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Curriculum Rationale 
 

 
 Jewish women today are pulled in many directions at once.  We are called upon to be 

daughters, wives, mothers, friends, employees, carpoolers and spiritual seekers, to name just a 

few roles.  We are expected to maintain our households while being gainfully employed. We 

experience challenges and difficult moments.  We are called upon to solve problems and multi-

task at the same time.  Sometimes life can feel overwhelming and too challenging.  We need a 

place to go for guidance and strength. 

 One place to look for such answers is the Hebrew Bible, for it contains a wealth of 

knowledge and provides positive Jewish female role models – role models with which some 

modern Jewish women are unfamiliar. By looking at our wisdom literature – namely Eishet 

Chayil – A Woman of Valor - and other proverbs, by studying our four matriarchs, Sarah, 

Rebekah, Rachel and Leah, and by focusing on Ruth and Naomi, Jewish women will find strong 

women who can serve as a source of inspiration and strength, a source of encouragement and 

pride.  By studying the female Israelite women mentioned above, American Reform Jewish 

women will become empowered and realize that they are not alone with their struggles.  They 

will realize that their ancestors also had burdens, and overcame them, offering hope that they 

will, too. 

 In addition, the Jewish women who participate in this rosh chodesh study group will 

understand that their biblical ancestors – like they – played a major role in their society.  They 

will understand that biblical women were empowered in their personal lives – they were loved 

and respected by their husbands and children, oversaw their households, were in charge of 

workers, and contributed significantly to the welfare of their family through agrarian endeavors, 

manufacturing and trade.  



  5 

 By studying Israelite women, modern Reform Jewish women will see that their 

predecessors were part of the public sphere, were respected by their community, had power over 

others, and even inherited and owned property.  Biblical women were empowered to make 

decisions, take initiative, be assertive and they showed great courage. 

 In addition, the members of the rosh chodesh group will learn that their ancestors were 

physically strong, physically beautiful and exhibited great strength of character.  Through the 

texts, they will see that Adonai noticed women and intervened on their behalf. 

 Through the eight study sessions of this curriculum, American Reform Jewish women 

will be able to debunk the myth that biblical women played a minor role in society, had little 

control over their own lives, and were merely subordinate to men.  Rather, they will understand 

that biblical women were vital to society. 

 By studying the women mentioned above, learners will also see that the biblical women 

studied – despite their importance and significance - were nonetheless imperfect, flawed people.  

Recognizing this will help modern women relieve some of the pressure they feel to be perfect 

people.  

 As descendants of the women of the Hebrew Bible, it is important that we gather together 

to study and analyze biblical women – not only in order to attain a greater understanding of the 

important role women played in biblical society – but also to connect with them and be 

strengthened and empowered by them.  We will find ourselves in the texts, thus increasing our 

own connection to Judaism as 21st century American Reform Jewish women. 

 As we come together for eight learning sessions, the women of the rosh chodesh group 

will not only learn about their biblical ancestors; they will also come together and create their 

own community - a safe space where they can freely explore and express their thoughts and 
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emotions.  When reading about Israelite women, a wide range of thoughts and emotions will 

emerge as they relate the biblical narratives to their own lives. This community of learners - with 

shared values, traditions and a collective historical past – will be supportive and allow each 

woman the opportunity to relate to the texts in her own unique way.   

By coming together as a cohort, the women will have the opportunity to explore and 

grow as individuals and as a group.  They will support and nurture each other’s journey as they 

find themselves in the biblical texts.  Being part of this rosh chodesh group will strengthen the 

participants’ self-esteem, self-respect, her connection with her biblical predecessors and Judaism, 

in general. 
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Enduring Understandings 
 

1. Israelite women had important roles in biblical society. 
 

2. G-d spoke to Israelite women and intervened on their behalf. 
 

3. Israelite women were intelligent, competent, respected, and also had character flaws. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Essential Questions 
 

1. How did Israelite women spend their time? 
 

2. What contribution did they make to their families and Israelite society? 
 

3. What was the nature of the Israelite husband/wife relationship? 
 

4. What role did Israelite women play in the lives of their children? 
 

5. Did Adonai notice or intervene on behalf of Israelite women? 
 

6. What do we know about the physical attributes of Israelite women? 
 

7. Why would a 21st century American Reform Jewish woman be interested in her biblical 
ancestors? 
 

8. How does the life of a 21st century American Reform Jewish woman compare with that of 
an Israelite woman?  Are there similarities?  Differences? 
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Goals 
 
 

The women who participate in this rosh chodesh study group will understand that Israelite 
women played important roles in Israelite society.  More specifically, they will: 
 

a. Understand that Proverb 31:10-31 (Eishet Chayil – A Woman of Valor) is one of the 
most complimentary passages to women in the Hebrew Bible; 
 

b. Understand that many proverbs praise women and show respect for mothers and wives; 
 

c. Be familiar with the biblical narratives found in the book of Genesis that discuss the four 
matriarchs, Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah, and understand the significant roles they 
played in their marriages, families and society, as a whole; 
 

d. Understand that Ruth and Naomi were brave and courageous women who modeled 
kindness, faith and loyalty; 
 

e. Discuss their concepts of the ideal American Reform Jewish woman and see how they 
compare with the ideal Israelite women studied during the course. 
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Letter To The Teacher 
 
 

Shalom, 

I am pleased that you have chosen this curriculum.  I hope you and your students will not 

only learn together, but that your lives will be enriched and strengthened by its contents. 

I have designed this course for women, particularly for a women’s rosh chodesh group 

comprised of American Reform Jewish women.  This said, you should feel free to use the 

curriculum in other settings, as well.  

This course focuses on women of the Hebrew Bible and highlights their many 

contributions to Israelite society. It recognizes the important and varied roles women played and 

it debunks the myth that women in Israelite society were invisible, impotent and insignificant 

figures.  It is my hope that by the end of this course, you, and the women who study with you, 

will not only understand and appreciate the vital role women played in Israelite society, but that 

you will feel empowered and strengthened, too. 

The course begins by looking at texts from the book of Proverbs, beginning with Eishet 

Chayil – A Woman of Valor.  It then moves onto other proverbs, some portraying women 

positively and others, not so much.  From there, the direction shifts to the Genesis narratives, 

focusing on our four matriarchs — Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah.  The lives of Ruth and 

Naomi, as described in the book of Ruth, are then explored.  Finally, the curriculum seeks to help 

students draw connections between the ideal ancient Israelite woman and the ideal American 

Reform Jewish woman.  

I firmly believe that by studying the biblical women listed above, you and your students 

will understand that biblical women were empowered in their personal lives, contributed to the 

welfare of their families, and were respected by members of the larger community.  I trust that 
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you will recognize the power women had and appreciate their decision-making abilities. I also 

hope that you will recognize the significance of Adonai intervening on behalf of women. As you 

move through this curriculum, you and your students will not only see the assets (and liabilities) 

of the women mentioned above, but you will also find yourselves in the text.  And when you do, 

you will be strengthened, encouraged and motivated by your biblical ancestors. 

In this course, I envision the students studying biblical texts, breaking into discussion 

(chevruta) groups and keeping a journal.  It is my hope that as the instructor, you will continually 

help the women draw connections between themselves and their biblical predecessors. By doing 

so, you will not only help bring the texts to life, but you will strengthen the connection your 

students have with Judaism. 

Finally, it is important that you cultivate a positive group experience.  By creating a safe 

space for your students to freely explore and express their thoughts and emotions, you will 

enhance their experience.  This, in turn, will deepen the level of learning, strengthen the 

participants’ self-esteem and self-respect, and nurture the relationships the women form with 

each other.   

As Rabbi Tarfon said in Pirkei Avot, “The day is short, the task is great . . .” and yet, you 

can do it — you can have a positive impact on the lives of Jewish women. 

I wish you every success!  B’hatzlacha! 

Rabbi Beth Jacowitz Chottiner 
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Lesson 1: Eishet Chayil – A Woman of Valor 
 
 
Introduction 

The book of Proverbs contains much female imagery – some negative, some positive.  
The most extensive description of the ideal Israelite woman in the book of Proverbs is found in 
vv. 31:10-31, with the description of the Eishet Chayil. 

These twenty-two verses have come to be known as A Woman of Valor. In some Jewish 
homes, it is customary for a husband to recite this laudatory poem to his wife on Friday nights, 
prior to the Sabbath meal.  

This acrostic poem is quite complimentary of women and sets a high standard for a wives 
and mothers.  Some biblical scholars see this literary piece as the prescribed goal toward which 
wives are to strive (Keil and Delitzsch, COT, 326), setting a high standard that was a reality in 
many Jewish homes (Cohen, PROVAC, 211; Oesterley, TBOP, 287).  Others believe it was part 
of a training manual used to educate young women, regarding the proper way to conduct 
themselves when married (Crook, MM, 139).   And still others do not believe this perfect woman 
ever existed. 

While it is not possible to move beyond speculation and theory and arrive at a definitive 
answer as to the origin and intent of this passage, it is possible to use these biblical verses to 
understand the traits and attributes that were deemed desirable and admirable for women in 
ancient Israelite society.  This is particularly true given the placement in the Hebrew Bible, for 
Proverbs is filled with advice, suggestions and guidelines for correct living. 

One point that scholars and laity can agree upon is that this poem depicts the Israelite 
woman in a positive light.  It extols the virtues of the Eishet Chayil, while enumerating the many 
activities in which she is engaged: it speaks of the way she tends to her family and contributes to 
the well being of her household; it describes her business ventures and financial gains; it also 
provides an insight into her relationship with her husband, children, and workers.  There is no 
doubt that the Eishet Chayil has a great deal of responsibility and keeps long hours.  And through 
it all, she helps those in need, treats others with respect, and remains loyal to Adonai. 

Whether one concludes that this complimentary poem describes a woman who was real 
or imagined, the words of one scholar are worth noting: “It has been truly said, ‘Nothing in 
ancient literature equals this remarkable attestation to the dignity and individuality of woman’” 
(Cohen, PROVAC, 211). 

There is value in starting your first rosh chodesh session with this text.  It portrays an 
Israelite woman in very positive terms, women will be able to relate to her as a multi-tasker, and 
they will feel empowered by such a laudatory description of a biblical woman. 
 
Enduring Understandings 
*The Eishet Chayil is a complimentary description of a woman in the Hebrew Bible. 
*Israelite women had power in their marriages and in their households. 
*Israelite women were involved in business dealings and land ownership. 
*Israelite women were wise, kind, physically strong, and respected Adonai. 
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Essential Questions 
*What are the strengths and characteristics of the Eishet Chayil?  
*What contributions does the Eishet Chayil make to her household and Israelite society? 
*What does the Eishet Chayil poem say about the value of Israelite women? 
 
 
Questions To Be Addressed 
*Are you surprised that the Eishet Chayil had so much responsibility and played such a vital role 
in her family’s structure? 
*Of the many responsibilities of the Eishet Chayil, which one challenges your preconceived 
notion of the Israelite woman the most? 
*In what ways do you relate to the Eishet Chayil? 
*Is the Eishet Chayil a role model, or paradigm, for today’s modern American Reform Jewish 
woman?  Why? Why not? 
*Would you like your significant other to read the Eishet Chayil passage to you on Friday night?  
Why?  Why not? 
 
 
Evidence of Understanding 
* The women in the group will be able to discuss the Eishet Chayil, her many roles, and the 
contributions she made to her family and Israelite society. 
*The women in the group will be able to discuss the various attributes of the Eishet Chayil and 
indicate the ways in which they, as American Reform Jewish women, do, or do not, relate to her. 
 *The women in the group will be able to write a journal entry that speaks to the impact this 
study session had on their lives, self-image, psyche, or understanding of women in biblical 
history. 
 
 
Materials Needed 
*For use by instructor: Detailed Textual Notes on Eishet Chayil (pp. 14-36 of this document) 
*Handout for students: Linear Translation of Proverbs 31:10-31 (pp. 37-38 of this document) 
*Flip chart and markers 
*List of “Questions To Be Addressed” 
*Journal (each women will supply her own) 
*Paper, in case someone forgets her journal 
*Pens and pencils 
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Timeline (1 ½ hours) 
7:00-7:10 Welcome and Course Introduction 

The instructor will introduce herself and share some information about herself, 
her Jewish background and her own Jewish journey, thus helping to create a safe, 
trusting and open environment.   
 
She will then introduce this eight-week curriculum, explaining why she thinks the 
group will enjoy studying this topic.  She will encourage the rosh chodesh group 
members to see if they can “find themselves” in the texts, and explain that 
journaling will be part of each class. 

 
 
7:10-7:20 Group Member Introductions 

In order to help create a cohort of American Reform Jewish female learners, the 
instructor will ask each group member to introduce herself, indicate what she 
hopes to get out of the rosh chodesh group, tell one thing about her own Jewish 
journey, and indicate one belief she has about biblical women.  

 
 
7:20-7:40 Chevruta Study 

*Hand out copies of Eishet Chayil to everyone 
*Ask the women to break into groups of two (three if necessary) 
*Instruct the students to read through the text, interpret it, and discuss 

 
 
7:40-8:15 Group Discussion 
  *The instructor will facilitate this portion of the session by: 
   a) asking one member from each chevruta to summarize their  

    thoughts on the text; instructor will write answers on flip chart 
b) furthering the group discussion by asking the women the “Questions to 
be Addressed”; answers to these questions will also be written on the flip 
chart 
c) entertaining other questions that arise during the discussion 

 
 
8:15-8:25 Journaling 
  *Ask each member to reflect on what she has learned, how she feels 

 at this moment, and/or the impact tonight’s text study had on her identity 
 as an American Reform Jewish woman. 

 
 
8:25-8:30 Concluding Remarks 

*This is an opportunity for anyone in the group, including the instructor, to share 
any last minute thoughts or feelings about the class or material covered.  The 
instructor can also use this time to convey to the students the topic for the next 
class. 



  14 

Detailed Textual Notes On Eishet Chayil 
For Use By Instructor 

To Lead Group Discussion During Class 
 

31:10: “A capable wife, who can find?  Her purchase price is far above pearls of coral.”   
 
A capable wife can also be translated as a woman of valor, a woman of strength, a valiant 

woman, a worthy wife, and a powerful wife.1  The use of the word חיל, in this verse, is notable, 

for in other biblical passages, it is used in a military context.2  A. Wolters comments on this, 

writing, “eshet chayil . . . in this context should probably be understood as the female counterpart 

of the gibbor hayil, the title given to the ‘mighty men of valour’ which are often named in 

David’s age.  The person who is celebrated in this song is a ‘mighty woman of valour.’”3  I like 

the analysis that Wolters presents of this biblical woman, for it is positive, empowering, and 

helps debunk the myth that Israelite women were subservient beings subjected to their dominant 

male counterparts.  The woman who is celebrated in this proverb is a woman of strength; this 

characteristic is noted elsewhere in the poem, and will be discussed below.  Fox, too, comments 

on the use of the word חיל: it “refers to strength of all sorts, whether in physical or military 

prowess, in social influence, in wealth, or in personal ethical and intellectual powers, as here.  

Beneath all this woman’s virtues and talents lies a deep and solid strength of character.”4   

 The second part of the A clause5  מי ימצה, “Who can find her?” can be understood in 

two different ways: as an exclamation of value and as an indication of rarity.6  Fox understands it 

                                                        
1 The term אשת-חיל is also found in Prov 12:4:  “A capable wife is a crown for her husband.” The thrust of this 
statement is that a strong, capable and competent woman is valued, and a true treasure to her husband. 
2  See Deut 3:18; Josh 6:2, 8:3. 
3 Wolters, SVW, 9. 
4 Fox, “Proverbs” in JSB, 1497-8.  
5 The A clause refers to the first half of a biblical verse. 



  15 

as the former, as supported by Prov 18:22: “He who finds a wife has found happiness.”7  A. 

Cohen agrees with this, too: “The Hebrew is incorrectly construed as a question, as though the 

writer’s intention was ‘a good wife is not easily found, but when she is found, she is of 

inestimable value.’ The sense is whoever has married such a woman knows from his experience 

how priceless is her worth.”8  I support the ideas of these scholars, for such a reading of the text 

affirms that Israelite women were valued in their society; it is consistent with the other positive 

comments about women, found in Proverbs (as noted above); and it also dispels the idea that 

worthy and capable women were rarely found in antiquity.   

 The second half of v. 10, called the B clause, says: ורחק מפנינים מכרה, “Her purchase 

price is far above pearls of coral.”  This phrase further attests to the great worth of the אשת-חיל, 

for she is deemed more valuable than 9,םינינפ the precious pearls of coral that were obtained 

(most likely) from the Red Sea and India.10  While this verse does not explicitly indicate the 

reasons why this woman is valued so highly, they unfold as the poem progresses.  

 

31:11: “The heart of her husband trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain (i.e. 
property and wealth).”   

Verse 11 introduces another important aspect of the אשת-חיל.  To understand this verse, 

it is important to begin with the Hebrew word שלל, meaning gain.  In the Hebrew Bible, this 

                                                        
6 Fox, “Proverbs” in JSB, 1497. 
7 Fox, “Proverbs” in JSB, 1497. 
8 Cohen, PROVAC, 211.  W.O.E. Oesterley writes: this is “a rhetorical way of expressing admiration.” Oesterley, 
TBOP, 283. 
9 Other common translations for פנינים include rubies, pearls, and jewels.  Also, in Job 28:18, Prov 3:15 and 8:11, 
   .is valued like wisdom אשת-חיל are compared with wisdom.  Perhaps the implication is that the פנינים
10 Cohen, PROVAC, 16. 
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term is often associated with the spoils of war, or booty, that one obtains through combat. While 

this text is not implying that the Eishet Chayil goes off to war, it is indicating that she, through 

her own efforts, provides for her husband; because of her, he does not lack materially or 

financially.  She does this through the various business ventures in which she is involved (see 

below). Citing E.B. Ehrlich, Cohen writes, “Ehrlich suggests that it [שלל] connotes an increase 

of wealth which does not result from one’s personal labours, and is therefore selected here 

because it is wealth which accrues to the man from his wife’s enterprise.”11  S. R. Hirsch makes a 

similar comment.  He writes, שלל “implies a gain to which one had no claim and which he thus 

never expected  . . ..”12  The main thrust of v.11 is that the אשת-חיל is a breadwinner who is 

engaged in profitable endeavors that extend beyond her household. Stevenson supports this, 

writing,  “Through her work, she earns enough so that she can materially assist her husband.”13   

 The A clause of this verse, בטח בה לב בעלה, sheds light on the character of the Eishet 

Chayil.  By indicating that her husband puts his trust in her, we learn not only that she is a 

trustworthy individual, but we gain insight into their personal relationship, as well.  In other 

words, this verse strongly suggests that the husband of the אשת-חיל has faith in her judgment 

and trusts her decisions; he relies on her to make choices that will be in his best interest, as well 

as in hers.  This conjures up an image of a marital partnership that includes trust and respect.  

McKane adds to this interpretation: “Her husband relies on her and has complete confidence in 

                                                        
11 Cohen, PROVAC, 211. 
12 Samson Raphael Hirsch, WOM (trans. Karen Paritzky-Joshua; Jerusalem: Feldheim, 1976), 247. 
13 Stevenson, COP, 442. 
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her abilities and judgement  [sic], nor has he ever any reason to change his mind on these 

matters, for she is a model of benevolent constancy and brings him nothing but good and gain.”14 

 
31:12:  “She does him good and not evil, all the days of her life.”    

This verse builds on the previous one and explains why her husband trusts in her: she 

treats him well, looks out for him, and does not intentionally hurt or wrong him. In other words, 

“She fully justifies the confidence he places in her.”15  The אשת-חיל does right by her husband, 

both in their personal relationship and in her business dealings, which have an impact upon him.  

This sounds like a wonderful example of the עזר כנגדו, helpmate, referred to in Gen 2:18.16   

While some scholars say this verse refers only to the way she handles her business 

dealings, I do not believe there is reason to limit its reading in this way.  Stevenson confirms this, 

saying, “The woman’s husband is the object of the verb. She shows her love for him by positive 

actions. No specific description of these actions limits them to any one area of the husband-wife 

relationship. The thought is general, indicating that the godly wife cares for her husband in a 

variety of ways, all of which receive the characterization ‘good.’”17    

While I believe it fair to surmise that the אשת-חיל was a considerate, trustworthy, and 

loving wife, I think it is also reasonable to assume that at times, she acted in ways that were less 

than ideal. This is part of the human condition. Hirsh, however, has a different view on this, 

based on this verse: “A person can do another much good, and still cause him moments of 

chagrin and hurt by personal whims and caprices, and by the manner in which he acts toward 

                                                        
14 McKane, PNA, 666.  See also Cohen, PROVAC, 211. 
15 Cohen, PROVAC, 211.   
16 Gen 2:18 reads, “The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for man to be alone; I will make a helpmate for him.’” 
17 Stevenson, COP, 442. 
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him. But the woman to whom this hymn18 is dedicated gives her husband nothing but happiness 

and never even a moment of grief all the days of her life.”19  This notion is not realistic for it is 

difficult to accept that a wife will never hurt her husband in any way, albeit unintentionally.  By 

speaking of the אשת-חיל in this way, Hirsch reduces her to an imaginary, idyllic figure, thereby 

devaluing Israelite women, in general.  If, however, one takes the position, as I do, that the  

 represents the idealized version of an imperfect woman who, nonetheless, possesses אשת-חיל

many fine attributes, characteristics, and skills, then the value and worth of the Israelite woman 

is held intact.  

 

31:13: “She searches for wool and flax (as material for clothing), and she actively labors with her 
eager hands.”   

One of the activities in which the אשת-חיל engages is making clothing for her household 

(discussed in greater detail, below).  In order to do this, she must first acquire the needed raw 

materials. This is implied by the presence of the Hebrew verb דרשה, meaning search or look for.  

It is reasonable to assume, then, that wool and flax were not readily accessible.  Rather, the  

 needed to make a concerted effort to seek them out.  Cohen suggests this too: “She אשת-חיל

concerns herself to see that there is an ample supply of material from which to make the 

                                                        
18 Wolters argues that Prov 31:10-31 “displays most of the formal characteristics of the hymnic genre (p. 4). Wolters 
goes on to say “the hymnic form in Israel is not strictly tied either to the praise of God or to the temple liturgy.  The 
acrostic poem in Proverbs, if its hymnic character is recognized, provides us with a unique perspective on the 
possible early history and function of the hymn in Israel—a perspective quite different from that afforded by the 
liturgical hymns.” Wolters, SVW, 8. 
19 Hirsch, WOM, 247.  
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necessary clothing.”20  From the A clause of v. 13, I deduce that the אשת-חיל was concerned 

with her household and took the necessary steps to provide for them. 

When the אשת-חיל works with her hands, be it to make clothing, plant a vineyard or 

engage in a host of other activities, she does so with enthusiasm. This is suggested by the 

Hebrew words בחפץ כפיה, with her eager hands, found in the B clause of v. 13.  Others 

interpretations of this phrase include, “ . . . she takes personal pleasure in her work,”21 she 

derives pleasure “from her unfettered artistic freedom as the possessor of a pair of skillful hands . 

. ..”22 and “her hands could not bear to be idle, and even if her palms were folded at rest, they 

were ‘willing’ and anxious to work.”23  In other words, the אשת-חיל is a creative woman, a hard 

worker, and anything but lazy.  

  
31:14:  “She is like trading vessels, bringing her bread from afar.”   

The hymn of the אשת-חיל continues by comparing her with a merchant ship. The plain 

meaning of this text is: she acquires food to feed her household.  However, a broader reading is 

required, for there is more information about the אשת-חיל contained in this verse.   

