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Session 17 Yitro – In and Out of Revelation

ְּׁפידִים וַּיָבֹאּו
ְּׁבר ִסינָי .ב וַּיִ ְּׁסעּו ֵמר ִ
ָאל ֵמ ֶארֶץ ִמ ְּׁצ ָריִם ַבּיֹום ַהזֶה ָבאּו ִמד ַ
ִשר ֵ
ִיׁשי ְּׁלצֵאת ְּׁבנֵי-י ְּׁ
של ִ
א בַחֹדֶׁש ַה ְּׁ
ִקרָא ֵאלָיו יְּׁהוָה ִמןָ -ה ָהר
לֹהים וַּי ְּׁ
ּומֹׁשה ָעלָה ֶאלָ -ה ֱא ִ
ֶ
ָאל נֶגֶד ָה ָהר .ג
ִשר ֵ
ׁשם י ְּׁ
ִחןָ -
ַם ְּׁד ָבר וַּי ַ
ַחנּו ב ִ
ִמ ְּׁד ַבר ִסינַי וַּי ֲ
תכֶם עַל-
שא ֶא ְּׁ
ָא ָ
ְּׁמ ְּׁצ ָריִם ו ֶ
יתי ל ִ
ָש ִ
ׁשר ע ִ
יתם ֲא ֶ
ְּׁא ֶ
ַאתם ר ִ
ָאל .ד ֶ
ִשר ֵ
ִבנֵי י ְּׁ
ְּׁתגֵיד ל ְּׁ
תֹאמר ְּׁל ֵבית יַעֲקֹב ו ַ
ַ
לֵאמֹר כֹה
ִיתם לִי ְּׁסֺג ָלה
ִהי ֶ
ִיתי ו ְּׁ
ְּׁתם ֶאתְּׁ -בר ִ
ּוׁש ַמר ֶ
ׁש ְּׁמעּו בְּׁקֹלִי ְּׁ
ת ְּׁ
ׁשמֹו ַע ִ
ַתה ִאםָ -
תכֶם ֵאלָי .ה וְּׁע ָ
ְּׁׁשרִים וָָא ִבא ֶא ְּׁ
כַנְּׁ ֵפי נ ָ
ַבר ֶאלְּׁ -בנֵי
תד ֵ
ׁשר ְּׁ
ְּׁברִים ֲא ֶ
כֹהנִים וְּׁגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש ֵאלֶה ַהד ָ
ת ְּׁהיּו-לִי ַמ ְּׁמ ֶלכֶת ֲ
ְַּׁאתם ִ
ַםים כִי-לִי כָלָ -הָארֶץ .ו ו ֶ
ִמכָלָ -הע ִ
ׁשר ִצּוָהּו יְּׁהוָה .ח וַּיַעֲנּו כָל-
ְּׁברִים ָה ֵאלֶה ֲא ֶ
ֵיהם ֵאת כָלַ -הד ָ
ִפנ ֶ
ָשם ל ְּׁ
ִקנֵי ָהעָם וַּי ֶ
ִקרָא ְּׁלז ְּׁ
מֹׁשה וַּי ְּׁ
ָאל .ז וַּיָבֹא ֶ
ִשר ֵ
י ְּׁ
ּיֹאמר יְּׁהוָה ֶאל-
ִברֵי ָהעָם ֶאל-יְּׁהוָה .ט וַ ֶ
מֹׁשה ֶאת-ד ְּׁ
ָׁשב ֶ
ֲשה וַּי ֶ
ֲׁשרִ -ד ֶבר יְּׁהוָה נַע ֶ
ַּיֹאמרּו כֹל א ֶ
ַחדָו ו ְּׁ
ָהעָם י ְּׁ
ׁשה
ַא ִמינּו לְּׁעֹולָם וַּיַגֵד מֹ ֶ
ִם ְּׁך וְּׁגַםְּׁ -ב ָך י ֲ
ַברִי ע ָ
ִׁש ַמע ָהעָם ְּׁבד ְּׁ
מֹׁשה ִהמֵה ָאנֹכִי ָבא ֵאלֶי ָך ְּׁבעַב ֶה ָענָן ַבעֲבּור י ְּׁ
ֶ
לֹתם .יא
ש ְּׁמ ָ
ּומ ָחר וְּׁכִבְּׁסּו ִ
ַׁש ָתם ַהּיֹום ָ
ְּׁקד ְּׁ
ֵך ֶאלָ -העָם ו ִ
מֹׁשה ל ְּׁ
ַּיֹאמר יְּׁהוָה ֶאלֶ -
ִברֵי ָהעָם ֶאל-יְּׁהוָה .י ו ֶ
ֶאת-ד ְּׁ
ְּׁת ֶאתָ -העָם ָס ִביב
ְּׁהגְּׁבַל ָ
ִׁשי יֵרֵד יְּׁהוָה ְּׁלעֵינֵי כָלָ -העָם עַלַ -הר ִסינָי .יב ו ִ
של ִ
ִיׁשי כִי ַבּיֹום ַה ְּׁ
של ִ
ְּׁהיּו נְּׁכֹנִים לַּיֹום ַה ְּׁ
וָ
ִן ֵקל
תגַע בֹו יָד כִיָ -סקֹול י ָ
יּומת .יג לֹאִ -
ָהר מֹות ָ
ְּׁקצֵהּו כָלַ -המֹ ֵג ַע ב ָ
ָהר ּונְּׁגֹ ַע ב ָ
ש ְּׁמרּו ָלכֶם עֲלֹות ב ָ
לֵאמֹר ִה ָ
מֹׁשה ִמןָ -ה ָהר ֶאלָ -העָם
ָהר .יד וַּיֵרֶד ֶ
ׁשֹך ַהּיֹבֵל ֵה ָםה יַעֲלּו ב ָ
ִמ ְּׁ
ִחיֶה ב ְּׁ
ְּׁה ָמה ִאםִ -איׁש לֹא י ְּׁ
אֹו-יָרֹה יִּיָרֶה אִם-ב ֵ
שה .טז
תגְּׁׁשּו ֶאלִ -א ָ
ָמים ַאלִ -
לֹׁשת י ִ
ִׁש ֶ
ַּיֹאמר ֶאלָ -העָם ֱהיּו נְּׁכֹנִים ל ְּׁ
לֹתם .טו ו ֶ
ש ְּׁמ ָ
ְּׁקדֵׁש ֶאתָ -העָם וַיְּׁכַבְּׁסּו ִ
וַי ַ
ֶחרַד ָכל-
ׁשֹפר ָחזָק ְּׁמאֹד וַּי ֱ
ָקים וְּׁ ָענָן ָכבֵד עַלָ -ה ָהר וְּׁקֹל ָ
ּובר ִ
ְּׁהי קֹלֹת ְּׁ
בֹקר וַי ִ
ִהיֹת ַה ֶ
ִיׁשי ב ְּׁ
של ִ
ְּׁהי בַּיֹום ַה ְּׁ
וַי ִ
ְּׁהר
תית ָה ָהר .יח ו ַ
ְּׁת ְּׁח ִ
ִתיַצְּׁבּו ב ַ
לֹהים ִמןַ -ה ַם ֲחנֶה וַּי ְּׁ
ִקרַאת ָה ֱא ִ
מֹׁשה ֶאתָ -העָם ל ְּׁ
ַם ֲחנֶה .יז וַּיֹוצֵא ֶ
ׁשר ב ַ
ָהעָם ֲא ֶ
ְּׁהי קֹול
ֶחרַד כָלָ -ה ָהר ְּׁמאֹד .יט וַי ִ
ְּׁׁשן וַּי ֱ
ֶׁשן ַהכִב ָ
ֲׁשנֹו ְּׁכע ֶ
ׁשר יָרַד ָעלָיו יְּׁהוָה ָב ֵאׁש וַּיַעַל ע ָ
