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There   is   no   Parsha   of   the   year   more   jam-packed   with   powerful   women   than   Parashat   Shemot.   The   Parsha   kicks  
o�   with   the   civil   disobedience   of   the   Midwives,   Shifra   and   Puah,   commanded   by   Pharaoh   to   kill   o�   all   of   the  
Israelite   boys   in   their   �rst   minutes   of   life.   Instead,   

ים׃  ָ   ֶאת־ַהְיָלִדֽ ִים   ַוְּתַחֶּי֖ין ֶל�   ִמְצָר֑ ן   ֶמ֣ ר   ֲאֵליֶה֖ ר   ִּדֶּב֥ א   ָעׂ֔שּו   ַּכֲאֶׁש֛ ֹ֣ ים   ְול ֱא-�ִה֔ ְמַיְּלֹדת֙   ֶאת־ָה֣ ָ   ַהֽ אן  ַוִּתיֶר֤
The   midwives,   fearing   God,   did   not   do   as   the   king   of   Egypt   had   told   them;   they   let   the   boys   live.  
 
They   feared   God   more   than   Pharaoh,   and   when   Pharaoh   hauled   them   in   for   questioning   they   lied,   telling   him  
that   the   Israelite   women   give   birth   too   quickly,   and   they   can’t   get   there   in   time.   
 
And   then   we   have   the   heroism   of   Moshe’s   mother,   anonymous   in   the   Parsha   but   whom   we   know   to   have   been  
named   Yocheved.   She   bravely   brought   a   child   into   the   world,   even   knowing   that   if   it   were   a   boy   it   would   be  
killed.   She   hid   her   baby   boy   for   as   long   as   she   possibly   could,   and   then   placed   him   in   a   basket   by   the   banks   of   the  
Nile.   
 
Next   we   meet   the   sister,   whom   we   know   to   be   Miriam,   standing   guard.   One   verse   later,   the   daughter   of  
Pharaoh,   enters   the   scene,   spots   the   basket,   and   sends   another   woman,   her   maidservant,   over   to   fetch   it.   The  
verse   is   ambiguous   as   to   whether   it   is   the   servant   or   Bat   Pharaoh   herself   who   swiftly   deduces   that   this   is   an  
Israelite   child.   The   verses   say:   
 

הָ  ּה   ַוִּתָּקֶחֽ ֶרא   ֶאת־ַהֵּתָבה֙   ְּב֣תֹו�   ַהּ֔סּוף   ַוִּתְׁשַל֥ח   ֶאת־ֲאָמָת֖ ר   ַוֵּת֤ ת   ַעל־ַי֣ד   ַהְיֹא֑ יהָ   ֹהְלֹכ֖ ר   ְוַנֲעֹרֶת֥ ץ   ַעל־ַהְיֹא֔ ֶרד   ַּבת־ַּפְרֹעה֙   ִלְרֹח֣  ַוֵּת֤
The   daughter   of   Pharaoh   came   down   to   bathe   in   the   Nile,   while   her   maidens   walked   along   the   Nile.   She   spied  
the   basket   among   the   reeds   and   sent   her   maidservant   to   fetch   it.  

ים   ֶזֽה׃  ִעְבִר֖ י   ָהֽ אֶמר   ִמַּיְלֵד֥ ֹ֕ יו   ַוּת ל   ָעָל֔ ֶלד   ְוִהֵּנה־ַנַ֖ער   ֹּבֶכ֑ה   ַוַּתְחֹמ֣ הּו   ֶאת־ַהֶּי֔  ַוִּתְפַּתח֙   ַוִּתְרֵא֣
When    she    opened   it,   she   saw   that   it   was   a   child,   a   boy   crying.   She   took   pity   on   it   and   said,   “This   must   be   a  
Hebrew   child.”  
 
