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Preface

The subject of this thesis has long been an obsession of mine. It began in an epiphanal moment
when I saw the placenta of my nephew Raffy and profoundly encountered the Divine. “You
don’t happen to know what happened to the placenta?” [ asked on my best friend’s behalf, while
she was recovering from her c-section and being with her baby for the first time. The nurse (a
male nurse) led me from the nurses’ station to a small storage closet in the corner of the hall,
where he reached up to a shelf and pulled down what looked like a cole-slaw container. He
donned gloves and poured the placenta into the pink plastic tub that is standard hospital issue.
Across his hands lay the most beautiful and astonishing thing I had ever seen. I literally lost my
breath — a reaction I would never have anticipated. The round, thick organ was bright red, as if
alive, as if it were the face of the moon staring up at me; and on its face was a thick tree of life —
a seven branched tree of purplish-blue and white veins, rounded and as if reaching up off their

surface in a pulsating vitality. All I could think was that this was ir: the Tree of Life.

My feeling that the encounter with Raffy’s placenta was with the Tree of Life (that the placenta
is the Tree of Life, the one we refer to as Torah, as eitz chayim, embodied again and again as G-d
manifests through pregnancy and birth) was intuitive and profound. There had been something
else in there. The baby was panim el panim, face to face with this tree. 1had no idea what

Judaism had to say about this other than this connection and awareness of the placenta as a

manifestation of the Divine was not common knowledge and nor part of any Jewish teaching or




tradition that I had ever heard of - not that I knew everything, but enough to know this was not
an established element of Jewish theology or rabbinic thought. Yet it was so obvious, right there

— this incredible placenta.

I was propelled for a long time in a state of radical amazement and awe. I wrote about seeing the
placenta, I told everyone I could. I calligraphied Raffy’s birth announcement in the image of the
placenta as a full moon with the tree of seven veins reaching up inside. I wanted to tell everyone
about it, about the placenta as being part of the G-ddess, (not separate from G-d but a mother-
force or understanding of a powerful creative force known as G-d), and specifically I wanted to
tell everyone in Judaism about it. I was inspired by Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb, who visited my friend
in the hospital and spoke about Serach, the one surviving Israelite who is named as going both
down into Egypt and up again to the desert — Rabbi Lynn spoke about her not as a midrash but as
someone real, that she appeared as an eagle flying over the Israelites accompanying and leading
the to the Sea, like a doula — one who assists the birthing woman with encouragement. She
spoke about Serach as though she was real, and I thought, I too have a perspective aching to
burst out from inside me. This deep longing was part of the reckoning of soul that led me to
apply to rabbinical school, in order to deepen myself as a spiritual journeyer and acquire the
skills needed to read rabbinic texts in order to see what our tradition had said about the placenta,
and to be able to use what I find to bring holiness and awareness of G-d’s presence, the primacy

of birth and the power of women birthing to our conscious and manifest image of G-d.

In Jerusalem two years later when I began rabbinical school, I remember sitting in a café telling a

new classmate of this incredible encounter, about the thick tree of life facing the child, “There's
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something else in there...” | naively talked about the placenta frequently, to the astonishment of
my Hebrew teachers and classmates and often uncomfortable laughter — I too didn’t know how
to embody this search in a serious way. I remember on Purim that year in Jerusalem, davenning
and reading megillah with the group Women of the Wall at the Kotel; I was dressed all in red,
with a pillow stuffed under my shirt — a pregnant woman in a red shirt, red scarf around my head,
thick red knee-socks, and red glitter around my eyes. At the last minute before I ran to the taxi
already beeping outside that early morning, I finished my costume by tying long strings of red

sewing thread into the white #zitzit of the tallit I wore around my neck.

A woman of Women of the Wall, Haviva Ner-David, author of Life on the Fringes: A Feminist
Journey Toward Traditional Rabbinic Ordination, then studying to be the first Orthodox-
ordained woman rabbi, asked me about the tallit. “It’s a birthing garment,” I retorted. “I got it
from Tractate Niddah, Masechet Argemon,” I made up on the spot, “where Bruriah says birthing
women should wear red rzitzit rather than recheler (the traditional and increasingly popular blue-
dyed fringes)...you know, for the placenta,” 1 said flippantly (I thought I was so funny) still not
finding my inner true voice. Haviva’s jaw dropped, “Really??” she said, her eyes bulging out of
disbelief, and I knew in that split second before she realized I was just kidding, she was thinking,

How have I not come across this?

Now on Purim 5767 I am conscious of this holiday’s themes of turning what is on the inside out,
and making the world topsy-turvy in the costumery of self that often leads to greater and more
serious truth-telling. I am aware of how far this formal journey coming to closure, a journey of

soul-intimations yearning to study sources about the placenta and sift through them in a cavern
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like panning for the gemstones we used to try to find on field studies in the fifth grade —
occasionally there was a glint of shiny purple or emerald in the stone: some mica or else an
amethyst, or an emerald! My journey in the last years has been propelled by wanting to leam
how to better navigate, or begin to navigate and dialogue, with rabbinic Judaism: how much
more there is to go. This is a journey in taking the world very seriously, in trusting and
understanding my own creative process, intuitive knowledge, serious text study, and belief
system as much as a thesis. And I have found some emerald chips in rock — not all of them

appear in this thesis. But I will write about those too.

This thesis began with a query into what the rabbis said about the placenta, the sacred placenta,
in the hopes to Jewishly, textually validate, authenticate or augment a more subtle, much less
documented tradition across cultures of women burying their placentas in some form that
honored the placenta as a vessel of the Divine. While there is a Jewish tradition of burying the
placenta, it is largely unknown and certainly we have not crossed that barrier where it is part of
the liturgical and ritualistic norm to give expression to the liminal experience of giving birth,
particularly in the liberal world. Religious hospitals in Israel, I have recently learned through a
correspondence with a religious midwife in Jerusalem, bury the placentas, and are reluctant to
return them to new mothers. Liturgy that would be received in the Orthodox community is

needed as much as in the Progressive and Egalitarian world.

I also anticipated a chapter based on prior research [ have done that would analyze the rabbis’

use of breastfeeding as a metaphor for G-d and Divine nurturance between the Jewish people,
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G-d and Torah. If the rabbis could make dazzling, foundational metaphor out of nursing, then
they certainly could have done it for the placenta, had they understood it better perhaps. Or else,
we can use their own paradigm of G-d nursing the people Israel with Torah ourselves and apply

it to the creation of literature and theology of the placenta.

