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ABSTRACT

This study aims to determine the underlying attitude and Weltanschauung of
the rabbis that motivated the halakhah concerning intermarriage. This is
achieved through the analytical study of midrashic material relating to a
selection of biblical figures who, according to the Bible, married foreigners.
The study focuses solely on midrashic material because aggadic literature
expresses the values of rabbinic Judaism that are upheld and promoted by
means of halakhah. The study reveals that the rabbis’ justification or
condemnation of a specific intermarriage was motivated by a few main
factors:
a. The social standing of the biblical character.
b. The character’'s importance to the values and survival of the Jewish
People, as perceived by the rabbis, as well as the historical and social
context of the rabbinic era.

c. Social constructs such as Gender.

By demonstrating that the rabbis were influenced by the context of their times,
their desire to promote their ideology, and taking into consideration the need
to further the interests of the Jewish People, the study seeks to encourage
Jewish leadership of the twenty-first century to re-assess their attitudes

regarding foreigners and by implication intermarriage.

While the study focuses on midrashim relating to specific instances of
intermarriage in the Bible, the final chapter does place the rabbinic aggadic

traditions within the context of the halakhah.

Modern academic scholarship was consulted and is acknowledged at a few
junctures in the thesis, but the study concentrates on examining the attitude of

the rabbis towards intermarriage.

Each chapter of the study deals with a different biblical character. The
marriages examined and discussed in the study are: Abraham and Keturah,

Esau and his three wives, Joseph and Asenath, Judah and the daughter of
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Shua, Moses and Zipporah, Boaz and Ruth, Ahab and Jezebel, and Esther

and Ahasuerus.

The biblical text describing the marriage is quoted in English translation. The
Midrashic material is gleaned from the major collections of midrashic
literature, namely Midrash Rabbah, Mekhilta, Midrash Tanhuma, Sifra and
Sifrei, Midrash Zuta, Midrashim Shonim, Betei Midrashot, Yalkut Shimoni,
Pirkei deRav Eliezer, the Zohar, the aggadic material of the Babylonian and
Jerusalem Talmudim, the classical commentators to the Tanakh (Rashi,
Rashbam, Ibn Ezra, Ramban, Sforno, Or HaHayyim, Da’at Zekeinim, Keli
Yakar, Rabeinu Bahya, Hizquni, Radak, and Ralbag) and the Aramaic

translations of the Tanakh (Targum Yonathan / Targum Yonathan ben Uzziel).

The midrashim, which are quoted in the original Hebrew or Aramaic, together
with a rendition in English, are discussed and the various traditions are

summarised with comments and interpretations.

All Hebrew terms and names in the discussion are transliterated, following the
traditional system of transliteration which is delineated in the Preface. Biblical

names of people and places follow conventional spelling.

The concluding chapter is a comparative study of the midrashic material
concerning the various unions. The trends in the rabbis’ attitude towards
intermarriage and the methods used to justify or explain the unions are
discussed in light of the various considerations that influenced the opinions of

the sages.

The comparative study demonstrates the fact that the rabbis’ opinions were

not always uniform and were based on the context of their times.

All English biblical quotations are from Tanakh: A New Translation of The Holy
Scriptures According to the Traditional Hebrew Text (Philadelphia: The Jewish

Publication Society, 1985) and all quotations in the original Hebrew are from
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the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft,
1990).

An appendix provides a short glossary of the lesser known midrashic sources.



Chapter One — Preface

As a candidate for the Progressive rabbinate | have come across many Jews
that count non-Jews among their family members, either because of
intermarriage or conversion. These situations have presented challenges to my
functioning as a spiritual leader who, while upholding the traditional views of
promoting and furthering Jewish continuity, also wishes to be pluralistic and as
inclusive as possible without compromising my values or that of the non-Jewish
members of the family. This problem has practical consequences for the
various life cycle events that are so pivotal in every individual's life. Since
Jewish status is conferred through the mother, a child of a Jewish father and a
non-Jewish mother is not considered Jewish according to halakhah. This
presents problems when the child reaches any of the rites of passage', as
these rituals are overseen by a Jewish religious leader usually in the context of

a Jewish community.

The tension between maintaining the religious integrity of the Jewish People
(as a community committed to the observance of the rituals and beliefs of
Judaism) and the desire to deal with the reality of a far more integrated
Jewish community necessitates a re-evaluation of the attitudes of professional
and non-professional Jewish religious leadership towards Jews who have

married out of faith and children born of such unions.

Before dealing pragmatically with such a challenge to the modern rabbinate,
one has to understand the intellectual and spiritual ramifications of the issues
by studying the primary sources of Jewish value concepts and legislation,
namely the Tanakh, the Talmudim and other traditional sources. The study of
these texts in order to determine a practical course of action conforms to the
millennia-old methodology of the Jewish people who, faced with changing
times and circumstances, turned to the teachings of the sages, as redacted in
the Talmud and the various commentaries, for direction in legislating for the

new challenges of life.

" Berit milah, bar / bat mitzvah, the sanctification of marriage, and finally burial.



The studies that have been undertaken and published in this field have
focused on the legal (halakhic) discussions and decisions on the issue of
intermarriage and conversion, examining the development of the halakhah
from biblical times to the final redaction of rabbinic law in the form of the
Talmud. These studies have examined biblical, Second Temple period and
Talmudic texts (both Babylonian and Jerusalem) diachronically with the

purpose of determining the historical development of the law.

This study deals with the issue of intermarriage in midrashic text, as opposed
to halakhic text, because these rabbinic interpretations and expositions of the
biblical text offer insights into rabbinic attitudes and values that shaped the

rabbinic mind and which, in turn, shapes the halakhah.

Aim of this Study

The aim of this study is to ascertain the underlying attitude and
Weltanschauung of the mishnaic and Talmudic sages that motivated them to
legislate one way or another regarding intermarriage and thereby to
demonstrate the necessity of re-assessing our modern approach to this issue,
given the changed circumstances and worldview of the twenty-first century.
Bearing this aim in mind, the study focuses on the aggadic material of rabbinic
literature, material which expresses the value system of rabbinic Judaism, the
promotion of which influenced rabbinic legislation (halakhah). Of particular
interest are the inclusion of various opinions in the Talmud and midrashim
(since they point to possible alternative approaches to the issue) and the
impact of the historical and social context on the discourse. By placing the
opinions of the rabbis in the context of their times, one can suggest that the
changed social and historical dynamic of the twenty-first century calls for a
new approach to intermarriage. The fact that divergent attitudes and opinions
are expressed in the midrash opens the way for a modern re-appraisal of
attitudes towards the issue of intermarriage and the parties involved in such
unions. The importance of this study lies in the fact that the analysis of the

midrashic material may strip away the social, historical and cultural contexts



of the rabbinic era, uncovering the core Jewish values that determined the
attitudes of the sages and that characterised Judaism throughout its history.
By relating these values to the social, historical and cultural context of the
twenty-first century, the study aims to contribute to the ideals of Liberal
Judaism which attempts to be as inclusive as possible while preserving
religious and cultural integrity. By demonstrating that the attitudes of the
rabbis towards intermarriage were dictated by the circumstances of their times
and their need to promote their particular ideology and the interests of the
Jewish People, this study seeks to encourage Jewish leadership of the
twenty-first century to re-assess their attitudes regarding intermarriage, based

on the very same considerations.

Historical overview of this field of study

The issue of intermarriage is usually discussed in religious circles but it is also
dealt with in academic research, although usually not as the main focus of the
study. Thus Robert Goldenberg (1998) and Shaye Cohen (1999) examine
the issue as part of a greater study of Jewish attitudes to non-Jews and the

beginnings of Jewish identity, respectively.

The sample of studies in the field of intermarriage which | have examined
focuses on the development of the halakhah regarding the prohibition of
marrying foreigners, beginning with the proscriptions of Exodus 34:15-16 and
Deuteronomy 7:1-3. They examine the rabbinic interpretation of these biblical
passages which extends the prohibition from the seven Canaanite nations to
all non-Israelite (non-Jewish) ethnic groups. While Robert Goldenberg
investigates the rabbinic attitude towards other religions and explains the
rationale behind the fear of idolatry (which in turn provided a reason for
prohibiting intermarriage), Shaye Cohen’s interest lies in tracing the historical
development of Jewish identity from biblical to Talmudic times by examining
ancient texts. Christine Hayes (2002) discusses the attitudes of the ancient
Jews towards conversion and intermarriage influenced by their attempt to
establish a group identity and by the notion that Gentiles were a source of

impurity. Hayes proposes that strict boundaries were maintained between



Jews and non-Jews due to four distinct modes of impurity associated with
Gentiles, but that these boundaries could be crossed through intermarriage
and conversion. She maintains that ancient Jews displayed varying attitudes
towards conversion and intermarriage due to the different Jewish views of

Gentile impurity.

These studies examine biblical, apocryphal, pseudepigraphal, and rabbinic
(both halakhic and midrashic) texts to support their hypotheses and all three
employ a diachronic reading of the text to indicate the historical development
of their field of study

Robert Goldenberg (1998) traces the historical development of the Israelite
(Jewish) religion from that which recognised the validity of other gods and at
times even permitted the worship of them alongside the worship of YHWH, to
the radical monotheism which developed in the time of Jeremiah. While the
Bible does not present a consistent attitude towards other religions and their
gods, rabbinic literature expresses extremely anti-pagan sentiments and the
rabbis found it impossible to bestow any merit on Gentiles or on their religion.
Any records of a righteous Gentile are, according to Goldenberg, exceptions
that prove the rule. According to the Talmud all pagans are depraved and
immoral and the opinion is expressed that they have no share in the World to
Come. Goldenberg (1998:86) states that in the rabbinic mind idolatry and
sexual anarchy were inextricably linked because both seemed to stem from
the inescapable sexual attraction of Jewish men towards Gentile women.
Thus the rabbinic legislation regarding the interaction of Jews and Gentiles
was based on a distrust of the Gentiles and was aimed at avoiding all
unnecessary social intercourse, which might lead to intermarriage and, so the
rabbis believed, idolatry. To strengthen his point Goldenberg (1998:114) cites
biblical texts (e.g. Exodus 34:13-16) that link intermarriage and idolatry.

Shaye Cohen (1999:241-262) addresses the issue of intermarriage by
discussing five biblical passages that were used as source texts for the
prohibition of intermarriage (Deuteronomy 7:1-4, Exodus 34:11-17,
Deuteronomy 23:2-9, Leviticus 18:21 and Deuteronomy 21:10-14). He

demonstrates that the Bible does not prohibit general intermarriage, but only



intermarriage with the seven Canaanite nations (Deuteronomy 7:1-4 and
Exodus 34:11-17) because, living in the land to be conquered by the
Israelites, they were a bigger threat to Israelite identity. Moabites and
Ammonites were forbidden to enter the congregation of YHWH, as were the
first two generations of Egyptians and Edomites. There is uncertainty as to
whether this law is a prohibition of conversion or of intermarriage. Cohen
goes on to demonstrate, through analysis of text, that the general prohibition
of intermarriage originated with Ezra and was formulated in the Hasmonean
period and that the pseudepigraphic Book of Jubilees considered
intermarriage a transgression punishable by execution. Similarly Philo and
Josephus extended the prohibition of intermarriage to include all non-Jews,
and the rabbis of the Talmud developed a sustained and detailed
interpretation that justified the general prohibition of intermarriage. Cohen
(1999:298-303) in discussing the origins of the matrilineal principle, offers an
interesting analogy between intermarriage and the law of prohibiting the
mixing of seed (kela’im?), which he claims provided the ideological context for
the matrilineal principle (and the prohibition of intermarriage).

Hayes (2002) links the Israelite perception that non-lsraelites are a source of
impurity with the prohibition against intermarriage which was extended by
Ezra to include all foreigners. She maintains that Ezra wished to extend the
strict laws of purity that were applied to the priests (kohanim) to all Israel,
forbidding them to marry foreign women who were considered a source
impurity. The notion of purity and impurity also influenced the rabbinic
attitude towards intermarriage. Hayes therefore studies her source texts with
the intention of proving that the biblical and rabbinic attitude towards
intermarriage was governed by the concept of purity and impurity.

Method of this Study

This study is interested in depicting the rabbinic attitude to intermarriage from
the perspective of the sages and is therefore cognizant of the fact that the
rabbis understood the Tanakh as a synchronic whole and that they

superimposed their socio-historical context on the biblical text. An example of

? Leviticus 19:19 and Deuteronomy 22:9



the difference between rabbinic understanding of the biblical text, and that of
modern academic scholars is illustrated by Shaye Cohen (1999: 122-123)
who quotes Yehezkel Kaufmann’s claim that Ruth was not a religious convert
because she remained a foreigner even after she adopted the ways of
Judean society. The rabbis, however, understood that Naomi instructed Ruth
in the mitzvoth and that Ruth formally converted to Judaism, fulfilling the
requirement of conversion as specified in the Talmud®. Similarly the rabbis
maintained that Abraham knew of and observed all the commandments of
Jewish tradition, both biblical and rabbinic®.

Though | took cognizance of modern scholarship, | have consciously limited
this study to the rabbinic attitude towards intermarriage as it has been
formulated in midrash without regard to historical development because it
best describes the attitude which still regulates the approach of traditional
Judaism to this day. Since the aim of this study is to better understand the
rabbinic mindset which motivated the legislation of halakhah concerning
intermarriage, it is necessary to view the biblical text and the midrashic
response to it through the eyes of the rabbis. Once the rabbinic attitude is
determined the study seeks to analyse it in the light of the concerns of the
rabbis and the socio-historical context in which they lived.

Bearing in mind the rabbinic prohibition of marrying a non-Jdew, this study
utilises the midrashic text by investigating various biblical personalities who
married non-Israelites and the rabbinic responses to these instances of
intermarriage as portrayed in the collections of rabbinic midrashim. Each
chapter is devoted to a different character, the biblical narrative is quoted and
all the midrashim connected with it are presented and explored for trends and
alternative views. The final chapter is a comparative study of the rabbinic
attitudes towards the intermarriages of the various biblical characters studied,
as reflected in the midrashim in order to demonstrate that such attitudes vary

and are motivated by the rabbis’ view of the moral character of each biblical

* Vide Chapter Six — Boaz and Ruth.
* Vide Chapter One — Abraham and Keturah.



figure and their importance to the promotion of Jewish values and the

furtherance of the Jewish People.

Sources

This study is limited to midrashic material found in the major collections of
midrashic literature, namely Midrash Rabba, Mekhilta, Midrash Tanhuma,
Sifra and Sifrei, Midrash Zuta, Midrashim Shonim, Betei Midrashot, Yalkut
Shimoni, Pirkei deRav Eliezer, the Zohar, the aggadic material of the
Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmudim, the classical commentators to the
Tanakh (Rashi, Rashbam, Ibn Ezra, Ramban, Sforno, Or HaHayyim, Da’at
Zekeinim, Keli Yakar, Rabeinu Bahya, Hizquni, Radak, and Ralbag) and the
Aramaic translations of the Tanakh (Targum Yonathan / Targum Yonathan
ben Uzziel). All English biblical quotations are from Tanakh: A New
Translation of The Holy Scriptures According to the Traditional Hebrew Text
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1985) and all quotations in the
original Hebrew are from the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Stuttgart:
Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1990)

All transliterated Hebrew and Aramaic words are typed in italics, except when
they are part of a title of a midrash or collection of midrashim.  All Hebrew
and Aramaic words are transliterated using the transliteration system
delineated below. Conventional spelling is used, however, for commonly
used Hebrew or Aramaic terms (e.g. mitzvah, mitzvoth, mikvah) or biblical
names or places. A short glossary of the lesser known midrashic sources is

included as an appendix.



Transliteration System

The transliteration of Hebrew and Aramaic is based on the following system:

= N f= 9
v= 2 p= 9
= ol Z = N
g= q= i’
d= 7 r= 9
h= n sh= v
v= ) s = v
u= 9 t= n
= 3 t= n
h= a=
t= v a= .
y: b} e:
kh= o e=
k = o) e= W N
| = ) ei=
m= n i=
n= 1 o=
s= 0 o=
R )Y, u=

The glottal stop (X) is not indicated if the phoneme is sufficiently represented
by an English vowel (e.g. am for Dy). Dagesh forte is represented by a

double letter, except after the definite article.



Chapter Two — Abraham and Keturah

[After Sarah’s death]...
“‘Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah. She
bore him Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and Shuah.
Jokshan begot Sheba and Dedan. The descendants of Dedan
were the Asshurim, the Letushim, and the Leummim. The
descendants of Midian were Ephah, Epher, Enoch, Abida, and
Eldaah. All these were descendants of Keturah. Abraham

willed all that he owned to Isaac” (Genesis 25:1-5).

According to the Torah, Abraham married a woman by the name of Keturah
after mourning for and burying his beloved wife Sarah, who died shortly after
the Ageidah’. While the Torah does not tell the reader much about Keturah,
the rabbis (Bereishit Rabbah 61:4, Targum Yonathan on Genesis 25:1,
Tanhuma Hayyei Sarah 8, Zohar Bereishit 133b) and medieval commentators
(Rashi on Genesis 25:1,6) extrapolated that Keturah was Hagar, Sarah’s
maidservant whom she gave to Abraham as a concubine:

“Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had an

Egyptian maidservant whose name was Hagar. And Sarai said to

Abram, ‘Look, the Lord has kept me from bearing. Consort with

my maid; perhaps | shall have a son through her.’” And Abram

heeded Sarai’'s request. So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took her maid,

Hagar the Egyptian—after Abram had dwelt in the land of Canaan

ten years—and gave her to her husband Abram as concubine.”

(Genesis 16:1-3).

MNIATN 9 DY "N QDM DNOM MPNRNY Y17 71D WIN NN N IIN 2 "NMNMVP Y
2"N MVP NNPYY DNOM DN TIYION T2T N QO (N THYL) N0 PN NNY)
7N DNMANY YN DWIDIAN 1)) NOM DN DIV WY MNN NIDPHRY
MADYI NN DWW OIND NINNY ININ TY DALY TMNON NTIYA DND DYID
M2 DY TYMY TN D 12THI YNN TOM MN NINT Y'YN O N

"“The binding of Isaac” (Genesis 22)
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NMYP NNMNI NS NI OMN XINY 11D 0P 1D AM0P NI 9N
0NM
(Bereishit Rabbah 61:4)

DOV 1D 7D RPOPT NN NN NNVP NNYY XIOX 20N DNIIN POIN)

(Targum Yonathan on Genesis 25:1)

;T NNYR NIPNY DNMLP NRY XIPI NHDY NNVPR NN DN NN IR

NMLP NN NN INMNRY 227 DY DYV NMY ,NPY NINKR NYNR DN IPMIAN

NP N2 DINOY NN (T TPYNIT) NN IND XN X PRNNI PNNI DINOY
NN 2T ,0N NONY THD NNNX NN IV TPYRID) INI DX NNX MON 17T N DY
NOVPI MYYN DNIY NNVLP NNY RIPI NNY

(Tanhuma Hayyei Sarah 8)

N2 IIN NAT NN NN RT 7NMVP,NMOP NRYI NYR NP ONNIAN qOM
P12V NIWPHAN IN2D MANT YD) 9N DYDY ONOANT NN DN NYIINNT
N0 ONYIN VTV YIWIT PTIIVI NNLP PR NHY OINUN T I }IWdT
NOY YT NN IMIND D
(Zohar Bereishit 133b)

NIYPYI NIVPI YN DRIY DY JY NNVP IRIPN DD N (7"2) .NNMOP

DMANND NYIdY DYN DTND 7T XOW NNNY

DNMVP NN NN NN NNR VIV NON NINN RDY 2N 0N (1"1) .DVWIDIN
(Rashi on Genesis 25:1,6)

There is a tradition cited in Bereishit Rabbah (chapter 45) and Rashi (on
Genesis 16:1) that Hagar was the daughter of Pharaoh or Abimelech, King of
Gerar. After witnessing the deeds that were done in Sarah‘s household,
Pharaoh gave his daughter to Sarah as a servant, because he believed it was
better for his daughter to live as a servant in Sarah’s household than to be a
princess in another’s house. Similarly Abimelech also gave his daughter to

Sarah as a maidservant for the same reason:
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WY DOWYN NYIS NNIY 1 NN DY DY HINI DN ONNY 12 Y IIN
12X NOY P P22 NNAY N2 RNNY 201 DX 1D NN N DO M NIYD
OGN PN N NN DY TINHD NNYW 1D (VL TPWNII) TN NN 1122
20 PN D TN INA SV NP NIV WYY DID) NINIY 11D TONIN
(NN OYNN) T'NN NINN 1A NPA) NOY M P2 NNAY SN2 NANY
PN DNOA TP 2IY NIAN) AP DOON NI
(Bereishit Rabbah 45)

M NONY 2D N NIYD WY DD DRIV NN NYIY N 10NN DNOY
ANN A2 N93) XYY M 123 DNOY
(Rashi on Genesis 16:1)

Rabbeinu Bahya explains that Pharaoh gave his daughter, Hagar, to Sarah as
a reward for her modesty when he took her into his harem, after being told

she was Abraham’s sister:

TN NOY NIPN NDN Y0 DT I IWIT 0 NDY .IPINND NNOY NN
, TN ND DD NINIPY TIOY 1D NIN) DY NN 3N NNRYY NIDNY INYA
MYNN DY IOV DN DD

(Rabbeinu Bahya 16:1)

Since Sarah had given Hagar to Abraham as a concubine the rabbis assume
that she converted to Judaism. This assumption is reflected in the remarks of
the commentary Da’at Zekeinim (on Genesis 25:1). The commentator refers
to the Deuteronomic (23:8-9) law that prohibits Egyptians and Edomites from
entering the congregation of God until the third generation:
“You shall not abhor an Edomite, for he is your kinsman. You shall not
abhor an Egyptian, for you were a stranger in his land. Children born
to them may be admitted into the congregation of the Lord in the third

generation” (Deuteronomy 23:8-9).
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In light of the above law, Da’at Zekeinim questions whether Hagar, the
daughter of Pharaoh and therefore a first generation Egyptian who has
entered Abraham’s household, could become the patriarch’s wife. He is
compelled to draw the conclusion that the passage in Deuteronomy refers to
Egyptian men, and not to women. Thus Hagar could convert to Judaism and

marry Abraham.

YOV AWUN D2 NDT NYINNI NON HNIWOT Y'YNY .NOP NIV NUN N
NN DV9 "W 9T NN NYID N D) N XD Y T XA HOWHY T DN
WY MITA YO DY RIPN YATNI THINNDI AN N XID ) D

(Da’at Zekeinim on Genesis 25:1).

Da’at Zekeinim makes a point of stating that a female Egyptian convert is
permissible because he needs to justify Abraham marrying Hagar after
Sarah’s death, following the accepted tradition that she and Keturah are one

and the same person.

Rashi, interpreting Genesis 21:14, understands that after Hagar was banished
from Abraham’s household, she returned to worshipping the idols of her
father: max m2a >0 nn .ynm 1on.  Keli Yakar, understands Hagar's
return to idol worship (avodah zarah) as the reason for Sarah’s harsh demand
that her servant and her son Ishmael be banished from Abraham’s household.
According to Keli Yakar (on Genesis 25:1), Sarah was a prophetess who had
an intuition that Hagar would revert to avodah zarah and that is why she
banished her from the house. Keli Yakar then has to solve the problem posed
by such a tradition. If Hagar did return to idolatry and she was Keturah, then
how could Abraham marry her? Keli Yakar solves the dilemma by proposing
that Hagar and Ishmael repented from their idolatry, allowing Abraham to take
Keturah / Hagar back and marry her. According to Keli Yakar this act of
returning to God occasioned the name change from Hagar to Keturah. The
commentator compares a ba’al teshuvah with incense (ketoret). Just as

frankincense has a bad smell when it first burns, but becomes pleasant
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exonerate Abraham for marrying a non-dewish woman. Since Hagar is
Jewish by virtue of having converted, the marriage between Keturah and

Abraham is perfectly acceptable.

Rashi (on Genesis 25:1) explains the change of name as follows: “Hagar’s
deeds were as pleasant and good as incense (ketoret) and she remained
faithful to Abraham, not sleeping with another man from the time that
Abraham banished her’. Hagar restrained herself from other men and was

therefore known as Keturah:

WPV NVPD MYYN DRIY DY DY NNVP INIPN DN R . IMOP
DNIANND NYIAY DYN DTRD NMINTI XOY DNNO
(Rashi on Genesis 25:1).

This chaste behaviour allowed Abraham to remarry Hagar without
transgressing the Torah command that forbids a man to remarry his
estranged wife if she has married and divorced another man (Deuteronomy
24:1-4).  Since the rabbis read the Torah synchronically rather that
diachronically, it was inconceivable to them that Abraham did not observe all
the commandments of Jewish tradition, both Torah and rabbinic (Bereishit
Rabbah 64:4, 95:3, Shemot Rabbah 1:1, Vayigra Rabbah 2:10, Tanhuma
Lekh-Lekha 11):

SIPN OTIND SIINWND NN INN P2 DNIIN YNV 2'DY PN

VTV DNIAN 7N THINNHOIPY TDOON AN N PO 1 DYDY HONNIm
DY AN DX PO 19 HYIY NOP MSN AR DPPY MNMN ONY O MMn
DNIT YTY ONIAX 7D DDVYDD NIPY NN TN WNTRN PNy win

"N OYN PYN DY { NN ONPIN) 25N NN ‘N DIPNN XN ( 20 TPYNII)
/N NDD DYDY NP NIND OY2A () 7PHRP) N NNY DY

(Bereishit Rabbah 64:4)

129 IMNN AR ONIAN TN 1279 MNINWN NHNYM (1D DY) DNIIND ND
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D, PYITR NP2 NN KON WD XIPN KD YD 1D 1270 PRI (X)) PITMDI
DAN . PYITPY NAIND NI WD PITMDA RO, DMIND M TH NINDN
2INOY DN P NPT JVOVND DOW) DND INY IWNRD NI M2 DIV TWIN
NDY NS IWND DTN NOYM WIDX9 DN PNV NN IWRY DD 900 0D

(7T ND) 72 1M NYT O .0WD N 2MD PN XD OYW IR DONN 7N pip
ANTY WD NN TN DN NONY

(Ramban on Genesis 25:6)

NNAY WIDY9 YY1 .DNIAN I DWIDOM 2251 1IN0 D NN PN .INMOVP
DOV DXWID9 DY ¢80 I 10t DY D9 PR BWN v

(Ibn Ezra on Genesis 25:1)
2NN W PR VYN IT NMOP
(Rashbam on Genesis 25:1)
DMOVPY NN .DVIDIN
(Rashbam on Genesis 25:6)

Ginzberg (1947, Vol 5: 265, n309) quotes Yalkut Reuveni (Genesis 26.2, 36¢)
that states that Abraham married descendants of Noah’s three sons: Sarah, a
daughter of Shem, Hagar a daughter of Ham and Keturah a daughter of
Japheth. This midrash of course reflects the idea that Abraham is the father
of many nations: “As for Me, this is My covenant with you: You shall be the
father of a multitude of nations. And you shall no longer be called Abram, but
your name shall be Abraham, for | make you the father of a multitude of
nations.” (Genesis 17:4-5). Thus there is a tradition that rejects the notion that
Hagar adopted the name Keturah.

The trend in rabbinic literature that identifies Keturah with Hagar not only
gives rabbinic sanction to Abraham’s second marriage, but it also exonerates
the Patriarch from banishing Sarah’s maidservant into the wilderness in the
first place. After his wife’s passing he took Hagar back into his household and

elevated her from the status of a concubine, to that of a wife.
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Summation

There are two trends in the midrash regarding Abraham’s wife Keturah. One
school of thought proposes that Keturah is Hagar, Sarah’s concubine whom
she gave to Abraham to father a child. According to the midrash Hagar was
the daughter of Pharaoh, her father having given her to Sarah after witnessing

the wonders that God had wrought on her household.

