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Intreduction

Marriage is an expansive subject in which I have a strong personal and professional
interest. As a prospective congregational rabbi, I selected the topic of Jewish marriage in
the hopes that it would have a direct application to my eventual work with individuals
and couples of all ages. To begin, I searched for marriage related texts that future
congregants and [ could study. It is my firm belief that modern, liberal Jews should be
able to access Jewish texts and apply them to their lives. Iagree with Dr. Isa Aaron who
wrote:
Jews who do not feel commanded by God, but who identify with the Jewish
people and want to participate in Jewish life, need a foundation for understanding
their Judaism and for enabling them to decide what traditions to follow. The
Reform principle of informed choice speaks to this point: If one is goinF to be
selective about one’s Jewish practice, one had better be fully informed.
This thesis will provide both professional Jews—including rabbis, cantors, and

educators-—and non-professional Jews with a knowledge base of traditional texts on the

subject of Jewish marriage.

When considering the subject of Jewish marriage, I was immediately drawn to exploring
the key relationships within Genesis: Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and
Rebecca, and Jacob, Leah, and Rachel. These paradigmatic relationships have been the
subject of analysis and critique for centuries. The first chapter of this thesis reviews the

behavior within each of these marriages and cuils some of the most interesting

!Isa Aron, Becoming A Congregation of Learners (Woodstock, Vermont, Jewish Lights Publishing, 2000)
23,




commentary found in the Talmud and midrash. Modern Jews of all observance levels
are familiar with Adam, Eve, and the matriarchs and patriarchs. When I work with
congregants, I expect this familiarity will serve as a bridge to the second chapter of this

thesis, a review of Talmudic statements on marriage.

Chapter two focuses on aggadic (legendary story) material as well as proverbs on
marriage found within the Ta/mud. 1 purposely centered on this material because much
of it naturally applies itself to themes that relate to modern-day marriage. The halacha—
body of Jewish law—detailing the roles and responsibilities of a husband and a wife
according to the Rabbis is broadly addressed in this section of the thesis. As opposed to
the first chapter which reviews each of the key relationships within the Torah’s first
book, this chapter spans a range of marriage related subjects that are mostly unattached to

specific couples.

Chapter three further applies the lessons of the earlier chapters to modern marriage. The
subjects of communication, conflict resolution, and children are highlighted in this
chapter. Lastly, chapter four contains a mini-course on marriage designed for

confirmation age (15-17 years old) students in a religious school setting.

When I reviewed Jewish and secular sources on marriage from the twentieth or twenty-
first century, I consistently found statements such as:
[From 1939] The next few years will be critical ones for the American family.

The current scene is disquieting. Present divorce statistics and those
prognosticated for the future, in which some authorities predict that one out of




every two or three marriages may eventually end in divorce...are sufficient causes
for disquietude.?

[From 1983} For every couple, the moment of marriage is a culmination of eager
anticipation and inexpressible hope. Yet more than a few such couples are
destined for great disappointment. For some, marriage will end in the divorce
court; for others, it will degenerate into dull despair. During a recent period of
seventy years in the United States, while population was increasing threefold and
marriages fourfold, the number of divorces rose twentyfold!’

[From 1996] We share a profound sense of discomfort with the present state of
marriage and family, even wondering sometimes if marriage as an institution can
survive.*

Such commentary can still be heard in conversations in our synagogues and throughout
our broader society. The concern over the state of marriage and family in our society is
not a new one. When investigating the subject of marriage within the context of the
Jewish family I found these words of Dr. David Kraemer:
If we understand the dynamism of earlier social conditions, we will appreciate the
fact that contemporary experience represents less of a break with the past than we
might have believed. Furthermore, though the discovery of past familial
instability offers us no ready-made solutions for our own confused state, we may
still derive some comfort in knowing that we are hardly unique in having to face
upheaval and change. The challenge that confronts us might in some ways be
more extreme, but it is only a difference in degree, not in kind.’
What emerges from these studies is a picture of immense variety and the
realization that down through the ages the Jewish family has adapted almost
‘organically’ to the many and varied environments within which it has had to
i 6
survive,
Thus, this thesis was not written as a response to a Jewish marriage crisis. Instead, this

thesis was written for Jewish professionals, Jewish couples, and Jews who aspire to be a

part of a successful couple. Jews have great resources for understanding their tradition’s

? Janet Fowler Nelson, Marriages Are Not Made In Heaven (New York, The Woman's Press, 1939) 7,
* Roland Bertram Gittelsohn, The Extra Dimension (New York, UAHC, 1983) 1.

4 Judith S. Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee, The Good Marriage (New York, Warner Books, 1996) 4.
* David Kraemer, Editor, The Jewish Family (New York, Oxford University Press, 1989) 4.




view on marriage. Despite the changes that have occurred in Jewish communities, the
Torah and the Talmud have served as a foundation upon which Jews have built their
lives. This thesis explores the book of Genesis’s marriage models, and the Talmud'’s

stories and proverbs on marriage to give the modern Jew tools to improve their modern

lives.
About Language

The primary texts from the Torah, Talmud, and other Rabbinic sources found in this
document are transiated based on their original form. These texts were written from a
male perspective and do not reflect the modern trends of gender-neutral language and less
clearly defined roles for men and women. The gender roles that are, at times, apparent in
these texts communicate significant Jewish perspectives on marriage during the times
that they were written. These perspectives may or may not speak to those living in

modern times.

When modern sources are quoted, and when modern applications are interpreted from

ancient texts, inclusive terms are used. These words are appropriate because they

communicate the understanding of marriage in modem times where men and women’s

roles are far less defined than in ancient days. In addition, words such as ‘partner’ are

used to reflect the acceptance of couples of all sexual orientations. Readers will note that
”

when not interpreting ancient text, the words “relationship”, “couple”, “partnership”, and

“marriage” are often used interchangeably throughout this thesis.

¢ Ibid, 5.
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Chapter One - The Marriage Models of Genesis
Throughout all of its five books the Torah does not even include a term that accurately
reflects our modern term for marriage. Overall, the Hebrew word that is closest to the

idea of marriage has the Hebrew root .N{?.2 which means to take (i.e. Isaac took

Rebekah.)’

The Torah may not have an exact word for marriage in its lexicon, but from its first
chapters, it is clear that within the Torah it is standard for men and woman to be together
in life-long relationships. Sometimes men had more than one wife, but even in these

cases the relationships between the man and his wives were life-long.

The Torah’s first book presents us with five main relationships as marriage paradigms.
Each relationship provides the reader with insight into the Torah’s perspective on
partnership and marriage. In the beginning, these relationships demonstrate behavior that
is to be emulated. As the Torah progresses, this dynamic is reversed; the relationships
teach us primarily how not to behave. Adam and Eve set the initial paradigm and
Abraham and Sarah build significantly upon it. Isaac and Rebekah add important
variables to these paradigms as do Jacob, Leah, and Rachel. In just five sets of
relationships the Torah sets some of the most significant models for Jewish marriage

found in the entire Bible. So important were these five exemplars for married couples,

7 Genesis 25.20
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and Judaism at large, that according to the Taimud, all of them were buried in the same

cave of Machpelah.®

In this chapter 1 will examine the key relationships within Beresheet; how their
relationships are described, how they complement and contrast each other, and how
ancient and modern interpreters comment upon them. Throughout my analysis, I will

present some of the important lessons that can be inferred from these texts.

Adam and Eve
The Talmud comments upon the words “male and female He created them. And when

*? as a proof text for the

they were created, He blessed them and called them man
statement

ANV 0T ION NUN 1D PRY DTN YD "MMYON TN
O ONY NN XM 0N Napn e

Rabbi Eliezer says ‘Any man who does not have a wife is not aman.” As it is
written: ‘Man and female he created them and he called their name man.’'°

Adam and Eve are the first people and the first biblical couple. They are barely
individuals before they are thrust into the role of being together. Adam and Eve are the
very first marriage model that the Torah provides for its readers. The Torah relates two
stories of Adam and Eve. In the first, we learn that Adam and Eve are created
simultaneously, and that God commands them to be fruitful and multiply and master the

earth. In the second story we learn that, according to God, it is not good for man to be

8 Eruvin 53a
S Genesis 5.2
1 Yevamot 63a




alone and that man needs a helper. Woman is created soon after. The Torah’s messages
seem to be: men and women should be together, have children, rule the earth, and be
helpers for one another. These are the initial directions the Torah gives us regarding

Adam and Eve, the first ever biblical people and biblical couple.

A closer inspection of the first story starts with its introduction: “And God created man in
His image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them. God
blessed them and God said to them, ‘Be fertile and multiply, fill the earth and master it;
and rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the living things that creep on
carth.””!! The remaining six verses of this chapter discuss how God gave the man and

woman all that is on earth for food, and then rested on the seventh day.

The directive to man and woman to be fertile and multiply is considered by many to be
the first commandment of the Torah. Jewish law as found in the Mishnah and Talmud,
(among other sources) uses this as a proof text requiring men to marry and have children.
Many pages of the Talmud and codes discuss whether or not this obligation also falls

upon women. For example, in the Talmud the following Mishnah and Gemara are found:

JVAIN PPN 13 PAY 02T PUND XD DIN AT M9 DY 1NN YOND
23 112 [DNYN] OND M DNON DN TIaN N N OIY DYy
NI DN HYHY I NYOXR T OWNB NYDIN T IMDNX PN NN N )
VIAOD NIDT NUR PN LUA0D DTT UON ,MYIAD ORN DN IO

2ND VAN PNN T2 PIAIND 29 /DN YHYN NN YA ;NI

Mishnah: A man is commanded concerning the duty of propagation, but not a
woman. Rabbi Johanan ben Beroka, however said ‘on both of them it says God
blessed them;’ and God said to them: ‘be fertile and multiply.’

1 Genesis 1:26-28




Gemara: From where is this reasoned? Rabbi Ilea replied in the name of Rabbi
Eleazar son of Rabbi Simeon: the Torah stated, ‘and replenish the earth, and
subdue it; it is the nature of 2 man to subdue but it is not the nature of a woman to
subdue. On the contrary! And subdue it implies two! Rabbi Nahman ben Isaac i
replied: It is written, ‘and you subdue it.’*2
Although the majority of Jewish law finds this commandment only obligatory for men, in
the text, when God speaks to them, God speaks to both of them simultaneously - “God
blessed them.” One can see from the Talmudic argument above that the Rabbis in the

Talmud participated in strong debate over this subject.

The midrash continues explicating the manner in which God blessed Adam and Eve,
painting a picture of a wedding officiated by the Divine.

ORI POD 13713 YN 19N N9 DY DY A"IPN SV MAN N
NN ONINY N7 N PUNIN OTN DY PR v DN ONIAN
mM22 vVYPM ODNNN TN N"IAPHY

Rabbi Abbahu said: ‘The Holy One, blessed be He, took a cup of blessing and
blessed them.’ Rabbi Judah ben Rabbi Simon said: ‘“Michael and Gabriel were
Adam's best men.” Rabbi Simlai said: ‘We find that the Holy One, biessed be He,
blesses bridegrooms and adomns brides.’!*

In another midrash, God serves as the best man.'* The cup referred to is symbolic of the

cup of wine required at wedding ceremonies. The rabbis of the midrash do directly what

the text does not—they officially make Adam and Eve the earth’s first married couple.

12 Yevamot 65b
13 Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 8:13
M Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 18:3




Indeed in another section of the Talmud the blessings to be said in the presence of a
newly married couple are reviewed by the Sages. These blessings are the source for the
sheva brachot which continue to be said in modern times under the chupah for the bride
and groom. The Sages incorporate Adam and Eve into these blessings, stating “May You
grant great joy to these loved companions, just as you granted happiness to the work of
your hands long ago in the Garden of Eden. Blessed are You, O God, who grants joy to
the bridegroom and bride.”"> These exact words are said to this day in the fifth of the
seven blessings for wedding couples. The implications of the words of the midrash and
Talmud are clear. Although the Torah does not state any marriage, celebration, or
gladness in the Garden of Eden, the Sages adopt Adam and Eve as the first bride and
groom. Not only were they married, but they experienced tremendous joy due to their

union,

The text however, does not describe Adam and Eve living happily ever after. We learn in
Genesis 3:16 that, as punishment, Eve is relegated to serve Adam. Midrash Rabbah
shows that the ancient Rabbis used a word from the Torah’s text, ve-kibshah (and subdue
her) to lighten the weight associated with Eve’s punishment. The Torah text uses the
word to describe how man and woman should be subduing the earth. The earth in
Hebrew, ha-aretz, is a feminine noun. The word ve-kibshah describes the subduing of
her, meaning the earth. The authors of Midrash Rabbah use this word to foreshadow Eve
serving Adam. It seems as if they are not comfortable with what they know is about to

occur, that Adam will be charged as the dominant partner. The midrash text states:

15 Kethuboth 8a
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PNSYY YN DOV WD RSN XOV MNUN WA UONN DND Hvan
NPT NSM MM APT 12 )0 N SUOnNd N wwd

‘ve-kibshah’ is written, the man must master his wife, so that she does not
go out into the market place, for every woman who goes out into the
market place will eventually stumble. From where do we know this?
From Dinah, as it is written, And Dinah... went out.'®

This midrash describes Adam’s soon to be status over Eve not as punishment but as a

way for Adam to protect Eve.

