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“Hearing Silence:”
Women’s Absence and Presence in the Torah
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“The need for a feminist Judaism begins with hearing silence.”
- Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai, Page 1

Standing Again at Sinai, Judith Plaskow, 25-26

Entry into the covenant at Sinai is the root experience of Judaism, the central event that
established the Jewish people. Given the importance of this event, there can be no verse in
the Torah more disturbing to the feminist than Moses’ warning to his people in Exodus
19:15, “Be ready for the third day; do not go near a woman.”...At the very moment when
Israel stands trembling waiting for God’s presence to descend upon the mountain, Moses
addresses the community only as men....At the central moment of Jewish history, women
areinvisible. ...How can we ever hope to fill the silence that shrouds Jewish women’s past?

Shemot 32:1-4
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When the people saw that Moses was so
long in coming down from the mountain, the
people gathered against Aaron and said to
him, “Come, make us a god who shall go
before us, for that fellow Moses—the man
who brought us from the land of Egypt—we
do not know what has happened to him.”
Aaron said to them, “[You men,] take off the
gold rings that are on the ears of your wives,
your sons, and your daughters, and bring
them to me.”

And all the people took off the gold rings
that were in their ears and brought them to
Aaron.

This he took from them and cast in a mold,
and made it into a molten calf. And they
exclaimed, “This is your god, O Israel, who
brought you out of the land of Egypt!”
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Bamidbar Rabbah 21:10
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“And the daughters of Tzlofchad
approached:” In that generation [of the Jews
in the desert], the women shored up what
the men breached. You find that Aharon said
to them "Remove the earrings of gold that
are in the ears of your wives" - and the
women did not want to and they protested
against their husbands, as it is stated "And
the entire people removed the earrings of
gold, etc." And the women did not
participate with them in the [building of the]
Golden Calf.

And so [too] with the spies that put out
calumny...But the women were not with
them in that counsel, as it it written beyond
this section, "As God said to them, 'You shall
surely die in the desert, and not a man
remained from them except for Calev the
son of Yefuneh" - [it is written] "a man," but
not a woman; because of [the men] not
wanting to enter the land. But the women
approached to request an inheritance in the
land. Therefore, this section is written
adjacent to the death of the generation of
the wilderness (that came out of Egypt) -- as
from there did the men breach and the
women shore up.
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...the festivals were established parallel to
the Avot — Pesach parallel to
Avraham..Shavuot parallel to
Yitzchak...Sukkot parallel to Yaakov...And the
twelve Rashei Chodashim of the year, which
are also called ‘festivals, are parallel to the
twelve tribes, and when they sinned with the
Calf it was taken from them and given to
their wives, to commemorate that they did
not participate in that sin.
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