The idea that Hagar had relapsed into worshipping the gods of her father after
her banishment from Abraham’s camp implies that she had converted to
Abraham’s ways when she entered his household as Sarah’s handmaiden.
Her repentance and return to worshipping the God of Abraham occasioned
her name change to Keturah (following the custom mentioned in Genesis 17
concerning the name change of Abram to Abraham and Sarai to Sarah) and

allowed Abraham to take her back and marry her.

According to Rabbi Nehemiah, Hagar was known as Keturah because her
deeds were as beautiful as incense (ketoret), while Targum Yonathan
understands the name to indicate that she was bound to Abraham with a
chain when he married her. Tanhuma Hayyei Sarah posits that Hagar was
known as the woman bound to the water skin (referring to her banishment
from Abraham’s household when he gave her a water skin and some bread),
hence her name Keturah. The last two interpretations are based on the
second meaning of the root g-t-r, “tie, bind”. Related to this interpretation is
the idea that Hagar made a wreath or crown (megqoteret) of good deeds.
(Jastrow 1996:1352)

Rashi explains the name Keturah as reflecting the fact that Hagar restrained
herself from other men after Abraham banished her from his home at the
orders of Sarah, literally: “Hagar ties up her opening from wedding [another]

man’.

A third explanation of the name change, expressed in the Zohar and the Keli

Yakar, is that the name Keturah was chosen by Abraham because he wished
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to publicise the fact that Hagar, who had returned to idolatry during her
banishment, had repented and renounced the gods of her father. These

sources compare a repentant transgressor to incense.

The tradition that Hagar and Keturah are the same person is opposed by a
second school of thought that states that Hagar and Keturah are two distinct
and separate individuals. According to this view Abraham had three wives,
Sarah, Hagar and Keturah. Ramban points out that Hagar was merely
Abraham’s concubine and her son, Ishmael, was therefore not permitted to
inherit with Isaac, the son of Sarah, Abraham’s wife. The Torah text explicitly
states that Abraham took Keturah as his wife. Therefore Hagar and Keturah
are not the same person. Indeed Abraham is criticised for marrying a
Canaanite, after insisting that a wife be found in Mesopotamia for his son

Isaac.

Since midrashic literature is replete with examples of the superimposition of
rabbinic conditions on biblical times, for example the statement that Jacob
studied in the yeshivot of Shem and Japheth (Rashi, Ba‘al HaTurim on
Genesis 25:27), it can be assumed that the rabbis who suggested that Hagar
converted to Judaism envisioned the process taking the form of ritual
immersion in a mikvah, followed by instruction in the minor and major
mitzvoth, as stipulated by the Talmud (Yevamot 47b). This assumption is
supported by the rabbinic assertion that Abraham knew and observed the
entire Torah, both Written and Oral.

There is, however, a school of thought that believes Abraham lapsed by
taking a Canaanite as a wife after making sure that his inheritance would live
on with his son and heir Isaac. In order to make certain that his legacy is not
threatened by his offspring from his concubine and second wife Abraham sent
their children away from Isaac: "Abraham willed all that he owned to Isaac; but
to Abraham’s sons by concubines Abraham gave gifts while he was still living,
and he sent them away from his son Isaac eastward, to the land of the East.”
(Genesis 25:5-6).
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Thus rabbinic literature deals with Abraham’s marriage to Keturah in three
different ways. There are commentators (Ramban) that courageously criticise
(albeit gently) Abraham, the father of the Jewish People, for marrying a
foreign woman. Some merely point out that Abraham married a Canaanite,
but do not make any comment, while many attempt to justify the Patriarch’s
actions by identifying Keturah with Hagar and stating that Hagar, who had
been Abraham’s concubine, converted to Judaism, thus qualifying her to be

taken by Abraham as a wife.

It is clear from the analysis of the rabbinic attempt to justify Abraham’s
marriage to Keturah that the standing of the husband influenced the rabbinic
commentary to the biblical narrative, a contention which will be born out in the
following chapter which deals with Esau and his marriage to Canaanite

women.
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Chapter Three — Esau and Judith bat Be’eri, Basemath bat Elon and
Mahalath bat Ishmael

“When Esau was forty years old, he took to wife Judith daughter
of Be'eri the Hittite, and Basemath daughter of Elon the Hittite;
and they were a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebecca.”
(Genesis 26:34-35).

“So Esau went to Ishmael and took to wife, in addition to the
wives he had, Mahalath the daughter of Ishmael son of Abraham,
sister of Nebaioth.” (Genesis 28:9)

“This is the line of Esau—that is, Edom. Esau took his wives from
among the Canaanite women, Adah daughter of Elon the Hittite,
and Oholibamah daughter of Anah daughter of Zibeon the Hivite,
and also Basemath daughter of Ishmael and sister of Nebaioth.”
(Genesis 36:1-3)

The Torah informs us that Esau, the firstborn son of Isaac and Rebecca,
married non-Israelite women and that these wives were disagreeable to his
parents. The details of these marriages seem to be derived from two sources:
according to chapter twenty-six of Genesis, Esau married two Hittite women,
Judith bat Be’eri and Basemath bat Elon, while chapter thirty-six informs the
reader that Esau married three foreign women, Adah bat Elon the Hittite,
Oholibamah bat Anah the Hivite, and Basemath bat Ishmael. Yet another

tradition (Genesis 28) names Mahalath bat Ishmael as Esau’s Ishmaelite wife.

While the Torah states that Esau’s wives were a source of bitterness to Isaac
and Rebecca, there is no evidence that it was because they were foreign
women. The rabbis, influenced by circumstances of their times, viewed

Genesis 26:35 as a condemnation of intermarriage.

According to Genesis 26:34-35, Esau’s two wives were Hittites, one of the

seven Canaanite nations which the Book of Deuteronomy explicitly charges
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the lIsraelites to destroy and warns against intermarrying with them’.
According to Genesis 36:2-3, however, Esau also married a Hivite, another of
the seven Canaanite nations forbidden to the descendants of Abraham by the

Deuteronomist:

“When the Lord your God brings you to the land that you are about to
enter and possess, and He dislodges many nations before you—the
Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and
Jebusites, seven nations much larger than you—and the Lord your
God delivers them to you and you defeat them, you must doom them
to destruction: grant them no terms and give them no quarter. You
shall not intermarry with them: do not give your daughters to their
sons or take their daughters for your sons. For they will turn your
children away from Me to worship other gods, and the Lord’s anger
will blaze forth against you and He will promptly wipe you out.”

(Deuteronomy 7:1-4)

Since Esau is portrayed in a negative light both in the Bible and in rabbinic
literature (although there are midrashim that depict him as possessing
commendabile traits), it is of interest how the sages dealt with his marriages to
these women. While it would promote rabbinic interests to exonerate
Abraham for marrying Keturah, one would think that the rabbis would make
use of Esau’s contravention of the Deuteronomic injunction to criticise Jacob’s
older brother, whose descendants, the Edomites, are portrayed in the Bible

as being hostile towards Israel:

“From Kadesh, Moses sent messengers to the king of Edom: . . .
Now we are in Kadesh, the town on the border of your territory.
Allow us, then, to cross your country. We will not pass through
fields or vineyards, and we will not drink water from wells. We will

follow the king’s highway, turning off neither to the right nor to the

' The rabbis viewed the Bible synchronically and not diachronically and therefore believed

that Esau would have known of the Deuteronomic prohibition of marriage to a Canaanite.
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left until we have crossed your territory.” But Edom answered him,
‘You shall not pass through us, else we will go out against you
with the sword.”. . . And Edom went out against them in heavy
force, strongly armed. So Edom would not let Israel cross their

territory, and Israel turned away from them.” (Numbers 20:14-21)

Esau is clearly identified with Edom:

“And Esau said to Jacob, ‘Give me some of that red stuff to gulp
down, for | am famished’—which is why he was named Edom.”
(Genesis 25:30)

“This is the line of Esau—that is, Edom.” (Genesis 36:1)

The prophet Ezekiel expresses the fact that the Edomites were enemies of

Israel:

“The word of the Lord came to me: O mortal, set your face against
Mount Seir® and prophesy against it. Say to it: Thus said the Lord
God: | am going to deal with you, Mount Seir: | will stretch out My
hand against you and make you an utter waste. | will turn your
towns into ruins, and you shall be a desolation; then you shall
know that | am the Lord. Because you harbored an ancient
hatred and handed the people of Israel over to the sword in their
time of calamity, the time set for their punishment— assuredly, as
| live, declares the Lord God, | will doom you with blood; blood
shall pursue you; | swear that, for your bloodthirsty hatred, blood

shall pursue you”. (Ezekiel 35:1-6)

In rabbinic literature the Edomites are viewed as the ancestors of Rome, the

oppressors and persecutors of the Jewish People:

% Mount Seir, home of Esau and a mountain range of Edom is synonymous with Edom
(Genesis 36:8). Vide Enhanced Strong’s Lexicon 1995.
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TV WYTPN YT AOPR AN YT NI NOTT PIAN DTN DNOT OND NN 77 )N
5225 DMN NYIN 72299 *DYTN NPIRIN MR YIAPY PYID IPRY IR NN NN
(Pesachim 87b)

290 HAN NIWYN NPN MIDY DN MIWN WX NAD MIYA NN PIAYN PRN T'N
INDY RN OIPR TTN XON PV PR D"IYRY TN 7MWN WX INX DMN PIaYNR pRTn
DT NOIN 1N ONM NIV NWYIN DT DT W IWOM NP NI Mt NI DY
1PN XD TAN 23X 12D WP PYNI O IDINYY) DIV INY DM DN
9N MmN

(Sanhedrin 12a)

Another point of interest for this study is investigating how rabbinic tradition
reconciles the inconsistencies in the Torah text regarding the names and
nationality of Esau’s wives, since the rabbis considered the Torah to be the

word of God and therefore immutable.

The second issue is dealt with first as it has bearing on the case that is built
up by the rabbis against Esau. Thus the rabbis claim that Basemath and
Adah were alternative names of the daughter of Elon the Hittite. This is

expressed by Abraham ibn Ezra (on Genesis 26:34):

39 TINDD PRI NIPHNIY HNY 2 1D ¥ ATY NN NPV
(ibn Ezra on Genesis 26:34)
Ginzberg (1942, Vol 1: 340) quotes Sefer HaYashar which explains the dual

name of Esau’s second wife as a reflection of Esau’s resentment at having

%i.e., Rome, for which Edom was the general disguise (The Soncino Talmud 1952 : 464).

This is an example of the anachronistic approach of the rabbis to the Bible.

* Primarily name given to Esau, DYTN is used by the Talmudists for the Roman Empire, as

they applied every passage of the Bible referring to Edom or Esau to Rome. In the middle

ages it came to be used symbolically of Christianity, and that accounts for the substitution of
NN ‘Aramean’ in censored editions (The Soncino Talmud 1938: 52). Vide Jastrow

(1996:16).
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been cheated out of his birthright. According to this midrash, the name of
Esau’s second wife was Basemath, but Esau named her Adah, “saying that
the blessing had in that time passed from him” (the root ‘-d-h having the

meaning of “pass by™).

Rashi (on Genesis 36:2) offers a different interpretation in reconciling the two
traditions concerning the name of the daughter of Elon the Hittite. He posits
that Esau’s first wife was named Adah, but she was also known as Basemath
because she burned spices (besamim) as part of the pagan ritual which she

practiced:

DIV NIVPN NIPNY DY DY NNYI IRIPN PN NI NNWA NN .PIDN NI DTY
DON NTIAYD
(Rashi on Genesis 36:2)

Nahmonides shares this view:
NIPNY DY DY (1912 2¥5) NNV RPN PR NI NNYA NN .PDIX N NTY
DN NTAYY DHYI NIVPN
(Ramban on Genesis 36:2-3)

While Sefer HaYashar and Rashi differ as to the origin of the alternative
names for Esau’s first wife, both agree that Esau’s choice of wife was not
meritorious. Her name either reflects Esau’s resentment of his younger
brother (reflecting the negative attitude of the Edomites / Romans towards the
Jews), or her name is indicative of her loyalty to the gods of her father, gods

that are an anathema to the Jewish People and to the God of Israel.

While Genesis 26:34-35 mentions Judith daughter of Be’eri the Hittite,
Genesis 28:9 fails to mention a daughter of Be’eri, but mentions Oholibamah
daughter of Anah daughter of Zibeon the Hivite whom Rashi identifies with
Judith:

® Jastrow 1996:1043
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YTD DDYIN NTIAYI NI NONY WD NOTIN NNY 1D NI TPTHIN NN NNIYNIN
PAN NN MYLNY
(Rashi on Genesis 36:2)

According to Rashi, Esau called his second wife Judith to deceive his father
into thinking that Oholibamah had renounced idolatry®. Once again Esau’s
wife is depicted as unsuitable for a son of Isaac, and Esau is shown in a

negative light: as a deceiver of his father.

Ramban also identifies Oholibamah with Judith, giving the same explanation

as Rashi

7% 1TV MDD NNV WD TPTIN NNY 1P YW IMN,TDTIN NN NRDDIND
AN PN PIYOND ¥
(Ramban on Genesis 36:2-3)

Rashi (on Genesis 36:2) goes on to denigrate Oholibamah / Judith by taking
note of the fact that she is referred to as Oholibamah daughter of Anah
daughter of Zibeon the Hivite. Rashi points out that Genesis 36:24 mentions
Anah as the son of Zibeon and concludes that Zibeon had sexual intercourse
with his son’s wife who gave birth to Oholibamah, who is therefore a
mamzeret, a child born of an illegitimate (in this case incestuous) relationship
(vide Leviticus 18:15).

“The sons of Zibeon were these: Aiah and Anah—that was the
Anah who discovered the hot springs in the wilderness while

pasturing the asses of his father Zibeon.” (Genesis 36:24)

® This interpretation is based on an anachronistic understanding of the rabbis. Originally the
word yehudi meant a person from the land of Judah and not necessarily someone who
believed in the God of Israel. According to Shaye Cohen (1999: 80) the first time the term
Judean (yehudi) was used to designate a person who worshipped the God of Israel was

around about the first century Before the Common Era.
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“Do not uncover the nakedness of your daughter-in-law: she is your

son’s wife; you shall not uncover her nakedness.” (Leviticus 18:15)

)2 NONY NI PYIN DY NI Y PYIAN NI ND MY N2 DX YA N2 My N2
120 NNDONN NN MY NYN INDI DY PYIN NIY TR0 1Y) 7N Nvay
P IIRON A DY INON TN OV

(Rashi on Genesis 36:2)

Since Anah is not the daughter of Zibeon, but his son, it follows, according to
Rashi, that Oholibamah was the daughter of both Anah and his father Zibeon

(the mother being Anah’s wife).

Elsewhere (Genesis 36:20) Anah is mentioned as the brother of Zibeon:
“These were the sons of Seir the Horite, who were settled in the
land: Lotan, Shobal, Zibeon, Anah,”

Hizquni takes cognizance of both verses and postulates that Anah was both
Zibeon’s brother and son because Zibeon had sexual intercourse with his
mother who gave birth to Anah. Thus Oholibamah, Esau’s wife, was the
daughter of a mamzer, the product of an incestuous relationship between a
mother and son (Leviticus 18:7). He goes on to explain that referring to
Oholibamah, granddaughter of Zibeon, as his “daughter” conforms to biblical

style, citing Genesis 36:39 (paraphrased in 1 Chronicles 1:50) as an example:

“And when Baal-hanan son of Achbor died, Hadar succeeded him
as king; the name of his city was Pau, and his wife’s name was
Mehetabel daughter of Matred daughter of Me-zahab”.

(Genesis 36:39)

“When Baal-hanan died, Hadad succeeded him as king; and the
name of his city was Pai, and his wife’s name Mehetabel daughter
of Matred daughter of Me-zahab.” (1 Chronicles 1:50)
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YN T2 DNOTI NYIAN DY PAN MIY XYNN W NIYISD AN N2 My N2
TIWNION TY NI PYINY YW NI TV TINY PPN I3 YN MDY, 1IN
WO PPN M O PYY M DY NN TIDY PRNI NI 710 NN 2N Y NN

2INOW D PYAN 12 7Y N PN 1T XIPINIT NIY NI Y9 NIY NN NDT
NNDINN DI NNDONND 20V NINX 7PN DTOINY MIYN 20 IONX YIS N2
2011 N TIVN NI XONT DD DN OIN D2 NIY PYIAN N MY NI NNV

(Hizquni on Genesis 36:2)

Both Rashi and Hizquni portray Oholibamah as having doubtful status. She is
either a mamzeret or a daughter of a mamzer, although Hizquni does
concede that there are those who read the text literally and claim that Anah
was the daughter of Zibeon and not his son. According to this interpretation
Anah is mentioned as one of chieftains of the Horites (Genesis 36:29)
because her brother, Aiah died, leaving only Anah to inherit from their father,

Zibeon:

DNOT N, )IYIAN N2 MY N2 NI NN NAPI MY POMI ¥ P79 DOV v
TN D02 YW OIT DY 1IN 7PN 10T YOWNT DIPN NN NN WX 7Y NN 102
IV NN TN NN YRV NON DISITNI NINIY IPSN NIY 7PN MY DY PAN TPN MINY

921 DIPNA YD XINT AW YIINN DYY 322 N2 N IINDY MIAND NN NINY)

DMPOIPVNI NN

(Hizquni on Genesis 36:2)

Rashi, determined to malign Oholibamah and, by extension Esau, states that
not only was Oholibamah a product of an incestuous union, but she herself

was guilty of the crime:

DN VAN IUN DY NIV 7P TDDN 1Y 70 WO 1F NP LI 1TDY NNONNY
(9"2) PIVN PO TDINROININ DY NIN NI INY WY NUR INDINN

Since the Torah (Genesis 36: 14-16) states that Korah was the son of

Oholibamah, Esau’s wife, and Eliphaz, Esau’s firstborn son from his wife
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intercourse with his brother’s wife), he refutes the idea and claims that Esau’s
wife is the daughter of Anah, the son of Zibeon, not Anah the brother of
Zibeon. He claims that the Torah states her genealogy as “the daughter of
Anah, daughter of Zibeon” to differentiate between the two men named Anah.
The Torah merely informs us, writes ibn Ezra, that Zibeon is Oholibamah’s

grandfather, not uncle.

Turning his attention to the issue of Korah’s status, ibn Ezra states that there
are commentators who claim that there were two men by the name of Korah,
one the son of Oholibamah, and the second the son of Eliphaz, the son of
Adah. One was Esau’s grandson, and the other Esau’s son. Ibn Ezra,
however, believes that Korah was the son of Oholibamah, who died while he
was still a young child (he was the youngest of her sons). Ibn Ezra claims
that Korah is counted as one of the chieftains of Eliphaz because he was

brought up by Adah, the mother of Eliphaz, together with her own children.

lbn Ezra’s exegesis exonerates Oholibamah and Korah from the status of
mamzerut, which in turn vindicates Esau from the charge of marrying a

mamzeret, which would be a contravention of Deuteronomy 23:3:

“No one mamzer shall be admitted into the congregation of the
Lord; none of his descendants, even in the tenth generation, shall

be admitted into the congregation of the Lord”

Shabbetai ben Yoseph in his super-commentary on Rashi (Siftei Hakhamim)
states that if, as Rashi claims, Oholibamah and Judith were the same woman
then Be'eri and Anah must have been the same man. Furthermore he
reconciles the fact that according to the Torah Judith was a Hittite and
Oholibamah a Hivite by stating that the father of Judith / Oholibamah was a

Hittite and her mother was a Hivite.

NI D ¥ NN MY NI NN NNDDINI NN MIND NI N TP HO DY 9N
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INYT I N N 1A YYD 02T IRYNY TR WY T ¥ NN THYI 1D IWY XM
Lo PDMY D2 DY NN TN WYTPN D INNY 5NN NN
(Bereishit Rabbah 67:13),

DON XIINND NN YRWT Y1 MDY 920 PYA] XY 7T NN PYA [Pin] XPt a9
V'Y NI Y73 N NTM DPN NV 29N DON PIY DAY NN NOYTIN NOWN 1IN
% ON PIMY 92 DY 112 5N 1) NN (D DY DW) ) TRN D1 71PN N (0D
NYNHN NN NP INYNY DNAYY TON 10N PIIMY 92 D¥)1D SN [Mnmy 0oN)]

2 NYNNRY THDN NON DNY D NNV NI DNRY NN NONN DY ('O N'D MYNII)
DPRMY DO DY

(Midrash Shemuel 17a)

PRNNDINYT N WX NI 12 YYD T NONHD IR NP IRYNDY ORIWY TON . ..
COPNMY A DNMIY NONND
(Yalkut Shimoni Bereishit 27:116)

TRON NON,NNY NNWIA XM NN NINN Y1 ) IRYNY DN WY 751 2NOT NN
DIMY IV DNV
(Yalkut Shimoni | Shemuel 13:117)

According to these sources there are three means to atonement: conversion
to Judaism, attaining a high office and marriage. The fact that Basemath bat
Ishmael is also called Mahalath bat Ishmael is used as a justification for the

assertion that marriage is a source of atonement.

According to Bereishit Rabbah (67:13), Esau took a wife from the Ishmaelites
after he realised that his Canaanite wives were a cause of bitterness to Isaac
and Rebecca. The midrash quotes Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi who taught that
by marrying a daughter of his father’s kinsman Esau displayed his intention to

adopt his father’s values (conversion): NN2 YT 1M MN N 12 YL 1.

This idea was adopted by Ramban, Rabbeinu Bahya and Yalkut Shimoni who
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give credit to Esau for fulfilling two of the three means of attaining atonement,

namely he “converted” and he took a wife.

Various explanations are given for Mahalath’s alternative name, Basemath.
According to Ramban, Basemath was a description of Esau’s third wife, who
burned spices (besamim) [for worship]: N1, DXYN DY 7DD DRYNIYS N2 NNV
DNIYIN NOVPY WIN OVY. It is not clear whether Ramban believed Basemath
burned spices for the worship of the God of Israel or the gods of the
Ishmaelites. This particular interpretation of the name Basemath is the same
as that used to explain the alternative name of Esau’s first wife, Basemath bat
Elon, the Hittite. Ramban notices the link and claims that Esau deliberately
named his third wife after his first wife, who had died childless, since her given
name, Mahalath, was unbecoming (mahala means “sickness”)’. Esau,
therefore chose to call her Basemath, from the word bosem, ‘perfume’ or
‘spices’. Esau deliberately named her after his first wife because, coming
from kindred stock, she was accepted by Isaac, thereby making her Esau’s
most beloved wife. This interpretation turns that of the previous sources on its
head. While the former states that the given name of Ishmael’'s daughter was
Basemath, and Esau gave her the alternate name Mahalath, for a positive
reason (she was the means by which he received atonement for his
misdeeds), Ramban claims that Ishmael had named his daughter Mahalath (a
shem ka'ur ‘an ugly name’) and Esau named her Basemath after his first wife,

because she was accepted and loved by his parents:

YITN NTHINAINNND (O N DYDY NONN 1O NMP NIN 1DNDY INYNY N1 Nnva
NOYTID DWW PNINY ), ONMmY DD DY 0nD PONIN NWOY ( H PI9) INMY 190
NYO DT 22 PNMY 1D IDNNIY NONHD NINIPI TI2, 1NN DYLN TR, NYN RV
NI NNYIY,MY INDY PIND OV RIPIY DNDONN 2IND DYV NI XD M 2"YA)

(3 1D) N7 YNIID) .ODMNMWIAN NOVPY WNIN DY NI, DNYN DY M IRYIY
NNYIATIV NNV PIMY DY 1PN 0 DNNY NONKD NN NYT IVY 17 1NN

112 1173 DNIAN Y27 X THOY .02 Y1) DY DY PN NN OOMY M POV INYT

" While the first opinion regarding the meaning of the name Mahalath is based on the Hebrew
root m - h - |, Ramban bases his interpretation on the root h - [ - h,
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WYY ODIN DM XD NN 0NN DWW DAY YD WY 1O PR O MNY NHY
NONN ,NINKY,PIN NI OIMNYN NN XYM ,NPIIDY PRYID MO DN PRY MY
NONND ,YTPN PYHA MYD DY 1Y HNY NHIYA NN MNK ORYNIY NI DIN Y N2
NN NIPN D, DNYA NYIN NINURIN INYNRD 7PN YN 720N DY INY NN XIP
MIAN PNYOIPYI DY IPNY INNIWVNN NIPIY NIV POHY

Ramban (on Genesis 36:2-3).

According to Ramban, Bereishit Rabbah and Yalkut Shimoni, an alternative
explanation of the name Basemath is that Esau named his third and most
acceptable wife, Basemath because his character grew better due to her
influence (vide Jastrow 1996:179).

POV INYT NNYINVY NNva
(Ramban on Genesis 36:2-3)

M2 12 YA 11T DIRYNY DR IVY THN 110D NN MY I WY XM
22 DY NI TN WYTPN D 2NN NONND PHRNND MYT 1N N
DOV INYT NNDINY NNYA (1D THPYNID) PIINY
(Bereishit Rabbah 67:13)

NN INYT N IR ND 12 YYD D RONND IN NPN IRYHL DRIVY TON ...
DOYINYT NNYITIY NNYI PIY T DN NoND
(Yalkut Shimoni Genesis 27:116)

Investigating the rabbinic response to the anomalies in the text regarding the
names of Esau’s wives we see that according to rabbinic tradition Esau
married three women: Basemath / Adah bat Elon the Hittite, Oholibamah bat
Anah bat Zibeon the Hivite / Judith bat Be'eri the Hittite, and Basemath /
Mahalath bat Ishmael. The rabbis suggested that the name of each wife
reflected something about Esau himself. Thus his first wife was named
Basemath because she burned spices on the altars of her father's gods, a
practice which caused great bitterness to her parents-in-law, Isaac and

Rebecca. Esau named her Adah as an expression of his resentment at
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having been cheated of his birthright, based on the understanding of the
name Adah being derived from the root ‘-d-h meaning “pass by”. Esau

claimed that “the blessing had in that time passed from him”.

While Esau’s first wife is indicative of his disregard for his parents’ abhorrence
of idolatry and his resentfulness towards his younger brother, his second wife
is symptomatic of Esau’s deceptiveness and duplicity, and his disregard for
the laws of sexual morality. According to the sages the name Judith would
ordinarily signify that the owner of the name was a worshipper of the God of
Israel, but the rabbis, determined to malign Esau, taught that her real name
was Oholibamah and that Esau had named her Judith in order to deceive his
father into believing that she had renounced idolatry. This interpretation re-
enforces the rabbinic polemic against the Edomites and, by extension, the

Romans.

Sforno (on Genesis 36:2) blames Oholibamah for Esau’s relocation to Seir, an
alternative name for Edom. Thus, according to Sforno, Esau’s rise to power
in Seir to eventually become an enemy of Israel was due to Oholibamah’s

influence:

PYY NIND WY TON DT OYHOIMNN DYV N0 NN NN LY NI INDINN NN
2D VY WX YIIND YNNN DR IPHRYN PINN PIT DYY 1N WY TN IR
TN NONY N [N DY OIPION Y NNN NIXR PHRYN TWR PYY DAV WY

VINN FPWIY WIAOY P PINN PI D DIADNN NI, DPYY 7N DITN IR IWVY

DXNIN WY MTHN WYN WIND

(Sforno on Genesis 36:2)

Not content to merely portray Esau as a deceiver of this father,
commentators like Rashi and Hizquni accuse Oholibamah of being the
product of an incestuous relationship and therefore of having the status of a
mamzeret. This charge discredits Esau for marrying a mamzeret, thereby

contravening the Deuteronomic command not to marry a mamzer until the
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tenth generation. Not only is Oholibamah a mamzeret, but, Rashi claims that
she was herself guilty of incest by having sexual intercourse with Eliphaz,

Esau’s son by his first wife Adah. The result of this illicit union was Korah.

The medieval commentator, Abraham ibn Ezra is rather uncomfortable with
this conjecture and strives to find an alternative explanation for the anomalies
in the text which are used by Rashi and Hizquni to demonstrate Oholibamah’s
status. |bn Ezra exonerates Esau for committing the transgression of

marrying a mamzeret.