There is a second story in Beresheet about the creation of man and woman. In it God
forms man from the dust of the earth, breathing life into his nostrils and making man a
living being. Here the man is known as ha-adam. God also tells man that he can eat
from any tree except from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. God says, “It is not
good for man to be alone: I will make a fitting helper for him.” God brings forth all the
living beasts and birds of the earth and the man names all of them but no appropriate
helper is found. God causes the man to go into a deep sleep, removes one of his ribs and
creates a woman, leh-eeshah, from it and brings her to the man. Man says, “This one at
last is bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh. This one shall be called woman for from
man was she taken.” This section of the Torah concludes with the words “thus a man

leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, so that they become one flesh.”!’

': Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 8:12
17 Genesis 2:7-24

14




Twice in the Talmud do the Rabbis refer to the creation of Eve from Adam’s rib.
Sanhedrin 39a tells the story of an emperor of Rome who accused Rabbi Gamaliel of his

God being a thief for taking Adam’s rib. The emperor’s daughter preempts Gamaliel’s

response explaining:

NI MMM Q02 DY PR NNN PYON AN wHY XA poon

N NOY T DY 901 DY NIW MO D MR am Dy yvp
ANOY Y NN NNN YON NN WLV PURIN DIRD D D

DR NOTNA OPYY NOXR  NONNP 0N D MR T hwned
NUND OOMN NIMN .ND NN NIYAT NN D IR D

DY PMN T Y ROND N2 MN T OINDND DN MY N ANPOR
JPY NONSD W T NTHA DY NN OOR D DUNID DTN

‘Thieves visited us last night and robbed us of a silver pitcher, leaving a golden
one in its place.” ‘Would that such a person visited us every day!’ the emperor
exclaimed. ‘Ah!’ she retorted, ‘was it not to Adam's gain that he was deprived of
a rib and a maidservant presented to him in its stead to serve him?’ He replied:
“This is what I mean: he should have taken it from him openly.’ Said she to him:
‘Let me have a piece of raw meat.’ It was given to her. She placed it under her
armpit, then took it out and said to him to eat. ‘I find it disgusting’ he exclaimed.

She retorted ‘Also if she [Eve] had been given to him [Adam] explicitly she
would have been disgusting to him.’'®

The Talmud also refers to Adam’s rib removal when a question about male and female

personality dynamics is asked. The Talmud questions and answers:

WON DY NTAND OUN PN ,NUN DY N YN ) Nan |
T|AD M ,NTIAN WD TAIRY DIND Yen !
INTAN DY M NTAR Yya - o Yy

Why does a man go in search of a woman and a woman does not go in search of a i
man? This is analogous to the case of a man who lost something. Who goes in :
search of something? He who lost the thing goes in search of what he lost
[referring loosely to Adam’s lost rib.]"

18 Sanhedrin 39a
19 Nidah 31b



The first of these stories sheds some additional light onto why Adam was put to sleep.
The second uses Adam and Eve as a paradigm to explain why men and women actin a
certain way. These quotes from Talmud and midrash demonstrate that the Sages often
had their own agenda regarding Adam and Eve. The Sages saw them as the first married
couple and then use Adam and Eve to debate numerous questions such as why women

serve men, the obligation to procreate, and why men and women behave in certain ways.

When one examines the Torah’s text, the second story of Adam and Eve contains two
important themes that differ from those of the first story. In the second story, God states
that it is not good for man to be alone and that a man leaves his father and mother to be
with his wife. Note that in this second story, woman is created for the purpose of being
man’s companion. Furthermore, this section of the creation story concludes with a
section of text that explains that a man should leave his parents and cling to his wife.?’ It
is possible that woman could have been created without having a specific relation to man.
It is also possible that the story could have ended without reference to a man and woman
being permanently together. In the Torah, “the ideal of marriage was that of a permanent

»2l

union.”" This idea of an everlasting marriage is what may be behind the words “cling to

his wife.”

With the early paradigm set for Adam and Eve, the Torah proceeds in describing their life
as a couple in the Garden of Eden. The text quickly introduces an instigator, the snake,

who challenges Eve to eat from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Eve accepts

20 .
s Genesis 2.24
! Hayyim Scheid, Editor, Marriage (Philadelphia, Jewish Publication Society of America, 1973) 69.




the snake’s challenge, eats from the tree, gives some of the fruit to Adam, and he also
eats from it. Here, too, Adam and Eve operate in tandem. When their eyes are opened to
their nakedness they work simultaneously to create loincloths to cover themselves.”? The
Torah’s first description of their behavior as a couple is of them operating in concert with
each other. They are partners, eating of the same fruit and dealing with the knowledge of
their nakedness by creating basic covering. The Torah records no dissent between the
two in the incident with the snake. Their creation of fig leaf clothing seems to be a
logical reaction to their mutual perception that they were naked. Although they go

against God’s word, they do so willingly together.

Despite their apparent teamwork and lack of guilt, the text then introduces a series of
conflicts between the couple, and between them and God. Given the opportunity to
explain his role in eating from the tree, Adam blames God and Eve stating, “The woman
You put at my side - she gave me of the tree and I ate.” Given the opportunity to explain
her role in eating from the tree, Eve states, “The serpent duped me, and | ate.””® While
both statements might technically be true, neither Adam nor Eve takes personal
responsibility for eating the fruit. Further, they do not speak of themselves as acting
together. They don’t even team up against the snake as their mutual foe. They are not
helpmates. Instead they do what God had implicitly asked them not to do—separate from

each other, and in the case of Adam, blame the other.

2 Genesis 3:7
23 Genesis 3.12-13

17
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God’s anger is intense, and God tells Eve that she will have painful childbirth and that
her husband will rule over her. God tells Adam that he will now have to work the land
for food. Despite God’s punishments for Adam and Eve, God makes clothing for them.**
Midrash Rabbah implies that the act of making clothing for Adam and Eve demonstrated
God’s support for the couple, despite their actions.?> Following the trend seen earlier, the
Rabbis also use this aspect of the story to teach something that is not specifically
mentioned in the text but is important to them. In this situation they remark about how to
spend one’s money. “The Torah teaches you here a rule of worldly wisdom: spend
according to your means on food; less than you can afford on clothing, but more than you
can afford on a dwelling.”®® This section of the Torah ends with God banishing Adam

and Eve from the Garden of Eden.

The second half of chapter three of Genesis sits in drastic opposition to chapter two, and
the first half of chapter three, where Adam and Eve are partners and helpmates. Adam
and Eve do not work together when they communicate with God. Most dramatically,
God states that Adam will rule over Eve. This is a major change from the initial
description of their relationship where they together would master the earth and be a
helpmate to the other. Perhaps this swift change in their relationship dynamic is what
motivated the rabbis of the Mishnah to suggest that this was really done to protect Eve.?’

Whereas chapter two of the Torah ended with directing the first biblical couple to be

24 Genesis 3.16-21
25 Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 20:12
2.
Ibid
n Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 8:12 (also see footnote three)
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together, have children, rule the earth, and be helpers for one another, chapter three ends

with an amendment - Adam shall rule over Eve.

Chapters four and five of the Torah also reference Adam and Eve, but only briefly. In
these chapters Adam and Eve first fulfill the commandment to have children when they
give birth to Cain and Abel. The Torah makes no mention as to how Adam and Eve raise
their children, react to Cain’s murder, and react to Abel after the murder. After the birth
of Cain and Abel, only Adam is mentioned directly again, in chapter five, regarding the

birth of Seth and many other sons and daughters.

As with many of its characters, the Torah only provides us a glimpse into Adam and Eve.
Other texts, ancient and modern, attempt to shed additional light onto the Bible’s first
people, the Bible’s first couple. As with each of the relationships discussed in this
chapter, the messages from these texts are many and often incongruent. The Torah
initially describes and charges the couple to work together, help each other, and have
children. Soon after, the Torah indicates that they do not work together well and that the

woman will serve the man.

Abraham and Sarah
The Torah mentions a number of other couples after Adam and Eve. The text states that
Cain had a wife and his grandson Lamech had two wives Adah and Zillah.?® Noah was

also married, as were his three sons.”® The stories of Adam and Eve and Noah end with

28 Genesis 4:17-23
» Genesis 7:6-13

19
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genealogies, long listings of the children of the children of Adam and Noah. Adah and
Zillah are mentioned in Adam’s genealogies, but no wives at all are named or even
mentioned as part of Noah’s genealogies. In Genesis, from chapter 4:23 to 11:29, no
wives are actually named and only Noah and his son’s wives are briefly mentioned. This
is particularly striking because of the long list of names that are found in these chapters of
the Torah. Many children are being born, but couple relationships are rarely mentioned

in these chapters.

At the end of chapter eleven, the names of Abram’s wife, Sarai, and his brother Nahor’s
wife, Milcah, are found. Immediately afterwards in verse, the text explains that Sarai was
barren.’® These two facts, that Abram and Sarai were a couple, and that Sarai was barren,

set the stage for the Bible’s second major model relationship.

The Torah provides us with more words about Abraham and Sarah’s relationship than
any other couple. Abraham and Sarah build upon the framework of the first couple
relationship in the Torah, that of Adam and Eve. The text and its commentary provide us
with additional understanding of what it means to be a married couple in the Jewish

tradition.

After God tells Abram to go from his native land, Abram is described as taking his wife
Sarai, as well as his servants and nephew, Lot, to Canaan. Sarai and Abram’s
relationship is barely mentioned in this text, but it is significant that Abram takes his wife

and nephew on his journey to Cannan with him. God, after all, promises to make

20
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Abram’s name great and tells Abram to go forth. It is Abram who brings Sarai with him.
We know that Sarai is barren and that Abram was seventy-five when he leaves Haran.
Though we haven’t learned Sarai’s age yet, we can imagine her inability to give birth is a
source of frustration for both her and Abram. God’s call might have been the perfect
time for Abram to leave Sarai, but the text indicates clearly that one of Abram’s first acts

before leaving Haran is to gather up Sarai to go with him.”'

The Torah states that Abram and Sarai took all the wealth they had amassed and the

persons that they had acquired in Haran and they set out for the land of Canaan.’? The

midrash adds YW DN YN NON, these are the converts which they converted. >

Rabbi Hunia then explains that Abraham converted the men and Sarah the women. This

is another example of the teamwork ascribed to Abraham and Sarah.**

Abram and Sarai’s relationship is further detailed in the Torah. Because of a famine in

Canaan, Abram and Sarai go to Egypt. Abram says to Sarai, “Please say you are my
sister, that it may go well with me because of you, and that I may remain alive thanks to
you.” Abram suggests this plot to prevent the Egyptians from killing him in order to get

his beautiful wife.’®

;o Genesis 11:29-30
! Genesis 12:1-5
2 Genesis 12:5
3 Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 39:14
34,
s Ibid
3 Genesis 12:11-13
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One midrash considers this an act of making himself of secondary importance. Saying,
“please say you are my sister” was the equivalent to becoming subordinate to her. The
Rabbis explain that because Sarai accepted his request, Abram was able to prosper in
Egypt.36 They use this to explain why the Torah actually says “and because of her, it
went well with Abram.™’ Here the Rabbis highlight Sarai’s listening and agreeing to

Abram. Because of this relationship dynamic, all went well.

The Egyptians find Sarai beautiful and take her into the Pharaoh’s court. Abram
succeeds and acquires a lot of livestock. After God punishes Pharaoh for taking Abram’s
wife into his palace, Abram and Sarai are expelled from Egypt with all of Abram’s

newfound wealth in tact.

Some criticize Abram for forcing Sarai to become a part of Pharaoh’s harem. In fact,
there are a number of commentators of ancient texts that describe the harrowing situation
that Sarah experienced in Pharaoh’s home. Midrash Rabbah describes Sarah being
sexually harassed:

PIY O MO DY IMVY DWW PN DTN IR OO
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YMNS PN N OON UON YN D NN Y

Sarah lay prostrate on her face, crying, ' Sovereign of the Universe! Abraham
went forth [from his land] on Your assurance, and I went forth with faith;
Abraham is outside this prison while I am within!” Said the Holy One, biessed be

;: Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 40:4
Genesis 12:16
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He. to her: *Whatever I do, I do for your sake, and all will say, ‘It is because of
Sarai Abram’s wife.” Rabbi Levi said: *The whole of that night an angel stood
[by Sarai protecting her] with a whip in his hand; when [Pharaoh made advances]
she ordered, ‘Strike." he struck, and when she ordered, ‘Desist,” he desisted. And
why [was Pharaoh punished with] such severity? Because she told him
[Pharaoh). ‘I am a married woman, yet he would not leave her.’*®

Modern commentator Norman Cohen also sees Abram’s behavior as inappropriate. He

writes:
About to confront potential adversaries, Abraham was more concerned about his
safety than about Sarah and her feelings. He seemed willing to sacrifice his
relationship with her to ensure his survival. For the moment, Sarah was
unimportant: a non-entity, an unnamed object who could be taken into the
Pharaoh’s harem and sacrificed for Abraham’s sake. His willingness to sacrifice
Sarah demonstrated his lack of maturity.