In the end I have focused on exploring rabbinic texts, and I have benefited greatly from my
advisor Dr. Joel Gereboff who excitedly saw through my hazy first-thesis proposal, and said,
“Everyone is talking about birth these days... but what is this you wrote down here about
‘placenta theology’?!” Joel pushed me to expand my horizons academically, to clarify
metaphors and the jumble of ideas I hesitated for so long to put down on paper. He spent a great
deal of time being patient and nurturing to me while I balanced and crossed over into new
motherhood and attachment parenting/nursing as it clashed with my personal creative or
intellectual output capabilities. Also, without a flinch Joel supported and delighted in my
nursing an infant in the Beit Midrash at HUC during his Talmud class. In fact he insisted I nurse
in class rather than skirmish away to the women’s lounge — and once settled in the room he
demanded I sit fully at the table and not hide away in the back, baby on lap. This is a metaphor
for how he has encouraged me to bring this thesis to bear. He and I both know this is a work in
progress and I am grateful to have the serendipitous opportunity and honor to work with him on

this project.

Finally, on the eve of turning in this thesis, we received the devastating news that Leah Fishbane,

a former member of my davenning and extended community suffered a brain tumor, and was
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being taken off life support machines. She has an incredible vivacious daughter, Aderet, turning
four this Sunday, and we learned that Leah was seven weeks pregnant. How do we place this?
B’sumi anan I'vusho, v'arafel chatulato

When I made the cloud its garment and the dense fog its swaddling cloth
Job 38:9

I want to honor Leah’s sweet vivacity and her gentle, clear presence and hope that like her I can
live my life fully, finding the time and balance with my child, in happiness and in community.

May her memory be for a blessing.

Alufeinu m’subalim ein peretz v’ein yotzeit, v'ein tzva’chah bir’chovoteinu
Our legions are suffering, there is no breach and there is no going out, and there is
no loud cry in our streets.

Psalm 144:4
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CHAPTER ONE
Searching for the Placenta in the Bible

Let my womb be my silitu/placenta’

Babyionian prayer to Ishtar'

Into the water world of women
You pull me under

And I am a jeweled fish
Pursued by your hunger

Again and again

Your mouth is upon me

To feed.

I dream of your hands, calling me
“Mommy, Mommy,

You are still my placenta.”

Did I believe birth would sever you
from my body,

Your hunger pulls me under

Tzippora Price, “Into the Water World of Women™

Biblical precedents, literal and figurative

The Bible includes one direct reference to a placenta and one implied reference. Both are literal
references and very negatively charged. Although no other obvious references to the placenta

exist elsewhere in the whole of the Bible (either literal, implied or metaphoric), this does not

' Marten Stol, Birth in Babylonia and the Bible: Its Mediterranean Setting (Cuneiform Monographs 14) (Brill
Academic Publishers: The Netherlands) 2000, pg. 144, footnote 205,

* Poem “Into the Water World of Women™ by Tzippora Price, Mothering magazine, no. 131. July-August 2005, pg.
53




mean that illusions are not found or were not occasionally inferred by the rabbis, or that modern
midrashists cannot look for placenta images or motifs in the Bible, as is explored throughout this

thesis.

The first appearance of a placenta in canonized Jewish literature and the only direct reference to
one in the Bible is found towards the end of the Torah itself, in Deuteronomy 28:57, in a context
of punishments and curses on the Jewish people:

And regarding her placenta going out from between her legs,
and her children which will birth, she will eat them...

A more indirect inference of a placenta is indicated in Ezekiel 16:4:

And as for your birth, on the day of your birth, your navel-string was not cut,
nor washed with water for cleaning, nor salted with salt, nor swaddled in a swaddling
cloth.

Ezekiel describes how he saves this female child from gratuitous, vile neglect, until she betrays
his benevolence and becomes a prostitute. Both of these verses and surrounding chapters

describe and evoke extremely negative events and feelings.

The Ezekiel writer of 16:4 alludes to the placenta still attached to the newbomn child whose
“navel-string was not cut” but stops short of naming it, perhaps because its presence was simply
assumed. It is unlikely that the writer was unaware of fetal physiology to the extent of not

knowing about the placenta’s attachment — to what is the cord connected if it remains uncut? If

the umbilical cord is not cut, then the child remains attached to the placenta even after it is




delivered. The child might be what some people today affectionately have termed a “lotus

baby,” one whose cord is deliberately not cut from the placenta until the cord dries up and falls

away from the cite of the navel naturally.” Some ancient and modern communities have had

traditions of not cutting the cord for at least a few minutes or longer, until it stops pulsing,
allowing any remaining blood to drain from the placenta into the baby’s bloodstream. Marten
Stol describes a practice one anthropologist observed in a village of Palestine about a hundred
years ago:

The cutting of the navel cord is delayed, and the reason given is chiefly that mother and

child shall first rest and that the new-born child is so wretched and tired that it shall first
*drink power’ from the afterbirth which is also called comrade or a sister. *

The implication in the Ezekiel passage, however, is far from such a nurturing, holistic approach.
Rather than “drinking power” as observed in the village of Palestine, this newborn was drained
of power — she was not properly cared for at birth and was abandoned, as though the midwife or

the mother herself left the child to die, like an animal rejecting her young.

3 See Sarah J. Buckley, “Lotus Birth - A Ritual for Our Times.” Gentle Birth. Gentle Mothering: The wisdom and
science of gentle choices in pregnancy. birth. and parenting (Queensland, Australia: One Moon Press) 2005, pp. 40-
43. Not severing the umbilical cord at birth was observed among chimpanzees in the wild, leading a pregnant
woman named Clair Lotus Day to decide to try this practice herself in 1974, This practice spread and was named
after her, hence “Lotus birth” {although the idea of a lotus flower as image of the placenta fits as well). Buckley
writes. “Lotus birth is the practice of leaving the umbilical cord uncut. so that the baby remains attached to his/her
placenta until the cord naturally separates at the umbilicus — exactly as a cut cord does — at 3 to 10 days after birth.
This prolonged contact can be seen as a time of transition, allowing the baby to slowly and gently let go of his/her
attachment to the mother's body.”

Buckley, an MD. also describes her personal experience with this practice as a mother and strong
religious feelings towards it. She writes. “Lotus birth has been, for us. an exquisite ritual which has enhanced the
magic of the early post natal days. I notice an integrity and self-possession with my lotus-born children. and I
believe that lovingness. cohesion, attunement to nature, trust, and respect for the natural order have all been
imprinted on our family by our honouring of the placenta, the Tree of Life, through Lotus Birth.”

4 Marten Sto, Birth in Babvlonia and the Bible: Its Mediterranean Setting, pg. 144, footnote 199, in which he sites
Granqvist, 93.




In describing the lack of proper care, Ezekiel 16:14 teaches us about the traditional newborn
care-taking routine, which consisted of cutting the cord, washing, salting, swaddling. In fact, this
exact list appears in the Talmud in BT Shabbat 129b, only in reverse order, as acts that are so
important that they are permitted on the Sabbath, even when it means breaking Sabbath
injunctions or calling for a midwife in another place to come and perform these things. Another
passage relates some details about tying or cutting the cord and how to stimulate an indifferent

mother’s compassion(even if on animals):

Mishnah: There is no performing the acts of a midwife on animals on Yom Tov! But we
are are feasting. And we are performing the acts of a midwife for a woman on Shabbat,
and calling “chochmah/wisdom” [idiom for a midwife] for her from one place to another,
and breaking the Shabbat for her, and tying the umbilical cord. Rabbi Yosi says: Even
cutting [the cord]! And all the needs of Brit Milah we are doing on Shabbat.