Unlike his first two wives, Esau’s third wife reflects her husband’s positive
quality of honouring his parents by attempting to make amends for marrying
foreign women. Aware of the heartache he caused his parents by marrying
Hittitite and Hivite women, Esau married a daughter of Ishmael, his father’s
brother and named her Mahalath, since she was the source of atonement for

his transgressions.

Besides the tradition that Esau repented of his ways and married a daughter
of Ishmael, who was a source of atonement, the rabbis do not attempt to
justify Esau’s choice of wives. Indeed even Isaac is criticised for not being

strict about who his eldest son married:

YR NPMY .DDNN OOV PRI NOWNT PN WYN KDY MY DYIIN 12 WY M
DIAR NYYY D NPHNN ONIYI DY PNNXY TAPN KDY ONNN MINI N TN NN
(Sforno on Genesis 26:34)

Esau is portrayed as an unscrupulous and unprincipled man who hunted
down other men’s wives and raped them. Esau decided to emulate his father,
who had married at the age of forty, by taking a wife when he turned forty.
But unlike Isaac, he married foreign women forbidden to Israelite men.

Rabbeinu Bahya accuses Esau of putting on appearances of being pious,

while in reality he was ungodly. Rabbeinu Bahya, quoting Vayigra Rabbah
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13.5, compares Esau to a wild boar who displays his cleft hooves when lying
down as if to say “l am fit to eat”, while concealing the fact that it does not
chew its cud. Similarly Esau’s descendents were robbers and committed acts

of violence, while outwardly pretending to worship God.

NOWNI NNY NDIQ DM9N YD PINN NN (X XIPM) 1IN DY N N DD
TO MNV MINY INT PN ATV NN NI XINY NYW N DN T 9D 7D
TAN PLIYI NYYNI I NYSN IDND NRIN DOV NOMIN NIXIND DYTN MODN
D2aWINRN DYANINM DAND XN PPV

(Vayigra Rabbah 13.5)

Y"1 1WNT NNYA NXYOINND MIND N2 TP IX YR NP 7Y DOYIIN 12 WY )OI
DT MY DOVIIND WINY 1P TN NIYD DOWIN O T WY 71PN MY DYIIN D
PO NN DI, DOYIIN 12 NN GN DOYIIN 12 NN NI NIN 70 IIN PAND 108y

INT VN VATV NN PIN 7 D37 AT, 00 PN 7INDID (9 DONN) GON
2"UN T DN DRI JIASY PRI POOINY PO WY 1) D, NNV INRY
(Rabbeinu Bahya on Genesis 26:34)

Rabbeinu Bahya continues to paint Esau in a bad light by stating that when he
married his Hittite and Hivite wives he was merely marrying women of his own
character. Quoting “But those who in their crookedness act corruptly, let the
Lord make them go the way of evildoers. May it be well with Israell” (Psalms
125:5) and a Talmudic proverb 11 NiNY 910 NON 2MY DIX DY IR TON 0N XD
“not for nothing did the starling follow the raven, it is of its kind”, (Bava
Qamma 92b), Rabbeinu Bahya (on Genesis 26:34) claims that Esau, who
was wicked sought a wife from the descendents of the wicked and therefore it
is understandable that he should choose a wife from those nations that

Deuteronomy charges the Israelites to destroy (Deuteronomy 20:17):

DYONM (NP OINN) DINDY INT DYYIN YNNI PYWI NPD YWIN YWY 2D 2NN THM
Sy DDV INY NN HIINAY DN DMI2NNN NI NI NN T DD DOMOPOPY

DIND N2 D71 0N 10 NN TONNIVY MINY,DY N D109 YN 2WI XDV INIW
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NPPNN PTNY 2D XNY 2NN PTIOND PN NINY 290 XON MY DNN P TON
NIV
(Rabbeinu Bahya on Genesis 26:34)

The midrash Tanhuma denounces Esau further by stating that his marriages
to his first two wives caused Isaac to loose his eyesight. According to this
collection of midrashim, Esau deliberately married Canaanite women out of
anger that the Divine Presence dwelt in Isaac’s house. Esau’s wives
practiced their idolatrous worship, causing God’s Presence to leave his
father's house. Upon witnessing the departure of God’s Presence, Isaac
became depressed so God dimmed his eyes so that he would not become

more dejected:

PN DYIN NN ,PPY PAOM 'NNY PRNY N N PN NDYNY N0 N
P M0 TN DVN VY THY PNS SY TP MY NN NPOYNY Y900
NN DAY PR PO N NIPONDN DNOY N NTIAYY MIOPD IIVYN YY)
T2299 YN PO XD ROV POY NN 1NN PN NI TN WITP NN I PR
PPY PROM

(Tanhuma Toledot 8)

The author of this midrash learns the cause of Isaac’s blindness from the

juxtaposition of the following three verses:

“When Esau was forty years old, he took to wife Judith daughter
of Beeri the Hittite, and Basemath daughter of Elon the Hittite;
and they were a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah.
When Isaac was old and his eyes were too dim to see, he called
his older son Esau and said to him, ‘My son.” He answered, ‘Here
| am.” (Genesis 26:34-27:1).

Summation

The rabbis make no attempt to justify or lessen Esau’s transgression of

marrying Canaanite women, on the contrary they use every opportunity to
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vilify and condemn Esau for his action. Not only did he cause his parents
bitterness and sorrow, but his defiance of the norms of his father and

grandfather caused his father’s blindness.

The rabbis state that Esau was as wicked as his Canaanite wives and that his
choice of them was a natural result of his search for a suitable partner for his
disposition. The rabbis stressed that the names of Esau’s first two wives,
(both those given to them by their parents, and those given to them by Esau
himself) were indicative of and reflected his nature. The rabbis seem
determined to connect Esau with Rome, the persecutor of the Jews during the

first centuries of the Common Era.

This negative portrayal of Jacob’s older brother and the condemnation of his
marriages are in keeping with the anti-Edomite sentiment of the Bible and the
anti-Roman sentiment of the rabbis whose criticism of Esau gave vent to their

anger against their oppressors.

In the case of Esau, the rabbis saw no need to validate or excuse his
disobedience of the prohibition of marrying foreign women expressed in the
Torah and rabbinic law. On the contrary, given the tradition that Esau was the
ancestor of the Edomites and hence the Romans, it suited the purpose of the
sages to take a harsh stand against Jacob’s rival for the birthright. Since the
Torah does not explicitly state the reason for Isaac and Rebecca’s bitterness
towards Esau’s first two wives, it is clear that the rabbis assumed that Esau’s
parents disapproved of their son’s relationships because the women were
Canaanites. This assumption on the part of the sages clearly reflected their
ideology and the socio-political circumstances of their time. Indeed the rabbis
went to great pains to express their disapproval of Esau because he married

foreign women.
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Chapter Four — Joseph and Asenath

“Pharaoh then gave Joseph the name Zaphenath-paneah; and he
gave him for a wife Asenath daughter of Poti-phera, priest of On.
Thus Joseph emerged in charge of the land of Egypt” (Genesis
41:45)

“Before the years of famine came, Joseph became the father of
two sons, whom Asenath daughter of Poti-phera, priest of On,
bore to him.” (Genesis 41:50)

“To Joseph were born in the land of Egypt Manasseh and
Ephraim, whom Asenath daughter of Poti-phera priest of On bore
to him.” (Genesis 46:20)

According to the Book of Genesis, the hero of the Joseph saga was given an
Egyptian wife (Asenath) by Pharaoh on his rise to power and prominence as
second-in-command after he interpreted the monarch’s dreams. Not only was
Joseph’s wife an Egyptian, she was also the daughter of a priest of the
Egyptian city On' and she bore Joseph two sons Manasseh and Ephraim.
These children were blessed by Jacob from his death bed, the words of the
blessing being used as the standard blessing in Jewish tradition for fathers to

bless their sons at the Friday night Shabbat table.

Since both the Torah and Jewish tradition positively accept the marriage of
Joseph the son of Jacob and Asenath bat Poti-phera, priest of On, the rabbis
had to justify the relationship, especially because of Joseph's epithet of

“Hazadik’, the “Righteous”. Thus the midrashic tradition that Asenath was

' On, known by the Greeks as Heliopolis, was the centre of the worship of the Egyptian sun
god.
2 Joseph is known in rabbinic literature as Yosef Hazadik because he resisted Potiphar's

wife's attempts at seduction.
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According to Yalkut Shimoni Genesis 34:134, Jacob’s sons wanted to kill
Asenath, who was the product of a rape, so that no one could charge the
house of Jacob with harlotry. In order to save her life, therefore, Jacob cast
Asenath out of his house, but before doing so he tied a piece of gold (in other
versions an amulet or an inscription) around her neck. According to some
versions of the midrash, the inscription (or amulet) contained Asenath’s story
and her lineage, while according to Yalkut Shimoni it merely contained God’s

holy name:

NN XY D29INT MOMNN NP NXIN MPNYHD IV X0AN NN 12 DOV DYy NN

MNIND AP 12 INNY IO NN ATON DRI 710Y 208 DYDY XNIND N2 MXD

2N DV PN DY AND APY VY NN 3PP ODNND Y N YOY NIND 72 1IN 1INN

ANDYY NANIN DY NOM wTpN OV

(Yalkut Shimoni Genesis 34:134. Similarly Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer Chapter
37).

L. DY TININD NP AN APY [MONR] 1Y N ...

(Da’at Zekeinim on Genesis 41:45. Similarly Rabbeinu Bahya on Genesis
41:45 and Yalkut Shimoni Genesis 34:134)

According to Rabbeinu Bahya (on Genesis 41:45, supra), Jacob placed his
granddaughter under a bush (sneh), after sending her from his house, hence
the name Asenath. Asenath was sent to Egypt where she was adopted by
Poti-phera, and brought up as his own daughter. Some midrashim express
the idea that God, through the agency of the archangel, Michael, saw to it that
Asenath was taken to Egypt and that she grew up in Poti-phera’s house so
that Joseph would marry her. According to this legend Joseph was destined

to marry Asenath thus justifying their union.

DV A0 DMINND TN N2V TRONN IR T N'APN N NN UM
NN NDTN NIPY YIDDID HY INWUN NI QOPI iMINT THON NIvNY YIDDD
TIWND Q0 NP Nad
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(Yalkut Shimoni on Genesis 34:134)

NIPNY YIS TPAY DNINND TDNN TRINN DN TM 13N MY NN DOM
NYND QDY MINT TION
(Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer Chapter 37)

PRY YT XD WOINI (7D DY) DNOT DY DY) 1NN PRV T INNY MXINI OPI)1
DOV YY PN DOUN MDN NN NDDINYI NPT NN OOV WY NI (MPIN NON YN
POY TN INID NV MY DIYY POIN 12007 1IN IPY TIYY INNN 1DV DY
AMID TAT NN DN T NYT PIAND

(Tractate Soferim 21:10)

The midrash relates that when Joseph was made viceroy of Egypt he
travelled throughout the country and all the women came out to greet him to
see his beauty. While they threw gifts at him to attract his eye, Asenath had
nothing to throw but her amulet. Upon seeing and reading the amulet, Joseph
understood that Asenath was kin and he married her. Thus he is portrayed by
the sages as having acted righteously by bringing a stray Jewess back into
the fold:

NTYS N2 DNOTI GOY DY PO MINID DOVIN 2D INY DMIND XIN D22 qOY 13YWN
2 NP YD A0 DY 7PN RD [MON] ™ DIWIN WX XON D NPT NNX D0 M HOdY
TNV 2PY DWW IV RONY IR 12 POV NININD TINY NP

(Da’at Zekenim on Genesis 41:45)

The rabbis identify Poti-phera, priest of On and father of Asenath, with
Potiphar, Joseph’s former master:
“The Midianites, meanwhile, sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, a

courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward.” (Genesis 37:36)

‘When Joseph was taken down to Egypt, a certain Egyptian,
Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward, bought him

from the Ishmaelites who had brought him there.” (Genesis 39:1)
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DVYAY DY DY 1919 NIPN IS NIN YIDDIT T IWAT IN 1D Y1919 M1
YIDVIT XIPN,IDVID XIPI NI ,I19 DO 19DID PYD 1NN YD DD D9
PN YIDVID M PNV NYTY NIT IDWND GOY NN NPOY 19D PONND DINDIVW DY DY
P22 YD NYYN I2T2 WHIN) YIDDIFINY NX MY DINDI WX NYIY MWUN W
TR IND DINOY I INND 1D, PR XIN DY MIRD PN 1D 12 DINOWINN 1Y
YD DYDY DVON PNV 29D D WP

(Rabbeinu Bahya on Genesis 41:45)

1M DY N 1IN, N THON NIX D I D) GO DY DY NIPN DNITR P»T
NI YIDDIAT PN IS THTD TY 19 DN ,NI NP NP OND TION NN qO»D
YTH2 WD QOVD NOVTH YIDD NN TN NYIAY M NOYTY RMPOY UM 1909
PR NI DMIND DI T  NDVTI DN KD NI TAYT 11D R NYIN ,N0N
PIND ONXT Q0P DY PITR NI qOPY 17D NN TI7,00¢ 0 TH U0 XY 7O T2y
YOY 1D DN ,IIMYN NINY IN2 D 1N DN DY D21 1IMYN NN NWN 1TaY0 1)
D" 9,19 NIN YIDVIDT NdN

(Siftei Hakhamim on Genesis 41)

According to Siftei Hakhamim Pharaoh gave Joseph his former master’s
daughter in order to demonstrate that he was no longer a slave, but a free
man, and therefore qualified to wear the garments of a royal personage and

assume a ruling position in Pharaoh’s court.

The notion that Poti-phera, the priest of On, and Potiphar, Joseph’s former
master, were one and the same person, led to the idea, expressed in Yalkut
Shimoni (Genesis 39:146), that Asenath testified to her father that Joseph
was innocent of trying to seduce Potiphar's wife (Genesis 39). Her testimony
saved Joseph’s life and Asenath merited being the mother of the two tribes of

Joseph (Menasseh and Ephraim):
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NN ON MY NMIN NN 18712 17901 1D, DY IDEND DIVN DI 10I1ON
YINDIH KN NV MDN NINIY TY 1IN NN 12 IPON NIWIANN XON PMYN TINM
DVIY MDY POY DTN XY NN TN [N"IPN] N 1IN TIRND NI90) Y DYV
DONI DN T OV NHN DRYND NRY

(Yalkut Shimoni Genesis 39:146)

Yalkut Shimoni on Joshua 2:9 mentions Asenath as one of nine righteous
women who converted to Judaism:
NYN DY T 2N NYI9 N2 NN TIOY NI9Y THIDN i M) MTON DY) W
2PPN AN
(Yalkut Shimoni on Joshua 2:9)

It is interesting to note that Yalkut Shimoni contradicts itself as to the origins of
Asenath. According to Yalkut Shimoni on Genesis 39:146, Asenath was
Jacob’s granddaughter while Yalkut Shimoni on Joshua 2:9 claims that she

converted to Judaism.

Ginzberg (1942, Vol 2: 172-174) quotes a midrash (the Prayer of Asenath?®)
which describes an encounter between Joseph and Asenath. Shortly after
being promoted from a prisoner to vizier of Egypt, Joseph visited Potiphar’s
house and met Asenath. After formally greeting each other, Asenath, taken
with Joseph’s beauty, attempted to kiss him. Joseph pulled back and told her
that, as one who follows God’s laws, he could not be intimate with a woman
who worships idols. The appearance and speech of Joseph made such an
impression on Asenath that she secluded herself in her bedroom, removed
her clothes of nobility and donned sackcloth and covered her head with
ashes. Thus she remained for seven days and seven nights. On the eighth
day Asenath was visited by an angel who bade her remove her sackcloth and
dress in clothes of state, for “this day she had been born anew”. The angel
blessed her and her seven attendants, giving her the name “City of Refuge”,

and then left her. He had scarcely departed when it was announced that

*Cf. The pseudepigraphic work "Joseph And Asenath”.
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Joseph had come for a visit. Joseph was taken with Asenath’s transformation

and they were betrothed.

This midrash expresses the notion that Asenath had experienced a life-
changing vision and had renounced the gods of Egypt for the God of Israel,

making her a suitable wife for Joseph Hazadik.

Summation

Due to Joseph’s epithet of Hazadik, it was essential for the rabbis to justify his
marriage to Asenath, the daughter of an Egyptian priest. In their eagerness
to defend Joseph’s acceptance of Asenath as a wife, the rabbis even resorted
to fantastic narratives involving God or the archangel Michael to justify the
union. Hence the midrashim that God took note of Asenath when Jacob cast
her out of his home and sent the archangel Michael, the prince of angels and
guardian of Israel to transport her to Egypt, placing her in Poti-phera’s house,

where she was adopted.

Similarly the midrash that portrays Asenath saving Joseph’s life by testifying
that he did not try to seduce Potiphar’s wife, expresses the idea that Joseph
was destined to marry Asenath. God appeared to Asenath and told her that
she would be rewarded for her righteousness by being the mother of Joseph’s
two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim. Even the idea that Asenath was actually
the daughter of Dinah and Shechem, and therefore not a foreign woman, but
of the seed of Jacob, is rather fanciful, as no textual justification is given by
the sages for this claim. Yalkut Shimoni on Joshua even makes the bold
statement that Asenath was one of the nine righteous women who converted
to Judaism, thereby vindicating the saintly Joseph from any potential charges
of transgression, which in turn holds up their expressed suspicion of foreign

women.
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Chapter Five — Judah and the daughter of Shua the Canaanite.

“About that time Judah left his brothers and camped near a
certain Adullamite whose name was Hirah. There Judah saw the
daughter of a certain Canaanite whose name was Shua, and he

married her and cohabited with her. “(Genesis 38:1-2)

In the chapter that follows the sale of Joseph to the Midianites / Ishmaelites,
Judah left his brothers and settled near an Adullamite, named Hirah, where
he met and married the daughter of Shua, a Canaanite. Not only is such a
union contrary to later biblical ordinances, but it was especially troubling to
the rabbis because Judah inherited the status of the firstborn of Jacob
(Israel), and it was from the House of Judah that King David traced his
lineage. David, in turn is considered the ancestor of the Messiah. The rise of
Judah, Jacob’s fourth son, to the position of firstborn and ancestor of the

Davidic line is expressed in Jacob’s deathbed blessing of his sons:

“You, O Judah, your brothers shall praise; Your hand shall be on
the nape of your foes; Your father's sons shall bow low to you.
Judah is a lion’s whelp; On prey, my son, have you grown. He
crouches, lies down like a lion, Like the king of beasts—who dare
rouse him? The sceptre shall not depart from Judah, Nor the
ruler’s staff from between his feet; So that tribute shall come to

him And the homage of peoples be his.” (Genesis 49:8-10)

Given Judah’s importance, the rabbis needed to justify his marriage to the
daughter of Shua the Canaanite’. An analysis of the midrashim concerning
the daughter of Shua the Canaanite brings to light two alternative ways of

dealing with, what in the rabbinic mind, is a serious problem.

' The name of Judah’s wife is not given and the only identity provided by the text is that she

was the daughter of Shua.
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The first approach understands Judah’s wife to be a Canaanite and he is
severely criticised for disregarding the commandment not to marry a
Canaanite (Deuteronomy 7:1-4). The second approach is to deny that Judah
married a Canaanite by claiming that his father-in-law was not a Canaanite,

but a merchant.

The first approach, represented by Rashi and Abraham ibn Ezra, understands
the biblical verse describing Shua as a Canaanite literally. Ibn Ezra, quoted
by Ramban, even states that the reason why Judah's three sons born to him
by Shua’s daughter were so wicked that God punished them by killing two of

them, was precisely because their mother was a Canaanite:

:(7"2) NN ND YD
(Rashi on Genesis 38:2)

AVNYID NXINY 191N 2N DNNAN N PN ,IMD YY1 2D WX N2
(Or HaHayyim on Genesis 38:2)

PINAN NYT DY 129 TIYID NG AYRD NN NAYA D (010 19ND) WIN ONIIN AN
ND YD, 5PN 12 PNV PN 1TAV INWY 21NN 1PN 1901 N O 7032 PN
PYM NN INIY MDD ;0TI DY NI DYV 7D 19 ONY,NDWA 12 POWND TN
AN T DLW NIVNYT NNIINA NYUN X PIYD N3

(Ramban on Genesis 38:2)

PO IPPTHY APNDYITRI IR IPHIN PN OVO0IWN NI D TYD MYION A
N W NV PR VT AT I TPIYID TINPY PIND NOW NYNY VYW N3V 1710
:TMYID 2] DNV MY

(ibn Ezra on Genesis 46:10)

Ibn Ezra clearly criticizes Judah for marrying a Canaanite woman attributing
the death of his sons Er and Onan to their inherent wickedness due to their
Canaanite lineage. Judah suffered the premature death of his two older sons,
a tragedy which might have been viewed by the rabbis as divine punishment
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for marrying a Canaanite woman. Commenting on Genesis 46:10%, ibn Ezra
points out that Simeon’s marriage to a Canaanite woman was contrary to the
norm, as illustrated by the death of Judah’s sons, Er and Onan. Aggadat
Bereishit (Chapter 64.1) goes further than ibn Ezra, stating that God
deliberately killed the daughter of Shua and her two sons, Er and Onan, so
that Judah would father a child with Tamar. The midrash states that this
rather cruel scheme was necessary because God had decided that Judah
would be the ancestor of the Messiah and a Canaanite woman would not be a
fit progenitor for such an important figure in Jewish tradition. This source
claims that Tamar was the daughter of Noah’s son, Shem®, who was,
according to Ramban (on Genesis 38:2), a priest of E/ Elyon:

WYTPN IR NZ0IV P [NNPM NIYID YN NA] NI DY XM W N TM N
YIY NIN 1D NON TPIYID IUN DO TOM DTN TRYY TNY MHYNN XN T2
AN N"IAPN MNX DYTHIN OW DY INT AT 0 0N NN DAY WM MDY NIAN
IO (2> N2 TPYRIT) NTIN? YN IV N2 NN DN DD 12 TINIY YD
DV DY 112 1ND NONOY N2 DTN PATY XTI (1D DY) IR 1Y 1IN MIRIW 2
1M NNTO2 7 A NNTD DY T (MY T DY) DY TON PN DD NIY N 12
NI9D TOY PPYHN RN TN YITPN DN NDNN INYD NN WP (MDY 1D 1Y DY) T
M IMINIY NN NS MYNNIY PYND IO XX IIN SYAD MM NYNT NI NREM
{0 2 10290) "M OIAY NMAN ADY IINIY MY N I (VD DY DY) NIT> DWND
(Aggadat Bereishit Chapter 64.1%)

TTPY NN Y DI IIND LN N XD ,NINT DXNN 12 DNNX NI NIPN NN 19
TN DTN, ODPNN TIVN IVID YIRN NINNI N NOPY DPTS MY THT NN
APHY OND 110 NI, DV YV N2 NdNY nn1a (0 19 7')

(Ramban on Genesis 38:2)

2 “Simeon’s sons: Jemuel, Jamin, Ohad, Jachin, Zohar, and Saul the son of a Canaanite

woman.”

> As opposed to the daughter of Shua, who, as a Canaanite, was a descendant of Noah’s
middle son Ham (Genesis 10.6). Ham, who reported his father’s nakedness, was cursed to be
the slave of Shem and Japhet. (Genesis 9:25-27)

* This midrash seems to overlook the fact that according to the precept of the Levirate

marriage Judah’s third son, Shelah is obligated to marry Tamar.
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The rabbis’ silence about the fact that Judah transgressed the biblical
prohibition of having sexual intercourse with one’s daughter-in-law® is
noteworthy. Given Judah’s importance to the history of the Jewish People,
they chose to overlook this transgression®.

The second approach to the marriage of Judah to the daughter of Shua is to
deny that the wife of Judah was a Canaanite at all. Using a verse from the
prophet Hosea, the rabbis who followed this solution to the problem proposed
that in this context the word kena‘ani does not mean a ‘Canaanite’, but rather

a ‘merchant’. The use of the word in Hosea 12:8 clearly means a ‘merchant’:

NN PYYD NI ORRD I WD
“A trader who uses false balances, who loves to oppress,”

(Hosea 12:8)

Isaiah (23: 8, 11) employs the word kena‘an in the same way:

NN YT NMIYID OIW 7PIND IWR NPVLYNN N DY NNT N N

"Who was it that planned this For crown-wearing Tyre, Whose
merchants were nobles, Whose traders the world honored?"
(Isaiah 23.8)

TPRYN TRWD WD IN M N MODHNN YN DN DY DOV

"He stretched out his hand over the sea, he shook the kingdoms:
the Lord hath given a commandment against the merchant city, to

destroy the strong holds thereof." (Isaiah 23:11)

Targum Onkelos, Targum Yonathan ben Uzziel, the Talmud (Pesachim 50a),

Rashbam, Rabeinu Bahya, Bereishit Rabbah, Yalkut Shimoni, Da’at Zekeinim

® “Do not uncover the nakedness of your daughter-in-law: she is your son’s wife; you shall not

uncover her nakedness.” (Leviticus 18:15)

® Vide Chapter Ten — A Comparative Study of Intermarriage in the Bible.



54
and Hizquni employ this second definition when interpreting Genesis 38:2:

TIMD DY) NAON MY 7PHYY NN I3) N2 DTN JON XM
(Targum Onkelos on Genesis 38:2)

IO DN M Y TPRYI DN T2) NN DD AN NOM
(Targum Yonathan ben Uzziel on Genesis 38:2)

PN VIO NN O NN ORNNID YT JYID XIN TID) MMIYID 19D NN IDNIND MWD
DN
(Rashbam on Genesis 38:2)

12 N2OOM PINIAN TITA TON NIV 3,00 YD NY NN 1NN IV ¢ON NI
2IMDN MNAN N
(Rabbeinu Bahya on Genesis 38:2)

NOINNT NIXID NN NI T2 YW MY DD WX N AT DY XM
(Bereishit Rabbah 85:4)

Thus, according to this tradition, Genesis 38:2 reads:
“There Judah saw the daughter of a certain merchant whose
name was Shua, and he married her and cohabited with her.”

Pesachim 50a, Yalkut Shimoni, Da’at Zekeinim and Hizquni all point out that
Judah would not have married a Canaanite because Abraham and Isaac
warned against marrying Canaanite women. Therefore, they reason, the
word “Canaanite” must be interpreted to mean ‘merchant’:

SN TIN MINT INNDD NON MINAN T 7122 TIY MY 77 X [T 7dI2%] N7 N
DNIT N IPINT 1230 NP0 MY IND PN PN 27 IIN NIYID TP NIV IND

NI IWAN YN YD RPN MIYID NI MYID YON NI DTN DY XM [N TPYNII]
727 N NON IPON DRNX NI IPY NN DI PN NI PRY NN P 011N
TPYDRY NN ORNND YT IO [ YYIN] DNIT XN NI N PO 12 PYNY

NN OTAD) MIVID O MPIND WK DD IMYWI] NI NN
(Pesachim 50a)
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P DNIAN NI AN WO NYID RIDPDIN MIYID OND NI WIN NI DTN DY XM
W22 1NDTI XN 723 I3 KIN DO DN DTN IPIY P Pnxd X2 pnydy
NOINNT NN NDN DX N2 XN OTIDI FPIYID AN NITINY I 13

(Yalkut Shimoni on Genesis 38: 145)

NO WHOND MY ONIIN WIAN PNT NN 12X N IP0IIND N ¥ON NAT NV
79913300 NI MY NUN NP ND AP MIN PNN DYIDN NN 1Y NYN PPN
NN I3) NP0 YOR NN NIN TOYID N T

(Da’at Zekeinim on Genesis 37: 35)

NI IWON WNN YD NIPDON DTN 2237 %Y YON NI NN DNDD IPINNX NN PN
NN PV PNNY NI NIYION NNIN A0 DYNR NP XD MPON NN PN 0NN
NN OIYIDOIND NON NP NTIN® X APY

(Hizquni on Genesis 50: 13)
Summation

The union of Judah and the daughter of Shua the Canaanite was problematic
for the rabbis who were conscious of the prohibition of marrying Canaanites,
expressed in the Torah. Some rabbis indirectly criticise Judah for marrying
the daughter of Shua, either by stating that his two oldest sons died because
of the wickedness inherited from their Canaanite mother, or claiming that God
saw to it that Judah’s wife died so that he would have a child with Tamar, a

child who would be the ancestor of the Messiah.