This is the first indication that the אשת-חיל is a woman of means. She has the financial 

resources to purchase imported (and more expensive) products from traveling merchants who 

                                                        
20 Cohen, PROVAC, 211. 
21 Stevenson, COP, 443. 
22 McKane, PNA, 667. 
23 Hirsch, WOM, 248. 
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bring goods from afar. Wanting only the best for her family, she seeks out the choicest supplies 

that are available.24 

Inherent in this point is the idea that the אשת-חיל, herself, traded with the traveling 

merchants. This might come as a surprise to one who believed that only Israelite men engaged in 

such activity. This verse further debunks the myth that biblical women were kept within the 

confines of their homes, hidden away from view. Stevenson supports this view, writing, “The 

wife gathers the needed household materials, both for the daily routine and for the diverse 

economic enterprises of the home.  She trades with traveling merchants as they pass by.”25  

Trading with merchants implies a two-way transaction: not only does the אשת-חיל 

acquire goods, but she sells items, as well.26  This supports the idea (noted above in the 

discussion of v. 11) that the אשת-חיל contributed to the economic well being of her family 

through her business activities.  It is possible that part of her inventory included the garments she 

made with the wool and flax mentioned above, in v. 13.  McKane adds to the idea that the  

 :traded with merchants אשת-חיל

 

. . . the words ‘she brings her bread from afar’ indicate that she explores and exploits the 
further possibilities of producing wealth on the basis of the husbandry of her household.  
Her husband is a farmer and she manufactures and trades in the produce of fields and 
animals. In becoming a secondary producer and trader, she can be likened to merchant 
ships; she explores beyond the immediate domestic, wealth-producing context to bring 
bread from afar.27 

 

                                                        
24 See Cohen, PROVAC, 212; Aitken, PROV, 157. 
25 Stevenson, COP, 443. 
26 “Palestine was at the crossroads of the Asia-Africa-Europe trading routes of the ancient world. For most periods 
of antiquity, the ruined cities show clear signs of a role in international commerce.” Meyers, EVE, 144. 
27 McKane, PNA, 667. 
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31:15:  “She rises while it is still night and gives food to her household, and prescribes tasks 
for her attendants.”   

Verse 15 sheds more light on activities of the אשת-חיל and her contribution to her 

household.  She proves herself to be a concerned and loving mother/wife by rising before her 

household to prepare their food.28  However, much more than this is implied in this verse.  In 

antiquity, food preparation was a time-consuming and physically demanding endeavor, for it 

required the conversion of raw materials into consumable food.29  It also required the necessary 

knowledge that allowed for the successful production of edible food.  Since women possessed 

this knowledge, they were valuable, and valued members of society.  Additionally, since women 

were largely responsible for food production, they were in control of the allocation of the 

resources used for making food. Thus, in a very real way, “ . . . female control of food 

consumption would have contributed substantially to her domestic power and status.”30  

Additionally, archaeological remains indicate bread making was done in households: grinding-

stones for transforming grain into loaves of bread and baking ovens (called tabuns) were found 

in virtually all households of the Iron Age.31    

Verse 15 also speaks to the work ethic of the אשת-חיל.  She rises early, even before the 

sun, indicating that she is not a lazy woman. She is a woman who has responsibility, for she 

manages her household while overseeing and directing those who work for her.  Commentators 

                                                        
28 The Hebrew word טרף, used in this verse, is commonly understood to mean torn meat, forbidden meat or animal 
prey.  However, according to Cohen, when used in a poetic way, it refers to food that is consumable by humans; 
Cohen, PROVAC, 212; Also see Ps 111:5.   
29 Meyers, EVE, 145. 
30 Meyers, EVE, 147. 
31 Meyers, MRSR, 430-31. Biblical references to women making bread are Lev 26:26; 1 Sam 8:13, 28:24; Jer 7:18; 
and Gen 18:6. 
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compliment the אשת-חיל, suggesting she uses her time wisely, is organized, and is the one who 

sets her household in motion at the start of each day.32  

 

31:16:  “She ponders a field and acquires it, with the fruit of her hands she plants a 
vineyard.”  

In addition to producing food for her family, running her household, making clothing, 

and trading with merchants, the אשת-חיל also purchases land.  This verse suggests that she 

makes, and acts, on her own decisions.  This supports the idea that I put forth with regard to v. 

11: the husband of the אשת-חיל trusts in her decision-making ability.  Cohen agrees that she 

acts alone, writing, “She examines the value of a piece of land which is for sale and, being 

satisfied with it, adds it to the family estate.”33  This statement implies that the אשת-חיל is 

bright, knowledgeable, and a savvy businesswoman.  

The B clause speaks of her planting a vineyard. It is very probable that she, herself, did 

the planting.34 Meyers supports this, writing, “Although they did not primarily work in growing 

field crops, women in early Israel probably did contribute substantially to the hoeing and 

weeding, and the planting and picking, that vegetable gardens, orchards, and vineyards 

required.”35  Stevenson accepts this view, too, citing biblical passages as proof: 

There is abundant evidence in the OT to show that women were involved with 
agricultural and pastoral duties. They tended the flocks (Gen. 29:6; Exod. 2:16) and 
watered the camels (Gen. 24:19-20). They worked with raw materials from the fields 
(Josh. 2:6), kept the vineyards (Song of Sol. 1:6; 8:12), and gleaned in the fields . . .. 

                                                        
32 See Stevenson, COP, 443; McKane, PNA, 668. 
33 Cohen, PROVAC, 212.   
34 Contra Cohen, who understands this metaphorically.  He compares it with 1Kgs 8:44, suggesting that just as 
Solomon, himself, did not build the Temple, neither did the אשת-חיל, herself, plant the vineyard.  Cohen, PROVAC, 
212. 
35 Meyers, EVE, 146. 
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They directed servants (I Sam. 2 5:18-19). The OT does not give us a complete 
description of the woman’s role. There is enough information, however, to show that they 
were involved with a broad range of activities.36 

 

Verse 16 affirms the contribution of the אשת-חיל to her household, reinforces the idea that she 
and her husband are truly partners, and shows that she engages in physical labor.   
 

31:17: “She girds herself (her hips and loins) with strength, and strengthens her arms.”    

 This verse paints a picture of a physically strong woman—one who is accustomed to 

engaging in physical activities. While she has workers who assist her and do her bidding, she 

also labors in the field, takes care of the flocks, draws water, and the like. These are typical 

activities of an Israelite woman. Stevenson interprets “girds her loins” as “tying up her robe to 

keep it from interfering with her labors. This pictures her readiness to begin her work.  Further, 

she ‘strengtheneth her arms.’ This idiom pictures her power to perform the tasks at hand.”37 The 

 is a diligent worker whose strength increases through her laborious efforts.38 אשת-חיל

W.G. Plaut, however, suggests this verse is speaking of spiritual strength, rather than 

physical prowess. He writes, “She is always ready, for her strength is spiritual (see II Kings 

4:29).”39  While I believe the אשת-חיל is a woman who possesses spiritual strength (see 

discussion of v. 30, below), I do not agree with Plaut’s assessment of this verse; I think it does 

address her physical condition.40 

                                                        
36 Stevenson, COP, 444. 
37 Stevenson, COP, 444. 
38 See Hirsch, WOM, 249. 
39 Plaut, BOP, 314. 
40 See also 2 Sam 2:8; I Kgs 2:5, 20:32; Jer 1:17 for other biblical references that connect girding one’s loins and 
physical strength. 
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31:18: “She perceives41 that her trading profit is good, her oil lamp42 does not go out at 
night.”   

Two characteristics of the אשת-חיל that are brought forth in this verse are her success as 

a businesswoman and her strong work ethic—two attributes that often go hand-in-hand. Through 

her successful trading, the אשת-חיל brings income to her household and helps support her 

family. She is a motivated, conscientious woman who works long hours—rises early (v. 15) and 

does not retire until her various duties and responsibilities are complete.   

According to one scholar, a lit lamp is indicative of a prosperous household. 43  Given that 

the אשת-חיל is a successful businesswoman, it makes sense to presume that her household is 

prosperous.   

Meyers offers a different interpretation for this verse, one that suggests she keeps the 

lamp burning all night to protect her children (“apotropaic purposes”).  Meyers supports her idea 

with biblical passages where “lamp imagery” is connected with protection (Prov 6:20-23; Job 

18:56, 29:3; 2 Kgs 8:19).44 

 
31:19:   “Her hands are cast/placed on the spindle,45 and her palms hold the spindle.”   
 

                                                        
41 The Hebrew word used for perceives is טעמה, which literally means tastes.  See Ps 34:9 for another example where 
 .is used in this same way טעמה
42 Light, small clay lamp filled with oil, usually with only one spout for the wick. See Keil and Baumgartner, HAL, 
723. 
43 McKane, PNA, 668. 
44 Meyers, HH, 41.  See also Cohen, PROVAC, 213. 
45 My translation is based mainly on the work of Wolters, who conducted research on the history of handspinning 
and the literary structure of v. 19.  He concludes that the translation cited by numerous scholars, for this verse, is 
inaccurate.   Other scholars translate the disputed word, כישור, as distaff.   Wolters informs, however, that this is not 
an accurate translation since “the evidence for the use of the distaff in the ancient Near East (at least until the impact 
of Greco-Roman culture in Hellenistic times) is non-existent.”  Wolters supports his theory by quoting French 
archeologist A.G. Barrois, who writes, “‘The valiant woman of Proverbs puts her hands to the kishor, which is not 
the distaff, since the spinning women of the East do not use it at all.’”  Wolters goes on to explain that kishor refers 
to a large-sized spindle—the type used in “‘grasped spindle’” spinning—that was held and rotated by two hands.  
Wolters, SVW, 50-55. 
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Verse 19 speaks of the handiwork performed by the אשת-חיל, and is consistent with v. 

13: “She searches for wool and flax (as material for clothing), and she actively labors with her 

eager hands.”  It is also consistent with archaeological findings that have revealed “ . . . the 

almost ubiquitous use of needles, spindle whorls, and other clothing-related tools in domestic 

contexts.”46   

31:20: “She opens her hand to the poor, and her hands are sent to the needy.”47  

This verse reveals other attributes of the אשת-חיל—she is charitable, generous, and is 

concerned with the welfare of others.48  In today’s world, we would liken her to one who gives 

 repairing the world.  This verse speaks to her moral ,תיקון עולם and engages in acts of ,צדקה

and ethical nature. 

 
31:21:  “She is not afraid of the snow for her household, for all of her family is clothed in 
crimson.”49  

The אשת-חיל provides for her family by making clothing.  It is believed that women 

were responsible for the production of cloth and clothing in antiquity.50  The references to snow 

and crimson garments might be understood in the following way: “The association [of שנים] 

with the king and with the tabernacle suggests that this was high-quality material.  This is 

probably the sense in which it occurs here, clothing of such quality and weight that it warms the 

                                                        
46 Meyers, EVE, 147.   
47 It is also worth noting the grammatical structure of this verse.  The A and B clauses are repetitive:  כפיה and ידיה 
are similar terms, referring to her hands; פרשה and שלחה are parallel terms that mean to spread out or to cast out; and 
 are synonymous words for poor or needy.  This type of parallelism is a very common feature in biblical אביון and עני
poetry. 
48 See McKane, PNA, 668. 
 .is often translated as scarlet שנים 49
50 Meyers, MRSR, 433.  Unlike the plain white Egyptian dress, Canaanite garments, as evidenced by wall paintings 
of the 18th-20th Egyptian dynasties, were colorful.  Sheffer, NS, 537. 



  26 

wearers.”51  This interpretation reinforces the notion that the household of the אשת-חיל is well 

provided for. 

Another reading of this verse is different, yet equally flattering to the אשת-חיל.  

Stevenson writes: “The future holds no fear for this woman, for she has wisely anticipated the 

needs of her household.  The ‘snow’ here represents many such needs that might be set forth as 

examples.”52  In other words, the אשת-חיל is a responsible, organized, and well thought-out 

woman who has the ability to look ahead to the future and plan accordingly. 

31:22: “She makes for herself coverings, she wears linen and purple garments.” 

This verse speaks of the clothing that the אשת-חיל makes for herself.  She wears 

garments made from expensive fabrics, befitting a woman of means. Linen was more costly than 

other fabrics, such as wool, for it was imported from places like Phoenicia and Egypt.53  Purple 

clothing was also costly, and worn by those of distinction and wealth,54 for the purple dye came 

from the secretion of mollusks and Murex snails55 found in the eastern parts of the Mediterranean 

Sea.56  This dye was in demand (as were indigo blue and kermes red dyes), yet difficult and 

costly to prepare.57  It is reasonable to suggest that the אשת-חיל acquired her linen fabric and 

purple dye when she traded with traveling merchants (v. 14). 

 

                                                        
51 Stevenson, COP, 445-46. 
52 Stevenson, COP, 445.  
53 Wolters, SVW, 11. 
54 Aitken, PROV, 157.  See also Judg 8:26; Jer 4:30 and 10:9. 
55 “Murex and purpura snails were harvested off the coast of eastern Crete and the Levant, where shell heaps attest 
to their use from 2000 BCE onward. The Phoencians were particularly famous for the ‘Tyrian’ purple dye they 
produced.” Peskowitz, TEX, 192.   
56 See Stevenson, COP, 446.  “Evidence for dyes begins before 3000 BCE in Europe, Egypt, and perhaps the 
Levant.” Peskowitz, TEX, 192. 
57 Peskowitz, TEX, 192.    
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31:23: “Her husband is known in the gates, where he sits among the elders (a special 
class).”  

This verse provides information about the husband of the אשת-חיל.  Until this point in 

the poem, all that is known about this unnamed spouse is that he trusts his wife and gains 

materially from being married to this successful businesswoman. Verse 23 speaks about the 

place of honor that he holds within the community. 

In the ancient Near East, it was common for elders, counselors and prominent men of the 

city to gather at the city’s entrance (near the gates) “to adjudicate and discuss local affairs.”58  

Some scholars believe the husband is welcomed into this honorific group because of the virtues 

of his wife. Hirsch is one of them: “When her husband sat in the councils of the city or the 

nation, he was pointed out as the husband of the valiant woman whose moral and spiritual 

influence was discernible in the words and actions of the man in public life.  Thus through the 

voice of her husband, the fine example she set and her prudent, wise counsel became a beneficial 

force in the affairs of the community.”59  In other words the husband enjoys stature in the 

community because of the notable character of the 60.אשת-חיל   

Stevenson agrees that the husband’s position of responsibility is attributed to his wife—

but offers a different reason: “The context suggests that his ability to devote himself to these 

matters rests upon his knowledge that his wife carefully oversees the household.  He is able to 

devote himself to community matters outside of the family.”61  McKane shares this view, writing, 

“Such a woman makes a notable contribution to her husband’s success in public life, for he has 

no domestic worries and can build his reputation on the basis of an honourable and prosperous 

                                                        
58 Cohen, PROVAC, 6. 
59 Hirsch, WOM, 250. 
60 Aitken, PROV, 158.  
61 Stevenson, COP, 446. 
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household.  By virtue of her character and genius for sound management he is well set to exert 

his influence on the life of the community and make a name for himself as a counselor and man 

of weight.”62 

Whether it is because of her virtues as a moral, ethical and/or spiritual woman, or her 

managerial skills, what seems clear is that the husband of the אשת-חיל has the privilege of 

being a member of the town’s assembly, and hence the opportunity to discuss and deliberate over 

matters both legal and political, because of his wife.  This is quite significant, for it indicates that 

the אשת-חיל had a great deal of responsibility, which she carried out successfully, and that 

members of the community recognized her efforts. 

 
31:24: “She makes and sells clothing, and gives63 a girdle to the tradesman.” 

Verse 24 reverts to discussing the business and trading activities of the אשת-חיל.  This 

depiction of an Israelite woman, who produces and sells clothing, is supported by archaeological 

findings: “The evidence of textile production in households for household use and perhaps also 

for tribute, trade, or communal use, is substantial.”64  Additionally, “Textile production, 

especially in terms of the expertise required, was a quasi-professional enterprise involving 

knowledge of techniques, substances, equipment, guidelines, and other production factors.”65   

The סדין and חגור, two garments made by the אשת-חיל, were part of the basic garb 

during the Israelite period. The סדין was an outer linen wrap worn by both men and women 

                                                        
62 McKane, PNA, 669. 
63 Also translated as “trades”, see Ezek 27:12. 
64 Meyers, MRSR, 433.    
65 Meyers, MSRS, 436. 
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(Judg 14:12-13; Isa 3:23).66 “The [hagor, or] hagora was a long, folded cloth of wool or linen, 

wound around the waist over the tunic, similar to a cummerbund or sash. Its folds could 

accommodate weapons and other items” (I Sam18:4; Isa 3:24; 2 Sam 20:8).67  This is supported 

by a painted sherd, found in modern day Israel, depicting a male figure wearing a “garment over 

which is a red mantle held at the waist by a belt.”68 

This verse implies, more strongly than others in the poem, that the אשת-חיל interacts 

with non-Israelite men. This runs contrary to the stereotypical image of the Israelite woman who 

is locked away in her home, doing little more than tending to the basic needs of her children. 

 
31:25:  “Strength and splendor are her clothing, and she laughs at the future.”  

Verse 25 uses the metaphor of clothing to convey attributes of the אשת-חיל.  In other 

words, she is wrapped in strength and splendor, two of her many positive attributes. Plaut 

interprets this verse as: “Inner qualities are her real garments: she possesses optimism and faces 

life with confidence.”69  The אשת-חיל is a strong, confident woman who does not look to the 

future with fear. Rather, she is able to have a positive outlook on life because she trusts that her 

abilities, skills and positive attributes will see her through the uncertainty of life. Her 

conscientiousness and kindness are two qualities referred to by 70.עוז והדר   

This phrase, עוז והדר , is very similar to another phrase, found in Ps 104:1: הוד והדר 

(majesty and splendor). The latter is a reference to Adonai: “Adonai, my G-d, You are very 

                                                        
66 Stevenson, COP, 447. 
67 King and Stager, LBI, 267-68.  See also Cohen, PROVAC, 213. 
68 Sheffer, NS, 545. 
69 Plaut, BOP, 315. 
70 Hirsch, WOM, 251. 
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great, clothed in majesty and splendor.” The close parallel between the two verses is notable and 

significant, suggesting that the author purposely chose to praise the אשת-חיל with divine 

attributes. 

Other scholars interpret this verse quite differently, believing it speaks to the financial 

security of the אשת-חיל. For example, McKane writes, “She can laugh at the uncertainty of the 

future because she has built up ample reserves and is confident that no tide of adversity will be 

able to swamp and undermine her prosperity.’71 Stevenson adds, “Through her many 

accomplishments, this woman covers herself with ‘strength and honour.’  This alludes to the 

financial stability of the household under her leadership.  For this reason, she faces the future 

with confidence.”72  A final interpretation that supports this understanding comes from Cohen: 

“The future causes her no anxiety because of her secure financial position.”73     

 Either of these explanations could have been the actual intent of the author.  Enough has 

been said about the successful business acumen of the אשת-חיל to accept that this verse speaks 

of the strength of her financial security. However, it is also plausible to understand this verse as a 

reference to her strong and splendid character—one that allows her to move through life with 

confidence, self-reliance, and a positive outlook.  

  
31:26: “Her mouth opens with wisdom, and kind teaching is on her tongue.”   

  This verse focuses attention on the intellect of the אשת-חיל.  Depending on how one 

translates and understands תורת-חסד, this verse will or will not have a religious connotation. 

                                                        
71 McKane, PNA, 669. 
72 Stevenson, COP, 447. 
73 Cohen, PROVAC, 214.  Oesterley notes that v. 25 speaks to her social strength, while v. 17 refers to her physical 
strength. Toy, CEC, 547. 
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According to Koehler-Baumgartner, תורת-חסד means kind teaching. This definition, by itself, 

does not necessarily invoke Torah or religion.    

 McKane understands this verse in a secular way: “She [the אשת-חיל] is equally adept at 

instruction and management. Alert and energetic, she has her finger on the pulse of her 

household and nothing escapes her scrutiny and control. Whatever she has to say ranks as 

wisdom and reliable advice.”74  Cohen also subscribes to an interpretation that refers to her 

overall intelligence and ability to communicate with others in a kind fashion: “When she speaks, 

her words are distinguished by good sense and discretion . . ..  She gives her directions to 

children and servants in sympathetic language and not in a domineering tone of voice.”75  C.H. 

Toy agrees, writing: “Though firm in her administration, as becomes a business woman, she is 

not domineering or harsh.”76  Each of these scholars lauds the אשת-חיל for being an effective 

manager who is bright, effective, and has the ability to direct others with respect and kindness.  

Stevenson, however, reads a more religious and spiritual tone into this verse.  He 

translates v. 26 as, “She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of 

kindness.”77  His comments on this verse accordingly: “As she instructs her family, the godly 

wife carries out her responsibilities in ‘wisdom’ . . . and in ‘kindness’ . . ..  This moral example 

in her instruction likely makes more of an impact on the children than the formal teaching that 

she gives them.  It is important that godly character shine forth in every situation.  This woman 

has a consistent example before her family.”78  

                                                        
74 McKane, PNA, 670. 
75 Cohen, PROVAC, 214. 
76 Toy, CEC, 547. 
77 Stevenson, COP, 447. 
78 Stevenson, COP, 447. 
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 In this verse, I do not believe תורת-חסד has a religious implication. Like many of the 

verses in Prov 31:10-31, the meaning is more or less straightforward.  For this reason, I am 

inclined to agree with the scholars who suggest v. 26 praises the אשת-חיל for being a wise and 

intelligent woman who knows how to share her knowledge, guidance and instruction in a manner 

that is received well by others.  

 
31:27: “She examines the doings of her household, and the bread of sluggishness she does 
not eat.”   

This verse touches on a characteristic of the אשת-חיל that has already been referred to 

(rises early and retires late), but which is now stated directly: her diligent work ethic.  Verse 27 

not only indicates that she manages her household and staff, but it also credits her with being a 

conscientious worker. The use of the Hebrew word ביתה, her house, is notable, for it implies 

that she, too, is responsible for the activities that take place within, and around, her household.79  

This is supported by Meyers, who writes:  

. . . the female’s role in the household production system was no less important than the 
male’s. Women participated in agricultural tasks, were responsible for the processing of 
crops into comestibles, made most of the clothing and probably also the baskets and the 
ceramic vessels, managed the activities of children and grandchildren (and of servants, 
hired workers, sojourners and the like, if present), to say nothing of their role as 
progenitors.  In such situations, households are typically characterized by internal gender 
balance rather than gender hierarchy.80 

 
Stevenson also views the אשת-חיל as a diligent woman who remains quite busy: “She 

does not eat “the bread of idleness” through indolence.  Rather, she works long hours in order to 

                                                        
79 See also Prov 31:21; Gen 24:28; Ruth 1:8; Song 3:4, 8:2.   
80 Meyers, RH, 98-9. 
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establish the well-being of the home.”81  C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch comment similarly: “Her 

eyes are turned everywhere; she is at one time here, at another there, to look after all with her 

own eyes; she does not suffer the day’s work, according to the instructions given, to be left 

undone, while she folds her own hands on her bosom; but she works, keeping an oversight on all 

sides, and does not eat the idleness . . . but bread well deserved . . ..”82 

 
31:28-29: “Her children83 rise up and call her happy, her husband praises her, too [saying] 
‘Many daughters84 have proven themselves capable85, but you surpass all of them.’” 

   While Prov 31:10-31 pays tribute to the אשת-חיל by describing and applauding her 

various actions, activities, strengths, and characteristics, vv. 28 and 29 praise her abilities as a 

mother and wife. The husband and children of the אשת-חיל recognize and appreciate what she 

does for them, be it educating, clothing, feeding, and/or working to insure their financial 

security.  These verses suggest that appreciation and gratitude are expressed; the אשת-חיל is not 

taken her for granted.86 

31:30: “Grace is deceitful/false and beauty is vain, [but] a woman who fears/respects 
Adonai will be praised.”  

While vv.10-29 discuss tangible matters as they relate to the אשת-חיל, such as spinning, 

trading, planting, manufacturing, and managing, v. 30 deals with more ethereal topics—one’s 

relationship with G-d and the nature of beauty. Since the content of this verse differs so greatly 

from the previous ones—particularly with regard to religion—some scholars believe an 

                                                        
81 Stevenson, COP, 447. 
82 Keil and Delitzsch, COT, 339. 
83 The Hebrew word בניה can refer to sons, or to a combination of both sons and daughters. 
84 Some suggest daughter is a poetic synonym for women.  See Plaut, BOP, 315; Cohen, PROVAC, 215. 
 .can also be translated as valiantly, virtuously, and bravely חיל 85
86 “Her husband and sons sing her praises and testify to her superlative worth.”  McKane, PNA, 670. 
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emendation was made to the original text. Toy writes, “[the reference to Adonai] may be the 

correction of a scribe who thought a poem describing the ideal woman should not fail to mention 

piety as an element of her character.”87  Crook has a similar, yet somewhat different view: The 

 is “sufficiently colored by Israelite religion to bring her recognizably into the אשת-חיל

community of Israel.”88 Other than the comment in v.30 that says the אשת -חיל respects Adonai, 

there is nothing in this hymn that indicates she actually worshipped Adonai. There is no 

indication that she offered sacrifices or engaged in other Yahwistic cultic rituals. Likewise, 

nothing is said that speaks of her ideological or theological beliefs.  Inclusion of such 

information would lend credence to the idea that she truly was a religious woman.  

