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INTRODUCTION 

The Hebrew Bible contains many accounts of women-some named and 

described in detail-others unnamed with few details. Despite the central role of women 

in biblical society (or any society, for that matter), there is a myth that exists-even in the 

21 st century-which says the Israelite woman played a minor role in society, bad little 

control over her own life, and was merely a subordinate to males. While this may have 

been the case for some women mentioned in the Hebrew Bible, it surely was not the case 

for most Israelite women, at least as presented by the texts. The Hebrew Bible describes 

women who were loved by their husbands, respected by their children, and who 

possessed power and status within their marital relationship. These women made 

significant contributions to their households by their involvement in agrarian endeavors, 

manufacturing and trade, and most of all in their role as mothers. Some were respected 

by their community, had power over others, and even inherited and owned property. 

Other biblical women made decisions that affected the course of their lives as well as the 

lives of others, took initiative, were assertive, and showed great courage. The Hebrew 

Bible also depicts Israelite women who were physically strong, physically beautiful, and 

also exhibited great strength of character. At the same time, however, each of these 

women was also very real, very human, i.e. an imperfect human being; each had her own 

character flaws. Finally, several of the Israelite women to whom I am referring were 

noticed by Adonai and received divine help. 
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As a Jewish woman who is presumably a descendant of the women of the Hebrew 

Bible, and recognizing the strong character traits of some of these women, I undertook to 

study and analyze some of these women in order to attain a greater understanding of the 

role of women in biblical society. More specifically, I have undertaken to define and 

depict how the ideal Israelite woman is described and portrayed in the Hebrew Bible. I 

recognize that the ideal depiction of the biblical woman does not mean that all, most, or 

any of the women actually lived up to this ideal. It is quite possible that the description 

of women that is found in biblical narratives reflects the author's perception more so than 

the actual women, themselves. [The same can be said about today's women who are 

pictured in fashion magazines. One need only look around to reali7.e that the models 

shown represent the ideal image of beauty determined by society, rather than the physical 

appearance of the majority of women.] This said, however, even if the traits and 

characteristics of the women who will be presented in this thesis are more ideal than real, 

one can still gain insight into the values that Israelite society held regarding women. 

In order to accomplish this goal, I will look at three genres of biblical literature: 

the book of Proverbs-wisdom poetry-with a primary focus on the ?"n•nWK described in 

31 : 10-31; the book of Genesis-biblical narratives-focusing on the four matriarchs, 

Sarah Rebekah, Rachel and Leah; and the book of Ruth-a novella-that chronicles the 

lives of Ruth and Naomi. A critical reading and analysis of the Hebrew text will be 

presented. along with commentary. Modern biblical scholarship will be incorporated to 

further the discussion, in addition to my own analysis. 

The concluding pages of this work will include an extrapolation between the 

biblical concept of the ideal Israelite woman and the modern day concept of the ideal 
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Jewish woman. I will discuss some of the attributes and characteristics of the 21st 

century, American Reform woman, and draw comparisons between her and her biblical 

predecessors. 
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2. -
WISDOM POETRY: THE WOMEN OF PROVERBS 

AND THE '"ff-1'117M 

The book of Proverbs (ryvm) is found in the third section of the Hebrew Bible 

entitled Writings (C':nn:,). Proverbs is one of thirteen books, and one of three books of 

wisdom literature, found in Writings. The wisdom contained in Proverbs is not academic 

knowledge, but rather, is concerned with practical wisdom, ethics, and the morality that 

affects personal relationships and society, in general. More than one scholar has 

suggested Proverbs served as a teaching manual for either the young or the old.1 

The Book of Proverbs opens a window to a realm of ancient Israelite experience 
little seen elsewhere in the Bible: everyday life. Proverbs guides individuals (not 
the nation) in how to do what is wise in their day-to-day lives. It teaches the 
attitudes and courses of actions that are right, just and pious, and the ways of 
behavior that facilitate and strengthen personal relationships, the fonns of 
communication and commerce that make the life of the community congenial and 
secure, and the types of pNdence and industry that help one achieve financial 
security.2 

The literary style of Proverbs varies throughout its thirty-one chapters. The Book 

contains parables, allegories, aphorisms, and lengthier poems or discourses. This has led 

to discussion and disagreement among scholars as to the actual authorship of Proverbs. 

Some, like K. Kitchen, believe King Solomon wrote the bulk of the corpus while others, 

like R. B. Y. Scott, think the connection between Solomon and Proverbs is "tenuous."3 

"Most attribute at least part of the book to Solomon but recognize that others also 

1 See Isaacs, EPG, 3; Scott, ABPE, xix. 
2 Fox. "Proverbs" in JSB, 1447. See also Peter A. Stevenson, COP, xi. 
3 Stevenson, COP, xiii. See also Fox. "Proverbs" in JSB, 1447-48. 
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contributed, either by writing or editing the material.',4 M. Fox supports this notion, 

indicating that the wisdom of Proverbs comes from both men and women, citing Prov 

31 : 1: "The words of Lemuel, king of Massa, with which his mother admonished him. ,,s 

Perhaps Solomon is often credited as authoring the book of Proverbs because he " ... 

came to be regarded as the wise man par excellance and the fowitain-head of Israel's 

wisdom.',6 

Just as scholars debate the authorship of Proverbs. they also disagree on the 

proper way to divide and categorize the thirty-one chapters. For example, M. Fox sees 

chapters one through nine as relatively long, interrelated poems; chapters thirty and 

thirty-one as four long poems to be read as one unit; and chapters ten through twenty

nine as short sayings with no overall organization. 7 Scott divides Proverbs into a 

preamble, introduction, Solomonic proverbs. words of wise men and four appendices. 8 

Kitchen sees Proverbs as having a title/preamble, prologue, main text, a second collection 

and two appendices.9 This is just a sample of the various opinions. Others exist as well. 

One topic of discussion fowid in Proverbs is women and their attributes-those 

considered desirable and those deemed dangerous to society. Some verses speak 

negatively about women, and warn against association with them. For example, 19: 13, 

21 :9, 21: 19, 25:24, and 27: 15-16 caution against living with a contentious wife. These 

pithy proverbs compare a nagging wife with the annoyance of a leaky roof, and indicate it 

4 Stevenson, COP, xiii. 
'Fox, .. Proverbs" in JSB, 1448. 
6 Aitken, PROV, 2. 
7 Fox, "Proverbs" inJSB, 1448. 
8 Stevenson, COP, xxii. 
9 Stevenson, COP. xx.ii. 
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is better to find relief in the desert or in an upper chamber of a house, than to be subjected 

to an argumentative wife. 

Other verses caution men to be wary of women who will purposely try to lure 

them into inappropriate sexual conduct (2:16-22; 5:1-23; 6:20-35; 7:1-27; 23:27). These 

passages admonish men that such women will use smooth words and flattery (from the 

Hebrew root p',n), rather than their physical beauty, to entice them.10 There are various 

tenns used to describe these women who attempt to seduce men; some are easier to 

define than others. The Hebrew words i1lit, ;mr i'IU'nC, and mm meaningprostitute(s), 

harlot(s), or whore(s) are perhaps the most explicit (6:26; 7: 10; 23:27; 29:3). The term. 

W'tK .1'1WR, literally defined as the wife of a man, refers to an adulteress (6:26). 

There are other terms. however, used to describe the seductress whose exact 

definition is not agreed upon by scholars; nonetheless, scholars do concur that all are 

women who could entice men into sexual activity, and therefore, should be avoided. For 

example, the tenns :i,r, :,it :'IWK, and :,ir ".M!IVi' are defined literally as female stranger 

(non-Israelite), strange woman, and the lips of a female stranger (2:16; 5:3; 5:20; 7:S). 

However, they are also understood as forbidden woman, loose woman, and another 

man's wife. Another such Hebrew word is :,.,,:,l, literally defined as foreign woman (2:16; 

5:20; 6:24; 7:S; 23:27), but translated as stranger, strange woman, alien, alien woman, 

forbidden woman, and adventuress. 

Some scholars believe the tenns nit and :,.,,:il, as used in Proverbs, do not refer to 

a woman's national identity-as they do in other biblical verses-but rather, to a married 

woman who would be considered a stranger or foreigner to any man who is not her 

10 Prov 6:25 is the only verse that mentions the physical beauty of the seductress. 
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husband. 11 McKane suggests these two terms could even refer to an Israelite woman who 

is an "outsider," i.e. estranged from society; this would lead her to act in both "desperate 

and uninhibited" ways. "As such she is particularly deadly to young men who become 

embroiled with her ... 12 In this regard, ••Toe foreign woman then becomes a type or 

paradigm of any woman who spurns the conventions of the society in which she lives, 

and is regarded generally as defiant and wanton, a nolcriya.13 Others regard the :,ir not as 

an actual person, but as an allegorical or mythical figure. 14 Whether real or not, the 

Strange Woman of Proverbs, as she is often referred to in commentaries, along with the 

other women-types listed above, represent illicit or adulterous women whose temptations 

can lead to a man's demise. 

C. Fontaine makes an accurate observation, when she writes, "As always in male

centered scripture, the positive and negative roles of women are viewed primarily from 

the perspective of what they provide for the men involved. Nowhere does one hear the 

sages condemn a society that forces some women into prostitution; one hears only 

warnings about the havoc such women can wreak on a young man's promising career."15 

While I agree with this sentiment, I also take comfort knowing that positive depictions of 

women can also be found in the book of Proverbs. 

Woman Wisdom is one of the better-known female figures in Proverbs, although, 

she does not seem to refer to a real woman, but rather, to an allegorical figure that 

represents instructions and teachings that are wise, sound, and just. She is often seen as 

11 See Fox, ABDP, 139; Aitken, PROV, 61. 
12 McKane, PNA, 285. 
13 McKane, PNA, 286. 
1• Contra Fox, ABDP, 118. 
15 Fontaine in WBC, Newsom and Ringe, 146. 
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the counterpart of her "evil twin," Strange Woman. 16 The association between woman 

and wisdom stems from the female gender of the Hebrew word for wisdom, :,7.3::,n. 

However, since Woman Wisdom is nothing more than a personification ofwoman

which is quite different than an actual hwnan woman-it goes beyond the purview of this 

study, and therefore, will not be discussed further. 

One of the positive portrayals of women in Proverbs that shines a favorable light 

on the role of the ideal Israelite woman is mother as educator. Verses 1 :8 and 6:20 

recognize not only the responsibility, but also the authority, of a mother to educate her 

children. 17 There is no implication that her teaching is not as valuable as that offered by 

her husband; in fact, just the opposite is the case: both verses indicate the instruction of 

the mother is to be heeded, 1DK n,,n wn-',ac,. 

Scholars recognize the significant role of the Israelite mother with regard to 

educating her children in matters practical, moral and religious.18 As the primary 

caretaker (almost exclusively until weaned and then to some extent until puberty, with 

males), the Israelite woman had "a sizeable proportion" of the responsibility for teaching 

cultural norms, social conduct, and the various skills needed to participate in the 

"productive and processing tasks of the family household.,'19 While I am not 

suggesting that she, alone, educated her children, I am strongly suggesting that her 

influence, in this regard, was as significant as that of her husband. if not more so. C. 

Camp views the educating of children as an equalizer in the relationship between Israelite 

16 Fontaine in WBC, Newsom and Ringe, 146. 
17 Both of these verses are examples of "parallelism," a literary form found in Proverbs whereby the 
second line of the verse restates, contrasts, or amplifies the thought of the first. Fontaine in WBC, Newsom 
and Ringe, 14S. 
11 Fox, ABDP, 82. 
19 See Meyers, EVE, 149. 
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men and women: " ... we might say that the book of Proverbs provides us with our 

clearest picture of the authority of women and their equality to men in the instruction of 

children, both as youngsters and as young adults. ,.2o 

Proverbs also indicates ancient Israelite mothers were entitled to equality when it 

came to receiving respectful treatment from their children. Proverbs 15:20, 23:22, 23:25, 

28:24, and 30: 17 each indicate, in its own way, the need to respect both father and 

mother.21 This reflects the versions of the Decalogue found in Exodus 20:12 and 

Deuteronomy 5:16, which indicates one is to honor both father and mother. C. Meyers 

accurately notes: "It is of no little consequence that the stipulations about parental 

authority are not limited to male authority .... The inclusion of both parents in these 

biblical family laws diverges from other Semitic bodies of law with which pentateuchal 

law is frequently and legitimately compared .... The authority of both parents in Israelite 

families was supported in the oldest legal tradition in the Bible.',22 It is fair to conclude, 

then, that the Israelite woman was treated in a respectful manner by her children. 

The Israelite woman is also praised in Proverbs for being an ideal wife (18:22; 

12:4; 14:1; 19:14; 31:10-31). These verses speak to the benefit a man receives by having 

a wife who is competent, wise, and virtuous. Meyers posits that having such a capable 

wife was •• ... 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 

20 Camp, WFP, 82. 
21 See Aitken. PROV, 149; Plaut. BOP, 32. 
22 Meyers, EVE, 157. In contrast to Ex 21:15, which speaks ofpwiishment for striking one's father or 
mother, Hammurabi's Code no. 195 deals only with a son who has struck his father. 
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have obtained a divine blessing (18:22; 19: 14). n23 Additionally, the character and 

actions of a wife are so critical to the functioning of the household that they affect the 

entire family. In other words, it is her wisdom and strength of character ( or lack thereof) 

that will determine the nature and stability of the home.24 Aitken summari:zes this point 

well, saying, "To marry a wife is no light matter, for she will be the making or breaking 

of husband and home.,..2s The composition of the Israelite woman's character is so 

critical it is valued over her extemal, physical beauty (11: 16, 22). 

While the book of Proverbs contains much female imagery (admittedly more 

negative than positive), the most extensive description of the ideal Israelite woman is 

foWKI in 31:10-31, with the description of the 1m-ntl'IK. 

The twenty-two verses of Prov vv. 31:10-31 have come to be known asA Woman 

of Valor. It is customary for a Jewish man to recite this laudatory poem to his wife on 

Friday nights, prior to the Sabbath meal. A Woman of Valor is believed by some scholars 

to be a "separate and self-contained composition" [positioned within Proverbs] as 

evidenced by its construction as an alphabetical acrostic. 26 Some view this literary piece 

as a description of the ideal woman, i.e. the perfect woman, and hence one who does not, 

nor never did, exist. Others see this poem as the prescribed goal toward which wives are 

to strive: "The housewife is depicted here as she ought to be .... ,,27 W. A. L. El.mslie 

supports this view, writing, "It set a high standard ofwifehood which was widely 

adopted, so that 'we may believe that the ideal thus pictured was a reality in many Jewish 

21 Fontaine in WIS, Meyers, 303. 
24 Aitken, PROV, 154. 
25 Aitken. PROV, 1S3-53. 
26 Cohen, PROVAC, 211. 
r, Keil and Delitzsch, COT, 326. 
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homes. "'28 I do not agree with this statement, for I doubt that many Israelite women were 

as perfect as the woman depicted in this poem. It is more probable to assume that any 

given Israelite women performed some of the tasks mentioned in Prov 31 : 10-31, as she 

tended to her family and household. 

Others, like M. B. Crook, believe this text was pan of a training manual used to 

educate young women; regarding the proper way to conduct themselves when married. 29 

Another thought is this poem was a eulogy, recited at the funeral of a beloved wife and 

mother. 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 pericope, 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 its 

placement in the Tanakh, for as stated above, Proverbs is filled with advice, suggestions 

and guidelines for co"ect living. 

One point that scholars and laity can agree upon is that this poem depicts the 

Israelite woman in a positive light. It clearly extols the virtues of the 7"11-nWK, 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 ,"M-n'tt'K 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. 

28 Cohen, PROVAC, 211; See also Oesterley, TBOP, 287. 
29 Crook. MM, 139. 
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Whether one concludes that this complimentmy poem describes a woman who 

was real or imagined, the words ofl. Abrahams are worth notiq: "It has been truly said, 

'Nothing in ancient literature equals this remarkable attestation to the dignity and 

individuality of woman. nJO 

In the pages that follow, Prov 31: 10-31 will be discussed verse by verse. This 

will include the Hebrew text, a literal translation, and an interpretation of the verses. The 

translation will be based greatly on the definitions found in Koehler-Baumgartner's The 

Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament. 

31:10: m:,z, C"l"lD1l pn,, i'm3' ,z,, ',"n-nn "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.31 The use of the word"'"• in this 

verse, is notable, for in other biblical passages, it is used in a militaiy context.32 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 ofvalour.",33 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 

30 Cohen. PROYA.C, 211. 
31 The term 1m-nvm 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. 
32 See Deut 3:18; Josh 6:2, 8:3. 
33 Wolters, SVW, 9. 
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use of the word ,,n: 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.',34 

The second part of the A clause35 :,:m, "?), "Who can find her?., can be understood 

in two different ways: as an exclamation of value and as an indication ofrarity.36 Fox 

understands it as the fonner, as supported by Prov 18:22: "He who finds a wife has found 

happiness.',37 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. ""3I 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: :,i:::ir., C':l"l!lr.> pn,,, "Her 

purchase price is far above pearls of coral." This phrase further attests to the great worth 

of the 1,"n-nWK, for she is deemed more valuable than C"l'l!l,39 the precious pearls of coral 

34 Fox, "Proverbs" in JSB, I 497-8. 
35 The A clause refers to the first half of a biblical verse. 
36 Fox, "Proverbs" in JSB, 1497. 
37 Fox, "Proverbs" inJSB, 1497. 
38 Cohen. PROYAC, 21 l. W.O.E. Oesterley writes: this is "a rhetorical way of expressing admiration." 
Oesterley, TBOP, 283. 
39 Other common translations for trl'l!.'I include rubies, pearls, and jewels. Also, in Job 28:18, Prov 3:15 
and 8: 11, tl'l'l~ are compared with wisdom. Perhaps the implication is that the 'rn-ntr1K is valued like 
wisdom. 
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that were obtained (most likely) from the Red Sea and India. 40 While this verse does not 

explicitly indicate the reasons why this woman is valued so highly, they unfold as the 

poem progresses. 

31:11: ,en,~ 1,1,vn i117lC 'l17 il::1 m:,::i "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 ;,n-.nwK. To understand this 

verse, it is important to begin with the Hebrew word m, meaning gain. In the Hebrew 

Bible, this term is often associated with the spoils of war, or booty, that one obtains 

through combat. While this text is not implying that the 'm-.nn goes oft' 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 C,,w] 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."41 S. R. Hirsch makes a similar comment. He 

writes, 't?VJ "implies a gain to which one had no claim and which he thus never expected 

.... •,42 The main thrust ofv.11 is that the 'm~nwK 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. "43 

The A clause of this verse, :rn7:t 'i, :-i::i nm, sheds light on character of the 1,,n-nwM. 

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

40 Cohen. PROVAC, 16. 
41 Cohen, PROVAC, 211. 
42 Samson Raphael Hirseh, WOM(trans. Karen Paritzky-Joshua; JCJUSalem: Fcldheim, 1976), 247. 
43 Stevenson. COP, 442. 
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trustworthy individual, but we gain insight into their personal relationship, as well. In 

other words, this verse strongly suggests that the husband of the ',"11-ntuK 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. McK.ane adds to this interpretation: "Her husband relies on 

her and has complete confidence in 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. ,,44 

31:12: :i"'T1 ,PJ, ',~ v,.K',i :m:1 i:,n',r.,1 "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.t"'5 The ;,.n.nwzc does 

right by her husband, both in their personal relationship and in her business dealings, 

which have an impact upon him. Titis sounds like a wonderful example of the ,,:u::i in7, 

helpmate, referred to in Gen 2:18.46 

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 

44 McKane. PNA, 666. See also Cohen, PROJIAC. 211. 
45 Cohen, PROVA.C. 21 J. 
46 Gen 2: 18 reads, "The Lord God said, 'It is not good for DWI to be alone; I will make a helpmate for 
him.''' 
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godly wife cares for her husband in a variety of ways, all of which receive the 

characterization • good. ,.,47 

While I believe it fair to sunnise that the 1,"M-nlllN 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 hwnan condition. Hirs~ however, has a 

different view on this, based on this verse: "A person can do another much g~ and still 

cause him moments of chagrin and hurt by personal whims and caprices, and by the 

manner in which he acts toward him. But the woman to whom this hymn48 is dedicated 

gives her husband nothing but happiness and never even a moment of grief all the days of 

her life. ,,49 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 1rn-nwK 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 'rn-nWN 

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

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

woman is held intact. 