Whether or not one agrees with the Rabbis of the midrash that Abram was subordinating

himself to Sarai, or that he was selfish and forced her into a situation where she was

sexually harassed, it is clear in the text that that Abram asks Sarai to join him in his plot

to avoid famine. Abram says to her “please” and explains to her, that without her, he

could die. Sarai’s answer is not recorded in the text.

Did Abraham and Sarah know what Sarah’s fate would be when she was taken into
Pharaoh’s home? It is unclear from the Torah text, but commentators seem to take it as
fact that saying that Sarai was Abram’s sister would result in her being taken into
Pharaoh’s harem. Did Abram know this? If he did, why would he put his wife in such a
threatening situation? Yes, he asks her for her help and she seemingly agrees, but the

situation does not seem to be one in which Sarai’s safety is taken into full consideration.

j: Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 41:2
Norman Cohen, Voices from Genesis (Woodstock, Vermont, Jewish Lights Publishing, 1998) 76.
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Separately. the Talmud also uses Abraham’s words “I know what a beautiful woman you
are™*? 1o teach a lesson of modesty. It states

W ONYT N TN NOT IONDON NY PTTA DON ORIAN
YYD ND RIPIRT YDon AN AN N VN

Abraham did not even look at his own [wife to recognize her beauty], as it is
written, ‘Behold now I know what a beautiful woman you are to look upon,’
which shows that originally he did not know.*!

This section of the Torah does not engage in any discussion of modesty. Yet, once again,

the Sages of the Tal/mud use the team of Abraham and Sarah to emphasize something that

was important to some of them - modesty amongst all Jewish couples.

In the Torah’s first description of Sarai and Abram, we see that just as Adam and Eve
did, they work together. Sarai and Abram make a plan, one filled with risk, especially for
Sarai, before entering Egypt. This scene is more complex compared to the scene where
Adam and Eve eat the apple together. Abram consults with Sarai and asks for her help.

Such behavior was never witnessed between Adam and Eve.

The Torah transitions into its next story with the following words “From Egypt, Abram
went up into the Negeb with his wife.”*> Even thought the story is told through the lead
character of Abram, the Torah makes it clear that Sarai is right by his side for the next
stage in their journey. Sarai is not mentioned directly again until the Torah states “Sarai,

Abram’s wife, had born him no children. She had an Egyptian maidservant whose name

4 Genesis 12:11
4 paba Batra 16a
2 Genesis 13:1
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was Hagar.” Torah then describes how Sarai suggests that Abram have a child with

Hagar. The text states “and Abram heeded Sarai’s request.” Here Sarai is asking

2
F

something of Abram. In the most intimate of circumstances Sarai suggests that Abram

SO e

impregnate her handmaiden so that he can have a son. The text of the Torah, which often
lacks in detail, makes it clear that Sarai gave Hagar to her husband. Due to the text’s
specificity, it is impossible to interpret the text as Abraham taking Hagar or wanting to

have a child with Hagar before Sarai asks him to do so.*®

When Hagar conceives immediately, Sarai and Abram’s relationship is strained. The
midrash explains why. Based on the Torah’s text that states Hagar’s esteem in Sarai was

lowered, the midrash tells that Hagar slandered Sarah.

TN MO PO PR MNP MY ONY MDIN DN
NOW DO 0D INY RPN TEPH DN NPTS NYNY NPT
YAYM TN NYYa MY MMAYM

Hagar said to them, ‘My mistress Sarai is not inwardly what she is outwardly: she
appears to be a righteous woman, but she is not. For had she been a righteous
woman, see how many years have passed without her conceiving, whereas I
conceived in one night!”*

Hagar’s pregnancy and tale bearing only aggravated Sarai’s pain. In the Torah Sarai

blames Abram saying says, “the wrong done me is your fault.””** The midrash explains

her accusation. According to it the Rabbis complain that Abram did not support her

3 Genesis 16:1-3
:‘: Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 45:4
Genesis 16.5
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when Hagar insulted her. Furthermore they criticize Abram for saying to God “I will die

';. childless.”*
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Rabbi Berekiah explained it in Rabbi Abba’s name: I have a grievance against
you. ‘Imagine two men incarcerated in prison, and as the king passes one of them
cries out, ‘Execute justice for me!” The king orders him to be released, upon
which his fellow-prisoner says to him, ‘I have a grievance against you, for had
you said, ‘Execute justice for us,’ the king would have released me just as he has
released you; but now that you said, ‘Execute justice for me,’ he released you but
not me. Similarly [Sarah said], ‘had [you] said, ‘We go childless,’ then as God
gave you a child so would God have given me; since, however, you said ‘I will
die childless,” and God gave you a child but not me.””*’

Abram’s response to Sarai’s pain is “your maid is in your hands, deal with her as you

think right.”

Contrast Abram’s response to Sarai with Adam’s response to God when God questioned
Adam after he had eaten from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Although these
are not completely analogous situations, one can see an important difference in the
responses of Adam and Abram when confronted with a challenge to their behavior.
Adam blames Eve, as well as God, saying, “The woman You put at my side - she gave

248

me of the tree, and I ate.”™ When challenged about being intimate with Hagar, Abram’s

:: Genesis 15.2
o Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 45:5
Genesis 3.12
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response is not to protect himself or blame Sarai for her suggestion to have a child with

Hagar. Instead, Abram provides a response that addresses the situation at hand.

Abram doesn’t focus his words on the accusation addressed to him, instead he focuses on
Sarai’s perception of Hagar’s behavior. He centers on the actual problem and ignores the
blame levied upon him by Sarai. He reminds Sarai that Hagar is Sarai’s handmaid and
that she is empowered to deal with her as she sees fit. Abram is aware that Hagar is
pregnant at the time he tells Sarai this information. Abram risks sacrificing his yet
unborn child when he explains to Sarai that she can do as she thinks is right with Hagar.
He does not say, “But be careful, she’s pregnant with my child,” or “our child.” He does

not even bring up his feelings about finally having a child.

God reappears to Abram and tells him that he will now be called Abraham and that Sarai
will now be called Sarah. God tells Abraham, *“I will bless her; indeed, I will give you a
son by her. I will bless her so that she shall give rise to nations; rulers of peoples shall

issue from her.”* Until this point in the Torah, only Abraham has been told by God that
he would be the father of nations and that his children would be as numerous as the stars.

God now recognizes Sarah and blesses her as God had blessed Abraham.

What is Abraham’s response to God’s words? He laughs. Abraham says, “Can a child
be born to a man a hundred years old, or can Sarah bear a child at ninety?”>° Note that

Abraham has no direct response to God’s blessing of Sarah, except for laughing and

:z Genesis 17.16
Genesis 17.17
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questioning his and her age for bearing children. Until this point in the Torah, Abraham
had experienced God only blessing him. When Sarah’s name is mentioned with the same
blessing that God had bestowed upon him, Abraham accepts it. He does not say, “What

about my blessing,” or “I thought you had reserved that blessing for me.”

In chapter eighteen of Genesis, three men visit Abraham and Sarah. Abraham and Sarah
welcome the guests by quickly preparing food for them. They seem to work seamiessly
in welcoming these strangers on short notice. Ancient and modern commentators alike
look to this section of Torah as a proof text for Jews to engage in the mitzvah of

hospitality.

When they predict to Abraham that Sarah will have a son, Sarah overhears and laughs at
the thought saying “Now that I am withered, am I to have enjoyment-—with my husband
so old.”®' God asks Abraham why Sarah laughed at the suggestion that she will have a
child. Note that Sarah did not laugh at the idea that she would have a child, she laughed
at the idea that she would have enjoyment with her husband. When Abraham confronts
her, Sarah lies about her laughter because she is frightened. Abraham knows the truth

and tersely responds “you did laugh.”*?

From this incident, the Talmud teaches a lesson about the power of words between a
husband and wife, especially with regard to sensitive subjects.

NI NIWIRT N2 Y NN P YTPN ORY 0N YT
TP W) 2ND N0 )Pt INTNY

! Genesis 18:12
Genesis 18.15
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Great is the cause of peace. Seeing that for its sake even the Holy One, blessed be
He, modified a statement; for at first it is written, ‘my lord being old*, while
aflerwards it is written, ‘and I am old.”>
The Talmud’s words show God understood how significant peace was to Abraham and
Sarah. This is the reason God told Abraham that Sarah laughed at the idea of having
child verses telling Abraham her actual words. Once again, Jewish tradition uses

Abraham and Sarah to provide a model of behavior and relationship for future Jewish

couples.

Later, Abraham tells another leader, Abimelech king of Gerar, that Sarah is Abraham’s
sister. There is no dialogue between Abraham and Sarah before this encounter. Once
Abimelech discovers the truth, he confronts Abraham. Abraham explains to Abimelech
that he was concerned that he would be killed on account of his wife.** Unlike the
previous sister incident with Pharaoh, there is no sense of partnership and teamwork
between Abraham and Sarah. Sarah does not even speak a word in this story. As with
the first incident many of the commentaries are not kind to Abraham for allowing his
wife to be put in danger. This time, the Torah’s text provides the reader with no

explanation how Abraham and Sarah communicated about this episode.

The Torah describes a number of other important interactions between Abraham and
Sarah. In chapter twenty-one, Sarah gives birth to Isaac and demands that Abraham cast

away Hagar and Ishmae]. Sarah does not want Ishmael to share Abraham’s inheritance

53 Yevamot 65b
54 Genesis 20.11




with Isaac. The text explains that Abraham is very upset about this matter, but God
speaks to Abraham and tells him to do whatever Sarah tells him to do. Abraham expels
Hagar and Ishmael. Although the text is brief, it is clear that there is a lot stress between
Abraham and Sarah.”® God’s directive drives Abraham to follow Sarah’s request, but

what is not addressed is Abraham’s intense emotional pain attached with their departure.

The text of the Torah does not mention Sarah’s name, or Abraham and Sarah in a

relationship context again until her death.

Isaac and Rebekah

The text describing Isaac and Rebekah’s relationship adds some new material to the
Torah’s words about couples. Love is described for the first time in reference to Isaac
loving Rebekah. Also, in this chapter there is mention of how Rebekah provided Isaac

comfort after his mother Sarah’s death, certainly a loving act.’

Rabbi Raymond Zwerin and Audrey Marcus note that “marriage in biblical times was for
companionship and to have children. These marriages were usually arranged for the
couple. By chance, love sometimes followed, as in the case of [saac and Rebekah. But

love was not a necessary condition for marriage.”"’

Rebekah and Isaac’s relationship begins warmly, but even before they meet, the Torah is

outlining a new and important standard for married couple—a quality match, Rebekah,

j’ Genesis 21:9-12
8 Genesis 24.67




after all, is the woman selected by Abraham’s servant for Isaac. What characteristics

does she portray that makes his servant so fond of her? She is kind, she is generous, she

is humble, and she is welcoming. Note that only much later in the text is she described as

physically beautiful. Abraham sends his servant to his homeland in search of a woman
with these qualities, who is also from the proper community. This combination of status
and proper character is what Abraham was looking for. This very first story of a couple
being matched emphasizes what variables are most important in a match. As Gunther
Plaut writes:
The story of Rebekah’s betrothal reveals the biblical attitude toward the nature
and content of marriage. The union between man and woman must be grounded
in the finest qualities, and Rebekah exhibits them to perfection....Modern man
who thinks of marriage primarily as the fulfillment of a romantic relationship will
find it difficult to see significant values in arranged marriages But, for biblical

man, the ideal was not ‘first love, then marriage,’ as it is today, but the reverse
‘first marriage, then love.”*®

The Sages note Rebekah’s consenting to go with Abraham’s servant’ as the source for

their statement that a girl is not to be married without her consent.® The Talmud also
states:

TNV TY ,MUP NNYD M3 IR VTPV DTND MON
DN ONNR MO MNM

One may not give his daughter in betrothal when a minor, [but must wait] until
she grows up and says: ‘I want so-and-so.’

Raymond Zwerin and Audrey Marcus, Marriage in Jewish Life and Tradition (Denver, ARE, 1978) 2.
Gunther Plaut, Editor, The Torah A Modern Commentary (New York, UAHC Press, 1981) 168.
Genesns 24:57-8

Mendcll Lewittes, Jewish Marriage (Northvale, New Jersey, Jason Aronson, Inc. 1994) 41,

8! KidushinAla




The editor of the Stone Edition of the Chumash also finds many interesting themes in the

meeting of Isaac and Rebekah.