While the suggestion, that a textual gloss was made to v.30, is plausible, albeit 

conjectural, there are other scholars who think piety is the culminating virtue of the Eishet Chayil         

and the source of her “industry, business acumen, reliability and kindness.”89  Plaut perceives her 

to be a God-fearing woman and suggests it is her piety, more so than her other qualities, that 

makes her “valorous.”90  

While this is the main topic of v. 30, the concept of beauty is also raised in this verse. The 

A clause, “grace is deceitful/false and beauty is vain” distinguishes between fleeting, false, 

physical beauty and true, enduring, inner beauty.  The text is not denouncing beauty. Rather, it is 

implying that one’s inner beauty, as defined by character and action, are more important than 

one’s physical beauty. This is particularly true with the אשת-חיל, for nothing is known of her 

                                                        
87 Toy, CEC, 549. See also Oesterley, TBOP, 287. 
88 Crook, MM, 137.   
89 Aitken, PROV, 158; Fox, “Proverbs” in JSB, 1498.  See also Prov 1:7, 2:5,and 9:10. 
90 Plaut, BOP, 315. 
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physical appearance. However, her behavior, attributes and piety have won her great favor in the 

eyes of her family and community.91   

 
31:31:  “Give her from the fruit of her hands, and let her deeds praise her in the gates.”  

This concluding verse acknowledges and confirms that the אשת-חיל deserves praise for 

all that she does. The difference in opinion between scholars is how literally to interpret “praise 

her in the gates.”  McKane, Keil and Delitzsch understand the verse literally: her achievements 

and accomplishments have led her to be praised publicly, “in the gates,” where people 

congregate and assemble, for she enjoys a favorable reputation and has a high standing in the 

community.92   

Oesterley, on the other hand, refutes this literal interpretation, saying, “ . . . women’s 

domestic virtues were not the kind of things which were discussed in public assemblies; 

nevertheless, the exaggeration is natural and pardonable.”93    

Stevenson, refuting Oesterley directly, in his work, writes: 

This conclusion ignores the fact that the gates of a city served as the center of a wide 
variety of activities in the OT.  Not only were they the place for legal actions (Deut. 
21:19-20; 25:7) and prophetic oracles (Jer. 17:19-20; Amos 5:10), but they also served as 
places for the gathering of news (II Sam. 15:2) and gossip (Ps.  69:12). Ruth received 
praise in the gates and the people pronounced a blessing upon her there (Ruth 4:11-12).  
Since the passage poetically describes the ideal woman, the ‘gates’ may well be meant 
metaphorically, signifying public praise.  A literal understanding of the word, however, 
fits well with the use of the word elsewhere.94 

 

                                                        
91 See Isaacs, EPG, 72. 
92 See McKane, PNA, 670; Keil and Delitzsch, COT, 342. 
93 Oesterley, TBOP, 287. 
94 Stevenson, COP, 449. 
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Stevenson supports his position well, especially by citing the public praise of Ruth (see below).  

The אשת-חיל, being the idealized and near perfect version of the Israelite woman, certainly 

deserved to be praised publicly, whether she actually was, or not.  Regardless of how she was 

praised—either publicly or in the privacy of her own home—what remains unchanged is that she 

was worthy and deserving of praise.  The אשת-חיל made major contributions to both her family 

and society.  She was a dynamic, bright and hard working mother, wife, businesswoman and 

boss, who not only took care of her family, but was able to hold her own in a man’s world.  

Perhaps Fontaine best encapsulates the essence and value of the אשת-חיל when she says,  

. . . [The] (eshet hayil) indicates a woman of power and valor or a woman who produces 
prosperity.  In the Bible, the term wife encodes a set of productive and managerial tasks 
that, along with a woman’s reproductive role, were essential to the existence of the 
Israelite household. There is no equivalent understanding of ‘wife’ as a social category in 
the modern West, where women’s household work does not usually contribute to the 
family economy and tends to be ignored, trivialized, minimized, or otherwise degraded.  
The often insulting idea of ‘just a wife and mother’ would have had no meaning in the 
biblical world.95  

 

 

 

 

  

                                                        
95 Fontaine in WIS, Meyers, 303. 
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Handout For Students: Linear Translation of Proverbs 31:10'31

;/-AW

v. 10 n''lln B)lrJgn i-rnt1 nyn) rn )rn-nuN
A capable wife, who can find? Her purchase price is far above pearls of coral.

v. 11 renr x) ))w't n>yr:) n: npl
The heart of her husband trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain (i.e. property and wealth).

v.12 n)rn rnr l) yt-N)t 11p lnn)n)
She does him good and not evil, all the days of her life.

v. 13 nrSf YSnl wynl DrnuS] -lnY i-lv/17

She searches for wool and flax (as material for clothing), and she actively labors with her eager

hands.

v. 14 nnn, Nrln i-rnlnn 
-]n'19 nl)lNf ilnrn

She is like trading vessels, bringing her bread from afar.

v. 15 n)nlyl) i-rnr iln):) lrur lnn'l n),) T'lyf tri-rn]

She rises while it is still night and gives food to her household, and prescribes tasks for her

attendants.

v. 16 tr'lf nypl nrSl 1l9n tnni-rnl n1w nnnt
She ponders a field and acquires it, with the fruit of her hands she plants a vineyard.

v. I7 nrn'ly'll YnNn'l nrlnn l]yl n])n
She girds herself (her hips and loins) with strength, and strengthens her arms.

v. 18 ntl n)))l nfll-N) nrnp lllr-)f nnyp
She perceives that her trading profit is good, her oil lamp does not go out at night.

v. 19 l)g tfnn n.'!l] -ltu,rrlt nn)u n)-T)

Her hands are cast/placed on the spindle, and her palms hold the spindle.

v.20 'l)lN) nn>w n)-P'l 1)y> nw19 n5l
She opens her hand to the poor, and her hands are extended to the needy.
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v.2l Drly,/ y/l) nn) y)l ,l l)wn nn':) xt'n-x)
She is not afraid of the snow for her household, for all of her family is clothed in crimson.

v.22 nu/tl) ln)'lNl vv n>-nnvy trrrlln
She makes for herself coverings, she wears linen and purple garments.

v.23 y-lN-rli-rr-try rnlvl n)yl trr-lyul yTll

Her husband is known in the gates, where he sits among the elders (a special class).

v.24 rly^tf) nlnl 'l])nl llnnl nnury l'lp
She makes and sells clothing, and gives a girdle to the tradesman.

v.25 lttnN RT, pnvnt nu l) -l-Till-Iy

Strength and splendor are her clothing, and she laughs at the future.

v.26 nnvr-ry -Tpn-n-lln] nnlnl nnng n)5

Her mouth opens with wisdom, and kind teaching is on her tongue.

v.27 ):xn x) nt)vy Dn)l nn)l n'll)n n'glY

She examines the doings of her household, and the bread of sluggishness she does not eat.

v.28 n))n't n>yr nt-luN.'l nrll tnl,
Her children rise up and call her happy, her husband praises her, too [saying],

v.29 il>)->y ff>y nNt )tn luy nlll nlll
"Many daughters have proven themselves capable, but you surpass all of them."

v. 30 ))nnn Nrn )r-nN'rr nurN r!'r'l ):nt lnn tiTu
Grace is deceitful/false and beauty is vain, [but] a woman who fears/respects Adonai will be

praised.

v. 31 i11yyn trr'lyyf nt))n't n)T'' )''t5n n)-t:n
Give her from the fruit of her hands, and let her deeds praise her in the gates.
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Lesson 2: The Women of Proverbs 
 
In this lesson, the focus will be on other proverbs, found in the Hebrew Bible, that specifically 
discuss and describe women. Comparisons and contrasts can be drawn between the portrayal of 
women in the texts, the Eishet Chayil, and the portrayal of women in today’s society.  
 
*The instructor can begin by providing background information about the book of Proverbs: 
 -The book of Proverbs is found in the third section of the Hebrew Bible, called Writings. 

-The wisdom contained in Proverbs is not academic knowledge, but rather, is concerned 
with practical wisdom, ethics and the morality of daily living. 
-The book of Proverbs contains parables, allegories, aphorism, poems and discourses. 

  
*The group will then engage in text study, focusing on proverbs that portray women positively: 
 -Verses 1:8 and 6:20 speak of mothers as educators, and the responsibility and authority  
 that this role carries. 

-Verses 15:20, 23:22, 23:25, 28:24 and 30:17 indicate that Israelite mothers were entitled 
to respect from their children, equal to that shown to fathers. 
-Verses 18:22, 12:4, 14:1, 19:14, 31:10-31 praise wives for being competent, wise, 
virtuous, capable, and “ . . . an absolute necessity for male participation in the larger 
community . . ..  In fact the presence of a prudent, hardworking woman as manager of the 
household and as contributor to the domestic economy is so important that a man who 
finds her is said to have obtained a divine blessing (18:22; 19:14).”96 

 
*To portray a balanced view of the book of Proverbs, the class will also look at verses that 
portray women negatively: 
 -Verses 19:13, 21:9, 21:19, 25:24, 27:15-16 caution against living with a 

 contentious wife. 
-Verses 2:16-22, 5:1-23, 6:20-35, 7:1-27 and 23:27 caution men to be wary of women 
 who will purposely try to lure them into inappropriate sexual conduct. 

 
*After the class discusses the texts in both chevruta groups and as a whole, there will be time for 
journaling and concluding remarks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
96 Fontaine in WIS, Meyers, 303. 
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Lesson 3: Sarah - Our First Matriarch 
 
 

Introduction 
This is the first lesson of four that will focus on our matriarchs – Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel 

and Leah.  Their personalities are developed to varying degrees in the Genesis narratives. 
Through their experiences, decisions, actions, struggles, and emotional reactions, one is able to 
gain some insight into the lives of these influential Israelite women. The narratives of Genesis 
focus on domestic matters and family life in a way that is not found in the other four books of the 
Torah.97    

The stories of the matriarchs represent, in an idealized version, the characteristics and 
attributes of the Israelite woman.  While the matriarchs lived a more privileged lifestyle than the 
average woman, one can still gain insight into the lives of the common Israelite woman by 
studying their lives, for the stories in Genesis depict the qualities and characteristics that were 
valued in antiquity.  The same holds true today with regard to movies, television shows and 
magazine pictures: most people do not look like nor live the lifestyle of those shown; however, 
what is presented nonetheless reflects the values of society, in general. Through the study of the 
Genesis narratives that include Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah, the characteristics and 
attributes of the ideal Israelite women, with their similarities and differences, will come forth. 
 
 
Enduring Understandings 
*Sarah is the first matriarch of the Jewish people 
*The role of mother was valued by Israelite society.  
*Adonai took note of Sarah and blessed her. 
*Abraham showed respect for Sarah. 
 
 
Essential Questions 
*What does the text tell us about fertility and infertility in Israelite society? 
*What does the text tell us about Adonai and his relationship with women? 
*What does the text tell us about the relationship between a husband and wife? 
*What does the text tell us about the portrayal of women in Israelite society? 
 
 
Questions To Be Addressed 
*Why do we learn, so early on, that Sarah is barren?  What does this say about Israelite society’s 
view on fertility? How does this make you feel? 
*Why is it significant that the text tells us that Sarah went with Abraham when he was called 
forth by Adonai? 
*What do we know about the relationship between Sarah and Abraham?  Who holds the power 
and how do we know this? 
                                                        
97 See Meyers, EVE, 14.    
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*What does Sarah’s relationship with Hagar tell us about her humanness? 
*What do you admire about Sarah? Which of her qualities are less favorable? 
*Do you find yourself in the text?  If so, in what way? 
*How does the portrayal of Sarah compare with the portrayal of the Eishet Chayil? 
 
 
Evidence of Understanding 
* The women in the group will be able to discuss Sarah in relationship to the significance of 
fertility in Israelite society.  
*The women in the group will be able to debunk the myth that Israelite women were silent and 
subservient in their marital relationships. 
*The women in the group will recognize the important role Adonai played in Sarah’s life. 
*The women in the group will be able to recognize and discuss the complex relationship between 
Sarah and Hagar. 
*The women in the group will reflect on the impact this study session has had on their lives.   
 
 
Materials Needed 
*For use by instructor: Detailed Textual Notes On Sarah (pp. 43-55 of this documentary) 
*Handout for students: Hebrew and English verses from Genesis (Plaut Commentary) 

11:29-31     Introduction of Sarah and indication of her barrenness  
(p. 56 of this document) 

12:1-5         Sarah goes with Abraham when he is called by Adonai  
(pp. 57-58 of this document) 

12:10-20     Sister-wife motif and Sarah’s physical beauty (pp. 59-60 of this document) 
16:1-16       Hagar as surrogate for Sarah (pp. 61-64 of this document) 
17:15-19    Adonai blesses Sarah and indicates she will give birth to Isaac  

(pp. 65-66 of this document) 
18:1-15       Messengers of Adonai promise fertility to Sarah  

(pp. 67-69 of this document) 
*Flip chart and markers 
*List of “Questions To Be Addressed” 
*Journal (each women will supply her own) 
*Paper, in case someone forgets her journal 
*Pens and pencils 
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Timeline (1 ½ hours) 
7:00-7:10 Welcome and “Check In” 

One of the elements that attract adult learners is the social community that is 
formed by the group.  Thus, it is important for the instructor to help foster a 
positive group experience by checking-in with students to see how they are doing 
and what has been going on since the last session.  One group member, for 
example, might announce the bat mitzvah of a grandchild while another might 
speak of the loss of a loved one.  Allowing time at the beginning of each class for 
“news of the Jews,” so to speak, can help connect members of the rosh chodesh 
group. 
 

7:10-7:25 Reflections From the Last Class 
  This serves two main purposes: 

a) It provides an opportunity for the instructor to review and highlight the 
ideas brought forth during the last class, and 

b) It provides an opportunity for students to ask questions about what 
they have already studied, discuss their thoughts about what they have 
learned thus far, and/or share their journal entries with the group 

 
7:25-7:45 Chevruta Study 

*Hand out copies of biblical texts used in this lesson 
*Ask the women to break into groups of two (three if necessary) 
*Instruct the students to read through the text, interpret it, and discuss 

 
7:45-8:15 Group Discussion 
  *The instructor will facilitate this portion of the session by: 
   a) asking one member from each chevruta to summarize their  

    thoughts on the text; instructor will write answers on flip chart 
b) furthering the group discussion by asking the women the “Questions to 
be Addressed”; answers to these questions will also be written on the flip 
chart 
c) entertaining other questions that arise during the discussion 

 
8:15-8:25 Journaling 
  *Ask each member to reflect on what she has learned, how she feels 

 at this moment, and/or the impact tonight’s text study had on her identity 
 as an American Reform Jewish woman. 

 
8:25-8:30 Concluding Remarks 

*This is an opportunity for anyone in the group, including the instructor, to share 
any last minute thoughts or feelings about the class or material covered.  The 
instructor can also use this time to convey to the students the topic for the next 
class. 
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Detailed Textual Notes On Sarah 
For Use By Instructor  

To Lead Group Discussion During Class 
 

Sarah, whose name means princess,98 is the first matriarch mentioned in Genesis. She is 

introduced in Gen 11:29 as the wife of Abram, אשת-אברם שרי.  The next verse reveals an 

additional detail—she is barren, עקרה, and has no child, אין לה ולד (this is also noted in 16:1).99  

To my modern-day sensibility, it strikes me as odd that the second detail offered about Sarah is 

her inability to conceive. How often would we, today, introduce a person in that fashion?  Is this 

the most important detail of a woman’s life?  I think not; however, the book of Genesis seems to 

inform otherwise.  During antiquity, the period of the writing of Genesis, 100 a high value was 

placed on fertility and producing offspring (particularly males). Bearing a male child brought 

status to a woman, while infertility brought shame and despair, for it was the woman, and not the 

man, who was regarded as the source of barrenness.101 Childlessness, for a married woman, was 

understood as “a mark of divine disfavor,”102 and as “a misfortune of overwhelming 

proportions.”103  The impact of this is reinforced when one considers that Sarah’s first reported 

speech (16:2), like that of Rachel (30:1),104 reflects a desire to have children:105 “And Sarai said 

to Abram, ‘Look, Adonai has prevented me from giving birth. Come please, to my slave-girl, and 

                                                        
98 “If it  [the name Sarai] is based on the Akkadian word ‘sharratu’  (a term used for the female consort of the moon 
god Sin, the principal god of Ur), it means ‘queen.’”  Potok, EH, 62.    
99  “The sentence in 11:30 . . . together with its parallels in 2 Sam. 6:23; Judg. 13:2f; Is. 45:1, is an important witness 
for the significance of the narrative motif of the infertility of a wife in a variety of different contexts.”  Westermann, 
WES1, 139. 
100 “The oldest extant parchment scroll of Genesis dates from about 600 C. E., which is perhaps as much as 1,500 
years later than the likely time of its composition.” Plaut, GEN, xxiii. 
101 See Sarna, JPSG, 119. 
102 Plaut, GEN, 148.   
103 Westermann, WES2, 237. 
104 Gen 30:1 says: “Give me children, for if not, I will die.”  
105 See Alter, FBM, 77. 
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maybe I will be built up [have a son] from her.’” She seems to have given up hope that she will 

be able to give birth to an heir. 

 Abraham seems to share this conclusion, for he says to Adonai: “Lord Adonai, what can 

you give me, seeing that I am going to die106 childless . . .. Since you have given me no offspring, 

my steward will be my heir (15:2-3).107   Although not stated directly, Abraham appears doubtful 

that the divine promise of 12:2 [“And I will make of you a great nation,” ואעשך לגוי גדול] will 

come to fruition.  It does seem somewhat ironic that this promise from Adonai for offspring 

comes four lines after the Torah indicates Sarah is incapable of conceiving.108  With Adonai’s 

intervention, however, Sarah will eventually give birth to a son (see below).  

Prior to this happening, however, Sarah—desperate for a child—gives her maidservant, 

Hagar, to Abraham in order to become a mother through surrogacy.  Understanding that her 

status in the community is at stake, Sarah hopes to build herself up,109 both figuratively and 

literally, אולי אבנה ממנה, by having a child through Hagar (16:2).  Westermann understands 

Sarah’s action as more of a necessity than a desire: “The life of a woman is an integral whole . . . 

only when she is a member of a family in which she presents her husband with children.  In the 

patriarchal period there was no other way for a woman to be a member of society.  It is only in 

this environment that the solution that Sarah adopts is comprehensible.  It is a question of the 

                                                        
106 “The Hebrew says simply ‘I am going,” but elsewhere ‘to go’ is sometimes used as a euphemism for dying, and, 
as several analysts have argued, the context here makes that a likely meaning.” Alter, FBM, 73. 
107 “God remains impassively silent in the face of Abram’s brief initial complaint, forcing him to continue and spell 
out the reason for his skepticism about the divine promise.” Alter, FBM, 73.  Also, “In the ancient Near East, a 
servant who performed filial duties for a childless couple—paying them proper respect, maintaining their household, 
taking care of their physical needs and comforts in their old age—could become their adopted heir.”  Potok, EH, 83. 
108 See also Gen 17:2,4. 
109 The Hebrew word אבנה, meaning I will be built up is also understood to be a wordplay on בן (son) and  בנה (build 
up). 
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very meaning of her life; she knows no other.”110  While this might sound harsh, unreasonable, or 

even irrational by 21st century Western values, the role of mother was valued most by, and for, 

Israelite women.  Motherhood surpassed the other contributions women made to their 

households, such as food and clothing production, tending to livestock, and assisting with 

agricultural activities. 

The practice of enlisting a surrogate mother is well attested to in ancient Near Eastern 

legal documents,111 but this does not mean the process was free from problems.  Genesis 16:4 

indicates that after Abraham impregnates Hagar, “her mistress [i.e. Sarah] was insignificant in 

her eyes,” ותקל גברתה בעיניה [also translated as “was lessened in her eyes,” or “lost caste in 

her eyes.”] Hagar exhibits a sense of superiority over Sarah after conceiving. This is not an 

isolated occurrence, according to N. Sarna: “This is a natural consequence of a situation in which 

barrenness is regarded as a disgrace.  Ancient law codes reflect the diminished social position of 

the barren wife.”112   

When Sarah, herself, finally conceives, it is only because of divine intervention, (as 

mentioned above). While Abraham is the ultimate benefactor of Sarah’s pregnancy, I suggest 

                                                        
110 Westermann, WES2, 239. 
111 Alter, FBM, 77. According to N. Sarna in JPSG, 119,  “The custom of an infertile wife providing her husband 
with a concubine in order to bear children is well documented in the ancient Near East.  The laws of Lipit-Ishtar 
(early 19th cent. B.C.E.) deal with the case of a harlot who produces children for the husband of a barren wife; these 
become his heirs.  An Old Assyrian marriage contract (19th cent. B.C.E.) stipulates that if the wife does not provide 
him with offspring within two years she must purchase a slave woman for the purpose.  The provision of a 
concubine slave for bearing children is taken for granted in the laws of Hammurabi in the specific case of a wife 
who is priestess and is thus barred from giving birth.  In Sarai’s case, it is unclear whether she had fully despaired of 
ever having children of her own or whether her action reflects the widespread popular belief that a woman who is 
unable to conceive may become fertile by adopting a child.’’ 
112 Sarna, JPSG, 119. “The laws of Ur-Nammu [2112-2095 B. C. E.] prescribe that the insolent concubine-slave 
have ‘her mouth scoured with one quart of salt’ . . .. ” Sarna, JPSG, 120.  Potok writes: “The Laws of Hammurabi 
(numbers 146-147) deal with the problem of the female slave-concubine who bears children and claims equality 
with her mistress.  They prescribe that the insolent concubine be reduced to slave status and again bear the slave 
mark.”  Potok, EH, 87. Levenson writes: “Given the high estimation of motherhood in biblical culture, the status of 
Sarai and Hagar now reverses.  Among the four things at which ‘the earth shudders,’ according to the book of 
Proverbs, is ‘a slave-girl who supplants her mistress’ (Prov. 30:23).”  Levinson, “Genesis” in JSB, 36. 
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that Sarah is neither irrelevant nor invisible in the sight of Adonai in this regard. There are 

several textual references that show God takes notice of Sarah, causes her to become pregnant, 

and give birth to Isaac: 1) When Abraham tells Adonai that his servant will become his heir, 

Adonai responds, saying, “This one will not be your heir, but the one that comes forth from 

you—he will be your heir” (15:4). While Adonai is clearly stating that Abraham will become a 

biological father, it also becomes clear, as the narrative unfolds, that Hagar will not be the 

mother of the son with whom Adonai establishes a Covenant. 

 2) When Adonai changes Sarai’s name to Sarah, Adonai says, “And I will bless her and I 

will also give you a son from her; I will bless her and she will become nations, kings of peoples 

will issue from her.”  Again, Adonai is indicating that Sarah will become a biological mother, 

that she, too, will be blessed, and that nations will come from her. Upon hearing this news, 

Abraham is skeptical, for he is already one hundred years old and Sarah is ninety (17:17).113  

Adonai reiterates the point, stating further that Sarah will give birth to a son named Isaac, that 

the Covenant will be established with him, and that Isaac will be born “at this season, in another 

year,” 115.(21 ,17:19)114  למועד הזה בשנה האחרת   

3) Later, when the three visitors (understood as messengers of Adonai) 116 arrive at 

Abraham’s tent, they ask for Sarah by name: “Where is your wife Sarah?”117 איה שרה אשתך. 