31:13: :'1'!l:l f!ln~ wn, c•nw!:11 ,01 :wi, "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 1,'Tl-nvnc engages is making clothing for her 

household ( discussed in greater detail, below), In order to do this, she must first acquire 

47 Stevenson, COP, 442. 
48 Wolters argues that Prov 31: 10-31 "displays most of the formal characteristics of the hymnic geme (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 lill.lrgy. 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, srw. 8. 
49 Hirsch, WOM, 247. 
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the needed raw materials. This is implied by the presence of the Hebrew verb i1vrii, 

meaning search or look/or. It is reasonable to asswne, then, that wool and flax were not 

readily accessible. Rather, the 1rn-nwtie needed to make a concerted effort to seek them 

out. Cohen suggests this too: "She concerns herself to see that there is an ample supply 

of material from which to make the necessary clothing."5° From the A clause ofv. 13, I 

deduce that the ,"M-nn was concerned with her household and took the necessary steps 

to provide for them. 

When the 7'n-nwtc 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 :,,g:, f!>n:i, with her eager hands, found in the B clause of v. 13. 

Others interpretations of this phrase include, " •.. she takes personal pleasure in her 

workt51 she derives pleasure "from her unfettered artistic freedom as the possessor of a 

pair of skillful hands .... "52 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. "53 In other words, 

the 'm-nwac is a creative woman, a hard worker, and anything but lazy. 

31:14: ;"Jl.3M7 ~ pmr.,1.:1 ,mo m"lzc ;in,;, "She is like trading vessels, bringing her bread 
from afar." 

The hymn of the 7'?1-nn 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 1rn-nwac contained in 

this verse. 

50 Cohen, PROYAC, 21 I. 
51 Stevenson, COP, 443. 
52 McKane, PNA, 667. 
53 Hirsch, WOM, 248. 
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This is the first indication that the ""'1-nn is a woman of means. She has the 

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

merchants who bring goods from afar. Wanting only the best for her family, she seeks out 

the choicest supplies that are available. 54 

Inherent in this point is the idea that the 'm-nttlM, 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."55 

Trading with merchants implies a two-way transaction: not only docs the 'm-ntuM 

acquire goods, but she sells items, as well. 56 This supports the idea (noted above in the 

discussion ofv. 11) that the ','M-llll?M 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 ',"11-ntuK traded with merchants: 

... 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 

,.. See Cohen. PROYAC, 212; Aitken. PROV, 157. 
55 Stevenson, COP, 443. 
56 ••Palestine was at the crossroads oftbe 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. 
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can be likened to merchant ships; she explores beyond the immediate domestic, 
wealth-producing context to bring bread from afar. 57 

31:15: :,,n,l1l, pm :,n•::1', -=,,o 1nn, ii,.,, ,in cp.n, "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 'm-nwK 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. 58 However, much more than this is implied in this 

verse. In antiquity, food preparation was a time-conswning and physically demanding 

endeavor, for it required the conversion of raw materials into consumable food. 59 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."60 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.61 

Verse 15 also speaks to the work ethic of the 7'11-nwN. She rises early, even 

before the sun, indicating that she is not a lazy woman. She is a woman who has 

57 McKane, PNA, 661. 
51 The Hebrew word siit,, used in this verse, is commonly understood to mean tom meat, forbidden meat or 
animal prey. However, according to Cohen. when used in a poetic way, it refers to food that is consumable 
bl humans; Cohen, PROVAC, 212; Also see Ps 111:5. 
s Meyers, EVE, 145. 
60 Meyers, EVE, 147. 
61 Meyers, MRS~ 430.31. Biblical references to women making bread are Lev 26:26; I Sam 8: 13, 28:24; 
Jer 7:18; and Gen 18:6. 
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responsibility, for she manages her household while overseeing and directing those who 

work for her. Commentators compliment the l;,"M-ntuK, suggesting she uses her time 

wisely, is organized, and is the one who sets her household in motion at the start of each 

day.62 

31:16: ci:, :-JWl ;-J'D:'J .,,!:17:) i:,npn, :'l'W ;mtn "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 "'"•ntuK 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 7'11-ZlWK 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. "63 This 

statement implies that the ?"M-nWK 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. 64 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.',6S 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) 

62 See Stevenson, COP, 443; McKane, PNA, 668. 
63 Cohen, PROYAC, 212. 
64 Contra Cohen, who understands this metaphorically. He compares it with I Kgs 8:44, suggesting that just 
as Solomon, himself, did not build the Temple, neither did the 'rtHl!lm, herself, plant the vineyard. Cohen, 
PROYAC, 212. 
65 Meyers, EVE, 146. 
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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 .... They directed servants (I Sam. 2 S:18-19), The OT does not give us 
a complete description of the woman's role. There is enough infonnation, 
however, to show that they were involved with a broad range of activities.66 

Verse 16 affinns the contribution of the 7'n-ntl1M to her household, reinforces the idea that 

she and her husband are truly partners, and shows that she engages in physical labor. 

31:17: :-rn,vir 1''7.nm, :,,lJ'17.) n:so :run "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 anns.' This idiom pictures 

her power to perfonn the tasks at hand. ,'67 The a,.,,.nwM is a diligent worker whose 

strength increases through her laborious efforts. 68 

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).',69 While I believe the ',"1t-ntl1K is a woman who possesses spiritual strength 

(see discussion ofv. 30, below), I do not agree with Plaut's assessment of this verse; I 

think it does address her physical condition. 70 

66 Stevenson, COP, 444. 
67 Stevenson, COP, 444. 
61 See Hirsch, WOM, 249. 
69 Plaut, BOP, 314. 
70 See also 2 Sam 2:8; I Kgs 2:5, 20:32; Jer I: 17 for other biblical references that coMect girding one's 
loins and physical strength. 
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31:18: Mil i17"7l i'l~,-tc2? :,inc :1,~.., :,r.n,c "She perceives71 that her trading profit is 
good, her oil lamp72 does not go out at night.•• 

Two characteristics of the ',"!1-nWK 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 'r'n-nwK 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. 73 

Given that the 1rn-nwk is a successful businesswoman, it makes sense to preswne 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).74 

31:19: 1'!1 ,::i,_,r, :"t'!l:>i iiW":>:i :,n1,w :,,,, "Her hands are cast/placed on the spindle,75 and 
her palms hold the spindle." 

71 The Hebrew word used for perceives is :WYt!, which literally means tastes. See Ps 34:9 for another 
example where :mw is used in this same way. 
72 Light, small clay lamp filled with oil, usually with only one spout for the wick. See Keil and 
Baumgartner, HAL, 723. 
73 McKane, PNA, 668. 
74 Meyers, HH, 41. See also Cohen, PROYAC, 213. 
75 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, ,,vr,, 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 wttil the impact of Greco-Roman culture in Hellenistic times) is non-existent." 
Wolters supports his theory by quoting French archeologist A.O. 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 
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Verse 19 speaks of the handiwork perfonned by the 'm-nWK, 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.''76 

31:20: ,,,:iK':I ;,rm, it""M 'lV, i1tM!l i1!l~ "She opens her hand to the poor, and her hands are 
sent to the needy."77 

This verse reveals other attributes of the 'm-nWK-she is charitable, generous, and 

is concerned with the welfare of others. 78 In today's worl~ we would liken her to one 

who gives ilP'TJ, and engages in acts ofc,i3111P'n, repairing the world. This verse speaks 

to her moral and ethical nature. 

31:21: Cl'lW v:r.b ;,n,:i-',:, ,:, 1,vm ;,n,:i, Ki'n-K1, "She is not afraid of the snow for her 
househol~ for all of her family is clothed in crimson.n79 

The 'm-nwK provides for her family by making clothing. It is believed that 

women were responsible for the production of cloth and clothing in antiquity. 80 The 

references to snow and crimson garments might be understood in the following way: 

''The association [ of Cl'lW] 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 

not use it at all.'" Wolters goes on to explain that lcishor refers to a large•sized spindl~e type used in 
"'grasped spindle"' spinning~at was held and rotated by two hands. Wolters, SVW, 50-55. 
76 Meyers, EVE, 147. 
77 It is also worth noting the grammatical structure ofthis verse. The A and B clauses are repetitive. :,•!:I:> 
and :,,,, are similar terms, refening to her hands; rnrru, and ilmW are parallel tenns that mean to spread out 
or to cast out; and •iv and Tl":'lK are synonymous words for poor or needy. This type of parallelism is a very 
common feature in biblical poetry. 
78 See McKane, PNA, 668. 
79 0'lW is often translated as scarlet. 
80 Meyers, MRSR, 433. Unlike the plain white E&YJ)tian dress, Canaanite garments, as evidenced by wall 
paintings of the 1st11.20• Egyptian dynasties, were colorful. Sheffer, NS, 537. 
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quality and weight that it warms the wearers.'111 This interpretation reinforces the notion 

that the household of the 7'r!-nn is well provided for. 

Another reading of this verse is different, yet equally flattering to the m-nWK. 

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. ,,12 In other words, the ,,,.nWK is a responsible, 

organi:u,d, and well thought-out woman who has the ability to look ahead to the future 

and plan accordingly. 

31:22: :'Ttl'Tl::l, 1r.,litr1 111111 m-:,nw, D'"Oi~ "She makes for herself coverings, she wears 
linen and purple garments." 

This verse speaks of the clothing that the 7'11-nn makes for herself. She wears 

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

costly than other fabri~ such as wool, for it was imported from places like Phoenicia 

and Egypt 83 Purple clothing was also costly, and worn by those of distinction and 

weal~ 84 for the purple dye came from the secretion of mollusks and Murex snails85 

found in the eastern parts of the Mediterranean Sea. 86 This dye was in demand (as were 

indigo blue and kermes red dyes), yet difficult and costly to prepare.87 It is reasonable to 

suggest that the 'm-nwtc acquired her linen fabric and purple dye when she traded with 

traveling merchants (v. 14). 

11 Stevenson. COP, 44S-46. 
12 Stevenson, COP, 445. 
83 Wolters, SYW, 11. 
14 Aitken, PROV, 157. See also Judg 8:26; Jer 4:30 & 10:9. 
85 "Murex and purpura snails were harvested off the coast of eastern Crete and the Levant, where shell 
heaps attest to their use tiom 2000 BCE onward. 1be Phoencians were particularly famous for the 'Tyrian' 
&urple dye they produced." Peskowitz, TEX, 192. 

See Stevenson, COP, 446. '"Evidence for dyes begins before 3000 BCE in Europe, Egypt, and perhaps 
the Levant" Peskowia; 7EK, 192. 
87 Peskowia; TEX, 192. 
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31:23: y,M-'lj?t-Cl7 ,n:aWJ mn 0.,,~ YTU "Her husband is known in the gates, where 
he sits among the elders (a special class) ... 

This verse provides infonnation about the husband of the 1,,n-nn. 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_,,ss 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."89 In 

other words the husband enjoys stature in the community because of the notable character 

of the ?"'11-MWM. 90 

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."91 

McKane shares this view, writing, "Such a woman makes a notable contribution to her 

11 Cohen, PROVAC, 6. 
89 Hirsch, WOM. 250. 
90 Aitken, PROV, 158. 
111 Stevenson, COP, 446. 
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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 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. "92 

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 ?"M-J'ltuM 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 'm-J'ltuM bad a great deal of responsibility, which she 

carried out successfully, and that members of the community recognized her efforts. 

31:24: ''J'JTJ'J', illN ,un, -oJJni :snn r,o "She makes and sells clothing, and ,J.ves93 a 
girdle to the tradesman." 

Verse 24 reverts to discussing the business and trading activities of the 'm-nn. 

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.',94 Additionally, 

"Textile production, es~ially in terms of the expertise required, was a quasi

professional enterprise involving knowledge of techniques, substances, equipment, 

guidelines, and other production factors."95 

The l'l"fO and ,,m, two gannents made by the ,"n-ntuM, were part of the basic garb 

during the Israelite period. The r,o was an outer linen wrap worn by both men and 

92 McKane, PNA, 669. 
93 Also translated as "trades", see Ei.ek 27:12. 
94 Meyers, MRSR, 433. 
95 Meyers, MSRS, 436. 
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women (Judg 14:12-13; Isa 3:23).96 'vnte [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).97 This is supported by a painted sh~ found in modem day Israel, depicting a 

male figure wearing a "gannent over which is a red mantle held at the waist by a belt "98 

This verse implies, more strongly than others in the poem, that the ffl-nwK 

interacts with non-Israelite men. This rons 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: 11imc c,,; pnvnn :ivn::i', ,i:n-n1 "Strength and splendor are her clothing, and she 
laughs at the future." 

Verse 25 uses the metaphor of clothing to convey attributes of the ',,n-nwK. 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. "99 The 'm-nw 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 1ruSts that her abilities, skills and positive attributes will see her through 

the uncertainty of life. Her conscientiousness and kindness are two qualities refened to 

by ,m, nY.180 

This phrase, i,m m1, is very similar to another phrase, found in Ps 104: I : ,m, i,it 
(majesty and splendor). The latter is a reference to Adonai: "Adonai, my G-d, You are 

96 Stevenson, COP, 447. 
97 King and Stager, LBJ, 267-68. See also Cohen, PROVAC, 213. 
98 Sheffer, NS, S4S. 
99 Plaut, BOP, 315. 
100 Hirsch, WOM, 251. 
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very 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 ,,n-nwN 

with divine attributes. 

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

financial security of the '7'Tl-nwK. For example, McKane writes, "She can laugh at the 

wicertainty 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.' 101 Stevenson adds, 

"Through her many accomplishments, this woman covers herself with 'strength and 

honour.' This alludes to the financial stability of the household wider her leadership. For 

this reason, she faces the future with confidence.••102 A final interpretation that supports 

this widerstanding comes from Cohen: "The future causes her no anxiety because of her 

secure financial position."103 

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

Enough has been said about the successful business acumen of the 1,,n-nwtc to accept that 

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

widerstand 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: i1Jiw,-1w ,on-n,,.ni i1Djn:l i'TnnD i'T'!l "Her mouth opens with wisdom, and kind 
teaching is on her tongue." 

This verse focuses attention on the intellect of the ,"11-nWK. Depending on how 

one translates and understands 'TOn-n,,n, this verse will or will not have a religious 

101 McKane, PNA, 669. 
102 Stevenson, CDP, 441. 
103 Cohen, PRDVAC, 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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connotation. According to Koehler-Baumgartner, ,on-n-,,n means kind teaching. This 

definition, by itself, does not necessarily invoke Torah or religion. 

McKane understands this verse in a secular way: "She [the ~-nw] 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."104 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 ofvoice."105 C.H. Toy agrees, writing: "Though firm in her 

administration, as becomes a business woman, she is not domineering or barsh."106 Each 

of these scholars lauds the 'rn-nwM for being an effective manager who is bright, 

effective, and has the ability to direct others with respect and kindness. 

Stevenso~ 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."107 His comments on this verse accordingly: "As she instructs her family, the 

godly wife cames 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." 108 

104 McKane, PNA, 610. 
105 Cohe~ PROVA.C, 214. 
1116 Toy, CEC, 541. 
107 Stevenson, COP, 447. 
108 Stevenson. COP, 447. 
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In this verse, I do not believe ion-min has a religious implication. Like many of 

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

I am inclined to agree with the scholars who suggest v. 26 praises the ?'n•J'IWM 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: ~M t6 ni,u cm, nm n-o"'r.t :,,giJ "She examines the doings of her household, 
and the bread of sluggishness she does not eat." 

This verse touches on a characteristic of the 1rn-nwK 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 ;m,:J, her house, is 

notable, for it implies that she, too, is responsible for the activities that take place within. 

and around, her household.109 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 agricultmal tasks, were responsible for 
the processing of crops into comestibl~ made most of the clothing and probably 
also the baskets and the ceramic vessels, managed the activities of children and 
grandchildren (and of servants, hiRd workers, sojomners 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.110 

Stevenson also views the "'1i-11WM 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 establish the well-being of the home.''111 C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch 

comment similarly: "Her eyes are tumed everywhere; she is at one time h~ at another 

there, to look after all with her own eyes; she does not suffer the day's work, according to 

109 See also Prov 31:21; Gen 24:28; Ruth 1:8; Song 3:4, 8:2. 
110 Meyers, RH, 98-9. 
111 Stevenson, COP, 447. 
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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 .... nl 12 

31:28-29: :,Jl;,:, .. "17 r,ryv nK'l 17"fl 1W11 nm n,:i, • n,'r.l.,, i1'?11:::i mituK1i :,,3:1 ,~p "Her 
children113 rise up and call her happy, her husband praises her, too [ saying] 'Many 
daughters114 have proven themselves capable115, but you surpass all of them.'" 

While Prov 31:10-31 pays tribute to the 'm-nn by describing and applauding her 

various actions, activities, s1rengths, and characteristics, vv. 28 and 29 praise her abilities 

as a mother and wife. The husband and children of the 'rn-nn 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 

'm-nn is not taken her for granted.116 

31:30: 1:i'?itnn K'i1 ,,_me,, :ituK '!l"il ,:i.,, 1n:, ipw "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 'i'M-nwK, such as 

spinning, trading, planting, manufacturing, and managi11g, v.30 deals with more ethereal 

topics-one's relationship with G-d and the natW'e of beauty. Since the content of this 

verse differs so greatly from the previous ones--;,articularly with regard to religion

some scholars believe an 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 

112 Keil and Delitzsch, COT, 339. 
113 The Hebrew word ~~ can refer to sons, or to a combination of both sons and daughters. 
114 Some suggestdaaghterisapoetic synonym for women. See PJaut, BOP, 315; Cohen, PROV.AC, 215. 
115 'rn can also be transJated as valiantly, vlrtuOU&/y, and bravely. 
116 "Her husband and sons sing her praises and testify to her superlative worth." McKane, PNA., 670. 
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ideal woman should not fail to mention piety as an element ofhercharacter."117 Crook 

has a similar, yet somewhat different view: The 'm-nVJK is "sufficiently colored by 

Israelite religion to bring her recognizably into the community of Israel."118 Other than 

the comment in v .30 that says the ,'ff-JWIK 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, then:: are other scholars who think piety is the culminating virtue of the -nn 

''"• and the SOW'ce of her "industry, business acumen, reliability and kindness."119 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."120 

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

verse. The A clause,"!),:, ,::i.,, 1n:, ipw, "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 1ii'n-nWK, for nothing is known of her physical appearance. 

117 Toy, CEC, 549. See also Oesterley, TBOP, 287. 
118 Crook. MM, 137. 
119 Aitken, PROV. 158; Fox, .. Proverbs" in JSB, 1498. See also Prov 1 :7, 2:5,and 9:10. 
120 Plaut, BOP, 315. 
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However, her behavior, attributes and piety have won her great favor in the eyes of her 

family and community. 121 

31:31: :,,ww c~~ :i,,1r,i,, :,,,., ~D7J :,1,-i:u, "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 'm•nVlN deserves 

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

interpret "praise her in the gates." McK.ane, 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.122 

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. "123 

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; 2S: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. 124 

Stevenson supports his position well, especially by citing the public praise of Ruth (see 

below). The 1rn-ntl'lK, being the idealized and near perfect version of the Israelite woman, 

121 See Isaacs, EPG, 72. 
122 See McKane, PNA, 610; Keil and Deliwch. COT, 342. 
123 Oester1ey, TBOP, 287. 
124 Stevenson, COP, 449. 
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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 

wichanged is that she was worthy and deserving of praise. The ,~-ntuK 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 ,~-ntuK when she says, 

... [The] (eshet hayil) indicates a woman of power and valor or a woman who 
produces prosperity. In the Bible, the tenn 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 modem 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. 125 

125 Fontaine in WIS, Meyers, 303. 
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BIBLICAL NARRATIVES: THE FOUR MATRIARCHS OF 

GENESIS-SARAH, REBEKAH, RACHEL, AND LEAH 

The four matriarchs, Saral4 Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah are four biblical women 

whose 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 ofthe Torah.126 

The stories of the matriarchs represent, in an idealized version, the characteristics and 

attributes of the Israelite woman, whether they existed or not. 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 narratives that include 

Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah, I will highlight characteristics and attributes of the 

ideal Israelite women, noting similarities and differences. 

126 See Meyers, EVE, 14. 
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SARAH 

Sarah. whose name means princess, 127 is the first matriarch mentioned in Genesis. 