Gemara: ...Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said, We m’rachmin/cause compassion to be
stimulated on a pure animal on Yom Tov. How is this done? Said Abaye. We bring a
block of salt and we rest it inside her uterus, in order that she recall her suffering and she
will have compassion on it. And we are pouring the waters of the shilya over the back of
the viad, in order that she (the indifferent mother) will smell his smell and have
compassion on it.

BT Shabbat 128b

It is possible that Ezekial did not state the placenta and only mentioned “and your navel-string
was not cut” because he was referring not just to “cutting” but to washing or caring for the cut-
cord such as by salting it or cleaning it. BT Shabbat 128b refers to another salting practice at

birth separate from the umbilical cord, that of using it stimulate the mother to be more

compassionate and care for her newborn properly.




One Near Eastern tradition practice as recently as a century ago in traditional Jewish

communities in Iraq used “sesame oil, ashes and salt as an ointment for the navel.”

Whether the care-taking routine intimated in Ezekiel and described in the Talmud was a hygenic
practice or a spritival one, it remains clear that from a traditional perspective a child who is not
cleaned, washed, “salted” and swaddled is not yet a full human, it has not been properly ushered
into the world of civilization. Without these actions, the wet, bloody, crinkled, other-worldlike,
indeed animal-looking, creature that emerged from the mysterious, dark womb is not
transformed into a pink human being, warm and inviting, who captures the heart of its parents
forever. Nonetheless, while salting in a rural or ancient society might serve medical reasons, the
washing is primarily a ritual act or one of socialization, for the child is born clean.® Swaddling
keeps the baby warm, but the baby can also be placed directly onto the mother’s chest for
warmth as it learns to regulate its own body heat. Swaddling, as we will explore further in this
thesis, also is an important symbolic act of recreating the tight, cozy space of the womb for the

infant, and it is this idea that the rabbis most related to the placenta.

Marten Stol, Birth in Babylonia and the Bible: lts Mediterranean Setting, pg. 143 and footnote 191. E. A. Drower.
Iraq S (1938), 110.

® When I once asked Reb Zalman Shachter-Shlomi. the founder and spiritual leader of the Jewish Renewal
Movement, what he thought about the placenta, he paused and smiled, and then said. “Every child born is the
Messiah.” I asked what he meant. and he replied gleefully, “The vernix!™ The vernix is the natural layer of whitish
cream that covers the child’s skin in utero protecting its skin from being in too much water. The child is usually
born with vernix covering much of its body. often mixed up with other bodily fluids. Cleaning the baby at birth
usually involves wiping its skin of the vernix. although some people prefer 1o leave as much of it intact as possible.
since it provides rich emollients for the baby’s skin.

Reb Zalman (as he is affectionately called) asserted that the vernix acts as the anointing oil that anoints the
Messiah. Pausing before cleaning the vernix or postponing some of the cleaning also helps people realize and
experience the wonder that this child has been literally floating in water for nine months.

Sheila Kitzinger adds in Ourselves as Mothers: The Universal Experience of Motherhood (Addison-Wesley
Publishing Company: USA. 1995. pg. 118) that the vernix “protects the skin inside the uterus, but the removal of
this at birth does more harm than good. Cleansing of the newborn has ritual significance rather than hygienci
validity.”




The symbolic act in the Ezekiel story of not cutting the cord keeps the infant at bay, as if still a
fetus, not fully ensouled, and as if an aborted fetus, in the sense of maternal abortment (and
abhorrence). By describing what you should not do with regarding the placenta (i.e. not cut the
cord promptly and eat the placenta) in Deuteronomy 28:57 and Ezekiel 16:14, we can infer that
the placenta is a life-giving force, in its close proximity to the fetus, but only on the inside. On
the outside of the womb it has no place in our realm of vision; it decays, it has no power to
protect and nourish the baby alive, and it elicits a repellent, visceral reaction in socialized or
literary contexts. The Deuteronomy verse goes even further to envision a cannibalistic state
where the mother devours the placenta and her children. The image also presents a wild animal
state: the implication is that she devours the flesh, devoid of soul, without cooking or consuming
it with grace. Associating the placenta with this carnage certainly encourages or fosters an
attitude of disgust toward the placenta, especially because no other text exists in the Torah (or

Bible) to counter it. We will look later to Torah commentators who slightly fill in this gap.

The Torah’s placenta

And regarding her shilvah, the one going out from between her legs
and her children which she will birth - for she will eat them,
out of utter lack, in secrecy, in dire straits and utter hardship
which your enemy will distress upon you, within your gates.
Deuteronomy 28:57

The whole of Deuteronomy 28 is a concentrated description of people, both men and women,
pushed to despair, reaching the outer limits of their humanity, culminating in verse 57 above —

perhaps the worst fate of all. The prior verse (28:56) describes “tender fathers™ starving their

families and eating their young, and things get worse in 28:57 only by the image of the even




more tender (now turned desperate, starving or mad) birthing woman who devours her infants

and placenta.

Deuteronomy 28:57 is constructed from a series of parallelisms and additional phrases. The
verse begins “And her placenta which goes out from between her legs.” This very subject and its
fairly crude description (coming out from between her legs) might be considered shocking. (The
vision here is almost like an alien climbing out from some mysterious “place” in as opposed to a
woman pushing out a child and placenta.) But as literature the phrase itself quite remarkable: it
has many of the components that make for some of the best biblical literary paronomasia and
parallelism. Typically in a biblical parallelism (tikbolet or chiasm), two phrases mirror each

other as they subtly deepen or inform each other.’

U’v’shilyatah ha-votzeit mi’bein raglehah/
And regarding her placenta the one going out from between her legs

The first part of 28:57 includes rthyme (u'v'shilvatah/raglehah), assonance (letter yud, vowel ah
and ei sounds), three chiasms and includes a sharpness of juxtaposition in a “taut line of four
words” which Roland E. Murphy describes in The Tree of Life: An Exploration of Biblical

Wisdom Literature as being Hebrew literature at its most masterful 2

We can bracket the phrases of this verse in three ways:

7 For further discussion of biblical parallelisms, see Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (Basic Books: USA )
1981, pg. 97.