After Abraham responds that she is in the tent, one messenger says, “I will return to you next 

year, and your wife Sarah will have a son” (18:9-10). The messenger does not tell Abraham that 
                                                        
113 “In the very moment of prostration, he [Abraham] laughs, wondering whether God is not playing a cruel joke on 
him in these repeated promises of fertility as time passes and he and his wife approach fabulous old age. He would 
be content, he goes on to say, to have Ishmael carry on his line with God’s blessing.” Alter, FBM, 84. 
 .is commonly translated as next year  בשנה האחרת 114
115 “Isaac’s birth represents the triumph of God over the limitations of nature.” Potok, EH, 92. 
116 See Potok, EH, 101; Plaut, GEN, 170. 
117 “The fact that the visitors know her name without prompting is the first indication to Abraham  (unless one 
assumes a narrative ellipsis) that they are not ordinary humans.”  Alter, FBM, 86.       
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he will have a son, but rather, he indicates that Sarah will have a son.  Upon overhearing this 

news, Sarah laughs. Adonai hears her laughter, and says to Abraham, “Why is this, that Sarah 

laughed, saying, ‘Shall I in fact give birth, being that I am old?’ Is this too difficult for Adonai?  

I will return to you at this season, in about a year’s time, and Sarah will have a son” (18:9).  

Again, even though the comment is directed towards Abraham, the spoken words are, “Sarah 

will have a son,” and not, “You, Abraham, will have a son.” This is the second time that this is 

stated.  Scholars indicate that repetition in the Hebrew Bible is significant.  I suggest one 

possible interpretation for this phrase: Adonai has decided that Sarah will become the first 

matriarch of the Israelite people, and to this end, Adonai blesses her with a son. While one could 

argue that Sarah has a son so that the divine promise can come true, I do not think this purpose 

negates my interpretation.  In other words, while I fully recognize and accept that Adonai gives 

Abraham a son so that he can become the father of many, I also assert that Adonai takes an 

interest in Sarah, as well.  Divine intervention, as I will show in this paper, is not limited 

exclusively to males.  

4) The final indication that Adonai intervenes in Sarah’s life is found in 21:1-2: “Adonai 

took note of Sarah as He said, and Adonai did for Sarah according to what He spoke.118  Sarah 

conceived and bore a son to Abraham in his old age, at the specified time that Elohim had 

spoken.”119  This verse makes it rather clear that Sarah became pregnant, and bore a son, because 

Adonai deemed it would happen, and then made it happen. God’s intervention allowed the 

promise of posterity to be fulfilled, as well providing the answer to Sarah’s prayers for 

motherhood. 

                                                        
118 This is a reference to Gen 17:16. 
119 “The Hebrew stem p-k-d [used in this verse] connotes the direct involvement or intervention of God in human 
affairs.” Sarna, JPSG, 145. 
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The episodes surrounding Sarah’s barrenness and fertility shed light on other aspects of her 

personality, as well as on her relationship with Abraham.  When Sarah decides that she wants 

Abraham to lie with Hagar, she informs him of her decision.  She does not consult with him or 

ask his opinion; rather, she takes charge of the situation. Abraham, as the text informs, “heeded 

the voice of Sarai,” (16:2) ישמע אברם לקול שרי.  In other words, Sarah is a decision-maker in 

her marital relationship; she is an active participant, a partner, who possesses real power within 

her marriage. This contradicts the stereotypical belief that Israelite women were passive and 

impotent women.  B. Greenberg furthers this point: “There is a striking contrast between biblical 

law and biblical narrative, however.  The law presupposes a passive woman whose destiny was 

controlled by men, but the narrative portrays matriarchs as powerful figures.”120 

Another example that shows Sarah’s empowerment comes after Hagar gives birth to Ishmael.  

Hagar’s air of superiority leads Sarah to become enraged.  Sarah blames Abraham for her loss of 

status in the eyes of Hagar (16:5). When Sarah finishes chastising Abraham, he responds in a 

way that affirms not only Sarah’s power over Hagar, but her ability to make decisions that affect 

the household: “‘Here, your slave-girl is in your hands. Do to her what pleases you.’”  Clearly, it 

is Sarah, not Abraham, who decides what is to become of Hagar. 

One might argue that Sarah has the ability to decide how to handle Hagar because Sarah is 

Hagar’s owner, (16:1) ולה שפחה מצרית ושמה הגר.  Hagar belongs to Sarah, not to Abraham.  

Alter confirms this as he defines the Hebrew word שפחה: “The tradition of English versions 

that render this [שפחה] as ‘maid’ or ‘handmaiden’ imposes a misleading sense of European 

                                                        
120  Greenberg, OWJ, 59.   
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gentility on the sociology of the story.  The point is that Hagar belongs to Sarah as property, and 

the ensuing complications of their relationship build on that fundamental fact.”121  Sarna 

reinforces this view by focusing on the meaning of ולה (and she had): “Hebrew ve-lah 

emphasizes Sarah’s proprietary rights. The maid attended primarily to the personal needs of her 

mistress and apparently was not the common property of husband and wife.”122  Both of these 

comments speak to Sarah’s authority and status.  She is allowed to own property (albeit human 

property) and be a master. Sarah’s ownership is affirmed in 16:7, when an angel of Adonai calls 

out to Hagar saying, שפחת שרי, “slave-girl of Sarah.”   

A third episode that affirms Sarah status within her household takes place when Sarah sees 

Isaac and Ishmael together (21:9).  She is disturbed by this sight and says to Abraham, “Expel 

this slave-girl and her son, because this slave-girl’s son will not inherit with my son, with Isaac,” 

(21:10). Abraham is distressed by Sarah’s directive. God says to Abraham, “Do not let this seem 

evil in your eyes on account of the boy and your slave-girl. All that Sarah says to you, listen to 

her voice, because with Isaac, your descendants will be called,”123 (21:12). Abraham heeds 

Sarah’s command, rises early the next morning, gives bread and water to Hagar, and sends her 

away with Ishmael (21:14).  The significance of these verses is two-fold: First they show Sarah 

is respected and her opinion matters. She is not an irrelevant, invisible or silent woman. Second, 

it adds credence to a point made earlier, that Adonai pays attention to Sarah, and hears her voice.  

                                                        
121 Alter, FBM, 77. 
122 Sarna, JPSG, 119. 
123 This is an indication that Abraham’s lineage will descend through Isaac.  
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By extension of thought, it can be inferred that God tells Abraham, “Listen to her voice,” שמע 

   because Sarah is an intelligent, insightful woman.124 ,בקלה

A final passage that reflects the respectful treatment Sarah receives from her husband 

begins with Gen12:5. When Abraham leaves Haran for Canaan, Sarah goes with him.  This 

seemingly minor detail, noted in the text, is anything but minor. The inclusion of Sarah’s name is 

meaningful, for it implies that she is a significant person, both to the narrative and to Abraham.  

Lot is the only other person, who left with Abraham who is mentioned by name.125  When 

Abraham and Sarah travel to Egypt, due to a famine in Canaan, Abraham makes a request of 

Sarah: “Here now, please!  I know that you are a woman who is beautiful in appearance. When 

the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘She is his wife.’  They will kill me, and you, they will let 

live. Now please say that you are my sister,126 so that it will be good for me on account of you, 

and I will be able to live—because of you,” (12:11-13).  The two most significant words in these 

three verses (for the purpose of this paper) are Please say, אמרי-נא, for they clearly indicate that 

Abraham is making a request of Sarah.  He is not demanding or commanding her into action.  

Rather, he is asking her to assist him. Sarna holds this opinion too: “This [Please say] is not an 

order but a respectful plea.”127  R. Friedman comments, regarding the usage of נא, “Abraham’s 

words to Sarah contain the first two occurrences of the Hebrew word na’. . . . It is an 

untranslatable particle that is a sign of polite speech.128  These commentators support the idea 

that Sarah’s relationship with Abraham is one in which she is treated respectfully. This portrayal 

                                                        
124 Alter indicates that listen to her voice is a Hebrew idiom meaning “to obey.” Alter, FBM, 104. 
125 References to Sarah traveling with Abraham are also made in Gen 12:20 and 13:1.  
126 The sister-wife motif refers to an attempt by a husband to pass his wife off as his sister.   This occurs three times 
in the Torah—twice with Abraham and Sarah (Gen 12:13; 20:2) and once with Isaac and Rebekah  (Gen 26:7).    
127 Sarna, JPSG, 94. 
128 Friedman, FRD, 52.  See also Gen 22:2. 
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serves to dispel the myth that biblical women, in general, were weak, subservient, and controlled 

by their husbands. It also contradicts the notion that women of antiquity were physically 

unattractive. This is particularly notable in Sarah’s case, for she is sixty-five years old at the time 

of this occurrence.129    

Another aspect of Sarah’s personality, revealed during episodes involving Hagar (and 

mentioned above), is her humanness.  Despite being the first Israelite matriarch, Sarah is very 

much a human being who responds to life in a very human way.  Like all people, she expresses 

emotions, has strengths, weaknesses, flaws, and even makes questionable decisions.  Perhaps 

Friedman expresses this sentiment best; “ . . . one of the great qualities of the Tanak is precisely 

that none of its heroes is perfect.”130   

This is first seen with Sarah when Hagar becomes pregnant and adopts an attitude of 

superiority. While this must have been very upsetting for Sarah, she misdirects her anger. She 

blames Abraham and holds him responsible. To make matters worse, it was Sarah, not Abraham, 

who suggested that they have sexual relations. Sarah had a right to exercise legal recourse 

against Hagar (see nn. 8-9), but it was inappropriate and unfair for her to blame Abraham. 

Sarah’s emotions continue to get the best of her, even after she chides Abraham.  One might 

expect Sarah to punish Hagar in some fashion, but she deals with her so harshly that she flees. 

Genesis 16:6 states: “Sarai oppressed her [Hagar] and she fled from her.”  E. A. Speiser indicates 

the literal meaning of ותענה is “applied force to her, treated her with violence.”131   C. Potok 

echoes this sentiment, writing, “The Hebrew verb used here (va-t-anneha) implies that Sarai 

subjected Hagar to physical and psychological abuse and carries with it the nuance of a negative 

                                                        
129  Sarna, JPSG, 94.  For further references to Sarah’s age, see Gen 12:4; 17:17; and 23:1. 
130 Friedman, FRD, 88-9. 
131 Speiser, ABG, 118. 
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judgment of her actions.”132  The point of including these commentators is not to condemn Sarah 

and say that she is a terrible person; rather, it is to convey the notion that although she is a 

matriarch—the primary matriarch—of the Israelites (and eventually the Jewish people), her 

emotional composition is no different than others.  She is not exempt from making mistakes or 

overreacting. She is not a perfect woman who is beyond the pale of human experience.  Rather, 

she is a real person who experiences real life issues and reacts to them. As Sarna says, “The 

biblical heroes are not portrayed as demigods or perfect human beings.  They are mortals of flesh 

and blood, subject to the same temptations and possessed of the same frailties as are all other 

human beings.”133 

When Sarah sees Isaac playing with Ishmael, her humanness shines through, as well.  When 

she tells Abraham to expel Hagar and Ishmael, Sarah further insults and degrades them, thereby 

showing the “depth of her contempt”134 by not referring to them by their proper names: “Expel 

this slave-girl and her son,” (21:10) גרש האמה הזאת ואת-בנה.  Commentators have tried to 

understand Sarah’s motivation for having Hagar and Ishmael sent away; however, based on the 

text, one is hard pressed to find an actual threat posed by Ishmael. Speiser writes, “According to 

[Gen] xvi 16 combined with vs. [21:] 5 above . . . Ishmael would now be at least fifteen years 

old. But his ‘playing’ with Isaac need mean no more than that the older boy was trying to amuse 

his little brother.  There is nothing in the text to suggest that he was abusing him, a motive 

deduced by many troubled readers in their effort to account for Sarah’s anger.”135  Alter notes, 

“Some medieval Hebrew exegetes, trying to find a justification for Sarah’s harsh response, 

construe the verb [playing] as a reference to homosexual advances, though that seems far-
                                                        
132 Potok, EH, 87.   
133 Sarna, JPSG, 94. 
134 Levenson, “Genesis” in JSB, 44. See also Alter, FBM, 103. 
135 Speiser, ABG, 155. 
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fetched.”136  Others suggest that Sarah does not want Isaac to be faced with any competition from 

his half-brother, Ishmael. She wants to insure that he, and only he, will inherit from Abraham. 

Additionally, one cannot overlook the fact that by sending them away, not only does Sarah 

remain the sole wife of Abraham, but also, she no longer has a daily, visible, reminder that her 

maidservant produced a son for her husband. Given the lack of clear evidence of any wrongdoing 

by Ishmael, I conclude that Sarah’s decision was based on her emotional state. 

The final example that supports the idea that Sarah, too, is a multi-dimensional woman with 

both assets and shortcomings, occurs when the three visitors come to Mamre.  When Sarah hears 

one of Adonai’s messengers say that she will give birth to a son in the following year (18:10), 

she laughs (18:12).  God hears her laughter, asks Abraham why she laughed, and Sarah responds 

with a lie: “‘I did not laugh,’” (18:15) לא צחקתי. The text indicates Sarah lied because she was 

afraid, (18:15) כי יראה.  However, Adonai gets the final word, saying: “‘No, you did laugh,’” 

 A weakness of Sarah is exposed in this exchange. “Sarah is now afraid .(18:15) לא כי צחקת

because she knows that she is face to face with a messenger of God. Her fear expresses itself in 

her denial that she laughed. . . . It is only now that she is aware of what she has done. . . . Sarah 

would much prefer to cancel her laughter; but the messenger says: no, the laughter remains a 

fact.137                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

This depiction of Sarah is quite human. I’m sure many people can relate to Sarah’s 

attempt to backtrack, and get out of a lie. It is this human quality of biblical figures that allows 

                                                        
136 Alter, FBM, 103. 
137 Westermann, WES2, 282. 
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readers to relate to them, despite the passage of time.138 As said by Potok, “The Bible does not 

gloss over the human failings of Israel’s traditional heroes.”139 

Despite her shortcomings, Sarah is nonetheless respected during her lifetime as well as in 

death. Genesis 23:1 notes her passing: “And Sarah’s life, the years of Sarah’s life, were one 

hundred and twenty-seven years.   The inclusion of this information in the Hebrew Bible is 

significant, for it denotes the importance of Sarah, a woman, in Israelite society.140  It must also 

be stated that Sarah is the only matriarch, and the only woman, whose age at death is recorded.141  

While this speaks to the special treatment afforded Sarah, it does not diminish the significance of 

this occurrence, for the lifestyle of the matriarchs set the tone for the ideal treatment of women in 

society, in general.  Therefore, one can understand the mentioning of Sarah’s age at the time of 

her death as a model that attests to the valuation of women in Israelite society. This does not 

mean that the average Israelite woman was treated as well as Sarah, or was afforded the same 

privileges as she; however, it does indicate that at least some women in Israelite were treated 

quite well. 

Sarah is then honored further when Abraham mourns her death. Genesis 23:2 reads: 

“Sarah died in Kiryat Arba—that is Hebron142—in the land of Canaan.  And Abraham mourned 

for Sarah and wept for her.”  This is the only reference to mourning a woman’s death in the 

                                                        
138 “She is depicted as down-to-earth to a fault, with her curiosity, her impulsiveness, and her feeble attempt at 
deception . . .. For all that Sarah knew, the promise of a child was a gesture made by meddlesome travelers; her 
impetuous reaction was one of derision.”  Speiser, ABG, 131. 
139 Potok, EH, 101. 
140  “This repetition [Sarah’s life, the years of Sarah’s life] that emphasizes a woman’s age at her death is unique in 
the Bible. It testifies to Sarah’s importance as the first Matriarch.” Potok, EH, 127. 
141 “Her age surpasses the ideal 120 with the sacred number of 7.”  See Amit, WC, 155.   
142 “Hebron, in the hill country of Judah, 20 miles south-southwest of Jerusalem, was also the first seat of David’s 
kingship (2 Sam. 2.1-4; 5.1-5).”  Levenson, “Genesis” in JSB, 47.  Abraham, Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob and Leah are 
also buried in the Cave of Machpelah.  See Gen 23:19; 35:27; 49:29-32; 50:13. 
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Hebrew Bible.143  It is significant, nonetheless, for it serves as a model for how other Israelite 

women may have been treated when they died. Abraham’s mourning and grieving over the loss 

of Sarah shows how much he valued her, and how painful and difficult it was when she died. I 

make this deduction because mourning and bewailing—a part of Israelite religious ritual—can 

also be understood as an act of emotional expression.144   

Once Abraham completes his mourning period, he focuses his attention on burying his 

deceased wife. He purchases land— the cave of Machpelah—so that he can give Sarah a proper 

burial. “Sarah’s grave is the first permanent, legal presence in the land promised to Abraham and 

to their descendants.”145  It is quite notable that an event surrounding a woman (albeit the death 

of Sarah) brings with it the fulfillment of part of Adonai’s Covenant with Abraham—land 

acquisition (17:8). It is also important to recognize that Sarah’s death marks “ . . . the first 

recorded death and burial in the history of the people Israel.146  This event clearly shows that 

Israelite women (at least some of them) were valued in antiquity. 

 

 

 

                                                        
143 Amit, WC, 156. There are references to mourning the death of men in the Hebrew Bible, such as Gen 50:10 
(Joseph mourns the death of his father, Jacob).  
144 See Plaut, GEN, 219. 
145 Amit, WC, 158. 
146 Potok, EH, 127. 
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Haftarah Noach, p. 518

271 Now this is the line of Terah: Terah begot Abram, Nahor, and Haran; and Haran

begot Lot. 281 Haran died in the lifetime of his father Terah, in his native land,

Ur of the Chaldeans. 291 Abram and Nahor took to themselves wives, the name

of Abram's wife being Sarai and that of Nahor's wife Milcah, the daughter of

Haran, the father of Milcah and Iscah. 301 Now Sarai was barren, she had no

child.

3U Terah took his son Abram, his grandson Lot the son of Haran, and his

daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son Abram, and they ser our together from Ur

of the Chaldeans for the land of Canaan; but when they had come as far as Haran,

they settled there. 321 The days of Terah came to 205 years; and Terah died in

Haran.

l1:z8l Ur. In southeastern Mesopotamia, near the /Or lha in norrhern Syria, which is much closer ro
mouth of the Euphrares ar the Persian Gulf. ]Harcn lgl./
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r-5 ;rI']N lNl?l ?ItlD ;1IlX n:bb 'lg3tl ?1nI lpy

tl The Lono said to Abram, "Go forth from your native land and from your

father's house to the land that I will show you . 2l I will make of you a grear nation, f
And I will bless you: / I will make your name great, / Andyou shall be a blessing: /
3l I will bless those who bless you, / And curse him that curses you / A11 the families

of the earth / Shall bless rhemselves by you." +1 Abram went forth as the Lonn

had spoken to him, and Lot went with him. Abram was sevenry-five years old when

he left Haran. 5l Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother's son Lor, and all the

wealth that they had amassed, and the persons that they had acquired in Haran;

and they set out for the land of Canaan. When they arrived in the land of

l?:rf Your natiye land. However, Ur, not Haran,
was Abraham's narive place (Gen. ll:26-28). This
verse would better bi rendered "land oi your
kindred."

zl A great nation.'il (goy, nation); used in the
Bible to refer to the descendants of Abraham as

well as ro other peoples.

ll Shall bless themselves. When they utter a bless-

ing they will invoke Abraham as a model [4] (cf.

Gen. 48:zo). Others inrerprer this: "In you all the

families of the earth shall be blessed," i.e., "you

will be the cause of their blessings."
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Canaan, o1 Abram passed through the land as far as the site of Shqchem, at' the

terebinth of Moreh. The Canaanires were then in,the land.

Zl The Lono appeared to Abram and said, "I will give this land to your offspring."

And he built an altar there to the Lonn who had appeared to him. 8l From there

he moved on to the hill courrrry .rr, of Bethel and pitched his rent, with Bethel on

the west and Ai on the east; and he built there an altar to the Lonn and invoked the

Lonn by name. 9l Then Abram journeyed by stages toward the Negeb.

6) Shechem. Near Nablus, north of Jerusalem.
The terebinrh of Moreh. Alja (nroreh, teaching,

informing), a large tree famed as a site of oraclei.

Trees played an important role in ancient religions
(see Deut, 12:z; Isa. 1:29).

/Hence some render elon moreh. as "oracle ree" [5],

The Septuaginr menrions im height [6], Note also

the l'terebinths of Mamrq" in Gen. l8:r./
The Canaanites were then in the land. This

passage has been a problem ro rhose who believe

that the Torah was written by Moses. For in his

age the Canaanites were indeed living in the land

while the expression "then" (but not now) appears

to deny it.

/Rashi substitutes "already" for "then" (l$); Ibn

Ezra hints that tradition here faces an insurmountable

difficulry; and Spinoza pursues this further [z]./
7l I will give this land. This promise is to be

repeated again agd again to Abraham and his

descendants.

8l Bethel. .. di. Located north of Jerusalem,
about. a third of the way to Shechem.

pl Negeb. Or Negev, the south land.
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tOl There was a famine in the land, and Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn

there, for the famine was severe in the land. lU As he was about to enter Egypt,

he said to his wife Sarai, "I am well aware that you are a beautiful woman. tZ] When

the Egyptians see you, they will say, 'She is his wife,' and they will kill me, but let

you live. 131 Say then that you are my sister, that it may go well with me because

of you, and that I may remain alive thanks to you."

141 When Abram entered Egypt, the Egyptians saw how very beautiful the

woman was. l5l Pharaoh's courtiers saw her and praised her to Pharaoh, and the

woman was taken into Pharaoh's palace. 161 And because of her, it wenc well with

Abram;he acquired sheep, oxen, asses, male andfemale slaves, she-asses, and camels'

171 But the Lono afflicted Pharaoh and his household with mighty plagues on

12:rol There was a famine in rhe land. Canaan rrl Abeautifulwonran.Thissroryistoldagainwith

d.perrd.d on rainfall, which was often insufficient, slight variations in chapter zo and then a third

*hil" fgyp,, wirh its Nile watdrs, at times served time in chapter 26, where Isaac and Rebekah play

". 
the biead basket of the area. the main roles. The tale here sees Sarah as young

t' I]tuNlf
p-t
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enough ro arrrac the Egyptians, whereas in Gen.
12:4 we are told that Abraham was sevenry_five
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account of Sarai, the wife of Abram. tg1 pharaoh sent for Abram and said, 
..what

is this you have done to me! why did you not tell me that she was your wife?
tl1 why did you say, 'She is my sisrer,' so that I took her as my wife? Now, here is
your wife; take her and be gone!" 201 And pharaoh pur men in charge of him,
and they senr him away with his wife and all rhat he possessed.

t1 From EgyPt,Abram went up into the Negeb, with his wife and all thar he
possessed, together with Lot. 2l Now Abram was very rich in catrle, silver, and
gold. BI And he proceeded by srages from the Negeb as far as Bethel, to the
place where his tent had been formeily, between Bether and Ai, 11 the site of rhe
altar which he had built there at first; and there Abram invoked the Lonn by name.

5J Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and renrs, 6J so that

years old, which would make Sarah (who was ten
years younger, according ro Gen. l7:r7) sixty_five.
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river of Egypt to the grear river, the river Euphrates: U1 the Kenites, the Keniz-

zites, the Kadmonites, ZO1 the Hittices, the Perizzi.tes, the Rephaim, 211 the

Amorites, the Canaanites, rhe Girgashites, and the Jebusites."

1l Sarai, Abram's wife, had borne him no children. She had an Egypdan maid-

servant whose name was Hagar. 2l And Sarai said to Abram, "See, the Lono

has kept me from bearing. Consort rvith my maid; perhaps I shall have a son through

her." And Abram heeded Sarai's request. 3l So Sarai, Abram's wife, took her maid,

Hagar the Egyptian-afrer Abram had dwelt in the land of Canaan ten years-and

isl The Kerrites. Kenites and Kcnizzites lived in

the Negev; Kadmonites means "easterners" or "an-

cients." On Perizzites, see Gen. 13l71 on Rephairn,

Gen. l4:5; Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, Girga-

shires, and Jebusites are mentioned in chapter 10.

16:zl The Lord lllo.s kept me from benring. Childless-

ness is considered a mark of divine disfavor.

The Bibie relates several instances of barrenness,

induced and then eiiminated by God's rviil (e.g.,

Rachel, Hannah). This theme makes the late

appearance of a first child (ahvays a son) espe-

cialiy imporLant.