She is introduced in Oen 11 :29 as the wife of Abram, .,,v, C13-nn. The next verse 

reveals an additional detail-she is baITen, ~p11, and has no child, ,;, ii'i ,,ac (this is also 

noted in 16: 1 ).128 To my modem-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 ofa woman's life? I 

think not; however, the book of Genesis seems to inform otherwise. During antiquity, the 

period of the writing of Genesis, 129 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. 13° Childlessness, for a married woman, was 

understood as "a mark of divine disfavor,"131 and as "a misfortune of overwhelming 

proportions."132 The impact of this is reinforced when one considers that Sarah's first 

reported speech ( 16:2), like that of Rachel (30: 1 ), 133 reflects a desire to have children 134: 

"And Sarai said to Abram, 'Look, Adonai bas prevented me from giving birth. Come 

please, to my slave-girl, and maybe I will be built up [have a son] from her,"' ,,v, 17lM1 

127 "lfit [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. 
128 "The sentence in 11:30 •.. together with its parallels in 2 Sam. 6:23; Judg. 13:2f; Is. 4S:l, is an 
important witness for the significance of the narrative motif of the infertility of a wife in a variety of 
different contexts.,. Westermann, WES/, 139. 
129 "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. 
130 See Sama, JPSG, 119. 
131 Plaut, GEN, 148. 
132 Westermann, WES2, 237. 
133 Oen 30: 1 says: "Give me children, for if not, I will die," •:ilK :,n7.1 t•K-CIK1 c•:c ,,.:-o.,. 
134 See Alter, FBM. 77. 
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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 die135 childless .... Since you have 

given me no offspring, my steward will be my heir, 136 •• ,,,.,11171:, "'lM'l ..,·11111-i11l" ,3,ac 

,nK wi,, ,n,::i-1:::i. :'1li1i SMT :,nru N'> 'I', 1:1 •. (15:2-3). Although not stated directly, Abraham 

appears doubtful that the divine promise of 12:2 ["And I will make of you a great 

nation," '1'Tl '1l, ,wlOO] 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. 137 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 sUttOgacy. 

Understanding that her status in the community is at stake, Sarah hopes to build herself 

up, 138 both figuratively and literally, i1l1l7l i1l::tM '71M, by having a child through Hagar 

(16:2). Westemumn 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 

135 "The Hebrew says simply 'I am going," but elsewhere 'to go' is sometimes used as a euphemism for 
~& and, as several analysts have argued, the context here makes that a likely meaning." Alter, FBM, 13. 
1 6 "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 perfonned filial duties for a childless couple-paying them proper respect, 
maintaining their household. taking care of their physical needs and comforts in their old ag~uld 
become their adopted heir." Potok. EH, 83. 
137 See also Gen 17:2,4. 
138 The Hebrew word :'ll:IK, meaning/ will be built up is also widerstood to be a wordplay on 1:i (son) and 
:t:c(build up). 
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solution that Sarah adopts is comprehensible. It is a question of the very meaning of her 

life; she knows no other."139 While this might sound harsh, unreasonable, or even 

irrational by 21 st 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, 140 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," it"~ m,,::n ',pn, [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."141 

139 Westermann, W.ES2, 239. 
140 Alter, FBM. 11. According to N. Sama in JPSG, 1 i 9, "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 19m 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 (19111 cent B.C.E.) stipulates 
that if the wife does not provide him with offsprin& 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 bamd 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.'' 
"' Sama. JPSG, 119. "The laws ofUr-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 (nwnbers 146-147) deal with the problem of the female slave-concubine who bean 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 shudden,' 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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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 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," K'l:'l 1"317J7.) Kr iWK etc-,:, :it 1tui"l"I 

,vn,, (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," ,::,1,0 c,,,., ;,nm n,n:,i::n 1:i ,, i1l7.J7.J ,nru m, nnK n,-,::i,. 

1"1j!" i1l7.)?.l c,z,:s,. Again, Adonai is indicating that Sarah will become a biological mother, 

that she, too, will be bles~ 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).142 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 seaso~ in anotheryear,"143 ninNil :il~ :,r., fflr.i, (17:19, 21).144 

142 "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 cany on his line with God's blessing." Alter, 
FBM,84. 
143 n,ntr.1 i1Jv.1 is commonly translated as next year. 
144 "Isaac's birth represents the triumph of God over the limitations ofnature." Potok, EH, 92. 
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3) Later, when the three visitors (understood as messengers of Adonai) 145 arrive 

at Abraham's tent, they ask for Sarah by name: "Where is your wife Sarah? .. 146 :i,w :'l"K 

inwK. 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," :r,w, 1:i-:il.ii ;m n:sr., ,,,K J1WN 

7m11tt (18:9-10). Toe messenger does not tell Abraham that 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/' i7llM 

1:i invn'I il'fl. A~ 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 pwpose 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) Toe 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 

,,., See Potok, EH, 101; P1aut, GEN, 170. 
146 "The fact that the visitors know her name without prompting is the first indication to Abraham (unless 
one assumes a narrative ellipsis) that they arc not ordinary humans." Alter, FBM, 86. 
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spoke. 147 Sarah conceived and bore a son to Abraham in his old age, at the specified time 

that Elohim had spoken," ;,iw ,i,n, ,m,, .i.:i, ,w10 i1itu7 ,, vnri. ir.,M iV?IO mw-nM 148,p!I ,, 

c"il,,N u,N ,:ii-iWM mr.i, i'lPT7 l:l c;n:JN,, 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. 

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," .,,w ;,p; ci,::nc wvr (16:2). 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. 1bis 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. "149 

Another example that shows Sarah's empowennent 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 

147 This is a reference to Oen 17:16. 
148 "The Hebrew stemp-k-dconnotes the direct involvement or intervention of God in human affairs." 
Sama,, JPSG, 145. 
149 Greenberg, OWJ, S9. 
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Hagar, but her ability to make decisions that affect the household: "'Here, yom slave-girl 

is in your hands. Do to her what pleases you,"' 1'l"SQ :no:, :n-w ,,,:i 1nnov, itlil. 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, il.i i17:1'111'1 n'1!7.) itn!>V1 :rn (16:1). Hagar belongs to Sarah. not to 

Abraham. Alter confinns this as he defines the Hebrew word i1M!>l11: "The tradition of 

English versions that render this [;mow] as 'maid' or 'handmaiden' imposes a misleading 

sense of European 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. "150 Sama reinforces this view by focusing on the meaning of:rn (and 

she had): "Hebrew ve-/ah 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."151 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, '1W nnDw, "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,"pnr-031 ":C•Cl1 1'1MTi1 ilrJtc.i ll11l (21 : 10). Abraham is distressed by 

Sarah's directive. God says to Abraham, "Do not let this seem evil in yom eyes on 

account of the boy and your slave-girl. All that Sarah says to you, listen to her voice, 

uo Alter, FBM, 77. 
151 Sama,JPSG, 119. 
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because with Isaac, your descendants will be called,"1s2 'T'l"n v,,_1,K C.TllK-1,K c,;,1,K ir.>K"'I 

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 are 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. By extension of thought, it can be inferred 

that God tells Ab~ "Listen to her voice," mv:i mw, because Sarah is an intelligent, 

insightful woman. 153 

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, '1"11K-p n,1,-mc, ,niuM ,,w-nM ci:1K np,,. 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. 154 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.155 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, 156 so that it will he good for me on 

account of you, and I will be able to live-because of you," il?.),,'li:7.l M'l::17 :i,,,p;i iV1K:l "i1,, 

152 This is an indication that Abraham's lineage will descend through Isaac. 
153 Alter indicates that listen to her voice is a Hebrew idiom meaning "to obey." AJter, FBM, 104. 
154 References to Sarah traveling with Abraham are also made in Oen 12:20 and 13: l. 
m Speiser translates :,ino-n!l• as "comely of appearance." He translates ,,tui--.n!l• found in Gen 29: 17, as 
"comely of figure," and refers to the latter as a companion phrase to the fonner. Speiser, ABG, 90. 
•~ 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). 
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two most significant words in these three verses (for the purpose of this paper) are Please 

say, MJ-,,7.IK, 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. 

Sama holds this opinion too: "This [Please say] is not an order but a respectful plea."157 

R. Friedman comments, regarding the usage of Ml, "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. 158 These commentators support the idea that Sarah• s 

relationship with Abraham is one in which she is treated respectfully. This portrayal 

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 ofthis occurrence.159 

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."160 

157 Sama, JPSG, 94. 
1~• Friedman, FRD, S2. See also Gen 22:2. 
159 Sama, JPSG, 94. For further references to Sarah's age, see Gen 12:4; 17:17; and 23:1. 
I~ Friedman, FRD, 88-9. 
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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," 

:1"l!'IP) m:u,, ..,111 ;,nmi. E. A. Speiser indicates the literal meaning of:inm, is "applied 

force to her, treated her with violence.90161 C. Potok echoes this sentiment, writing, wrhe 

Hebrew verb used here (va-t-anneha) implies that Sarai subjected Hagar to physical and 

psychological abuse and carries with it the nuance ofa negative judgment of her 

actions."162 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-<>fthe 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 

161 Speiser, ABG, 118. 
162 Potok, EH, 87. 
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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."163 

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

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

them, thereby showing the udepth of her contempt"164 by not referring to them by their 

proper names: "Expel this slave-girl and her son;" :i:o-nKi nKm :,t,M:'I W'il (21: 10). 

Commentators have tried to understand Sarah's motivation for having Hagar and Ishmael 

sent away; however, based on the text, one is bard 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."165 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

fetched."166 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 

163 Sama, JPSG, 94. 
164 Levenson, "Genesis" inJSB, 44. See also Alter, FBM, 103. 
165 Speiser, ABG, 15S. 
166 Alter, FBM, 103. 
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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/" ,npnx K7 

(18:15). The text indicates Sarah lied because she was afraid, :"IK'i" "=> (18:15). However, 

Adonai gets the final word, saying: "'No, you did laugh,"' npmr ~ K7 (18:15). A 

weakness of Sarah is exposed in this exchange. "Sarah is now afraid 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 bas done .... Sarah 

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

remains a fact. 167 

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 readers to relate to them, despite the passage of time. 168 As said by 

Potok, "The Bible does not gloss over the human failings of Israel's traditional 

heroes."169 

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 

167 Westennann, WES2, 282. 
168 "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 ofa child was a gesture made by meddlesome 
travelers; her impetuous reaction was one of derision." Speiser, ABG, 13 l. 
169 Potok, EH, l O I. 
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life, were one hundred and twenty-seven years, C"lV1 :SOVI i1lV1 tMV'IVI i1lV1. i'IKZ) :nv, "11 1ffl 

:r,v, '"M •w. The inclusion of this infonnation in the Hebrew Bible is significant, for it 

denotes the importance of Sarah, a woman, in Israelite society .170 It must also be stated 

that Sarah is the only matriarch, and the only W011181l. whose age at death is recorded.171 

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. lbis 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 Hebron172-in the land of Canaan. And 

Abraham mourned for Sarah and wept for her,'';,n::,:i,i :i,vn 173i!>c1:i C!:Ti:lM to"'1. This is 

the only reference to mourning a woman's death in the Hebrew Bible.174 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 

170 "This repetition [Sarah's life, the years of Sarah's life] that emphasizes a woman's age at her death is 
unique in 1he Bible. It testifies to Sarab0s imponance as the first Matriarch." Potok. EH. 127. 
171 "Her age surpasses the ideal 120 with the sacred number of7." See Amit, WC, ISS. 
1 n "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-S)." Levenson, "Genesis" inJSB, 47. Abraham, Isaac. Rebekah, 
Jacob and Leab are also bmied in the Cave ofMachpelab. See Gen 23:19; 3.S:27; 49:29-32; 50:13. 
173 In this particular verse,'JDO', means "begin to sing the lament for the dead. mourn for someone." Koehler 
and Baumgartner, HAL, 163. 
174 Amit, we. 156. There are references to mourning 1he death of men in the Hebrew Bible, such as Oen 
S0:10 (Joseph moums the death ofbis father, Jacob). 
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deduction because mourning and bewailing-a part of Israelite religious ritual-can also 

be understood as an act of emotional expression. 175 

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 pennanent, legal presence in the 

land promised to Abraham and to their descendants."176 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 

recogniu that Sarah's death marks " ... the first recorded death and burial in the history 

of the people Israel.177 This event clearly shows that Israelite women (at least some of 

them) were valued in antiquity. 

REBEKAH 

After the burial of Sarah, Abraham turns his attention to his son, Isaac. More 

specifically, he focuses on finding an appropriate wife for Isaac. Abraham understands 

that until Isaac marries, the divine promise of posterity cannot be fulfilled. To this end, 

Abraham sends his senior servant back to his birthplace, in search of a suitable wife. 

Prior to his departure, however, the servant is made to swear an oath, indicating that he 

will not select a wife from among the daughters of the Canaanites (24:3), nor will he 

bring Isaac back to Abraham's land of origin if the selected woman will not return with 

17s See Plaut, GEN, 219. 
176 Amit, we, 1 ss. 
117 Potok, EH, 127. 
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him, to Canaan (24:6). Additionally. Abraham infonns his servant171 that Adonai will 

send an angel179 to help the servant be successful in his mission (24:7). 

When the servant arrives at his destination (Aram-Naharaim), he goes directly to 

the well that is outside the city.180 The servant then prays, asking that the woman

whom God has selected to be Isaac's wife-will offer water to his camels; this, the 

servant hopes, will be a sign from God, indicating that she is the selected spouse for Isaac 

(24:11-14). The young maiden who approaches the servant is Rebekah, the great-niece 

of Abraham. When he asks for a little bit of water, 0'1l-tl:s77.), Rebekah replies, "Drink, my 

Lord .... I will also draw water for your camels until they drink their fill, m ... 'l'TK :inw 

nnwh 11:i:J-cK 'Tl7 :iKWK ,,,1.ll1:i (24: 18-19). From this initial encounter (24: 1 S-20), several 

physical characteristics are learned about Rebekah, and thus about the ideal Israelite 

woman. 

Rebekah is very beautiful, ,iw ittcir.l n:i:o nill'l. Her physical attractiveness is also 

mentioned in 26:7, in conjunction with the sister-wife motif:181 "When the men of the 

place asked about his wife, he sai~ 'She is my sister,' because he was afraid to say, 'my 

wife,' lest the men of this place kill me on account of Rebekah, because she is beautiful," 

K":'1 itKi1.l. As with Sarah (12:12; 20:2), Rebekah's well-being (and the life of her spouse) 

are cast into jeopardy before a foreign king, because of her beauty. The Hebrew Bible 

178 Many scholars speculate that the servant is Eliezer. mentioned in Oen 15:2. "The c;:hiefservant in an 
aristocratic household was invested with considerable power and responsibility." Sama, JPSG. 162. 
179 "God's providence is here personified as a heavenly being." Potok. EH, 132 
180 "It was natural for a newly arrived stranger to head for the public wells. He could replenish his water 
supplies and at the same time cull muc.h valuable information about the town and make useful contacts, for 
the well served as a meeting place for the townsfolk and the shepherds. Jacob, too, gravitated at once 
toward the well on arriving at Haran in 29:2, and Moses did the same thing when he fled to Midian in 
Exodus 2: IS. In each case the encounter at the well eventuated in a betrothal. The three scenes share a 
number of features in common." Sama, JPSG, 164. 
111 See n. 1 S6. 

58 



seems to imply that although pleasing to the eye, beauty can be a dangerous attribute for 

a woman to possess.182 

The second stated characteristic about Rebekah is: :,n, N', tlrlti min:i. Literally 

defined, this phrase means "a virgin whom no man has known," i.e. no man has had 

sexual relations with her. Clearly, in biblical times, the virginity ofa woman at the time 

of marriage was quite important. However, more can be teamed from the term :-r,in=i183 

when it is not interpreted literally. Y. Amit writes: "In the ancient world, women often 

married shortly after puberty; therefore, one can asswne that Rebekah is very young. "184 

This leads to two notable characteristics of the ideal Israelite woman: she marries at a 

young age- just after she is physically capable of reproducing-and she should be a 

virgin on her wedding day. 

The next insight, gained about Rebekah from the opening well scene, is that she is 

physically active and strong. As Alter indicates, Rebekah's watering all ten of the camels 

is" ... a feat of 'Homeric' heroism .... A camel after a long desert journey drinks many 

gallons of water, and there are ten camels here to water, so Rebekah hurrying down the 

steps of the well would have had to be a nonstop blur of motion in order to carry up all 

this water in her singlejug."185 This is even more impressive when one considers that a 

single camel "requires at least twenty-five gallons of water to regain the weight it loses in 

the course of a long journey. It takes a camel about ten minutes to drink this amount of 

water."186 Whether the description of Rebekah watering ten camels by herself, with one 

single jug, is hyperbolic or actual, the indication remains the same: a strong woman was a 

Ill See Prov 6:25. 
183 i'l7UU also refers to "a sexually mature yowig girl ofmaniageable age." Potok, EH, 133. 
114 Ami~ WC, 160. 
iss Alter, FBM, 120. 
186 Sama, JPSG, 164. 
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desirable attribute in antiquity-much the way size 2 women are des~ yet not the 

norm, in America. It is possible that Rebekah was a strong woman (like the ,,n-nwN of 

Prov 31: 17) for no place in the Hebrew Bible does it suggest that women were small or 

thin. If Rebekah did complete such an arduous and labor-intensive tas~ she must have 

had great stamina. This quality is alluded to in 24:20 and 24:26, where Rebekah is 

described as hurrying, i:i7.lni, when she draws water for the camels. She is portrayed as 

quick on her feet when she runs, r,m, to inform her family that Abraham's servant will 

be their overnight guest (24:28). Rebekah is portrayed as an energetic woman who does 

not tarry, and is comparable to the 7'11-nn who does not eat the bread of sluggishness 

(Prov 31 :27 i 17 

In addition to mentioning Rebekah• s physical characteristics, the episode at the 

well also sheds light on some of Rebekah's positive personality traits. Perhaps the most 

notable are her generosity, helpfuln~ friendliness, and hospitality.188 These are 

demonstrated not only by the way she draws water for the servant and his camels, but 

also by the way she welcomes this complete stranger into her family's home: "We have 

much straw and fodder [for the camels] and also a place for you to spend the night," 

1i',', Cliji11.l~Cl Ur.>31 :ii K'1!'>01.3-Cl 1~-Cl i+,N 17.lM1 (24:25). By caring for and helping this 

stranger, Rebekah models the Jewish value of Dffl'IK non:,, welcoming the stranger. In 

this re~ Rebekah is comparable to Abraham, who welcomed three strangers into his 

tent at Mamre, provided them with food, water, and a place to rest (18:2-5). Similarly, 

117 "She went about her business briskly and conscientiously, not wasting time in idle eossip." Sama, 
JPSG, 16S. 
111 "To provide provender and shelter for the camels is a munificent undertaking." Sama, JPSG, 166. 
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when Rebekah runs to her mother's household, 189 to tell them to prepare for their guest 

(24:28), it is similar to Abraham running to Sarah and his servant ( 18:6-7), telling them to 

prepare food for their guests. In order to draw another comparison between Rebekah and 

Abraham, the patriarch par excel/ance, I will digress. 

When Rebekah leaves her family's home to travel to Canaan and marry Isaac, her 

mother and brother bestow a blessing upon her, before she leaves. A similarity exists 

between this blessing and the one that Abraham receives from Adonai on Mount Moriah, 

after Abraham sacrifices a ram in place of Isaac. Rebekah's blessing reads, "They blessed 

Rebekah and said to her, 'Our sister, may you become thousands often thousands, and 

your offspring inherit the gate of their enemies,'"190 ""ii me unnK il, 111'.ltc"'l ilp::ii-rnc 1:Ji:i,, 

1'Mltz1 iw, J'IK -pnT tzti'"'I :i:l:li "!11,16 (24:60). The blessing from Adonai says, "I will bless 

you and multiply your offspring like the stars of heaven and the sand on the shore of the 

sea, and your offspring will inherit the gate of their enemies,"-nK il::l1K ;i:ii;n 1=>~K 11::i-"::> 

between these two blessings is that they both request a vast number of offspring who will 

have the ability to subdue their enemies. The significance of this is that it shows that 

Rebekah, too, has a role in fulfilling the Covenant made between Adonai and Abraham

progeny and land. 191 While it's certainly true that Isaac becomes the second Israelite 

patriarch, he does not receive the blessing of multiple offspring and land acquisition, as 

does Rebekah. With this in mind, it is as if the text is saying: the patriarchal line will 

continue through Rebekah. Whether this is the intended message of the text or not, it 

189 "The mention of women's domain (tent or house) occurs only in Genesis 24, the book of Ruth (1:8), and 
Song of Songs (3:4, 8:2)---texts in which we find women of strong character." Amit, WC, 162. 
190 This blessing is often recited over brides at contemporary Jewish wedding ceremonies. 
191 Amit, WC, 164. See also Sama, JPSG, 169; and Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, 51. 
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does not lessen the significance of the similarity between the blessings bestowed upon 

both Abraham and Rebekah. 