The brief passage describing the meeting and marriage of Isaac and Rebekah is
touching,. and reflective of basic principles of Judaism and Jewish marriage. It
begins with Isaac walking back home from praying at a place that recalled God’s
mercy to the previous generation, for Jews cleave to their past and the God who
guided it. Isaac and Rebekah ‘met,’ but not by chance. She displayed the
personal modesty that has always been one of the glories of Jewish women and
she recognized intuitively that the stranger she had just encountered was a holy
person. Finally, Isaac brought her to his mother’s tent, and there it became
apparent that she was a fitting successor to Sarah, for the holy presence of Sarah
returned to the tent of her son. It was then that Isaac loved her, for the Jewish
home is a temple and its priestess is the wife and mother whose spirit infuses it.
Isaac could love only a mate who could be his companion in creating the Chosen
People. In Rebekah he found her.

The Torah begins the narrative by saying that Isaac ‘happened’ to meet Rebekah
and Eliezer on the road, before they entered the city, just as Eliezer ‘happened’ to
encounter Rebekah at the well. Both meetings seemed to occur by chance, but in
reality they were results of God’s providential will (Radak). %
The Torah briefly explains that Rebekah was barren and that Isaac pleaded with God on
her behalf.*> Commenting on this verse, the Rabbis of the Talmud debate whether both

Isaac and Rebekah were infertile. They also infer from Isaac’s actions that prayer can

influence God to change from anger to mercy.** The Torah states, within the same verse

that Isaac’s plea is made, that God responded to Isaac and Rebekah conceived.

“Rebekah’s barrenness puts her again in line of succession to her late mother-in-law,
Sarah, though the narrative about Rebekah is much more compressed and much less

complex than the corresponding story of Sarah. The ‘barren mother’ is a common motif

:Nosson Scherman, Editor, The Chumash, Stone Edition (New York, Mesorah Publications, 1993) 119.
“ Genesis 25:21
s Yevamot 64a

Genesis 25:21
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in special birth stories.”® The Torah explains that Rebekah is pregnant with twins.
When a suffering Rebekah questions God regarding what is happening within her womb

she learns that her twins will also struggle with each other after they are born.®’

Unlike any other couple prior to Isaac and Rebekah, the Torah describes their parenting.
Isaac favored Esau because he had a taste for game, but Rebekah favored Jacob. God had
told Rebekah that the older would serve the younger®® and “the mother mediates God’s

preference.”®

As their boys grow into men, Esau marries two Hittite women. These marriages were a
source of bitterness to both Rebekah and Isaac.”® This is the Torah’s first example of the
strain that can occur between parent and child regarding his or her chosen spouse. Even

Isaac, who favors Esau, is upset.’’

Toward the end of Isaac’s life, Rebekah plans to deceive Isaac so that he will bless Jacob
over Esau. Jacob follows her detailed directions, succeeds in tricking his father and
receives his blessing while disguised as Esau. The Torah describes Esau’s rage when he
discovered that Jacob had stolen his blessing. Esau harbors a grudge over Jacob, but no
such anger is seen in Isaac’s behavior toward his youngest son. The text does not clarify

whether Isaac was aware of Rebekah’s role in his deception. The Torah is equally silent

& Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler, Editors, The Jewish Study Bible (New York, Oxford, 2004) 53.
5 -, Genesis 25:22-23

Genesls 25:23

% Berlin and Brettler, Editors, The Jewish Study Bible, 53.
7 Genesxs 25:34-35
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as to how Rebekah felt when communicating with her husband after she tricked him."
The Torah then returns to Rebekah’s frustration with Esau’s marriages to the Hittite
women. This is the last recorded conversation between Isaac and Rebekah in the Torah.
Rebekah communicates to Isaac her frustration with Esau, adding that if Jacob married a
Hittite her life would be worthless. This results in Isaac charging Jacob to not marry a
Canaanite and to marry one of his uncle’s daughters. All things considered, Isaac, who is
also in support of Jacob marrying appropriately, seems remarkably responsive to his
wife’s anguish. This charge to Jacob occurred under the cloud of Esau’s threat to murder

his brother for his actions.”

The editors of The Jewish Study Bible postulate that “the distaste for Hittite women that

Isaac and Rebekah both truly share becomes the pretext for her saving her favorite son

™ This commentary suggests that even in this

from his vindictive brother’s rage.
situation Rebekah manipulated Isaac, using his dislike of Hittite women to send Jacob off

to safety.

Isaac and Rebekah’s relationship began with love and warmth. Despite this beginning,
the majority of the words describing them in the Torah reveal a relationship characterized

by deception and manipulation.

2 Genesis 27:1-45
™ Genesis 27:46 — 28:9
™ Berlin and Brettler, Editors, The Jewish Study Bible, 54.
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Jacob, Leah, and Rachel

The text states that Jacob loved Rachel so much that he was willing to work seven years

to marry her. “The story of Jacob and Rachel in the Bible clearly indicates the

acceptance of romantic love in marriage.””> The love experienced by Jacob was different
than the love Isaac felt for Rebekah. Jacob’s love is described in the context of Rachel’s
physical beauty as well as her kindness. Jacob requests her from Laban when Jacob

could have requested financial gains instead.’® Laban’s acceptance of Jacob’s request

A Bbiaban b ol S fe it o v

shows support of the idea that romantic love was understood and accepted in biblical

times.

New to the Torah’s explanation of marriage rituals is Jacob’s participation in legitimately
3 choosing his own wife. Jacob was given direction from his father to marry one of his
uncle Laban’s daughters. Up until this point the tenor of the texts and commentary in
Genesis recommend arranged weddings, similar to that of Isaac and Rebekah.

Foretelling modern romantic patterns, Jacob travels to Laban’s village and fails in love

with Rachel at first sight. Though the scope of Jacob’s choices is proscribed by his father,
Jacob selects his bride. We know that Isaac and Rebekah were very upset with Esau’s

choice of brides, but the story of Jacob legitimizes another option.

Laban, however, takes advantage of Jacob and tricks him into first marrying Leah. Their
union is the first description of wedding ritual in the Torah. While no actual wedding

ceremony is recorded in the Bible, it appears that feasting, song and gift giving

7 Scheid, Marriage, 4.
% Genesis 29:10-19
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accompanied the event.”” This can be seen in the words describing Jacob’s first marriage,
but the celebration for Jacob did not last long. Jacob is allowed to marry Rachel seven
days after Leah, but due to Laban’s deception, Jacob spends a total of fourteen years

working to marry Rachel.”®

The Talmud describes Rachel as being modest.
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Where did Rachel's modesty lie? — It is written, ‘And Jacob told Rachel that he
was her father’s brother and that he was Rebekah's son.” Wasn’t he the son of her
father's sister? Yet he said to her, ‘[Will] you marry me?’ [And] she replied to
him, ‘Yes, but [my] father is sharper, and you will not be able [to hold your own

: against] him.” ‘Where,’ he asked her, ‘does his trickery lie?’ ‘I have,’ she said, ‘a
sister who is older than me, and he will not allow me to be married before her.” ‘1
i am his brother,’ he said to her, ‘in trickery.” — ‘But,’ she said to him, ‘may the
righteous indulge in trickery?” — ‘Yes,’ [he replied]. ‘With the pure. You show
yourself pure, and with the crooked you show yourself subtle.” He entrusted her
[with certain identification] marks. While Leah was being led into [the bridal
chamber] she [Rachel] thought, ‘my sister will now be disgraced,’ [and so] she
[Rachel] entrusted her [with) these very [marks]. And this accounts for the
Torah’s text, ‘And it came to pass in the morning that, behold, it was Leah,’
which seems to imply that until then she was not Leah! But, on account of the
[identification] marks which Jacob had entrusted to Rachel who had entrusted
them to Leah, he didn’t know [who] she [was] until that moment.”

7 .
77 Zwerin and Marcus, Marriage in Jewish Life and Tradition, 2.
™ Genesis 29:28
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This section of Talmud first shows that Jacob and Rachel spoke frankly with each other
about Laban’s character in regard to their desire to marry. Despite this conversation and
their plan to place marks to identify Rachel from Leah, Rachel chose to protect her

sister’s dignity rather than marry Jacob.

This Talmudic story explains how Jacob was led to marry Leah. The text of the Torah

simply describes Leah as unloved. Leah names their first son Reuben—a name that can

TRl e e -

be interpreted as “Adonai has seen my affliction” or “now my husband will love me.”
Simeon, their second son’s name is said to mean “This is because Adonai heard that | was
unloved and has given me this one also.” Leah’s third child is named Levi for “This time

my husband will become attached to me, for I have born him three sons.”*

Syl iy e o §

L ra st

Jacob and Rachel are unable at first to have children and the text records Jacob laying the

blame on Rachel. When Rachel provides her maidservant Bilhah to Jacob and Bilhah

conceives Rachel names him Dan stating “God had vindicated me, indeed, God has

’ heeded my plea and given me a son.” When Jacob and Bilhah had a second son,
Naphtali, Rachel said “a fateful contest waged with my sister, yes and I have

prevailed.”®!

The marital picture painted by the intense jealousy between Leah and Rachel is bleak.
Nowhere between Jacob and his wives is any of the teamwork demonstrated by Adam

and Eve and Abraham and Sarah. Nowhere is love discussed again between Jacob and

:3 Baba Batra 123a
Genesis 29:32-34
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either of his wives. The Talmud provides this story about Leah. It seems to divert

1 attention away from the apparent pain between Leah and Jacob by explaining key words
3

in the text.
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Rab said: [Leah’s eyes were] indeed actually weak, but that was no disgrace to
her but a credit for at the crossroads she heard people saying: ‘Rebekah has two
sons, [and] Laban has two daughters; the elder [daughter should be married] to the
elder [son] and the younger [daughter should be married] to the younger [son].’
And she sat at the crossroads and inquired: ‘How does the elder one conduct
himself?’ {And the answer was] ‘A wicked man, a highway robber.” ‘How does
the younger man conduct himself?’ ‘A quiet man dwelling in tents’. And she
wept until her eyelashes dropped. And this accounts for the Torah’s text, ‘and the
Lord saw that Leah was hated.” What [could be the meaning of] ‘hated?’ Ifit is
suggested {that it means that she was] actually hated, [is this conceivable?] [If]
Torah did not speak disparagingly of an unclean animal, [would] it speak
disparagingly of the righteous? But the [meaning is this]: The Holy One, blessed
be He, saw that Esau's conduct was hateful to her, so he opened her womb. 82

These words lend an alternate perspective to the pshat of the Torah text. The Sages see

Leah as one of the righteous, and this story provides information as to how the words of

the Torah can be reinterpreted,

Jacob, Rachel, and Leah do have one particularly significant moment when they work

together. This is seen when they discuss leaving Laban’s household. Jacob shares the

j :; Genesis 30:6-8
Baba Batra 123a
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Divine message he has heard, and Leah and Rachel, “in agreement for once,”*?

simultaneously support Jacob doing what God had told him.** This is one of the few
examples in the Torah of Jacob and his wives talking, listening, and making a decision
together. Soon after their emancipation from Laban, Jacob, Leah, and Rebekah are seen
working together when they meet Esau. Although the Torah records no conversation
between the three regarding what they were to do, they prepare together for Esau’s
arrival, and treat him with the respect due a king. By the time Leah and Rachel bow
before Esau with their children, Esau and Jacob had already embraced. They behaved as

a unified family during this very sensitive reunion.®

The encounter with Esau is the last section of the Torah where all three are described in
the same chapter. The next time Rachel is mentioned is when she dies giving birth to
Benjamin. Jacob is not even referred to in this section of the Torah.®® Leah is never seen

again in the Torah, but is mentioned as the mother of her children on a few occasions.

As with Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Rachel’s relationship begins with tremendous

love. The love felt between these two never exists between Jacob and Leah, and soon

after Rachel becomes Jacob’s wife there is little mention of anything positive regarding

Jacob and Rache!’s relationship. Although there are a few examples of their teamwork,

the difficulty in these paradigmatic Genesis marriages is omnipresent.

** Berlin and Brettler, Editors, The Jewish Study Bible, 64.
Genesis 31.4-15

:: Genesis 33:1-7
Genesis 35:16-19
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In Summary

The relationships between Adam and Eve and the matriarchs and patriarchs in Genesis
teach us that marriage, though it can be wonderful, is not always easy. Every member of
these paradigmatic relationships experience struggles with his or her partner. This is not
a coincidence; rather it is a reflection of the reality of marriage. Sometimes, such as with
Abraham and Sarah, the Torah models how people in relationships can resolve conflict
positively. In other cases, the Torah describes how unresolved conflict can have lasting

negative effects on a relationship.