Rabbis who followed an alternative approach to the problem of Judah’s
marriage to the daughter of Shua, could not accept that Jacob’s fourth son
and future heir of the spiritual birthright and progenitor of the Messiah, would

marry a Canaanite woman, since, according to the sages, both Abraham’ and

’ According to Genesis 24:2-3 Abraham demanded that his servant promise not to take a wife

for Isaac from among the Canaanite women.
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Isaac® had admonished their sons not to take Canaanite women for wives.
To reconcile their ideals with the biblical text, these rabbis chose to
understand the term kena‘ani to mean ‘a trader’, referring to Hosea 12:8 and

Isaiah 23:8 and 11 to justify their interpretation.

Both sets of sages attempt to exonerate Judah from guilt. While the former
indirectly criticise him for marrying the daughter of Shua, he is redeemed in
their eyes by taking in Tamar after impregnating her. Their oldest son, Perez,

is the ancestor of King David, and thus of the Messiah.

The other sages deny that Judah married a Canaanite, insisting that he
merely married the daughter of Shua, a merchant who was living in Canaan
because of trade. Indeed, according to these rabbis, Judah heeded his father
and grandfather’s advice and followed in their footsteps by refraining from
marrying a Canaanite. Judah is thus cleared of any transgression and is
portrayed as conforming to rabbinic ideology. This is imperative since the
rabbis could not accept the idea that Judah, the ancestor of the Messiah, had

disobeyed his father, grandfather and the Torah® by marrying a Canaanite.

® “50 Isaac sent for Jacob and blessed him. He instructed him, saying, ‘You shall not take a
wife from among the Canaanite women.” {(Genesis 28:1).

® “When the Lord your God brings you to the land that you are about to enter and possess,
and He dislodges many nations before you—the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites,
Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, seven nations much larger than you . . . You shall not
intermarry with them: do not give your daughters to their sons or take their daughters for your

sons.” (Deuteronomy 7:1-3)
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Chapter Six — Moses and Zipporah.

“When Pharaoh learned of the matter, he sought to kill Moses; but
Moses fled from Pharaoh. He arrived in the land of Midian, and
sat down beside a well. Now the priest of Midian had seven
daughters . . . Moses consented to stay with the man, and he
gave Moses his daughter Zipporah as wife. She bore a son
whom he named Gershom, for he said, ‘| have been a stranger in
a foreign land.” (Exodus 2:15-16, 21-22)

“‘Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite
woman he had married: for he had married a Cushite woman”
(Numbers 12:1)

These two biblical passages inform us that Moses, viewed by Jewish tradition
as the quintessential prophet and law giver of the Jewish People, married a
foreign woman'. Given the importance of Moses as the disseminator of the
Divine law, it is rather surprising that many of the midrashim about his
marriage do not concern themselves with the fact that Moses married
Zipporah. Indeed most of the commentators and midrashim attempt to
answer questions concerning Numbers 12:1. Some of these midrashim deal
with the question of whether Moses married two wives, or whether the
Cushite woman was Zipporah, and if so why she was referred to as a Cushite
woman. Other commentators discuss the subject of Miriam and Aaron’s

challenge to Moses.

Of the few midrashim that reconcile Moses’ marriage to the Midianite
Zipporah with the rabbinic prohibition of marrying foreign women, Yalkut
Shimoni (Exodus 2:169) and Ramban (on Exodus 2:16-21) state that Jethro,

' Some traditions claim that Moses had two wives, Zipporah and the Cushite woman, while
other traditions identify the Cushite woman with Zipporah, daughter of Jethro. See David
Goldenberg (2003:28-29, 52-59)
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Zipporah's father, converted to Judaism®?. Ramban explains Jethro’s
alternative name of Hobab by stating that the latter was adopted by Moses’

father-in-law as his Jewish name:

D5 7770 (N T DVNY) YN 1NN 212N %3N DNIT, 223N XIPI PITIY NN
NI INK DY DND NXIPY O T7NN0N
(Ramban on Exodus 2:16-21).

Of course this does not necessarily mean that his daughter, Zipporah,
converted unless Ramban had a patriarchal system in mind which dictated
the conversion of a man’s entire household when he converted himself.
Yalkut Shimoni (Exodus 2:169) has the need to specifically mention that

Jethro’s children followed their father's example:

DYDY 10D NONNN NN I2NY 0N 99219980 XYY NIND TN 23Ny OY Yy 110
211 D091 P UN TION NI NNNN NN 12 122N T DHNN NN NN 22NY
[ PARDARY)

(Yalkut Shimoni Exodus 2:169).

The midrash continues by stating that the reason why Jethro was called a
‘priest of Midian’ was that his descendants would in the future become great

priests:

DYDYTY DIND NPNY PN N PDNYY PTN 1N IMN XNP 100
(Yalkut Shimoni Exodus 2:169).

It is not clear whether these progeny of Jethro served the God of Israel or the
gods of Midian, but perhaps Ramban infers that Jethro’s title of priest was
merely a hint at the important role his descendants, through Moses, would
play in the religious life of the People of Israel and that he was not actually a

priest serving the Midianite gods. This of course would further validate

? This is another example of rabbinic anachronism. The rabbis apply their understanding of

Judaism and the conversion process to the Torah narratives.
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Moses’ selection of a wife in the eyes of the rabbis®. There is, however, a
contradiction in Yalkut Shimoni Exodus 2:169 regarding Jethro’s embracing of
Torah. According to the midrash Jethro agreed to give Moses his daughter
Zipporah as a wife, provided that the first son born to them would be
dedicated to idolatry and any future sons would serve the God of Israel.
Moses agreed and he was attacked by God on the way to Egypt because he
neglected to circumcise Gershom (Exodus 4:24-26). Zipporah saved Moses’
life by taking a flint stone and circumcising Gershom®. While this midrash

questions Jethro’s intentions, it certainly paints Zipporah in a good light:

NYND TN NNON NN D NIN NI NWN MRY NYYI YWRD IN NIYD WD ORM
NI D AW D NN .AYND TO NN OIN T MINOINY TN 92T PYY 22PN
19 MN.PDY HIAPY DNY DYDY TONY NN YD 7D NYNN TY MHPIdY 120 10 NN
TNV NNV PYI NON ADN PN NIYD NWN INY IDNIY D yawn (M) 7D yavn
INONRN DTN TV (32) (D122 NP DNIN MIN XIN 12)) DYN HX DINY ONM
N DNMON NPM TN YN NN IND

(Yalkut Shimoni Exodus 2:169)

Rabbeinu Bahya (on Exodus 2:21) and Siftei Hakhamim (on Genesis 49,
section 20) claim that Zipporah converted, Rabbeinu Bahya even stating that

she converted with the intention of marrying Moses:

DY DY NNV MPY RINY NI NYUON NN IIRPI YN 1N 1NN TIX TN
TIVNY IMNTINDY Y'Y IRNDVD VN MIANND NTNYY
(Rabbeinu Bahya on Exodus 2:21)

* While this would not follow because the kohanim were of the family of Aaron, not of Moses,
there are biblical references to Moses as a priest (Psalm 99:6). Judges 18:30 seems to refer
to a levitical descendant of Moses founding the priestly line of the Danite sanctuary (see
Talmud Bava Batra 109b).

* This biblical passage is very ambiguous and scholars are not sure whether God wanted to
kill Moses or his son and whether Zipporah circumcised her husband or her son. The fact that
Zipporah recognised the need to circumcise her son redeemed her in the eyes of the rabbis,

making her a suitable wife for Moses.
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NN NN DTIP NRYI IWNIT I ¥ Ty DTN NI NNOY NI

(Siftei Hakhamim on Genesis 49, section 20)

It is noteworthy that Siftei Hakhamim mentions an alternative opinion that
states Moses married Zipporah before the giving of Torah, implying that he
was not yet aware of the prohibition against marrying non-Israelite women,
thus excusing his marriage to Zipporah. This seems to contradict the rabbinic
statement that Abraham knew of, and observed, the entire corpus of Jewish
law, both Written and Oral®. If Abraham observed rabbinic law, how much
more so would Moses. It seems, therefore, that the sages were not adverse
to applying diachronic methodology to the text, when doing so would promote
their ideology. Or Ha-Hayyim (on Exodus 2:21) goes as far as to state that
Moses had no choice but to marry Zipporah, as she was destined to be his

spouse (she was his bat zug):

NN D PNINY 2INDN AT NIN IYNHD NI I N2 NN D WTIND 21NN 1D
AW N NINY XN NDYNY

Other midrashim that deal with Zipporah attempt to explain the meaning and
origin of her name and, in doing so, justify Moses’ choice of her as his wife.
Thus Yalkut Shimoni (Exodus 2:169) and Hizquni (Exodus 2:21) both explain
the etymology of the name Zipporah as derived from the word zippor,
meaning “bird”. Zipporah, they claim went out to bring Moses into her father’s

house with the nimbleness of a bird®.  Yalkut Shimoni (Exodus 2:169) and

® See chapter on Abraham and Keturah of this work. Yet some sources (Bava Mezi‘a 86b;
Genesis Rabbah 48.12-14; Avot deRabbi Nathan 13; Tanhuma Vayera 4) admit that Abraham
served milk and meat to his guests (Genesis 18:8) despite the later prohibition of mixing meat
and diary products. Later sources (Da’at Zekeinim on Genesis 18:8) state that he served milk,
followed by meat, thus conforming to the commandments of Torah. See Ginzberg (1947, Vol
5:235 n140)

® Ginzberg (1942, Vol 2: 328) cites a midrash (Lekah Tov Exodus 4:25) which explains
Zipporah’s bird-like nimbleness in circumcising her eldest son Gershom in order to save

Moses’ life, as the source of her name.
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Exodus Rabbah, Chapter 1, offer a second explanation of Moses’ wife’s
name: Just as the blood of a bird purified a sufferer of zar‘at, so Zipporah

purified her father’s house of idolatry:

NOND DT (2D) AN T YO NV N
(Yalkut Shimoni Exodus 2:169)

MHAND 7PN NINVY NNON NNV NIPI miap!
(Exodus Rabbah, Chapter 1)

Rabbeinu Bahya (on Exodus 2:21) states that just as a zippor is a pure bird,
so Zipporah would in the future be purified from the impurities of idolatry,

convert and marry Moses.

These midrashim are attempts at dismissing Moses’ transgression of
marrying a Midianite woman. Some claim that Jethro and his children
converted to Judaism thus justifying the marriage of Zipporah and Moses.
Others claim that Zipporah converted in her own right, and still others that she
was predestined to marry Moses. Zipporah’s very name was indicative of her
righteousness and suitability to marry the great leader of the Jewish People.
One midrash even abandons the usual synchronic approach of the rabbis to
Torah in order to justify Moses’ marriage to the daughter of a Midianite priest
by stressing that Moses married Zipporah before the Torah, which prohibits

such a union, was given at Mount Sinai.

The majority of midrashim concerning Zipporah discuss the passage in
Numbers 12 which describes the challenge posed by Miriam and Aaron
against Moses regarding his Cushite wife. The debate in rabbinic literature is
whether Moses married two different women (Zipporah and a woman from the
land of Cush), or whether Zipporah and the Cushite are one and the same
woman. Rashbam (on Numbers 12:1) and Hizquni (on Numbers 12:1)

declare quite emphatically that Zipporah could not be the Cushite woman,
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since she was a Midianite, and therefore of the seed of Abraham7, while the
Cushites were descendants of Hams, whom God had warned the lsraelites

not to marry.

:DNIANY NTY AWN DNOP 12N PTHY DN AN WD ¥, TPV NN KD 1NN N

(Hizquni on Numbers 12:1)

T2 AUN TLP MIID PTIY RIT ON I YID YD TPV 1IN NI D NN Ty
:DNIIAND
(Rashbam on Numbers 12:1)

Since Zipporah was a descendant of Abraham she was considered suitable to
be Moses’ wife, but it was inconceivable to the rabbis that a descendant of

Ham could be the wife of such an esteemed leader of Israel.

Da’at Zekeinim (on Numbers 12:1), ibn Ezra (on Numbers 12:1), Hizquni (on
Numbers 12:1) and Rashbam (on Numbers 12:1) all quote a midrash from
Divrei haYamim deMoshe Rabbeinu. This midrash states that after Moses
fled from Egypt he joined the camp of Kikanos, king of Ethopia (Cush), whose
throne had been usurped. After Kikanos died from a fatal illness Moses was
crowned king. After leading his army to victory against the usurpers, Moses
reigned over Ethiopia for forty years. Upon defeating the enemy the
Ethiopians gave Adonia, King Kikanos’ widow, to Moses as a wife. Moses,
fearing the God of his fathers and remembering the warnings of Abraham and
Isaac not to marry the descendants of Ham, did not have sexual intercourse
with her nor did he even look at her. In the fortieth year of Moses’ reign over
Ethiopia his queen, whose son, Monarchos, had reached manhood,
challenged Moses’ right to the throne, criticising him for not consummating

their marriage and not being an Ethiopian. Under the urging of the people of

" Genesis 25:1-2
® Genesis 10:6
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Ethiopia Moses was relieved of his kingship and he left Ethiopia, with many

gifts®.

NNN 1991 NPOY MY DXYIIN YD NIND DD TN I DYNT DY) 1271 1dNOTD
DV U'ND NNY 10U NN
(Rashbam Numbers 12:1)

Thus according to Da’'at Zekeinim, ibn Ezra, Hizquni and Rashbam, the
Cushite woman referred to by Miriam and Aaron is the Ethopian queen

Adonia.

Those midrashim that identify the Cushite woman with Zipporah do so in
order to lessen Moses’ transgression — marrying one foreign woman is less
of a transgression than marrying two. His marriage to Zipporah is justified by
the rabbis, but marrying a second foreign wife would complicate matters. It
was easier to explain Moses’ second wife by simply stating that she was none
other than Zipporah, daughter of Jethro. This approach, however, needed
further explanation. Since the Torah is accepted by the sages as the word of
God'? there could not be any contradictions in the text. Thus the sages had
to justify their claim that Zipporah, whose ethnicity is given as Midianite in
Exodus 2, and the Cushite wife of Moses mentioned in Numbers 12, were
one and the same woman. The rabbis had to provide a reason why Zipporah

was referred to as a Cushite.

The apparent contradiction was explained away by understanding the word
Cushite metaphorically. Thus Zipporah’s extraordinary beauty is given as the
reason why she is referred to as a Cushite (Rashi on Numbers 12:1,
Rabbeinu Bahya on Numbers 12:1, Targum Yerushalmi on Numbers 12:1,
Sifrei Parashat Beha’alotekha Piska 99, Yalkut Shimoni Numbers 12. 737,

® This midrash is recorded by Josephus (Antiquities 2.242) and is mentioned in Ginzberg
(1942, Vol 2: 286)
' The rabbis understood this implicitly and this unshakable belief coloured their

understanding and interpretation of the Torah.
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Yalkut Shimoni Samuel 2:22, Midrash Tehillim Mizmor 7 and Pirkei deRabbi
Eliezer 39 and 52). Just as a Cushite differs from other people due to his or
her black skin, so Zipporah differed from other women in that she was
beautiful and pleasant both in her physical appearance, and in her deeds'".
Rashi and Rabbeinu Bahya both point out that the phrase yafat mar'eh,

“beautiful in appearance” and kushit have equal numerical values:

JPYID NN T OV DY ... NI N '3
(Rashi on Numbers 12:1)

Another explanation for calling Zipporah a Cushite, is to ward off the “evil

”

eye”:
NOW YT OWID NI 1A NN NMPN DTND 7PYID NIXIPI M) DY DY TPWUON NUND

VI PY 12 VPYYN

(Rashi on Numbers 12:1, quoting Tanhuma)

This explanation infers that a Cushite is the opposite of “beautiful”, as
opposed to the numerological explanation which equates blackness with

beauty.

While the rabbis were generally suspicious of foreign women and viewed
otherness in a negative light, Zipporah’s otherness is portrayed in midrashic
literature and the classic commentaries as a positive trait: just as a Cushite is

unusual in appearance, so Zipporah was unusually righteous and beautiful:

" This is not the only occurrence of the metaphorical use of the term kushi. King Saul, who
stood out from other men because of his height, is referred to as a Cushite in Psalm 7 (the
rabbis (Mo‘ed Qatan 16b) interpret Kush ben yemini, “Cush a Benjaminite” as referring to
King Saul, who was of the tribe of Benjamin). Amos (9:7) compares the Israelites to Cushites.
The rabbis (Mo'ed Qatan 16b) explain that Just as the Cushites differ in their skin colour, so
Israel differs from the other nations in the performance of mitzvoth. The rabbis (Sifrei
Parashat Beha'alotekha Piska 99) understand Eved-melekh the Cushite (Jeremiah 38:7) to

refer to Baruch ben Neria, Jeremiah’s scribe, or to King Zedekiah (Mo'ed Qatan 16b).
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T2 YW PTN NI IINIY NI TPIMTH XON NI DY D) TOVION NYND
D010 MY A NNV NN TIIMYI INWN OYID 11N TPYID DN N (12 M)
2 RO DOWIN
(Sifrei Parashat Beha’alotekha Piska 99)

Ibn Ezra (on Numbers 12:1) and Rabbeinu Bahya (on Numbers 12:1) take a
more literal approach stating that the Midianites were Ishmaelites who lived in
tents and because of the heat of the sun they were not white skinned, but

black. Thus Zipporah was black like a Cushite:

DT DM DORYIY DN DOPTHNY TPPTHI NI D NN NN THYIDN RY 2PV WO
2951325 DNY PN WNHYN DIN NIV PTH N MY P 2N 1O) OONNA
TPYNID DT IMNY 71PN NN

(ibn Ezra on Numbers 12:1)

The rabbis also attempt to clarify the subject of the public challenge to Moses’
authority by his siblings. 1t is not clear from the Torah text whether Miriam
and Aaron objected to the fact that Moses had married a foreign woman, or
whether they were opposed to her because she was a Cushite. |t is
noteworthy that all the midrashim examined claim that the issue which led
Miriam and Aaron to challenge Moses was the fact that they discovered that
Moses had decided to abstain from sexual intercourse with his wife:

N2oNN 23NN YTPN TI¥27 NONN NATA NNNS NN (I190) 1NN O 72T
NN TN NI O NN 1) 237 NYNN 12 YN YIPAY DN DYTY NI PI
NN NIIN NNAN NYAYY 11D MINKI DONIND T TTON NWNY MNIW Nywl
YWY YPAY TITD JIMIVIN PYNO PIPY NNID DOPPR DN DN DN DY [ mwD
1P NWIYI T INNND MIMNDN XOW O 1Y 1INRD DTN DN NYT DU NINN
PN DY NI 19000

(Rashi on Numbers 12:1)

The issue of Zipporah's foreignness or her race does not seem to be a
concern. As David Goldenberg (2003:27) points out it is modern biblical
scholars who have read their modern day assumptions and prejudices into the
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text. The rabbis claim that Miriam and Aaron disapproved of the fact that
Moses neglected his husbandly duties, a direct contravention of a positive
commandment'?, legislated by Moses himself. It seems that all the midrashim
and rabbinic commentators agree that Miriam and Aaron’s criticism of their

brother was not his marriage to a foreign woman, but his neglect of her.

David Goldenberg (2003:55) points out that such an interpretation makes
sense. While the complaint against Moses concerned his wife, his siblings
point out that God spoke to them as well. The nature of the complaint is
connected to the following verse, which describes Moses as “very humble
more than anyone else on earth” (Numbers 12:3). Thus the complaint had
something to do with Moses’ marriage, his relationship with God and his
humility. The rabbinic interpretation explains all three points. The grievance
against Moses was that he had a “holier than thou” attitude, as illustrated by
his decision to live a life of celibacy. Indeed Midrash Tanhuma Zav 13"
relates that Moses decided to remain celibate after the Revelation at Mount
Sinai:

DA NVNY NIN TN WITPN IORY YW NON XIN TITR DY W9 yor N
MNY) NYN DN IWIN DN DD nYOYH 01D 9N DYN IR YT NN 1NN 0P
WYTPN DY IR DN NN INRY INYRD AWHD YR DIPMIVIN DN WP (10 O
ONYL,(IND-D 1 2T) O TRY TNy NS NNNY,DDNND 00D 12w ,DNY NINX TV NN T2
NN TITY N

(Midrash Tanhuma Zav 13)

According to Miriam and Aaron, Moses is no better or holter than them and,
just as they have not remained celibate, so there is no reason for Moses to

12 4/f he [a man] marries another [wife], he must not withhold from this one [his first wife] her
food, her clothing, or her conjugal rights” (Exodus 21:10). This command concerning a man
who marries two women was interpreted by the rabbis as a positive commandment that a
husband is obligated to fulfil the sexual needs of his wife (wives).

3 Tanhuma understands the command that the Israelites return to their tents to mean that
they can resume sexual relations with their wives, while Moses is commanded to remain with
God so that God can give him further instruction (Deuteronomy 5:27-28), i.e. Moses does not

resume sexual relations with his wife.
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abstain from sexual intercourse with his wife. Rashi (on Numbers 12:1) states
that it was Miriam who opened the conversation with Moses, indicative of her

concern, as a fellow woman, for the welfare of her sister-in-law:

2NN NN NDYTPN TV NONN NATA NNNA NN (I9D) 1NN DN 12T
(Rashi on Numbers 12:1)

Rashi (Numbers 12:1), Midrash Tanhuma Zav 13, Sifrei Beha’alotekha 99,
and Yalkut Shimoni (on Numbers 12:737) quote Rabbi Nathan who taught
that Miriam knew about Moses’ neglect of his wife because she overheard
Zipporah bewailing the fate of the wives of Eldad and Medad', whose
husbands, consumed with prophecy, would probably emulate Moses and
separate themselves from their wives:

NNON TN DTN DX, IDIN NI 229 IUNRD 1D YN YPAY DD NYTY N5 IO
JIN,NNMAN AYNRYY 1PDY (3D N DY) MNNIA DNNND TPM TTON NUNY YINNYD

JON DV DIPIMIVID ONY NN
(Tanhuma Zav 13)

Sifrei Beha’alotekha 99, Hizquni (Numbers 12:1) and Yalkut Shimoni (on
Numbers 12. 737) quote a second tradition, according to which Miriam
realised that Moses was not attending to his wife’s conjugal rights when she
noticed that Zipporah was not adorned in jewellery, one of the obligations of a

husband towards his wife'>:

NYRY NNAY NNRIY RN 7727 MDA NYN YPOY NYTY OIN NN P
NINN DY ODWONI NOVYPNN NN PRY T2 NN 1D NINN OXWI YDOWONI NLYPNN
12727 OIWY MPNAND NIINY DN NYT TID 1372 PPN PN PR Y

(Sifrei Beha’alotekha 99)

" Numbers 11:26-30
"® Exodus 21:10
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Summation

Judging from the small nhumber of midrashim that try to explain away Moses’
marriage to the daughter of a Midianite priest, it can be extrapolated that the
rabbis do not seem to be too concerned with the fact that the wife of Moshe
Rabbeinu, “Moses our Teacher”, was a daughter of a Midianite priest. While
Rabbeinu Bahya and Siftei Hakhamim explicitly state that Zipporah converted,
and Yalkut Shimoni and Ramban claim that her father, Jethro, embraced
Torah'®, most of the midrashim speculate about the issue that caused

contention between Moses and his siblings Miriam and Aaron.

Zipporah’s character is the subject of a few midrashim that use her name,
derived from the Hebrew word for “bird”, to explain her righteousness.
Zipporah is depicted as having purified her father's house from the pollution of
idolatry and as being destined to marry the great law-giver and teacher of the
People of Israel.

While the rabbis disapproved of the otherness of the wives of Esau and went
out of their way to justify the marriage of other biblical heroes to non-Israelite
wives, they accepted Zipporah’s physical difference in a positive light.
Zipporah’s otherness was lauded as indicative of her physical beauty and her
righteous conduct, as opposed to the other foreign women, who were viewed

with suspicion and fear.

The rabbis pay very little attention to Zipporah's foreignness and when
discussing her otherness they draw attention to her appearance and her
righteousness.

Perhaps Moses’ status in Jewish tradition contributed to the rabbis’ attitude
towards Zipporah. The rabbis could not conceive that Moses would marry a
foreign wife who did not convert.

'® The contention that Jethro, followed by his daughters, converted to Judaism indicates a
tendency towards patrilineal descent for determining an individual's Jewish status, as

opposed to matrilineal descent, which is the accepted halakhic practice.
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This attitude of the rabbis concerning Moses and Zipporah is interesting
because the incident in Numbers 12:1-3 could have opened the door to
rabbinic criticism of Zipporah’s foreignness, yet it was not used in this way,
but rather understood to be a criticism of Moses’ neglect to fulfil his sexual
obligations to his wife, obligations which are mandated by Torah, the very
book attributed to Moses himself. Not only do Moses’ actions (or lack thereof)
contradict Torah, but his over zealous abstinence from his wife could be
viewed as arrogance, hence the Torah’s emphasis that Moses was the most

humble of all men.

While the rabbis agree with the Torah's assessment of Moses’ humility, the
sages use the incident of Miriam and Aaron’s challenge to their brother as a
polemic against celibacy and as a promotion of the concept of marriage.
Thus Zipporah, far from being an object of derision, is used as a model of the
righteous wife being hard done by her husband who, consumed with
prophecy, elects not to be intimate with his wife. Although the rabbis viewed
women, especially foreign women, with suspicion, they opposed abstinence
and viewed Moses as setting a bad example to the men of Israel. Miriam’s
punishment (zara‘at) for challenging Moses was the classic punishment for
slander. She was not punished because she was wrong, but because she
rebuked Moses in public.

Moses, like Abraham, Judah and Joseph, is exonerated of the transgression
of marrying a non-Israelite woman, as opposed to Esau, who is severely
criticised and condemned. Thus there appears to be no consistency in the

rabbinic attitude towards intermarriage.
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Chapter Seven — Boaz and Ruth

‘In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the
land; and a man of Bethlehem in Judah, with his wife and two
sons, went to reside in the country of Moab. The man’s name
was Elimelech, his wife’s name was Naomi, and his two sons
were named Mahlon and Chilion—Ephrathites of Bethlehem in
Judah. They came to the country of Moab and remained there.
Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died; and she was left with her two
sons. They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the

other Ruth, and they lived there about ten years.” (Ruth 1:1-4)

After the death of her two sons, Naomi decided to return to her family and
homeland and urged her widowed daughters-in-law to remain with their kin in
Moab.

“But Ruth replied, ‘Do not urge me to leave you, to turn back and

not follow you. For wherever you go, | will go; wherever you

lodge, | will lodge; your people shall be my people and your God

my God. Where you die, | will die, and there | will be buried.

Thus and more may the LORD do to me if anything but death parts

me from you.” (Ruth 1:16-17)

The Book of Ruth is the story of a Moabitess who not only commits herself to
joining her lot with the People of Israel, but also is described as the ancestress
of King David, who in turn is believed by the rabbis to be the ancestor of the
Messiah. Ruth’s conversion and her importance as the mother of the Davidic
dynasty has led some scholars to claim that the Book of Ruth could be used to
highlight the righteousness of all converts and God’s positive attitude towards
them. Some scholars take this point further by maintaining that the Book of
Ruth as a whole was written as a polemic against the negative stance towards

conversion that is expressed in the Books of Ezra' and Nehemiah®. Moshe

' Ezra 9-10
2 Nehemiah 13:23-29
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Weinfeld (1997) disagrees with this hypothesis, claiming that if the Book of
Ruth were a protest against the Ezra-Nehemiah attitude towards foreign
women it would be explicitly expressed in the story. One could argue, however,
that such an explicit expression of opposition to Ezra-Nehemiah would lessen
the polemical efficacy of the narrative. This debate is, however, beyond the
scope of this work, which researches the midrashic understanding of the Bible

rather than its historical validity.