Returning to the episode at the well, when Rebekah offers assistance to the 

traveling servant, there is no indication that she is doing this for self-serving motives. 

Rather, it seems to be an altruistic gesture. Additionally, her willingness and ability to 

converse with a complete stranger indicate that she is not a shy perso~ but rather, an 

outgoing and confident woman who feels at ease around others. 192 Commentators 

describe Rebekah's personality as forceful and enterprising,193 managcmal,194 energetic, 

and resourceful. 195 These are strong and complimentary terms that portray a capable and 

able-bodied young woman. They are also similar to the attributes of the ',"fl-nWN (Prov 

31:11, 13, 15, 18, 25, 27). 

While the revelation of Rebekah •s physical and personal attributes are significant 

to the understanding of the ideal Israelite woman, perhaps the most notable attribute from 

the well scene is that Adonai intervenes on her behalf. For Rebekah, this occurs first 

when God selects her to become the wife of Isaac, and the next matriarch of the 

Israelites.196 She appears at the well as soon as the servant completes his prayer, asking 

God for guidance in selecting a wife for Isaac (24:12-15). Rebekah is chosen because she 

has the qualities and characteristics needed to insure that Adonai's promise would be 

carried forward, into the future. 197 " ••• the fact that the ideal conditions stipulated in 

the servant's prayer were met precisely signifies that God guided not only the destiny of 

192 See Plaut, GEN, 215. "Nothing suggests 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 
Genesis29:1-10)." Amit, WC, 160. 
193 Alter, FBM, ll9. 
IM Plaut, GEN, 261. 
1" Amit, we. I 60. 
196 See Amit, WC, 158. 
197 Plaut, GEN, 240. 
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Isaac and Rebekah but also the prayer of the servant."198 Rebekah's selection by Adonai 

is also supported by the text. Rebekah's father and brother, following their conversation 

with the servant, proclaim: "The matter comes from Adonai,"-,:rm Kr 'I'll'.) (24:50). 

The next time that Adonai intervenes with Rebekah is in chapter twenty-five. As 

25:21 indicates, Rebekah is barren,199 ii1P31 (the same word used to describe Sarah 

inl 1 :30). Isaac is distressed by this, and prays to Adonai on behalf of his wife, j:)M:lt' inV'i 

K'l:'I :,ip11 't::, ,nwac n::,r, ,,,, Adonai responds and Rebekah conceives (25:21). While I 

would like to say that Adonai intervenes on behalf of Rebekah, I cannot, for the text 

reads, "Adonai responded to him [Isaac],,,,, ,n17't'I, meaning God responded for the 

benefit of Isaac. However, it is nonetheless acceptable to suggest that Adonai is involved 

with Rebekah's life, for it is only because of Adonai's intervention that Rebekah 

conceives. 

The next act of divine intervention comes during Rebekah's pregnancy. Genesis 

25:22 tells of the struggle that occurs between Esau and Jacob, within Rebekah's womb. 

This causes such discomfort for Rebekah that it leads her "to inquire of Adonai," v,,; 

"'-me. God responds to Rebekah. This is known because the text then says: "Adonai said 

to her,"~', 'l'I ir.itM (25:23). Even though the communication between Adonai and Rebekah 

is through an oracle200-an agent of Adonai-it still constitutes a valid expression of 

divine contact: Rebekah calls out to God, God responds, and Rebekah hears the reply. In 

fact, Rebekah hears the voice of God before Isaac, for Adonai first speaks to Isaac in 

26:2. Based on this, Friedman concludes: " In matters of revelation, man is not more 

191 Plaut also indicates, "This is the first prayer for divine guidance recorded in the Bible, and it comes from 
the heart and mouth ofa nameless individual." Plaut, GEN, 240. 
199 "The •barren mother' is a common motif in special birth stories. Compare also Rachel (Gen. ch 30) and 
Hannah (1 Sam. ch l)." Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, S3. 
200 See Alter, FBM, 129; Plaut, GEN, 247; Westennann. WFS2, 412-3; Sama. JPSG, 179. 
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important than woman.',2oi When the oracle speaks with Rebekah, perhaps the most 

infonnation she hears is: "the older will serve the younger," i"'W '037" ::i,i. I draw this 

conclusion because her most controversial action, taken on behalf of Jacob, is based on 

this knowledge. 

According to Israelite tradition, the oldest son (in this case Esau), is entitled to a 

special blessing from his father (Isaac). Rebekah, however, devises a plan to insure that 

Jacob. the son whom she loves (25:28), receives the coveted blessing from Isaac before 

he dies. This blessing, among other things, calls for the recipient to prevail over his 

brothers (27:29). In order for Rebekah to guarantee that Jacob receives the blessing, she 

engages in acts of deception. While some commentators question the moral and ethical 

nature of Rebekah's actions-and judge her negatively-there is another way to 

understand Rebekah's motives. She has received divine communication from an oracle 

and therefore understands that it is her job to insure that the divine directive is carried 

out. In other words, even though she crafts a plan that involves trickery and lies, her 

motivation is noble, for she is carrying out God's plan.202 By viewing Rebekah in this 

light, one understands Rebekah as a God-fearing woman who is obedient to Adonai. This 

then, is another notable trait of the ideal Israelite woman, seen not only with Rebekah, 

but with the 1:i"Tt-nWK as well (Prov 31 :30). 

While it is plausible to interpret Rebekah's efforts, to have Jacob receive the 

divine blessing, as an expression ofloyalty to Adonai, one cannot overlook some of her 

other actions which are less favorable. After Rebekah successfully arranges for Jacob to 

receive the blessing from Isaac, Esau is determined to kill his brother. When Rebekah 

201 Friedman, FRD, 87. 
202 See Levenson, ''Genesis" inJSB, 55-6; Sama. JPSG, 191; Potok, EH, 154-5. 
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hears this, she orchestrates another plan to spare Jacob's life. Instead of honestly sharing 

with Isaac that Jacob must be sent away for his own protection, she manipulates Isaac 

into sending Jacob to her father's house in Paddan-aram (28:2), by playing on Isaac's 

emotions. 203 Rebekah knows that Isaac's distaste for intermarriage is as great as hers. 

Esau's marriages to two Hittite women, Judith and Basema~ "were [a source of] 

bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah," :ii,::i,;, i,nr, n,, nit, l~n, (26:35). Rebekah uses this 

knowledge and says to Isaac: "I am disgusted with my life because of the Hittite women. 

If Jacob talces a wife from Hittite women like these, from the native women, what good is 

(my] life?" n'ID1.l ;r',20 nn-nu:m :"IV1M :lj:'37"' np',-cK nn rn:c •l!lrl "'11!l •n:rp pnr-,K :,i':i, ir.,tcni 

c,,n ,', ;,7.)', Y,K;J (27:46).204 Isaac responds by ordering Jacob not to many a Canaanite 

woman; instructing him to go to Paddan-aram; and telling him to select a wife from 

among his uncle's daughters (28:1-3). The reasons that I suggest Rebekah manipulated 

the situation are the following: she speaks to Isaac after she has already instructed Jacob 

to flee to save his own life (27:42-3); she says nothing to Jacob about manying one of his 

cousins; she implies, by using the words c.,.,nK c,7.3, that he will stay there for a finite 

period and then return; and she tells Jacob that she will send for him once the danger 

passes (27:44-5). Additionally, "'Instead of simply registering that Jacob ought not to 

take a wife from the daughters of the Canaanite ... she brandishes a sense of utter 

revulsion, claiming that her life is scarcely worth living because of the native daughters

in-law Esau has inflicted on her_,,2os In other words, she exaggerates her emotional state 

in order to create a more effective explanation. 

203 See Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, 58; Sarna, JPSG, 195. 
204 "The phrase she uses, lamah Ii hayim, contains an echo of her question dming her troubled pregnancy, 
/amah zeh 'anokhi, 'why then me?"' Alter, FBM, 146. 
20S Alter, FBM, 146. 

65 



While this portrayal of Rebekah is not flattering, and might lead one to wonder 

why it is included in a study of the ideal Israelite woman, the reason for its inclusion is as 

follows: like Sarah, before her, Rebekah is a very human hwnan•being. She is not a 

superwoman void of human flaws; rather, she, like other biblical characters, has both 

strengths and weaknesses, assets and liabilities. One such example occurs when Rebekah 

refers to Esau's sons as Hittite women, rather than by their proper names (27:46). This is 

an intentional insult, in much the same way that Sarah refused to call Hagar and Ishmael 

by their names, in 21; 10 (see above). 206 

As ironic as it may be, one of Rebekah's strengths comes through when she 

arranges for Jacob to escape death, at Esau's hands. Although Rebekah undeniably 

favors one son over the other, her maternal instinct dictates that she love them both. 

Fearing the worst-case scenario-the twins killing each other2°7-Rebekah says, "Why 

should I lose both of you both in one day?" 'fflK c,, c:>'llll·Dl 7.1111K i1~7 (27:45). Since the 

Hebrew word ,~111 is used for a parent's bereavement ofa child, it is reasonable to assume 

that C:l'lW refers to her two sons. 208 Rebekah does not want harm to come to either child. 

Motherly love (whether expressed properly, or not) is an attribute shared by Rebekah, 

Sarah (21: 10), and the 'rn-111111t (Prov 31 :21, 28-9). 

Another characteristic of Rebekah, and hence of the ideal Israelite woman, is her 

ability to decide, at least to some degree, whom she will marry. This is first hinted at 

when Abraham instructs his servant to find a wife for Isaac to bring back to Canaan. The 

servant replies: "Maybe the woman will not want to come after me to this land." .K', "',iK 

206 Alter, FBM, 146. 
207 Alter, FBM, 146. In Oen 29:10, Jacob single-handedly removes the stone from the mouth of the well. " 
... he is fonnidably powerful-and so perhaps Rebekah was not unrealistic in fearing the twins would kill 
each other should they come to blows." Alter, FBM, 1S3. 
208 Alter, FBM, 146. 
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11KTi1 r,K:1-',K ..-,nK rr:,',', i"'IWK:1 i"'l:lM (24:S). This clearly suggests that an Israelite woman 

has some say as to who her husband will be. Amit supports this, writing: "The servant's 

question implies that the woman legally can choose to refuse. A woman cannot simply 

'be taken. ,,,209 This is affirmed when Rebekah's mother and brother turn to her and ask, 

••wm you go with this man?" :,r., W"Mit•C:V ,::,1,r,:, :,,;K iii:iK"'I i1p:ii', iKiv'i (24:57). Rebekah 

replies: "I will go," ,,ac (24:58). Even though 24:51 suggests Rebekah's father and 

brother agree to the marriage before consulting with Rebekah, the text is not completely 

clear. A disagreement arises as to when Rebekah will depart for Canaan; the servant 

wants to leave immediately and the family wants her to remain for ten days (24:54-55). 

This is when Rebekah's family asks her (as mentioned above) if she will go with the 

servant. They do not ask her when she wants to leave, but rather, if she will go with him. 

Based on the question posed, one cannot conclude with certainty that Rebekah's father 

and brother were the ones who made the final marital decision. 

In addition to infonning that Rebekah decided when (and possibly if) she would 

leave her home to travel to an unknown land, this verse also serves another function: it 

draws another parallel between Rebekah and Abraham (two others have already been 

noted above). Rebekah's decision to leave her homeland and her family, to go to a new 

place, and live with an unknown man, is reminiscent of Abraham who left everything 

behind in order to fulfill a divine command (12: 1 ). This bold and courageous decision not 

only illustrates Rebekah's internal fortitude, it also speaks to the contributions biblical 

209 Amit, WC, 159. Plaut writes, "Note that Rebekah is asked to consent to the marriage, as was customary 
also in Nuzi." Plaut, GEN, 235. See also Westermann. WES2, 390. 
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women made to fulfill Israel's national destiny, through "bold and vital action at critical 

moments.,,2,o 

There are other aspects of the marriage process that shed light on the ideal 

Israelite woman. Prior to a young woman entering into matrimony, the family insures 

that the prospective husband will be able to provide for her. Material comfort seems to 

be of primary importance. When Abraham's servant departs from Canaan, he leaves with 

many camels-to impress the family of the chosen woman.211 When the servant meets 

Rebekah and believes her to be the woman selected by Adonai, he presents her with gold 

jewelry (24:22).212 Upon meeting Rebekah's family, the servant informs them: "Adonai 

has greatly blessed my master and he has become wealthy; He has given him sheep and 

cattle and silver and gold and male and female slaves and camels and donkeys," ,-c ,,, 

not sufficient information to entice them, the servant continues, "Sarah, the wife of my 

master. bore my master a son after she had grown ol~ and he has given him [the son] 

everything that is his," ,,-,n-,>nK ,,_1n,, ;,zupr ,,nK 'lffl l::l 'llK nwK mw nn, (24:36). 

The servant provides this additional information in the hope that it will convince 

Rebekah's family that she will be well taken care of if she marries Isaac. "Abraham's 

wealth will be a decisive factor in gaining consent to the marriage and to the bride's 

journey to a distant land.',213 After the family consents to the marriage, Rebekah receives 

objects of silver and gold, and garments; her mother and brother receive wispecitied 

210 Amit, we. 164. See also Sama, JPSG, 161. 
211 Sama, JPSG, 163. 
212 "Nose-ring. A gift of special prominence that everyone would see (cf. the simile of God &ivin& a nose
ring to Israel; Ezek. 16:12)." Plaut, GEN, 230. 
213 Potok. EH, 131. 
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"precious gifts," ru~214 (24:53). The bride-to-be is adorned with the finest gifts, for 

they are genuine presents, and not a bride-price.215 

When Rebekah leaves for Canaan, she takes her wet-nurse along (24:59). 

Retaining one's nurse as a pennanent companion is a mark of social status.216 This 

provides additional insight into the ideal Israelite woman-she is a woman of means. 

When Rebekah anives at her destinatio~ "Isaac brought her into the tent of 

Sarah. his mother; and he took Rebekah as his wife; and he loved her and Isaac found 

consolation after [the death of] his mother," ,,-":in, :ii,:ii-nK np,, 11.lK :nw il?i'IK.'1 i,nr :,IQ,, 

iDK ,,me i'?B" Dnl'1 :,::i.iK"'I ;rm (24:67). This is a significant biblical verse, for it contains 

the first mention of spousal love in the Hebrew Bible.217 It is also the first time that a 

man's love for a woman is expressed.218 Additionally, it indicates that Rebekah is a 

source of solace and support for Isaac. 219 This text models a healthy spousal relationship, 

based on love and emotional support. This is also seen with the 'rin-nWN. Prov 31: I, 28, 

29 speak of the trust, respect, and appreciation that the ?"n-ntutie receives from her husband 

and family. 

The final attribute of the ideal Israelite woman that can be learned from the study 

of Rebekah is she was valued more than Canaanite women by her society. This is first 

presented in Gen 24:3 when Abraham directs his servant to find a wife for Isaac who is 

214 See also Ezra 1 :6; 2 Chr 21 :3. 
215 Westermann, WES2, 389. Also see Alter, FBM, 118. 
216 See Westennann, WES2, 238; Alter, FBM, 124; Sarna, JPSG, 169. "In Mesopotamia the wet nurse 
~uently had the duties of bringing up the child and acting as guardian." Potok, EH, 137. 
217 The first mention of love is between a parent and child (Oen 22:2). Note: The verb "love" often implies 
a sexual relationship in the Bible. Amit, WC, 166. 
218 Amit, WC, 16S-6. 
219 Speiser, ABG, 185. "The appearance of Rebekah, who is brought to the tent ofhis mother, comforts 
Isaac for the death of his mother and hints to the reader to expect the continued fulfillment of the divine 
promises to the line of Abraham, through Isaac and Rebekah. This final verse, which focuses on Isaac's 
emotional connections to his mother and to his new wife, reasserts the central role that women play in 
realizing God's covenantal promises." Amit, WC, 16.S. 
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not a daughter of the Canaanites, among whom they live.220 Abraham is so adamant 

about this that he makes his senior servant swear an oath, 1MtuKi, that he will not select a 

Canaanite woman for Isaac to marry (24:3). When the servant meets Rebekah's brother, 

Laban, he recounts the oath that he swore to his master (24:37). Clearly, Israelite women 

are esteemed and accepted in ways that Canaanite women were not. The implication of 

Abraham's directive to his servant is: ethnic identity matters. This is a significant 

statement, for inherent in its message is a statement about the importance of a woman's 

identity. More specifically, it implies that the Israelite woman has an important function 

within the family unit, and therefore, her lineage is critical to the proper functioning of 

the family. It also indicates that the Israelite woman is not merely viewed as property, for 

if this was the case, her ethnic origin would be ofno consequence. It is important to note 

that the main focus of chapter 24, the longest chapter in the entire book of Genesis, is 

finding a wife for Isaac. We can speculate that it is not a coincidence that so much 

attention is devoted to finding a suitable Israelite wife for Isaac, for she will become the 

next matriarch of the Israelites. 

Chapter 24 is not the only place where a high value is placed on manying an 

Israelite woman. As noted above, Isaac and Rebekah disapprove of Esau's marriages to 

Hittite women (26:34; 27:46). From these verses, it is clear that marrying a Canaanite 

woman is not an acceptable practice. Both Rebekah and Isaac are anguished by the 

intermarriage of their son. When Isaac hears Rebekah's lament in 27:46, he sends for 

Jacob and commands him, saying: "Do not take a wife from the daughters of Canaan. Get 

220 "Abraham wants his son to remain a stranger in Canaan, hence he commands marriage within his own 
group. Here are the beginning strands of Judaism's strong feelings about mixed marriages-although the 
tenn cannot yet, of course, be applied for many centuries. What is at stake is religion and family tradition, 
not ethnic or racial 'pwity.'" Plaut, GEN, 227. For reasons mentioned above, I disagree with Plaut. See 
also Deut 7: 1-4 and Ezra 9-10 for intermarriage prohibitions. 
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up, go to Paddan-aram, to the house of Bethuel, your mother's father, and take a wife for 

yourself-from there-a wife from the daughters of Laban, your mother's brother," -K', 

77.lK 'tflM 1:i, nu:m :iwM tlW?J 17-np, 11.)K '::lK ',i,c,rc i1n~ 0,K i1l1D 7', c,p .1m nu::m :iwK npn. 

A sharp contrast is drawn between Abraham's painstaking efforts to find an Israelite wife 

for Isaac, and Esau's intentional decision to marry Canaanite women. The pain that 

Esau's decisions bring to his parents reinforces the idea that the Israelite woman is seen 

as different than. and superior to, a Canaanite woman. 

RACHEL AND LEAH 

When Jacob arrives in Haran, like the servant who was sent to Canaan by 

Abraham, he meets by a well the woman who will become the next matriarch. Rachel, 

the daughter of Laban and cousin of Jacob, is approaching the well at the same time that 

Jacob inquires about his uncle, Laban (29:S-6). Rachel, just like Sarah and Rebekah, is 

described as a beautiful woman. Genesis 29: 17 says, "Rachel bad a beautiful figure and 

was beautiful in appearance," i1Mi0 nD,, iM-nD' iln'i1 ,mi. Leah, Rachel's older sister, is 

also mentioned in this same verse. [For the purpose of this study, it makes sense to look 

at Rachel and Leah in tandem, for their lives are so closely intertwined]. Unlike the 

clearly flattering description of Rachel, Leah is depicted as having "tender eyes," ilK'? 'l"ln 

n,:i,. While this is sometimes understood to mean that Leah is ugly. this is a 

misinterpretation of the text The Hebrew word n,,, has several meanings, none of 

which is ugly. In addition to tender, commentators define n,:i, as sensitive,221 delicate,222 

221 Koehler and Baumgartner, HAL, 1230. 
m Speiser, ABG, 225. 
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soft, 223 and weak. 224 It can be understood that the text is informing the reader that Leah 

has one attractive feature-her eyes-in contrast to her sister, Rachel, who is an overall 

beauty.225 While it is true that the description of Leah is not as glowing as the 

compliment given to Rachel, Leah's physical appearance can still be viewed positively. 