/Compare the proverb: "One rvithout a child is

as dead and razed to the ground" [5]. See also

Gen. 30:r./
Have a son. Literally, "be built up," a

rvord play on JJ (ben, son) and ;rlJ (batah' build

up)'

3l Cortct+ltine. The Hebrew rvord np$ (ishah) is

also the term used for rvife. Hagar becomes

Abraham's ;rplr, but she remains Sarah's servant'

The Code of Hammurabi rvarns expressly thar a

slave girl eievated by her mistress should not and

could not ciaim equaliry [61. A Nuzi contract
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gave her to her husband Abram as concubine. al And he cohabited with Hagar

and she conceived; and when she saw that she had conceived, her misress was

lowered in her esteem. 5l And Sarai said to Abram, "The wrong done me is your

fault! I myself gave my maid into your bosom; now that she sees that she is pregnant,

I am lowered in her esteem. The Lonn decide between you and me!" 6l Abram

said to Sarai, "Your maid is in your hands. Deal with her as you think right." Then

Sarai treated her harshly, and she ran away from her.

7l The angel of the Lono found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the

spring on the road to Shur, 8l and said, "Hagar, slave of Sarai, where have you

come from, and where are you going?" And she said, "I am running away from my

mistress Sarai."

provided: "If Gillimninu bears children, Shennima

shall not take another wife. But if Gillimninu fails

to bear children, she shali get for him a slave girl

as concubine. In that case, Gillimninu herself shall

have authority over the offspring': pl.

fltuN''lf
n--l

Genesis 1,6

+-8

5l Sarai treated her harshly. Since in her position

Hagar could no longer be sold or expelled [8],

Sarah abuses her maid, thereby causing her to
leave of her own accord (cf. Deut. 21:14).

Zl ,Angel. See p.r7o.
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9l And the angel of the Lono said to her, "Go back ro your mistress, and submir

to her harsh treatment." l0] And the angel of the Lono said to her, "f will greatly

increase your offspring, / And they shali be too many ro counr." tr1 The angel of
the Lono said to her further, "Behold, you are with child / And shall bear a son; f
You shall call him Ishmael, / For the Lonn has paid heed to your suffe ing. /
121 He shall be a wild ass of a man; / His hand against everyone, / And everyone's

hand against him; / And in defiance of all his kinsmen he shall camp.,, 131 And
she called the Lono who spoke ro her, "you Are El-roi,,, by which she meant, 

..Have

I not gone on seeing after He saw me!" lal Therefore the well was called Beer-

lahai-roi; t is between Kadesh and Bered. tsl And Hagar bore a son to Abram,

rrl Ishmael. bttVp{: means God heeds.

rz) A wild ass of a man. A reference ro the char-
acter of the Bedouin, who, like the wild ass of
the desert, lives in highly mobile groups. On
Ishmael as the ancestor of the Arabs, r.. p. ,oo.

r:l El-roi. Apparendy, "God of my vision',; the

remainder of the Hebrew is obscure.

/Various emendations have been offered to produce

the sense: "I have lived afrer seeing God" lgl./

t+l Beer-lahai-roi. Meaning is uncerrain, perhaps
"the well of the Living One who sees me,"

Between Kad.esh and kred. In the Negev.
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and Abram gave the son that Hagar bore him the name Ishmad. 161 Abram was

eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael to Abram
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Itl Sarai. This is probably an older linguistic form
for Sarah, i.e., "princess."

,zThe Talmud records rhe opinion that Sarai's name
change symbolized the end of her barrenness lzl./

p J']rt Nl:
lrr-'lt

Genesis 17

14_I9

r8l Oh that lshmael might live by your 
favor! A

rejoinder either of humility [3] or of anxiety [4].

rSl Isaac, From i2n3 (ro laugh).

must be circumcised!-Thus shall My covenant be marked in your flesh as an ever-

lasting pact. 141 An uncircumcised male who does nor circumcise the flesh of his

foreskin-such a Person shall be cut off from his kin; he has broken My covenanr."

151 And God said to Abraham, "As for your wife Sarai, you shall not call her Sarai,

but her name shall be Sarah. 161 I will bless her; indeed, I will give you a son by

her' I will bless her so that she shall give rise to nations; rulers of peoples shall issue

from her." l7l Abraham threw himself on his face and laughed, as he said to

himself "Can a child be born to a man a hundred years old, or can Sarah bear a child

at ninety?" 18r And Abraham said to God, "oh that Ishmael m!ht live by your

favor!" 191 God said, "Neverrheless; Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you

shall name him Isaac; and I will maintain My covenant with him as an everlasting
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Genesis t7 :h!'1ry -rP? tbrl,:l ;r$ yufl E'vrynll

zo-25 rU? nX tblr;rl 4ry ;rlqy 1y,lul-ll tf bxyprl: il,

covenant for his offspring to come. 201 As for Ishmael, I have heeded you. I hereby
bless him' I will make him fertile and exceedingiy numerous. He shall be the farher
of twelve chieftains, and I will make of him a grear nation. 2rl Bur My covenant
I will maintain with Isaac, whom sarah shall bear ro you at this season nexr
year." 221 And when He was done speaking with him, God was gone from
Abraham.

za1 Then Abraham took his son Ishmael, and all his homeborn slaves and all
those he had bought, every male among Abraham's rerainers, and he circumcised

the flesh of their foreskins on thar very day, as God had spoken to him. 241 Abra-
ham was ninety-nine years old when he circumcised the flesh of his foreskin 251 and

his son Ishmael was thirteen years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his

fituNt:
thb

tlJ -)

))

zo) I have heeded you- ;l'DyDv, a word play on )xypg: (Ishmaer-God wil heed).
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18:rl The Lord appeared. The aim of rhis inroduc-
tion is to make it clear thar the visitors in the

following story are an apparirion of the Divine.

Terebinths of Mamre. Near Hebron, where

Abraham had built an altar (Gen. 13:r8).

z) Three men standing near him. Abraham did not

see them coming and seems starrled by rheir

sudden appearance.

tl My lords. !f'tg (or, my Lord). The Hebrew

ll The Lono appeared to him by the terebinths of Mamre; he was sirting at rhe

entrance of the tent as the day grew hot. 2l Looking up, he saw three men standing

near him. As soon as he saw them, he ran from the entrance of the tent to greet them

and, bowing to the ground, 3l he said, "My lords, if it piease you, do nor go on

past your servant. 4l Let a little water be brought; barhe your feet and recline

under the tree. 5l And let me fetch a morsel of bread thar you may refresh your-

selves; then go on-seeing that you have come your servant's way." They replied,

"do as you have said."

n' rltuN']f
:'1-N

Genesis 18

I-5

sentences are couched alternately in the singular

and plural, suggesting the fusion of two literary

traditions. Maimonides understood the enrire

episode to have been a vision lrl.
/Harmonizers suggest that the syntactical variance is

due to Abraham's uncertainty over whether the

messengers were mere men or represented God, In

any case, tradition prescribes that tll$ here be

read as a sacred word.1

sl A morsel of bread. The modest understare-
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61 Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, "euick, rhree measures

of choice flour! Knead and make cakes!" z1 Then Abraham ran ro the herd, took

a caif, tender and choice, and gave it to a servant-boy, who hastened to prepare it.
8l He took curds and milk and the calf that had been prepared, and ser these before

them; and he waired on them under the tree as they ate.

9l They said to him, "where is your wife sarah?" And he replied, 
..There, 

in the

tent." tO1 Then one said, "I will

Sarah shall have a son!" Sarah was

behind him. tll Now Abraham

ment of a gracious host who expects to serve
much more.

6l Three measures. EIt{p (singular, n}-{D), prob-
ably about twenty-eighr .upr, 

"n 
ou..g"n.rou,

amount for three guests. However, it may have
been cusromary on such occasions to include the
important members of the household fzl or ro
supply provisions for the way [3].

8l They ate. Traditional interprerers experience
great difficulties here. If rhe three n.. diuin.

return to you when life is due, and your wife

listening at the entrance of the tent, which was

and Sarah were old, advanced in years; Sarah

messengers, why do rhey eat? According to the
Midrash, they merely appeared to eat l4l. Ac-
cording to Rashi, they pretended our of courresy.
And why does Abraham serve milk and mear at
the same meal in..conrravention of the laws of
kashrut'l According to Hertz, the milk wds con:
sumed a sufficienr time before rhe meat [5].

rol When life is due. After nine monrhs (see

II Kings 4:16-17, where Elisha uses rhe same ex-

pression [Ir9D] when promising a child to the
Shunammite woman).
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Genesis 18

12-15

had stopped having the periods of women. 121 And Sarah laughed to herself

saying, "No'w that I am withered, am I to have enjoyment-with my husband so

old?" ts; Then the Lono said to Abraham, "why did sarah laugh, saying, 'Shall

I in truth bear a child, old as I am?' l4l Is anything roo wondrous for the Lonn? I

will return to you at the time that life is due, and Sarah shall have a son." l5l Sarah

dissembled, saying, "I did not laugh," for she was frightened. He replied, "Bur you

did laugh."

rzf Sarahlaughed. Plt}tll Qa-titryhak). Sarah's be- /The Septuagint has: "Sarah laughed openly" (in-
havior explains rhe name Isaac, pl'l (yit<chak) stead of 

..to 
herself,,)./

(see Gen. 2l:5). r5l She lied.ToAbraham when he confronted her.
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Lesson 4: Rebekah 
 
In this lesson, the focus will be Rebekah, as she is portrayed in the book of Genesis. 
Comparisons and contrasts can be drawn between her, Sarah and the Eishet Chayil, focusing on 
how the ideal Israelite woman is portrayed by the text.  Students should also be encouraged to 
see if they can “find themselves” in the text. 
 
*The instructor can begin by conveying the events in Genesis after Sarah’s death; namely, that 
Abraham sends his servant back to his birthplace to find a suitable wife for Isaac.   
 
*The following can be brought forth during the lesson to depict this Israelite woman: 

-The servant meets Rebekah by a well where she provides water for him and his camels, 
an indication not only of her kindness but also her physical strength and stamina147 
(24:15-20, 24:20, 24:26, 24:28).  Compare with Eishet Chayil in Prov. 31:17 and 31:27. 
 
-The text tells us that Rebekah is very beautiful (24:16 and 26:7); also an attribute 
ascribed to Sarah. 
 
-Rebekah is described as “a virgin whom no man has known” (24:16) 
 
-Rebekah is portrayed as generous, helpful, friendly and hospitable (24:25).  She 
emulates the Jewish value of hachnasat orchim, welcoming the stranger.  In this regard, 
she is comparable to Abraham, as found in18:2-5.   
 
-There is a similarity between the blessing Rebekah receives (24:60) and the one 
bestowed upon Abraham (22:17).  This is significant for it shows that Rebekah has a role 
in fulfilling the Covenant made between Adonai and Abraham – progeny and land.  Note: 
Isaac, as the second patriarch, does not receive the blessing of multiple offspring and land 
acquisition, as does Rebekah. 
 
-The interaction at the well between Rebekah and Abraham’s servant, a complete 
stranger, provides information about Rebekah’s personality – she is outgoing, confident 
and feels at ease around others.148  Other biblical commentators describe Rebekah’s 
personality as forceful and enterprising,149 managerial, 150 energetic, and resourceful.151 
Compare with Eishet Chayil Prov. 31:11, 13, 15, 18, 25, 27. 
 

                                                        
147 A single camel “requires at least twenty-five gallons of water to regain the weight it loses in the course of a 
journey.  It takes a camel about ten minutes to drink this amount of water.”  Sarna, JPSG, 164. 
148 “Nothing suggest that Rebekah, or other women, were expected to be in seclusion, away from men’s gaze or 
contact, as would become customary later in the Middle East (see also Genesis 29:1-10).” Amit, WC, 160.  See 
Plaut, GEN, 275. 
149 Alter, FBM, 119. 
150 Plaut, GEN, 261. 
151 Amit, WC, 160. 
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-Rebekah consents to leaving her family and going with Abraham’s servant (24:58).  She 
is not forced to go (24:5).152  We find another parallel between Rebekah and Abraham – 
both decide to leave their homeland and family (24:57-61 and 12:1-6) 
 
-Rebekah is loved by Isaac (24:67). 
 
-Adonai intervenes in Rebekah’s life; this is first noted when Rebekah appears at the well 
as soon as Abraham’s servant completes a prayer asking Adonai for guidance in selecting 
a wife for Isaac (24:12-15).  This idea is also supported by the text in 24:50, when 
Rebekah’s father and brother say, “The matter comes from Adonai.”  The second 
intervention by Adonai comes when Rebekah is barren; Isaac pray to Adonai on behalf of 
Rebekah and she conceives (25:21).  The third example of divine intervention comes 
during Rebekah’s pregnancy.  When Esau and Jacob are struggling in her womb, 
Rebekah will “inquire of Adonai” (25:22) and God answers her (25:23).  These examples 
tell us, “In matters of revelation, man is not more important than woman.”153 
 
-The most controversial action taken by Rebekah is her showing favoritism to Jacob and 
helping him receive the coveted blessing from Isaac.  While some commentators judge 
Rebekah harshly and question her morals and ethics, others see her as carrying out 
Adonai’s divine plan – the plan that God revealed to her during her difficult pregnancy.  
Another controversial issue surrounding Rebekah, and one that shows her humanness, is 
her manipulating Isaac into sending Jacob away. 
 

 
*After the class discusses the texts in both chevruta groups and as a whole, there will be time for 
journaling and concluding remarks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
152 “Note that Rebekah is asked to consent to the marriage, as was customary also in Nuzi.” Plaut, GEN, 235. 
153 Friedman, FRD, 87. 
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Lesson 5: Rachel 
 
In this lesson, the focus will be Leah, as she is portrayed in the book of Genesis. Comparisons 
and contrasts can be drawn between her, Sarah, Rebekah and the Eishet Chayil, while focusing 
on how the ideal Israelite woman is portrayed by the text.  Students should also be encouraged to 
“find themselves” in the text, and see how they can relate to the lives of the Israelite women 
being discussed. 
 
*The instructor can begin by recounting, with the class, why Jacob fled to Haran – the place 
where he first meets Rachel. 
 
*The following can be brought forth during the lesson to depict this Israelite woman: 
 -Rachel meets Jacob at the well (29:6-12); this is where Rebekah met Abraham’s servant. 
 

-Rachel is described as being physically beautiful (29:17); the same is true for Sarah and 
Rebekah. 
 
-Rachel is loved by Jacob (29:18, 29:20, 29:30).  Compare with Rebekah (24:67). 
 
-Rachel is watching her father’s flock when Jacob first sees her (29:9).  She is a 
shepherdess – a critical task for those living an agrarian or nomadic lifestyle, and one that 
affects the family’s livelihood. 
 
-Rachel interacts with members of the opposite sex.154 She is not secluded behind the 
walls of her home, hidden away from public view; rather, she is an active member of 
society who is visible and seen. Compare with Eishet Chayil who interacts with men 
when performing her duties, and with Rebekah (24:18-21, 25). 
 
-Rachel informs her father of Jacob’s arrival (29:12).  Compare with Rebekah (24:28).  
This supports the idea that Israelite women were free to move about outside the home and 
have contact with members of the opposite sex; it also shows women as the conveyors of 
information, as the ones who “spread the news.” Public wells served as a common site for 
newly arrived strangers to gather. 
 
-Rachel and Leah enter into a jealous competition to win Jacob’s love, by giving birth to 
children, particularly sons. They both understand that their culture places a high value on 
producing children, and they know infertility brings pain, shame and embarrassment 
(30:1). The society of the matriarchs demands that women reproduce to help bring about 
God’s promise of land, progeny, and a great name.155  The birth of children is also critical 
for defense, caring of aging adults, and the transmission of property (inheritance).  
During the agrarian biblical period, offspring were also needed to work the land, produce 
food, and help run the household.  The narratives that describe Rachel and Leah’s 

                                                        
154 “ . . . girls helped with the work and were able to move among the men freely and unhindered.” Westermann, 
WES2, 465. See also Ex. 2:16. 
155 Yee, ABD 4, 268. 
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continual efforts to bear more children indicate how closely aligned the image of the 
ideal Israelite woman was with fertility and reproduction.156  Compare with Sarah and 
Rebekah. 
 
-Rachel’s barrenness is ascribed to Adonai (30:2). 
 
-Desperate for children, Rachel instructs Jacob to lie with her maidservant, Bilhah (30:3); 
Jacob obediently follows her instruction (30:4); Bilhah conceives (30:5) which is 
understood as a direct result of God hearing and answering Rachel’s prayer (30:6). 
 
-Rachel names her children (30:5-8, 24).  Naming a child (and circumcising newborn 
sons) were ritual acts performed by Israelite women as part of their religious culture.157 
Women pronounce “the newborn’s name in 62 percent of the name-giving events [in the 
Hebrew Bible].”158  Compare with Leah and Ruth (4:17). 

 
-God intervenes on Rachel’s behalf, opens her womb, and she conceives (30:22-23). 
Compare with Sarah, Rebekah and Leah. 
 
-Rachel’s jealousy toward her sister, Leah, shows her humanness. 

 
 -Rachel’s humanness is also exhibited when she steals her father’s idols (31:19). 
 

-When Jacob wants to leave Haran for his homeland, he consults with Rachel and Leah 
(31:1-17).  Jacob knows that he must obtain their approval before he and his family can 
actually leave, so he calls them to the field for a conversation.  “Jacob proceeds in this 
fashion not only because he is busy tending the flocks, as he himself repeatedly reminds 
us in the dialogue, but also because he needs to confer with his wives in a safe location 
beyond earshot of Laban and his sons.”159  Rachel and Leah consent to leaving (31:16).  
The consecutive vav in the Hebrew text (31:17) shows that the departure is now possible 
because the wives have agreed. 
 
-Women inherited property (31:14) 

 
-Rachel is honored by Jacob, after she dies, when he places an un-hewn funerary stone 
over her grave (35:20); this tradition is carried forth today. 

 
 
*After the class discusses the texts in both chevruta groups and as a whole, there will be time for 
journaling and concluding remarks. 
 

                                                        
156 There is archaeological evidence that suggests women performed religious reproductive rituals specifically 
designed to increase fertility, insure safe childbirth, and/or deliver healthy children. 
157 Meyers, HH, 42. 
158 Meyers, HH, 42. 
159 Alter, FBM, 167. 
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Lesson 6: Leah 

 
In this lesson, the focus will be Leah, as she is portrayed in the book of Genesis. Comparisons 
and contrasts can be drawn between her, Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and the Eishet Chayil, while 
focusing on how the ideal Israelite woman is portrayed by the text.  Students should also be 
encouraged to “find themselves” in the text, and see how they can relate to the lives of the 
Israelite women being discussed. 
 
*The following can be brought forth during the lesson to depict this Israelite woman: 

-Leah is described as having “weak eyes” (29:17).  While some interpret this to mean 
“ugly,” other commentators understand the word “weak” to denote “refinement and 
delicacy of breeding.160”  If understood in this way, the verse would imply that Rachel’s 
physical beauty is being compared with Leah’s internal beauty: her sensitive, kind, and 
tender spirit.161 Others say Leah has one physically attractive feature – her eyes. 
 
-Leah is loved by Jacob, albeit less than Rachel (29:30); Compare with Rebekah (24:67). 
Despite that v. 29:31 is often translated as “Leah was unloved,” it is important to know 
that the Hebrew, sinu’ah, is a technical, legal term for the unfavored co-wife.”162  “When 
paired with the word meaning ‘beloved’ (ahuvah) in a context of a husband’s relationship 
to his co-wives, it does not mean ‘hated’ against ‘beloved.’  It refers to a degree of 
preference (see Deut. 21:15).”163 
 
-Leah conceives because of Adonai’s intervention (29:31). Compare with Sarah, Rebekah 
and Rachel. 
 
-Leah, not Jacob, selects names for her children (29:32-35, 30:10-13, 18-21). Compare 
with Rachel. 
 
-When Leah cannot conceive, she does not ask Jacob if he wants to lie with Zilpah; Leah 
makes the decision (30:9).  Similarly, Leah orders Jacob to lie with her after she rents 
him for the night (30:16).  “Within the household itself, the striking absence of 
hierarchical control of male over female is noteworthy.”164 
 
-Leah’s jealousy toward her sister, Rachel, shows her humanness. 
 
-When Jacob wants to leave Haran for his homeland, he consults with Rachel and Leah 
(31:1-17).  Jacob knows that he must obtain their approval before he and his family can 
actually leave, so he calls them to the field for a conversation.  “Jacob proceeds in this 
fashion not only because he is busy tending the flocks, as he himself repeatedly reminds 

                                                        
160 Yee, ABD 4, 268. 
161 Yee, ABD 4, 268. 
162 Alter, FBM, 156. 
163 Potok, EH, 173. 
164 Meyers, EVE, 169. 
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us in the dialogue, but also because he needs to confer with his wives in a safe location 
beyond earshot of Laban and his sons.”165  Rachel and Leah consent to leaving (31:16).  
The consecutive vav in the Hebrew text (31:17) shows that the departure is now possible 
because the wives have agreed. 
 
-Women inherited property (31:14) 
 
-When Leah dies, she is buried, in the Cave of Machpelah along with Sarah, Abraham, 
Rebekah and Isaac (49:31).  The inclusion of this information in the Hebrew Bible is a 
testimony to the significant role Leah (and for that matter, Sarah and Rebekah) played in 
Israelite society. 
 
 

*After the class discusses the texts in both chevruta groups and as a whole, there will be time for 
journaling and concluding remarks. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
165 Alter, FBM, 167. 
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Lesson 7: Ruth and Naomi 

 
In this lesson, the focus will be Ruth and Noami, as they are portrayed in the book of Ruth. 
Comparisons and contrasts can be drawn between their lives, and those of Sarah, Rebekah, 
Rachel, Leah and the Eishet Chayil.  As in previous lessons, students should focus on how the 
ideal Israelite woman is portrayed by the text.  In addition, students should be encouraged to 
“find themselves” in the text and see how they can relate to the lives of the Israelite women 
being discussed. 
 

*By way of introduction, the instructor can begin by asking students what they know about Ruth 
and Naomi.  The instructor can then inform them that: 

-The book of Ruth, like the book of Proverbs, is found in the third section of the Hebrew 
Bible, known as Ketuvim, or “The Writings.” 
-Many scholars date the book of Ruth between the 10th and 7th centuries, B. C. E.166 
-This is only one of two books in the Hebrew Bible that bears a woman’s name (the other 
is Esther). 
-Women dominate both the narrative and the dialogue in the book of Ruth. 
-This book of Ruth is read on Shavuot. 
-Unlike the matriarchal stories, containing drama, deceit, and tension, the book of Ruth 
does not contain these elements. In its place are people who exhibit loyalty, courage, 
kindness and concern for each other. 
-Ruth becomes the great-grandmother of King David. 

 
*The following can be brought forth during the lesson to allow students to obtain a better 
understanding of Ruth and Naomi, and their roles in Israelite society. 

-Ruth and Naomi are two women who “ . . . bear their own burdens.  They know 
hardship, danger, insecurity, and death. No God promises them blessing; no man rushes 
to their rescue.  They themselves risk bold decisions and shocking acts to work out their 
own salvation in the midst of the alien, the hostile, and the unknown.”167 
 
-After the death of Naomi’s husband and her two sons (who were married to Orpah and 
Ruth – Moabite women), Naomi is concerned with the welfare of her daughters-in-law 
(1:8, 9).  She understands that in her society it is very difficult for a woman to make it on 
her own, so she encourages them to return to their native homes, remarry and find 
security (i.e. a husband).  She puts their best interest before her own, and she is willing to 
travel back to Bethlehem (from where she came), by herself.  Naomi exhibits the 
attributes of kindness, concern, selflessness and courage. 
 
-When Orpah and Ruth indicate they want to remain with Naomi, Naomi’s response 
indicates how critically important it was for a woman to be married in antiquity and to 
have children (1:11-13). 