ָׁשן כֺלֹו ִמ ְּׁפנֵי ֲא ֶ
ִסינַי ע ַ
לֹהים יַ ֲענֶמּו בְּׁקֹול .כ וַּיֵרֶד יְּׁהוָה עַלַ -הר ִסינַי אֶל-רֹאׁש ָה ָהר
ְּׁה ֱא ִ
מֹׁשה יְּׁ ַד ֵבר ו ָ
ְּׁחזֵק ְּׁמאֹד ֶ
ֵך ו ָ
ַה שֹ ָפר הֹול ְּׁ
ֶהרְּׁסּו אֶל-
מֹׁשה רֵד ָהעֵד ָבעָם ֶפן-י ֶ
ַּיֹאמר יְּׁהוָה אֶלֶ -
מֹׁשה .כא ו ֶ
ְּׁמֹׁשה ֶאל-רֹאׁש ָה ָהר וַּיַעַל ֶ
ִקרָא יְּׁהוָה ל ֶ
וַּי ְּׁ
ַּיֹאמר
ָהם יְּׁהוָה .כג ו ֶ
ִפרֹץ ב ֶ
ִת ַקדָׁשּו פֶן-י ְּׁ
ָׁשים ֶאל-יְּׁהוָה י ְּׁ
כֹהנִים ַהמִג ִ
יְּׁהוָה לִרְּׁאֹות וְּׁנָפַל ִמ ֶםמּו רָב .כב וְּׁגַם ַה ֲ
ַׁשתֹו.
ְּׁקד ְּׁ
ֵדֹתה ָבנּו לֵאמֹר ַהגְּׁבֵל ֶאתָ -ה ָהר ו ִ
ַאתה ַהע ָ
מֹׁשה ֶאל-יְּׁהוָה לֹא-יּוכַל ָהעָם ַלעֲלֹת ֶאלַ -הר ִסינָי כִיָ -
ֶ
ִפרָץ-
ֶהרְּׁסּו ַלעֲלֹת ֶאל-יְּׁהוָה פֶן-י ְּׁ
ְּׁהעָם ַאל-י ֶ
כֹהנִים ו ָ
ְּׁה ֲ
ִם ְּׁך ו ַ
ְַּׁאהרֹן ע ָ
ַאתה ו ֲ
ִית ָ
ֶך-רֵד וְּׁ ָעל ָ
ַּיֹאמר ֵאלָיו יְּׁהוָה ל ְּׁ
כד ו ֶ
ֵהם.
ַּיֹאמר ֲאל ֶ
מֹׁשה ֶאלָ -העָם ו ֶ
בָם .כה וַּיֵרֶד ֶ
Exodus 19
1
On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that very day,
2
they entered the wilderness of Sinai. Having journeyed from Rephidim, they entered the wilderness
3
of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness. Israel encamped there in front of the mountain, and
Moses went up to God. The Lord called to him from the mountain, saying, "Thus shall you say to the
4
house of Jacob and declare to the children of Israel: 'You have seen what I did to the Egyptians,
5
how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to Me. Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully
and keep My covenant, you shall be My treasured possession among all the peoples. Indeed, all the
6
earth is Mine, but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These are the words
"that you shall speak to the children of Israel.
7
Moses came and summoned the elders of the people and put before them all that the Lord had
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commanded him. All the people answered as one, saying, "All that the Lord has spoken we will
9
do!" And Moses brought back the people's words to the Lord. And the Lord said to Moses, "I will
come to you in a thick cloud, in order that the people may hear when I speak with you and so trust
10
you ever after." Then Moses reported the people's words to the Lord, and the Lord said to Moses,
11
"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 the third day the Lord will come down, in the sight of all
12
the people, on Mount Sinai. You shall set bounds for the people round about, saying, 'Beware of
going up the mountain or touching the border of it. Whoever touches the mountain shall be put to
13
death: no hand shall touch him, but he shall be either stoned or shot; beast or man, he shall not
live.' When the ram's horn sounds a long blast, they may go up on the mountain."
14