Since the biblical text (Ruth 1:16-17) clearly states that Ruth formally joined the
People of Israel and accepted the God of Israel as her God, her marriage to
Boaz, a prominent member of Bethlehem society, does not pose any problems
for the rabbis. Jewish tradition understands Ruth’s declaration of loyalty to
Naomi as a formal conversion to Judaism and it is portrayed in rabbinic sources

as a model for conversion to Judaism:

TN NN NIOD NN NXHNNN D XIM ('R 1Y) DNDT NRIP OIND NYIN 2D N
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12 PON MY THY (N NI) I8N Y MIND YW IPTPON PONOIPON IWNI ('N M)
STNN AWND ('R YD) T35 1700 MIMHD YN ONON PIONY {'N M1} D10 Ny
1) N NNNNND 2D NI DY PN DY (N D) 7720 100 O "2 MNN

(Yevamot 47b. Similarly Targum Yonathan on Ruth 1:16-17 and Midrash Zuta
to Ruth 1:16-17).
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22 NTY ORI OV 1277 PNONA ND NN TON DN IWN DX 1D NN DNYY
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(Ruth Rabbah 2:22-24)

The rabbis understood that Naomi instructed Ruth in some of the minor and

some of the major mitzvoth, as ordained in the Talmud (Yevamot 47b)

The rabbis were faced with the challenge of reconciling the Torah injunction
that no Moabite or Ammonite may enter the congregation of Israel with the fact

that Ruth was a Moabitess.

“No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation
of the LORD; none of their descendants, even in the tenth
generation, shall ever be admitted into the congregation of the
LoRD, because they did not meet you with food and water on your
journey after you left Egypt, and because they hired Balaam son
of Beor, from Pethor of Aram-naharaim, to curse you.”
(Deuteronomy 23:4-5)

“Thus Naomi returned from the country of Moab; she returned
with her daughter-in-law Ruth the Moabite. They arrived in
Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley harvest.” (Ruth 1:22).

The midrashic material concerning Ruth’s eligibility to be the ancestress of the
Davidic dynasty has brought two approaches to light. The first approach is to
tackle the proscription of the Torah which prohibits Ammonites and Moabites
from entering the congregation of the God of Israel. The second approach is to
portray Ruth as the ideal woman for the role of the matriarch of the House of
David.

The rabbis interpreted Deuteronomy 23:4-5 as a prohibition of the conversion of
Moabites and Ammonites to Judaism and therefore needed to justify the fact

that Ruth was accepted as a convert to Judaism despite her ethnicity:
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(Yadayim 4:4)

The dispute between Rabbi Joshua and Rabban Gamaliel as to the acceptance
of Judah the Ammonite proselyte, clearly illustrates the rabbinic interpretation of
the phrase ba beqgahal Adonai, “enter the congregation of the Lord” (in
Deuteronomy 23:4) as “to convert to Judaism™. The story of Ruth was used by
the rabbis as justification for the halakhah that the prohibition of conversion of

Moabites and Ammonites was only applicable to the men of the two nations.
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*The story of Rabbi Joshua, Rabbi Gamaliel and Judah the Ammonite proselyte is repeated in
the Babylonian Talmud (Berachot 28a)

¢ Shaye J.D. Cohen (1999: 248-249) maintains that ba beqahal Adonai, “enter the congregation
of the Lord” means “to marry an lsraelite”. He therefore views Deuteronomy 23:4-5 as a
prohibition against intermarriage with an Ammonite or a Moabite. Cohen cites 1 Kings 11:1-2,
Ezra 9:1 and Nehemiah 13:23-28 to justify his opinion. There is a difference of opinion among

scholars as to whether “enter the congregation of the Lord” means conversion or intermarriage.
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(Yevamot 76b-77a)°

According to the aggadic narrative in Yevamot 76b, King Saul’s advisor, Doeg,
believed that David’s eligibility to be king of Israel was invalidated by the fact
that he was descended from Ruth. Since Ruth was a Moabitess, she and her
descendants should be excluded from God’s congregation (Deuteronomy 23:4).
Saul, urged on by Doeg, asked the sages of the house of study for a pesaq
halakhah in the matter. The scholars ruled that since the Torah text refers to
Ammonite and Moabite, and not Ammonitess and Moabitess, women who
belong to these nations were not included in the prohibition. This narrative was
recorded by the Amoraim to demonstrate that the rabbinic interpretation of

Deuteronomy 23:4 has biblical origins.

Although there is a dispute between Rabbi Judah and Rabbi Simeon (recorded
in Yevamot 77a) as to whether the prohibition of Deuteronomy 23:4 applies to
all Moabites and Ammonites, or only to the menfolk, the majority of rabbis
accept Rabbi Judah’s ruling that the prohibition applies only to men and that

Moabite and Ammonite women can be accepted into the congregation of

° The dispute between scholars concerning David’s admission into the “congregation of the
Lord” is also referred to in Midrash Shemuel 22:1, TJ Yevamot 48b 8:3, Midrash Tehillim 9,
Ruth Rabba 4:1, 9, Targum Yonathan on 1 Chronicles 2:17
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YHWH. This ruling allows Ruth and Naamah® to be accepted as legitimate
wives of Boaz and Solomon, which in turn bestows legitimacy on the Davidic

dynasty.

Other midrashic sources trace the halakhah that the prohibition of Deuteronomy
23:4 excludes female Moabites and Ammonites back to the time of the story of
Ruth. According to Ruth Rabbah (7:7 and 10) the kinsman who was first in line
to marry Ruth according to the law of levirate marriage was ignorant of Torah
and believed that marrying a Moabite woman was prohibited. Unaware of the
rabbinic interpretation that Deuteronomy 23:4 only applies to Ammonite and
Moabite men, he refused to marry Ruth, leaving the way open for Boaz to

become the progenitor of the Davidic dynasty:

NYIN M NNXD 19 1Y 12T AWR 22 INDD MM DY 2w WYn 1YY 1Y
DYDY WNIM N"APN 10N DOWN NI 7PN PON JIN) 72 HNXMY N ONP N
MY IWAT T 119272727 NI INND WOINDY 2VYY PYIN X NP NOW 271D
NN NNYY MM DY DX 1YY T WX WOON ) YD ) |POR 227 00O
NND MINN DY IR NYYNOIN QN XIN TINT TP IR NYY DX DNYY 0V NHY
DN TN 1IN 92 ONNIY " 1YW ONNIN NI IIN YYD HONION N9 19 NAY
T2V 7O XY IMN DO OT DY NON 1NN XD DMNMWUNIND NN NN OI2TH N
T30V VTP PN NDY 12 NDID 2N IPNROTMYR 22N NN TPD YYD HOY on
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(Ruth Rabbah 7:7)

Targum Ruth 2:11-13 (infra) has Boaz inform Ruth that the prohibition of
Deuteronomy 23:4 does not include Ammonite and Moabite women. Ginzberg
(1942, Vol 4: 33) cites a midrash stating that Boaz had to be reminded by a
heavenly voice that only Ammonite and Moabite men were affected by the

Deuteronomic exclusion.

Ketubot 7b goes even further and claims that Boaz promulgated the law that
female Ammonites and Moabites were not included in the prohibition of

Deuteronomy 23:4. According to this Talmudic passage Boaz needed ten

® Naamah was the Ammonite wife of King Solomon and mother of King Rehoboam. According

to Jewish tradition the Messiah will descend from these two kings.
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elders to witness his kinsman’s refusal to marry Ruth because new laws or
interpretations can only be legislated and made public in the presence of ten or

more men:
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(Kethuboth 7b)

Thus rabbinic sources give unequivocal sanction to the conversion of Ruth and
her marriage to Boaz. Indeed according to Tanna deBei Eliyahu Zuta Chapter
3, Boaz was rewarded by being the ancestor of kings for taking a wife leshem
shamayim, ‘for the sake of heaven’. This statement by the author of the
midrash indicates that according to the sages the union between Boaz and

Ruth had Divine blessing:

NN NS> NO DMV DY NYN NIV 2THNY 12 PYN 12 POV 12 1IN TND RN
D POYTA DY N2 RIPD O 1YY ORI MM NN 12INY NI NNoYY T
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{272 Y'D YY) DNV DOYI TINY? 12 1 DN NAD DXTMY NYY MIN WX
(Tanna deBei Eliyahu Zuta Chapter 3)

In order to further bolster the rabbis’, and indeed the Bible’s, acceptance of
Ruth, many midrashim laud Ruth’s beauty, humility and righteousness. These
midrashim imply that Ruth was destined to be the matriarch of the House of
David. Ginzberg (1947 Vol 6: 143, n845) cites midrash Yelammedenu which
claims that the reason why Deuteronomy 23:4 refers only to male Ammonites
and Moabites is because Ruth was destined to become the ancestress of King
David. Ruth Rabbah (7:2) understands the six measures of barley given by

Boaz to Ruth after she visited him at the threshing floor’ to be six grains of

"Ruth 3
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barley as an indication to her that she was destined to be the ancestress of six

devout men who would be endowed with six spiritual gifts:

IO DY 17T ¥ NAN KIGP 13 ¥IT DD N DY YN DNV WY TN
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(Ruth Rabbah 7:2)

The list of righteous descendants of Ruth in Sanhedrin 93a-b differs slightly
from that in Ruth Rabbah 7:2:
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(Sanhedrin 93a-b. Similarly Ruth Zuta 3:15 and Bemidbar Rabbah 13:11 and
Targum Yonathan of Ruth 3:15)

Thus, according to the sages, Boaz recognised the greatness inherent in Ruth
and foretold that great men would trace their ancestry to her. Such a woman
was worthy of marrying into the People of Israel. According to Shabbat 113b,
Ruth Rabbah 5:6 and Ruth Zuta 2:13, Boaz had a vision that kings would

descend from Ruth as a reward for her kindness to her mother-in-law;
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8 Ruth 2:13
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(Bava Kamma 38a-b)

Thus the nation of Moab was saved by divine intervention because of the merit
of Ruth. Indeed, according to Bereishit Rabbah (51:8), Lot was delivered from
the destruction of Sodom because the future Messiah would descend from him
— through Ruth the Moabitess (great grandmother of David) and Naamah the
Ammonitess (wife of Solomon and mother of Rehoboam)''. The example of
Ruth is used to make the point that one is rewarded for doing mitzvoth even
when they are performed without good intention. Thus Balak, king of Moab
was rewarded for the forty-two sacrifices he offered to God'? in that Ruth, the
granddaughter of Balak’s son or grandson, Eglon, became the mother of the

Davidic dynasty:

TINY 1NYY XOW DN MNNI 1IN OTX PIDY DYDY 29 MN AT 29 90N
N NN IRSN NOT YYIN PO DIPIY INATP 270 1DWIAY 10DYD NI YIWD Nov
NI AN TON PAIY DY NI N2 M RN 20 "N

(Nazir 23b, Similarly Sanhedrin 105b, Sotah 47a, Horayot 10b).

Although Eglon, king of Moab, oppressed the Israelites for eighteen years, until
he was defeated by the judge, Ehud, he was rewarded by being the grandfather
of Ruth because he rose from his chair when Ehud informed him that he had a

message for him from God:

“and when Ehud approached him, he was sitting alone in his cool
upper chamber. Ehud said, “I have a message for you from God”;

whereupon he rose from his seat.” (Judges 3:20)

" Genesis 19:30-38. Ginzberg (1947, Vol 5: 243 n188) cites the rabbinic tradition that the
Messiah is not only the descendant of David, the offspring of Ruth the Moabitess, but also the
descendant of Solomon and his wife Naamah, the Ammonitess.

"2 Numbers 23
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The rabbis understood that Eglon rose from his chair to show honour to God
and was therefore rewarded with being the ancestor of Ruth, and through her

the ancestor of King David and the future Messiah:
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(Ruth Rabbah 2:9. Similarly Tanhuma Wa-Yehi 14)

This midrash expresses the idea that Ruth was destined to be the ancestress of
King David and therefore it was God’s will that she marry Boaz, a chieftain’
and judge'® of Judah. Boaz was so impressed with Ruth’s humility he asserted

that she was one of the matriarchs of Israel:

DY DN N9 X PPMNAY HNND FHINN NS IR IMHONTN POV 1N NSONX N
MNORN I NIX THNNM 10 NN PR
(Ruth Rabbah 5:5)

Ruth’s humility and beauty is further indicated by the rabbinic analysis of Ruth
3:1-6. Naomi instructed Ruth to bathe, anoint and dress herself and then go to
the threshing floor to convince Boaz to marry her. Ruth, however first went to
the threshing floor and then did as her mother-in-law instructed her:
“‘Naomi, her mother-in-law, said to her, “Daughter, | must seek a
home for you, where you may be happy. Now there is our
kinsman Boaz, whose girls you were close to. He will be
winnowing barley on the threshing floor tonight. So bathe, anoint
yourself, dress up, and go down to the threshing floor . . .” She

replied, “| will do everything you tell me.” She went down to the

" Ruth Rabbah 5:15

' There is a tradition that identifies Ibzan of Bethlehem (Judges 12:8-9) with Boaz (Bava Batra
91a and Targum Yonathan on Ruth 4:21)

" Ruth 2:13
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threshing floor and did just as her mother-in-law had instructed
her.” (Ruth 3:1-3, 5, 6)

The rabbis, ever aware of the subtleties of the biblical text, note the
wording of verse 6 and ask why Ruth disobeyed Naomi’s instructions by
first going to the threshing floor and then bathing, anointing and dressing
herself. Tanhuma Behar 3 explains that Ruth did not want to go down to
the threshing floor in her finery because the men of the area were
sexually perverse and might think her to be a harlot. Thus she first went

to the threshing floor and then followed Naomi’s instructions:

DOV 7PN NI (2 ) DY) NOYN DONYWN TN NN IR NI TN ,NTHI0NN 02 0N
MNIWHY DYY NP 7MY, I NN ¥NT 7PNY NONX 1M ONYWN DN NI D
(OW) 1D NTMLID NN () OV DY) TMDNY NN NODY NSNN,AD NINN DM
JMFONTI NI TOY THY TINSMDT,NY DWIRY JINN MNTIMHIND NI ONTM
NNIYY NODY NXNT,ND NINNX N .NMIMIN DD DIIRY IND 12 NNYY NI M
0 92 NNWY 1IN DTPY INND 1N NNYY D000 DT )0 000N, PMDNY
N2 Y .0 DY DY) MNN NI YN DI WY 1NN TIM 10N, 1D NINNY
YIINN NOVIPN OMN N NOY NPTV NI NTNL,AINDI M NINN 7D NNWY
DINN NN WX D32 YYM )10 NN, )00 T, T30 NI TN XY

(Tanhuma Behar 3. Also Rashi on Ruth 3:6)

Ruth’'s modesty and concern for her image was, for the rabbis, an indication
that she possessed the right moral character to be the wife of Boaz and the
matriarch of the Davidic dynasty, and ultimately the ancestress of the Messiah
himself. The rabbis’ emphasis on Ruth’s beauty and modesty is reminiscent of
the rabbinic treatment of Sarah and Zipporah. In Ruth Rabbah 4:6 (on Ruth
2:5), Boaz enquires of his servant the identity of the young woman among the
reapers. The rabbis claim that he was struck by her beauty and modesty and

wanted to know who she was:

P XYN N2 DIN MIN R NN NIYINMNIYD ... DINPN DY NN NP I XN
I MOPY MNMY DXWIN 52 MDY INIY D>NNN DN HPYYN) Y NN INIY
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DY MPNYN DWIN DI MY NOWHYN ™ DD MPYDN DWIN DD NLPYM NIVY
APANN YR NLPDHN W OINYN P MVPIN DIVIN I NNSY NYINN W DIPN
(Ruth Rabbah 4.6)

Not only is Ruth beautiful in appearance, but she is also considered to be
virtuous. Midrash Eishet Hayil, Yalkut Shimoni Mishle 31.964 and Midrash
Mishle 31.29 interpret Proverbs 31:29, “Many daughters have done virtuously,

but you excel them all”, to refer to Ruth:

TOVY TIT MINHD NI NNOH NPDYN 291D NNN NATPTY TN N DN HIYY M2 MmN
TNAYIND MY N"APND NI
(Yalkut Shimoni Mishle 31.964)

Not only was Ruth destined to marry Boaz, but she was destined to give birth to
Obed, the grandfather of King David. Ruth Rabbah 7:14 claims that Ruth was
physically incapable of giving birth to children because she had no womb. God
intervened and fashioned a womb for her. This midrash explains the rather

unusual phrase 190 N N Y7, “the Lord gave her conception”™

WD NPTNN Y2 P T 0 PNY N7APNY 02 93 YI0N 19 11D T2 0
YN N2 NN NN NIPY I INYR NI 'NY PRY INYN (D' TPWNID) NINON
NNNY 022 93 ¥'W21 90N NI NMVY NP XD MOLY PN 7MY THD1D NOX
NN TIPON INODY TI12Y (12 'NX ININIY) DNNDTY WD NPTSN Y2 PO 1D Doy
1201 T IR I NP WO NPTSA I P Y 1Y 1"1Ipn PRYY D2 N INUN
NI T2 WYTPN N2 90 N2 7N NRD PIVIN PV WP 12 PYNY I N NURD
IO Y

(Ruth Rabbah 7:14)

Summation

Since the story of Ruth is about a Moabite woman who elects to cast her lot
with the people and God of her widowed mother-in-law, Ruth does not present

the same problem as the other women analysed in the previous chapters of this
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work. Ruth is not a “foreign wife” because there is no question that she
converted'®. She does, however, pose a problem for the rabbis because they
were faced with the task of reconciling the conversion of a Moabite with the
prohibition of Ammonites and Moabites from entering the congregation of
YHWH (Deuteronomy 23:4). The rabbis approach the problem using two
methods. Some sources analyse the language of Deuteronomy 23:4 and claim
that only Ammonite and Moabite men are excluded from intermarrying and / or
converting into the people of Israel because the words Ammoni and Mo’abi do
not include women: TPaNW NOVYIANW 7MY XOYVMNY (Yevamot 76b).  Other
traditions use the example of Ruth as an illustration that the prohibition of
Deuteronomy only applies to Ammonite and Moabite men. According to a few
midrashim this interpretation of the Deuteronomic prohibition was already
known in biblical times. Yevamot 76b and similar midrashim maintain that the
prophet Samuel legislated that only Ammonite and Moabite men were
prohibited from entering the congregation of YHWH, while Ketuboth 7b claims
that Boaz himself promulgated this law in order that he could marry Ruth, and

thus act as Mahlon’s redeemer.

Another approach used by the sages to justify Ruth’s marriage to Boaz and her
entry into the Jewish People is to demonstrate her righteousness and beauty,
her willingness to join the People of Israel and all that conversion to Judaism

entails.

Many midrashim also express the idea that Ruth was destined to be the
ancestress of the Davidic dynasty and that God intervened to make the union
between Ruth and Boaz a reality. Ruth Rabbah 7:14 even goes as far as
stating that God fashioned a womb for Ruth so that she could conceive and

bear Boaz a son, who would become the grandfather of King David.

Since the Book of Ruth clearly supports the idea of a Moabite woman entering

the congregation of YHWH, and thus contradicts Deuteronomy 23:4, the rabbis

'® The rabbis interpreted Ruth’s declaration (Ruth 1:16-17) to be a formal conversion as

stipulated in Yevamot 47b (supra).
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had to reconcile the two sources which are included in the biblical canon.
Indeed Ruth the Moabitess has become the role model for all converts to
Judaism throughout the centuries and the rabbis understood her famous
declaration of loyalty (Ruth 1:16-17) to be her formal conversion to Judaism.
According to the rabbis Naomi instructed Ruth in the laws of Torah, a

requirement for conversion stipulated in the Talmud.

Given the favourable light in which Ruth the Moabitess is portrayed by the
Bible, especially the fact that she is the ancestress of the Davidic dynasty and
all that it symbolises in Jewish tradition, the rabbis were forced to accept her as
a worthy proselyte and daughter of Israel. While the rabbis could use the
biblical text to further their own ideology in the case of the other women
investigated in this study, the narrative of Ruth leaves no room for interpretation
regarding the heroine’s status. Indeed Boaz is praised for marrying Ruth. This
reflects the hypothesis that the rabbis were governed by national and

ideological sentiment when interpreting biblical text.
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Chapter Eight — Jezebel and Ahab

“Ahab son of Omri did what was displeasing to the Lord, more than
all who preceded him. Not content to follow the sins of Jeroboam
son of Nebat, he took as wife Jezebel daughter of King Ethbaal of
the Phoenicians, and he went and served Baal and worshiped him.
He erected an altar to Baal in the temple of Baal V\;hiCh he built in
Samaria. Ahab also made a sacred post1. Ahab did more to vex
the Lord, the God of Israel, than all the kings of Israel who
preceded him.” (1 Kings 16:30-33)

Jezebel, wife of Ahab, the king of Israel, is the personification of the wicked and
unscrupulous foreigh woman, whom the rabbis feared would lead Jewish men
astray to worship foreign gods and abandon the ethical principles of Torah.
The biblical passage quoted above hints that Ahab’s marriage to Jezebel,
daughter of King Ethbaal of Phoenicia, made him the most sinful of all the kings
of the northern kingdom of Israel. Indeed the biblical text links the fact that
Ahab married Jezebel with the notion that he was more sinful than Jeroboam
ben Nebat. The rabbis understand 1 Kings 16:31 to mean that Jeroboam’s

worst transgressions were light indiscretions compared to Ahab’s offences:

NYYY TZP PN 117 90X 1) 12 DY INVNA INDY PN 0 30 'N D¥0N)]

M2 N NXINY 191 DY 2ININ DO NI NN DY NYYY NYINND INNN

OPOPY

(Sanhedrin 102b. Similarly TJ Sanhedrin 51a 10:2 and Yalkut Shimoni on 1
Kings 16, Siman 207)

Radak (on 1 Kings 16:31) expresses the idea that Ahab deliberately married
Jezebel, the daughter of a foreign king who worshipped Baal, to surpass

Jeroboam’s sins:

" The Hebrew word Asherah has the meaning of “sacred post” or “grove”, but it is also the
name of the Babylonian-Canaanite goddess of fortune, happiness and fertility, the consort of
Baal. (Vide Enhanced Strong’s Lexicon 1995)
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(Radak on 1 Kings 16:31)

Although Ahab chose to marry Jezebel, the Bible and rabbinic literature portray
him as being influenced by his wife to perform acts of unparalleled immorality.
While many other kings, including Solomon, had erected temples to foreign
gods, Ahab went further by instituting formal worship of Baal and Asherah in
Israel (1 Kings 16:31-33).

The rabbis viewed Ahab’s silence during Jezebel’'s execution of the prophets of
YHWH? as indicative of his consent to their persecution. He is also
condemned by the rabbis for agreeing to the murder of Naboth in order to
attain his vineyard3. These two examples of Ahab’s failure to protest against
his wife’s immoral acts led Ralbag and Radak to explain Elisha’s reference to

King Jehoram son of Ahab, as “the son of a murderer”:

N2 NN M) NN OXD0N NID YD NXINDN 13 INNN 1A NP .7 NXIINDN 3
DAON T OY N
(Ralbag on 2 Kings 6:32. Similarly Radak on 2 Kings 6:32)

According to Malbim (in his commentary on 1 Kings 16:31-33) Ahab was
influenced by Jezebel to worship Baal, but erected groves to Asherah of his

own accord, the latter not being as severe a transgression as the former:

PPN INN NIYNRD N INNN WM 1D D¥I70 NN TAYM TON DIPNR N NYN NPN
NN INAT DYIN NTIAYA 3D, NIWND PIVI NN DK NIPD DYIN NTHIAY 2 OITINA
, 119 DX27IPN PNV NN DN D) DY P MIUND YIRS TRN IDYNN O3

%1 Kings 18:3-4,13
® 1 Kings 21
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(Malbim on 1 Kings 16:31-33)

Taking their cue from 1 Kings 16:33, the rabbis portrayed King Ahab as being
so devoted to idolatry that he placed idols in every field of his kingdom and he
inscribed on the gates of Samaria the caption: “Ahab denies the God of Israel”.

This act was a final dissociation from the God of Israel:

DO DON 52 T2 PN PN 227 AN OITYHOION DY DX DN DX [2™ ywin)
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(Sanhedrin 102b. Similarly Yalkut Shimoni on 1 Kings 16, Siman 207, Yalkut
Shimoni on Hosea 12 Siman 528)

The rabbis take pains to express the idea that Ahab’s sins were instigated by
Jezebel who advised and coerced him into murdering Naboth and worshipping
Baal. This is expressed in the biblical text itself (1 Kings 21:25) and repeated
reference is made to the verse in rabbinic writings (Sanhedrin 102b, Yalkut
Shimoni on 1 Kings 16 Siman 207, Sifrei Re’eh and Malbim on 1 Kings 16:31-
33):

“‘Indeed, there never was anyone like Ahab, who committed himself
to doing what was displeasing to the Lord, at the instigation of his
wife Jezebel” (1 Kings 21:25)
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The rabbis are troubled by the fact that Ahab, wicked as he was, merited
reigning over Israel for twenty-two years (1 Kings 16:29) and by the fact that his
repentance was accepted by God*. Therefore the Talmud (Sanhedrin 102b)
expresses the idea that Ahab’s transgressions were balanced by his merits and
it was only the influence of Jezebel which tipped the scale towards Ahab’s sins.
The rabbis (Sanhedrin 102b) conclude that if it were not for the slaying of
Naboth, which was purely at the instigation of Jezebel, Ahab’s merits would
have outweighed his sins. While Ahab was a man of great learning, showing
favour to scholars and reverence for the Torah which he studied zealously,

Jezebel weighed gold for her idols:
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(Sanhedrin 102b. Similarly Tanhuma Shemot 29, Yalkut Shimoni 1 Kings 20
Siman 219).

“ After Elijah rebuked him for worshipping idols and committing abominable acts, Ahab
repented sincerely and as a reward God promised to postpone punishment to the next
generation (1 Kings 21:27-29).
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The length of Ahab’s reign was significant to the rabbis because it
corresponded to the number of letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Just as the
Torah is written with the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet, so Ahab
merited ruling Israel for twenty-two years because, according to the sages, he
honoured the Torah. The rabbis claim that Ahab’s reverence for the Torah is
demonstrated by his refusal to hand the Torah scrolls in his possession to Ben
Hadad I, king of Damascus, during the siege of Samaria (1 Kings 20:1-9). In
the rabbinic mind “all that is desirable in your eyes” (1 Kings 20:6) refers to
Torah scrolls, and Ahab’s reply, “Tell my lord the king: All that you first
demanded of your servant | shall do, but this thing | cannot do” (1 Kings 20:9),
is a refusal to hand them over to the Aramean.