                                                        
166 Trible, ABD 5, 843. 
167 Trible, TW, 251. 
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-Orpah decides to return to her people, but Ruth clings to Naomi, choosing Naomi over 
the pursuit of a husband. “One female has chosen another female in a world where life 
depends upon men.  There is no more radical decision in all the memories of Israel 
(1:18).”168 
 
-Naomi once again urges Ruth to return to her own people; Ruth refuses and her response 
is perhaps the most well-known verse in the book of Ruth (1:16-17).  We learn from her 
response that Ruth is persistent, loyal, strong, determined and courageous.  By leaving 
Moab, Ruth is leaving behind everything that is known to her – family, customs, culture, 
religion, homeland and national identity.  She is willing to endure the same unknown fate 
as Naomi, which could include hunger, plague, war and other dangers. 
 
-When Ruth and Naomi arrive in Bethlehem, Boaz praises Ruth (2:11) and asks Adonai 
to reward Ruth for her deeds (2:12), i.e. intereven on her behalf.  Boaz praises Ruth, 
among other things, for leaving her native land.  Compare with Abraham and Sarah (Gen. 
12:4-5), and Rebekah (Gen. 24:61).  
 
-Ruth and Naomi are greeted in Bethlehem by a group of women.  This shows women 
were visible in public, not hidden away in their homes.  Compare with Rebekah, Leah 
and Eishet Chayil. 
 
-Ruth indicates her desire to work in the fields (2:2).  She understands that as childless 
widows, the two women have no one to provide for them and thus, must insure their own 
survival.  Ruth takes it upon herself to meet their needs, indicating she is proactive, takes 
initiative and is not afraid of hard work.  The text indicates that women were part of the 
work force (2:22-23), thus securing food and sustaining their households. 
 
-Ruth proves to be a diligent worker with a strong work ethic.  She begins work in the 
morning (2:7) and gleans until the evening (2:17).  She has stamina and perseverance. 
Compare with Rebekah and Eishet Chayil. 
 
-Ruth is physically strong.  She returns to the city, carrying her grain, which – depending 
upon how one calculates the conversion of an ephah (a standard unit of dry measure) into 
pounds – ranges from twenty-nine to fifty pounds (2:17-18).  Compare with Rebekah and 
Eishet Chayil. 
 
-Ruth is generous.  Despite working long hours, she saves some of her food to share with 
Naomi, giving it to her when she returns home at the end of the day (2:14, 18). 
 
-Naomi wants Ruth to present herself to Boaz in hopes that he will serve as their 
redeemer.  This would serve two purposes: a possible heir for Naomi’s son and a 
husband, home and happiness, for Ruth (2:20, 3:1).  Naomi is concerned for Ruth’s 

                                                        
168 Trible, TW, 258. 
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future; there is no other citation in the Hebrew Bible of a mother-in-law’s effort to help 
her daughter-in-law find a spouse.169 
 
-Ruth shows her loyalty to Naomi by following Naomi’s “potentially dangerous and 
compromising” plan (3:5-8).170  If Ruth is caught alone with Boaz at night, she would 
most likely have been shamed, humiliated and/or have her name tarnished on account of 
inappropriate behavior. 

 
-Ruth’s assertiveness and courage come forth when Boaz awakens.  By saying to him, 
“Spread the skirt of your garment over your maidservant, because you are a redeemer,” 
she is proposing marriage (3:9).171  Ruth’s boldness results in a foreign woman calling an 
Israelite man to responsibility.172  
 
-Ruth’s selfless devotion to Naomi is also attested to in the above example, for by 
pursuing Boaz, she puts Naomi’s desire to have an heir for her deceased son before her 
own desire for a younger or more suitable husband.  Boaz recognizes this, too.   He 
praises her and tells her that the elders and legislatures of the town are aware of her 
stature, calling her an Eishet Chayil (3:10-11). 

-Ruth has power in her relationship with Boaz, evidenced by his saying to her, “All that 
you will say, I will do for you. . ..” (3:11).  Compare with Sarah, Rachel, Leah and Eishet 
Chayil. 

-Adonai intervenes on behalf of Ruth.  
a) This is exhibited by God bringing Ruth to Boaz’s field; even though the text 
uses the term “luck,” (2:3), according to biblical thought, there is no such thing as 
chance; what appears to be luck is understood as divine intervention.173 
b) Adonai allows Ruth to conceive (4:13). Compare with Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel 
and Leah. 
 

 -Naomi inherits property (4:3, 5). Compare with Rachel and Leah. 
 

 

*After the class discusses the texts in both chevruta groups and as a whole, there will be time for 
journaling and concluding remarks. 
 

 
 

                                                        
169 Hubbard, BOR, 205. 
170 Trible in WIS, 146.  See also Trible, ABD 5, 844; Campbell, ABR, 121. 
171 “It probably reflects a marriage custom still attested among Arabs whereby a man symbolically took a wife by 
throwing a garment-corner over her.”  Hubbard, BOR, 212. 
172 Trible in WIS, 147. 
173 See Trible, TW, 260; Hubard, BOR, 141; Campbell, ABR, 112. 
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Lesson 8: American Reform Jewish Women In Modernity and Wrap-Up 
 
 
Introduction 
The aim of this concluding lesson is to draw connections between the ancient model of the ideal 
Israelite woman and the modern concept of the ideal Jewish woman.  It is necessary to specify 
which group of Jewish women we will discuss, for the ideal Orthodox woman will look different 
from the ideal Reform woman; similarly, the ideal American Jewish woman will be described 
differently than the ideal Israeli, Australian or Ethiopian woman.  Thus, the comparison being 
drawn in this lesson will focus specifically on American Reform Jewish women.  This said, it is 
important to recognize that each woman is unique – not all American Reform Jewish women are 
the same. However, for the sake of this lesson, generalities and overarching conclusions will be 
drawn.  Information from this lesson will be based on articles about five American Reform 
Jewish women and the views and experiences of the women in the rosh chodesh class.   
 
Enduring Understandings 
*There are shared characteristics and attributes between the Israelite women studied and modern 
American Reform Jewish women. 
*American Reform Jewish women make significant contributions to their families and society. 
*American Reform Jewish women are intelligent, successful and leaders. 
 
Essential Questions 
*How would I characterize American Reform Jewish women? 
*How am I, an American Reform Jewish woman, like the Israelite women we studied?  
Dissimilar? 
*What have I learned about my biblical ancestors that has inspired me, and shaped my self-
image? 
 
Questions To Be Addressed 
*How do American Reform Jewish women, contribute to their households?   
*How does their contribution compare with that of the Israelite women studied? 
*How have ideas of motherhood shifted from the biblical period until today? 
*What type of relationship do you think exists between Adonai and American Reform Jewish 
women? 
*Who is your female biblical role model?  Why? 
*What contributions do American Reform Jewish women make to society that Israelite women 
did not? 
 
Evidence of Understanding 
*Women in the class will be able to articulate characteristics of American Reform Jewish 
women. 
*Women in the class will be able to compare and contrast the Israelite women studied with 
American Reform Jewish women. 
*Women in the group will be able to indicate if there has been an internal shift in their Jewish 
identity as a result of this rosh chodesh class. 
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Materials Needed 
*For use by instructor:  

a) Detailed summary that compares and contrasts Israelite women and American Reform 
 Jewish women (pp. 83-87 of this document) 
b) Sample Venn diagram (pp. 88 of this document) 
c) Sample Comparison Chart (pp. 89 of this document) 

*Handouts for students:  
a) “Finding Our Way – Alone, but not lonely, single women enjoy lives of meaning and 
connection” found in Jewish Woman Magazine. This article will provide information on 
motherhood that shows a major shift in thinking from the biblical period.  Note: some, 
but not all of the women interviewed, are American Reform Jews. (pp. 90-93 of this 
document) 
b) Articles that profile five American Reform Jewish women: 
 i. Dana Bash (pp. 94-97 of this document) 
           ii. Meryl Frank (pp. 98-101 of this document) 
          iii. Kim Morris Heiman (pp. 102-105 of this document) 
          iv. Hannah Rosenthal 
           v. Rabbi Amy Schwartzman (pp. 106-109 of this document) 
c) Course Evaluation Form (pp. 113 of this document) 

*Flip chart and markers 
*List of “Questions to be Addressed” 
*Journal (each women will supply her own) 
*Paper (in case someone forgets her journal) 
*Pens and pencils 
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Timeline (2 hours) 
7:00-7:05 Welcome and “Check In” 

One of the elements that attract adult learners is the social community that is 
formed by the group.  Thus, it is important for the instructor to help foster a 
positive group experience by checking-in with students to see how they are doing 
and what has been going on since the last session. This is important, even during 
the last session. 
 

7:05-7:10 Reflections From the Last Class 
  This serves two main purposes: 

c) It provides an opportunity for the instructor to review and highlight the 
ideas brought forth during the last class, and 

d) It provides an opportunity for students to ask questions about what 
they have already studied, discuss their thoughts about what they have 
learned thus far, and/or share their journal entries with the group. 

 
7:10-7:25 Independent Reading followed by comments 

*Hand out copies of “Finding Our Way – Alone, but not lonely, single women 
enjoy lives of meaning and connection.”  
*Ask for feedback and comments; this is a perfect opportunity to contrast Israelite 
society with modernity 
 
7:25-7:40 Chevruta Study 
*Ask the women to break into groups of two (three if necessary)  
*Give one profile of an American Reform Jewish Woman to each chevruta  
*Ask the students to think about the characteristics of the American Reform 
Jewish woman as portrayed by the woman they are studying 
*Ask the women to compare and contrast their American Reform Jewish woman 
with the Israelite women studied during the course  

 
7:40-8:10 Group Discussion 
  *The instructor will facilitate this portion of the session by: 

a) asking one member from each chevruta to share information about the 
woman studied 
b) writing on the flip chart the various characteristics of American Reform 
Jewish women that are mentioned  
c) furthering the conversation by asking the women the “Questions to be 
Addressed”; answers to these questions will also be written on the flip 
chart 
d) entertaining other questions and comments that arise during the class 
that further the discussion 

   
8:10-8:20 Independent Work 
  *Ask the students to draw a Venn diagram in their journals that shows the 

 characteristics of Israelite women, American Reform Jewish women, and where 
 they overlap 
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8:20-8:30 Group Discussion 

*The instructor will then ask participants to share the information they just wrote 
down so that the group’s responses can be compiled on a Venn diagram (on the 
flip chart). 

 
8:30-8:40 Journaling 

*Ask each member to make a list of three things that she will take with her, or 
three ways that her self-image has been altered, as a result of participating in this 
rosh chodesh class on Israelite and American Reform Jewish women 
 

8:40-8:50 Sharing 
*Invite each group member to share what she just wrote down and/or her thoughts 
about the course, in general. 
 

8:50-8:55 Course Evaluation 
*Group members will be asked to fill out the course evaluation sheet and submit it 
to the instructor. 

 
8:55-9:00 Wrap-Up and Concluding Remarks by Instructor 

*This is an opportunity for the instructor to reinforce the enduring understandings 
of the course, share what she, herself, has gotten from the class, make her 
concluding remarks, and thank everyone for participating. 
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Detailed Notes For Use By Instructor 
To Lead Group Discussion During Class 

 
As a result of advanced education levels, and the wider acceptance of women into a 

greater number of professional fields, American Reform Jewish women are important members 

of the American work force. It is not uncommon to find American Reform Jewish women 

employed as doctors, lawyers, business executives, professors, rabbis, cantors, educators and 

other professions.  These women not only add to the welfare of the country’s economy, but also 

to the economic stability of their own households. In this manner, they are comparable to their 

biblical predecessors.  Granted, the method by which these two groups of women contribute to 

their households is very different; however, what remains constant is the benefit they bring to 

their families. The modern day American Reform Jewish woman draws a salary that helps 

procure items needed by her family, while the Eishet Chayil of Proverbs purchased real estate, 

manufactured textiles and garments, traded with merchants, planted a vineyard, and managed the 

household, servants and workers.  Rachel was a shepherdess, watching over her family’s flocks, 

and Ruth gleaned in the fields (alongside other female workers in Boaz’s field) to provide for 

herself and Naomi. 

 In addition to the work done outside of one’s home, the American Reform Jewish woman 

is also responsible for taking care of her family (as noted in many of the profiles looked at during 

this last lesson).  This includes, but is not limited to food shopping and meal preparation, 

maintaining the home, and tending to the many needs of children including educational, 

socialization and emotional nurturing.  Mothers also have the responsibility of purchasing (or 

sewing) clothing for their children. While men might participate in all of the tasks just named, 

the primary responsibility for running the home and caring for the children still falls mainly on 

women—even those employed outside of the home. An example of this is back-to-school 
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shopping; one need only visit a clothing store at the end of the summer to see that more mothers, 

than fathers, are engaged in this activity.  None of this is surprising, for the roots of this behavior 

can be traced back to the biblical period.  The Eishet Chayil sought out quality material and then 

made clothes for her children and herself (31:13, 19, 22, 24).  Proverbs 1:8 and 6:20 indicate that 

mothers were involved in teaching their children the needed skills to grow and develop into 

productive and useful members of society.  Sarah was very protective of Isaac and had Ishmael 

sent away when she thought Isaac was in danger; Rebekah was the mastermind behind Jacob’s 

being sent away so that Esau could not harm him; and Naomi was concerned with finding an heir 

for her deceased son so that his name could be carried on.  Additionally, it was the female 

members of Israelite society who were responsible for food production (as noted in earlier notes 

to the instructor). 

 Another characteristic of the American Reform Jewish woman is that she decides whom 

she will marry, when she will marry, and if she will marry.  The first and second characteristics 

are not entirely different from two of the biblical women discussed in this study: Rebekah and 

Ruth.  Rebekah decided if and when she would follow Abraham’s servant to Canaan and marry 

Isaac (24:58), and Ruth took initiative by proposing to Boaz (3:9).  While they are not 

characteristic of the average Israelite woman, they are part of the biblical text.  However, the 

point of departure comes with the third characteristic—the uncertainty of marriage.  

While biblical narratives never imply that a woman might not want to marry, the article 

published in Jewish Women Magazine by Rahel Musleah, entitled, “Finding Our Way – Alone, 

but not lonely, single women enjoy lives of meaning and connection,” indicates that marriage is 

a choice – an option – and not one that every Jewish woman will want to exercise. This 

represents a break with tradition and is a major difference between the ancient Israelite woman 
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and the American Reform Jewish woman. 

This phenomenon, in turn, is related to another aspect of the modern Jewish woman that 

is significantly different from the ideal Israelite woman: she might not choose to have children.  

Unlike the Israelite women who felt pain, shame, embarrassment, and punished by Adonai when 

unable to reproduce, today’s American Reform Jewish women do not necessarily regard having 

children as a sign of status, self-worth, and/or a sign of favor by God. Jewish women who choose 

to remain single and/or choose to remain childless are no less accepted than married women with 

children.  Marriage and motherhood are recognized as one of the options today, not the only 

option. 

For those women who choose to marry, it is safe to assume that the vast majority, if not 

all, feel loved by their husband on their wedding day.  The desire to enter into a love-filled 

marriage has its roots with our biblical matriarchs, Rebekah (24:67) and Rachel (29:18). The text 

clearly states that both of these women were loved by their husbands.  The Eishet Chayil was 

trusted, valued and praised by her husband, as indicated by Proverbs 31:11 and 28-9. Similarly, 

prior to Ruth’s marriage to Boaz, she was praised by him and referred to as an Eishet Chayil. 

Another attribute of the ideal Israelite woman was the involvement of Adonai in her life.  

This course has indicated that the four matriarchs and Ruth each experienced divine intervention, 

either through conception (Sarah, Rachel, Leah, Ruth), becoming aware of God’s greater plan 

(Rebekah), or in other ways.  While the Eishet Chayil did not experience such intervention, she 

was in awe of God and had an awareness of Adonai. Many American Reform Jewish women 

would not claim that God micromanages or is directly involved in the details of their lives. A fair 

number would probably acknowledge the desire to feel the presence of God.  In the twenty-first 

century, it is common to hear Reform Jews speak of a quest for spirituality.  For some, this is 
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expressed through synagogue worship and/or Jewish study.  For others, this comes by assuming 

a leadership role in their synagogue or larger Jewish community.  Others will experience God 

when they engage in acts of tikkun olam and social action.  In whatever form, I suggest that the 

search for some type of connection or relationship with the Divine is also an attribute of the 

American Reform Jewish woman. 

Another aspect of the American Reform Jewish woman is her desire to be physically fit, 

physically attractive, and physically healthy. It is a common sight, today, to see Jewish women 

exercising in JCCs, gyms and fitness centers.  The Hebrew Bible implies that there is nothing 

wrong with a strong woman who is physically attractive.  Rebekah’s physical strength is 

demonstrated when she draws water for multiple camels (24:20); Ruth’s strength is implied by 

her ability to carry a heavy load of grain from the field back to the city limits (2:18); and the 

Eishet Chayil girds her loins with strength and strengthens her arms (31:17). The book of Ruth 

implies Ruth has the necessary stamina and vigor to work from early in the morning until late at 

night (2:7, 17); the same holds true for the Eishet Chayil (31:15, 18).  The Hebrew Bible also 

explicitly mentions the physical beauty of three of its matriarchs: Sarah (12:11), Rebekah (26:7), 

and Rachel (29:17).   

In addition to being physically strong and beautiful, the Israelite women discussed in this 

curriculum made decisions on behalf of themselves, their husbands and family; they took risks, 

showed courage, and exhibited strength of character. The Eishet Chayil was a successful 

businesswoman and manager, who cared for her family while successfully maneuvering in a 

male-dominated society. She is praised for excelling above other Israelite women (31:29) and is 

described by commentators as alert, energetic, and in control (noted in the lesson on Eishet 

Chayil).  Sarah was a strong woman who knew how to make tough decisions.  When she 
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believed her son was being threatened, she insisted that Abraham expel both Ishmael and Hagar. 

Sarah commanded respect when she spoke and Abraham heeded her words.   Rebekah was noted 

for her hospitality, kindness and generosity. However, she is also described as forceful, 

enterprising, energetic and resourceful. While Rebekah was privy to, and carried out Adonai’s 

plan, her method of execution was manipulative and deceitful.  Rachel was envious and became 

competitive with her sister. However, she was also bold, gutsy, and defied her own father by 

removing the idols from the household without his knowledge.  Leah was also a competitive 

woman who, along with Rachel, had the courage to leave home for a new land when their 

husband was no longer being treated properly by their father.  Ruth was perhaps the most 

courageous of all the women studied, for she left her homeland and adopted a new culture and 

new religion.  She did so out of the goodness of her heart and the loyalty of her character.  Ruth 

was also an assertive woman who took initiative and was not afraid of hard work. She will 

always be remembered as the great-grandmother of King David.   

  The matriarchs of our people, Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah, along with Ruth 

and the Eishet Chayil, were instrumental in shaping the traditions of the Israelite, and later, the 

Jewish people. They serve as role models for women while reminding us that they, too, were 

imperfect human beings.  Their flaws did not overshadow their contributions. Additionally, their 

humanity allows every Jewish woman the space to fall, stumble and err, as she does her best to 

advance her family and the Jewish people. While the heroines of the Hebrew Bible have secured 

their place in Jewish history, each Jewish family has its own Jewish matriarch who will 

resemble, in one form or another, the characteristics and attributes of the ideal Israelite woman. 
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Israelite Women and American Reform Jewish Women 
This worksheet will help you compare and contrast the biblical and American Reform Jewish 
women studied.  Students might offer additional responses based on their own experience.   
 

 
Israelite 

Woman/Women 

 
Characteristic/Attribute 

 
American Reform 

Jewish Woman 
Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, 
Leah Physically beautiful Applicable to some ARJ women  

Eishet Chayil, Rebekah, 
Ruth Physically strong Applicable to some ARJ women 

Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, 
Leah, Ruth Adonai takes notice of them Some ARJ will think this 

Eishet Chayil, Rachel, 
Ruth Contributes to economic stability of 

household 
Applicable to some ARJ women 

Eishet Chayil, Sarah, 
Rebekah, Rachel, Leah, 
Naomi, Ruth 

Responsible for caring for her 
family members       

Applicable to ARJ women 

Rebekah, Ruth Decides whom she will marry Applicable to ARJ women who 
choose to marry 

Biblical women are not 
described in these terms 

Decides if she wants to marry Applicable to ARJ women 

Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, 
Leah, Naomi, Ruth Desires children Applicable to some ARJ women 

Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, 
Leah, Ruth 

Loved or respected by her husband Applicable to some ARJ women 

Eishet Chayil, Ruth Praised by her husband Applicable to some ARJ women 
Eishet Chayil, Sarah, 
Rebekah, Rachel, Leah, 
Naomi, Ruth 

Decision-makers Applicable to ARJ women 

Eishet Chayil, Rebekah, 
Rachel, Naomi, Ruth 

Interact with members of the 
opposite sex who are non-family 
members 

Applicable to ARJ women 

Eishet Chayil, Sarah, 
Rachel, Leah, Naomi  Own/inherit land or property Applicable to some ARJ women 

Biblical women are not 
described in these terms Spiritual Applicable to some ARJ women 

Biblical women are not 
described in these terms Perform acts of tikkun olam Applicable to some ARJ women 

Biblical women are not 
described in these terms Politically involved Applicable to some ARJ women 
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Handout For Students: Finding Our Way – 
Alone, but not lonely, single women enjoy lives of meaning and connection. 

Jewish Woman Magazine, Online Resource: http://www.jwi.org/Page.aspx?pid=658 

By Rahel Musleah 

Ellen Tillman won’t call herself single. "I say I am not married. Single seems to imply that I stay 
home and knit and have lots of cats." No cats, she clarifies, but she knits happily with a group of 
friends once a month. 

Though she’s never been married, she’s far from being a desperate single whose life is on hold. 
Tillman, 54, bought a condo in Rockville, Md., when she was 35 and worked as an economic 
consultant until she started her own insurance and financial planning business at 42. She gets her 
"kid fix" from her 18-year-old niece, her 14-year-old nephew and her cousin’s two children. She 
values her freedom and independence, as well as her friends. "I don’t sit around and say, ‘How 
horrible; I should be married,’" says Tillman. 

Tillman is, in fact, part of a new majority. According to a New York Times analysis of census 
data, 51 percent of women in 2005 said they were living without a spouse (never-married, 
widowed or divorced). The list of famous never-married singles includes Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice and journalist Maureen Dowd. Economic advances stemming from the 
women’s movement make single life possible for more women. 

Any Web search under "single women" will not only turn up hundreds of dating sites, self-help 
books and magazine articles, but also the Alternatives to Marriage Project, which advocates 
equality for unmarried people (www.unmarried.org), and information about National Singles 
Week in September. 

"Nearly all American women will for some of their adult lives exist singly—that is a statistical 
fact," writes Betsy Israel in Bachelor Girl:The Secret History of Single Women in the Twentieth 
Century (Morrow). "Some of us will enjoy it, some will feel relieved or depressed or will have 
no particular views on the subject. And yet we all know that ‘single’ as a social entity has its 
unique complications. Namely, other people’s sexist attitudes." 

Israel traces "single phobia" to antiquity, but her own research examines stereotypes from the 
industrial revolution to contemporary society. "The media refrain remains the same: No matter 
what the single woman says, she can’t really be happy … And for a long time, I think, women 
believed it." But single life is no longer a "half-life," she concludes. 

No one would call Rabbi Sally Priesand’s life a "half-life." Ordained in 1972 as the first woman 
rabbi, Priesand knew at 16 that she wanted to be a rabbi. "My parents gave me the courage to 
dare and dream," she says. "When I began attending classes at Hebrew Union College-Jewish 
Institute of Religion in Cincinnati, the faculty thought I’d come to marry a rabbi—not to become 
a rabbi. Once I was going out with a classmate for a long time and a professor said to him, 
‘When are you going to do the school a favor and marry her and help us get rid of her?’" 
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In her rabbinical school interview, Priesand said she planned to have a nursery next to her office, 
but she ended up making a conscious choice not to marry. "In the early years I made decisions 
based on what was best for women in the rabbinate—not necessarily what was best for me," she 
says. 

Because Jewish tradition encourages marriage and children, she worried that she was not a 
"proper role model"—until she discovered a Talmudic teaching that if you partner in the 
upbringing of a child who is not biologically yours, it is as if you are the parent. "Having spent 
25 years in one synagogue—Monmouth Reform Temple in New Jersey—I feel I have lots of 
children." To those who advocate that every Jewish family should have two children and a third 
for those lost in the Holocaust, she replies: "I fall on the side of quality instead of quantity. 
People should take more responsibility for their own Jewishness." 