A different interpretation, based on other biblical uses of rn::i,, suggests the word 

"denotes refinement and delicacy ofbreeding."226 If understood 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. 227 

When Jacob first sees Rachel, she is watching her father's flock. She is a 

shepherdess, K'li1 ;,v, " (29:9}. This verse indicates that Rachel has responsibilities and 

plays an important role within her family. Tending sheep is a critical task for those living 

a nomadic or even agrarian lifestyle. To some degree, then, it can be said that the welfare 

of Rachel's family is in her hands (both literally and figuratively}. Westermann supports 

the interpretation that Rachel works, adding an additional point, as well: " ... at that 

period girls helped with the work and were able to move among the men freely and 

unhindered .•.. ,,228 This understanding of the interplay between the sexes mimics that 

of the 'rn-nn who also interacts with men v.,nen performing her duties. This then, is 

another attribute of the ideal Israelite woman: 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 

223 Alter, FBM, 153. 
224 Plaut, GEN, 289. 
215 See Speiser, ABG, 225; Alter, FBM, 1S3. 
~ 6 Yee, ABD 4, 268. Also see Deut 28:54, S and Isa 47: I. 
227 Yee, ABD 4, 268. 
221 Westermann. WES2, 465. See also Ex 2:16. 
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visible and seen.229 The same can be said about Rebekah, who was the first to greet 

Abraham's servant, tend to his needs, and invite him to her home (2411 8-21, 25), 

When Jacob meets Rachel at the well, Jacob kisses Rachet,230 and tells her that he 

is Rebekah's son (29:12). She then "ran and told her father," i'T'::lM? m, r,n,, that they 

had a visitor. This is reminiscent of Rebekah's rwming to infonn her family that 

Abraham's servant had arrived. Since this is the second time that a woman has hurried 

home to announce the presence of a guest, it is worth noting, even though commentators 

have not written much on this verse. Alter indicates that this is a " ... requirement of the 

'betrothal type-scene. "'231 While this is a notable point, it does not explain how this 

relates to the ideal Israelite woman. Additionally, there is only one other biblical passage 

where a woman ran and told, ,m, r,n,, of contact with a visitor, and this visitor was an 

angel of Adonai.232 With sparse information to draw upon, there is much room for 

conjecture. I have three thoughts on the meaning of29:12 and 24:28: one is that Rachel, 

like Rebekah, is excited that a visitor has arrived.233 (In Rachel's case, all the more so, 

for it is her cousin who has come to visit; family or clan relations are of great importance 

in the Bible.) Filled with emotion, Rachel runs home to convey the news to her father. 

This reaction is natural, and reflects what one would do-even today-if an unexpected 

guest 8lrived at home. 

229 "We know fi'om the Nuzi reeords, which so often mirror conditions in the Har(r)an area----end hence 
also in patriarchal circle-that women were subject to fewer formal restraints than was to be the nonn later 
on in the Near East as a whole." Speiser, ABG, 223. 
230 .. This is the only instance in a biblical narrative of a man kissing a woman who is neither his mother nor 
his wife." Sarna, JPSG, 203. Plaut interprets kissed Rachel as '"A formal greeting. here offered with deep 
emotion." Plaut, GEN. 288. 
231 Alter, FBM, 154. 
231 See Judg 13:10. 
233 See Westermann, WES2, 466. 
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A second function of these verses is to support the point stated above: Israelite women 

were free to move about outside of the home and have contact with members of the 

opposite sex. The third purpose is to show that Israelite women were conveyors or 

infonnation, the ones who "spread the news." As noted above (n. 180), the public wells 

were a common site for newly arrived strangers to gather. It also served as a meeting 

place for the local folk. Additionally, the well was the site where women and girls 

gathered and engaged in conversation. 234 This said, it is plausible to see how 

information, along with water, was gathered at the well, and later, disseminated. 

Additionally, archaeological evidence exists that suggests women of antiquity worked in 

groups as they turned grain into bread (grinding, kneading, and baking) and produced 

textiles (spinning, weaving, and sewing). It is plausible to think "a sense of solidarity" 

developed among these women when they worked together. Membership in such 

"information alliances" afforded women "access to social knowledge" that was not 

available to men. This information could be used for "forging political connections, 

solving economic problems such as the differential need for field labor among 

households, and assisting with difficulties such as illness or death in individual 

households.',235 Being that the Bible portrays the matriarchs in an ideal light. based on 

the values of society, I suggest that Rachel's announcing Jacob's arrival is symbolic ofa 

societal function associated with women: spreading news and infonnation within the 

community. 

The next notable characteristic regarding Rachel, that is also present with 

Rebekah (see above), is the love of her husband. Verse 29:18 says, "and Jacob loved 

234 Westermann, WES2, 386; Sama, JPSG, 164. 
235 Meyers, MSRS, 43S-36. 
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Rachel," ,ni-nM :lPY" :::i.ilf"I. "This is one of the very few explicit references to romantic 

love in the Tanakh.'.236 The notion that Jacob loves Rachel is reinforced in 29:20, where 

the text infonns, "And Jacob served seven years for Rachel,237 and in his eyes they were 

like a few days, because of his love for her," 0,1;3,::, ,,l"l1:i ,"i'1,, Cl,llll s,:iw ',rr,:::i :li,'17" 'T:ilM 

ilnK in:::i.itc 238C't'fflK. 1bis is a strong testimony of love: experiencing seven years of 

servitude (fourteen in total) as only a few days of labor. Westermann writes, "It is his 

[Jacob's] love for Rachel that moves him and makes this long period seem short even 

though it was by no means easy, as Gen. 31 :38-40 shows.'.239 The third and final mention 

of Jacob's love for Rachel is found in 29:30, where the text states, "And Jacob loved 

Rachel more than he loved Leah, :,M',1;3 7m-nM-0l :1.i1M. This is an interesting verse, for 

while it clearly demonstrates Jacob's preferential love for Rachel, it also implies that 

Jacob loves Leah, as well. The inclusion of the words more than indicates a comparison; 

in this case, the comparison is being made between the amount of love that Jacob has for 

Rachel, relative to Leah. Based on this verse, I conclude that Jacob loves both Rachel 

and Leah. I maintain this opinion, even in spite of 29:31, which reads, "And Adonai saw 

that Leah was reduced in status,',240 :,M', :'IKUW-"':>,, Ki"'1, If read literally, one might 

translate this verse as "Leah was hated." for hated is the literal definition of i'IK'lllll. 

Others translate the Hebrew as unloved, which, along with hated, directly contradicts my 

point that Jacob loves Leah. While it might appear that a dramatic shift has taken place 

in Jacob's feelings for Leah, it is important to understand that i'IMillll is "a technical, legal 

236 Sarna. JSBG, 60. 
237 Since Jacob is unable to offer a bride-price to Laban, he offers manual labor instead. 
238 Cl"fflK ci•r.,• are the same words used by Rebekah when she tells Jacob to go to Haran (27:44). In both 
cases, the actual length of time is much more than afew days. 
239 Westermann. WES2, 466. 
240 Reduced in status is the definition of:,icuw as per Koehler and Baumgartner, HAL, 1340. This term is 
also defined by commentators as unJoved(Plaut, OEN, 291; Westermann. WES2, 470; Speiser, ABO, 228), 
and despiaed(Alter, FBM, 156). 
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tenn for the unfavored co-wife.',241 "When paired with the word meaning 'beloved' 

(ahuvah) in a context ofa 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).''242 Based 

on this explanation, I still assert that Jacob loves both of his wives, albeit to differing 

degrees. 

The fact that Jacob loves Rachel more than Leah must be very painful for Leah to 

endure. However, this is not the only somce of jealousy and rivalry between the two 

sisters. The competition begins right after Jacob marries Leah and cohabits with Rachel. 

Since they both understand that their culture places a high value on producing children 

(particularly sons) for their husbands, and they know infertility brings pain, shame and 

embarrassment, 243 they try to win Jacob's love by producing offspring for him. The 

society of the matriarchs demands that women reproduce to help bring about God's 

promise of land, posterity, and a great name.244 The birth of children is also critical for 

defense, care of aging adults, and the transmission of property (inheritance). During the 

agrarian biblical periods, offspring were also needed to work the land, produce food, and 

help run the household. 

The narratives that describe Leah and Rachel's continual efforts to bear more 

children indicate how closely aligned the image of the ideal Israelite woman is with 

fertility and reproduction. Their efforts to reproduce are even more significant in light of 

the life-threatening risk presented by childbirth, to both mother and child. "The average 

life span of women was significantly shorter than that of men, in part because of the risks 

241 Alter, FBM, 156. 
242 Potok, EH, 173. 
243 See also Westennann, WES2, 474. 
244 Yee, ABD 4, 268. 
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of dying in childbirth. ,,245 Yet, the two sisters continue their competition to reproduce, 

which ultimately claims Rachel's life (35:17-19). 

While Rachel and Leah are motivated to reproduce (both for personal and national 

reasons), there is also an indication in the text that they believe barrenness, and fertility, 

are determined by God. The first indication of this comes in the B clause of 29:31: "and 

He [Adonai] opened her [Leah's) womb, but Rachel was barren," ,n,, :,~ni-nN nn!>"i 

il1Pl7. There are three implications here: 1) Leah will be able to conceive because Adonai 

opened her womb,246 2) prior to this point, Leah is unable to conceive,247 and 3) Rachel is 

barren because this is what Adonai has decreed. 

As a result of Adonai intervening on Leah's behalf, she conceives and gives birth 

to four sons (29:32-35). When the first three are bo~ Leah is hopeful that her husband's 

love for her will increase. 248 She even selects names for these children that express this 

desire (29:32-35). "With the birth of her fourth son, she no longer expresses hope of 

winning her husband's affection but instead simply gives thanks to God for granting her 

male offspring.'.249 The idea that a woman's value and self-identity are contingent on 

her ability to reproduce male offspring is reinforced by Leah's actions. 

Rachel, however, is not as fortunate as Leah. As stated in 29:31, Rachel is barren. 

This causes her to suffer emotionally.250 Rachel cries out to Jacob, saying, "Give me 

245 Meyers,HH, 16. 
246 "As in the case of Hagar (16.10-12; 21.17•18), God shows compassion to the unfavored mate, thus 
g.artly equalizing the disparity between her and her co-wife." Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, 61. 

7 See Sarna, JPSG, 206; Potok, EH, 173. 
241 "The names Leah gives her first three sons communicate her deep distress at not being the preferred 
wife. In Heb, The LORD has seen my affliction (v. 32) is close to the message of the angel to Hagar, 'For 
the Lord has paid heed to your suffering' (16.11)." Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, 61. 
249 Alter, FBM, 1S7. 
250 Rachel believes a life without children is worthless. Potok, EH, 17S; Sarna, JPSG, 205. "Barrenness, in 
some instances a punishment (e.g., 2 Sam. 6:20·23), serves in Rachel's case to place her in succession to 
Sarah and Rebekah ( 11 :30; 2S:21 )." Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, 61. 
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children, for if not, I will die!'' "::llM :,nr., rN·CK'I Cl":C "'·iT::l.i (30:1). Jacob responds in a 

manner that clearly indicates the gift of children comes only from one Source--God

and that he, as her husband, is unable to alter her condition. Jacob says to Rachel, "Can I 

replace Elohim who has denied you fruit of the womb?" • ..,!) 1231'l l1J1.>-iwrt ":llM c,;,',1« r,nn:, 

lt:l::l (30:2). 251 Knowing ofno alternate solution, and desperate to reproduce, Rachel 

turns to her maidservant, Bilhah. Rachel instructs Jacob to lie with her, so that through 

her, she may have a child. Following in the footsteps of S• Rachel wants to be ''built 

up" through her maidservant: "I, too, will be built up from her," ill7Jr.> "::>lN-Cl il:CK'I, says 

Rachel (30:3). These words are almost identical to the ones spoken by Sarah when she 

tells Abraham to lie with Hagar: "I will be built up from her," itmz, it:CM (16:2; as 

discussed above). When Jacob lies with Bilhah, she gives birth to a son. Rachel then 

proclaims, "Elohim has vindicated me and also heard my voice and gave me a son," 

1:::1 ,,.,n"'I "'Pl ww m, cmrt •111 ,m il'.nm, (30:6). Three things are implied by this verse: 

1) Rachel prays to God, God hears her prayer, and then intervenes on her behalf

resulting in the birth of a son; 2) Rachel perceives her barrenness as a punishment from 

Elohim; and 3) the son that Bilhah bears is considered Rachel's son (as per the adoption 

ritual in 30:3).252 When Bilhah gives birth to a second son, Rachel selects a name for him 

that indicates her victory over Leah (30:8). Clearly, Rachel is as competitive as her sister. 

There comes a point when Leah stops conceiving; she, too, then resorts to 

concubinage. She gives her maidservant, Zilpah, to Jacob. When they lie together. 

251 "A«:0rding to the convention of the annW1Ciation story, the bamm wife should go to an oracle or be 
visited by a divine messenger or a man of God to be told that she will give birth to a son. Rachel instead 
importunes her husband, who properly responds that he cannot play the role of God in the bestowal of 
fertility, or in the annunciation narrative." Alter, FBM, 158. "The question Can I take the place o/God? 
reappears in 50.19 (where it is translated, "Am I a substitute for God?")." Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, 61 
252 "The words that thro"gh her I too may hm,e children is another connection to the st01y of Hagar (16.2). 
Ancient Near Eastern evidence suggests that placing a child on one's knees represents acknowledgment of 
that child as one's own." Levenson. "Genesis" in JSB, 61. 
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Zilpah gives birth to two sons (30: 10.12). Continuing the ongoing competitio~ Leah 

chooses names for her sons that reflect her luclc and fortune. She believes that she will be 

the envy of other women, saying, "The women will consider me fortunate, nu:i. "IJi,wK 

(30:13). Leah then becomes fertile~ and gives birth to a so~ after Elohim hears 

[and responds] to her (30:17). She believes this fifth biological son is a reward from God 

(30: 18). Leah gives birth to two more children-a son and a daughter (30: 19, 21 ). She 

anticipates that Jacob will surely love her after the birth of her sixth son.253 

Rachel, too, is eventually blessed with biological offspring. This occurs, 

however, only after God remembers Rachel and opens her womb, 1,m-mc cm',K i:,M 

;-mn,-nK nn,.,, c"il',K i'T",K ~vr, (30:22). 254 This reinforces the idea that God regulates 

fertility (see above). Rachel gives birth to a son and declares, "Elohim has taken away my 

disgrace [of childlessness]," ,zi,,n-nK c,;i',K l'JCK ,,.:um, 1::1 ,;r,, iilrn (30:23). The burden of 

her shame-that she carried for years-is finally lifted. However, she is not satisfied 

with just one son. As she tells Jacob in 30:1, she wants more than one, she wants c,JJ. 

Rachel goes on to give birth to another so~ but dies during childbirth (35:17). 

The birth narratives of Rachel and Leah serve three primary purposes, with regard 

to this study: 1) they reinforce the idea that God intervenes in the lives of the 

matriarchs-by deciding when they will conceive and bear children; 2) they show the 

jealousy and rivalry that exist between Rachel and Leah, thereby re~orcing the notion 

that the matriarchs are very real and very human wome~ rather than superheroes, and 3) 

253 Alter, FBM, 161. 
2S4 "After the long years offi:ustrated hopes and prayers (the latter intimated by God's 'hearing' Rachel}, 
the gift of fertility is represented in a rapid-fire chain of uninterrupted verbs; remembered, heard, opened, 
conceived, bore." Alter, FBM, 162. 
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they clearly illustrate that it is the woman who names the children. I will now expand on 

each of these points. 

Point 1: God intervenes in the lives of the matriarchs--by deciding when they 

will conceive and bear children. There is archaeological evidence that suggests women 

perfonned religious reproductive rituals specifically designed to increase fertility, insure 

safe childbirth, and/or deliver healthy children. 255 A large number of small terra-cotta 

figurines ( eight to fourteen centimeters high), shaped like a standing woman, naked from 

the waist up, have been found in modem day Israel. It is believed that these figurines 

were used during reproduction rituals. It is believed possible, based on excavated 

domestic structures, that each household had at least one figurine. 256 Applying this data to 

the biblical text, it is reasonable to speculate that when the text says, regarding Rachel, 

"and Elohim heard her and opened her womb,"m.,m-nM nnD,, 0m1e ;i,;M mJW"'I (30:22) 

and then, regarding Leah, "Elohim heard Leah and she conceived and gave birth," WW"! 

ii1ni iTM,-1,M C"il',K i,n (30: 17), that Elohim hears the prayers that offered during a 

religious reproductive ritual. This idea is even more plausible when one considers that 

Rachel stole c,!>,n, small household statues used for religious rituals257, when she left her 

father's home with Jacob (31:19).251 

The second point mentioned above, that Leah and Rachel are both very real 

women, complete with human flaws, is worthy of attention. Just like the two matriarchs 

who preceded them, both Leah and Rachel behave in less than admirable ways, at times. 

255 The absence of public temples in early Israel adds credence to the idea that worship was performed in 
households, with household shrines. Meyers, EYE, 159. ..,, is no lonaer conscionable to ignore or 
deprecate women's cultic practices." Meyers, HH, 62. 
256 Meyers, HH, 27. 
257 "The household gods, or teraphlm (the etymology of the tennis still in doubt), are small figurines 
~resenting the deities responsible for the well-being and prosperity of the household. Alter, FBM, 169. 

See 1 Sam 19:13. 
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It is already established that both women are jealous and competitive with each other.259 

Rachel, however, seems to have more weaknesses than Leah-while Leah has weaker 

eyes, Rachel has a weaker character. When she, Jacob, Leah and the members of their 

household are leaving for Canaan, Rachel steals her father's c•,,n (30: 19). The text is 

rather clear in meaning, for the verb used to describe Rachel• s action in v. 19 is :mn,. 

The root of this wo~ m, is consistently translated by Koehler and Baumgartner as steal, 

deceive, or take away secretly.260 While some commentators seek to soften Rachel's 

actions by providing excuses for her behavior,261 I maintain that taking what did not 

belong to her is a character flaw. Even if one accepts that Rachel is merely trying to seek 

revenge against her father by taking the idols-thereby disavowing her as a thiet:-it is 

still arguable that seeking revenge is not an admirable trait, albeit a human reaction. 

Another possible explanation is Rachel had a right to the c•!>in, being a member of the 

family. However, one is still left with the difficulty presented by the text- the presence 

oftheword:mrn. 

Rachel adds to her misconduct by hiding the idols, and then lying to her father

about why she cannot get off her camel-when he comes looking for them (31 :34-5).262 

Rachel disrespects her father by lying and deceiving him. While none of these behaviors 

is commendable, Rachel, in a sort of backhanded way, helps dispel the myth that biblical 

259 "The theme of bad relations between a fertile co-wife and a barren one, with the latter as their husband's 
favorite, appears in more developed fonn in the story of Hannah in I Sam. ch I." Levenson, "Genesis" in 
JSB,61 
260 Koehler and Baumgartner, HAL, 198. 
261 "The reason for the theft emerges from the accusation that Jacob's wives make against their father (vv. 
14-16); Rachel thereby secures herself against the injustice done to her." Westennann, WES2, 493; "The 
issue is bound up with the purpose of Rachel's m:t. If it was inspired by no more than a whim, or 
resentment, or greed, then Rachel stole the images. But if she meant thereby to undo what she regarded as 
a wrong •.• and thus took the law, as she saw it, into her own hands, the translation 'stole' would be not 
only inadequate but misleading." Speiser, ABG, 245 
262 "In the purity system of the Torah, anything on which a menstruant has sat communicates impurity 
(Lev. 1 S:22)." Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, 65. 
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women were subservient and obedient to their male family members. Rachel's actions, 

while inappropriate, are bold, determined and gutsy. They are also a clear example of a 

biblical woman exerting her own self-will; her actions are unknown to anyone, including 

her husband. Had Jacob known that Rachel had taken the idols, he most likely would not 

have said, "With whomever you find your gods, that person shall not live!" tmln ,vnc 011 

:,,n, K? Til,N-nK (31:32). Rachel's self-directed action supports the statement by Meyers: 

•• ... male dominance is a public attitude and not a functional reality, and female power is 

functionally active though culturally concealed."263 

The third point, mentioned above, regards women naming the children. In a 

patriarchal society, one might expect the husband to name, or at least be involved with 

naming his own children, particularly the boys. However, this is not the case. In fact, 

Rachel and Leah do not even consult Jacob when selecting names for their children. The 

one time that Jacob names a child is when Rachel gives birth for the last time. As she 

struggles through a difficult childbirth that claims her life, Rachel names her son "litt-,::i, 

son ofmy mourning, before taking her last breath (35:18).264 Jacob however, calls him 

rD"l:l, Benjamin. meaning son of my right hand, son of old age, or son of the south. "This 

is the sole instance of competing names assigned respectively by the mother and father 

[in the Hebrew Bible]."265 It is assumed that Jacob changes his son's name because 

keeping a name associated with the death of Rachel would be too painful to bear.266 

263 Meyers, EVE, 175. 
264 Koehler and Baumgartner define ,l'IJC as mourning or lament (HAL, 23); the term is also defined as 
suffering or strength (Plaut, GEN, 344); pain (Westermann, WES2, 547); and, somiw or vigor (Alter, 
FBM, 197). 
265 Alter, FBM, 197-8. 
266 Plaut, GEN, 344. 
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According to Meyers, naming a child (and circumcising newborn sons) were 

ritual acts perfonned by Israelite women as part of their religious culture. 267 These 

responsibilities fell mainly within their purview. Women pronounce "the newbom's 

name in 62 percent of the name-giving events [in the Hebrew Bible]/t268 Additionally, 

the act of name-giving in the Israelite world was taken seriously; it was not simply a 

means of identification, but rather, "signified the essence of a person" and established the 

"vitality ofa new life.',269 A. Cohen adds to the understanding of the importance of 

names: •• Almost all ancient peoples held a belief in the potency of names and often 

identified the name with the person, believing that the name exercised a power for good 

or evil over the person who bore it. n27o 

When trying to understand the role of women in Israelite society, it is important to 

refrain, as much as possible, from viewing the ancient world through the lens of 21st 

century Western paradigms. Understandably, this is easier said than done; however, in 

order to be able to recogniz.e the status and power of women in antiquity, it is necessary 

to judge that society based on its own mores. It is also important to remember, "The 

biblical record is a cultural document that emerges from, but does not necessarily mirror, 

social reality.',271 This is as true regarding "gender valuation',272 as it is for any other 

aspect of life during biblical times. Additionally, "The controversial wisdom that saw 

women as passive and powerless in virtually all premodem societies is now recognized to 

267 Meyers, HH. 42. 
268 Meyers, HH, 42. See also Ruth 4:14-17; 1 Sam 4:20-21. 
269 Meyers, HH, 43. 
270 Cohen, FM, 40. 
271 Meyers, EVE, 34. 
272 Meyers, EVE, 33. 
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be deeply flawed.'.273 A clear example of women's power in the Bible is found in the 

interaction between Rachel, Leah, and Jacob, as noted below. 

