men elsewhere in the TaNaCh. 

ll. A Further investigation of Rabbinic texts: 

Midrash Rabbah provided an initial foray into the portrayal of Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael 

in rabbinic literature. It would be interesting to look for other examples within other 

Midrashic collections, as well as considering the place of these women in the Talmud and 

parshanut. This would help to develop a fuller picture of how these women were viewed 

post-Biblically, and how the gender challenge was lost. 

III. The Contemporary Material 

It was not possible in the context of this study to move into the modern period and the 

portrayal of these women in contemporary material. However, it would be interesting to 

consider the way that Hagar, Tzipporah and Yael are treated in contemporary scholarship, 

as well as looking at their place ivithin art such as poetry and paintings. This would serve 

as another form of commentary on these women 

IV. Why non-Israelite women') 

Having considered these other por1rayals it v,.-ould be interesting to delve deeper into the 

reasons which may explain why this gender challenge does not come from Israelite 

\\Omen. but appears to be confined to non-Israelite ,vomen 
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