The Rabbis of the Talmud and midrash comment upon these relationship dynamics.
They discuss the biblical individuals themselves and their direct and indirect involvement
with many other subjects that were of interest to the Rabbis. These comments provide a

glimpse into how the Rabbis interpreted Torah and the social issues of their day.

Chapter three of this paper will examine further what modern Jews can learn from the
relationships of Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob,

Leah, and Rachel.
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Chapter Two - Talmudic Reflections on Marriage

NI - AUR D PRY DTN DD aNDIN N DN 39 N
DNOT T ANNY KYA MW XY 0072 XU ,NNRY N2
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T2 DIND NVA 20 KDY DNOT NV NV T

Rabbi Tanhum stated in the name of Rabbi Hanilai: ‘The unmarried person f{any
man with no wife] lives without joy, without blessing, and without goodness.’
‘Without joy,’ for it is written ‘and thou shall rejoice, you and thy house (Deut.
14.26)." ‘Without blessing,’ for it is written, ‘to cause a blessing to rest on thy
house (Ezekiel 44.30)." ‘Without goodness,’ for it is written, ‘it is not good that
the man should be alone (Genesis 2.18).’87
The Sages of the Talmud lived during a time in Jewish history where marriage had
become an established institution. Throughout the Ta/mud there is much discussion,
through halacha, Jewish law, and aggadah, legendary story, about the subject of
marriage. Though I will briefly discuss halacha, this chapter will focus on aggadic and
proverbial material—statements of wisdom and insights into marriage such as this

opening quote. This chapter will also include stories of couples who provide lessons on

marriage and the roles and responsibilities of husband and wife within a marriage.

It should be noted that the selections from the Tal/mud found in this chapter are taken
from different sections, and therefore were not necessarily written to complement one

another.
alacha and Aggadah

The Talmud is filled with legal language describing in great detail a husband and wife’s

rights and duties. These legal discussions review the topics of money, clothing, food,
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lodging, sexual relations, marriage contracts (ketubot), medical care, safety, burial

responsibilities, housework, proper behavior, and divorce. This material serves as the
proof text for the formal halacha that Jews have been following for centuries.
fThe Rabbis] understood the problem of maintaining the marriage relationship.
Jewish law therefore carefully defined the rights and obligations of both the
husband and wife in order to avoid the fears and uncertainties that accompany an
undefined relationship. Only in a clear, secure and content relationship can both
parties to the marriage make their best contribution to it. The act of marriage, the
wedding ceremony, is thus a combination of a religious ceremony and a legal
contract designed to send off the couple on their long voyage through life
toget.her.88
The enormous volume of legal text outnumbers the aggadic and proverbial texts within
the Talmud. The tone of the legal texts is often very different than that of the aggadic
and proverbial texts, but themes of these texts sometimes overlap. This chapter focuses
primarily on aggadic and proverbial texts because they best describe the Talmud's
thoughts on a couple’s personal relationship. The fact that the Talmud includes texts
describing specific duties and rights, and texts describing how a couple should relate,

demonstrates that the Sages believed that couples needed both for their relationships to

thrive.

Not surprisingly, most non-scholarly works on the Talmud and marriage emphasize the
proverbial statements discussing marriage. These phrases resonate with the modern Jew
who can appreciate the idea of honoring one’s partner much more than considering him
or her to be property. Similarly, for this chapter, I chose a greater number of stories and

proverbs on marriage over detailed law texts.

:: Yevamot 62b
Lewittes, Jewish Marriage, 7.
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Ketubot - Marriage Contracts

The discussion on marriage contracts is a good example of legally focused text within the
Talmud. The Talmud contains much thought and discussion about the ketubah, the legal
document that the husband gives his bride. The ketubah was a practical, legal
requirement. According to the Ta/mud, one of the main reasons for requiring a ketubah
was 1o ensure that a man would not easily divorce his wife.®® It is a contract in which “all
the forces governing a free and fluctuating market might affect the arrangement. It
assumed basic requirements on the part of both parties...and provided both parties with
certain benefits.”” Even though the man and woman benefited from the ketubah, the
document reflects the male dominated society in which it was created.
The traditional ketubah is highly problematic for many modern, liberal Jews
today. Through it, the man is effectively purchasing the woman, with her
purchase price dependent on her status as a virgin. It stipulates the amount of
money the man agrees to pay in case of divorce or death. Two male witnesses
testify that the man, not the woman or the couple, has agreed to the terms. The
woman is discussed, but she has no voice in the discussion. Liberal Jews have
taken the original concept of the kefubah and created alternative contemporary
egalitarian ketubor that focus primarily on a couple’s mutual love and
comimitment, hopes and plans, rather than on finances.”!
The Rabbis lived in a time when, except for a woman of exceptional wealth, women were
more interested in becoming married then were men. The Rabbis state that it is more
embarrassing for a woman to be single than for 2 man to be single. History may have

contributed to this condition, for in the first and second centuries wars against the Roman

Empire greatly reduced the numbers of Jewish men. The lack of supply of young men

89 o Ketubot 39

% Isaiah M. Gafni, “The Institution of Marriage in Rabbinic Times.” The Jewish Family, David Kraemer,
EdltOl’, (New York, Oxford University Press, 1989) 5.
* Dan Judson and Nancy Wiener, Meeting at the Well New York: UAHC Press, 2002) 93.




could have resulted in a greater demand by unmarried women.” 1t is likely that the
patriarchal nature of society was so strong that men held the upper hand in the selection
of marriage partners. Further, a woman’s status was defined by her mate and children,

and therefore there was more interest among women in marriage then men.

Despite the Talmud’s abundance of legal language in tractate ketubot, there are also some

very interesting stories.

Benefits and Importance of Marriage

Throughout the Talmud, tales and proverbs underline the Sages’ opinions and thoughts
on marriage. In regard to the importance and benefits of marriage the Talmud states:

JIUR XYY NN DTN DAY/ N"apn awy e D Ty
PINDNY NN CIMWIN NXYI N D WY D

Until the age of twenty, the Holy One, blessed be He, sits and waits. As soon as
one attains twenty and has not married, He exclaims, ‘Blasted be his bones!’

A father of a daughter was responsible for arranging for her to be married, “while she is

293

of suitable age [as early as twelve and a half, but only with her permission]””” or face the

Torah’s condemnation that he is profaning her and making her into a harlot.

%2 Gafni, “The Institution of Marriage in Rabbinic Times.” The Jewish Family, 15.
3 Sanhedrin 76




God’s Role in Marriage

According to the Talmud, the Eternal was actively involved with making matches.

DI NNYY P N2 TN AV OTP 0P OOYIAIN
MYaY MHH NTY MYAL MY A MHAY v nma

Forty days before the formation of a child a Bat Kol announces, the daughter of so
and so is meant to marry this person.>

The Sages of Midrash Rabbah built upon this idea of God’s role in matching couples.

O MDY W NN XDADN Y2 Y0P 1 NN NAYRY VN Nl
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A {Roman] matron asked Rabbi Jose: ‘In how many days did the Holy One,
blessed be He, create His world?’ ‘In six days,” he answered. ‘Then what has He
been doing since then?’ ‘He sits and makes matches,” he answered, ‘assigning this
man to that woman, and this woman to that man.” ‘If that is difficult,” she
taunted, ‘I too can do the same.’ She went and matched [her slaves], giving this
man to that woman, this woman to that man and so on. Some time after those
who were matched went and beat one another, this woman saying, ‘I do not want
this man,’ while this man protested, ‘I do not want that woman.” Immediately she
summoned Rabbi Jose ben Halafta and admitted to him: ‘There is no god like
your God: it is true, your Torah is indeed beautiful and praiseworthy, and you
spoke the truth!” Said he to her: ‘If it is easy in your eyes, it is as difficult before
the Holy One, blessed be He, as the dividing of the Red Sea.’*

%4 Sotah 2a
%5 Midrash Rabbah - Genesis 68.4
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God’s role and presence is not limited to matchmaking. A common term in the Talmud
for marriage is kiddushin, or sanctification. Modern scholars note that “it is significant
that the choice of the Hebrew term for marriage is kiddushin, a word derived from the
root to be holy. By the act of marriage a man sanctifies his existence.”® In the Talmud

tractate kiddushin, the use of words with the root .¢. 7.7 is explained:
MTPND Y"OR N ORT MNITT NI N

Now what does the Rabbinical term [mekadesh] connote? That he [the husband])
prohibits her to all [men] as hekdesh [like an object that is dedicated to the
Sanctuary, forbidden for secular use.)®”’

In addition,

ANUOIN UN T IOt XD 5 PA APOW T T UMY WON

When the husband and wife are worthy, the Shechinah is with them. When they
are not worthy fire consumes them.*®

This quote is related to the Hebrew words for husband and wife, ¥'N and NWN; each
word has two letters that can be configured to spell the Hebrew word for fire WN. Also,
the difference between the two words is the letter 1, a short version for the name of God.

Here the Talmud instructs that when a husband and wife live and work in agreement
together, God’s presence is a part of their marriage; if the couple is not working it is as if

fire is present between them.

% Scheid, Marriage, 4.
7 Kiddushin 2b
% Sotah 17a
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Marrying Properly

The Talmud also discusses marrying for improper reasons, using proper marriage
preparation, and marrying people who are different in age. Specifically,

LOMINNN IPRY DN W PN T 10N DY YR RYLN YO
JAIN 0NN KW WIM DI WIN PNNY 92 Y 37 N

Whoever marries a woman for her money will have disreputable children...{in
addition] Rabbi Nachman bar Yitzchak said a month comes and a month goes and
their money [will be] lost.”

W NP MM WPOHR YD THNN NPRY NUXR NYWN DD

Anyone who marries a wife who is not fit for him, Elijah binds him and the Holy
One, blessed be He, beats him.'®

AUN NW DTN D1 YOO W DTN MDY NW TIT AN ATY

The Torah teaches the correct procedure: a man should first build a house, then
plant a vineyard, and after that marry.'®'

OTIAN MO 0P NAY DUN DUDM )70 1N IR VDD
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He who marries his daughter to an old man, or who takes an old woman as a wife
for a young son, to him the verse refers ‘to add drunkenness to thirst; God will not
pardon him (Deuteronomy 29.19).'%

JNN YN XY NDW T OIPIM2Y NS ND MY DM N
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An abnormally tall man should not marry an abnormally tall woman, so that their
offspring be [like] a mast. A male dwarf should not marry a female dwarf, so that
their offspring be a dwarf of the smallest size. A man with abnormally white

% Kidushin 70a
10 1ig

101 Megiliah 27a
192 Qotah 44a




[skin] complexion should not marry an woman with equaily abnormal white
complexion, so that their offspring be excessively white-complexioned. A man
with dark [skin] complexion should not marry a woman with an equally dark
complexion, so that their offspring may be pitch black.'®

Scholarshi

The Talmud’s pages are also filled with discussion about scholarship. There are texts that
discuss the selection of a woman based upon her father’s scholarship, and texts regarding
the importance of time spent by the husband in study. In regard to finding a wife,

NI XYM W WY ) DD O NI ODWY P N
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A man should sell all he possesses, and marry the daughter of a learned man, for
if he were to die or be exiled, he is assured that his children will be scholars. But
do not let him marry the daughter of an ignoramus for if he dies or goes into exile,
his children will be ignoramuses.

Our Rabbis taught: Let a man always sell all he has and marry the daughter of a
scholar, and marry his daughter to a scholar. This may be compared to {the
grafting of] grapes of a vine with grapes of a vine, [which is] a seemly and
acceptable thing. But let him not marry the daughter of an ignoramus; this may
be compared to [the grafting of] grapes of a vine with berries of a thorn bush,
{which is] a repulsive and unacceptable thing.

Our Rabbis taught: Let 2 man always sell all he has and marry the daughter of a
scholar. If he does not find the daughter of a scholar, let him marry the daughter
of [one of] the great men of the generation. If he does not find the daughter of
[one of] the great men of the generation, let him marry the daughter of the head of
synagogues. If he does not find the daughter of the head of synagogues, let him
marry the daughter of a charity treasurer. If he does not find the daughter of a
charity treasurer, let him marry the daughter of an elementary school-teacher, but

103 Bechorot 45b




let him not marry the daughter of an ignoramus, because they are detestable and
their wives are vermin, and of their daughters it is said, ‘cursed be he that lie with
any manner of beast (Deuteronomy 27.21).”'*

The rabbis had a vested interest in promoting scholarship for they were learned men who
believed all men were responsible for studying. Although we have already seen other
Talmudic excerpts that prioritize establishing a home and a livelithood, scholarship is a

reoccurring and reemphasized priority for married men in relation to their wives.