¥ Roland E. Murphy, The Tree of Life: An Exploration of Biblical Wisdom Literature (Doubleday: New York) 1990,
pp. 6-7.
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1) And her placenta//the one going out from between her legs
2) And her placenta the one going out//from between her legs

3) And her placenta//the one going out//from between her legs

In 1) above, the placenta stands on one side, while the remainder describes it. In 2) “from
between her legs™ explains or parallels the placenta-the-one-going-out. In the third delineation
above, each section stands alone comprising three separate units: each unit is a different way of
defining the placenta (by its name, by its active, birthing action, and by the place from which it
comes). The second half “which goes out from between her legs™ seems redundant in the Torah
world where words are scarce and repetition is cause for attention, but it is important as the only

placenta description in the Torah.

The unit including “going out from between her legs” is important because it is both emotionally
charged as well as packed with information conveyed to readers (including common folk, men,
women and even knowledgeable readers or experts) who might not have been familiar with the
word for placenta, its origin or even its existence at all. *“From between her legs” tells the reader
that the placenta is somehow related to birth, and without telling us its color or size, we can
immediately deduce that it is something made of flesh and blood and no bigger than a newborn.
Despite the grotesque image of a mother eating her placenta and young, the phrase itself “the one

that goes out from between her legs” is fairly descriptive and neutral; it does not necessarily

convey or reflect attitudes of disgust, queasiness or confusion regarding the placenta which often

prevail in popular culture.




Ha-votzeit /“The one going out” draws from the most common root used in the Torah to describe
a baby leaving the birth canal.’ Philip argues that the use of this root here proves that **giving
birth’ to the afterbirth is an organic part of childbirth.” '® Ha-yotzeit then is another subtle
indicator that the placenta is “birthed” and is part of normal or “organic” delivery. The
remainder of the verse “from between her legs” then sounds crude or superfluous in comparison.
The formal “ha-yotzeit,” cast in the first person feminine present form, serves to describe the

placenta as an active feminine agent, literally “She who is going out,” or “She who is birthing!”

One glaring omission appears in this passage about the placenta — it does not name the placenta’s
essential, important function, such as “and her placenta which was inside the womb enabling the
baby to live” or “which has helped feed, form and sustain the fetus.” Words we might expect
such as womb, umbilical cord, blood, sustenance, sustaining the baby, fetus and mother are all
absent. Also missing is any indication of what the placenta looks like, such as a descriptive
phrase regarding color, shape, texture, likeness or viscosity. These aspects are almost always
forefront when encountering an actual placenta (although there will be some attempts to describe

these things later in rabbinic literature).

What was the attitude towards the placenta in this text? It is unclear from this tautly written text
whether the placenta was abhorred or revered in its time. But eating it certainly changes a holy
act into vulgarity, hence the idiom *“m raglehah/from her legs” adds to the interpretation that the

ptacenta was viewed as a vulgar or vile object by the general culture.

® Ha-yotzeit appears in this verse without the usual “alep/” making this an unusual or perhaps “older” form of the
word “to go out.”

" Tarja S. Philip, Menstruation and Childbirth in the Bible: Fertility and Impuriry, Studies in Biblical Literature,
Vol. 88 (Peter Lang Publishing, Inc.: New York) 2006, pg. 87.




If the worst and most vile curse that can be given (the dénouement of chapter 28) is that mothers
would be so starving or mad as to devour their own babies and placentas, then that might imply
these two items were considered on par as the culture’s most precious commodities. The greatest
taboo would be to eat the living child and its placenta. Rather than being revered, these things
would be violated. Thus, this passage might prompt us to try to understand how the placenta was
actually viewed positively or as sacred by the culture in which it was written. However, it could
also be argued that the “most disgusting” thing the writer could imagine was to eat the placenta,

a taboo with great negative emotion.

The grammar in this citation might give us some information regarding the biblical mindset
about the placenta. The word “shilyatah” appears in the possessive feminine - her placenta.
From a Hebrew syntax here the placenta belongs to the mother as opposed to the fetus.
Technically, however, the placenta belongs more to the fetus since it grows out of and is attached
to the fetus, or with it, to feed and support it during the pregnancy. Its role is to take from the
mother and provide for the fetus. The placenta is literally “in the middle” or between the mother
and the fetus, which relates to the Torah’s (and other sources’) confusion about the placenta. To
whom does it belong? The distinction of “her placenta™ may seem incidental but is important to
issues of categorization and attitude; also, words are never considered random or superfluous in

the Torah.

The viewpoint that the placenta belongs to the mother is represented in later Talmudic reckoning

as discussed below. In BT Shabbat 134a, Abaye relays that his mother (probably a midwife) told
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him about the practice of rubbing “the mother’s placenta” on the baby to help it breathe better, or
if the baby is too thin or too fat. More commonly in rabbinic sources, the placenta is referred to
simply in the singular, with no possessive ending. Ancient and rabbinic culture did not fully
understand the medical role of the placenta, but our verse even displays confusion about the
order of birth. In Deuteronomy 28:57 the placenta precedes the birth of the child, reversing the

order of birth:

And with her placenta the one going out from between her legs
as well as her children which she will birth — for she will eat them.

Additional considerations arise from confusion and difficulty classifying the placenta, which will
make it a compelling subject to explore in rabbinic literature. For instance, once it is delivered
or “born” (or when the cord has been cut), is it to be treated like an inanimate object or a dead
organism? Some cultures treat the placenta as a regular organ or muscle, such as the liver, and
believe it is edible and highly nutritous. If one is found in a kosher slaughtered animal, is it
edible or considered just another organ inside the mother? How do the different renderings of
the placenta belonging to the fetus or the mother affect the conceptualization (biblical as well as

Talmudic as well as modern) of the placenta, or of the source of creation?

It obviously does not make sense that a woman, who has survived and championed the

difficulties of labor, producing live children, would then turn around and destroy them.'' Clearly

i Although, would a woman murder her own child to save it from a worse fate such as torture and then death at the
hands of oppressors. such as Nazis? Possibly yes. Certainly there are reports of this occurrence. A scene in the
Roman Polanski film The Pianist, inspired by real events. shows a woman lamenting after she smothered her infant
to death in an attempt to quiet the child while the Nazis were liquidating the Warsaw Ghetto. It is unclear whether
she did this inadvertently or partially intentionally. While waiting long hours for the transport to begin, she goes
mad. crying out “Why did I do it?” over and over.
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the verse implies she would have to be in a state of insanity. This unnatural image of a mother
devouring her children is a universally horrific image not isolated to this verse.!” This offensive
image of a mother eating her young is established as a literary motif echoed throughout Jewish

tragedy literature, beginning with Eichah 2:20:

Im tochalnah nashim pirvam/If the women will eat their ‘fruits,” their cherished babes. ..

This verse is used liturgically in Eliezer HaKalir’s seventh century kinnah (liturgical dirge
pivyut/poem) entitled, “Im tochalnah nashim piryam.. Al'lai li/“If women could eat their own
“fruit’.....Woe unto me!”'’> However, Eichah 2:30 and this liturgical poem do not include the

image of women eating placentas.