When Jacob wants to leave Haran and return to his homeland, he consults with his 

wives (31 : 1-17). Jacob knows that he must obtain their approval before he and his family 

can actually leave. 274 Therefore, he calls them to the field, where he is tending his flock, 

to give them a detailed explanation of why he wants to relocate (31 :4). Rachel and Leah's 

going out to the field, to speak with Jacob, validates the notion that Jacob conferred with 

his wives; even though the text does not explicitly state this is the reason he summoned 

them, it is implied.275 In contrast, Jacob does not consult with Bilhah and Zilpah, for 

their lower social status does not demand that Jacob seek their approval to leave Haran. 276 

After Jacob explains his reasons for wanting to leave, Rachel and Leah give their consent, 

saying, "And now, everything that Elohim said to you, do," -r,M cmM irlM ituM 1,:, :,mn 

:,w (31 : 16). Rachel and Leah have the final word, and it is only because they are willing 

to leave that Jacob and his household can return to Canaan. 277 

Another example of female power and dominance is seen when Rachel and Leah 

give their maidservants to Jacob for procreation purposes (30:3, 9, respectively). In both 

instances, the matriarchs do not consult Jacob or ask him if he agrees to having sexual 

relations with Bilhah and Zilpah; rather, they order him to do so. Rachel uses the Hebrew 

273 Meyers, MSRS, 434. 
274 Westermann, WES2, 490; Sama,JPSG, 214. 
275 "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." Alter, FBM, 167. 
276 Sama, JPSG, 214. 
277 The text supports this, by the presence of the consecutive vav at the beginning ofv. 17; the consecutive 
vm, is a grammatical and literary tool that indicates continuous action. In other words, it serves to indicate 
a connection between what is said in one verse and the next. In this case, the consecutive vm, shows that 
the departure is now possible because the wives have agreed: "And Jacob got up, and put his sons and his 
wives on the camels," tl'?Dlo,.,i 1'Vl-nK'l ,•~nae KW"1 :Ji'i" DP'1. Also see Westennann, WES2, 493. 
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word K:1, the command fonn of the verb K'D, when directing Jacob to lie with Bilhah 

(30:3). In a similar fashion, after Rachel and Leah trade mandrakes for a night with 

Jacob, Leah meets Jacob as he returns from the field, saying; "Come to me [tonight] 

because I rented you with my son's mandrakes."278 "~ "lmT.2 i'M~W ,:::nv ":, K'l::in "'K 

(30: 16). The text then says: "And be lay with her that night," M'lil :T7"1,:i :"17.lll' :CVM (30: 16). 

Jacob obediently followed the directive of Leah. He did not respond verbally, neither 

objecting to the implication that he has been rented, ,-,n,:,w i:,w, for the night, 279 nor 

indicating that it is he who decides with whom he spends the night. 

These episodes clearly indicate a lack of power and control by Jacob over 

Rachel and Leah. A comment by Meyers, although not made in reference to these verses, 

is applicable here, nonetheless: ••within the household itself, the striking absence of 

hierarchical control of male over female is noteworthy.',280 While this goes against a 

commonly held belief of male dominance, it is possible to understand this phenomenon 

by introducing a concept developed by anthropologists: heterarchy. Heterarchy "allows 

for systems to be perceived as related to each other laterally rather than vertically.',281 In 

other words, each gender has particular areas in which they are the primary decision 

makers; one gender does not have total control over the other. This system affords each 

adult member of the household responsibilities and authority in some areas, but not in all 

areas. (As noted above, reproduction rituals, food and textile production, and child 

278 " ••• these plants with tornato--shaped fiuit were used for medicinal purposes and were thought to be 
aphrodisiac, and also to have the virtue ofpromoting fertility, which seems to be what Rachel has in mind." 
Alter, FBM, 160. See Song 7:14. 
279 "In his transactions with these two imperious, embittered women, Jacob seems chiefly acquiescent, 
perhaps resigned. When Rachel instructs him to consort with her slavegirl, he immediately complies, as he 
does here when Leah tells him it is she who is to share his bed this night. In neither instance is there any 
~ of response on his part in dialogue." Alter, FBM, 160. 

Meyers, EYE, 169. 
211 Meyers. MSRS, 437. 
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rearing were under the auspices of the women.) Additionally, "feminist inquiry has 

shown women to be significant social actors whose roles differ from those of men but are 

no less important. ,,2a2 

Another notable example of Rachel and Leah's authority (also seen with 

Sarah and Rebe~ above) is their ownership of maidservants. They each acquire their 

respective maidservants from their father, when they marry (29:24, 28). This is 

indicative of Rachel and Leah's membership in the upper stratum of society, for it was 

among this class that brides were treated to a personal slave girl. 283 While Sama 

maintains "The custom of a father presenting his daughter with a maid on her marriage is 

widely attested in Mesopotamia over a long period of time, ,.2B4 I tend to think that this 

was a practice limited to those members of society with financial means. I do not think 

the average peasant of antiquity could afford to provide a daughter with a maidservant of 

her own. 

A final indication that women in antiquity had rights and privileges is 

indicated by Rachel and Leah's response to Jacob, when he tells them how their father 

cheated him. This information is conveyed during the conversation that Jacob has with 

Rachel and Leah, when he explains his desire to leave Haran (noted above). They 

respond, saying, "Do we still have a share of the possession of our father's house? Tilr.1 

il"::JM n':::c :,',mi p',n u, (31:14).285 They are inquiring about the inheritance they are due 

to receive from their father. Just the mere asking of this question indicates they believe 

that they are entitled to receive Laban's acquired wealth. When their inheritance seems 

212 Meyers, EVE, 7-8 
213 Speiser, ABG, 221. 
284 Sarna, JPSG, 205. 
Zll See also 2 Sam 20:1; lKgs 12:16. 
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uncertain, Rachel and Leah ask: "Are we not to be regarded as foreigners because he 

[Laban] sold us and consumed all of our money? ''Because all of the wealth that Elohim 

removed from our father is ours and our children's," -Cl ?JK"1 uiJD ,:, 1'? lDttml m'1JJ K'l7.t 

m,c:>-ntt ,,:iN. ,r3:1,i K'li1 u'? U"llOl O"r,'!'?N '?"Ji! iwN ivnm-,:, ':::> (31 : 15-6). It is possible that 

Rachel and Leah are referring to the ii11.l, or "compensating sum,',286 a father receives 

when he gives his daughter in marriage. It appears customary that a father passed-on a 

portion, if not all, of the iilD to his claughter.287 In this case, since Jacob arrived without 

sufficient funds, the iilo was the fruit of Jacob's fourteen years of labor. Laban, however, 

does not comply with this custom. His lack of regard for his daughters reduces them to 

chattel,288 implying that Laban sold them for a profit as is done with a bought marriage. 

Since bought marriages were not the Israelite custom.289 Laban. in effect, treats his 

daughters like foreign women who would not be legally permitted to inherit.290 Rachel 

and Leah accuse Laban of violating the family laws of their country by withholding from 

them their "inalienable dowry" (35:16).291 This verse deals with a legal formulation. 

"The wives lay claim for themselves and their children to a share of the wealth that Jacob 

has acquired in their father's house .... It stands in opposition to the claim that Laban 

makes in v. 43_,.292 Rachel and Leah conduct themselves as bold and detennined 

women. They have a strong sense of self that prompts them to stand up for what is 

legally theirs. When they leave Haran, they part ways with their father's household and 

216 Westennann, WES2, 492. 
287 See Westennann, WES2, 492; A1ter, FBM, 168; Levenson, "Genesis" in JSB, 64. 
288 Alter, FBM, 168. 
289 Westennann, WES2, 466. 
290 "The Nuzi texts furnish new evidence on the favored status of native women compared with that of 
outsiders .... Under certain conditions, moreover, transfer of property to such 'foreign women' is expressly 
forbidden.'" Speiser, ABG, 24445. 
291 See Speiser, ABG, 24445. 
292 Westennann, WES2, 492-3. In Genesis 31:43, Laban says to Jacob, '"The daughters are my daughters 
and the children are my children and the flocks are my flocks, and al1 that you see is mine." 
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make a claim for their own. As stated by Westennann, "While the daughters renounce 

the house of their father, a new house arises, the house of Jacob. Once again, we see the 

importance of women in patriarchal society.'~93 

Rachel and Leah are also concerned for the welfare of their children's future. 

Like Sarah and Rebekah before them (see above), these two matriarchs have a strong 

maternal instinct that leads them to act in ways that benefit their children. When they 

speak of their inheritance, they indicate that it belongs to their children, as well (31: 16). 

They are not going after the assets simply for themselves, but rather, as the text suggests, 

to insure their children's welfare. Rachel and Leah try to protect their children from 

being cheated out of what is rightfully theirs. 

The last indication, from the Rachel and Leah narratives, that women were valued 

members of society is found in the narratives surrounding their deaths. After Rachel dies 

during childbirth, Jacob honors her by setting up a :i:1J7l, an un-hewn funerary stone set 

upright,294 over her grave (35:20). lbis is reminiscent of the il:::l~D, an un-hewn cultic 

memorial stone set upright, 295 that Jacob erects on his way to Haran (after his encounter 

with God) marking the house of God, D"ri,ac n,:i (28:22); and the :'1:l!'-l he sets up after his 

encounter with God in 35;14. Jacob also sets up a il:1!7.l, a commemorative stone for 

concluding a covenant, 296 when he makes a territorial pact, n,,:i, with Laban (31 :45). It 

seems clear that Jacob sets up n,:::117.l to recognize important events in his life. Therefore, 

the fact that he also sets up a :i::ixz., at Rachel's grave indicates that Jacob regards Rachel's 

293 Westennann, WES2, 492. 
294 Koehler and Baumgartner, HAL, 620. The Jewish custom. still practiced today, of placing a gravestone 
marker at the burial site of a loved one, arose out of Jacob placing a~ on Rachel's grave. Additionally, 
Jewish women who are trying to conceive often visit Rachel's grave, located approximately four miles 
south of Jerusalem and one mile north of Bethlehem. Also, see 1 Sam 10:2. 
295 Koehler and Baumgartner, HAL, 620. 
296 Koehler and Bawngartner, HAL, 621. 
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death as a significant occurrence in his life. This is verified years later, when Jacob 

speaks to his son, Joseph, and recalls the details of Rachel's death (48:7). Alter writes, 

regarding this conversation, 

At first glance. Jacob's comment about the death of his beloved Rachel in the 
midst of blessing his grandsons seems a non sequitur. It is, however, a loss to 
which he has never been reconciled .... His vivid sense of anguish, after all these 
decades, is registered in the single word 'a/ai ('to my grief,• but literally, 'on me,• 
the same word he uses in 42:36, when he says that all the burden of bereavement 
is on him), and this loss is surely up~nnost in his mind when he tells Pharaoh 
that his days have been few and evil.297 

Another repercussion of Rachel's death, and Jacob's desire to hold on to Rachel, is his 

desire to adopt two of his grandsons as his own sons (48:5); Jacob tries to maintain an 

emotional connection with the wife he so loved, by adopting the sons of Rachel's 

firstborn son.198 

As for the death of Leah, there are no details that explain her cause of death 

(although this is not unusual in the Hebrew Bible). However, 49:31 does indicate that 

Leah is buried, by Jacob, in the Cave of Machpelah, along with Sarah, Abraham, 

Rebekah, and Isaac. 299 The inclusion of this burial information is a testimony to the 

importance of these women to the Israelite nation (see information of Sarah's burial, 

above). 

297 Alter, FBM, 278. 
298 See Alter, FBM, 278. 
299 Sama, JPSG, 346. This is the first time that the death and burial of Leah and Rebekah are mentioned. 
When Jacob dies, he too, is buried in the Cave ofMachpelah (50:13). 
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4. -
THE IDEAL WOMAN AS PORTRA YEO 

IN THE BOOK OF RUTH 

The book of Ruth, like the book of Proverbs, is found in the third section of the 

Hebrew Bible, Ketuvim. While it is not known with certainty when the book of Ruth was 

written-as is the case with most biblical texts-many scholars date this work as 

preexilic, between the tolh and 7m centuries B. C. E.300 While the actual author of this 

book, often called a novella. is unknown, some ascribe authorship to the prophet 

Samuet.301 Others, like S. Sandmel, suggest the ... delicacy' and gentleness of the 

narrative ... make him wonder 'if it's unknown author were perhaps a woman."'302 

Meyers, however, discounts the idea of a woman as the writer for Ruth, for it is "part of a 

canon that is almost entirely ascribed to male authorship .... ,,3o3 However, despite the 

ongoing debate over actual authorship, I believe it is plausible that a female presence 

shaped the narrative. 304 

There are three notable features of this book: 1) It is one of only two biblical 

books that bears a woman's name-the other is the book of Esther-deriving its name 

300 Trible, ABD S, 843; Campbell dates Ruth between 950-700 B. C. E. Campbell, ABR, 26. 
301 Trible, ABD S, 843. 
302 Meyers, RH, 89. 
303 "Recent scholarship bas convincingly reversed the notion that the production of literature in bJl>lical 
antiquity was almost entirely the result of the compositional activities of men. Once it Js recognized that 
much literature emerges from oral composition and that authorial activity and literacy need not be equated, 
the possibility of women a authors becomes less improbable. Still. even ifthe existence of female authors 
for certain biblical verses, chapters or even books can be acc:epted, the idea of female authonhip seems 
problematic in light of the fact that the literary context of Scripture, in the redactional and recording stages 
even if not in all its compositional ones, was that of male scribal activity." Meyers, RH, 89. 
304 Trible, ABD S, 843. 
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from the story's heroine; 2) Women dominate both the narrative and the dialogue. This is 

significant, for the bulk of the Bible is androcentric, leading to minimal space devoted to 

the lives of biblical women; and 3) This book is read on Shavuot, the Jewish agricultural 

festival that commemorates the giving of the Torah on Mt. Sinai.305 

Unlike the matriarchal stories, containing dram~ deceit, and tension, the book of 

Ruth does not contain these elements. In its place, however, are people who exhibit 

loyalty, courage, kindness, and concern for each other. This is seen extensively in the 

interplay between Ruth and Naomi, and between Ruth and Boaz. Ruth and Naomi are 

two women who" ... bear their own burdens. They know hardship, danger, insecurity, 

and death. No Ood 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 ali~ the hostile, and the unknown. ,t306 They are women who not only 

survive but thrive. 

Ruth is a woman who has a number of notable characteristics. In fact, she almost 

appears to be perfect-the "ideal woman." Her positive attributes and characteristics are 

many, and are recognized by those with whom she comes in contact. As the story of Ruth 

unfolds, so does her loyalty, courage, assertiveness, kindness, and hwnility. 

Ruth is introduced as a Moabite woman who was married to a son of Naomi, an 

Israelite. When the book of Ruth begins, Naomi's husband and two sons have already 

died. Naomi decides to return to her native Canaan, since Adonai has put an end to the 

famine that had caused Naomi and her family to leave Bethlehem. Ruth 1 :6-7 indicate 

'°' "The association with Shavuot is appropriate. The events told in Ruth span a period somewhat 
equivalent to th.al of Passover to Shawot, that is, a seven-week period from the beginning of the barley 
harvest to the end of the wheat harvest. .. Reinhart7., JSBR. 1579. 
306 Trible, rw, 251. 
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that Naomi ts two daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpah, begin the journey to Bethlehem, 

with Naomi. However, Naomi instructs them "to return to their mother's house," i1D7 

i1~K Tl"'':J' i1WN ill:itu ( 1 :8). She asks Adonai to show them the loyalty and faithfulness, -ron, 

they have shown to the deceased (implying her husband and sons), and to her (1 :8). She 

blesses the two women by asking Adonai to provide them with a dwelling place, a ''place 

of quiet at home,"307 ~z, in the house of a husband (1 :9). Naomi speaks lovingly to 

Ruth and Orpah and is concerned for their future welfare. Naomi understands that in her 

society it is very difficult for a woman to make it on her own. Therefore, she wants them 

both to return to their native homes, remarry, and find security. She puts their best 

interest before her own. willing to travel back to Bethlehem by herself. Naomi exhibits 

the attributes of kindness, concern, selflessness, and courage. 

It is interesting to note that Naomi uses the words mother's house, i1Z3N n"':i, rather 

thanfather's house, ':JK n~ which is a more common term in the Hebrew Bible. The tenn 

CK n,:i, only occurs three additional times (Gen 24:28; Song 3:4, 8:2; see note 189)3°8• One 

explanation for the use of this term relates to the ancient Arab culture where each wife 

had her own tent that was regarded as her property, and the girls lived in their mother's 

tent.309 Another explanation is it was in the mother's house, i.e. her bedroom, where 

marriages were arranged.310 This lends credibility to the comment by Meyer: "Israelite 

women apparently had a role equal to if not greater than their husbands in arranging the 

marriages of their children, although this is not always easy to discern under the 

307 Koehler and Baumgartner, HAL, 600. Other commentators define :mm as security. See Sasson, RU, 22; 
Campbell, ABR, 60; Hubbard, BOR, 10S. 
308 The Hebrew word M~ her household is found in Prov 31: 15, 21, implying certain aspects of the 
household came under the purview of the woman. 
309 De Waard & Nida, TBOR, 12, 81. 
310 Hubbard, BOR, 102-03. See also Campbell, AB~ 64; Oen 24:28, Song 3:4, 8:2. 

92 



androcentric layering of the texts.'.311 She also indicates, "It cannot be asswned, in texts 

where fathers are said to secure marital liaisons, that they are acting on their own; rather, 

it is likely that the male voice reporting the liaison is overpowering the female voice that 

in fact participates in securing mates for a couple's offspring.'.312 If one assumes this 

understanding of the text is correct, then it is reasonable to conjecture that women 

working in groups, and forming alliances, aided this effort (see above). 