We   don’t   know   who   “she”   is   in   the   second   verse.   Whichever   one   of   them   it   is,   she   experiences   a   feeling   of    חמלה,  
of   pity,   for   the   child,   and   instead   of   following   Pharaoh’s   orders--   the   daughter   of   Pharaoh   and   her   maidservant  
disobey,   not   only   letting   the   baby   live,   but   making   sure   that   he   will   prosper.   Miriam,   watching   the   whole  
situation   unfold,   bravely   steps   in   and   speaks   to   Bat   Pharaoh   to   o�er   up   her   mother   as   a   nurse   to   Moshe.   An  
Israelite   slave   girl   speaking   to   the   daughter   of   Pharaoh--   that   takes   guts.   
 
Moshe   survived   his   �rst   months   of   life   only   because   he   was   lucky   enough   to   be   surrounded   by   six   brave   women.  
One   mother,   two   midwives,   one   sister,   one   adoptive   parent   and   her   servant.   
 
What   can   we   make   of   the   ambiguity   in   the   verse--   which   woman   discovered   Moshe’s   Israelite   identity?   Which  
one   took   pity?   The   merging   of   the   daughter   of   Pharaoh   and   her   maidservant,   in   the   context   of   a   narrative   about  
the   Israelite   people   enslaved--   feels   very   telling.   Yes,   one   is   royalty   and   one   is   a   servant,   but   amongst   these   women,  
those   identity   distinctions   are   immaterial   when   there   are   lives   at   stake   and   brave   work   to   be   done.   Which   of  
them   took   pity   on   Moshe?   Both,   everyone,   and   they   acted.   This   might   account   for   the   lack   of   named   women   in  
general--   the   Torah   and   Midrash   give   names   to   all   of   the   women   in   these   stories,   Yocheved,   Miriam,   Batya   --   but  
in   the   second   chapter   of   Shemot   they   are   nameless,   not   because   their   individual   identities   are   unimportant   but  
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because    heroism   requires   stretching   the   boundaries   of   your   identity.    Maybe   if   Miriam   had   remembered   that   she  
was   an   Israelite   slave,   she   wouldn’t   have   been   bold   enough   to   do   what   she   did.   
 
And   last,   but   not   least,   in   our   Parsha   we   have   Tzipporah,   daughter   of   Yitro,   wife   of   Moshe.   Her   heroism  
becomes   clear   in   the   mysterious   vignette   at   the   end   of   our   Parasha,   as   Moshe   and   family   pick   up   from   Midian  
and   travel   back   to   Egypt,   where   Moshe   will   begin   the   redemptive   process.   But   on   the   way,   Moshe   is   attacked   by  
God   because   he   had   failed   to   circumcise   his   second   son.   So   Tzipporah   bravely   picks   up   a   �int,    ר ה   ֹצ֗ ח   ִצֹּפָר֜   and   ,ַוִּתַּק֨
does   the   deed   herself,    ּה   saving   Moshe’s   life   and   bringing   her   son   into   the   covenant   of   ,ַוִּתְכֹרת֙   ֶאת־ָעְרַל֣ת   ְּבָנ֔
Abraham.   I   have   to   tell   you   -   I’ve   been   to   a   lot   of   Brises,   and   I’ve   never   seen   a   single   parent   opt   to   do   it  
themselves.   But   Tzipporah   acted   in   a   moment   of   need,   woman   number   seven   to   save   Moshe’s   life   in   this   week’s  
Parsha.   Can   a   woman   even   serve   as   a   Mohelet?   It’s   a   debate   in   the   Talmud,   Avodah   Zara   27a,   that’s   carried   on  
amongst   medieval   commentators.   But   maybe   when   Moshe   is   about   to   die,   your   gender   matters   less   than   your  
ability   to   act.   You   transcend   it.   
 
--------------  
 
On   a   week   where   the   Parsha   features   seven   of   my   favorite   women   in   the   Torah,   one   after   the   other   saving  
Moshe’s   life,   I   thought   it   might   be   the   right   time   to   tell   you   about   some   of   my   favorite   Torah-women   of   today.  
Unlike   the   women   of   the   Parsha,   they   don’t   save   Moshe’s   life,   but   they   do   preserve   his   legacy,   Torat   Moshe,   the  
Torah   brought   to   us   by   Moshe.   
 