Midrash also tells that the Israelite men initially stopped sleeping with their wives in order to prevent
pregnancies that would end in sure death of the male children. This behavior was decried by the rabbis who portray
the women as ethical warriors who seduce the men back into sexual relations.

2 1t is also not limited to Jewish culture either. If surrounding cultures that were opposed or threatening to Judaism
had a practice of eating the placenta, then it would make sense that this verse provides such a strong taboo (much
like arguments are made that the Akeidah is a story about not sacrificing one’s child to a deity, as a statement
against what surrounding cultures were doing.)

1% Eliezer HaKalir. Im tochalnah nashim piryam...Al'lai lii*If women could eat their own fruit.....Woe unto me!”
The Comiplete Pravers for Tisha B'Av, Art Scroll Prayerbook Series, Series (Mesorah Publications Lid.: Brooklyn)
200). from the morning service for Tisha B'Av. Kinnah Number 17. pp. 232-234.

In this acrostic liturgical poem, each line begins in the pattern of im tochalnah nashim, but the verb and
subject change. The appropriate Hebrews letter neatly fit into scheme at the fourth letter of the line, fitting into the
archaic (but elegant) feminine plural form of the verb (i.e. “tochalnah™). Each verse ends with the refrain. “Al'lai li.
Oh Woe unto me!” The repetition of “Al'lai {i”" twenty-two times re-creates an experience of being completely lost,
wallowing in self-pity. The poem contains grossly over-exaggerated accounts of mothers eating their babies in a
city where pounds of baby brain™ (literally “nine kab™} are being heaped on market scales. etc.

The feminine plural ending is particularly beautiful to the ear but uncommon throughout the Bible. Here
however. it is used ironically to convey horrific images. The feminine plural ending also drives home the subject
matter: that women or mothers were “forced™ to resort to killing their own babies out of desperation. Deuteronomy
28:57 is constructed with a similar intention — the soft feminine endings of u'v'shilvatah, raglehah and banehah
create a feminine ambiance and an expectation of nurturance and comfort, a sensibility that is doubly offended when
the mother not only kKills, but sordidly eats them.




The placenta in parshanut

Do the rabbis comment on the placenta in Deuteronomy 28:57? Is the placenta a reference point
used in other rabbinic Torah commentary, known as parshanut? Parshanut that cites the placenta
is scarce. However, the few citations are incredibly interesting and valuable, offering a rabbinic
view of the placenta that is purely associative, imagined, allowing the rabbis creative space to

utilize the placenta as a metaphor or image.

Translations also are a kind of commentary, and here we find that at least two translations deal
with this verse very differently. Targum Onkelos leaves out the word “shilva” altogether.
Yonatan ben Uziel's Aramaic translation on the other hand increases it: “U'vish fir

shil’v’ta/And in the ‘amniotic sac-placenta’.” This conflation mirrors what we see in ancient

Babylonian texts where sifitu, the Babylonian and Akkadian word for placenta, was sometimes

clearly refered to the amniotic sac and other times as the placenta."* Yonatan ben Uziel solves
the question of which one it is by combining the two. As we have pointed out, both the sac and
placenta are connected and could be viewed as two parts of a whole. Furthermore, shil'y 'tah,
although it sounds and appears to be a Hebrew grammatical construction of *“shilva shelah/her
placenta” might really just mean “a placenta” and be a very close corruption of the Akkadian
silitu. BDB supports this by suggesting an Arabic and Aramaic version of shilyva simply as

“shil’y’ta” which so far sounds the closest to the Akkadian.'”

" Marten Stol. Birth in Babylonia and the Bible: Its Mediterranean Setring. pg. {44.

13 “Shilyvah,” BDB (7688) pg. 1017.




Ibn Ezra explains that shil'y'ta “is the place of the fetus in its resting in its mother’s belly.” This
is very similar to what Rashi says in his commentary on the word shilya in BT Brachot 4a when
he says, “And it is a kind of clothing that the viad rests inside of.” Tbn Ezra also points out that

“from between her legs” is just a modest expression.

Eating the placenta and RaDaK's whelping bear

Deuteronomy 28:57 mainly plays upon the taboo against eating the placenta.. The verse begins
with the direct object “and with her placenta” and ends shockingly with the revolting image of
the mother eating both the placenta and her children, under enemy siege. As we have already
stated, this verse is not concerned with what the human placenta does (or did in this case) or with

what it looks like, but with what humans should not do with it.

Surprisingly, eating the placenta turns from taboo into an exact opposite illustration, one of
ultimate maternal care, in animals. Let us look examine the commentary of R’ David Kimchi
(RaDaK) as he explains the following prophetic verse from Hoshea 13:8:

I will meet them like a bear bereaved of its her whelps...

and there I will devour them like a lion!
Kimchi notes incongruence in the subject who starts off as a bereaved bear but then switches

animals and ends up “devouring like a lion.” Why is the animal metaphor inconsistent? Does

the object, the bear cubs, stay the same despite the change of species? Are the bear cubs being
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devoured by the lion or is the lion devouring her own cubs? On what plain do bears and lions

mix?

Kimchi describes the birth of a bear cub:

...for the birthling is completely covered at its birth ba-shilya ’avah m’od/by a very thick

(or dense) placenta, and the bear licks the placenta and cuts it up ever-so-slightly so that

it won’t disturb the birthling...
Kimchi might be confusing the placenta and the amniotic sac, since a bear cub is probably not
born literally covered with the placenta. Ancient sources commonly conflated the placenta and
amniotic sac, not differentiating between the two.'® From where did Kimchi garner this account
of a bear giving birth? It is more likeley that he had access to farm animals or dogs and cats. In
fact, his description more accurately describes how a female dog whelps a litter of puppies.
Puppies are born one at a time with their individual amniotic sac still intact, i.e. “completely
covered by a very thick” (dark) membrane. The mother dog carefully chews the sac open with
her teeth, chews the cord, eats the sac, cord and placenta, and then she licks everything clean
(fur, the ground, herself, the puppy) which stimulates proper breathing and circulation for the
new pup. By then she delivers another puppy, and on and on. This might be what he intended

when he cited the placenta in the first half of his description.

His explanation continues:

1®Silite in some Babylonian texts seems to translate better as amniotic sac, creating the possibility that the confusion
of what the word really means {sac or placenta) predates biblical and rabbinic literature related to the shilva. See
Marten Stol, Birth in Babyionia and the Bible: Its Mediterranean Setting. pp. 83, 117, 125.
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And she works at this a great deal, until she passes over all the flesh and the birthling
comes out, and since she struggled a great deal on it, she is even more saddened of spirit
when they [the lions or others] kill it.