Moses came down from the mountain to the people and warned the people to stay pure, and they
15
washed their clothes. And he said to the people, "Be ready for the third day: do not go near a
woman."
16

On the third day, as morning dawned, there was thunder, and lightning, and a dense cloud upon
17
the mountain, and a very loud blast of the horn; and all the people who were in the camp trembled.
Moses led the people out of the camp toward God, and they took their places at the foot of the
mountain.
18

Now Mount Sinai was all in smoke, for the Lord had come down upon it in fire; the smoke rose
19
like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled violently. The blare of the horn grew
20
louder and louder. As Moses spoke, God answered him in thunder. The Lord came down upon
Mount Sinai, on the top of the mountain, and the Lord called Moses to the top of the mountain and
21
Moses went up. The Lord said to Moses, "Go down, warn the people not to break through to the
22
Lord to gaze, lest many of them perish. The priests also, who come near the Lord, must stay pure,
23
lest the Lord break out against them." But Moses said to the Lord, "The people cannot come up to
24
Mount Sinai, for You warned us saying, 'Set bounds about the mountain and sanctify it.'" So the
Lord said to him, "Go down, and come back together with Aaron; but let not the priests or the people
25
break through to come up to the Lord, lest He break out against them." And Moses went down to
the people and spoke to them.
Context
Moshe's father-in-law, Yitro, his spouse, Yocheved, and sons, Gershom and Eliezer meet Moshe on
his way from leading the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt. Yitro offers advice to create a hierarchy
of judges to off-load some of the excess burden that Moshe is shouldering. Journeying on, the
Israelites enter the Sinai Desert, and prepare for the divine revelation. Moshe acts as an
intermediary, interpreting God's instructions to the people. At the carefully boundaried mountain,
amidst smoke, thunder, lightening, and trembling, the Children of Israel hear the divine words and
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receive the ten commandments. The final divine message to Moshe in the parasha emphasizes the
prohibition against making gold or silver idols, and commands the use of an earthen or stone altar
for sacrifices.