When Priesand retired last June, she didn’t consider moving away from the community: "My 
temple is my family," she declares. On a broader scale, her synagogue doesn’t plan separate 
events for separate groups. Instead, a single parent with children may be matched up with an 
older couple whose grandchildren live far away. 

Likewise, involvement in Jewish organizations is Tillman’s way of contributing to Jewish 
continuity. She serves on JWI’s National Leadership Council and this year will chair the 
Women’s Pomegranate Campaign (gifts of $1,800 and over) for the Jewish Federation of Greater 
Washington. Though she was wary of how she would be accepted as a single in a synagogue 
setting, the Conservative egalitarian synagogue she joined eight years ago has accepted her 
warmly. The friends she has made, both married with children and unmarried, often include her 
in their Shabbat and holiday celebrations. 

Like many other singles, Rikki Fayne, 39, didn’t plan on living a single life. For years, she 
pictured herself as a traditional wife and mother. But as she reached her early 30s, she says, "I 
saw myself more with a baby—and the ideal husband was the blurry background." Through 
donor insemination, she now has two children: Madeline, who will soon turn 6, and Sophia, 3. 
"It’s not that I didn’t want to get married," says the fourth-grade teacher who lives in Tarzana, 
Calif. "It’s that I wasn’t willing to give up having children just because I wasn’t married." 

Fayne belongs to a local chapter of Single Mothers by Choice; seven of the eight members are 
Jewish. The women, most of whom decided to have children around age 40, serve as a support 
group and family for one another. Anecdotal evidence suggests that Jewish women may account 
for a large percentage of single mothers by choice. 

"In the Los Angeles area, my life is not outrageous in any way," says Fayne, who notes that she 
and her friends describe themselves as "strong, independent women" rather than singles. Though 
there are bittersweet times when she wants to share her children’s milestones with someone else, 
she says, mostly she "treasures the moments when it’s just me and the girls. This is my family. 
This is my reality and I embrace it." Fayne has put dating on the back burner. Her brother and 
her cousin’s husband serve as male role models for her children. 
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A year ago, she joined the Reform synagogue she grew up in, enrolling Madeline in religious 
school and becoming active in the sisterhood and a social action group. Her parents have passed 
away, but their presence still hovers in the synagogue. "Every time we go to services, someone 
tells them, ‘I knew your grandma.’ I wanted them to be in a place where they had a history," says 
Fayne. She attributes some of her independent thinking to her parents’ example. "They had a 
wonderful marriage, a love story every couple should aspire to, yet they were also independent." 

Of course, says Fayne, there are times she thinks about how different her life would be if she 
were married—but it would also be different if her parents were alive, or if one of her children 
were a boy instead of a girl. She is even happier that she decided to have children early because 
some of her older friends struggled to conceive. 

Hagit Bartuv, 38, a Jerusalem resident who lives an Orthodox lifestyle, is in a "new 
relationship." But, she says, if she is still single in two or three years, she will start her own 
family through donor insemination. "The rabbis accept it, even encourage it over remaining 
childless," she says. "The doctors say, kadima, do it now. Don’t wait until you’re in your 40s." 

Bartuv, the project coordinator at the Yakov Herzog Center for Jewish Studies, wrote in the 
modern Orthodox Edah Journal about the difficulty single women face in the Orthodox 
community, where, even past 30 and with successful careers and rich personal lives, they are still 
regarded as children, "as appendages of their parents…. The single woman internalizes the social 
concept that a woman does not become a woman until she marries and establishes her home," 
she wrote. "Society’s voice becomes an inner, critical voice, inducing a deep sense of something 
missing." 

For instance, says Bartuv, if she is invited to a family bar mitzvah, she doesn’t receive her own 
invitation, though she lives by herself. Instead, she is included in her parents’ invitation along 
with her 15-year-old brother, while her younger married siblings receive their own invitations. 
Her parents try to counter the stereotypes: Bartuv recalls that her grandparents bought her 
married siblings silver hanukkiot. When they passed away, her parents used part of the 
inheritance to buy her a hanukkiah and inscribed it in Hebrew, "A memento from Saba and 
Savta." 

Everyone, says Bartuv, desires love in their lives. "I want to have someone to share life with and 
to take the car to the garage—even if I know I can do it myself. Yet it’s often an illusion that all 
the sadness and loneliness will go away the minute you find a partner." 

For Shelley Kleiner (not her real name), an urban Jewish professional in her 40s, singleness is 
rarely a topic of discussion or a part of her self-description. "My identity as a single person is 
more how people view me than how I view myself," she says. "Whether I’m happy or content 
does not have to do with being single. The things I’m unhappy with—job security and family 
health problems—would be problems even if I were married." When people remark that they are 
impressed that she has been able to buy two adjoining apartments in Manhattan (she remodeled 
to create one large apartment), she replies that she doesn’t see that as the mark of a person. 
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Kleiner says she had a 10-year relationship, dates regularly, "frequently enough has romantic 
companionship," and always has one male friend with whom she shares emotional intimacy. She 
takes an active role in the lives of her niece and nephew, who sleep over at least once a week. 
She spends holidays and vacations with family and friends, both married and single. 

What does make her unhappy is when people view her as a "subcategory" or a stereotype. "Being 
single is a segregating factor in the Jewish community," she says. In contrast to the inclusiveness 
of Priesand’s congregation, Kleiner has found that "Jewish organizations are not especially 
inclusive of different family styles. Usually, there are events for singles and events for couples, 
events for men and events for women, but not events for people." 

Chicago-based psychotherapist Karen Gail Lewis, 63, author of With or Without a Man: Single 
Women Taking Control of their Lives, says that many in her clinical practice blame themselves 
and embark on a destructive "fix-it" solution: "If I can identify the problem with me, then I can 
fix it, and then I won’t worry about being single." She teaches women how to shift their thinking 
away from the subtle cultural messages they may not even know they are receiving. "For 
instance, if you’re told, ‘You’re too choosy; give a guy a chance,’ you may not trust your 
judgment or intuition." To help women take control of their lives, she asks them to imagine 
meeting the man of their dreams—but not for eight years. Asks Lewis: "What would you do in 
the meantime?" 

"Singles need to make themselves heard that they will not buy into stereotypes," says Lewis, 
"ever-single" herself and in a long-term relationship. "Being married or single should be like 
having long or short fingernails—just a fact of life. 
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10 Women to Watch in 5771: Dana Bash 
By Susan Josephs 
 
On her first day at CNN, Dana Bash got chewed out by a news anchor for screwing up his 
newscast. She had been filling in for someone on vacation in the feeds room, unaware that her 
responsibilities also included feeding scripts to a teleprompter for the newscast. 

“The newscast was nonsensical and the anchor comes flying in, looks at me and asks, ‘Who are 
you?’” she recalls. “I said, ‘It’s my first day on the job,’ and he says, ‘It’s going to be your last.’ 
I thought I was going to throw up.’” 

Instead, Bash rose steadily through the ranks of CNN as a producer and on–air reporter covering 
the White House. Today, the 39-year-old broadcast journalist is CNN’s senior correspondent on 
Capitol Hill, where she frequently interviews members of Congress and feels she “gets to cover 
everything. When you report on Wall Street and health care reform…what could be more 
relevant to people’s lives?” she says. 

Over the years, Bash has covered the Bush White House during the war in Iraq, traveled the 
world with the former president covering summits from Asia to the Middle East, conducted 
lengthy interviews with Sen. John McCain during the 2008 election and experienced many 
“pinch-myself moments, where I have a front-row seat to history,” she says. 

A self-described “adrenaline junkie” who sometimes works 17-hour days, Bash credits her 
success to multiple mentors, a willingness to perform any task and simple perseverance. “I just 
kept raising my hand, volunteering to do things that went beyond my job description,” she says 
of starting out working in CNN’s tape library in 1993. 

Bash also acknowledges a debt to her father, an ABC news producer who took his children to 
work with him. (Her father retired last year after 41 years with the network.) “Some of my most 
vivid childhood memories are being in the control room with my dad or wandering around the 
smoky newsroom,” she says. 

Raised in Montvale, N.J., Bash grew up “with an enormously strong Jewish identity” and can 
still remember all the songs she learned at her UAHC summer camp. Her mother, who has a 
master’s degree in Judaic studies from Hebrew Union College, and her grandfather, who escaped 
the Nazis, also proved to be formative Jewish influences. “Judaism is such a huge part of who I 
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am,” she says, noting that her husband and CNN colleague, John King, converted to Judaism for 
that reason. 

As a kid, Bash resisted the idea of one day working in television. At George Washington 
University, she majored in political communications and considered applying to law school 
before securing internships in television news and “loving it. It was always in my blood,” she 
concedes. 

Bash also never imagined she would one day wind up in front of the camera. When offered the 
job as an on-air reporter in 2002, “I wasn’t sure if I should take it. I stunk at first, but I learned 
how important it is to always be prepared,” she says. Speaking from personal experience, Bash 
observes that “gender is still an issue” for women in television, especially in the area of personal 
appearance. “If you’re a woman, you’re under so much more scrutiny if your hair is sticking 
out…all you can do is try not to take that stuff personally.” 

Ultimately, Bash says, she feels extremely grateful that she’s only had one employer throughout 
her entire career. “I’ve only worked for CNN, and that’s unheard of in my business,” she says. “I 
truly love what I do and I just continue to take things one step at a time.” 
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Handout For Students: 2nd Article on Dana Bash  
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Dana Bash's 'Pearl of Wisdom' 
From JWI's Women to Watch gala event on Monday, December 6, 2010 
 
View a video of Dana Bash delivering her 'Pearl' at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g0S3QyowLOI&lr=1&user=jewishwomenintl 

For as long as I can remember, the tenet of Judaism that touched me most was L’dor V’dor – 
from generation to generation.   
  
Passing down knowledge and tradition has kept our religion alive for more than 5,000 years. 
  
For me, it goes beyond our sacred Jewish traditions. In my own family, what I have learned from 
the people who came before me is to take a risk, and don’t look back. 
  
“Don’t look back” were the words my great grandfather spoke to my grandfather when the two 
saw each other for the last time in Nazi- occupied Austria. My Grandpa was about to leave a 
comfortable life and lucrative business that Hitler was in the midst of destroying.  He embarked 
on a dangerous journey, alone, without identification papers, across two countries and a 
treacherous mountain range to find my grandmother and her family in Hungary.  
  
That risk, one of many to come in his life, paid off.  He made it to my grandmother and later, 
with a little luck and the tenacity of his wonderful brother - already in America – my 
grandparents made it to the United States on Columbus Day 1941 - just two months before Pearl 
Harbor. 
  
That was my mom’s parents. 
  
My father’s father died when my dad, an only child, was just 6 years old. My grandfather had a 
small business – commercial air fresheners. In the early 1950s it was rare for a woman to run her 
own company, but my grandmother kept it going. Ultimately, the business didn’t survive, and she 
supported them as a legal secretary. 
  
They didn’t have much – at all.  But the risk my grandmother took planted a seed with my dad – 
who always wanted to go into television - that it was worth it to reach for his dreams.  
  
Those stories I heard through my childhood stayed with me and served as a subconscious guide 
as I got older. 
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I was a producer with CNN – pretty comfortable with the job – until I was asked whether I 
wanted to become a reporter. I had never been an on air reporter before, but I took the risk. It was 
ugly at first, and some days, it still is. But I knew I had to try. 
My pearl is this– don’t be afraid to leave your comfort zone. Sometimes, as in the case of my 
grandparents- circumstances of war or an untimely death don’t leave you with many options. 

And too often, these tumultuous economic times are leaving people little choice but to try 
something new.  
It is always scary. 
  
But taking a risk and not looking back is something that I learned from the generations that came 
before me.  
 
L’dor V’dor.   
 
Something we can teach those who come next…and remind ourselves. 
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10 Women to Watch in 5771: Meryl Frank 
Building the International Status of Women 
By Susan Josephs 
 
When she was 18, Meryl Frank confessed to her future husband that she wanted to be the United 
Nations ambassador who specializes in women’s issues. “That was my dream,” she says. 

Some 33 years later, Frank, 51, now sits between Tanzania and Zambia when she attends U.N. 
Commission on the Status of Women meetings. Officially appointed by President Obama last 
year, the former mayor of Highland Park, N.J., serves as ambassador and deputy U.S. 
representative to the Commission on the Status of Women. Traveling to New York and 
Washington, D.C., for meetings, she says her dream job “is mostly about establishing 
relationships with people from all over the world while moving the U.S. agenda forward.” 
Passionate about encouraging women’s leadership in politics and preventing violence against 
female political leaders, Frank also works as a master trainer with Women’s Campaign 
International (WCI), an organization that promotes female political participation in emerging 
democracies and post-conflict zones. 

“Lacking the confidence and the resources to run for office is a common obstacle for women 
who may consider running for office…it’s just as common in New Jersey as it is in Africa,” she 
says. Frank uses her experience as an elected official to connect with and to inspire women’s 
political participation worldwide. 

A stay-at-home mom for 12 years, Frank became the mayor of Highland Park in 2000 despite her 
status as a political outsider and earned a reputation as a tireless reformer of government 
corruption during her 10 years in office. She also became New Jersey’s first “green” mayor when 
she launched Highland Park 2020, an initiative that promoted environmental and economic 
sustainability in her community. 

“It was a 24/7 job, and I would sleep with my cell phone,” she says. “But being a Jewish mother 
turned out to be the best preparation I had to be the mayor. I knew how to take care of people, to 
listen, to advise and to lovingly nudge them in the right direction. Raised in Ocean Township, 
N.J., Frank grew up with a deep awareness of the Holocaust and was the kind of teenager who, 
she says, “organized events like World Hunger Day in school.” She credits one of her aunts for 
instilling in her a passion for Jewish history and political activism. “My Aunt Mollie would tell 
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me all these stories about my family in Vilna. She was a smart, passionate and independent 
thinker and because of her, I became politically active, and the family historian,” she says. 

After earning her undergraduate degree in history from Rutgers University, Frank went on to 
earn graduate degrees in public health, international relations and political science from Yale 
University. She worked for the World Health Organization in Copenhagen and became one of 
the key activists responsible for getting the Family and Medical Leave Act signed into law by 
President Clinton in 1993. 

“I always wanted to make a difference, and I wanted my work to matter,” says Frank. “It also 
goes back to my family and my Jewish upbringing. My Aunt Mollie made it very clear to me and 
to my sisters that we, as Jews, had a responsibility to help fix the world.” 

A longtime activist for women’s causes, Frank served as president of the American Jewish 
Congress’ Women’s Division and on the board of the Democratic National Committee’s 
Women’s Leadership Forum. She also has served on the board of her local Jewish Federation 
and made it a priority to give her four children, now between the ages of 15 and 23, the formal 
Jewish education she never received as a child. 

“My kids always put me right back in my place when I come home from the U.N. or meetings 
with women in Afghanistan or Malawi,” she says, laughing. “They bring me right back to earth. 
To them I’m simply their mom, and they remind me, each and every day, how lucky I am.” 

Being a Jewish mother turned out to be the best preparation I had to be the mayor. 

   � 
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Handout For Students: 2nd Article that Relates to Meryl Frank 
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Online Source: http://njjewishnews.com/njjn.com/092007/sxBatMitzvahAsks.html 
 
Bat mitzva asks synagogues to go green for Israel's sake 
by Debra Rubin�, NJJN Bureau Chief/Middlesex� 09.18.07 
 
Belle Gabel-Frank, who will become a bat mitzva Dec. 8 at Anshe Emeth Memorial Temple, is 
asking area synagogues to plant trees in Israel to offset their own annual carbon dioxide 
production. 

In an effort to protect the environment around her hometown, a 12-year-old Highland Park girl is 
planting trees in Israel. 

Belle Gabel-Frank, as her bat mitzva project, asked synagogues in and around the borough to 
buy enough trees through the Jewish National Fund to offset their own annual carbon dioxide 
production. 

"Actually, my idea was to get synagogues nationally to erase their carbon impact by buying 
trees," said Belle, who will become bat mitzva Dec. 8 at Anshe Emeth Memorial Temple in New 
Brunswick. "A lot of people have been interested in this. I guess they never heard of anyone 
doing anything like this, and I've been getting a lot of support." 

Belle plans to buy 100 trees — enough to offset a year's worth of carbon dioxide production 
from Anshe Emeth — on behalf of her own synagogue. The plan is for people at other shuls to 
purchase their own trees. 

As she began her project, one of the people Belle contacted was Rabbi Eric Lankin, JNF's chief 
of institutional advancement and education and a Highland Park resident. He informed her the 
organization was already working on its GoNeutral-An Environmental Movement for Tomorrow 
project. 

The campaign, unveiled Aug. 30, seeks to educate individuals about their personal impact on the 
environment and provide tools to help them halt climate change. 

"Our Jewish tradition reminds us of our responsibility for the Earth," said Lankin, who said Belle 
was one of the first in the nation to participate in the GoNeutral campaign. 

"I look forward to working with Belle," he said. "She is a tremendous example of youth 
leadership." 

Rabbi Bennett Miller of Anshe Emeth also praised his young congregant's project. 

"It's a mitzva extended in lots of ways," he said. "She's dealing with ecology. She's connecting to 
Israel. What better way to connect with God's earth?" 

Belle, the daughter of Highland Park Mayor Meryl Frank and energy and public utilities 
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consultant Steve Gabel, said she got the idea for her project after discussing her concern about 
global warming with her mother. 

"She's very into the tree community thing, and that kind of inspired me and got me interested," 
said Belle. She also had her interest piqued by a global warming program presented at school. 

She sent out information to all area synagogues and has spoken with a representative from each 
of the five shuls in Highland Park. She has also has received an invitation from Andrew Getraer, 
director of Rutgers Hillel in New Brunswick, to address the student group about her tree project. 

Gayle Brill-Mittler, a past president of the Highland Park Conservative Temple-Congregation 
Anshe Emeth, said her synagogue may be interested in participating. Moreover, she liked the 
project so much that as national assistant chair of the Social Action/Public Policy Committee of 
United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, she planned on bringing it up at its next meeting. 

"I'd be delighted to see if there was something we could do to help Belle," said Brill-Mittler. "I 
think it is wonderful that Belle, or any of our young people, could find a way to bring greater 
awareness to issues of our environment and tikun olam in a very Jewish way. It reinforces my 
faith in the worldliness of our youth." 

The temple, part of which was destroyed by fire in August 2006, is incorporating many "green" 
environmental features into its new facilities. 

Belle said she hopes to branch out to synagogues outside the area and state over time in the 
hopes of encouraging them also to go green. 

It is not the young environmentalist's first foray into raising money to help others. Several years 
ago she joined with her older sister, Eve, to form the Belleve Company. The sisters made 
earrings that were sold to benefit the Tikva Children's Home in Odessa, Ukraine. 

She also had the example of older brother, Eli, who collected supplies for a Jewish medical 
center in Vilna as his mitzva project and oldest brother, Gabriel, who collected sports equipment 
for a community center in Jamaica. 

Each child was also taken by Frank and Gabel to see firsthand how their efforts helped those in 
need in Vilna, Odessa, and Jamaica. The family plans a trip in October to Israel, where Belle will 
tour JNF facilities and plant trees. 

Belle said she hoped to donate 20 percent of her bat mitzva gifts to charity. 

"We have a deal in our family that our children must donate 10 percent of their gifts, although 
I'm thrilled Belle wants to give 20 percent," said Frank. "She is so thoughtful about these things. 
She became a vegetarian three years ago, and no one else in our family is a vegetarian. She gave 
this a lot of thought." 
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10 Women to Watch in 5772: Kim Morris Heiman 
Dedicated to Textiles and Philanthropy 
By Susan Josephs,� Fall 2011 
 
At age 5, Kim Heiman tiptoed into her bathroom one night and nimbly climbed onto the counter. 
She gathered every toothbrush, towel and bathroom appliance in sight and threw item after item 
out the window. “My mother came running in and asked me what I was doing,” Heiman recalls. 
“I explained that I was giving everything away to the poor people.” 

With a lifelong drive to help others succeed, Heiman became a successful business executive and 
philanthropist intent on “giving back.” Hired by her husband more than 25 years ago to join 
Cincinnati-based Standard Textile, she’s now a senior vice president of one of the leading 
producers of textiles for the hospitality and healthcare industries. With 24 factories and service to 
more than 60 markets worldwide, the company has a significant international presence. 

Heiman is responsible for the company’s international business development, which has included 
opening factories in Israel and Jordan and fostering economic ties between the countries. She 
loves her job because of her “deep passion for people … For me, management is about 
developing and empowering people to find their potential,” she says. 

In addition to her role as vice president, international, Heiman runs Standard Textile’s decorative 
products division and operates her own decorative products company, SK Textile. Passionate 
about fabrics and product designs, she says she is constantly on the lookout for new ideas and 
inspiration. “I’m always walking into hotel rooms and checking out labels and colors,” she says. 
“To me, towels and sheets are a thing of beauty.” 

A former stockbroker, Heiman, 55, says she never felt “at a disadvantage being a woman” in the 
textile industry. At the same time, she considers the employment of women around the world, 
who are often from disadvantaged communities, to be the most rewarding part of her job. “By 
utilizing their weaving and sewing skills, these artisans are able to provide a livelihood for 
themselves and a more hopeful future for their children,” she says. 

Named a “Woman of the Year” by the Cincinnati Enquirer for her philanthropic work, Heiman 
spends time volunteering for mostly Jewish causes, including Hebrew Union College, Yad 
Vashem, the American Jewish Committee and her local Jewish day school. She has been 
president of the Jewish Federation of Cincinnati and runs a family foundation with her husband, 
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Gary, which recently donated funds to create a Jewish studies center at the University of 
Cincinnati. 

“It’s genetic,” says Heiman of her commitment to philanthropy and community service. “My 
mother and grandmother were incredible volunteers and leaders. I come from a long line of 
strong, involved, community-minded Southern Jewish women.” 

Raised in Nashville, Tenn., Heiman always felt acutely aware of being Jewish. In high school, 
she went on a teen tour to Israel with NFTY, the youth group of the Reform movement. The trip 
led her to spend a year as a college student studying and working on a kibbutz, an experience 
that had a profound impact on her Jewish identity. “I had always felt like a minority in Nashville, 
but in Israel, I had this incredible feeling of belonging,” says Heiman, who returned to Israel in 
her twenties to work in the financial industry. 

Israel also played a role in Heiman’s decision to send her children, now 24, 23 and 20, to Jewish 
day school. “They had the Jewish education I didn’t have,” she says, “and this is one of the best 
gifts I gave my kids.” 

Heiman hopes her children will continue the family’s philanthropic tradition. “My children 
remember me always being at meetings when they were smaller,” she says. “Now that they are 
grown up, I can see how much they appreciate the importance of supporting their community and 
understand the value that it brings to their lives.” 
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The Cincinnati Enquirer – 2001 Women of the Year – Kim Morris Heiman 
Businesswoman works for peace in Middle East 
By Janelle Gelfand, The Cincinnati Enquirer 
 
     Kim Morris Heiman has the courage to live between two worlds - Cincinnati and the Middle 
East - and the far-reaching vision to be a leader in both. 
       Her work in Israel, managing international operations at Standard Textile Co. Inc., resulted 
in Israelis and Jordanians working together, despite being longtime adversaries in a troubled 
land. Her endeavors inspired Ehud Barak, former Prime Minister of Israel, to nominate her as 
Enquirer Woman of the Year. 

       "The cooperation between Israelis and Jordanians which Kim has fostered begins in a 
commercial setting, but will ultimately serve as an example of how all of the people in our region 
can live harmoniously," writes Mr. Barak. "In doing so, she has shown vision and boldness 
which I hope will eventually bring peace to the Middle East." 

       But her work doesn't stop there. In Cincinnati, the mother of three is president of the Jewish 
Federation of Cincinnati, which annually raises nearly $7 million for social services here, in 
Israel and in 52 other countries. 

       In 1998, she co-chaired the creation of the Garden of Peace at Cincinnati Zoo in honor of the 
50th anniversary of Israel. 

       Volunteering, she says, was part of her life growing up in a sixth-generation Nashville, 
Tenn., family. 