Kimchi uses the example of a bear tenderly eating the sac and/or placenta to show that the
animal cares for its young, so much so that it makes sure not to savagely eat the sac/placenta and
risk hurting the seconds-old cub. An ancient genre of Babylonian omen texts likewise included
tales of a mother animal who eats her young or the afterbirth which is refered to as sifiti, the
most probable Akkadian forerunner to the word shilva.'’ The Deuteronomy 28:57 text may have
been in reaction to Babylonian texts which extol the a mother animal eating both placenta and
young as positive omens. Perhaps the verse invokes that belief and belief system in order to
debunk. Kimchi as well seems keenly aware that animals do eat the placenta/sac, and sometimes
their young when under siege. He interprets that if “she struggled a great deal on it [eating the
placenta], she is even more saddened of spirit” if it gets devoured by lions. Thus for Kimchi the
site of the bear eating its youngs’ placenta does not revulse him. Rather it is a site of maternal

devotion.

Kimchi’s description may be the only rabbinic voice to describe the placenta’s viscosity. He

“?

uses the word *“’avah” which has a thick, dark, heavy or dense quality. In biblical Hebrew, avah
describes thickness of shields, compactness of soil, the thickness of molten sea.'®> BDB also
suggest a reference to “b'av heh-anan/the thickness of the clouds” in Exodus 19:9. Avah can

also mean to swell up or be swollen. This “avah” adjective describing of the placenta (and/or

sac) is one of the most realistic, and it is not found anywhere else in rabbinic literature. It seems

""Marten Stol, Birth in Babylonia and the Bible: Its Mediterranean Setting, pg. 144.

'8 “Avah,” BDB (5666, 5672) pg. 716.
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fairly clear that this is Kimchi’s own addition to the rabbinic understanding of placenta, and that

he probably had some first-hand knowledge or experience.

In a sense, it does not really matter if Kimchi is using “shifva” to mean the amniotic sac or
placenta. His main poinst occurs when he explains that the bear eats the “shilva” very gingerly
and painstakingly until the cub can get out, and because the mother bear so troubled herself, she
would be “even more bitter, marat nefesh voteir” if the cub is killed than if she had been rough
and uncaring with it in the first place. Kimchi’s awareness of animals’ eating placentas sheds
light on the significance of the Deuteronomy curse: in the wild, mother animals are expected to
eat the placentas (for nourishment, to hide the birth from other predatory animals, to clean up

efficiently, and through licking to stimulate breathing in the cubs), but humans are portrayed as

only eating the placenta when under attack or when they have returned to a wild, uncivilized

state. Since some cultures do encourage eating of the placenta, we have to understand this also
from the biblical and rabbinic perspective that sought to differentiate Jewish behaviors from
other nations. In fact, this differentiation is not so far-fetched given the curses described above
of the woman devouring her placenta and her children. This accents its negative emphasis

amongst the list of curses.

Ibn Ezra and the wonderous splitting open of the double-shilva

“And the first one came out all reddish like a mantle, with hair; and they called his name Esav.”
Genesis 25:25




This very famous Genesis verse includes some incongruencies, including why (in the middle of
Rebekkah'’s giving birth to Esau) it says “and they called him” rather than va-tikra sh’mo/*and
she [Rebekkah] called him” or “and he was called” or the like. Another incongruency is that his
well-known birth description states he was *all reddish” and covered in a hairy mantle or had
hair like an “aderet,” but then the verse ends with *“and they called his name Esav.” The name
Esav seems completely unrelated to the birth description, as if something is missing here.
Typically, important (and sometimes unimportant) babies are named in the Torah (and
elsewhere) for some aspect of their birth circumstances. Isaac is named “Yitzchak” because
Sarah laughed, Rachel and Leah’s sons’ names are almost all explained in the verses that tell
announce their names, etc. Names in the Bible are extremely significant and also declare
essential aspects of the child’s personality or challenges in the story line. Jacob’s name is
immediately explained, “And afterwards his brother came out and his hand grabbed ba-akev/on

the ankle of Esav and his name was called Yaakov...” (Genesis 25:26)

Another question that arises from this text concerns time. Was Esau named immediately at birth
or later? Is he named for something in the birth description (the appearance of redness and being

covered with hair like a cloak)? If he was fully emerged when he was named, the distinguishing

thing about him would seem to have been “And he was being grabbed by a little hand holding his

ankle!” So we are left with trying instead to connect “all reddish like a mantle of hair” to his
name, Esav. Ibn Ezra’s commentary relates directly to this question in a remarkable and unique

way:




Vayikr’u sh’mo/And they called his name:

The ones who saw him. And it is possible that its meaning [the name “Esav”] [comes
from) a “ma’aseh b’fnei atzmo”/an occurrence unto itself, for this leidah/birth was a great
wonderment! For it happens that every human being is born with a shilya that covers it,
but here the two shilyot opened simultaneously!

Ibn Ezra immediately answers who “they” refers to: “The ones who saw him.” He leaves the
timing of when “they” saw him unanswered. However, it appears that he implies “they” refers to
the ones who saw him at the birth, since the rest of the commentary points toward the red-
colored aderet being part of the wonderous, unusual event of two placentas “splitting™ or
bursting open over him at once!'® But does Ibn Ezra directly equate the redness and the aderef to
the shilyot covering Esau? This is unclear from his statement, although it would certainly
strengthen his argument considerably. If he does mean this, then why does he not explicitly site
the “admonifreddish” and “aderet sei’ar/cloak of hair” in relation to what he envision were the

two shilyot “covering” the infant?

This scenario alone would be enough to make this note by Ibn Ezra remarkable. He is the only
commentator to express awe at the placenta as well as invoke the image of a double shilva or the
word “shilvot.”” He uniquely focuses not on the infant being born, but on the experience of the .
labor and birth. He re-visions the story to be a story about actual birth, i.e. a woman pushing out
twins, with blood, fluids, placentas, people helping and seeing a child emerge out of her body.

Ibn Ezra’s sensitivity here is also unique in rabbinic literature that cites the placenta or even

1%The ones who saw him"” first would probably have been the midwives or women attending the birth. However
vayikr'u is in the masculine plural and not feminine plural as was the case when the women of Beit Lechem named
Ruth’s baby in Ruth 4:17 using virtually the same naming formula as used in Genesis 25:25 for Esav: *“Va-tikrena
{0 ha-sh’'cheinot shem ... va-tikrena sh’mo Oved./And the women neighbors called him a name... and they (fem.)
called his name Oved.”
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touches upon the birth stories of the Bible. He is similar to a woman, a yoledet, still in the early
days or weeks following giving birth - filled with the story of the birth, telling about the

specifics of the labor, referring to the birth itself as “a great wonderment.”

Although the Talmud addresses twins and the complications of discerning the twins’ respective
placentas, Ibn Ezra expresses awe and wonder towards the birth. And his remark shows that

even for regular twins, this singular “leidah” (labor or birth) is a great and wonderous event.