Explorations
The question of the participation of women in the covenant between God and the Jewish People
arises in the Torah’s account of the preparations and actual experience of the revelation at Sinai.
The following verses quote God's instructions and make no mention of men or women.

And God said to Moses, “Go to the nation and sanctify them today and tomorrow, and
they should wash their clothes. And they should be ready for the third day, because on
the third day God will descend before the eyes of the whole people to Mount Sinai.”
Shmot 19:10-11
The verses are phrased in the collective masculine form, presumably intended for all of the
people. Passing on the message, Moshe adds an extra instruction,

And Moses went down from the mountain to the nation, and he sanctified them and
they washed their clothes. And he said to the people, “And you should be ready for
three days – do not approach a woman.” Exodus 19:15
In the text, we find Moses apparently reformulating God’s messages for the people’s preparation. To
God's command for sanctification and preparation, Moses adds his own addendum—not to go near
a woman. Moshe's remark seems to stigmatize women in two ways. Firstly, the preparation to meet
the divine precludes contact with women. The verse prompts a question—what's the problem with
women that men must avoid us? Secondly, women are the object spoken about in the verse, not
people whom the verse addresses. Apparently speaking only to the men, Moshe seems to exclude
women at his own initiative.
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Judith Plaskow premises her classic work of Jewish feminist theology—Standing Again at
Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective (1990)—on the view that the biblical revelation
is tainted by the exclusion of women from the human encounter with the divine (quote from
p. 26). Building on the analysis of Rachel Adler—another important Jewish feminist, Judith
sees the need to question the core assumptions about women's place in Judaism on the
basis of the Sinai scene.
Judith Plaskow calls for women's voices of interpretation, for feminist midrash, for a renewal of the covenant. Her call has an answer from unexpected historical voices.
The medieval French commentator Rashi works tirelessly on the Sinai scene to bring
women fully into the experience of the revelation. Following an ancient tradition, Rashi
comments on the words commanding Moshe to instruct about the covenant, “So you should
say to the house of Yakov-beit Yakov and tell the Children of Israel-B'nai Yisrael” (Shmot
19:3). Making sense of what appears to be doubling of language, Tannaitic (early rabbinic)
sources, interpret beit Yakov to refer to the women, and b'nai Yisrael to refer to the men, for
why would the Torah mention both beit Yakov and b'nai Yisrael unless to include both
genders in God’s revelation to the people? (See Mekhilta of Rabbi Yishmael, Yitro; Midrash
Tanchuma, Metzora 9; and Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, 40). Quoting this tradition, Rashi
contends that the divine will speak in gentle terms to the women, and about strictures and
punishments to the men (Rashi on 19:3). Regardless of his time-bound gender
stereotyping, Rashi clearly states that God intends to address both women and men, each
as worthy in her and his own right to receive the revelation.
Rashi further comments about the offensive command not to approach a woman (on Shmot
19:15).
Do not go near a woman: for all these three days [of preparation], in order
that the women may immerse themselves on the third day and be ritually
pure to receive the Torah. If they have intercourse within the three days, the
woman might excrete semen after her immersion and become ritually
impure again. After three days have elapsed [since intercourse], however,
the semen has already putrified and is no longer capable of fertilization, so
it is pure from contaminating the [woman] who emits it. [based on mishna
Shabbat 9:3, also gemarra Shabbat 86A]
In his explicit and detailed account, based on the text of the Mishna in tractate Shabbat,
Rashi interprets the purpose of Moshe's prohibition: to enable women to immerse in
purifying water in order to be ready to receive the Torah. As we shall learn in Leviticus
(15:16-18), after sexual intercourse the Torah obligates both men and women to immerse in
water to purify from male discharge, semen, and wait until sunset. The Tannaim discuss
how it is not sufficient for women to wait for sunset of the same day to perform the
purification ritual immersion because women retain semen within the vaginal canal for as
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long as 72 hours after intercourse (in addition to tractate Shabbat, see Miqvaot 8:3).
According to this logic, the women at Mount Sinai would not be ready to enter the sacred
realm at the appointed time if they have sex within the three-day period before the
revelation. Therefore, explains Rashi, Moshe orders the men not to have sex with the
women for three days so that the women will be ready to meet God and receive the Torah.
Specifically commenting on the words that appear to exclude women, Rashi includes
women in the preparations for the covenant.
Rashi’s comments are complicated. Based on earlier traditions, he makes a bold move to
assert that God addresses both women and men, and both participate fully in the revelation
scene. According to Rashi, women and men are informed of God’s desire to enter a
covenant with them, and both are to prepare to receive the covenant in a state of ritual
purity. However, like the traditions upon which he bases his views, by affiliating Moses’
statement, “do not go near a woman,” with God’s statement about the days of preparation,
Rashi avoids explaining the difference between God’s and Moshe’s instructions by
attributing to both the same intention. For an unstated reason, the Torah does not explicitly
credit God with the idea that sanctification requires male abstinence from contact with
women.
Commenting on the same matter, the Babylonian Talmud discuss Moshe's inclination to
abstain from sex-[W]e have learned in a Tannaitic source, "Three things were done by Moses
on his own authority, and the Holy One, blessed be S/He, agreed. They are:
He added one day (to the period of sanctification), he separated himself from
a woman, and he broke the tablets into pieces.". ...
What was the object of Moses in separating himself from a woman? He
applied the order given to the Israelites (to separate themselves from their
spouses) to himself to a much more severe degree. (Shabbat 87a)
Here Tannaitic sages acknowledge that Moshe initiates extreme abstinence from sexual
relations with his own spouse. The ground for his abstinence from sex is his constant
contact with God. The sages claim that God accepts Moshe's idea, however, it is still not
clear that God wants women and men to separate.
Questions for Discussion