Paradigrnatic couples, such as those seen in Genesis and discussed in chapter two, are

few and far between within the volumes of the Talmud. Yet, one of the most well known
couples, Rabbi Akiva and his wife Rachel, are discussed in relation to study. The Talmud
tells their story:

SOV WX AT PR3 IMN LMD NIV XA 12T Ny V™M
RUTON PN D X 129 022 AN IO NWTPN N MY nnr
TN TN TN NPAN MIAN YRV PNITYY NY»Na D

TN MVN NN D 30 03 PIY MDD DM NN .1oom

D TY Y MWNPT NIV NNY MYRY STHION OON N0 N

MO YW DM MY YPTY IR APD IR 0PN MIMON MNITH NP
NY MO NN DM MNX AT NOTIAY XP MYIT ONR IR DY
2PNRON FAON NY2WY PIWY PTNI TR NN D 37 013 NN
ININY NMIADY 1D ION PAND NPO) NP TN AT nynw
NUN D aNHNA YO PYIN YTV ARD NN NDDINY ¥3D IND

N2 AN NP NN, MYIOD MY XPYIM RP NOX DY 1Yoy b
NOXT MIAR YNY X DY 00w DY MPaY and N YNy
D NN OXIT 90T WAN M7 DUN BN NINY Na2Y XD
10211 AN TANR P9 WAN DN T M NIT XIDT NOWTN DN
‘ Y M YID DY PYN AN DY D9 NN NN Y MN NN
YIONRT WM 0N N 1AV Y NTAY YT NN N NP9
N2 YT2W TO ONN T NI NONT NT RN SUPR

Rabbi Akiva was a shepherd of Ben Kalba Sabua. His daughter, seeing how
modest and noble [Akiva] was, said to him, ‘Were | to be betrothed to you would
you go away to [study at] an academy?’ ‘Yes,” he replied. She was then secretly

194 pesachim 49a, 49b
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betrothed to him and sent him away. When her father heard he sent her from his
house and forbid her by a vow to have any benefit from his estate. {Akiva]
departed and spent twelve years at the academy.

When he returned home he brought with him tweive thousand disciples. [While in
his home town] he heard an old man saying to her {Akiva’s wife], ‘How long will
you lead the life of a living widowhood?’ ‘If he would listen to me,’ she replied,
‘he would spend [in study] another twelve years.’ Said [Akiva] ‘It is with her
consent that [ am acting’ and he departed again and spent another twelve years at
the academy.

When he finally returned he brought with him twenty-four thousand disciples.
His wife heard [of his arrival] and went out to meet him. When her neighbors
said to her, ‘Borrow some respectable clothes and put them on,’ she replied: ‘A
righteous man regards the life of his beast [Proverbs 12.10].” On approaching
him she fell upon her face and kissed his feet. His attendants were about to thrust
her aside, when [Akiva] cried to them, ‘Leave her alone, your and my [learning]
are hers’ {i.e. our learning is thanks to her support.]

Her father, on hearing that a great man had come to the town, said, ‘I shall go to
him; maybe he will invalidate my vow [to my daughter].” When he came to him
[Akiva] asked, ¢ Would you have made your vow if you had known that he was a
great man?’ ‘[Had he known]’ the other replied ‘Even one chapter or even one
single halacha {1 would not have made the vow.]’ He [Akiva] then said to him, ‘I
am the man.” The other fell upon his face and kissed his feet and also gave him
haif of his weaith.

The daughter of Rabbi Akiva acted in a similar way [like her mother] towards
Ben Azzai. This is indeed an illustration of the proverb: ‘Ewe follows ewe; a
daughter's acts are like those of her mother.”'%
This striking story is one of a number of stories in the Talmud regarding a wife’s support
of her husband’s study of Torah, Rabbi Akiva was considered one of the greatest

scholars of all, and this story establishes one model that supports a man studying Torah

over almost everything else, even his family.

195 K ethubor 62b-63a
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This model is counterbalanced by stories such as the one told of Rabbi Rechumi and his

wife.
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Thus Rabbi Rechumi, who was frequenting [the school] of Raba at Mahuza, used
to return home on the evening of every Day of Atonement. On one occasion he
was so attracted by his subject [that he forgot to return home.] His wife was
expecting [him every moment, saying] ‘He is coming soon, he is coming soon.’
When he did not arrive she became so depressed that tears began to flow from her
eyes. He was [at that moment] sitting on a roof. The roof collapsed under him
and he was killed.'%

The story of Rabbi Rechumi is surrounded by other similar tates in which studying far

away from one’s family is connected with negative events.
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Rabbi Hanania ben Hakinai was about to go away to the academy towards the
conclusion of Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai's wedding. ‘Wait for me,’ another said to
him, ‘until I am able to join you.” He [Hakinai,] however, did not wait for him
but went away alone and spent twelve years at the academy.

By the time he returned the streets of the town were altered and he was unable to
find the way to his home. Going down to the river bank and he sat down and
there he heard a girl being addressed: ‘Daughter of Hakinai, daughter of Hakinai,
fill up your pitcher and let’s go!’ ‘It is obvious,’ he thought, ‘that the girl is ours,’
and he followed her. [When they reached the house] his wife was sitting and
sifting flour. She lifted up her eyes and seeing him, was so overcome with joy
that her spirit left her. ‘Lord of the universe,’ [the husband] prayed to Him, ‘this

196 kethubot 62b
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poor soul; is this her reward [for my study of Torah away from her?]’ And so he
prayed for mercy to be granted to her and she recovered. '’
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Rabbi Hama ben Bisa went away [from home and] spent twelve years at the house
of study. When he returned he said, ‘I will not act as did ben Hakinai. He
therefore entered the [local} house of study and sent word to his house.
Meanwhile his son, Rabbi Oshaia [who his father did not know] entered, sat down
before him and asked him a question about {one of the] subjects of study. [Rabbi
Hama] seeing how well versed he was in his studies, became very depressed.
‘Had I been here [and taken care to teach my children,}’ he said, ‘1 also could
have had such a child.” [When] he entered his house his son came in, whereupon
[the father] rose before him, believing that he wished to ask him some [further]
legal questions. ‘What father,” his wife laughed, ‘stands up before a son!’'*®

Despite the respect for Rabbi Akiva and the overall push for married men to be learned,
these tales above describe couples and families adversely affected by a husband’s long-
term study away from the home. This has led many to believe that the “felicitous
relationship between Rabbi Akiva and Rachel, despite such an extended absence, was

unique and was not recommended by the Sages for other scholars.”'®

Dr. Michael Chernick teaches that stories such as Rabbi Rechumi and his wife were also
meant to reprove men and women that, in Talmudic times, desired high social status
through their study in far-off academies. Just as in modern times, during the days of the

Rabbis high social status was connected with certain activities and professions. There
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was a reward for being a talmid chacham in a respected school of study. In some
communities men and their families received or wanted to receive cult-like status due to
their association with their study and school. Men, like Rabbi Rechumi in the tale, might
return home infrequently, allowing them and their wives to parade around the community
demonstrating their prestige. This tale was an attempt to undermine the cult that
promoted the status of study over the priority of family.'"® In modern liberal Jewish, and
non-Jewish, communities other professions have replaced that of the ta/mid chacham. In
situations and communities when these positions take on cult-like status, the lessons of

this story are equally applicable.

Children

The Rabbis strongly believed that children were an important result of a marriage. “The
rabbis pointed to the verse (Isaiah 45:18) ‘he created it [the world] not a waste, he formed
it to be inhabited’ as the source for the religious duty not only of marrying but of setting
up a family. The Mishnah sees procreation as the fulfillment of the command “be fruitful

and muitiply.”'!!

In one section of the Ta/mud, the Rabbis debate the minimum number of children a

marriage should produce. Beir Shammai says two male children and Beit Hillel says one

109 Lewittes, Jewish Marriage, 40.

119 11 the fall of 2003 I was fortunate to study selected texts from Ketubot with Dr. Michael Chemick. His
insight into topics such as this subject helped me gain a deeper understanding and appreciation of the
Talmud and its authors.

1 Scheid, Marriage, 2.
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female and one male child.''?> In addition the Talmud states:

MNTH VYD DT TOW IIXRD =~ MIAM M9 POW PRV M 9O

Anyone who does not engage in propagation of the race is as though he sheds
blood and... diminishes the Divine Image”™'"

Honor and Responsibility Toward One’s Wife and Family

TITAM I NP DTN 19D MUN X IMNN AN
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Our Rabbis taught: [One] who loves his wife as himself, honors her more than
himself, leads his sons and daughters in the right path, and arranges for their
marriage soon after puberty, to him the text [in the Bible] refers, *You will know
that your tent is in peace (Job 5.24.y'"

vaM 0 WOV NND THNS T DNYN DTN DIN DD
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A person should spend less than his means on food and drink for himself; up to
his means on his clothes, and above his means on honoring his wife and
children.'"

17 WNDM PN NN TRIN

If your wife is short, bend down and listen to her'!®
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12 Yevamot 6b

13 Yevamot 63b
14 Yevamot 2b
15 Chultin 84b
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Honor your wife, for by this you enrich yourself. A man should always be careful
about the honor due to his wife, because no blessing is experienced in his house
except on her account.'"’
In a society where men had tremendous control and power in comparison to women,
these significant statements of sensitivity regarding a man’s relationship to his wife and
children take on even more importance. Radiating from these statements are concepts

that many men and women embrace today: prioritizing spouse and family, receptive and

active listening of the other, and honoring and respecting one’s partner.

In Summary

As one can see from this selection of texts within the Talmud, the Sages had much to say
about marriage. Because the Talmud was compiled over several centuries, the historical,
political, and social variables impacting the Sages’ comments varied. In fact, it is not
uncommon for a section of the Talmud to be in conflict with another section.
Nonetheless, the quotes provide a wide spectrum of the early Rabbis’ thoughts on

marriage.

In some situations, some of the major contributing societal variables to the Rabbis’
comments such as Christianity’s growth can be deduced. For the Rabbis though,
“marriage is considered a sacred relationship, it is not a sacrament in the Christian sense,
its dissolution through divorce is possible, though regrettable. Marriage is effected

through a legal contract, it must however, not be devoid of spiritual content, i.e. both

16 paba Metziah 5%
"7 Ibid
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parties must seek to raise their marriage to the highest level by means of mutual

consideration and respect.”!'®

The Talmud’s mix of law and lore regarding marriage provided insight into both its

formal institutional aspects as well as its informal relational side. Yes, the Talmud is not
shy to describe the wife as property, but is also attuned to sharing wisdom on the
importance of marriage, appropriate matches, mutual respect, priority of wife and family,
and occasionally, romantic love. This unique combination provides its readers with a

glimpse of the complexities surrounding marriage during the age of the Rabbis.

118
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Chapter Three - Modern Applications

The marriages of Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob and

Leah, and Rachel, along with the stories and statements of the 7a/mud, provide important
insight into Jewish marriage in the twenty-first century. This chapter will specifically
Investigate what these relationships and Talmudic statements teach about communication,

resolving conflict, and child rearing in a marriage.

Communication Skills and Conflict Resolution

The paradigmatic marriages of Adam and Eve, and the matriarchs and patriarchs, are rich
with possibilities for exploring the subject of communication and conflict. The origins of
Adam and Eve include God creating Adam and Eve in God’s image. God tells them both
to, “be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of the sea, the
birds of the sky, and all the living things that creep on earth.”'"® In the second story of
Adam and Eve, God explains that Eve was created to be a helpmate to Adam.'?
Commenting on this encounter, Gunther Plaut writes in his commentary on the Torah
“men and women were created equal.”'?! If Adam wanted and needed a servant he
could have chosen from the many animals, but the creation of Eve provided him what the

animals did not, a helpmate and a partner with whom to live.

As noted earlier, Adam and Eve’s first activities in their relationship demonstrate positive

communication skills. They share with each other, together eat from the Tree of

'Y Genesis 1:26
120 Genesis 2:18




Knowledge of Good and Evil, and even sew clothing together. There is no sign of
manipulation or miscommunication. They work well together as the helpmates that God
envisioned them to be. In many ways Adam and Eve’s behavior mirrors modem-day
marriage manuals that describe the ideal couple’s communication as being shared and
open. Perhaps this high level of partnership is connected to the utopia that the Garden of

Eden is symbolic of.

Adam and Eve’s story is very similar to situations where modern couples face conflict
after a period of early teamwork and positive communication. Adam and Eve worked
well together and were enjoying their lives together in the Garden of Eden until the
controversy over eating of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil arose. Adam and
Eve demonstrated that this first major conflict is often dealt with ineffectively. Instead of
accepting responsibility for their actions individually and as a couple, they blame the
other, or another (i.e. the snake.) They do not discuss with each other why they openly
went against God’s directive to avoid eating from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and
Evil. They do not even talk with each other at all. We only see them discussing the

events with a third party, God.