Despite Ahab’s good qualities, his willingness to be led astray by his wife and
her undue influence over him earned him the description of the King who did
what was most displeasing in the eyes of God. Yalkut Shimoni on 1 Kings 16
Siman 207 and TJ Sanhedrin 51a 10:2 relate a legend about Rabbi Levi who
spent two months teaching the first half of the biblical verse which describes
Ahab’s behaviour as uniquely displeasing to God. King Ahab visited Rabbi
Levi in a dream and castigated him for not teaching the second half of the
verse which explains that he [Ahab] was provoked by Jezebel into committing
his transgressions. After his encounter with Ahab, Rabbi Levi spent the next
two months expounding the second half of 1 Kings 21:25, demonstrating that
Jezebel was the cause of Ahab’s sin:

N2 7P2)D NAN,ARNND M7 KD P)XNDY PR XN X7 PT0 WIT 12y "0 M
N TP IO PRI RPIDOT XYM T2 FON IO IPNID 7)) T ONNVN NN 7Y NN
IUN INNND 7N ND PINIYY PR RNV Ty YT INUR DIDN N NNON
ANUN DIVN TN NNON

(Yalkut Shimoni on 1 Kings 16 Siman 207 and TJ Sanhedrin 51a 10:2)

Tanna deBei Eliyahu Rabba Parashah 10 explicitly states that Ahab lost his

place both in this world and in the afterlife because of Jezebel who influenced
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him to commit transgressions so displeasing to God that he was punished by

being one of three kings excluded from heavenly reward (Sanhedrin 10:2)°:
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(Tanna deBei Eliyahu Rabba Parashah 10)
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(Sanhedrin 10:2. Similarly Tanhuma Mezora‘ 1, Avoth deRabbi Nathan 35:15,
Tanna deBei Eliyahu Rabba Parashah 3, Tosefta Sanhedrin 12:3, TJ
Sanhedrin 50b 10:2, Yalkut Shimoni 2 Kings 21 Siman 245)

® The Talmud (Bava Mezi‘a 59a) uses the example of Jezebel's influence over her husband as
a warning against a man taking advice from his wife. The Talmud counsels that a wife’s
guidance should be limited to household or secular matters, a rather disparaging comment in
light of modern sensibilities. Note that the rabbis do not make a distinction between Jewish
wives and foreign wives. The comment in Bava Mezi'a 59a is perhaps indicative of the rabbis’

fear and suspicion of assertive women in general.
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(Bava Mezi‘a 59a)
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Not only was Ahab excluded from The World to Come, his wickedness was so
great that the righteousness of Obadiah®, head of his household staff, did not
bring blessing upon his house. Expounding 1 Kings 18:3, Rabbi Yizhak taught
that Ahab summoned Obadiah during the famine in Samaria to ask him why he
had not brought blessing upon the royal house, as Jacob brought blessing to
the house of Laban and Joseph brought blessing on the house of Potiphar.
The King of Israel even expressed doubt as to Obadiah’s righteousness,
necessitating a bat gol to proclaim that Ahab’s house was not worthy of a

blessing:
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(Sanhedrin 39b. Similarly Yalkut Shimoni on 1 Kings 18 Siman 210)

Given that the rabbis identify Ahab’s chamberlain with the prophet of the same
name (Sifrei Parashat Balak 133 and Yalkut Shimoni on 1 Kings 18 Siman 210)
this midrash illustrates the extent of Ahab’s iniquity because even a biblical
prophet, a man who saved the lives of a hundred prophets of YHWH at the risk
of his own life, could not bring blessing to the king’s house:

NWY N2 YU PN DT T8 I8 [D2] (95W) TTH95 2N0N N2 IMIN 1 M
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(Sifrei Parashat Balak 133. Similarly Yalkut Shimoni on Numbers 27)

® Obadiah hid a hundred prophets of YHWH in two caves, providing them with food and drink,

in order to save them from Jezebel’s persecution.
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(Yalkut Shimoni on 1 Kings 18 Siman 210)

In expounding Job 35:11, “Who gives us more knowledge than the beasts of
the earth, Makes us wiser than the birds of the sky?” the rabbis mention the
ravens that brought food to Elijah during his sojourn in the wilderness to
escape Jezebel's wrath (1 Kings 17:4-7) as examples of birds that are wise and
from which we can learn. According to Tanhuma Mas’ei 8, the ravens took
bread from the table of Jehoshaphat, King of Judah, because they did not want
to enter the house of Ahab which was full of idolatry:
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(Tanhuma Mas‘ei 8. Similarly Yalkut Shimoni on 1 Kings 18 Siman 214)

Although Jezebel persecuted the prophets of YHWH and instigated King
Ahab’s immoral behaviour, the rabbis ascribe some meritorious qualities to the
only reigning queen in Jewish history, other than Athaliah’.

“So they went to bury her [Jezebel]; but all they found of her were
the skull, the feet, and the hands” (2 Kings 9:35)

Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 17, commenting on the above verse, states that
Jezebel's skull, feet and hands were saved from being trampled by horses and

being eaten by dogs because they were used to perform the primary mitzvoth

709N MMIND RN TERPHY HNION MMONI HIPX 11 19N DI NHWNN 1YL DWI PN
(Esther Rabbah 3:2). Athaliah, daughter of Ahab and Jezebel, wife of Jehoram, King of Judah
and mother of Ahaziah, was of the same ilk as Jezebel. Upon the death of her son Athaliah

seized the throne and murdered all possible rivals from the royal house of Judah.
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of escorting the dead to their graves and rejoicing with bride and groom.
According to this midrash Jezebel would join any funeral procession that
passed her palace, clapping her hands and singing dirges for the deceased.
Similarly she would join any wedding party that passed her palace, clapping
her hands and singing praises to the bridal couple. Consequently her body
was saved from total annihilation after her execution by King Jehu®. The body
parts that remained and were buried were indicative of the mitzvoth Jezebel
performed. Her skull was preserved because she sang, her hands because
she clapped and her feet because she walked in the funeral and wedding
processions that passed her palace. Although Jezebel was a foreign woman,
the mitzvoth ascribed to her by the rabbis conform to specifically Jewish

values.
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(Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 17)

The rabbis had to reconcile their image of Ahab as a wicked king with the
historical fact that he was a successful military tactician®. Thus according to a
number of midrashim Ahab never suffered defeat in battle because his
generation, despite practicing idolatry, did not commit the sin of slander, unlike

the generation of King David, who consequently lost many battles:

® 2 Kings 9:30-37

® Ahab’s military prowess is confirmed by the Mesha Stele erected by King Mesha of Moab who
dedicated it to the god Chemosh out of gratitude for Moab’s deliverance from [sraelite rule. The
stele (lines 4-9) relates, "As for Omri, king of Israel, he humbled Moab many years [iit. days] for
Chemosh was angry with his land. And his son followed him and he also said 'l will humble
Moab.' In my time he spoke [thus], but | have triumphed over him and over his house, while
Israel hath perished forever" (Bustanay Oded 1997). The erection of such a stone is indicative
of the great triumph over Israel, which in turn is indicative of the might of both Omri and his son,
Ahab.
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DONNY P PNUDT DN PN RIOY Y'Y PIN'Y OITY DD ANNN DY I NT M DY

NAY 9215729 'Y N2IONIM) NN 1NN N DIDMOIMON 1O DINXI NNNDND

YDYANR NT 'YL PIDOT YW TR TIT DV YNT DR NIONT DINDIN NI Py

V"N NNNN NN YITTY DYTY P ROVN DYV INYL NOYW TY TIT I POV NN

TPNY 290 D9 NNNDNT PNN NN NIVN DI NN NNV DN VNI NNV DN

DNLOT DN

(Yalkut Shimoni on 1 Kings 18 Siman 213. Similarly Numbers Rabbah 19.2,

Tanhuma Huqgqat 4, Pesikta deRav Kahana 4, Vayigra Rabbah 26.2, Midrash
Tehillim Mizmor 7 and TJ Pe’ah 4b 1:1)

The merits conferred on Ahab and Jezebel illustrates the rabbinic notion that all
human beings are inherently good, a notion based on Genesis 1:31 that
everything God created is very good. Although both characters are portrayed
by the Bible as the epitome of wickedness and immorality, the rabbis managed
to find some good qualities to bestow upon them. This complies with the
teaching of Rabbi Yehuda ben Shila that judging one’s neighbour in the scale of
merit is one of the primary mitzvoth for which a person is rewarded both in this
world and in the world to come:

DYV YT YOI OTN DT WY PN 'NOON TN XDW 11 DTN 27 DN

NY9N PV DN MDY PRMIN NDIDN 1N ORI XIN OWD 1D NMP YIpm min
DT 925 2N NN YT NN TINOND 1 DTHINM YATHN 172 NNOYm

(Shabbat 127a).

Although it is difficult to judge the royal couple’s actions favourably, the rabbis

ascribed some meritorious actions to them.

Summation

It is clear from both biblical and rabbinic sources that Jezebel is considered the
ultimate example of a wicked foreign woman that leads Israelite men astray
influencing them to worship pagan gods and lead immoral lives. Although the

rabbis claim that King Ahab deliberately married Jezebel as an expression of
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rebellion against God'®, he is portrayed in Jewish literature as a weak man who
succumbed to his evil wife’s influence, agreeing by his silence to Jezebel's
callous slaughter of the prophets of YHWH and to the cold-blooded murder of
Naboth. His willingness to be influenced by Jezebel made Ahab the most

immoral king in the history of the Jewish monarchy.

Taking their cue from the biblical text the rabbis blame Jezebel for Ahab’s sinful
reign and, although she is merited with some righteousness, she is explicitly
blamed for Ahab’s sinfulness. Indeed the rabbinic sources state that if it were
not for her influence over him, Ahab’s sins would have been outweighed by his

learning, reverence for Torah and support of scholars.

While Ahab clearly intended to marry Jezebel because of her foreignness, and
even declared in an inscription on the gates of Samaria that he denied the God
of Israel (Sanhedrin 102b and others), the rabbis emphasise the fact that it was
Jezebel who led her husband astray. It seems that Ahab is not given any
responsibility for his actions, but is merely criticised for allowing himself to be
influenced by his wife. Jezebel is shouldered with the full responsibility for her
husband’s actions as well as her own and the rabbis use her as a warning to
Jewish men to stay away from foreign women. Once again it is the woman’s
foreignness which is blamed for the sinfulness of her husband. The rabbis use
the position of Jezebel as queen of Israel to portray her as the quintessential
wicked foreign woman who leads her husband and Israelite society astray by
her iniquitous counsel and her zealousness for Baal worship. Her position as
sovereign enabled her to exercise power and influence over both her husband
and her subjects. The rabbis clearly blame Ahab’s choice of a foreign wife for

Israel’s iniquity.

04 Kings 16:30-31. Historically Ahab married Jezebel in order to cement Israel’s alliance with
Phoenicia (Jezebel was the daughter of Ethbaal, king of Tyre and Sidon). Together with Judah
the three-party alliance successfully stayed the expansion of the Aramean kingdom to the east.
Israel’'s alliance with Phoenicia also brought economic prosperity to Ahab’s kingdom. These
political considerations were of no importance to the midrash which was only concerned with

the theological and moral issues resulting from Ahab and Jezebel’'s union.
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Chapter Nine — Esther and Ahasuerus

Not only do the rabbis consider foreign women wicked and a bad influence on
their husbands, but the rabbinic attitude towards Ahasuerus illustrates the
sages’ conviction that a foreign husband is equally detrimental to the well-
being of Israel, despite the fact that there is a difference between a foreign
wife and a foreign husband regarding the Jewish status of any children that

may issue from an intermarriage’.

Just as the rabbis portray Queen Jezebel as the quintessential wicked foreign
wife who leads her Jewish husband astray, so some rabbinic sources depict
King Ahasuerus as a wicked foreign husband who despised the Jews, even

though the biblical text gives no indication of such a characteristic.

“The king loved Esther more than all the other women, and she
won his grace and favour more than all the virgins. So he set a
royal diadem on her head and made her queen instead of Vashti.”
(Esther 2:17)

Esther is the only example of an important female biblical personality who
married a non-Israelite (non-Jewish) man. lt is therefore important to analyse
the rabbis’ sentiments concerning her marriage, especially since her

relationship with King Ahasuerus saved the Jews of Persia from annihilation.

While the Book of Esther portrays King Ahasuerus as a benevolent ruler who
was easily influenced by his wicked advisors, some midrashic accounts depict
him as a wicked man in his own right who despised the Jews and, while
swayed by Haman and his other advisors, was always disposed to persecute
them:
DD PN TNRD OTR 22 NWY T 1277 NN 1IN YIMYNNT WD NIN 27 N
DT N ONOY TP N DN PIN YA INTY TN NINID 7PN TN INTY TINa

! According to rabbinic law a child's Jewish status is determined by the Jewish status of the

mother.
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20T ROT I PYIY N DT ONIM YN YPITT WNMm INWIIT NTN NN
WHANYRNY RYTPN 2T AN PON OPIDN XD IN XTI NIWN N P1IDON KDY Pyay
MWNT OPY XYM M) WIN DWN POY N PN NN XM 171 TPy 1O N2 102
o0 D PN A0 TN] (YDYTN) YN NN PO NO DITWID MAIND MY MY
PIN [T XWY] DN NNON WIPNN 102 NN MY OYDN 7PTT ID2IND 102N
N MYVIPN DY NIT N DOV YT XNYN 112 NPAY NVl

(Megillah 11b)

Esther Rabbah 1:15, cites the opinion of Rabbi Nehemiah who taught that
Ahasuerus held the feast at the end of the third year after he stopped the
building of the Temple, by which time, according to his calculations, the

seventy years mentioned by Jeremiah had passed:

TIONIN DIV2T MNIY YD YTPNN P NONDN 210127 WOV NIYA 0N 7HN) N
PTIAW VIV T30 NNWN NYY ONY YO UTPNnn mAa
(Esther Rabbah 1:15)

According to the rabbis not only does Ahasuerus take delight in the failure of
Jeremiah’s prophecy, but he further demeans the Jews by profaning the
Temple vessels, using them at the banquet and wearing the garments of the
High Priest:

DOYAY VYNT DWN NDD DY vIpPnn m2 SV D01 WNNVIY YIMYNN NN 1D
PN N PV
(Megillah 19a. Also Panim Aherim Nosah B Parashah 1)

YIADY TIHON NN 9250127 1IN [T 'N INONR] MYN 7120 Ny DN IMNINA
7207 [N"D MNY] ONN 22N INDITY NINON P [T 'N IMON] XD 2N INND A
I NOND DY MINDNDY NINONDY

(Megillah 12a)

Some midrashim even state that Ahasuerus prevented the building of the

Second Temple. According to Esther Rabbah 1:15 (supra), Ahasuerus
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ordered the construction work on the Temple Mount to cease so that the
seventy years of Babylonian rule referred to by Jeremiah could pass without
the symbol of Jewish sovereignty being completed. This, he believed would
ensure that the prophecy would never come to fruition. Esther Rabbah 5:2,
however, cites Queen Vashti as the one who influenced Ahasuerus to stop
the building of the Temple. Her maliciousness was punished by her execution

by order of her husband?.
95 NIIT 12 Y0 227 DY 1N N WINMWNR TN NN YD NONND 01270 NN
NIV DIPH 9D NI 12 O0P 1 DIWN PN DD NN TIND NN 1NN DIPH
TWI NON IND 201D PN TYA YYNMYNN T200 NHN TIWD 3991 INX T NN
N2Y DNYIY AT DIDNY MPIY MY AN NP ONYI NN I NIDY NPRY MDY
NINY NI NNYYY DND (13 NN 7PAONN MY ADVPT YO N DY GNP DI
1D YIMYNND NN NN NXOW 29D T N2 NNDY N0 1NN ROW DY 1) WX
AN NMNAD YR NN OSTIAN 12INAY 71910 NIOINY YTPNN 72 M0 My
S PN TONN W)

(Esther Rabbah 5:2)

Ahasuerus’ refusal to allow the Temple to be rebuilt remained consistent even
after he married Esther. According to Megillah 15b, Ahasuerus offered Esther
only half his kingdom when she visited him to plead for the Jews of his empire
because he did not want to give her anything that would divide his kingdom,
namely his permission to rebuild the Temple:

N2Y TMO20MN 8N WYM MN8N TY TNYP2 NN NI9NN INOND Tonn nND NN
MTPNN T 1IN ONDY MOOND XHINY 12T XOY Moo Do
(Megillah 15b)

Other sources do not emphasise Ahasuerus’ aversion to Jews and claim that

Ahasuerus held the banquet as a celebration of his victory over a rebellious

2 Although the biblical text cites banishment as Vashti's punishment for disobeying her
husband, the midrashim state that she was executed (According to Megilla 12b she was
executed on Shabbat because she used to force the young Jewish women to strip naked and
work on Shabbat). The rabbis were determined to vilify Vashti in order to justify Esther’s rise

to the throne.
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province of his kingdom, to celebrate his birthday or to celebrate the

completion of his throne:

PIINT TON NOPYN TIY N 0D PN TIY WINMYNNRT PMIYNDY NONT XNWA
IONT TENY NOPYN TAY) RIN NPWIINT TN NWID T3 NN MDY PTIT
NOY NDYTN MNTR TaAPND >TND ROPTN 1ND1DY RNMIN ATV 71D TN RDRT ROY
12 P21 Y2 PO NIRD AT NN 7Y IITAN PIMT NNPTH 2)I2727 DD 100
NN O DY 7D PIID PN NIDYIIL AN YPOVP PNDID DTN YWY PIOY NIND
NN INIWY 2927 Y2 DT KNPTI 2293 ONINID P NXODND DTP PPTM POON)
DN YTODD PO PN NYTPN 11 NND YN BNT D00 JON
(Targum Yonathan Esther 1:3)

PTIW PIY D30 NNYN YN XD IMN DY 28 WOV Mv1) 10900 wov miv1]
NODI DY DIMX ¥ DYDY POY 1THY NN DIMN ¥ INWN NWY NN
N PIAD IND NINNY PIOY MYYD NID TMNTHN MW DIOD MIN NOWY 7P DY
DXMVY DI DN VDY AW MIDTN IR 12 D¥I010 2 DY NYIV) DU
Q0 DY AN DY MLN DY PNIDN P INDY 1A DY MNIVSN

(Midrash Abba Guryon. Similarly Panim Aherim Nosah B Parashah 1)

NONDND YOV MW N DTN M ININ) N DTN M NNWN DYy 1dNnd vidy niva
DTV PIY D00 NNWN NYY RDDN NINIH DY 1P RO
(Esther Rabbah 1:15)

Despite his negative qualities, the rabbis claim that Ahasuerus was careful to
ensure that no one’s religious sensibilities were offended during his banquet
and he provided kosher food and wine that was untouched by non-Jews so
that the Jews of Shushan could participate. Both Mordecai and Haman were
in charge of the catering at the banquet so that neither Jew nor non-Jew had
reason to avoid attending the feast on religious grounds:

PNV DIWI NN NIV P INPYN TARY TN DOV THD1N 29 0K 27 M0N0 PN
NN OV NT N DMNMN DY NTD PNND O DIV PN 2T NN NTIONND (ONX PR) NTD
N DNN PR 7PNV N2V N12IN YYIHOIMN DY INTIVO QN mMNYN NN NN
AIN HONY EON NN MIWYD INDTH PN OINPYN TN TAN DY THON MYIN 219
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INY AN UON YIN YT YIN DONDT DTN I DTN PXID My NI

(Megillah 12a)
NYNI OOPYNN MY PN 0N )0 DTN NI
(Rashi on Megillah 12a)

Rabbi Shmuel ben Imi taught that Ahasuerus had four good virtues: he waited
three years before taking the crown and ascending the throne, waited four
years before finding a suitable wife (Esther), he did nothing without asking for
advice, and, as Rabbi Pinhas pointed out, he kept a record of everyone who

did him a good turn:

NI XD DY YOV NYY YIND IMNI P D210 OI127T NYIIN ION 2 ONXINY 1'N
TY 72T VY 7PN NDYID DNINN NYN RSNDY TY ONY YN PN XD RO
AUN 2IND XY TN NAMD 7PN NIV 12 Y DY O DY DN N IOV

SINOIDTI TN
(Esther Rabbah 1.15)

There seem, therefore to be two midrashic traditions concerning Ahasuerus’
character. One tradition portrays him as malevolent towards the Jews, so
much so that he celebrated the fact that they would never be redeemed and
the other tradition depicts him as a rather weak character that was easily

influenced by his wicked counsellors.

Esther is depicted as a wholly righteous woman whose piety is unchallenged
and reflected in her physical beauty. Thus Megillah 15a numbers Esther
among the four women whose beauty is unsurpassed® and the Talmud
(Megillah 13a) and Yalkut Shimoni (Esther 2. 1053) explain her name as a
reflection of her beauty and piety. Esther Rabbah (6:9) states that Esther was
more beautiful than the Median and Persian women to whom she was

compared:

® The other three are Sarah, Rahab, and Abigail.
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ONONY [D2AN) 2NT] (AN D0INY) NIV D2 PR NP OYI YIIN P DN
(Megillah 15a)

TOY ANON PN PR 227 NI INON 1D 1P NOTN N0 NP NOTH NN YIIN O
[N . X I N NN 12 DOTN NIPIY DOPYTIND DY DY NOTN NNY XIPI N
DV DY INON NNY DINIPI NN NNY DDTA IIN DTN %17 DOTIN P T N
NOTA N PHNY Y27 M NNY NN NTIN TNON PR NNV 71DI2T NINON ANy
INTY 12 INNON DWW DY NMIN PP DY MNMIX PAIY INONX NNIPI NN NNy
MN PONIP 12 YYD 02T NDTND NP NON TP NISP NI NOIN N INON MW

DY TIWN TON DY VN NI NPIPY INON
(Megillah 13a)

WN DTN DY NN 727 ... DXV 7PYYN P T 210 MM DTNIY DY NN 13T
NDY N O21Y2 KD DOWINN DPX DOPYTNN DN T 9N XY PPA XD v
NIN O3
(Yalkut Shimoni on Esther Chapter 2. 1053)

N PNPIND INN XTY 7PN paRiVal N NXYI INON NI 1 IMNMON NN WHIND
INID IVTH ITRYN VN INY I 021D JY NI N N2 DV DTN M GPINRY
paRilal 1N DNV MNONX DM PINDN PI1AM ]51373 719 ANOUN NI INDD IYOIN

Y 2V DO N NS (') WWN) N'TD DNNNNN PPV DNPHYN MDY MR
DTN DION
(Esther Rabbah 6:9)

STV DYYNM) INON P29 NI NP INON MNT XD
(Megillah 15a)

There is a disagreement between Rabbi Joshua ben Korha who taught that
Esther had a greenish complexion®, and the majority of the rabbis who state
that it was Vashti who had a sallow complexion. According to Rabbi Joshua
ben Korha Ahasuerus was not attracted to Esther’s physical beauty, but rather

to her charm.

* Like a myrtle. Hence her alternative name Hadassah, meaning ‘myrtle’.
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Esther’s piousness is alluded to in the Talmud. She is enumerated as one of
the seven prophetesses of the Bible (Megillah 14a), is referred to as “Esther
the Righteous” in Megillah 10b and according to Megillah 14b she was
dressed by the holy spirit. Esther's modesty is mentioned in Targum
Yonathan on Esther 2:7, which states that Esther was modest in Mordecai’s
house for seventy-five years and did not look at another man other than

Mordecai:

ANONY NTOIN DINIAN MIN NNAT DN NIV INM 1ND TN YAV
(Megillah 14a)

DTN NN POIN M MNIY NOTH DNIPIY DPTIN MON W OTN now
(Megillah 10b)

NIN 7955220 MD01N YTHA MIODN INON WA YOV DY M DNDT INON
JNHOWNY NN YD MM ONN 22N WIS KON NI WTPN MO NNYIAOY
(Megillah 14b)

N OT DY NOTN N PIP NN HONNNI NINN NI INON NN NDTH 29 7MiM
MTIT NI NN TN YT DY N2 PIP NN INON NOND IDINNT NOPITSY NNPTN
DYIN NPINND NY NPIAVIRT YT AN JNION T2 Y9N NN XD PIY ¥rnn) PyIY
NINAYN XMNIANX TPNRT 1Y) DN NPAYI 1 NPAY NNNDIY NN NIN 1D 7D
N2 1Y P TN NP 1Y YITIN N120N NN NN NN DD T NNT PYNI
(Targum Yonathan on Esther 2:7)

Thus Esther is not condemned for marrying a non-Jew, who is variously
depicted as a wicked man who despises the Jews more than Haman, a rather
passive character who is easily influenced by those with evil intentions, to a
man who concerns himself with the religious and cultural sensibilities of
others. While no explicit objection to Esther’s marriage to Ahasuerus is found
in rabbinic texts, the rabbis do attempt to justify the union in an attempt to

lessen what in their eyes was a transgression, i.e. marriage to a non-Jew.
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The Talmud (Sanhedrin 74b) raises the question whether Esther should not
have given up her life rather than marry Ahasuerus since doing so would have
meant transgressing in public. The answer given by Abaye is that Esther was
karka’ olam, “soil of the ground”, which Rashi (on Sanhedrin 74b) explains to
mean she submitted to the embraces of Ahasuerus and did not act on her

part, but was acted upon, much like soil that is ploughed:

DN oY VPP INMON MIN IMNONIN NTNI9 MNON NN
(Sanhedrin 74b)

VYN N2 NYIY NIN NWYN NDYIY NPX NN 00 YPIP
(Rashi on Sanhedrin 74b).

Thus Abaye portrays Esther as a blameless recipient of Ahasuerus’

advances.

The Zohar turns to the supernatural to explain away the marriage of the
virtuous Esther to the wicked and non-Jewish Ahasuerus. According to the
mystics, Esther never lived with Ahasuerus as his wife because God sent a
female demon that had the physical appearance of Esther to take her place.
Since the marriage was never consummated it was a feigned union and

therefore Esther was not guilty of a transgression®:

VITYNND 1D NPNOR XNPOY YD N0 NNX [1Y DYNN] NIXRONDT XYY INON
MTINT TPYIITI AN NITHINN NOINNI DY MY 7N

(Zohar Ra'aya Meheimna Sefer Devarim Parashat Ki Tezei 276a)

According to Ginzberg (1947, Vol 6: 460, n80) this teaching in the Zohar was
a polemic against older sources that maintain that Darius Il was the son of

Esther and Ahasuerus:

% PN TI9Y YR WON NP2 2D (K .79 DM13T) 99 110N NPAN 712, I0NT NI
IR NN RS NINAY PNON PRY PP, PYITR NN NN PNONN
(Qiddushin 9b)
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PN PINT P2 TND NITN0N ININNT N2 1T MDD TMNON MW MINIM
YT D79 XD W NNV YW NI NP9 PINN XONT PIAN DT NDIOY
INDN DY 7D PINKRD YPIT PO 1272 3TV "N DYVNYHD DTN TN MR PP M2
PIAND NV MIND NNV DN

(Esther Rabbah 8:3)

Indeed according to Esther Rabbah (8:3) there was a difference of opinion
among the rabbis as to whether Esther did have a child with her non-Jewish
husband. Some taught that Esther had a miscarriage and did not conceive
again, Rabbi Yudan ben Shimon said that at first Esther used a sponge as a
contraceptive device, but that she nevertheless bore Ahasuerus a son, Darius

[ll, who was both pure and impure, from his mother and father respectively.