       "I grew up on grits," she says, flashing a radiant smile, and smoothing back windblown hair. 
She's dressed in a basic black suit and has little time for primping. She's up at 4:15 a.m. daily to 
jog and work out - then she drives the car pool to Walnut Hills High. That's followed by a 
breakfast meeting, a long day at the Standard Textile offices in Reading, where her husband, 
Gary, is president and CEO. She's at evening meetings four nights a week. 

       "My mom is my role model," says her daughter Danielle, 14. "Her determination to act 
selflessly to fix communal and global problems has positively impacted me in the way that I 
view the world and my life." 

       Ms. Heiman has never let anything deter her from her goals. After graduating from college, 
her dream was to work for a Wall Street firm. But, because they only took men into their training 
programs, she worked her way up from secretary. 

       Then, interested in visiting Israel for a few months, she took a job at Bank Leumi. It became 
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five years. During that time, she moved to Shearson/American Express and later became a 
partner at Comstock Trading, dealing in commodities. Her investors were a melting pot of ultra-
Orthodox Jews and West Bank Palestinians, who would sit in her office and chat in a mixture of 
languages for hours. 

       "This was my beginning to understand the culture of the Middle East," Ms. Heiman says. 

       She also met her husband, who was building Standard Textile's first plant in Arad. (The 
company now operates four manufacturing facilities and generates $60 million in sales of 
medical textiles to 32 countries.) They married in 1984 and moved to Cincinnati. 

       Six years ago, Ms. Heiman returned to Israel to run a new plant in Migdal Ha'Emeq. The 
fabric is cut in Israel, she explains, and sewn in two plants in Jordan. 

       While there, she was moved by the story of a Jordanian woman employee, whose father, the 
head of an Islamic fundamentalist group, forbade her to work in the plant. The daughter said she 
would respect his wishes, but asked him to visit, and see the working conditions for himself. 

       He saw his daughter work among friendly people in an air-conditioned workplace. He let her 
stay. 

       "It's only one person," Ms. Heiman says. "But it's a beautiful story about how these 
relationships can be built, and that will bring about peace, eventually." 

       Undaunted by recurring violence in Israel, she believes that one person can still make a 
difference. 

       "Margaret Mead said, “Never doubt that a small group of concerned people can change the 
world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has,'" she says. 
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10 Women to Watch in 5766: Hannah Rosenthal 
Sparking Programs to Benefit Women and Girls 
By Pauline Dubkin Yearwood 
 
When Hannah Rosenthal left New York and her job as executive director of the Jewish Council 
for Public Affairs in January 2005 to accept a position as executive director of the Chicago 
Foundation for Women, some in the Jewish world decried the move. After all, Rosenthal was 
leaving a post that made her the top female executive in the Jewish world. 
 
She is quick to point out that although her home base may have changed (actually she's a 
Chicago native who has spent most of her life in the Midwest), her priorities haven't. 
 
From the time she announced, as a child, that she wanted to be a rabbi [Sally Priesand, the first 
woman rabbi, was at Hebrew Union College (HUC) at the time], Rosenthal, 54, says she has 
always been adept at "lighting fires under people." As for the Chicago Foundation—which, with 
a $6.5 million budget, is one of the largest women's foundations in the world—its mission 
dovetails nicely with her own. "We are the people who light a lot of fires under people," she says 
of the organization, which makes grants in the Chicago metropolitan area on issues benefiting 
women and girls. 
 
Activism has been the watchword of Rosenthal's life. Her mother and father, who was a Reform 
rabbi and a Holocaust survivor, drove her lifelong passion for social justice, and she became 
involved in community organizing and the antiwar and civil rights movements of the '60s. 
 
She enrolled at HUC to pursue her dream of becoming a rabbi but dropped out in her second 
year. "I decided that the vehicle I had chosen was not producing [social] change at a fast enough 
pace for me, so I switched vehicles." She headed a Jewish religious school for the next several 
years, then switched again—to politics. After getting her feet wet working for a state 
representative and for a member of Congress, she became the head of the Wisconsin Women's 
Council, leaving to devote her time to heading the ClintonGore campaign in Wisconsin. 
 
In 2000, Rosenthal joined the Jewish Council for Public Affairs, an umbrella organization of 
local community councils and national Jewish agencies, and made history as the only woman 
heading a major national Jewish organization. 
 
Her activities before and since have been refracted through a Jewish lens, she says, noting with 
satisfaction that the governor of Wisconsin once told her, meaning it as a compliment, that she 
"had a neon sign on [her] forehead that says 'Jew.' " Today, she adds, dissatisfaction with many 
of the current government's policies also drives her. 
 
Rosenthal had another powerful reason for the New York-to-Chicago move: her two grown 
daughters, Shira and Francie, both live in nearby Madison, Wis. (Husband Rick Phelps works in 
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development for a bank and is also active in the Jewish community.) 
 
As for her new job, Rosenthal says that "some days it's overwhelming, but look what's happening 
in the country—all our fundamental issues are on the table or on the chopping block. As a Jew, 
as a woman, I'm lucky that I get a platform to discuss these issues." 
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State Department's Anti-Semitism fighter, Hannah Rosenthal focusing on Holocaust denial 
By Lynn Sweet on November 10, 2011  

WASHINGTON -- On Kristallnacht -- Nov. 9, 1938 -- when Jews were rounded up in Germany 
and Austria and Jewish stores and synagogues smashed, a young German rabbi was arrested and 
eventually sent to Buchenwald, the concentration camp. Frank Rosenthal survived and made his 
way to the United States and to the pulpit of Temple Anshe Sholom in Olympia Fields. 

Today, the late rabbi's daughter, Hannah Rosenthal, is the State Department's Special Envoy to 
Monitor and Combat Anti-Semitism, a post created by Congress in 2004. 

"There is nowhere I have been where everything is fine," said Rosenthal, in Chicago on 
Thursday to deliver a speech to the Middle East Media Research Institute. 

After Chicago she is in London for a conference and then to Tallinn, Estonia, with Justice 
Department Nazi hunter Eli Rosenbaum to "express total dismay and astonishment" that the 
Estonian government is not prosecuting Mikhel Gorshkow after he was deported from the U.S. 
because of his Nazi war crimes. 

Rosenthal's family moved to Flossmoor when she was five; she graduated from Homewood-
Flossmoor High School in 1969. After picking up a bachelor's from the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, she studied two years for the rabbinate at Hebrew Union College but eventually 
switched gears, turning to women's issues, politics and government. 

She ended up the Wisconsin chair of Bill Clinton's 1992 presidential campaign, which led her to 
run the Department of Health and Human Services Chicago regional office before she moved to 
posts dealing with women or Jewish affairs. 

Rosenthal met Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton when they both were working on 
children's policy years ago. Speaking about Rosenthal in a July 13, 2010, speech, Clinton said 
"she has traveled the world devising new strategies and engaging governments and people to 
confront anti-Semitism and to promote tolerance and non-discrimination." 

Seventy-three years after Kristallnacht -- the pogroms are seen as the start of the Holocaust -- 
anti-Semitism still exists. Of 193 countries Rosenthal's office monitors, the last study showed 
increases in anti-Semitic incidents in 75 nations, to a "disturbing degree" in 38 of them. 

Of the troubling trends, Rosenthal is paying particular attention to growing Holocaust denial and 
anti-Semitic textbooks, particularly in Saudi Arabia. 
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Holocaust denial comes in many contexts: from clerics, heads of states, so-called academics, 
textbooks and websites. Between Aug. 7-11, 2010, Rosenthal accompanied a group of seven 
Muslim-American Imams and community leaders -- of which two included Holocaust deniers -- 
to Dachau and Auschwitz where millions were systemically murdered by Nazi Germany. 

Rosenthal did have an ask for the group. "I was clear," she said. "If they could find it in 
themselves in the end of the trip to issue a statement." They did. 

"We bear witness to the absolute horror and tragedy of the Holocaust," they said in a long 
statement turned into a poster in Rosenthal's State Department office--along with a collection of 
framed cloth Jewish stars Nazis forced Jews to sew on their clothes. 

During a trip to Saudi Arabia, she met with officials and "they assured me they have taken all 
elements of intolerance out of their textbooks." She is waiting for results of a Saudi textbook 
study. 

Rosenthal works closely with two State Department envoys to Muslim communities. "I will 
define success," she said, "when non-Jews are condemning anti-Semitism and Jews are 
condemning hatred of Muslims and hatred of other vulnerable populations." 
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Handout For Students: 1st Article on Rabbi Amy Schwartzman 
Jewish Woman Magazine, Online Resource: http://www.jwi.org/Page.aspx?pid=850 

 
 

10 Women to Watch in 5766: Amy M. Schwartzman 
Speaking Out on Critical Social Issues 
By Pauline Dubkin Yearwood 
 
You might have seen Rabbi Amy M. Schwartzman's name in the news. 
 
In 1998, when she became senior rabbi of Temple Rodef Shalom in Falls Church,Va., the 
congregation was the largest in the country headed by a woman rabbi at that time. 
 
She made headlines again in 2003 when she was one of 15 rabbis (and the only woman) asked to 
meet with President George W. Bush to discuss Jewish concerns. Schwartzman drew both praise 
and a smattering of criticism when she raised the issue of poverty with the chief executive and 
pointedly criticized his welfare bill and other programs. 
 
"Poverty is a Jewish issue; every issue is a Jewish issue, and to say that poverty is not is absurd," 
Schwartzman says now in response to the reproofs she received from several of the other rabbis 
who were present. 
 
But she doesn't want to be known simply as the rabbi who gave the president a dressing-down. 
Nor did she have much time to ponder the matter: She's the leader of a large, diverse 
congregation whose membership includes many of Washington's Jewish power brokers. She also 
holds a number of leadership positions within the Reform movement and is the wife of Kevin 
Moss, an executive with a global telecommunications company, and the mother of Hannah, 6, 
and Eliana, 3. 
 
Born and raised in Philadelphia, Schwartzman, 42, was active in the Reform movement growing 
up and continued her communal involvement in college, where she started out as a biology 
major. 
 
She had no epiphany that led to her career choice, she says. "It was more of a coming together of 
the many things to which I am committed—study, community service, political action, teaching 
and counseling—all under the umbrella of Judaism, that led me to the rabbinate." 
 
"I realized that all the things I enjoyed as an avocation could become my vocation by becoming a 
rabbi," she says. She is really overjoyed that this has come to fruition. "I feel so happy that I go 
to work every day excited and passionate about the job I have chosen." 
 
Schwartzman joined Rodef Shalom right after ordination, serving as the temple's assistant, then 
associate rabbi before becoming its senior rabbi. As the first female rabbi of such an influential 
congregation, "the weight of the historical accomplishment was forced upon me," she says. 
"When I'm in the synagogue, I feel as though I am simply doing my rabbinic job. But those I 
encounter often see me as more than just the rabbi of Rodef Shalom. I often hear people 
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comment on the fact that I am the first woman rabbi they have met. The outer world has pushed 
me into this position of acknowledging that I'm not just a rabbi but a woman rabbi in a large 
congregation." 
 
She has accepted that role but feels she has more important tasks, such as speaking out on issues 
she considers critical. "There are congregants who don't want to hear me talk about poverty, 
welfare, immigration and so on. I don't agree," she says. "I believe we don't really fulfill our 
Jewish obligations unless we bring our Judaism to these issues. We have to carry our Jewish 
tradition with us to discussions about poverty, about everything." 
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Handout For Students: 2nd Article on Rabbi Amy Schwartzman 
Online Resource: http://leg1.state.va.us/cgi-bin/legp504.exe?101+ful+HJ336ER+pdf 
 
 
 

2010 SESSION  [State of Virginia] 
HOUSE JOINT RESOLUTION NO. 336  
Commending Rabbi Amy M. Schwartzman.  
 
Agreed to by the House of Delegates, February 26, 2010  
Agreed to by the Senate, March 4, 2010  
WHEREAS, Rabbi Amy M. Schwartzman is celebrating her 20th anniversary as a clergy 
member at Temple Rodef Shalom in Falls Church, the largest Jewish congregation in Virginia; 
and  
WHEREAS, Rabbi Schwartzman has been Senior Rabbi of Temple Rodef Shalom since 1998, 
and under her leadership, the congregation has grown to include 1,470 households; and  
WHEREAS, Rabbi Schwartzman has successfully led a vibrant Jewish community at Temple 
Rodef Shalom and has made life-cycle events for members personal and profound; and  
WHEREAS, through her compassionate guidance, Rabbi Schwartzman has led Temple Rodef 
Shalom to be a congregation that continues to deepen its commitment to improving the lives of 
those in need locally and beyond; and  
WHEREAS, the broader Northern Virginia community has benefited from Rabbi 
Schwartzman's outstanding qualities and commitment to social justice, as she has provided 
leadership and support for such organizations as SHARE; Northern Virginia AIDS Ministry; 
Lazarus at the Gate, now Food for Others; the local FEMA chapter; McLean Clergy 
Association; Habitat for Humanity; Rebuilding Together; and all the local high schools; and  
WHEREAS, Rabbi Schwartzman has long engaged actively in the Reform Jewish movement,  
including leadership in the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the Women's Rabbinic 
Network, the Washington Board of Rabbis, and several Union for Reform Judaism task forces 
on social justice issues; and  
WHEREAS, Rabbi Schwartzman has been recognized nationally for her stellar work, in 2008 
by Newsweek magazine as one of the top 25 pulpit rabbis in America, and in recent years, she 
was honored as one of the "Forward 50," a list of prominent Jewish leaders published annually 
by the Forward, as well as being named one of the ten Jewish "Women to Watch" by Jewish 
Women International; now, therefore, be it  
RESOLVED by the House of Delegates, the Senate concurring, That the General Assembly  
commend and congratulate Rabbi Amy M. Schwartzman of Temple Rodef Shalom on the 
occasion of her 20th anniversary with the congregation; and, be it  
RESOLVED FURTHER, That the Clerk of the House of Delegates prepare a copy of this 
resolution for presentation to Rabbi Amy M. Schwartzman as an expression of the General 
Assembly's appreciation for guiding an exceptional community, the largest Jewish congregation 
in the Commonwealth.  
  
 
 



  113 

Student Handout: Course Evaluation Form 

 

1. What are the “big ideas” that you learned in this class? 

 

2. What was the most surprising thing you learned? 

 

3. How has this course impacted your identity as a Jewish woman? 

 

4. Do you feel a stronger connection with your biblical ancestors?  Why?  Why not? 

 

5. Did this course meet your expectations?  Why?  Why not? 

 

6. If you could make changes to this course, what would you change? 

 

7. Was the instructor prepared?   

 

8. Was the instructor a good educator? 

 

9. Would you sign-up for another rosh chodesh study session?  Why?  Why not? 

 

 
 

 
 
 
Name (optional) _________________________________________________________ 



  114 

SOURCE ABBREVIATIONS 
 
ABD The Anchor Bible Dictionary 1-6, David Noel Freedman, ed. N.Y.: Doubleday, 

1992.  
 
ABG      The Anchor Bible: Genesis, E. A. Speiser. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,  

1964. 
 
ABR The Anchor Bible: Ruth, Edward F. Campbell Jr. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 

1975. 
 
BOP Book of Proverbs: A Commentary, W. G. Plaut.  N.Y.: Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations, 1961. 
 
BOR The Book of Ruth, Hubbard, Robert L., Jr. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1988. 
 
CEC A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on The Book of Proverbs, Crawford H. 

Toy. The International Critical Commentary, C.A. Briggs, S.R. Driver, and A. 
Plummer, eds. N.Y.: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1899. 

 
COP A Commentary on Proverbs, Peter A. Stevenson. Greenville, S.C.: BJU Press, 

2001.  
 
COT Commentary on the Old Testament in Ten Volumes, vol 6, C. F. Keil and F. 

Delitzsch. James Martin, trans. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1973.   
 
EH Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary, David L. Lieber and Chaim Potok, eds. 

N.Y.: The Rabbinical Assembly, 2001.  
 

EPG Every Person’s Guide to the Book of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, Ronald H. 
Isaacs. Northvale, N.J.: Jason Aronson, 2000.  

 
EVE Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context, Carol Meyers. N.Y.: 

Oxford University Press, 1988. 
 
FBM  The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with Commentary, Robert Alter. N.Y.: 

W. W. Norton, 2004.  
 
FRD   Commentary on the Torah with a New English Translation, Richard Elliott 

Friedman.  San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2001. 
 
GEN Genesis: A Modern Commentary, W. Gunther Plaut.  N.Y.: Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations, 1974. 
 
HAL  The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, Ludwig Koehler  

and Walter Baumgartner, eds., and  M.E.J. Richardson, trans. Boston: Brill, 2001.  



  115 

HH  Households and Holiness: The Religious Culture of Israelite Women, Carol 
Meyers. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005. 

 
JPSG The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, Nachum M. Sarna. Philadelphia: The 

Jewish Publication Society, 1989. 
 
JSB The Jewish Study Bible, Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler, eds. N.Y.: Oxford 

University Press, 2004. 
 
MM “The Marriageable Maiden of Prov. 31:10-31,” M. B. Crook.  Journal of Near 

Eastern Studies 13 (1954): 137-40.   
 
MRSR “Material Remains and Social Relations: Women’s Culture in Agrarian 

Households of the Iron Age” in Symbiosis, Symbolism, and the Power of the Past, 
Carole Meyers. W. G. Dever and S. Gitin, eds. Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 
2003. 
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Meyers, ed. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 
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TW “Two Women in a Man’s World: A Reading of the Book of Ruth,” Phyllis Trible. 
Soundings 59 (1976): 252-79. 

 
WC   “Parashat Chayei Sarah” in The Torah: A Women’s Commentary, Yairah 

Amit.  Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, ed. N.Y.: URJ and Women of Reform  
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Annotated List of Resources for Students and Teachers 
 
 
Brown, Erica. “‘An Intimate Spectator’: Jewish Women Reflect on Adult Study.” Religious 
Education, 98, no. 1:65-81.  2003 

 
This article focuses specifically on Jewish adult women who are actively engaged 
in Jewish learning.  More specifically, it shares the results of a research study that 
was conducted to determine why women study as adults, what their educational 
expectations are, and how well their learning situations meet their needs. Thirty-
two women, across denominations, were interviewed, ranging in age from 20 to 71 
(with the average age being 47.5). This article indicates, among other things, that 
adult Jewish women seek spiritual edification, they want to be full participants in 
the Jewish community, they value a warm and welcoming learning environment 
where the teacher is less of a lecturer and more of a facilitator, and they appreciate 
the opportunity to explore, question and challenge their pre-existing ideas about 
Judaism. 

 
 
Flexner, Paul A.  “An Interview with Arthur Kurzweil.”  Agenda: Jewish Education, no. 12 
(summer): 3-8. Jewish Education Service of North America (JESNA), 1999. 
 

In this article, Paul Flexner of JESNA interviews adult learner and teacher, Arthur 
Kurzweil.  Their conversation focuses on the important role of the instructor in 
motivating and facilitating adult learners.  Kurzweil believes his own involvement as 
a Jewish learner contributes to his ability to successfully teach Jewish adults, saying, 
“knowing how to learn is half of the success of being a teacher” (p. 3).  Other needed 
qualities include being enthusiastic, connecting to the subject matter, helping students 
feel comfortable in class, drawing on what students say, and bringing ancient texts to 
life in our modern age.  Touching people’s lives, helping them grow spiritually, and 
facilitating a connection with other Jews, are also discussed as necessary components 
of a successful adult education class. 

 
 
Grant, Lisa D., Diane Tickton Schuster, Meredith Woocher, and Steven M. Cohen. A 
Journey of Heart and Mind: Transformative Jewish Learning in Adulthood.  New York: 
The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2004. 
 
 This book focuses primarily on adult learning in one venue, The Florence  

Melton Adult Mini-School.  However, it serves as a model for adult learning in 
general, for it reminds the reader that successful adult learning goes beyond just 
mastering the material.  Adult learners want an environment that feels safe and 
welcoming, they seek to create relationships with their fellow students, and they have 
the desire to make connections between the material studied in class and their own 
life experiences. This resource also speaks to the role of a successful adult education 
instructor: s/he must be in touch with the students and their needs, create intellectual 
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stimulation, interaction and dialogue, and function less as “a detached expert” and 
more as “an interactive facilitator” (p. 173).  In short, this text offers a comprehensive 
and in-depth exploration of adult learning.  

 
 
Imel, Susan. “Adult Learning in Cohort Groups.” ERIC Practice Application Brief no. 24. 
Columbus, OH: ERIC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career, and Vocational Education, Center 
on Education and Training for Employment, College of Education, The Ohio State 
University, 2002. 
 

This article focuses on the value of adult learning that takes place in cohort groups.  
It emphasizes the need to “create” a cohort in order to foster learning and 
development.  This is best done when the group first comes together and by 
focusing on the development of group relationships. In addition, attention must be 
paid to the individual needs of each member as well as to the group, as a whole.  To 
be a successful instructor, one must create an environment that promotes belonging, 
respect, risk taking, critical thinking, and shared understanding.  

 
 
Imel, Susan. “Transformative Learning in Adulthood.” ERIC Digest no. 200. Columbus, 
OH: ERIC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career, and Vocational Education, Center on 
Education and Training for Employment, College of Education, The Ohio State University, 
1998. 
  

This article discusses “transformative learning” that was first introduced by Jack 
Mezirow in 1978.  It then adds to this understanding by introducing the research of 
Robert Boyd.  While transformative learning was first understood to be a by-
product of critical reflection, newer research suggests that it is prompted by 
intuition and emotion.  When transformative learning is the goal, the teacher needs 
to help create a trusting and caring environment that will lead learners to build 
relationships and create shared experiences.  The students, in turn, need to take 
responsibility for creating a positive learning environment where transformative 
learning can take place. 

 
 
Keller, Carolyn. “From the Outside In: Renaissance and Adult Jewish Learning.” Sh'ma: A 
Journal of Jewish Responsibility 31, no. 576:6-7, 2000. 
http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=8045 
 

This article speaks of a “renaissance of Jewish learning.”  The author suggests that 
renewed interest in adult Jewish learning is motivated by a desire to know  “why” 
we do what we do, rather than “how.”  When adults find answers to the questions 
they seek, Judaism adds meaning to their lives.  Technology and an increased 
number of available Jewish scholars make it easier for Jews to study and attain such 
knowledge. 
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Schuster, Diane Tickton and Lisa D. Grant.   “Adult Jewish Learning.”  In What We Now 
Know About Adult Jewish Education,” ed. Goodman, Roberta Louis, Paul A. Flexner and 
Linda Dale Bloomberg.  Los Angeles: Torah Aura Productions, 2008. 
 

This article recognizes that there are many different paradigms for adult Jewish 
learning, ranging from one-time sessions to multi-year learning programs. It 
acknowledges the increase in adult studying that began in the 1980s and 1990s. The 
authors indicate that adult learners have a social desire to be part of a Jewish 
community. They want their teachers to be knowledgeable and supportive of their 
needs, while also challenging them to grow.  Adult learners want their instructors to 
be credible, “human,” and learners, themselves. Learning in a safe environment is 
also important, especially when the students come from diverse backgrounds. 
Instructors are valued when they create dialogue in the classroom – both between 
students and within an individual. 

 
 
Schuster, Diane Tickton.  “New Jewish Development - New Lessons for Educators of 
Adult Jewish Learners.” Jewish Education News, (winter): Coalition for the Advancement 
of Jewish Education (CAJE), 2001. 
http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=2113 
 

This article focuses solely on adult Jewish learners.  It makes the point that many, if 
not most, Jewish adults have succeeded in life without a strong Jewish education.  
That said, a trend began at the end of the 1990s that led more Jewish adults to seek 
out Jewish learning opportunities. Schuster indicates that for adult learners to be 
fully engaged, there needs to be collaboration between instructors and learners, i.e. 
they need to know about and understand each other.  In addition, teachers of adults 
need to understand the developmental needs of adult learners, which are: they 
welcome change, they have the ability to learn and process new information, 
learning adds purpose and meaning to their lives, and learning in a group setting 
allows for community building.  The article concludes by discussing four strategies 
for teaching adults: inviting learners to share their stories, creating a safe 
environment and an atmosphere of inclusiveness, allowing for questioning and 
critical thinking, and developing continuity. 
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