When it comes to lessons about communication and conflict, Adam and Eve provide the
modern reader with a miniature model of a couple’s best and worst behaviors. They are
the ultimate team in good times, but when conflict occurs, a weakness in their ability to
communicate with each other is revealed. Such an experience is not unusual for modern-

day couples who often experience a honeymoon period at the start of their relationship in

121 Plaut, The Torah A Modern Commentary, 28.
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which conflict is absent or minimal. Though the couple might fantasize that this
“honeymoon period” will last forever, conflict is inevitable, a natural result of two
different people coming together. Modemn sources on the subject of communication and
conflict recommend people do what Adam and Eve cannot, reflect on their entire life in

order to obtain a deep self-knowledge of their communication skills.

It is critical for each member of a couple to understand his or her communication patterns
and preferences. A couple that knows this information is in a much better position to
succeed in a marriage than one that does not. For some individuals and couples this task
is easy; for others it is quite challenging. In order to ascertain a broad-based
understanding of one’s communication style, the following personal assessments can be
made:
1) Where do 1 fall on the spectrum of introverted and extraverted?
A) With my partner
B) With people I know
C) With people I don’t know
2) Am | a skilled, receptive listener or an unreceptive listener?
3) What are my non-verbal communication traits when speaking and listening?
4) Where do I fall on the spectrum of very comfortable with silence vs. very
uncomfortable with silence?
5) What do I expect of my partner when she or he is listening to me?

6) What is my comfort level in communicating to my partner what I need and

want?




'|:

It may not be easy to answer these questions about oneself. A partner, close friend, or
family member may provide helpful feedback to a person trying to grasp her or his own
nature of communication. What would have happened if Eve had asked Adam why he

was blaming her without having spoken with her first?

In addition, analyzing one’s family and the ways in which the family members
communicate can often provide insight into one’s communication style. Children
initially learn how to communicate from their parents. Though each individual develops
a style of communication uniquely his or her own, childhood lessons have important
ramifications for adulthood. This family analysis should take care to attend to the
distinction between rhetoric and truth, as what family members say about their styles may
not match what they actually do. Adam and Eve were in a unique position of not having
a childhood and young adulthood to reflect upon, The rest of us must understand the

significance of these periods of time.

Communication skills are the bedrock of the ability of a couple to thrive together over
time. A guide to pre-marital counseling published by the Union for Reform Judaism
recommends, in its chapter on communication, that couples use these principles of
communication:

1. Be open to your differences. .. your background and your life experiences
greatly determine what your opinions and strongly held beliefs are.

2. There is no right answer...as adults we have to accept that there are many

issues where people hold widely different views, not wrong ones, but differing
ones.
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3. Be open [to other opinions while also appreciating the fact that] your opinions
count

4. Don’t develop a laundry list...of grievances that have been stored up.

There are attitudes and behaviors that you may have learned that can prevent
effective communication. Beware of the following common communication
pitfalls: critical or judgmental behavior; sarcasm; contempt; antagonism;
arrogance; defensiveness; game-playing and manipulative behavior; controlling
style; placating of self deprecating behavior; and behaving in a superior way.
Each of these behaviors used either alone or in conjunction with another can
sabotage effective communication...You may not even be aware that you are

exhibiting any of these behaviors, but take a minute and reflect on how you may
be being perceived. Better yet, ask your partner.'*

Communicating Conflict

As if understanding each other’s communication styles were not difficult enough, the
communication during conflict is often the most problematic communication that spouses
face. It is this communication of conflict, or lack of it, that can also be the most helpful
or dangerous aspect of a relationship. “Husband and wives must at all times strive to keep
their lines of communication open. Nothing is more conducive to contamination in the

marital relationship than a person who retreats into sullen silence at the first sign of

disagreement. Better by far an explosive moment—if no better choice seems possible—

than refusal to communicate at all!”'?

Two types of couples are described in the book Close Companions. According to its
authors, the majority of modern couples are in “conflict-avoiding” marriages, while a

minority experience “conflict-resolving” marriages. They describe each as follows:

1221 vnn Levy, The Aleph-Bet of Marriage (New York, URJ Press, 2004) 40,

123 Roland Bertram Gittelsohn. The Extra Dimension, A Jewish View of Marriage (New York, UAHC
Press 1983) 78.
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The Conflict-Avoiding Marriage. This is an apt description of the average
couple of today. The culture tells them very plainly that people who really
love each other don't get into conflict, which of course is not at all true.
When in fact they do develop serious disagreements, they have no
appropriate skills to deal with the situation. After a few bitter quarrels,
one or both may be so deeply hurt that peace at any price may seem the
best deal to make. The only way to do this is to withdraw from each other.
Physical withdrawal is of course not usually practicable; but psychological
withdrawal is. The usual procedure is to close off areas of the relationship
that prove to be explosive and to choke back intense feelings that might
start a fight. In this way the couple make their life together tolerable by
limiting their areas of interaction to those that can be safely handled. This
of course means settling for a superficial relationship and giving up all
hope of loving intimacy. People who do this find themselves denied the
warm and tender love they hoped to find in marriage. Such people easily
become disillusioned and are ready to turn elsewhere for the meaningful
relationship they failed to find. Among these are the unhappy, frustrated
husbands and wives who are divorcing in a large scale today.

The Conflict-Resolving Marriage. This is simply another way of
describing the enriched marriage. As I have already said, conflict is not

i something tragic in a2 human relationship. It is not to be feared and run

; away from. It is a normal and integral part of any close relationship. It is
in fact raw material to be worked on and transmuted into an opportunity to
grow. A conflict may even be welcomed, because it pinpoints an area
where an adjustment has to be made—very much as an unusual noise in an
automobile engine locates a fault, which, when corrected, makes the
machine run more smoothly. Couples who learn the necessary skills to
work on their conflicts therefore have the assurance that they are
continually improving their relationships. Each conflict resolved marks
another milestone in their progress toward relationship-in-depth.'*

Conflict-resolving marriages embrace conflict and its resolution. They “never wastea -
good conflict.”'?® Even if couples readily accept that they need to be able to resolve

conflict, achieving this objective is often difficult. Couples who are not comfortable or
currently successful in resolving conflict will need to practice techniques that help them

to communicate about their issues. An agreed-upon commitment to practice conflict-

12 David R. Mace, Close Companians, (New York, The Continuum Publishing Company, 1982) 86.
12 Pavid Mace and Vera Mace, How to Have a Happy Marriage (Nashville, Abingdon, 1977) 99.

62



b - bt dem —n was o A mie w e ok

o s a8 b b EIA B MR ke 4

PRI SN

resolution over time greatly assists in developing a relationship that can weather aimost

any conflict, large or smail,

The following suggestions for resolving conflicts are taken from the Prepare and Enrich
Workshop for couples. It is one of the many programs that focus on conflict resolution as
a core marriage skill.
Every couple has differences and disagreements. But healthy couples find ways
to resolve marital disputes without turning them into marital wars. Couples who
accept and appreciate the fact that their partner has independent opinions tend to

reach successful and satisfying resolutions.

When you have issues that are ongoing, use this ten-step approach to deal with
them. The exercise may boost your success in ending issues that resist solution.

As simple as the ten-step exercise looks, remember it is not a game. Take time to
work on all of the steps. Focus on one issue as a time and you will discover new
solutions to old problems.

1. Set a time and place for discussion.

2. Define the probiem or issue of disagreement.

3. How do you each contribute to the problem?

4, List past attempts to resolve the issue that were not successful.

5. Brainstorm. List all possible solutions.

6. Discuss and evaluate these possible solutions.

7. Apgree on one solution to try.

8. Agree on how each individual will work toward this solution.

9. Set up another meeting. Discuss your progress.

10. Reward each other as you each contribute toward the solution.'?

126 David Olson, Ph.D., Building a Strong Marriage Workbook, (Life Innovations, Inc., Minneapolis,

1992) 12.




As described, a conflict-resolving couple understands that conflict is another way to
understand each other and build connections with each other. The texts that describe

Adam and Eve never demonstrate that they understood how to address conflict.

The texts describing the lives of the patriarchs and matriarchs contain multiple examples
of how they communicate. As with Adam and Eve, some of their interactions model
behavior to be emulated and others, behavior to avoid. Couples like Abraham and Sarah
model mostly positive communication skills in situations of stress and conflict; others,

such as Jacob, Leah, and Rachel do not.

The first detailed exchange between Abraham and Sarah provides a praiseworthy model
for communication. In a situation of danger, as they were approaching Egypt and
Pharaoh’s guards, Abraham communicates his fears to Sarah and asks her to participate
in a scheme that would save his life. Sarah listens to his assessment of the situation and
agrees to pose as his sister when entering Egypt. Abraham doesn’t force her to do this, or
tell her to do this. he asks her. Her response is not included in the text, but he does not
tell her to do anything, instead he asks her to please accept his request. If their
relationship was one where the husband dominated the woman, he could have

commanded her to do what he wanted, but that does not happen here.

The Rabbis and modern commentators criticize Abraham for asking Sarah to put herself

in a dangerous situation. Perhaps this indicates that there may have been some

selfishness, immaturity, or even manipulation of Sarah that the text does not describe.




Reviewing the pshat of the text, Abraham’s dialogue is sincere and communicative.
Sarah and Abraham enter Egypt to avoid a famine and exit with food and riches. Their

gamble as a couple results in significant reward.

There is major critique of Abraham’s behavior in this situation. Yet, this first example of
how Abraham speaks to Sarah in a time of crisis can also be seen as exemplary. Do they
always speak to each other with such depth of expression? Does Abraham use the word

“please” when speaking with his wife in crisis and non-crisis situations? If so, such

language indicates that he did not expect to always get what he wanted.

Later on in Genesis, the text describes a conflict-filled situation for Abraham and Sarah
after Hagar gives birth to Ishmael. Once again Sarah and Abraham model good
communication skills. Sarah does not hold back from communicating her distress and
anger. Abraham, although invested in Hagar, seems to listen to Sarah’s words because he

tells her to deal with Hagar as she sees fit. Modern protocol for conflict resolution would

most definitely recommend that Abraham and Sarah more thoroughly explore the nature
of their conflict, and communicate their feelings and motives in the process. Still, the
first Jewish couple does show that they have some skill in communicating with each
other. Later on in Genesis God tells Abraham to actively listen and be receptive to
Sarah.'”” Here the Torah’s words clearly advise Abraham to do something that every
good marital partner must do. God did not list the ten steps of Jewish conflict resolution
to Abraham, but does tell him to listen, perhaps the most important aspect of any

communication between two people.
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The midrash associated with this text explains that Sarah was upset. In the midrash,
Abraham did not represent both of them when speaking to God, and did not stand up for
Sarah when Hagar spoke badly of her. As with the midrash about Abraham’s request to
have her act as his sister, the Rabbis describe their relationship as imperfect. Abraham
should have lamented to God about being childless on behalf of both of them and
defended Sarah when hearing Hagar’s harsh words against her. This midrash shows
Abraham and Sarah as real people who make real mistakes. Through their criticism, the
Sages explain what Abraham should have done to properly meet the needs of his partner.
Abraham and Sarah were in no way perfect all of the time, but when Sarah confronted

Abraham he listened and supported her — a model response for all spouses to follow.

Unlike Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah’s early encounters demonstrate some
behavior in conflict-filled moments that modern couples can themselves imitate. In other
situations, such as when three unexpected visitors arrive, they work as a team. Although
the earlier mentioned midrash describes a situation where Abraham seemed to be selfish
about the pain of being childless, the Torah does show Abraham as being comfortable
with Sarah receiving a blessing that God had previously reserved for him. Regularly, he

acts as Sarah’s partner and not her superior.

The midrash where God protects Abraham from learning that Sarah laughs at the concept
of receiving sexual pleasure from Abraham also teaches an important lesson for couples.

Words matter in Judaism. They can heal and they can hurt, especially when spoken by

127 Genesis 21:12
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one loved one to another. This midrash explains an event in the Torah, while also

teaching an important communication lesson.

The texts cited previously shed light onto select times of the lives of Abraham and Sarah.
Although, their relationship was not ideal, there is enough detail to know that Abraham
and Sarah were capable of communicating effectively, and even sometimes

exceptionally, with each other.

The remaining matriarchs and patriarchs demonstrate a lesser ability to communicate
well, especially under the stress of conflict. Isaac and Rebekah, for example, each favor
different children and Rebekah purposely deceives Isaac. Isaac and Rebekah’s inability
to create a shared vision for how they wanted to parent led to dire consequences. When
faced with conflict over their children, their marriage, which began with love, is reduced
to a relationship of deception and power plays. Positive communication traits, especially
in the face of conflict, are difficult to find within their relationship. From a modemn
perspective, they model multiple behaviors to avoid, and serve as a case study for what

can go wrong if couples do not communicate well,

Jacab, Leah, and Rachel’s marriage relationships begin under duress, and they never find
a way to communicate effectively and positively with each other. The text includes
stories of how Leah and Rachel express the pain they have due to their poor relationships
with each other and Jacob. Sadly, at least from a modern perspective, the text does not

demonstrate how, or if, Jacob, Leah, and Rachel resolved their conflicts.
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Naming children with meanings such as, *‘this time my husband will become attached to

128 i hdicates that the situation between Leah and

me, for I have born him three sons,
Jacob, for example, was desperate. This lack of communication and inability to address

other conflicts productively further damaged their strained relationship.