It would seem that some of the rabbis were troubled by the idea that Esther’s
relationship with Ahasuerus was sexual. Thus the rabbis argued about
Esther's age when she was presented to Ahasuerus for the first time. Rav
states that she was forty years old, while Shemuel claims that she was
seventy, and Rabbi Berekhia teaches in the name of Rabanan that Esther
was seventy-five years old when she met Ahasuerus (Abba Guryon Parashah
2, Bereishit Rabbah 39:13). The latter two opinions might suggest that
Ahasuerus’ attraction to Esther was not sexual, but rather moral — he was
drawn to her righteousness. This notion would preserve Esther’s virtue in the
eyes of those who followed this tradition. A contrary opinion is expressed in
Megillah 13a and Esther Rabbah 8:3 (quoted above):

N7 NIV YTN NI PYYN YN IMODN 172 DN YIMYNN TINN DX INON NPOM
201 PO TOM N XYM DWNIN D0 INON NN TONN 20NN QN YD P MNIY
DYV NYIYI DYV DYV N2INA DYV DWWV YiP>1 19 N MNNIN

(Megillah 13a)

Both Megillah 13a and Esther Rabbah 8:3 state emphatically that Esther had

sexual intercourse with Ahasuerus.
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Rabbi Meir (Megillah 13a) expresses the astonishing idea that Mordecai
married Esther when she came of agee. This would explain the statement in
Targum Yonathan on Esther 2:7 that Esther was modest in Mordecai’s house
and did not look at another man other than Mordecai for seventy-five years.
According to the Talmud (Megillah 13b) after Esther had lain with Ahasuerus

she would immerse in a mikvah and then return to Mordecai:

NNTY MPIANR NN NNIDY RNX 27 AN D NNDD HXY AN 7NN ON) AR 1Y PN O
NON N2D PN DX 1™ DIWNI XN N5 12 25T NNPD NNXY MPIAN NN NN NN
YAV STH TPAN MIP IWR THIVP NNN YA DX 9 PR YA IMIN XN 1) 1019

1?PN2T DIVNI N2D D HONM 25WN PPN NNYN IDIDM DINN NN TN )1 O
27 10) 200 (7127) XON (N2D) 7YD NN 25vnN
(Megillah 13a)

NIAY NIV YINWNN DV IPNND NTMY NIPOY (27T 1MIWN) NDPD 92 1273 DN
20T DU M
(Megillah 13b)

The notion that Esther was married to both Mordecai and Ahasuerus is rather
troublesome because not only was she guilty of marrying a non-Jew, but she
also committed adultery. The Talmud, and midrashim do not seem to be
perturbed by this state of affairs. Instead great pains are taken to state that
Esther retained her loyalty to Judaism while married to Ahasuerus, taking care
to observe Shabbat and keeping the laws of family purity (Megillah 13a,
Targum Yonathan on Esther 2:9 and Esther Rabbah 6:8, Megillah 13b).
Esther devised an ingenious way of remembering Shabbat by employing
seven maidservants and using each on a different day of the week. These

servants were pious and able to prepare kosher food for her (Targum

® This understanding is already expressed in the Septuagint (Esther 2:7).

" The word bayit, literally ‘house’ has the additional meaning of ‘wife’ in rabbinic literature
(vide Jastrow 1996:168). cf. (Shabbat 118b):
STYONYI TP INUNRD NON MY OMYD ONYN INIWND ST KD 0 Y0P 27 INN
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Yonathan on Esther 2:9). Esther was meticulous about not eating any
forbidden foods, living on vegetables (pulses) as did Hannaniah, Mishael and
Azariah in the court of Nebuchadnezzar (Panim Aherim Nosah B Parashah 2,
Megillah 13a, Rashi on Megillah 13a, Tosafot on Megillah 13a), and
established a Sanhedrin and a house of study for Mordecai at the king's gate
(Targum Yonathan on Esther 5:9), using his daily visits to the gate to ask his
instruction concerning any questions of ritual that she might have (Pirkei
Rabbi Eliezer chapter 49, Esther Rabbah 6:8). According to Midrash Zuta on
Ecclesiastes Parashah 8, Esther was unaware of Haman’s evil plans because
she was busy with the mitzvah of burning the leaven in preparation for
Passover:
I PMAYI NN NIYN DAY D 112 NN NIPNY NII IN N MIYIN YAV NXY
MIN PAY N OIPINT TP NDINNY N TN YTIN DINND NDYINNY 17 N
(30 N INOYT] DNYR DAY 1M DI N NN XY IXTNN O IIN XN 10 ONYR
(Megillah 13a)
TIWIYI NO NONN TN TOPNY W' NP Y MNT NS
NPV IINNN 1DPTIND OPITND DXV ONYRNY N NI 1D
(Rashi on Megillah 13a)

MOIN NN XD NN TN YMNT DT
(Tosafot on Megillah 13a)

TN NNDTP RYHRYND M RNON XNIWT RO YW XKMYNYD NADNY YaY T
NN2WA Y2INI RIPNM XNIWA NONI XN NNIW PINI NIPYPYI NN2WA
210 RN2YT NP NIPYNI NNIYI NDYI RIPOHN XNIWI UNNI RIDHYM)

TOY NIV I RIMDONT RN 12 17T DY NONWNY NI ND 100 PIN RNPTN

NV P12 PNMPIODT PND RAVIND NONNDNY
(Targum Yonathan on Esther 2:9)

NYTY NNYTY DY NNND DY DINWD DOWIN 1A I8N 29D TONNN YITIN OM DY 90N
NI TN WYTPN Y MIN NAX 92 2778 ' 90K DAY ND WY NOW TNON DDV NN
NN DY YYTTY TN TON INOX DYV NN NYTI NN W9 DWW NYIT NNN

AYN 99Y OV 11T YD 10 VT TN DY
(Esther Rabbah 6:8)
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one of the seven prophetesses in the Bible, and the Talmud excuses her
failure to accept martyrdom rather than publicly transgressing the prohibition
of marrying a non-Jew by stating that she was a passive victim of Ahasuerus’
advances. The characterisation of Ahasuerus in rabbinic literature is not
consistent. Some sources portray him as a man who had no opinions of his
own, but merely carried out the whims of his councillors, while others view him
as nurturing an intense hatred of the Jewish People and describe how he
flaunted the Temple treasures and wore the sacred garments of the High
Priest at his banquet. Still others mention Ahasuerus’ sensibility to the

religious practices of others, including the Jews.

Rabbinic sources attempt to justify Esther's marriage to Ahasuerus by stating
that at first Mordecai hid Esther for four years, but had to eventually reveal her
to the king’s messengers because of Ahasuerus’ decree that any woman who
hid herself from him would be put to death. Esther had to marry Ahasuerus in
order to save her own life. A variation of this midrash relates that God spoke
to Esther who had hid herself and told her that she was destined to be queen.
The Zohar goes even further by denying that Esther actually married the king.

Rather God substituted a female demon for her.

The rabbis lessened the gravity of the union by teaching that Esther retained
her Jewish practices and rituals, observing the laws of niddah, Shabbat,
kashrut and the laws of Pesah. She even advanced Torah study by

establishing a beit midrash and a sanhedrin at the king’s gate.

There is a debate among the rabbis as to whether Esther bore Ahasuerus a
child. According to some Esther had a miscarriage and did not bear any more
children. Rabbi Yudan ben Shimon taught that she used a contraceptive
device so that she would not conceive, but she eventually did give birth to a

son, who was eventually crowned Darius 111

According to the biblical text of the Book of Esther, Esther's presence in the

royal palace and her station as Ahasuerus’ principle wife enabled her to put
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an end to Haman and attain permission for the Jews of the kingdom to defend
themselves against their attackers. The union between Esther and her non-
Jewish husband saved the Jews of Persia, making it impossible for the rabbis

to condemn the marriage.

Interestingly there is no mention or indication in rabbinic sources that
Ahasuerus ever converted to Judaism, as is the case regarding most of the
non-lIsraelite wives who married biblical heroes. Perhaps this is reflective of
the rabbinic understanding that a child’s Jewish status is derived from his or
her mother, making Ahasuerus’ conversion to Judaism unnecessary, as well
as the strong historical improbability that the King of Persia would actually
convert to Judaism. The rabbis maintain that Esther did practice her Judaism
when married to Ahasuerus, even while keeping her Jewish identity secret.
Thus her marriage to the non-Jewish king posed no threat to her Jewish
identity and with Mordecai visiting her daily there was no danger that she
would be led astray to worship other gods. The fact that Esther's marriage to
Ahasuerus was a very public affair was a cause of concern for the rabbis for
fear that others would emulate her. It was therefore important that the rabbis
justify the union by pointing out the extenuating circumstances which enabled

Esther's marriage to Ahasuerus to be looked upon favourably.

There is, however, a question as to whether Esther should not have martyred
herself instead of marrying a non-Jewish man. While Abaye excuses her by
stating that she was the passive victim of circumstances, the fact that the
Talmud (Sanhedrin 74a) raises the question, indicates the rabbis’ harsh
opinion of intermarriage, implying that it may be preferable to give up one’s

life than to marry a non-Jew!

Vashti is condemned for being assertive and not obeying her husband,
whereas Esther’s resistance was more passive. She did not openly disobey
her husband, but resisted his dominance by retaining her Jewish identity and
observing the mitzvoth. When she needed to take action to save her people
from genocide she did so in a manner which did not shame or humiliate

Ahasuerus.
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Chapter Ten — A Comparative Study of Intermarriage in the Bible

The examination of the eight biblical heroes and their marriages in the
previous chapters has brought to light certain trends in the rabbinic attitude to
intermarriage which will be delineated in this chapter. The study of the
midrashic explanations for these unions brings to light the fact that the opinion
of the rabbis is not consistent but depends on the Jewish spouses and the
children that result from such unions.

In order to clarify the rabbis’ attitude the discussion below is divided into three

sections:

1. A comparison of the literary portrayal of the various characters and
how it influenced the rabbis with a focus on the gender of the Jewish
and non-Jewish spouse, their personalities and behaviour as portrayed
in the biblical text, and how they are reflected in the rabbinic texts
which were examined above.

2. A comparison of the social status of the Jewish spouse and the
importance of his / her marriage within the parameter of the history of
the Jewish People and regarding the attributed offspring.

3. A comparison of the rabbis’ opinion of the particular marriages and the
resultant attitude towards the children of the union. An important
aspect is the perceived threat of each marriage to the survival of
Judaism and the midrashic excuses (teiruzim) used to justify the union.
An overview of the methods used by the rabbis to reconcile their
negative view of intermarriage with the biblical reports of important

biblical personalities who married foreigners.
1. The Literary Portrayal of the Biblical Characters Examined.
Impact of Gender

All but one of the Israelite (Jewish) spouses of the intermarriages examined

were men, the exception being Esther. This seems to have played an
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important determining factor in how the rabbis dealt with each case of
intermarriage. While the rabbis needed to find reasons to justify many of the
marriages between Israelite men and foreign women, they simply stated that
Esther was compelled to marry Ahasuerus because, as a woman, she was
the passive victim of her husband’s advances and had no choice but to marry
him in order to save her life, or because God indicated to her that she was
destined to marry him for a higher purpose (Sanhedrin 74b, Rashi on
Sanhedrin 74b; Targum Sheni on Esther 2:8, Panim Aherim Nosah B
Parashah 2, Abba Gorion Parashah 2, Bereishit Rabbah 39:13"). Esther’s
beauty, humility, virtue, loyalty to her Jewish identity and courage influenced
the rabbis to portray her as a righteous woman who sacrificed her integrity to
save the Jews of Persia. This opinion of the rabbis emphasises the social
context of their times, a patriarchal era which dictated that women be

subservient to the will of men.

Contrary to Esther, Abraham, Esau, Joseph, Judah, Moses and Ahab were
responsible for their actions precisely because they were men and were
therefore viewed by the rabbis as legal agents who could enter into a kinyan,
an ‘acquisition’, in this case of a wife. According to rabbinic interpretation of
Deuteronomy 22:13 and 24:1 men acquired wives and men divorce their

wives. Women do not acquire, but are acquired:

“A man marries a woman and cohabits with her. Then he takes

an aversion to her” (Deuteronomy 22:13).

‘A man takes a wife and possesses her. She fails to please him
because he finds something obnoxious about her, and he writes her
a bill of divorcement, hands it to her, and sends her away from his

house” (Deuteronomy 24:1).

NP> 22 (M .22 OMIT) NN NN DD NN DN W NOINT NN WM PDIN N NN
PN, IUN DY NND YN DY 1DTTY 090 TWORD NYN NPON YD 2ND KDY ,NYUN YN

! Vide Chapter Eight — Ahasuerus and Esther

® This clearly reflects the patriarchal system of the rabbis.
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WON DY ND NWN YW ot
(Qiddushin 2b).

Importance of Piety and Righteousness

Abraham, Joseph and Moses

The righteousness of Abraham, the father of the Jewish People, Joseph,
known in rabbinic tradition as Yosef Hazadik, and Moses, Av Haneviiim, the
supreme prophet® and law giver compelled the rabbis to justify their
respective marriages to Keturah, Asenath and Zipporah, all of whom were
foreign. The trouble taken by the sages to explain the marriages of these
illustrious figures is indicative of their opposition to intermarriage, something
that was commonplace in biblical times. The rabbis felt the need to vindicate
Abraham, Joseph and Moses lest their example be emulated by Jewish men
of their time.

Judah

Judah, inheritor of the right of the firstborn and father of the tribe which
produced King David, posed a problem for the rabbis because of his marriage
to the daughter of Shua, a Canaanite. The rabbis could not accept the
possibility that the ancestor of King David and the progenitor of the future
Messiah would have married a Canaanite, such a union being prohibited by
the Torah (Exodus 34:15-16 and Deuteronomy 7:1-3) and contrary to the
requests of Abraham (Genesis 24:2-3) and Isaac (Genesis 28.6).

Boaz
Boaz’s righteousness was a result of his marriage to Ruth (Tanna deBei

Eliyahu Zuta Chapter 3). Since Ruth is considered a righteous convert
(Sanhedrin 93a-b, Ruth Zuta 3:15 and Bemidbar Rabbah 13:11 and Targum

* Numbers 12:6-8, Yevamot 49b:
DIRND NIVPADND DONDI AT YN NINND NPRY RIIZPIDNI WINDI OONN DI NOINTD
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Yonathan of Ruth 3:15) the rabbis do not have to justify her marriage to Boaz.
Indeed the rabbis’ reading of the text detects divine intervention that made
sure Ruth married Boaz: Naomi urged Ruth to present herself to Boaz so that
he would marry her (Ruth 3:1-5), Boaz agreed to wed Ruth (Ruth 3:10-13)
and her redeemer refused to fulfil his obligation, making way for Boaz to take
the responsibility (Ruth 4:6). Since Boaz is worthy of marrying Ruth and
thereby becoming the ancestor of kings and the Messiah, it stands to reason,
claim the rabbis, that Boaz is righteous and deserving of Ruth. In this
instance it is the righteousness of the foreign partner that is transferred to the

Jewish spouse.

Esau and Ahab

Esau and Ahab are both considered wicked. Esau, the ancestor of the
Edomites (Genesis 25:30, Genesis 36:1) and, by rabbinic extension, the
Romans (Pesachim 87b, Sanhedrin 12a, The Soncino Talmud 1952 : 464), is
vilified by the rabbis for marrying two women of the seven Canaanite nations,
marriages that according to the Bible caused his parents much bitterness
(Genesis 26:34-35). Indeed rabbinic literature uses the fact that Esau
married his first two wives as a pretext to criticise this enemy of Israel, a
criticism that implicitly elevates his brother, Jacob (Israel). The example of
Esau attests my hypothesis that the rabbis used the biblical text to promote
their ideology. Thus, while the biblical characters who are portrayed as
righteous by the text, such as Abraham, Joseph and Moses, were not
criticised* for marrying foreign women, Esau, because of what he symbolised,
was condemned and maligned. The rabbis interpreted the names of his first
two wives and his choice of them to be indicative of Esau’s immoral
character. Esau is, however, given some merit for marrying his third wife, a
daughter of Ishmael and therefore a kinswoman of Abraham through Hagar.

According to the rabbis Esau attained a measure of pardon from his parents.

Ahab

* While Ramban does criticise Abraham for marrying Keturah, he is in the minority. Vide

Chapter One.
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Ahab, like Esau, was criticised for marrying Jezebel, whose wickedness was
projected onto him. Ahab is known as the king who did more to anger God
than all the kings who preceded him (1 Kings 16:30-31) and both the Bible
and rabbinic literature blame Jezebel.  Unlike the righteous heroes who
transferred their virtue to their wives, Ahab’s character was moulded by his
wife, who is portrayed as the quintessential wicked foreign woman who led
her husband astray. Thus the rabbis claim that because he remained silent
during Jezebel's persecution of the prophets of YHWH and because he
consented to have Naboth executed, Ahab’s wickedness outweighed his
good qualities (Sanhedrin 102b). The rabbis had to explain the fact that Ahab
was successful in battle and ruled Israel for twenty-two years, since a man so
wicked should not have merited so long a rule. The rabbis therefore claimed
that he must have had some good qualities and portrayed him as a man who
appreciated Torah scholarship and who had a healthy reverence for Torah.
Despite his wickedness, Ahab’s generation did not practice slander (Yalkut
Shimoni on 1 Kings 18 Siman 213. Similarly Bemidbar Rabbah 19.2,
Tanhuma Huqqat 4, Pesikta deRav Kahana 4, Vayiqra Rabbah 26.2, Midrash
Tehillim Mizmor 7 and TJ Pe’ah 4b 1:1). These virtues, ascribed to the king
by the rabbis, would explain Ahab’s sincere repentance that led God to defer
punishment to the next generation (1 Kings 21:27-29). Ahab’s virtues also
served to highlight Jezebel’'s wickedness because, despite them Ahab was
still counted among the three kings who lost their portion in the World to
Come (Sanhedrin 10:2) and even his righteous servant, Obadiah could not
bring blessing upon his house. The midrash Tanna deBei Eliyahu Rabba’
(Parashah 10) explicitly blames Jezebel for Ahab’s severe punishment,
leading the rabbis to criticise him for following his evil wife’'s counsel. Some
rabbis view Ahab’s marriage to Jezebel as a deliberate rebellion against God
(Radak on 1 Kings 16:31), just as Esau’s marriage to his first two wives could

be viewed as a rebellion against his parents (Genesis 26:34-35).
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2. The Social Status of the Biblical Characters Examined and the
Importance of their Marriages and their reputed Offspring for the History

of the Jewish People.
Abraham

Abraham, as the first patriarch of the Jewish People set the moral standards
for future generations. His marriage to Sarah, the first matriarch, eventually
produced Isaac, the conduit of his father’s teachings and ideology to the third
generation, led by Jacob, the father of the twelve tribes of Israel. Keturah,
Abraham’s wife of his later years, following Sarah’s death, lacked social
status (at least the biblical text does not mention who she is), but she bore
Abraham six sons (Genesis 25:2). One of Keturah’s sons was Midian who
became an enemy of Israel (Numbers 22:4-7, 25:1-18, 31:1-7), and the
ancestor of Zipporah, the wife of Moses. Thus Keturah has both a negative
and a positive impact on Israelite history, giving rise to the divergence of
opinion concerning her marriage to Abraham. Some midrashim claim that
she was Hagar, who, having converted to Judaism, adopted the name
Keturah, while other midrashim state that she was Abraham’s third wife, and,

according to Ramban, a Canaanite®.
Esau

Esau’s social importance lay in the fact that he was the firstborn of Isaac and
Rebecca and was meant to inherit his father's legacy. The fact that he is
portrayed as the ancestor of the Edomites gives him historical importance
since they too were the enemies of Israel. The rabbis used the term Edom to
refer to the Romans and thus Esau was seen by the sages as the ancestor of
Israel's persecutor of rabbinic times. The biblical text also records Esau as
the grandfather of Amalek, Israel's arch enemy® through his first wife,
Basemath / Adah bat Elon (Genesis 36:12, 15-16). Esau’s connection to

® Vide Chapter One — Abraham and Keturah
6 Deuteronomy 25:19
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Israel’s enemies opened the way for him to be depicted in a negative light and
prompted the rabbis to condemn him for his immorality (Rabbeinu Bahya on
Genesis 26:34), and criticise him for marrying women of the Canaanite

nations’.

Joseph

Joseph, the firstborn of Rachel, Jacob’s favourite wife, enjoyed his father’s
devoted attention. The ketonet passim given to him by Jacob was indicative
of his status as the favourite son, much to the annoyance of his brothers. But
Joseph’s elevated rank among his brothers was suggestive of his future
importance as vizier of Egypt and saviour of the Middle East from the seven
year famine. Joseph played an important role in the history of Israel, not only
because he ensured the physical survival of his father and brothers, the
progenitors of the twelve tribes of Israel, but also because he brought them to
Egypt, setting the scene for the deliverance of Israel from slavery, an event
which led to the establishment of the unique relationship between God and
Israel, sealed by the Covenant of Sinai. Joseph's righteousness and his
importance to Jewish history compelled the rabbis to look favourably upon his
marriage to Asenath and upon the two sons that she bore him. Indeed
Ephraim and Manasseh were the eponymous ancestors of two important
tribes of Israel, inspiring the rabbis to stipulate that fathers bless their sons at
the Shabbat evening table with the blessing used by Jacob to bless Ephraim

and Manasseh®.

The tribe of Manasseh produced the judge Gideon and King Jehu of Israel
(Judges 6:15, Bereishit Rabba 97:5). Ephraim was both the ancestor of the
virtuous Joshua bin Nun (Numbers 13:8, 16, Tanhuma Va-Ye/hi 6) and the

wicked kings Jeroboam and Ahab (Tanhuma Va-Yehi 6). A rabbinic tradition

7 ¢f. Judah infra
® Genesis 48:20
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postulates that the future Messiah son of Joseph9 will descend from Ephraim
(Sukkah 52a and Targum Yonathan ben Uzziel on Exodus 40:11). This
tradition stems from the fact that Ephraim was a powerful and influential tribe
that on many occasions presented themselves as a rival to the tribe of Judah.
Hence it produced Jeroboam who led a successful revolt against Judah,
resulting in the formation of the Kingdom of lIsrael. Thus Ephraim’s

contribution to the history of Israel is both negative and positive.
Judah

Judah’s social status took on importance when he was designated to inherit
the birthright of the firstborn, after Jacob’s three older sons had been
disqualified (Genesis 49:8-10). Not only did Judah attain the status as
Jacob’s firstborn, but his tribe produced the Davidic dynasty that the Bible
depicts as divinely ordained to rule the People of Israel. In rabbinic thought
the Messiah, future redeemer of the world, will come from the House of
David. Given his importance to Jewish history, the rabbis had to explain the
death of Judah’s first two sons and his wife, who is not named in the biblical
text, but simply designated as “the daughter of a certain Canaanite whose
name was Shua” (Genesis 38:2). While the Torah informs the reader that Er
and Onan were slain because they acted in a manner that was displeasing to
God, the rabbis who condemn Judah’s choice of wife explain that being a
Canaanite she was an unsuitable match for the ancestor of King David and
the Messiah. The wickedness of their offspring was inherited from their
mother. It was Perez, Judah’s firstborn son borne to him by his daughter-in-

law Tamar, who would be the ancestor of King David.

° A rabbinic tradition states that the Messiah son of David will be preceded by a Messiah the
son of Joseph who will prepare the way for the true Messiah and defeat Gog and Magog and
the kingdom of Edom. According to some sources he will be killed in battle. (Encyclopaedia

Judaica 1997 article on Ephraim).



120

Moses

Moses, the central character of four books of the Torah, shared with Joseph
the distinction of being a Hebrew that attained an important social status in
Egyptian society. While, according to the biblical text, Joseph was rewarded
for his correct interpretation of Pharaoh’s dreams by being appointed vizier
over Egypt, Moses is described as being raised as an Egyptian prince. Like
Joseph he retained his ethnic identity and went on to play an important role in
the history of Israel as a liberator, legislator, prophet and judge. Moses was
instrumental in the liberation of the People of Israel and in negotiating the
covenant with God, symbolised by the Ten Commandments which he brought
down from Mount Sinai. Moses’ marriage to Zipporah produced two sons,
Gershom and Eliezer both of whom were inconsequential to the history of
Israel. Zipporah, however, saved Moses’ life when he was attacked by God
on the way to Egypt (Exodus 4:24-26) and her father instructed him on how to
set up an effective judiciary system (Exodus 18:13-26). Thus Moses’
marriage to Zipporah proved beneficial for the Jewish People. Due to Moses’
importance, and Zipporah and Jethro’s role in assisting him, the rabbis went

to great pains to portray Zipporah in a positive light.

Boaz

Boaz was a chieftain (Ruth Rabbah 5:15) and judge of the tribe of Judah and
as such enjoyed prominent status in Bethlehem society. His wealth enabled
Ruth to glean from his fields to support herself and her mother-in-law, Naomi.
His marriage to Ruth produced Obed, the grandfather of King David. Thus
Boaz was also the ancestor of the House of David, influencing the rabbis to

portray him as righteous and to view his marriage to Ruth positively.

Ahab

Ahab, as king of Israel, achieved the highest social status possible yet he is
portrayed by the biblical text as the most wicked of monarchs. His military

exploits were important for the security and economic well-being of his
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kingdom, as was his alliance with Phoenicia, cemented by his marriage to
Jezebel, daughter of Ethbaal, king of Sidon and Tyre. Ahab also maintained
his father, Omri’s, alliance with Judah, sealing it by means of the marriage of
Athaliah, who was either Ahab's sister or his daughter, to Jehoram son of
King Jehoshaphat of Judah (2 Kings 8:18; 2 Chronicles 18:1). While
historically Ahab’s reign benefited the northern kingdom of Israel, the Bible
and rabbinic literature portray his rule as disastrous for the religious life and
moral welfare of Israel because, incited by his wife, Jezebel, Ahab promoted
the worship of Baal and consented to the execution of Naboth and the
persecution of the prophets of YHWH. Such action committed or condoned
by the king would naturally be emulated by his subjects, leading to the moral

deterioration of the kingdom of Israel.

Jezebel bore Ahab two sons, Ahazia and Jehoram. Ahazia continued his
mother’s policy of promoting Baal worship and he allowed himself to be
influenced by the Tyrian leaders that had advised his father. During his reign
Moab and Ammon, who had been vassals of Israel, gained their
independence. His brother Jehoram allowed Elisha and the other prophets
of YHWH to worship freely and removed the pillar of Baal erected by his
father. He was, however, not successful as a king. His many defeats in
battle and the severe famine which ravaged Israel during his reign gave rise
to a rebellion led by Jehu, a commander of the garrison at Ramoth-Gilead.

Jehoram was killed, bringing about the end of the Omri dynasty'®.
Esther
Esther, a Jewess in exile in the city of Sushan, was of the tribe of Benjamin,

the tribe of King Saul and her royal status was realised when she became

queen of Persia after marrying Ahasuerus. Esther’s importance to the history

' While it would seem that Jehoram should have been rewarded for removing the pillar of
Baal and allowing Elisha and the other prophets of YHWH to worship freely, Jehoram failed
as a king due to God’s promise to punish Ahab’s sons for the transgressions of their father (1
Kings 21:27-29). While this conforms with Exodus 20:5, Numbers 14:18 and Deuteronomy
5:9, it contradicts Ezekiel 18:20
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of Israel' is her role as ambassador to King Ahasuerus on the part of her
people, the biblical precursor to the shtadlanim of the courts of Europe. Her
pleading on behalf of the Jews saved them from annihilation at the hands of
Haman and his fellow conspirators. Ahasuerus, variously portrayed as a
weak man whose attitude towards the Jews was determined by the wicked
Haman, a gracious host who catered for the religious sensibilities of others,
and a king who hated the Jews more than Haman, was an important figure in
the history of Israel because he represents the Jew hater who has a change
of heart. Although he did not reverse his decree to annihilate the Jews of
Persia, he did give permission for the Jews to defend themselves against
their enemies. Since the Biblical text does not mention any offspring from the
marriage of Esther and Ahasuerus, the rabbis debated whether Esther bore
any children to Ahasuerus. One opinion states that Esther did have a son
who became King Darius lll the last Achaemenian king of Persia (Esther
Rabbah 8:3, Jonas C. Greenfield 1997). Darius lll was of no importance to
the Jews, but his defeat by Alexander the Great is mentioned in 1 Maccabees
1:1. Thus Esther was an important figure in her own right and her
significance to the history of the Jewish People did not stem from her

children.

3. The Rabbinic Attitude to each of the Marriages Examined and the
Methods used to Reconcile them with the Rabbinic Opposition to

Intermarriage.

“You must not make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land,
for they will lust after their gods and sacrifice to their gods and
invite you, and you will eat of their sacrifices. And when you take
wives from among their daughters for your sons, their daughters
will lust after their gods and will cause your sons to lust after their
gods.” (Exodus 34:15-16)

“When the LORD your God brings you to the land that you are

about to enter and possess, and He dislodges many nations

" The rabbis understood Esther to be an historical figure.
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before you—the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites,
Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, seven nations much larger than
you—and the LORD your God delivers them to you and you defeat
them, you must doom them to destruction: grant them no terms
and give them no quarter. You shall not intermarry with them: do
not give your daughters to their sons or take their daughters for

your sons” (Deuteronomy 7:1-3).

