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D’var Torah – Muriel Lederman 
Kol Nashim Shabbat – February 5, 2021 
MIDRASH on Yitro19:14-15  
 

Thank you for these wonderful readings. In them, Moses is taken to task for acting 

without counsel, as in verse 14 – “What is this thing you are doing to the people? Why do 

you act alone…?” This is not the only time in this portion that Moses acts this way. When 

the Israelites came to Mount Sinai, Moses did what prophets do; he brought down the word 

that they shall be a people and Adonai shall be their God.  Verse 19:10 “ Adonai said to 

Moses “go to the people and warn them to stay pure today and tomorrow. Let them wash 

their clothes. Let them be ready for the third day; for on that day, Adonai will come down.” 

Later, when Moses spoke to those assembled to prepare them for the Covenant, he “warned 

the people to stay pure and they washed their clothes. And he said to the people, “Be ready 

for the third day: the men among you should not go near a woman.” 

Miriam, his sister, listened to these words and shook with anger and 

disappointment. The men are not to come near to us. Are God’s instructions only to men? 

Am I not to come near to God? Am I not to join in the Covenant? Am I just to wash the 

clothes and be clean? 

And Miriam and her sisters did not know what God really said, did not know that 

Moses in this case had not fulfilled his mission as a prophet to simply repeat the words of 

God. Instead, he once again acted by himself, spoke for himself and betrayed the women of 

Israel. They wondered, l’dor va-dor, about their place at Sinai.  
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I was challenged to imagine the unfolding of a different story, and so I will. Imagine 

if they were to stand there again, and receive the word that God truly spoke, what then? 

What if Miriam had said “Baby brother, I fear you speak not the word of God. Go back and 

listen again and say what you hear and not what you will.” Dinah might not have been 

raped, nor would a woman, whose husband in a fit of jealousy takes it into his head that she 

has been unfaithful, be forced to eat dirt to prove herself innocent. The continuity of the 

people Israel would not have depended on the harlotry of women – see Sarai and Esther. 

Had Moses been honest, the pervasive, underlying subjugation of women in the books of 

the Old Testament might not have existed, rather than being reiterated, day after day, 

season after season, century after century.  

This suppression would not have become embedded either in the history of the faith 

or in the culture of the faith. Women are valorized for their support of men’s studying 

Torah, stated as a choice they make – but in actuality, there is no choice. Why should 

women not study Torah with the support of men? This culture might not have come to be 

enshrined in the laws of the state of Israel, where women and girls today are held hostage 

to centuries-old customs, justified, so to speak, by Torah. Women are harrassed for 

dressing in certain ways, nor are they, nor men, free to worship as they choose. Women are 

in thrall to men in unhappy marriages, see the Israeli movie “Gett: The Trial of Vivienne 

Amsalem,“ in which the husband will grant a divorce only under the condition that his wife 

remains celibate.  Appalling? Yes. Fiction? Probably not. Women are denied access to 

university libraries at certain times, limiting their ability to achieve. The restrictions 

against contemporary women reading Torah at the Wall are an exact parallel with women 

being sidelined at the handing down of the Ten Commandments. 



02.03.2021 

 3 

The problem is how to reconcile the history of the formation of a people and the 

realization of that people’s faith in a very different era. Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, 

“The law, stiff with formality, is a cry for creativity . . . it is not designed to be a yoke, a curb, 

a strait-jacket for human action.” And this has come to pass - the gender bias in Torah has 

lead to the explosion of new approaches to our faith, from the renaissance of the 

observance of Rosh Chodesh, to women’s Seders, to alternative services.  

As Jews, we are aware of the problems with Scripture but take the good tenets of 

our faith and use them to battle against oppression of any peoples or entities. It is 

important to remember that these actions are inherently political, resisting the entrenched 

mores for the sake of Jewish women, Jewish lesbians and gay men, transgender Jews, Jews 

of all denominations. As Judith Plaskow wrote in Standing Again at Sinai almost 20 years 

ago “Each challenge brings our spirituality and politics together in such a way that our 

religious lives change the way we live and our political commitments shape our 

spirituality.” This is hard work but it will continue to be done. 

Finally, here’s another alternative scenario for what happened at Mount Sinai - what 

if God had spoken to Miriam rather than to Moses? 
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[What can she say to the women? To the men? as a prophet in response? What can she say 

as a sister? To whom should she say something?]  

And the prophet Miriam sang at the Sea of Reeds, celebrating the escape from Egypt.   

 