The range of communication skills seen in Adam and Eve, and the matriarchs and
patriarchs, provides a modern reader with examples of how important communication is
within a relationship. These marriage models of Genesis give couples ideas to consider
about their own communication abilities and the impact they could have upon their

marriage.

Although the Talmud was not designed to be a guide to marital success, its proverbial
statements and aggadot shed much insight into how the Rabbis viewed marriage. The
Talmud's iegal code often describes a woman in the same category as property of a man.
Such a concept is foreign to the modern understanding of partnership and marriage. Still,
as described in the chapter on the Talmud, the Talmud contains many stories and

statements that reflect a modern view of marriage relationships.

For example, the Talmudic statement, “If your wife is short, bend down and listen to
her”'? is a proverb about communicating effectively. It isa metaphor for all types of
communication issues. In addition it demonstrates that each partner has to be open to

adjusting his or her positions to that of the other.

12 Genesis 29:34
129 Baba Meiziah 59a

68




The Rabbis of the Talmud also speak of the importance of honoring one’s wife. They
state “honor your wife, for by this you enrich yourself. A man should be ever careful
about the honor due to his wife, because no blessing is experienced in his house except
on her account.”"*® “{One] who loves his wife as himself, honors her more than

himself,'?!»

What does it mean to honor one’s wife? The Talmud provides one answer: “A man
should spend less than his means on food, and drink for himself, up to his means on his
clothes, and above his means on honoring his wife and children.”'* Financial support

was not the only way to honor a wife, but a demonstration of a husband’s priorities. The

same is true today. A couple’s finances shed light onto what and how they prioritize.
The same is true for how couples spend their time. A modern couple that prioritizes time
ﬁ for each other and their family honors each other and facilitates opportunities for the

family members to grow and develop in many important ways.

130 Baba Metziah 59a
131 Yevamot 2b |
32 Chultin 84b |
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The impact of Children on a Relationship

Adam and Eve are told directly by God to have children. The Zalmud interprets the
statement to “be fruitful and muitiply” as the Torah's first commandment.'” The
imperative to have children remains significant today, and many contemporary couples

see children as one of the most important aspects of marriage.

Despite Adam and Eve’s inability to work together in the face of conflict, they do fulfill
the commandment to have children. The Torah does not share any words about how

children impact Adam and Eve and their relationship.

“Married people need each other, and they want and need contented children. Balancing
the two needs is one of the most important and difficult tasks of marriage.”*** The
relationships of all the matriarchs and patriarchs were significantly affected by their
children. Abraham and Sarah’s marriage suffers greatly from the strain of not being able

to have children at all, an issue all too familiar to many modem couples. Sarah’s

recommendation to have Abraham father a child with Hagar results in tremendous stress

between Abraham and Sarah, both before and after Isaac’s birth.

Isaac and Rebekah also experience stress from the inability to conceive, but it is their
inability to create a shared parenting standard for their children that seems to most

negatively impact their marriage. The initial iove described between Isaac and Rebekah

133 Genesis 1:28.
134 Wallerstein and Blakesiee, The Good Marriage, 82.
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is only mentioned once, and based upon the text, one can infer that the love felt upon

their meeting is not fully nurtured, especially after the birth of their twins.

Sadly, the relationships between Jacob, Leah, and Rachel are even worse than Isaac and
Rebekah’s relationship. Children are used partially by Leah and Rachel to assess their
connections with Jacob, with the names of the children serving as the verbalization of

their marital pain and suffering.

Despite the challenges associated with raising children seen in the book of Genesis,
Jewish tradition considers procreation and child rearing essential. The Talmud
specifically focuses on the importance of a couple’s ability to procreate. “He who does
not engage in propagation of the race is as though...he sheds blood and diminishes the
Divine image.'*> As mentioned in an earlier chapter, the Talmud also includes debates
over the minimum amount of children a couple should have and if the obligation to have
children falls upon both men and women. The inability of a couple to conceive children
after ten years is also discussed in the Talmud as one of the grounds for a man to divorce
a woman. Although the Talmud gives some attention to stories about parenting, the
Talmud'’s primary discussion revolves around a couple’s responsibility to have children.
1 According to the Rabbis, “there was never any doubt, that every married couple would, in

the normal course of events, want and have children.”'3¢

135 Yevamor 63b
1% Gittelsohn, The Extra Dimension, 117.
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Jewish tradition calls upon modern Jewish couples to consider the subject of children

seriously. Modern sources echo this sentiment. The authors of A Guide to Successful
Muarriage write: “The only time when reproduction is truly desirable for the children, for
the married couple. and for society as a whole is when...both mates not only want to
have children in a sentimental sense. but are ¢ager to make parenthood a major enterprise
tor the next quarter of a century and realize that this means considerable hard study and

hard work and sacrifice of many other satisfactions.™"*’

The texts within the book of Genesis make it clear that even though having children is a
mitzvah, children greatly impact a marriage relationship. No one can accuse the Torah’s
first book of creating the illusion that marriage with children is an easy enterprise.
Anyone familiar with the stories of the matriarchs and patriarchs know that children, and
the attempt to conceive them, can alter the nature of a relationship. This wisdom is all

too necessary for married couples in modern times. A couple that discusses the subject of

children realistically, early, and often, enhances their relationship.

As was the case for Abraham and Sarah, the arrival of children can change a marital
relationship immediately. The man and a woman in a good marriage:

share new feelings of tenderness and pride and willingly make sacrifices for their
children. They also share their resentment and fatigue. Most parents most of the
time accept the sacrifices as necessary, fervently hoping that it will be worthwhile
in the long run. The adults’ partnership is reinforced by the funny, poignant
antics of the children and by their shared concern. The memories of these years
will sustain the couple when the children have grown and left home.'*

137 Albert Ellis, Ph. D. and Robert A. Harper, Ph. D., 4 Guide to Successfil Marriage (N. Hollywood:
Wishshire Book Company, 1972) 210,
% Wallerstein and Blakeslee, The Good Marriage 72.
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In a successtul marriage. both husband and wite are able to face their internal
conflicts and make room for the child. But at the same time they do not allow the
child to take over the marriage. It helps greatly to know ahead of time that the
post-birth period is stressful. The woman needs to apportion her attention
between husband and child, recognizing the importance of her role as wife and
sexual partner. She needs to be aware that her sexual interest may diminish,
especially if she is breastfeeding...but she should not ignore her husband’s
aroused sexual needs and treat them as one more demand on her fatigued
condition.”"*

The texts of the Torah and Ta/mud do not verbalize these words taken from The Good

Marriage directly. Still, one can see that the relationships of the patriarchs and

matriarchs suffered because they were not prepared for how their relationships would

change once children arrived. The story of Isaac, Rebekah, and their children is a

dramatic example of what can go wrong when a couple is not united in child rearing.

Jacob, Leah, and Rachel’s child rearing experience teaches different lessons. Sadly, the
names given to their children demonstrate that, at least in part, the children were seen by
their mothers as an attempt to mend a broken relationship. The text provides no sign that
the children achieved the goals attached to their names. So it is with modem-day
relationships. Sometimes couples hope that children will serve as a panacea for all that is
wrong in a relationship. These couples should be warned “unhappy marriages are most

#1490 The Torah’s words also demonstrate

rarely rendered happy by producing offspring.
that children do not automatically bring couples together. The Torah seems to repeat this

lesson time and again. No less than eleven of Jacob’s sons are given names describing

% 1bid, 77.
' Albert Ellis and Robert A. Harper, 4 Guide to Successful Marriage (North Hollywood, CA,, Wilshire
Book Company, 1961} 210.
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their mother’s difficulty regarding her relationship with Jacob and yet no change occurs.

It anything. the cycle just perpetuates itself,

With regard to children, the texts of Isaac and Rebekah remind us that even though most
children bring couples joy. children may also be a source of conflict. The relationships of
Jacob, Leah, and Rachel teach us another lesson, that children do not serve as the solution

to a marriage's problems.

In Summary

There is ample expression throughout the Talmud about the importance of marriage and
children. A close inspection of these texts reveals the difficulties inherent in managing
each successfully to maintain a healthy and vibrant partnership. While there is no
guaranteed recipe for marital success, it is clear that an understanding of communication
styles and preferences, a commitment to approaching conflict constructively, and an
active engagement with each other with regard to parenting styles and child rearing can

go a long way towards facilitating a healthy marriage and family.
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Chapter Four — A Mini-Course For Teenagers

A Story: “Love Is Not Enough”

Rabbi Arnold S. Gluck and [ stood before our thirty-three-member confirmation class in the
Winter of 2004 and began discussing the subject of Jewish identity and dating. In the
middle of our ninety-minute lesson plan, fifteen-year-old David politely raised his hand.
“Rabbi,” David said, “I am not going to have to worry about the conflict you are discussing
because when [ fall in love, our love will conquer all of our problems.” I scanned the room
and found a number of other students nodding in agreement. We quickly held a class vote
on the following question: Do you think that once you find the love of your life that your
love will allow you to conquer all the challenges that you will face in life — yes or no? The

class voted. It was unanimous. Thirty-three students voted yes.

Rabbi Gluck in the kindest of tones responded to the class’ vote with these words: “love
is not enough.” Rabbi Gluck went on to explain that the students were likely basing their
vote on the power of romantic love. “Though love is significant to a couple’s ability to
thrive, couples must realize that as they consider marriage there are topics that they will

have to address that romantic love will not resolve automatically.”

Where did our class of bright, knowledgeable confirmation students get the idea that love
will conquer all? Was it from their parents and other members of their family? Was it
from feelings they themselves have felt? Was it from the music they listen to, the books
they read, and the movies they watch? Scholars of cognitive development have found
that adolescents are often “idealistic about social, political, religious, and ethical
issues...It is only through experience that adolescents eventually begin to temper their
optimism with some realism about what is possible in a given time frame and with
limited resources.”"*' Surely adolescent idealism was connected to the students response

that winter day.

75




b——_———-———-—;

If the students were familiar with the marriage relationships within Genesis, and the
stories and proverbs in the Talmud on marriage, | would like to think that the vote might

also have been unanimous - with thirty-three students voting no.

Core Concept

This mini-course is designed to teach the following core concepts:

1) The ability to resolve conflict effectively is an essential dynamic in a successful
marriage and any other significant relationship.

2) Jewish texts demonstrate how important conflict resolution is for people in a marriage

relationship.

The mini-course will primarily use the relationships of Abraham and Sarah, and Jacob
and Rachel as discussed in the book of Genesis, commentaries on their relationship, and
insight from the Talmud to teach students these core concepts. Links will be made

between these ancient Jewish texts and modern-day premarital and marital relationships.

! Teresa M. McDevitt and Jeanne Ellis Ormrod, Child Development (Columbus, Ohio, Pearson Education
Inc., 2002) 153.
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Overview of the Mini-Course

Lesson One: Marriage and Romantic Love and Conflict Management Skills
Sources: Text from Genesis 12, 15, and 16 on Abraham and Sarah.
Midrash from Midrash Rabbah Genesis 45 and 46 and Norman Cohen’s
Voices from Genesis.
Lesson Two: Additional Marriage Models in the book of Genesis and The Need to
Resolve Conflict
Sources: Text from Genesis 29 and 30 on Jacob, Leah, and Rachel.
Modern conflict-resolution quotes from David Mace’s Close Companions.
Lesson Three: One Conflict Resolution Model: Practice and Application
Sources: Text from Genesis 12, 15, 16, 29 and 30 as well as Talmud
excerpts. Modern conflict-resolution lessons from The Seven Principles

Jfor Making Marriage Work.

A Note About Pedagogy and Translations
This mini-course is designed to be interactive and engaging in order to meet the multiple

learning styles of our students. Many confirmation classes are held during weekday
evenings. These lesson plans have been created to be dynamic with the hope that they
will facilitate more student involvement at time when they might be tired or their

attention spans may be fading. The lessons are intended to be flexible enough for

individual teachers to adapt them to the learning styles and needs of their specific classes.

The ancient texts describe relationships strictly between men and women, and their
translations reflect this. Yet, the lessons taken from these texts, as well as from modern
sources, are applicable to both same and mixed-gender couples. Therefore, in this
document the terms “couple,” “partner,” and “relationship” are used instead of terms such
as husband and wife. Facilitators of this lesson are encouraged to communicate these

lessons as meant for all types of couples.

In addition, facilitators may find that some students will be insulted by what they may

consider sexism and objectification of women in the texts. Facilitators should be
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prepared to discuss these subjects with students. [deally students® concerns should be
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