After Naomi instructs Ruth and Orpah to return to their own people, they tell 

Naomi they will remain with her. Again, Naomi urges them to return, saying, "Do I have 

any more sons in my body who can be your husbands," ?:l"Wll6 ?:1:1':i ,m "l1Pl:i Cl':J:l ,;..,iv., 

(1: 11 ). She goes on to indicate that she is too old to have more children {although the 

text actually reads too old to marry), and even if she did have more children, she asks, 

"Would you wait for them to grow up, and be blocked from entering a new maniage [in 

the meantime]? vrK', ni"i'T ,n,~, :inYn liTr.1 'ml' ituK 1Y :,:n~wn 1:,,:, (1:13). These verses 

indicate that it was critically important for a woman to be married in antiquity.313 Single 

women were not accepted by society as they are today in the 21st century. The second, 

yet unspoken part of Naomi's message to Ruth and Orpah is: you need to get married so 

that you can have children. Ruth and Orpah are both barren at this point in the narrative, 

having had no children after ten years of marriage (1:4).314 Given the high value placed 

on having children and the great pain of not being able to conceive (as mentioned above), 

there is no reason to assume that Ruth and her husband intentionally tried to prevent 

rn Meyers, RH, 112. 
312 Meyers, RH, 113. 
313 See Ruth 3:1 which implies Ruth can only be happy if she marries again. 
314 See Sasson, RU, 161; Hubbard, BOil, 28S, Hamlin, STF, 68. Campbell believes ten years mentioned in 
1 :4 indicates "the time span after the marriages of the two sons, rather than the entire length of the family's 
sojoum in Moab." Campbell, A.BR, 58. Also see Campbell, A.BR, 167. 
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conception. In fact, doing so would go against a premise of this study-that producing 

progeny brought status to women of the Hebrew Bible. 

After Naomi makes this point, Orpah, crying and kissing Naomi, decides to 

return to her people. While this is the last that will be mentioned of Orpah, it is important 

to recognize that she, too, has been commended for the ,on she showed to Naomi and her 

deceased husband. Orpah is loyal, but Ruth even more so.315 Ruth responds differently to 

Naomi; she clings, :,p::i.,, to her (1:14). The verb p:i, is found in other places in the 

Hebrew Bible and indicates a strong bond of love and/or commitment 316 When Ruth 

clings to Naomi she is binding them together, in solidarity, to face an unknown future. 

She also exhibits a level of " ... loyalty and commitment that go beyond the bounds of 

law or duty.',317 P. Trible suggests Ruthts decision to remain with Naomi-especially in 

light of what Naomi said about marriage-further demonstrates Ruth's loyalty: Ruth 

reverses "sexual allegiance" by committing herself to an older woman, rather than to the 

pursuit of a husband. "One female has chosen another female in a world where life 

depends upon men. There is no more radial decision in all the memories of Israel. Naomi 

is silenced by it (l:18)."318 Trible pays Ruth a tremendous compliment. 

Once again, Naomi urges Ruth to return to her own people. She refuses. Ruth's 

next response is perhaps the most well-known verse from the book of Ruth: "Do not 

press me to leave you, to return from following after you, because wherever you go, I 

will go; and where you spend the night, I will spend the night; your people will be my 

people; and your God will be my God; where you die, I will die, and there I will be 

315 Campbell, ABR, 82. 
316 See Genesis 2:24, Prov 18:24. 
317 Reinhartz, JSBR. 1S78. 
311 Trible, rw, 258. 
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buried; may Adonai do to me this and tha~ only death will separate me from you,U -7K 

speech, Naomi sees that Ruth is persistent, nJ7.>MZJ, in her resolve to continue onward 

with her. Ruth will not be persuaded to tum around and return to her mother's house. 

Her loyalty and attachment to her mother-in-law overcome the objections offered by 

Naomi.319 Ruth's decision to stay with her mother-in-law offers a glimpse into the strong, 

persistent, detennined, and courageous woman that she is. 

By leaving Moab, Ruth is leaving behind everything that is familiar to her-her 

family, customs, culture, religion, homelan~ and even her national identity. This is not 

an easy undertaking, and it clearly requires an enormous amount of courage. Ruth leaves 

behind security, exchanging it for an unknown place and an unknown future. Even if one 

argues that Ruth was married to an Israelite, and preswnably had some knowledge of the 

culture, this does not adequately prepare her for life in a foreign land.320 "Against the 

comfortable familiarity of Moab, Israel was strange, unknown, threatening. ,'3ll 

Boaz, who enters the Ruth narrative in chapter 2, also recognizes the significance 

of Ruth's leaving Moab. He says to her, "It has become known to me all that you did for 

your mother-in-law after the death of your husband, and that you left your father and 

mother and your native land, and came to a people that you did not know previously," il.i 

citntv 1?1r.m mrr (2: 11 ). Not only is Boaz indicating that Ruth's reputation precedes her, 

he is indicating that her actions are praiseworthy. He goes on, in the next verse, to ask 

3111 Campbell, ABR, 111. 
320 Hubbard, BOR, 164. 
321 Hubbard, BOR, 164. 
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Adonai to reward Ruth for her deeds. Additionally, it seems that when Boaz speaks these 

words to Ruth, he is drawing a comparison between the patriarch Abraham and Ruth. 

When Abraham is called by Adonai (12:1), the text says he leaves his native land, 1nn,t,, 

the same term used by Boaz when he speaks to Ruth. Perhaps this similarity is 

coincidental, and perhaps not. The use of the word 1nm in relation to Ruth leaving 

Moab draws a parallel with Abraham. Ruth's status and place in history are elevated by 

this similarity; some might claim that Ruth's act is even more commendable, for unlike 

Abraham, who leaves in response to a divine calling, Ruth leaves on her own volition-

motivated by the loyalty and kindness of her own heart. Trible writes: 

Abraham was a man, with a wife and other possessions to accompany him. Ruth 
stands alone; she possesses nothing. No God has called her; no deity has 
promised her blessing; no human being has come to her aid. She lives and 
chooses without a support group, and she knows that the fruit of her decision may 
well be the emptiness of rejection, indeed death. Co~ntly, not even 
Abraham's leap of faith surpasses this decision of Ruth. 

Additionally, I would be remiss in my comments if I did not mention that Sarah 

accompanies Abraham when he leaves, and therefore also deserves recognition (as noted 

above). The same holds true for Rebe~ who mounts a camel and heads for Canaan, 

with no indication that she will ever return to her family or native land (Oen 24:61). 

By examining the words Ruth speaks to Naomi in vv. 16-18, further insights into 

Ruth's loyalty are revealed. For example, when Ruth indicates her willinpiess to "spend 

the night," 1,,, where Naomi will, she is not simply referring to the nights they will spend 

journeying to Bethlehem. Rather, she is speaking in a broader sense, implying, "Whether 

Naomi's future home is in a palace or in a hut, .•• [she is] determined to share her 

322 Trible, rw. 258. 
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mother-in-law's dwelling.',323 When she says, "Where you die, I'll die," r,ir.nc r,ir.ir, iW10, 

she is not referring to the actual place of death, but rather, Ruth is indicating her 

willingness to stay with Naomi and endure the same unknown fate, even if this means 

death by hunger, plague, war or the like. 324 When Ruth goes on to say "and there I will 

be buried," ,::ii,M cvn, she is indicating that she will remain loyal to Naomi, and the 

Israelite ways, until she, herself, is buried. 325 

When Naomi and Ruth complete their journey, they are greeted in Bethlehem by a 

welcoming group ofwomen.326 "The city went wild over them," f,1"37 i"lr.1-7::1 c:,n,, 

according to 1: 19. This warm reception indicates solidarity among the women. It also 

shows that women were out and about, and were not hidden away in their homes. The 

last verse of chapter 1 informs that Naomi and Ruth arrived at the beginning of the barley 

seaso~ c,,w, i'IJ;, .n'm.n:i. 

In the second verse of chapter 2, Ruth informs Naomi that she wants to go to the 

field and glean. Depending on how one interprets the verse-and arguments have been 

made for both ways-Ruth is either requesting pennission to glean or informing Naomi 

of her decision to do so.327 According to T. 0. Lambdin, the presence of the particle Kl in 

v. 2 suggests that Ruth is declaring her intention to go to the fields and glean. 328 She 

understands that as childless widows, the two women have no one to provide for them 

and must insure their own survival. This said, Ruth takes it upon herself to meet their 

323 Sasson, RU, 30. Contra Campbell, ABR, 74, who wtderstands this statement in a more literal way1 

meaning, wherever you lodge [for the night], I will lodge, on the journey to Bethlehem. 
324 Sasson. RU, 30. 
3:zs Contra Campbell, ABR, 74-51 who understands this phrase to mean Ruth will adopt the Israelite burial 
custom of gathering bones, after death and body decomposition, and place them in a family tomb-either in 
an ossuary or on the floor of the tomb. 
326 See 1 Sam 18:6-7. 
377 See Campbell, A.BD, 91; Sasson, RU, 38; Hubbard, BOR, 136. 
321 See Campbell, ABD, 91; Hubbard. BOR, 136, n. l. 
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needs. This is the first indication, but not the last, that Ruth is a proactive woman who 

takes initiative. It also shows that she is not afraid of hard work. R. Hubbard suagests that 

Ruth goes to the fields almost immediately upon arrival in Bethlehem-without taking 

time to rest from her long journey-for she senses the immediacy of the situation, given 

that the harvest period has already begun. 329 

When Ruth announces that she will go to the fields to gl~ she also tells Naomi 

that she will glean behind someone "in whose eyes I find favor," ,,!'10 1n-NxziK itl'1N. This 

is another way that Ruth takes initiative and shows her intelligence. According to the 

three biblical verses that mention gleaning of fields by those in need, Lev 19:9, 23 :22, 

and Deut 24:19, not one of them indicates that a gleaner must seek permission from the 

owner of the field or glean behind someone who takes a liking to her. As an :im?K, 

widow, and 1l, resident alien, Ruth has the right to glean in any field. However, Ruth 

intuitively understands that in order to maximize her efforts, it will be beneficial to work 

behind someone who does not mind her presence. To this end, Ruth requests permission 

to glean. She also asks to be allowed to "gather among the sheaves behind the reapers," 

c,,x,p:, ,,nN Cl,,7.>lr.l 'n!>OK'I (2:7), a request that goes beyond the privileges normally 

extended to gleaners.330 Ruth exhibits great courage, detennination, and initiative by 

making this request. It is reasonable to assume that she seeks this permission because she 

has accepted upon herself the responsibility of providing for Naomi, in addition to 

herself. 

Boaz, who owns the field that Ruth selects, shows her kindness and generosity. 

He grants her request to glean among the sheaves (2:15-16), instructs her to remain in his 

329 Hubbard, BOR, 136. Also see Trible, TW, 260. 
330 See Hubbard, BOR, 159. 
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fields (2:8), orders his male workers not to touch or hurt her (2:9), and offers her food 

and drink (2:9, 14). Ruth is appreciative of the kindness shown to her by Boaz and 

expresses her gratitude with respect and hwnility. She bows and prostrates herself on the 

ground. :,siac ,nnvm, irl!>--,Y ',!In, (2:9), and expresses hope that she will continue to find 

favor in his eyes, calling him my lord, 'li'TN 1'lv.l 1"·MlUlK (12:13).331 She refers to herself 

as a :in!IU?, a maidservant who is on the lowest rung of the social scale, when speaking to 

him (2:13).332 This Hebrew term, ilM!IVI, is used as an expression ofhwnility.333 Ruth 

also shows Boaz proper respect when she later refers to herself as 7nr.,tc, "your handmaid" 

(3:9).334 

Another example of Ruth's modesty is seen when Boaz summons her to eat with 

him and the reapers. She sits "at the side of' or "next to" the reapers, as opposed to 

among them,c,,s,p:, 137.) :uim, (2:14).335 Ruth does so as a sign of respect, knowing that 

her status is below that of the others. In a similar vein, as noted above, Ruth asks 

permission to glean in the field. even though she is not required to do so. "She would 

glean not with presumption-written law or not-but with humility.',336 She also shows 

an honest valuation of herself when she refers to herself as a "foreigner," saying: "jlN'I 

_,,,::il(2: 10). Ruth understands that she is a foreigner in a foreign land and has no 

delusions of grandeur. This, however, does not hinder her ability to do what she must to 

provide for Naomi and herself. 

331 Also see Hubbard. BOR. 161, 168; Campbel], ABR, 100. 
332 A :m!lw performs menial tasks and c:annot mmy. This in contrast to an :-mK (3:9) who can marry a free 
man and has a higher status than a :ffl!IW, See Sasson, RU, 53; Hamlin, STF, 45; Campbell,ABD, 101. 
333 See l Sam 25:41; Sasson, RU. 54. 
334 Hamlin, STF, 44. 
335 Campbel!, ABR, 102. 
336 Hubbard, BOR. 139 
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Ruth proves to be a diligent worker in the field. It can be inferred from the text 

that she returns to the field before the others-perhaps while they are still eating-for 

2: 15 says, "She got up to gleant np',1, cpn,, as opposed to they got up to glean.331 The 

implication is that Ruth took a shorter break than the rest. Ruth 2: 17 infonns that she 

gleans until the evening and then first begins to beat the sheaves. The lateness of the 

hour does not cause Ruth to retire, despite the fact that she has been on her feet since the 

morning, ip:ti nm i,cyn, tci:mi (2:7). Ruth puts in a full day's work, an indication of her 

stamina and perseverance (also characteristics of Rebekah and the 'rn-ntuK, as discussed 

above). 

Additional evidence of her intensive labor is the sizable amount of barley that she 

accumulates in one day-about an ephah,338 c,,w, il!>'N:> (2: 17).339 To put this quantity 

into perspective, an ephah is approximately two-thirds of a bushet340-the equivalent of 

one-half of one month's salary-no small feat.341 Ruth's strong work ethic is reminiscent 

of the ?"11-ntuK, who rises early and stays up late (Prov 31: 15, 18; as discussed above). 

After Ruth completes her work, she returns to the city, canying her grain. Her 

load is not light-twenty-nine to fifty pounds-depending on how one calculates the 

conversion of an ephah into pounds.342 This said, it is logical to deduce that among her 

many other attributes, Ruth is also a physically strong woman. 343 The same is true of the 

1,•n-nwK and Rebekah-obviously a desirable attribute of the ideal Israelite woman (see 

discussion above). 

337 See Hubbard, BOR, 115. 
338 An ephah is a standard unit of dry measure. 
339 Hubbard, BOil, l 19. 
340 Reinhartz, JSBR, 1582. According to 1 Sam 17: 17, one ephah could feed a number of men military 
men. 
341 Hubbard, BOR, 179; Sasson, RU, S1. 
342 See Campbell, ABD, 104; Sasson, RU, 51; Hubbard, BOR, 179. 
343 Contra Campbell, A.BD, I 04. 
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Other notable characteristics of Ruth are kindness and consideration for others. 

When Boaz offers Ruth roasted grain, "she ate and was satisfied and had leftover [food]," 

inn, l7lVi'ni ,~Mn (2:14). She saves the food for Naomi and gives it to her when she returns 

home at the end of the day, :iiottm mn,:i-,wK nM :r,-1nn, (2: 18). Given that Ruth worked 

from the morning into the night, it is likely that she could have benefited from eating the 

saved food. However, being the generous woman that she i~ Ruth saves it for her 

mother-in-law. 

Another strong example of Ruth's courage, assertiveness and generosity is seen 

when Naomi wants Ruth to visit Boaz, at the threshing ftoor144, at night. Naomi, who has 

identified Boaz as a member of the same clan, iln!»W, as her deceased husband, 

Elimelech, wants Ruth to present herself to Boaz in hopes that he will serve as their 

redeemer, tci:i mm (2:20).345 This will serve two functions and fulfill Naomi's desires, 

as well: I) the possibility of an heir for Naomi's son, and 2) Ruth will have a husband, a 

secure home, and an overall better situation, 1':i-lt:1'" it11K null 1',-v,p:::iM K'm "Ml (3:1). 

(Here, again, Naomi infers that true happiness can only come to one who is manied.) 

Ruth does as Naomi requests, despite the risks of Naomi's ''potentially dangerous and 

compromising" plan.346 If Ruth is caught alone with Boaz at night, she would most likely 

be shamed, humiliated and/or have her name tarnished, on account of inappropriate 

behavior. Despite this, her "unquestioning obedience" to Naomi shows Ruth's loyalty, 

once again.347 

344 "The threshingjloor is an elevated open space where the kernels of grain were separated from the chaff 
{winnowed). Winnowing was done in the evening when strong breezes would carry the chaff away." 
Reinhart7., JSBR, 1583. 
3411 See Lev 2S:25; Deut 25:5-6. 
3-46 Tnble in WIS, 146. See also Trible, ABD S. 844; Campbell, ABR. 121. 
347 Hubbard, BOR, 206. 
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When Boaz is awakened by Ruth's presence, she takes her devotion and concern 

for her mother-in-law to a new level. Contrary to the directive that Naomi gives Ruth-to 

wait for instruction from Boaz-Ruth takes charge of the situation, saying, "Spread the 

skirt of your garment348 over your maidservant, because you are a redeemer," 1!)l!I nwi!li 

:inK 1,IQ ,::, ,n~K-'37 (3:9). By asserting herself in this fashion, Ruth is proposing 

marriage.349 She puts the desires of Naomi, to have an heir for her deceased son, before 

her own needs. She relinquishes the possibility of marrying a younger man who may be 

better suited for her. " ... [Ruth] acted neither from passion nor greed. Rather, 

sacrificially setting aside personal preferences, she chose a marriage of benefit to her 

family. "350 It is not by chance that Ruth uses the word 'll:I when speaking to Boaz. 'Ibis 

is the same word that he used-when they first met-to bless her with refuge under 

Adonai's wings, ,1!).l:)-nnn n,crr, (2:12). "Carefully canied out by Ruth, her daring, 

shrewd scheme worked to perfection; Ruth would at last have a husband.',351 Ruth's 

boldness results in a foreign woman calling an Israelite man to responsibility.352 Her 

gutsy behavior calls to mind Rachel, who brazenly removed the c,D,n from her father's 

home, without his knowledge (see above). 

Boaz recognizes the significance of Ruth's actions and exclaims, "May you be 

blessed by Adonai, my daughter. Your last act oficn (subordinating her needs for 

Naomi's need for an heir) is better than the first (coming to Bethlehem with Naomi). You 

did not go after the young men, either poor or rich [whom you could have married]," 

341 Koeh]er and Baumgartner, HAL, 486. Other commentators translate ~ as corner of gannent, wrap, and 
robe. 
349 See Ez.ek16:8; C&mpbell. A.BR. 123; "It probably reflects a mamage custom still attested among Arabs 
whereby a man symbolically took a wife by throwing a garment-comer over her." Hubbard, BOR, 212; also 
see p. 212, n. 3. 
3'° Hubbard, BOR, 215. 
351 Hubbard, BOR, 229. 
m Trible in WIS, 147. 
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(3:10). By these words, Boaz acknowledges Ruth's selfless devotion to Naomi. He 

continues to praise her high character saying, "And now, my daughter, do not be afraid. 

All that you will say, I will do for you, because ,:vw-,:,, all the people who gather in the 

gateway,353 know that you are an'"" nwK, a worthy woman (3:11).354 This is a high 

compliment that not only acknowledges that Ruth is a noble woman, but also indicates 

that the elders and legislators of the town are aware of her stature, too. Whether Boaz or 

the writer had knowledge of the 'rn-nwK of Prov 31 : 10-31, or not, Ruth is being 

compared to a woman who shares many of these same qualities. Furthermore, when Boaz 

says, "All that you say, I will do for you," ,,-:iwK "il.lM-iWK ',:,, Boaz is acknowledging 

Ruth's status in their relationship. While a case can be made that Ruth has subtly been 

calling the shots all along~eciding to glean in the field of a friendly landowner, seeking 

permission before gleaning, telling Boaz to put his garment over her-her power is now 

confirmed by another; Boaz consents to do as she asks. This verse shows, as was seen 

with the ","M-nWN and the matriarchs, that Israelite women were able to shape their 

destinies. Ruth transforms herself from a Moabitess, to a :'1"1:>l, to a ;in!>lll, to an :i~N, to 

the wife of a wealthy man,355 to the great-grandmother of King David. This is a major 

accomplishment in the patriarchal climate of the ancient Near East. Meyers affinns the 

accomplishments of Ruth, writing, "Although it is often assumed that gender hierarchies 

353 Koehler and Baumgartner, HA.L, 1616. Other translations ofiw,-1,::, are: the legally responsible body of 
the town, Campbell, ABR, 124; my fellow citizens, Hubbard, BOR, 216; elders of the town, JPS translation. 
354 Koehler and Bawngartner define?'M as strength. I consider this to be an accurate definition, for it is her 
strength of character-resulting from her many positive attributes-that make her an ideal woman. Koehler 
and Baumgartner, HAL, 311; see Num 24: I 8. 
m Ruth, like the ,,n-nwK and matriarchs, becomes a woman of means. She acquires wealth through her 
marriage to Boaz. As Sasson writes, .. Boaz ... was not an ordinary, run-of-the-mill Israelite, but a man of 
substance." Sasson. RU, 40. 
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in ancient Israel precluded female autonomy, all the women in Ruth ... assume active 

roles .... they initiate or decide on actions that affect the course of their lives.'.356 

Commentators indicate, and I agree, that Ruth's proactive behavior leads her to 

become "the true bringer of salvation in this story.,Js7 It is the assertiveness of Ruth, and 

her confidence in her ability to take matters into her own hands, that secures Boaz as the 

redeemer for Naomi's son (and the Israelite nation, in general; see below). While Naomi 

deserves credit for devising the plan and guiding Ruth as a loving mother would

instructing her to bathe, anoint, dress appropriately, and what to do upon arrival-it is 

Ruth who musters the courage to ask Boaz to marry her.358 This sai~ however, Naomi's 

concern for Ruth,.s welfare and security must also be noted. There is no other citation in 

the Hebrew Bible that records a mother-in-law's effort to help her daughter-in-law find a 

spouse.359 Naomi's involvement in finding a suitable husband for Ruth makes an 

important statement about the role women had in arranging marriages (see above). 