Many   of   these   women   came   together   this   month   to   celebrate   the   end   of   the   daf   yomi   cycle   at   a   large   gathering   in  
Jerusalem   called   Hadran.   This   was   the   �rst   gathering   of   its   kind,   put   together   by   Rabbanit   Michelle   Cohen  
Farber   who   has   been   teaching   and   recording   daf   yomi   classes   for   many   years--   her   recordings   make   up   the   �rst  
complete   commentary   by   a   woman   on   the   entire   Talmud   Bavli.   It   is   a   historic   achievement,   adding   a   woman’s  
voice   into   the   �fteen   hundred   years   of   recorded   commentary   on   this   text.   
 
Torah   leadership   for   women   is   both   incredibly   old   and   incredibly   new.   Old   in   the   sense   that   in   this   week’s   daf  
yomi   we   saw   Beruria,   wife   of   Rabbi   Meir,   a   second   century   sage,   teaching   Torah   to   her   husband   and   even  
duking   it   out   with   a   heretic.   She   is   not   the   only   woman   in   the   Bavli   to   teach   Torah.   Throughout   generations  
since   then   we   have   stories   of   learned   woman,   one   here   one   there,   spread   out   through   Jewish   spaces   and   times.  
The   daughters   of   Rashi.   Rabbanit   Rebecca   of   Tiktin,   author   of   the   Meyneket   Rivka.   Rabbanit   Hannah   Rachel  
Verbermacher,   sometimes   known   as   the   Maiden   of   Ludmir.   But   they   were   never   the   norm.   That’s   the   new   part.   
 
One   hundred   years   ago,   Sarah   Schneirer   created   Jewish   schooling   for   girls   in   Poland   with   the   founding   of   Bais  
Yaakov,   standing   on   the   shoulders   of   schools   for   Jewish   girls   founded   by   the   NeoOrthodox   community   in  
Germany.   Bais   Yaakov   was   a   strong   beginning,   but   the   Talmud   was   still   closed   to   women.   The   story   of   Talmud  
study   for   women   on   an   institutional   level   begins   with   the   founding   of   co-ed   day   schools   in   the   United   States:  
Ramaz   and   Flatbush   in   New   York,   Maimonides   in   Boston.   At   Hadran,   my   teacher   Rabbanit   Esti   Rosenberg,  
Rosh   Beit   Midrash   of   Migdal   Oz,   spoke   of   her   grandfather,   Rabbi   Joseph   Soloveitchik,   who   opened   the   pages   of  
Talmud   study   to   women   in   America   as   he   founded   Maimonides   in   1937,   and   later   gave   the   �rst   Talmud   class   to  
women   at   Stern   College   in   1976.   
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That   very   same   year,   1976,   Rabbi   Brovender   founded   the   �rst   women’s   yeshiva   where   Talmud   study   could   be  
taken   on   in   a   full-time,   serious   way.   In   America,   this   was   paralleled   in   1979   by   Rabbi   David   Silber   in   the  
founding   of   the   Drisha   Institute.   A   generation   of   women   Torah   giants,   including   but   not   limited   to   the  
aforementioned   Esti   Rosenberg,   our   very   own   Rabbanit   Sara   Wolkenfeld,   my   teachers   Rabba   Sara   Hurwitz,  
Rabbanit   Devorah   Zlochower   and   many   others,   studied   at   Bruria   and   Drisha,   and   went   on   to   found   their   own  
batei   midrash,   leading   to   all   the   choices   for   full-time   Talmud   study   available   to   women   today.   
 
The   women   who   started   learning   in   these   institutions   in   the   70s   and   80s   had   only   male   scholars   to   look   up   to.   I,  
a   child   of   the   90s   in   Boston,   grew   up   in   a   world   where   women   learned   Talmud.   When   I   learned   Mishnah   with  
my   girl   friends   on   Shabbat   afternoons   in   elementary   school,   my   mother   and   her   friends   studied   Talmud.   Dr.  
Erica   Brown,   the   main   American   representative   on   the   stage   at   Hadran,   lived   in   Newton   in   those   years.   Her  
eldest   daughter   is   my   age,   and   growing   up   we   knew   that   Tali   Brown’s   mom   was   a   scholar.   
 