Ibn Ezra’s excitement of this birth directly connects to his real question, the meaning of Esau’s
name. Ibn Ezra conjectures that the name Esav comes from “asu’i” or something that is made or
done, also something that happened. He interjects a story about the actual birth and about birth
in general: “For it happens that every human being is born with a shilva that covers it, but here

"
!

the two shilyot opened simultaneously!” The first half of the statement is an odd assertion that
every person is born with a shilya covering him or her. The idea of the shilya as a garment

(clothing) or swaddling cloth is a primary motif found in the Tosefta Brachot 2:14 and in Rashi’s

note on the placenta in BT Brachot 42.*° But these images refer to the placenta as a garment

protecting the fetus within the womb, and Ibn Ezra describes the placenta covering the child as it
is born. Since the placenta is usually delivered minutes after the infant is born it is possible that
Ibn Ezra is thinking of the shefir/sac rather than placenta per se. Yet, humans are rarely born
with the sac still surrounding or covering them (as we discussed earlier in the section on

RaDaK'’s whelping bear).

*0 See chapters 2 and 3 for discussions of these texts,




We turn back to the term “ma’aseh b’fnei atzmo” which is critical to Ibn Ezra’s commentary and

find that Strickman and Silver’s English translation is very ellucidating:

Vayikr’u sh’mo/And they called his name:

Those who saw him called him thus. The name Esav (from “asu’i”") possibly connotes a
unique occurence (*‘ma’aseh”). This birth was extremely wonderous. Every human
being leaves the womb in a placenta which covers him. (Note: Thus Jacob and Esau
were each in a separate placenta. The fact that Jacob and Esau’s individual placentas
opened simulataneously made their birth exceptional.) However, in this instance the two
placentas opened simultaneously. (Note: This is obvious since Jacob was born grasping
Esau’s heal.)

“Ma’aseh” is an occurrence or happening, but b fnei atzmo turns out to be a euphemism for
unique, i.e. something that “faces itself alone” Ibn Ezra is playing upon the word ma'aseh as
being related by its vowel ayin-sin-hey to Esau’s name which could easily share that root as well.
Strickman and Silver note that “Esav” is the same letters as the word “asu’'i” or something that is
made. Why is Esau’s birth a “unique occurrence™? Now we can go back and re-read Ibn Ezra:
“Esav” refers to the wonderous ma'aseh/happening at his amazing birth when two shilyot burst
forth and “opened™ at the same time. There was no time lag and his brother Jacob followed so
closely behind him because of this happening of the wonderous splitting open of the double-
shilva. And in Ibn Ezra’s eyes, it was an incredible, beautiful, amazing site. [ cannot help but

envision the splitting of the Red Sea here as a manifestation of this image of the double-shilva

splitting open for the multitudes to be birthed.




The placenta delivered at the end of the Torah

Finally, much attention is given to the order of things in the Bible, specifically to the final charge
given to Israel from Moses at the end of the Torah — what his parting words were, why they in
particular were chosen to say to the Israelites and to finalize the collective story, etc. So we have
to take considerable note that the Torah’s sole placenta comes towards the end of chapter 28 of
the last book of the Torah five chapters before the end. Perhaps we might step outside the story
itself and see that, as far as the birth of the Jewish people is concerned, after a long, arduous
struggle akin to a difficult, days-long labor, they are near the end; the placenta (the last stage of
labor) is delivered: Moses is in a frenzy; the Israelites are about to be cut off from their womb-

like, direct connection with G-d and hence there is great fear and confusion.

Bevond the shilva — the umbilical cord and the shefir and in the Bible

Interfacing between the shilva and the walls of the mother’s uterus is the amniotic sac, or the

shefir. The shefir is the membranous skin that is sealed around the fetus and placenta, allowing

the fetus to float in amniotic fluid and grow in a sterile environment — the membrane is
permeable only by the highly developed system of tiny veins and arteries of the chorion (outer)

side of the placenta.




The navel of the earth

Between the shilya and the fetus is the umbilical cord, biblically known by the words rabur and
shor. The words for navel or umbilical cord have extremely positive connotations throughout
the Bible which should be examined in relationship to the placenta. The fact that the “umbilical
cord” is referred to by the site where it connected to the baby or its navel (which is a scarification
after the tube closes up and the cord stump falls away) and not referred to as “the placental cord”
tells us a great deal about how the placenta has been ignored or not acknowledged in traditional

Western thought.

The bible views the cord and navel as the place of connection or centeredness, but rabbinic
Judaism sometimes additionally views the cord as the essential feeding/cleaning tube for the
fetus, even while ignoring the role of the placenta in making this happen. For instance, Tosefta
Niddah 4:10 states, “Ha-tibur/The umbilical cord is a connector in the human, up to a
handsbreath, to receive uncleanness and to impart uncleanness.” In passages about the
development of the fetus in relationship to the navel, there is a disagreement. The Yerushalmi
Talmud records, “It is taught (in a tannaitic teaching): Abba Shaul says, ‘A person is formed

29921

from the navel, and roots are sent out here and there. In another passage, “R’ Eliezer says,

*' PT Niddah 3:3 (50d): Abba Shaul's statement is reiterated in BT Yoma 85a and BT Sotah 45b. For analysis of
these texts. see Gwynn Kessler, The God of Small Things: The Fetus and its Development in Palestinian Aggadic
Literature, PhD dissertation (Graduate School of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America: New York) 2001,
pp- 49-51.




‘From the navel.” From the place that the fetus develops.” R’ Akiva says, “‘From the nose.’

From the place that one recognizes the face.”

Tabur in the Bible connotes the center as well the highest place, such as the mountain named
Tabor, and twice it is used euphemistically as tabur ha-aretz/'the navel of the earth” (Ezekiel
38:12 and Judges 9:27). Shor means navel-string but may be related to Arabic words for vulva
and secret part.”’ Shor relates to the words sheirah or shar'sheret for bracelet, chain or rope

(like the pure golden chains attaching the ephod in Exodus 28:14).

Shal’shelet ha-kabbalah, the placental chain of tradition

Shal’shelet, which sounds like shar'sherer and is listed along with it in BDB,** also means chain,
as in the traditional “shal’shelet ha-kabbalah/the chain of priestly/rabbinic tradition.”
Shal’shelet may be derived from a combination of shar’sharet (from shor) and shilva. In this

light we might radically consider shal shelet as “the placental chain.”®

Shor also appears to have an idiomatic relationship to the word shoresh for root, as in the root of

a word or the root of a tree — “involving firmness, permanence... the place of treading,

2 PT Sotah 9:3 (23c): their positions are cited and summed up again in BT Sotah 45b,

* “Shor.” BDB (5270) pg. 1057.

¥ “Shar'sharah,” BDB (8333) pg. 1057.