Exodus 34:15-16 and Deuteronomy 7:1-3 are two source texts for the rabbinic
prohibition of intermarriage. According to Ben-Zion Schereschewsky (1997),
the definition of intermarriage is: “a marriage of a non-dew to a Jew, i.e., one
born of Jewish parents, or whose mother alone was Jewish, or who has

become a proselyte in accordance with Jewish law”.

A reading of the biblical text concerning the biblical characters examined in
this work conveys the understanding that all their marriages, with the
exception of that between Boaz and Ruth, conform to the above definition of
intermarriage and are prohibited by rabbinic law. While the Torah only forbids
Israelites to marry members of the seven Canaanite nations mentioned in
Deuteronomy 7:1, the rabbis extend the prohibition to include members of all
the non-Israelite nations, all those who “will turn your children away from Me

to worship other gods” (Deuteronomy 7:4):

ANY 92N MININ T RININT D02 JNNNN XD DNDT NN XIMNNT JdNNA X'T OWnN
3D AMINRT N 12 YD) DAD1D YT INYT IDAN NN INPN NN XD DA ¥ 12y
TIT THYOR XIMNNT NON IDND NN OND MPONN DI MATDHOINND TIA NN PO
NN DNDT VI DY DY IDT P2 M3 DT DT TIT AN I NN INNI NINN
PN NOWNT HNIY N2 DY NN DXID1D T2IY XOIONNT NON GIWM Mo N1
NTWVN DY XN ORI PAN N INININNY XD D20 NTAIYN DY NN DN DIAN
futain) )

(Avodah Zarah 36b)
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(Mishneh Torah Issurei Bi'ah 12:1-2)
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(Shulhan Arukh Even Ha‘ezer 16:1)

Ruth

According to the biblical text, Ruth was the only foreign woman to have
converted, committing herself to Naomi's people and their God. Thus the
rabbis did not need to justify Ruth’s marriage to Boaz, although Ruth’s
ethnicity did pose a problem for the rabbis which had to be resolved.
According to Deuteronomy 23:4-5 Ammonites and Moabites were forbidden
to convert or marry an lIsraelite and yet Ruth, a Moabite converted, was
accepted into Judean society, married a prominent member of that society
and become the great grandmother of King David. In rabbinic tradition Ruth is

also the ancestress of the Messiah.

Since the Book of Ruth clearly approves of Ruth’s marriage to Boaz, the
rabbis have to reconcile the narrative of Ruth with the Deuteronomic

prohibition. The solution of the rabbis is to understand the words of the
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prohibition regarding Ammonite and Moabite converts literally: “Ammonite and
not Ammonitess, Moabite and not Moabitess” (Yevamot 77a), that is, the
proscription only applies to male Ammonites and Moabites. Women
Ammonites and Moabites are free to convert and marry Israelites. The
importance of the marriage between Boaz and Ruth for the People of Israel is

expressed by the last five verses of the Book of Esther:

"This is the line of Perez: Perez begot Hezron, Hezron begot
Ram, Ram begot Amminadab, Amminadab begot Nahshon,
Nahshon begot Salmon, Saimon begot Boaz, Boaz begot Obed,
Obed begot Jesse, and Jesse begot David." (Ruth 4:18-22)

These last verses of the narrative reveal the purpose of the account, namely
the genealogical profile of King David. According to the biblical text, Ruth’s
marriage to Boaz was necessary for the eventual birth of David, the man who
would unite the confederacy of the twelve tribes into a powerful kingdom and
whose son would build the Temple in Jerusalem, symbol of the power of the
God of Israel. Thus the rabbis express the idea that Ruth was destined to
become the ancestress of King David'? and Boaz was rewarded for taking the
role of go’el, ‘redeemer’ and marrying her under the law of levirate marriage'®.
Indeed the fact that David’s lineage back to Perez is expressed through Boaz
indicated to the rabbis that the union between Boaz and Ruth was
predetermined. The rabbis also point out Ruth’s beauty, humility and
righteousness, qualities that, according to them, make her suitable to marry
an Israelite. Ruth is an example of a righteous convert who made a

significant contribution to the moral well-being and future of Israel.
Judah

Judah, the father of Perez, is the link between the Patriarchs and the Davidic
monarchy. It is the tribe of Judah, son of Jacob, who provides the continuous

dynasty of Israel and who will, according to rabbinic tradition, provide the

"2 Midrash Yelammedenu, Ruth Rabbah 7:2, Shabbat 113b, Ruth Rabbah 5:6 and Ruth Zuta
2:13.
"* Tanna deBei Eliyahu Zuta Chapter 3.
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future redeemer of the world. Yet Judah marries a nameless daughter of
Shua the Canaanite, a race that Israel is forbidden to marry. The rabbis were
troubled by Judah’s choice of wife and, since the Torah does not intimate that
she converted, the rabbis felt the need to explain or justify the marriage
between a Canaanite woman and the man who was elevated to the status of
the firstborn of Jacob, and who was the ancestor of King David. The
collection of midrashim studied reveal two approaches to the problem of
Judah’s marriage to the daughter of Shua. Taking their cue from the biblical
text, some rabbis state that Judah'’s wife was wicked, a trait she passed on to
her sons Er and Onan, both of whom died after marrying Tamar because their
actions were displeasing to God. Her sudden death is also seen by the
rabbis as punishment for her immorality. The twist in the narrative resulting
from Tamar’s determination not to be sidelined and left as a widow provides
fuel for the rabbinic imagination. Thus Aggadat Bereishit (Chapter 64.1)
asserts that God deliberately killed the daughter of Shua and her two sons, Er
and Onan, so that Judah would father a child with Tamar, the daughter of
Shem. This rather cruel scheme was necessary because if the Messiah was
to be a descendant of Judah then a Canaanite woman would not be a
suitable ancestress for such an important figure in Jewish tradition. Judah’s
marriage to the daughter of Shua was intolerable to the rabbis leading them
to imagine that God intervened and slew her so that Judah would be set on
the right path! Judah is redeemed in the rabbis’ eyes by the fact that he had a

child with Tamar.

The second, less drastic approach to Judah’s marriage was to deny that his
wife was the daughter of a Canaanite. Taking their lead from Hosea 12:8 and
Isaiah 23:8 and 11, where the word kena‘an has the meaning of ‘trader’ or
‘merchant’, the rabbis who follow this approach understand Judah'’s wife to be
simply a daughter of a merchant. This interpretation makes Judah’s marriage
acceptable to the rabbis because it conforms to the Torah directive banning
Israelites from marrying Canaanites. It was unthinkable to these sages that
Judah would marry a Canaanite since both his great grandfather (Abraham)
and his grandfather (Isaac) had admonished their sons not to take Canaanite

women for wives.
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Judah was either criticised by the rabbis for marrying a Canaanite™ or he was
cleared from all wrongdoing since Shua was not literally a Canaanite, but
simply a trader. It is interesting that it did not occur to the rabbis to declare
that Judah’s wife converted to Judaism, a solution which they offered in the
case of Keturah, Zipporah and Asenath. Had the rabbis used this explanation
they would still have had to explain the death of her two oldest sons followed
by her own demise. The rabbis would also have had to explain Judah’s wider
interpretation of the law of levirate marriage which usually does not obligate
the father of the deceased husband to marry the widow'®. Tamar was clearly
the righteous woman in the narrative, despite the fact that she deceived

Judah into fulfilling the precept of yibum, ‘levirate marriage’'®.
Abraham

Although Abraham instructed his servant to find a wife for Isaac from his
homeland of Mesopotamia, charging him not to allow Isaac to marry a local
Canaanite woman, he himself took Keturah as a wife, after the death of
Sarah. Even though Abraham willed all that he owned to Isaac and sent all
his other sons to eastern lands so that Isaac would not be prevented from
inheriting his birthright, the rabbis were disturbed by the Patriarch’s choice of
Keturah and felt the need to justify his last marriage. While Nahmonides
criticises Abraham for marrying Keturah, whom he states was a Canaanite,
Ibn Ezra, Rashbam and Yalkut Reuveni merely point out that Abraham

married a Canaanite but do not make any comment. Other rabbis (Bereishit

“For which he was punished by having to suffer the death of two of his sons, but for which he
also attained pardon by having a child with Tamar.,

'® According to Menachem Elon, quoting Bereishit Rabbah 85:5, the law of the levirate
marriage preceded Mosaic law. Elon claims that the law differed in Judah’s time in that the
obligation to marry the widow also fell on her father-in-law and there was no release through
halizah.

'® While Judah was deceived into performing the mitzvah of yibum, Boaz was willing to fulfil
the obligation himself, even though he, like Judah, was not the first in line to carry out the duty
of yibum. According to rabbinic tradition both Judah and Boaz were male ancestors of the

Messiah.
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Rabbah, Targum Yonathan, Tanhuma, Zohar Bereishit, Rashi and Keli Yakar)
justify his marriage to Keturah by identifying her with Hagar, Sarah’s
handmaid who Abraham banished into the wilderness at Sarah’s command
(Genesis 21:9-14). According to this tradition, Hagar reverted to worshipping
her father's gods after she was sent away by Abraham, but eventually
repented and converted to Judaism as understood by the rabbis who
superimposed their reality back on biblical text. Upon conversion Hagar
adopted the name Keturah. The rabbis were careful to explain that Hagar
remained faithful to Abraham, not having sexual intercourse with any other
man after being banished. Thus when Abraham took her back after her
conversion and married her he did not transgress the Torah command that
forbids a man to remarry his estranged wife if she has married and divorced
another man (Deuteronomy 24:1-4). Thus the rabbis employed the rabbinic
process of formal conversion unknown in biblical times to exonerate Abraham
from any guilt, even though his marriage to Keturah did not pose any threat to
the survival of Judaism, other than the possibility that others might follow his

example.

Joseph

Conversion was also used by one tradition to explain Joseph’s marriage to
Asenath, daughter of the priest of On. Joseph’s marriage to Asenath was
justified by some traditions that state that the daughter of Poti-phera
converted to Judaism (Yalkut Shimoni, the midrash “The Prayer of Asenath”
and the pseudepigraphic work “Joseph and Asenath”). This explanation is,
however, only a minority approach. The majority of midrashic sources identify
Asenath as the daughter of Dinah, Joseph’s sister who was raped by
Shechem. The offspring of this unfortunate incident was sent to Egypt where
she was adopted by Poti-phera and his wife. According to this tradition
Joseph was not guilty of marrying an Egyptian, but had in fact performed a
mitzvah by returning a stray Jewess to the fold. Not only do the two traditions

that justify the marriage of Joseph and Asenath clear Joseph of any
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transgression, but they also confirm Jewish status to Ephraim and Manasseh,

since rabbinic law traces Jewish status through the mother.

Moses

The rabbis use conversion to explain Moses’ marriage to Zipporah. Some
midrashim (Yalkut Shimoni and Ramban) state that Jethro, Zipporah’s father
converted to Judaism, implying that Zipporah followed suit, while others
(Rabbeinu Bahya and Siftei Hakhamim) maintain that Zipporah converted on
her own, Rabbeinu Bahya even stating that she converted with the intention of
marrying Moses. Siftei Hakhamim includes an interesting alternative tradition,
according to which Moses married Zipporah because he had not yet received
the Torah with its prohibition against marrying foreign women. This tradition is
astounding because the rabbis tend to view the Torah synchronically and
usually hold that all the biblical heroes were learned in Torah and observed all
six hundred and thirteen commandments'’. It is rather ironic that Moses, the
man who, according to rabbinic tradition, received the entire Torah, both
Written and Oral, at Mount Sinai, is portrayed as being ignorant of the law.
Siftei Hakhamim illustrates the fact that the sages were not adverse to
applying diachronic methodology to the text, when doing so would promote

their ideology.

Having established that Zipporah converted to Judaism and that she was
righteous enough to be Moses’ wife, most of the midrashim debate whether
Moses married a second wife or whether the Cushite woman referred to in
Numbers 12:1-3 is Zipporah. Other midrashim discuss the subject of Miriam
and Aaron’s challenge to Moses. While some sages (Rashbam, Hizquni,
Da’at Zekeinim and ibn Ezra) understand the Cushite woman to be a second
wife, others (Rashi, Rabbeinu Bahya, Targum Yerushalmi, Sifrei, Yalkut
Shimoni, Midrash Tehillim and Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer) claim that the Cushite
woman is Zipporah, who was called a Cushite because of her extraordinary

righteousness and beauty. All midrashim agree that Miriam and Aaron

" Vide Chapter One — Abraham and Keturah
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challenged Moses because he neglected his sexual obligations to his wife.
Thus the rabbis refrained from using the incident of Numbers 12:1-3 to
reinforce their opposition to intermarriage, electing to use it as a polemic

against celibacy.

Esau and Ahab

Both Esau and Ahab are considered by rabbinic tradition to be wicked men,
the former being the sibling rival of the patriarch Jacob, and, as Jacob’s
antithesis, the ancestor of Israel's enemies (Edomites, Amalekites and, in
rabbinic tradition, the Romans) and the latter being the king that angered God
more than any other. The rabbis therefore had no interest in justifying Esau
and Ahab’s marriages to foreign women, but chose to view their unions as
proof of their wickedness and of their unworthiness to bear the ethical legacy
of Israel. The rabbis interpret the names of Esau’s first two wives as
reflections of his wicked traits and use the fact that he married them to vilify
him and, by extension, the Romans. Rabbeinu Bahya expresses the rabbis’
opinion of Esau and his marriages succinctly: Esau married the wicked
Canaanite women because his immoral ways dictated that he should find
affinity with equally depraved women. His marriages merely reflected Esau’s
true self. The rabbis do, however credit him with marrying a daughter of
Ishmael in an attempt to make atonement for causing his parents grief. The
rabbis deliberately refrained from finding a way of making Esau’s unions
acceptable because they wished to vilify him as the political and moral enemy

of the Jewish People.

The rabbis’ approach to Esau’s marriages differs to their approach to the
marriage of Judah. Those rabbis who accept that Judah married a Canaanite
do not vilify the ancestor of the King David, but merely point out that his sons
Er and Onan inherited their mother’s wickedness and that Judah’s wife had to
die so that he would father a child with Tamar, a woman more suitable to be
the mother of the ancestor of David. This difference in approach is indicative

of the rabbis’ use of midrash to further their ideals.
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Ahab’s marriage to Jezebel cannot be justified because the biblical text
explicitly describes her corruption and immorality, so much so that she is used
in Jewish and Christian literature as a personification of womanly wickedness
and shamelessness'®. The rabbis use this royal marriage to support their
vilification of Ahab and as an example of the danger of foreign women and the

influence they can have over Jewish men.

Jezebel's promotion of Baal worship, her persecution of the prophets of
YHWH and her instigation of the murder of Naboth made it impossible for the
rabbis to speculate that she converted or was in anyway virtuous'®. Both the
Bible and rabbinic sources state that Jezebel incited Ahab to commit immoral
acts and their marriage was considered a threat to the moral character of
Israel and to the survival of Judaism in the kingdom (as viewed by the rabbis
in their synchronic approach to the biblical text). The rabbis believed that
Ahab, who reigned for twenty-two years and was undefeated in war, must
have had some merit and blame his wife for his transgressions in a manner
reminiscent to Adam (and rabbinic literature) blaming Eve for his
disobedience to God’'s command not to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge

of good and bad.
Esther

Conversion could not be a solution to Esther's marriage to Ahasuerus
because, like Jezebel, he was too prominent a figure in society to allow for
rabbinic speculation that he converted, given the fact that he is considered by
the rabbis to be an historical figure. Unlike Jezebel, however, he is not
portrayed in the Bible as a wicked man, but rather as a weak king who, having
no opinion of his own, relied completely on the counsel of his advisors.

Unfortunately for the Jews of Persia he appointed Haman, a man who bitterly

'® Indeed the word “jezebel” is used in English as a noun meaning ‘a shameless or immoral
woman’ {Concise Oxford Dictionary)

' The rabbis do ascribe a small amount of virtue to Jezebel, but not enough to redeem her.
Vide Chapter Seven — Jezebel and Ahab.
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hated the Jews, as his chief official and advisor. There is, however a
midrashic tradition that portrays Ahasuerus as a wicked man who hated the
Jews more than Haman. Since this characterisation of the king of Persia has
no biblical foundation, one can assume that the rabbis made an analogy
between Ahasuerus and Jezebel based on the fact that they were both
sovereigns. Ahasuerus, as king, could have rejected Haman’s request to

exterminate the Jews of Persia if he was so inclined.

The biblical narrative itself offers an explanation for Esther's marriage to
Ahasuerus. It was necessary for Esther to become queen of Persia in order
to save the Jews from annihilation. Since she was successful, the rabbis
express explicitly what the Book of Esther only implies, namely that it was
divinely ordained that Esther should marry Ahasuerus. Midrashic literature
further justifies Esther's action by stating that at first Mordecai attempted to
hide her from the king?’, but he was forced to bring her out of hiding so that
she would not be found by the king’s messangers and executed. The rabbis
go to great lengths to assure us that Esther continued to observe kashrut,
Shabbat, the laws of niddah and Pesah, that she kept her modesty and that
she established a sanhedrin and house of study for Mordecai at the king’s
gate. The Zohar even goes as far as to state that Esther did not marry
Ahasuerus since God sent a female demon in the guise of Esther to the king

in order to consummate the marriage.

The main rabbinic defence of Esther’s actions in marrying Ahasuerus was that
she was a woman and therefore could not determine her own life but was
submissive to the will of the king. She therefore could not be responsible for
her actions. This reflects the social context of the rabbis in which women
were not considered agents in their own right and differentiates the attitude of
the rabbis towards this intermarriage, as opposed to the other examples in

which the Jewish spouse was a man.

% Some versions claim that Esther hid herself,
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Conclusion

The fact that the Talmud (Sanhedrin 74b) raises the question whether Esther
should not have accepted martyrdom rather than marry Ahasuerus since

" is indicative of the rabbinic

doing so would mean transgressing in public,?
attitude towards intermarriage, namely that it is a sin of such a serious nature

that a Jew should rather die than enter into such a union.

Since the rabbis ruled (Sanhedrin 74a) that only the transgressions of idolatry,
unchastity (incest, adultery) and murder should not be violated even if
threatened with death, the rabbis who questioned Esther’'s actions would
probably have viewed marriage to a non-Jew as a form of unchastity, or
perhaps, avodah zarah, since the non-Jewish spouse may lead the Jew to
idolatry. Indeed this was the rabbis’ main concern about intermarriage, a

concern reflected in the Bible (Deuteronomy 7:4, Judges 3:6-7).

The Talmud (Shabbat 13b) teaches that at a gathering of Tannaim in the attic
of Hananiah ben Hezekiah ben Garon, when the followers of the School of
Shammai outnumbered the followers of the School of Hillel, eighteen
measures were enacted (according to the stringencies of the School of
Shammai). Among these eighteen measures was the prohibition of
consuming the bread and using the oil of non-Jews on account of their wine,
the ban of drinking their wine on account of their daughters, and the
prohibition of their daughters on account of ‘something else’ (Shabbat 17b,
Avodah Zarah 36b). The rabbis (Geneba in the name of Rab®? and Rashi)

explain ‘something else’ to mean idolatry:
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2 Abaye defends Esther by stating that she was the passive victim of Ahasuerus’' advances
and could not be blamed for committing the transgression of marrying a non-Jew.
%2 (Avodah Zarah 36b).
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It is evident from Shabbat 17b and Avodah Zarah 36b that the rabbis
understood the power of seduction that women had over men and they
expressed the fear that if Jewish men ate the bread and used the oil of the
pagans, they would be easily tempted to drink their wine which would loosen
their inhibitions and they might be seduced by the pagan women, who would
influence them to practice idolatry. Indeed, as mentioned above, Jezebel was

the archetype of such a woman.

Thus the rabbis, and indeed the Torah, were afraid of the consequences of
intermarriage, and not intermarriage per se. This is also true of the status of
the offspring, once it became the rabbinic norm to determine the Jewish

status of a child through his or her mother®®.

The fear of idolatry which underlies the proscription of marrying non-Jews is a
determining factor in the rabbinic attitude towards the intermarriages
enumerated in the Bible. Thus in the case of those characters who had either
forsaken the values of Torah or committed grave iniquities (Esau and Ahab,
respectively) the rabbis made no attempt to defend or excuse their choice of
wife or wives, but used their failure to comply with Deuteronomy 7:1-3 to

polemicize against them.

Abraham, Judah, Joseph, Moses, Boaz and Esther are all examples of biblical

figures that promoted Jewish values or ensured the survival of the Jewish

2 Idolatry (note in Soncino Talmud Avodah Zarah 36b).

2 Drinking wine with non-Jews would arouse desire for their women (note in Soncino Talmud
Avodah Zarah 36b).

% Qiddishin 3:12, Mishneh Torah Issurei Bi'ah 15:3—-4 and Qiddushin 68b.
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People. The rabbis were therefore compelled to defend their marriages to
foreigners because it was inconceivable to them that such righteous
individuals would ignore the express biblical injunction not to marry non-
Israelites (non-Jews). Due to their synchronic understanding of biblical text
and their tendency to superimpose their social and historical circumstances
onto biblical text, the rabbis were certain that the biblical heroes understood
that the prohibition of marrying a member of the seven Canaanite nations
expressed in Deuteronomy 7:1-3 was extended to include all non-Israelite
(non-Jewish) nations, even though this extension was rabbinic (Avodah Zarah
36b, Qiddushin 68b and Yevamot 23a). The rabbis had to reconcile the
greatness of Abraham, Judah, Joseph, Moses, Boaz and Esther with the fact

that they had entered into marriages that were unacceptable to the them.

As was demonstrated in this study various methods were used by the rabbis
to reconcile the legal ban on exogamy and the negative emotional attitude
and fear of the rabbis towards non-Jews (especially non-Jewish women) on
the one hand, with the seemingly dismissive attitude of the biblical characters
regarding the prohibition on the other hand. The most convenient method
was to employ the rabbinic concept of conversion, the typical example being
Ruth, whose words of commitment described in the biblical text (Ruth 1:16-
17) are viewed by the sages as indicative of a formal conversion. According
to the rabbis, Ruth’s conversion consisted of formal instruction in some of the
major and some of the minor mitzvoth as stipulated in the Talmud (Yevamot
47bY*®. Thus Keturah, Asenath, and Zipporah were also deemed by the
sages to have converted to Judaism, making them acceptable wives for
Abraham, Joseph and Moses respectively, though the rabbis had to be more
creative in these cases since, unlike Ruth, these women do not voice their

willingness to join their lot with the people of Israel.

A second method was either to employ divine intervention or to claim that the
two parties were destined to marry in order to fulfil a higher purpose. Thus

the archangel Michael took the infant Asenath and placed her in the home of

*® Vide Chapter Six — Boaz and Ruth
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Poti-phera so that Joseph would one day meet and marry her. Ruth was
destined to be the ancestor of David, and Esther was destined to marry

Ahasuerus in order to save the Jews of Persia from annihilation.

Another example of Divine intervention is the statement in the Zohar that God
sent a female demon in the guise of Esther to consummate her marriage with

Ahasuerus, thus sparing the real Esther from marrying a non-Jew.

Some traditions employ the idea that the reality is other than what it seems to
be at first glance. Thus some midrashim hold that Asenath was not a
foreigner at all, but was really the daughter of Joseph’s sister Dinah. This
speculation that has no biblical foundation was also used by some traditions
regarding Keturah, claiming that she was Hagar with whom Abraham had
fathered Ishmael many years previously. Judah’s marriage to the daughter of
Shua the Cannaanite is also justified by some traditions that follow this
approach. Using the technique of gezeirah shavah, ‘word analogy’ some
rabbis claimed that the word “canaanite” in this context has the meaning of
‘trader’. Judah married a merchant’s daughter and not a daughter of a

Canaanite.

The rabbis who understood “canaanite” to refer to the ethnicity of Shua did not
excuse the marriage and viewed the death of Judah’s two sons and his wife
as a justification of their aversion to intermarriage. God, they claim, brought
about the death of Judah’s wife so that he would have a child with Tamar.
Being a descendant of Shem, and therefore of the seed of Abraham, Tamar

was more suitable to be the mother of Perez, the ancestor of David.

Besides the claim that Esther married Ahasuerus in order to fulfil a higher
purpose, the rabbis made a point of claiming that the heroine of Megillat
Esther retained her Jewish identity and observed the ritual commandments of

her people. There was no reason to fear for the Jewish status of her children.

It is clear from this study and analysis of the midrashim pertaining to the eight

biblical characters that are examined above that the rabbis’ disapproval of
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intermarriage at their time influenced their view of the intermarriages which
are recorded in the Bible. The rabbis perceived intermarriage as a threat for
the survival of Judaism. Due to the rise of Christianity on one hand and the
dominance of paganism (which the rabbis equated with a life of immorality
and licentiousness), on the other, coupled with the rabbis’ fear that the non-
Jewish spouse will lead the Jewish partner away from Jewish tradition, the
rabbis felt the need to voice their disapproval of intermarriage in no-uncertain
terms. As shown above, the concerns of the rabbis are implicitly expressed in

many of the midrashim.

Since traditional Judaism views the midrashim as part of the vast corpus of
oral tradition which has Divine authority, the midrashim are not understood in
their historical context but rather as the ‘transmitted’ Divine Word (Ross
2004:60). Thus Orthodox Judaism still expresses the sentiments of the

rabbis regarding intermarriage.

Progressive Judaism, on the other hand, does not share this maximalistic
view of the midrash. Consequently its adherents do not place as much weight
on the midrashim as does the Orthodox stream?’. This different view of the
oral law is the principle behind the authority, or lack thereof, that the sages’
midrashic texts and the ideas expressed in them exert on the modern attitude
towards Jews who have married non-Jews and the children of such unions.
The study of the development of halakhah?®® has shown that as long as Jewish
authorities bestow Divine authority on midrash, the legal position on
intermarriage will continue to be one of strict prohibition and will echo the

midrashic attitude of disapproval.

*" There is consent that in fact today only the maximalists among the Orthodox give the whole
oral law Divine authority (Tamar Ross 2004).

*® Azila Reisenberger “The Development of Halakhah and its Implication to Jewish Women”,
(July 2005).
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Afterthought: modern views of intermarriage

While the Progressive movements do not encourage intermarriage, the rabbis
and lay leaders accept the Jewish spouses of such marriages as members of
congregations and communities who can still make a valuable contribution to
the furtherance of Judaism. The children of such unions are considered Jews
if they are raised as Jews, regardless of the Jewish status of the mother. If
the mother is not Jewish, the bar or bat mitzvah ceremony of the children who
are actively educated and involved in the Jewish way of life is considered their

formal conversion to Judaism.

The Reform Movement in the United States of America and the British Liberal
Movement accept patrilineal descent as well as matrilineal descent without

the need to convert.

These liberal attitudes towards Jews who marry non-Jews and the more open
acceptance of the offspring of such unions are to some extent a result of the
fact that the Progressive Movements view the oral tradition in light of the
socio-political and historical contexts in which they were formulated as this

thesis has clearly shown.
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APPENDIX
GLOSSARY OF LESSER KNOWN MIDRASHIM
REFERRED TO IN THIS STUDY

Midrash Shemuel:

A compilation of midrashim on the Books of Samuel, edited in Palestine no earlier
than the eleventh century. Midrash Shemuel contains material from the Mishnah,
Tosefta, Mekhilta, Sifrei, Bereishit Rabbah, Vayiqra Rabbah, Eikha Rabbah, Pesikta
de-Rav Kahana, Shir HaShirim Rabbah, Kohelet Rabbah, Ruth Rabbah, Esther

Rabbah, Pesikta Rabbati, and the Tanhuma Midrashim, as well as original material.

Panim Aherim Le-Esther

A collection of aggadot and homilies on the Book of Esther redacted not earlier than
the twelfth century and compiled from various sources, including, among others,
Esther Rabbah II, Midrash Abba Guryon, the Babylonian Midrash on Esther and
Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer.

Midrash Abba Guryon

A late midrash on the Book of Esther, compiled in the eleventh or twelfth century.

Midrash Abba Guryon draws on material from Esther Rabbah |.