As   a   child   I   didn’t   understand   how   brave   these   women   were,   how   hard   it   was   for   them.   In   2016   Dr.   Brown  
wrote   a   retrospective    article    in   the   OU’s   Jewish   Action   Magazine   about   her   experiences,   how   she   applied   to  
teach   Jewish   Studies   at   an   Orthodox   day   school   and,   quote,    “Those   who   interviewed   me   were   not   comfortable  
that   I   was   interested   in   teaching   both   Tanach   and   Gemara.   They   were   not   sure   what   to   do   with   me.   I   did   not   get  
the   job.”   
 
By   the   time   I   was   in   middle   school,   I   had   �gured   out   that   Orthodox   women   were   learners   but,   in   the   early  
2000s,   they   were   not   teachers   in   the   American   Orthodox   community.   Like   Dr.   Brown,   the   scholarly   women   I  
knew   were   perhaps   themselves   Orthodox,   but   they   all   taught   in   the   academy   or   other   non-Orthodox   spaces.   I  
did   not   study   Talmud   formally   from   a   woman   until   I   was   eighteen,   on   my   gap   year   in   Israel,   seven   years   into   my  
Talmud   education--   and   even   then,   at   an   elite   women’s   seminary   in   2009,   most   of   the   Talmud   teachers   were  
men.   But   already   then   it   was   clear   that   there   was   a   path   forward,   there   were   a   handful   of   heroic   women--   like  
Rabbanit   Esti--   who   had   made   it.   The   future   twinkled.   
 
Ten   years   later,   that   future   is   reality.   The   stage   of   Hadran   was   �lled   with   women   scholars,   teachers   of   myriads.  
Ten   years   later,   I   can   stand   here   on   this   stage,   employed   by   you,   an   Orthodox   synagogue,   where   I   get   to   teach  
Torah   to   Orthodox   Jews,   professionally.   
 
I’m   not   here   to   say   “we’ve   made   it!”   -   this   story   is   nowhere   close   to   over   yet.   There   are   still   levels   of   Torah  
learning   closed   to   women   and   it’s   way   too   hard   to   �nd   decent   employment.   We   won’t   close   the   book   on   this   for  
generations   to   come   -   but   I   think   that   the   seven   brave   women   of   our   Parsha   would   be   proud.   Most   of   them,   also,  
only   got   to   see   Moshe’s   early   successes.   
 
At   the   very   end   of   the   Torah,   we   read    תורה   צוה   לנו   משה   מורשה   קהלת   יעקב  -   Moshe   commanded   us   with   the   Torah,  
it   is   the   inheritance   of   the   congregation   of   Jacob.   Moshe   commanded    us    with   the   Torah,   us,   all   of   us,   women  
included.   It   is   the   inheritance   of   the   congregation   of   Jacob,   the   whole   congregation.   
 
Like   the   women   of   our   parsha,   the   Torah   women   of   today   fear   God   and   work   boldly,   bravely,   big-heartedly  
together   with   and   above   the   expectations   that   come   with   our   gender   identity,   to   keep   alive   the   legacy   of   Moshe  
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and   pass   forward   Torat   Moshe,   our   communal   inheritance,   into   the   kehilat   yaakov,   the   congregation   of   Jacob,  
today.   
 

  תורה   צוה   לנו   משה   מורשה   קהלת   יעקב. 
 
Women   have   fought   for   Moshe   and   his   Torah   from   the   very   beginning,   and   today   we   do   our   best   to   live   up   to  
their   heroic   legacy.   The   Hadran   celebration   marked   a   moment   that   to   me   feels   like   an   important   milestone   in  
this   history.    A   milestone   that   we   together   should   all   be   celebrating   with   pride.   Mazal   tov   and   Shabbat   Shalom.   
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