Read more of Judith Plaskow book (it is readily available in libraries, and by order),
consider her views, and discuss your experiences of inclusion and exclusion in the
Torah covenant in the light of the discussion above.



The Torah and rabbinic commentaries are explicit about the body and our intimate
relationships. The verses we studied appear to indicate an incompatibility between
sexual intimacy and sacred encounter. How do you understand the relationship
between holiness and sexuality? We shall discuss this topic more later.
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What, if any, reason might there be for addressing women and men differently
and/or separately? For what reasons ought we not to address women and men
differently and/or separately?



How do we understand the importance of reading women into and out of a central
text of the covenant? How is ambivalence to women’s full inclusion and
participation in the covenant expressed today in both our religious and secular
communities? Pick an area of Judaism that you feel is currently not gender equal.
Evaluate the gender proportion of ritual honors, the language and metaphors of
God-language, liturgy, and leadership in the community, for example. Explore ways
to make Jewish practice more gender-inclusive and post them here on the forum so
that we can all benefit from each other's insights. To get started, Shavuot is one
opportunity....



Based on a midrash that the Children of Israel slept the night before revelation and
had to be woken up to receive the Torah, many communities observe a Tikkun Leil
Shavuot during which people study Torah through the night of Shavuot in order to
correct the sleepiness of our ancestors. How can you incorporate a gender-tikkun
(correction/repair) in your community’s Tikkun Leil Shavuot to express the full and
equal participation of women in the covenant?

Study Links
The Torah introduces the revelation scene with a quick account of the Exodus using an
inspiring image of God flying us out of exile on the wings of eagles.
I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to Me (Shmot 19:4)
This verse became affiliated with the modern aliya of Jews from Yemen and later, from
Ethiopia to Israel. Here is a music video of a song from 1953 with images from the labor in
the fields of Israel that speaks of how the Yemenite Jews awaited the messiah for a long
time, and that the immigration is a sign of the days of redemption. Consider how these
Jews regarded their hard labor as the fulfillment of redemption.
In this essay, the late Lubavitcher Rebbe interprets the importance of the revelation to
women. Evaluate whether you consider these views to be apologetic and/or feminist.
Here is a poem by Merle Feld about being at Mount Sinai with her brother.
Summary of Issues
From the verses describing the preparations, a question arises as to whether and to what
extent the revelation addresses women. We find a medieval French commentator picking
up an ancient thread and ingeniously interpreting the scene with gender-inclusive
sensibility. Rashi is in anachronistic agreement with a contemporary feminist theologian.
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Methods & Observations
The participation of women in the revelation at Mount Sinai shows how complex it is to
transmit divine intentions via human agents. Often this kind of “broken telephone”—
messages changing as they move along the line—happens between the Torah and the
layers of interpretation and commentary that flow from it. Here in our parasha, the
transmission varies between verses in the same chapter, drawing attention to our human
role and responsibility for transmitting the Torah onward.
Contact
Please address queries and comments to Dr. Bonna Devora Haberman: bonnadevora@gmail.com
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