3 Another word related to shaishelet and shiiva is sh'#il. a rabbinic term sometimes used 1o refer to the shilva.

shefir and/or viad. Also. note how the words for umbilical cord/navel, placenta and amniotic sac relate to one
another: shor, shefir and shilya become shar'sheret, shal’shelet and sh’faforet.




footholds.”*® The umbilical/placental cord as the first roots to the tree of a human being. The

image of the “tree” on the inner side of the placenta, which is not accounted for in rabbinic or
biblical literature or imagery, might have the slightest of appearances here in the word-

development of shoresh from shor — the placental tree, that which midwives refer to as the tree

of life.

And certainly the verb sharat meaning to minister or to serve has exciting etymological
connections and religious possibilities to shor — the umbilical cord connected to the placenta is
the first ministering agent serving the fetus in formation, which could be compared to the ¢ 'lei
ha-sharet, the “vessels of sacred ministry” in Numbers 4:12. II Chronicles 24:14 simply uses
“ha-sharet” to refer to the Temple. The womb has been compared to the Temple, or the “holy of
holies,” and as we will see in early rabbinic sources, the placenta is likened to the words for
garment or curtain like the curtain of the ark. These images allow room for the development of a

placenta metaphor related to the Temple or religious meaning.

As we saw in Deuteronomy 28:57 and Ezekiel 16:4, the placenta and attached umbilical cord are
envisioned in negative contexts and as negative objects, even though we just seen that
etymologically these things are venerated as holy, pleasing, beautiful, important objects or
actions that serve G-d or exist positively in nature. This too is reflected in biblical literature.
Thus in contrast to the distain associated with Ezekial 16:4's “shar-rech,” (the word used in for

the uncut navel-string) we can find the same word shar-rech is portrayed as beautiful and

% “Shoresh,” BDB (8328), pg. 1057,




luscious, in Song of Songs where it refers to the navel itself, the place where the placenta and

umbilical cord were attached to the fetus:

Shar-rech 'Y our navel is like a round goblet that never lacks blended wine!
Song of Songs 7:3

This colorful image of “blended wine” (one might imagine deep burgundies, sensuous merlots)
filling up the “round goblet” (which is compared to a young woman’s navel and belly) is almost
the exact opposite of the Deuteronomic image of the placenta, negatively evoking darker shades
of red and purple-black placental and umbilical veins and parturient blood of impurity. The
shades are similar but wine evokes sensuality and gourmet finery; devouring flesh on the other
hand evokes shades related to decay and death. The discord between the Bible’s literary
eloquence in Song of Songs regarding the belly button versus the contempt with which

Deuteronomy and Ezekiel portray what was once attached to it is striking.

Song of Songs 7:3 relates to the navel as a female embodiment of beauty. But Proverbs 8:4 cites
a navel on a man, in a comparable passage that also equates the navel as the essential place of the
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man where spiritual Torah, like “fine wine.”*" is physically located. Where Deuteronomy
chapter 28 was an assaulting list of blights that would befall the people if they did not keep G-d’s
laws, Proverbs chapter 8 serves as a soothing promise and healing prayer to the Jewish people,

describing the bountiful rewards of obeying G-d’s laws and taking G-d’s Torah, “Torati/my

Teaching,” into our hearts:

*7 Proverbs 3:10. “And your barns will be filled with sustenance and your vats will burst with new wine.” New wine
overflowing their storehouses is a metaphor for plentifulness in the womb, which compares the similar metaphor in
Song of Songs 7:3.blended wine spilling over from its round goblet. Both are located at the navel. Proverbs 3:10




rif ut t'hi l'sharecha/She will be healing to your navel
v'shikui I’atzmotechafand marrow for your bones.

Again we see that the “colors” associated with the navel (marrow is generally dark purple) are

experienced positively, while the actual placenta in Deuteronomy 28:57 is perceived negatively.

Thus “navel” and “placenta” are not interchangable in biblical literature although they are
intricately connected, just as the two terms evoke different responses in later rabbinic literature
where the discord is further established. “Placenta” seems to conjure up feelings or attitudes
about its position of middleness, confusion and queasiness, while “navel” connotes centeredness,
familiarity and beauty. The middleness of shilya makes it something dangerous, akin to anything
which crosses boundaries between any two subjects/beings/realms that should have their own
separate integrity. This applies to categories of kosher animal, pots, grafting plants,
interbreeding animals, etc. as well as menstrual blood flow itself. The placenta holds such an

ambiguous, complex place in the category of “middleness.”*®

In contrast, an example where navel is held not as “middleness” but as “centerdness” is in shar-

rech/“‘your navel” in Song of Songs 7:3 which becomes the rabbinic “epi-center” or most

closely follows the citation of the navel in 3:8. 3:9 also speaks of the firstfruits — the agricultural fruits are compared
with firstfruits of the womb as a literary motif.

% One rabbinic text that seems particularly to draw on the rabbis’ regard for the “*middleness™. confusion and
queasiness factors of their relating to the placenta is an aggadic story found in BT Bechorot 8b about the placenta of
a mule. This story also articulates humor and making fun of the placenta (while it makes fun of the Athenian).

[The wise men of Athens posed a riddle to Rav Yehoshua ben Chananya:] “When salt rots how do you

preserve it?"

[Rav Yehoshua answered.] “With the placenta (silta) of a mule.”

[The Athenians were taken aback. The result of a cross between a horse and donkey. the mule, for all its

virtues, is a sterile freak of nature.] “Where can you find a placenta of a mule?”

[Rav Yehoshua responded,] “Does salt ever rot?!"”




important place. The rabbis interpret the feminine navel here as metaphor for the Sanhedrin
being the “center” of Israel. Concurrently, the land of Israel (or Jerusalem) is the “navel of the
world” (or universe!).
“Your navel is like a round goblet - (Song of Songs 7:3) This is the Sanhedrin. Just as
this child (tinok) all the while that it was in its mother’s womb only survived through its

navel, so too Israel cannot do anything without their Sanhedrin!
Shir Hashirim Rabbah 7:3,1

“Your navel is like a round goblet that never lacks blended wine. “Your navel — " This is
the Sanhedrin. Why did they call it “navel?” Because it sits in the navel of the world.
[Why] agan/“goblet”? Because it shields (magein) the whole world...”

BT Sanhedrin 37a

The second quote here undermines the Sanhedrin as the center; it is only the center because it is
in Jerusalem, “the navel of the world.” These texts are in dialogue with each other but
necessarily in agreement. Shir Hashirim Rabbah above reveals a predominant rabbinic view of
fetal development that the fetus developed from its navel. This passage also correctly states that
the fetus survived through its navel — implying that it is nourished through the navel and attached
umbilical tube and placenta, though because the cord and placenta are not explicitly stated, we

cannot be sure that was their underslzmding.29

** For a more in depth study of rabbinic views of the nave! and fetal development through rabbinic literature, see
Gwynn Kessler, The God of Small Things: The Fetus and its Development in Palestinian Aggadic Literature, PhD
dissertation (Graduate School of the Jewi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>