Additionally, Naomi calls Ruth "my daughter," "n"::i, four times. (2:22; 3:1, 16, 18), 

indicating a ttue fondness for her. Perhaps it was Naomi's kindness toward Ruth, in 

Moab, that led her to follow Naomi back to Canaan. Moreover, Naomi shows Ruth 

concern, and offers guidance, when she says, regarding the offer by Boaz to glean in his 

fiel~ "It is good, my daughter, that you go out with his female workers and not be 

molested in another field," inN :,~ 1:::i-13719" M1,i ,,n,ivl-C37 ,nn ,:, ,n,::i :i,c (2:22). Naomi 

understands that working among men could lead to Ruth being physically hurt or 

356 Meyers, RH, 109. 
357 Hubbard, BOR, 213. 
358 See Hubbard, BOR, 213. 
359 Hubbard, BO~ 205. 
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sexually harassed.360 As Hubbard speculates," ... greedy owners and reapers probably 

often obstructed the efforts of gleaners by ridicule, tricks, and in some cases outright 

expulsion.',361 It is also probable that Ruth could encowiter other gleaners, who, being 

desperate for survival, could resort to desperate measures. Naomi tries to keep Ruth safe, 

and in the best possible situation, as she provides for them. Naomi, in her own rite, 

models the positive attributes of kindness, concern, guidance, and courage-all 

characteristics of the ideal Israelite woman. 

From 2:22, mentioned above, and 2:8, where Boaz invites Ruth to remain in his 

field and •join with my female workers," "ni37l-C37 l'j:':rrn n:i,, it is evident that Israelite 

women were part of the essential labor force. These verses support Meyer's theory that 

although women were not regularly involved in field or plow agriculture, their "seasonal 

participation at labor-intensive periods cannot be ruled out."362 Other scholars also 

suggest that women worked in the fields. E. Campbell believes men sickled the stalks 

and women gathered them into sheaves and bowtd them. 363 Hubbard agrees with this, 

but adds two additional points: it was the women who carried the bundles from the field 

to the threshing floor; and perhaps, more importantly, "One should not ... distinguish 

these groups absolutely, as if men never bwtdled sheaves or women never cut grain from 

stalks. ,,364 I think that Hubbard is most likely correct. While a general system was most 

likely in place that divided the labor, it is reasonable to conclude that both genders 

performed the various tasks at various times. Additionally, what is more important than 

360 T-Hl1l!>' is also translated as bother, treat roughly, rough up, Hubbard, BOR. 159; to chance upon, to 
meet, Sasson. RU, 62. 
361 Hubbard, BOR, 136. 
362 Meyers, EVE, 146. 
363 Campbell, ABR, 98. 
364 Hubbard, BOR, 158. 
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determining exactly which tasks women performed specifically, is recognizing the 

invaluable contribution they made to the agrarian economy of the ancient world. By 

working in the fields, especially during harvest seasons, women became principle 

partners in securing f~ and thus sustaining, their respective households. Additionally, 

since Ruth and other women are noted as working in the fields, they support the validity 

of the agriculture work perfonned by the ?"fl-J"ltllK. 

Another notable trait of the ideal Israelite woman, seen with Ruth, as well as with 

the matriarchs (see above), is Adonai's intervention in her life. When Ruth goes to the 

fields to find a place to glean, she has no idea that the "jumbled patchwork of subdivided 

property',36s that she selects belongs to her relative. The text indicates it is by chance, or 

luck, that Ruth comes to the portion of the field that belongs to Boaz, iTTVr.1 np',n :ripll ,p,, 

Tli.l? (2:3). According to biblical thought, however, there is no such thing as chance; what 

appears to be luck is understood as divine intervention.366 Adonai, the~ brings Ruth to 

Boaz's field. This is the first sign of God's direct involvement with Ruth. The next 

instance, stated more directly by the text, is found in 4: 13: Boaz marries Ruth, he lies 

with her, "and Adonai allowed her to conceive, and she bore a so~" 1::i nm ,,,,:, m ,., 1n,,. 

The implication is that Ruth is now able to reproduce, unlike in the ~ because Adonai 

has willed this to occur. The women who gather around (the same women who greeted 

Naomi on her return to Bethlehem) echo this sentiment also, saying "Blessed is Adonai 

who has not left you without a redeemer today. ci"il ?Kl 71, n,:iw:, K? iwK,., ,,,::i (4: 14). 

Additionally, God's hand in Ruth's conceiving is foreshadowed in 4:11, when the 

townspeople bless Ruth by asking Adonai to make her "like Rachel and Leah, the two 

365 Campbell, ABR, 141. 
3156 See Trible, TW, 260; Hubbard, BOR, 141; Campbell, ABR, l 12~ contra Sasson, RU, 44. 
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who built up the house oflsrael," 'Mivr ~nM a.,,nv, m ,111 :nm, "1rr0. This prayer 

recognizes the contribution of Rachel and Leah to the Israelite nation. While it can be 

W1derstood literally, referring to their twelve sons and the subsequent twelve tribes, there 

is also reason to interpret this verse in a more general sense, recognizing the contributions 

these two matriarchs made to Israelite society. By understanding the verse in this 

manner, the text is implying that Ruth will have a place among the people oflsrael, 

similar in stature to that of the matriarchs. When Adonai responds favorably to the pleas 

of the people of Bethlehem, resulting in the birth of a son, Ruth takes her place among 

the matriarchs who also conceive with divine intervention (21 :1-2; 25:21; 29:31; 30:17, 

30:22-3). 

Once Ruth's son is born, the women perform the ritual of naming the child, 

calling him Obed (4:17). This is the sole example in the Hebrew Bible of a name given 

by someone other than a parent367 (see above). Obed becomes the father of Jesse, who 

becomes the father of King David. When the women tell Naomi that her redeemer has 

arrived (4:14), they also say, "May his name368 be proclaimed369 in Israel," 11.lW le-IP"! 

,an~ (4:14). This is a foreshadowing that Ruth's son will become someone important 

in the Israelite nation. Some see the royalty of Ruth's great-grandson as her ultimate 

reward for the acts of ion she performs for Naomi. Whether or not this is Adonai's 

ultimate reward to Ruth, is open to individual interpretation. However, what is clear is 

that by giving birth to her son, Ruth is forever connected to Israel's national history. 

Furthermore, it is only because of the daring plan drawn up by Naomi, and the flawless 

367 Hubbard, BOR. 276. 
361 While opinions vary among scholars as to who is the antecedent of his name, I agree with those who say 
the newborn son is the redeemer who is to be hailed. See CampbeU, ABR, 163; Sasson. RU, 163; Hubbard, 
BOR.271. 
369 lnr"l literally means and he was called. 
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execution by Ruth, that this comes to fruition. It is significant that the founding king of 

the royal house of Judah bas his roots with two women who possess many of the 

attributes of the ideal Israelite woman. Additionally. it is Ruth, more so than Boaz, who 

is hailed as the progenitor of King David. 

The praise for Ruth, as abundant as it has already been thus far in the text, 

continues further. In 4:15, the women of Bethlehem praise Ruth when speaking to 

Naomi, saying, "'she is better to you than seven sons. c~:c il~ttm ,, it:m:, K"n-,vnt This is 

an exceptional comment of praise, bestowed upon an exceptional woman. As is 

commonly accepted, sons were more valued than daughters in antiquity.370 lbis said, if 

Ruth had been declared better than even one son, it would still have been noteworthy. 

The implication is that Naomi, who is loved by Ruth ( 4: 15), receives better care from her 

daughter-in-law than she would have from seven sons, had she been so blessed.371 

A final point that must be brought forth is the inheritance of land by Naomi. 

Elimelech owns land when he, his wife, and two sons leave Bethlehem. (Naomi is 

mentioned, by name. when she leaves Bethlehem (1 :2). Her inclusion in the text indicates 

she is an important member of the family. The matriarchs, too, are mentioned by name 

when their families journey from their homeland (see above).)372 When Naomi retwns 

home, she is the one who inherits Elimelech's property. This is indicated in 4:3 when 

Boaz says, "The portion of the field that belonged to our brother, Elimelech, Naomi has 

put up for sale," "7Jl7l i1iJc 7?1J'l7tc, U"Mtc, ,wK il'TVm n;,'m. The second reference to Naomi 

being a landowner is found in 4:5: "On the day you acquire the field from the hand of 

370 Also see Hubbard, BOR, 273. 
371 See 1 Sam 2:5; Job 1 :2. The number seven symboliz.es totality or completeness, Hamlin, STF, 72; it is 
the ideal number of natural sons, Trible, ABD 5,845. 
372 See Gen 12:5. 
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Naomi," ,r.,17.3 ,,,:, if'TVo'l 111UP-Di,:3. This passage is followed by the acquisition of the 

property in 4:9. These verses clearly show that not only could an Israelite woman inherit 

land,373 she could also reclaim it from one who occupied it during her absence.374 The 

text also indicates that a woman could engage in the legal activity of selling property, as 

well.375 Naomi, like Rachel and Leah, are Israelite women who had property rights and 

exercised them-Naomi by selling her land, Rachel and Leah by claiming theirs. 

It is significant that the last spoken words of the book of Ruth are uttered by 

women, not men ( 4: 14-17). This is a notable, given the women of Bethlehem see Obed as 

the restorer of Naomi's life, not as the restorer "'of the name of the dead to his 

inheritance.',376 Similarly, they declare a son bas been born to Naomi, not ... An inheritor 

has been born for Elimelech!'',377 Ending the book with the voices of women, the same 

as it begins, shows that this truly is a story with a strong female agenda. If the book of 

Ruth was not written by a woman, as some scholars claim, one cannot overlook the 

strength, bravery, determination, and assertiveness of the female characters. If a man did, 

indeed, write this story, it speaks highly about the role of women in his society and his 

perception of them. 

373 See Num 27:5. 
374 Campbell, ABR, 157; see 2 Kgs 8: 1-6. 
m See Trible, TW, 27S; Since Boaz seems to be conducting the business on behalf of Naomi, it is possible 
that a woman's ability to engage in legal transactions by herself was limited. 
376 Trible, ABD 5, 845. 
377 Trible, ABD 5, 845. 
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CONCLUSION 

WITH REFLECTIONS FOR MODERNITY 

The aim of this concluding chapter is to draw connections between the ancient 

model of the ideal Israelite woman and modem concepts of the ideal Jewish woman. In 

order to make this task more manageable and perhaps more credible, it is necessary to 

specify to which group of Jewish women I am referring. This is critical, for the ideal 

Reform woman will look different from the ideal Orthodox woman. Similarly, the ideal 

American Jewish woman will be categorized differently than the ideal Israeli, Australian 

or Ethiopian Jewish woman. Also, a heterosexual woman will have different values than 

a homosexual woman. Since I am a Reform, American, heterosexual Jewish woman, I 

will focus my comments on women from this religious and national group who also share 

my sexual orientation. It must also be stated that despite my generalizations, I fully 

understand that each Jewish woman is unique-even within the subsets of Reform, 

American and heterosexual. However, in order to draw conclusions, I will need to paint 

with broad strokes. 

When thinking about Reform American Jewish women (herein referred to as 

Jewish woman or women), one of the first attributes that comes to mind is educated. This 

is supported by The National Jewish Population Study 2000-01: Strength, Challenge and 

Diversity in the American Jewish Population (NJPS). According to this study, "More 

than half of all Jewish adults (55%) have received a college degree, and a quarter (25%) 
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have earned a graduate degree. The comparable figures for the total U.S. population are 

29% and 6%. Jewish men are more likely than Jewish women to have college degrees 

(61 % vs. 50%) and graduate degrees (29% vs. 21%)."378 Despite the fact that more 

Jewish men receive degrees than Jewish women, the percentage of Jewish women who 

have had a higher education is notable and greater than the national average. 

As a result of advanced education levels, and the wider acceptance of women into 

a greater number of professional fields, Jewish women are important members of the 

American work force. It is not uncommon to find Jewish women employed as doctors, 

lawyers, business executives, professors, rabbis, cantors, 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 modem day Jewish woman draws a salary that helps procure 

items needed by her family, while the 1,,n.nwM of Proverbs purchased real estate, 

manufactured textiles and gannents, 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 Jewish woman is also 

responsible for taking care of her family. This includes, but is not limited to food 

shopping and meal preparation, maintaining the home, and tending to the many needs of 

any children including educational, socialization and emotional nurturing. Mothers also 

3'71 NIPS, 6. 
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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 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 'rn-nWK 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 bad 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 oflsraelite society who were responsible 

for food productio~ as noted above. 

Another characteristic of the modem Jewish woman is that she decides whom she 

will marry, when she will many, and if she will many. 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 many 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. 
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While biblical narratives never imply that a woman might not want to marry, the 

2000-01 NJPS indicates twenty-five percent of American Jewish adults (this figure 

includes men) are single and have never been married.379 Additionally, the study reports, 

"American Jews, both men and women, tend to marry later than Americans genemlly. In 

every age group wtder 65, proportionally fewer Jews than all Americans have ever 

married, with the largest gap being among those age 25-34. Only among those 65 and 

over do more or equal proportions of Jews report having been married than the general 

U.S. population."380 While it is reasonable to assume that some of the women included in 

this statistic would marry if the right opportunity arose, it is also reasonable to conclude 

that other women in this group are single by design. This represents a break with tradition 

and is the first major difference between the ancient Israelite woman and the modern 

Jewish woman. 

This phenomenon, in~ is related to another aspect of the modem 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 Jewish 

woman does not necessarily regard having children as a sign of status, self-worth, and/or 

a sign of favor by God. The NJPS reports, "At all ages, fertility among Jewish women is 

lower than fertility for all U.S. women, whether gauged by the percent who are childless 

or the average nwnber of children ever born. ,,3ai It also indicates Jewish fertility rates are 

below population replacement levels. 382 A. Baker suggests one reason for this is the " ... 

379 NJPS, 3. 
380 NJPS, 3. 
311 NJPS, 3. 
312 NJPS, viii. 
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redefinition of women's roles. On average, the Jewish woman of childbearing age in 

contemporary society is well-educated an~ frequently, professionally employed. 

Inevitably, except amongst the Orthodox, the tendency is for her to marry late, to delay 

having children and then to limit the size of her family.',383 I agree with this explanation 

and have found it be to the case among many Jewish women. 

While the Jewish population in the United States is shrinking, I am not sure that 

most Reform Jews are aware of this statistic. As a result, I do not think couples that 

choose to have few childre~ or none at all, are pressured into conceiving by their 

communities. In fact, my sense is that 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 as 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 1,,n-ntuK 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 7'Tl-ntuK. 

Another attribute of the ideal Israelite woman was the involvement of Adonai in 

her life. In this study, I made the case that the four matriarchs and Ruth each experienced 

divine interventio~ either through conception (Sarah, Rachel, Leah, Ruth), becoming 

aware of God's greater plan (Rebekah), or in other ways. While the ?"n-ntuK did not 

383 Baker,JWCS, 25. 
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experience such intervention, she was God fearing. implying she had an awareness of 

Adonai. Many modem Jewish women would not claim that God micromanages or is 

directly involved in the details of their lives. A fair nwnber 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 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 modem Jewish woman. 

Another aspect of the modem 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 7'n-ntuM girds her loins with strength and strengthens her 

anus (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 

,,n-nwM (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 study made decisions on behalf of herself, her husband and family; she took risks, 
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showed courage. and exhibited strength of character. The m-ntuM 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 (see above). 

Sarah was a tough woman who knew how to make tough decisions. When she 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 (see above). 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 c,!l,n 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 ~ along with 

Ruth and the ,"Tt-ntuM, together with their male counterparts, were instrumental in shaping 

the tradition 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 
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not overshadow their contributions. Additionally, their humanity allows every Jewish 

woman the space to fall, stwnble and err, a she does her best to advance 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 fonn 

or another, the characteristics and attributes of the ideal Israelite woman. 
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APPENDIX 

Linear Tnnslation of Proverbs 31: 10-31 

:,i:,0 Cl"l"l!l0 pn,, i1S0" "0 ,,n-nwK v. 10 
A capable wife, who can find? Her purchase price is far above pearls of coral. 

,on" tc, ,,w, :i,11:::i ::i, :,::i no::i v. 11 
The heart of her husband trusts in her, and he will have no lack of gain 
(i.e. property and wealth). 

il""M "0" ',:, JM-N,1 ::i,c i:,n,r.il v. 12 
She does him good and not evil, all the days of her life. 

;'l"El::J fDM::i Vllfni C"nVi£>1 ir.,x iTW,1 v. 13 
She searches for wool and flax (as material for clothing), and she actively 
labors with her eager hands. 

:,~n, tf':::ui pn,r.ir.i in,o ni"lN:i rtn":i v. 14 
She is like trading vessels, bringing her bread from afar. 

:,,n,Yl? pn, m,,::i, r,,o inn, ;,;,; ,,y:::i cpn, v. 1 s 
She rises while it is still night and gives food to her household, and prescribes 
tasks for her attendants. 

cii:> :,~l :"1"0:, ,,Elr.i ,:inpn, :i,w :,r.ir.ir v. 16 
She ponders a field and acquires it, with the fruit of her hands she plants a 
vineyard. 

:,,n,11,r yr.,Kni ;'l"lll0 r,37:::i :,iln v. 1 7 
She girds herself (her hips and loins) with stren~ and strengthens her anns. 
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:iil :,,,,::i :,::i:,,-K', :i,no ::iit>-,:, :,r.,w v. 18 
She perceives that her trading profit is good, her oil lamp does not go out 
at night. 

7',r, i:::,r.in il'D::n il'li'":::>l :,n',v, :,,,, v. 19 
Her hands are cast/placed on the spindle, and her palms hold the spindle. 

,,:ni:, :,n',w ii,,,, "l3n :,v,,!) :,!):, v. 20 
She opens her hand to the poor, and her hands are extended to the needy. 

D'lV1 w::b :,n,:i-',:, ,:::, l?V11:1 ;,n,::i, Ki"M-K? v. 21 
She is not afraid of the snow for her househol~ for all of her family is 
clothed in crimson. 

i1Vlil? 17.ll1N'1 W il?-i1M'lt'l7 C'1l17.I V. 22 
She makes for herself coverings, she wears linen and purple gannents. 

fiN-'lji'T-C31 ,n::iw::,. :,',31::i C',31'111:1 lml v. 23 
Her husband is known in the gates, where he sits among the elders 
(a special class). 

"l37l::l? illnl ,uni ,:,r.in, :mV137 1"10 v. 24 
She makes and sells clothing, and gives a girdle to the tradesman. 

,,,me c,,, pnwn, ;,wi::i, ,,it,--T11 v. 25 
Strength and splendor are her clothing, and she laughs at the future. 

:-iliw'i-1,37 ,cn-n,,n, :,r.,:,n::i :,nnc ;·r1D v. 26 
Her mouth opens with wisdom, and kind teaching is on her tongue. 

',:,K.n N', n,',:ic37 en,, iln,:i n,:,,',:, il'Dix v. 27 
She examines the doings of her househol~ and the bread of sluggishness 
she does not eat. 
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i11??i1"1 :,1,37::i :ii,vnt"i i1"l::1 i?.:>p v. 28 
Her children rise up and call her happy, her husband praises her, too [saying], 

nl?:i-,11 n'?37 nK'l 7'n i!Vl7 n1l:::i n,:i, v. 29 
"Many daughters have proven themselves capable, but you surpass all 
ofthem." 

,,nnn N"i1 "'-nN,, :iwtc "!)":, ,:in, 1m ,i,111 v. 30 
Grace is deceitfuVfalse and beauty is vain, [but] a woman who fears/respects 
Adonai will be praised. 

n"l1137?.l C'1l1W:J m,,n,, n,,., "1!J?.l n?-iln v. 31 
Give her from the fruit of her hands, and let her deeds praise her in the gates. 
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