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Proverbs 31

(10) What a rare find is a capable
wife! Her worth is far beyond that
of rubies. (11) Her husband puts his
confidence in her, And lacks no
good thing. (12) She is good to him,
never bad, All the days of her life.
(13) She looks for wool and flax,
And sets her hand to them with a
will. (14) She is like a merchant
fleet, Bringing her food from afar.
(15) She rises while it is still night,
And supplies provisions for her
household, The daily fare of her
maids. (16) She sets her mind on an
estate and acquires it; She plants a
vineyard by her own labors. (17)
She girds herself with strength, And
performs her tasks with vigor. (18)
She sees that her business thrives;
Her lamp never goes out at night.
(19) She sets her hand to the distaff;
Her fingers work the spindle. (20)
She gives generously to the poor;
Her hands are stretched out to the
needy. (21) She is not worried for
her household because of snow, For
her whole household is dressed in
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crimson. (22) She makes covers for
herself; Her clothing is linen and
purple. (23) Her husband is
prominent in the gates, As he sits
among the elders of the land. (24)
She makes cloth and sells it, And
offers a girdle to the merchant. (25)
She is clothed with strength and
splendor; She looks to the future
cheerfully. (26) Her mouth is full of
wisdom, Her tongue with kindly
teaching. (27) She oversees the
activities of her household And
never eats the bread of idleness.
(28) Her children declare her happy;
Her husband praises her, (29)
“Many women have done well, But
you surpass them all.” (30) Grace is
deceptive, Beauty is illusory; It is
for her fear of the LORD That a
woman is to be praised. (31) Extol
her for the fruit of her hand, And let
her works praise her in the gates.
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Questions for Discussion:
1. What traits in a wife are valued according to this text?
2. Is this gendered? In other words, could this be said about any partner
regardless of sex?
3. If modern sensibilities around gender and sex have changed since this text
was written, is there still value in singing it on Friday night?

Rabbi Ruti Regan, June 2018

I choose to read Proverbs 31 with the assumption that King Lemuel's mother
(whose name no one bothered to record) knew that men often unjustly
devalue women's work and disregard women's virtues. If you look at the
plain meaning of Prov. 31:10, she doesn't actually say that it's rare for women
to be valorous, she says that it's rare for men to find valorous women.
Women are, in fact, valuable whether or not men seen our value.[...]
Perhaps when King Lemuel's mother admonished him "do not give your
valour to women", she meant "because they have their own, and trying to
replace it with yours will not end well."

Questions for Discussion:
1. Does Rabbi Regan's interpretation that these verses acknowledge the
difficulty of finding a partner who is valorous change your feelings about the
idea of singing this on Friday nights or having these verses sung to you?
2. Can egalitarianism mean that men and women together make the choice to
preserve traditional language even when they know that it does not reflect
modern sensibilities around gender and sex? Do you think that egalitarianism
means that anything that does not reflect modern egalitarian values should be
changed or disregarded?
3. If you were to write a song that reflects the values that you want others to
recognize in you, what would those values be?

