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Birthing Worlds:

Israeli Women's Midrashim of Birth and Miscarriage

Rabbi Avi Killip - killip@hadar.org

Text 1:
The Midwives Saw and Feared NIT?'"N NN
Orna Peltz Y7'9 NN

He [the king of Egypt] said [to the midwives]: When ax n*1aNd 7y [N’ Nitaya DX T2 N’
you deliver the Hebrew women, look (u’rei-ten) at

the birth stool. Ifitisa boy, kill hlm, ifitisa gir[, let .0N'NEN'Y NA DN NN |ANDI XIN
her live. T T

The midwives feared God in awe (va-tir-ena) and 2T UKD 1WY 71 DR DX DTN XYL
did not do as the king of Egypt had told them. - ' ) ' o '
They let the boys live. (Exod 1: 16-17.) In"x

(T'-T0 ,X NINY) 'D'T7'D DY |NAI DIX¥N M

The midwives were asked: Where did you get

your fearful awe of God?
?127 NNUAY DFITR DR N NI AN 178

And they answered: From the great and deep
things that we saw at the birth StOOl, from the '-”J 11'KIY D'7INYI ™77 NIXONN 'YL

mystery that embraces us morning and evening: DTX 271 AP NIDORY [MINONAN ,0'IAKA

human being after human being coming into the
NIN X'2N NI R KIN 'R ;071V%7 X2 DTR TIVI

world; where does he come from and what does
. . . XINY NANKRNI NNn ;2 NXIN INXY 210N INK
he bring with him? The goodness that her mother

. . ,O"AXRIT NISIAN O'N'AN D'YID NIZII'N ;OIVn
sees in her, the compassion and the love that he !

awakens, crying babies bursting forth from ‘D191 AWV D'AIZN YIXK 7W 1D NNNINAl
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exhausted bodies, and the soft seal of God’s

finger imprinted on their faces.

The midwives were challenged:

But didn’t it happen at Sinai that All the people
saw (ro-im) the thunder and the lightning and the
voice of the Shofar and the smoking mountain and
the people saw it and trembled and stood far off
... and Moses said to the people do not fear (al
ti-ru), for God has come to test you, to keep the
fearful awe of God (yir-a-to) before you so that you
will not transgress (Exod 20: 15-17). The fearful
awe of God comes from the place of thunder and

lightning!

And the midwives answered:

There is fearful awe (yir-a) that comes from
external seeing (re-i-ya) and there is fearful awe
that comes from internal vision (re-i-ya); A person
can be frozen in terror, witnessing a supernatural
miracle, which awakens and strengthens her
sense of fearful awe. But for us, it doesn’t work
like that. Our fearful awe is not in the heavens
(Deut 30:12). Our fearful awe of God arises
precisely from within nature, from within the
pain of what we witness on the birth stool. From
there we learn to choose what is good, to protect

life, to fight against death and to resist evil.
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Text 2:
Beresheit Rabba 3:7

Rabbi Judah bar Simon said: it does not say,
“It was evening,” but “And it was evening.”
Hence we derive that there was a
time-system prior to this. Rabbi Abbahu
said: This teaches us that God created
worlds and destroyed them, saying, “This
one pleases me; those did not please me.”
Rabbi Pinhas said, Rabbi Abbahu derives
this from the verse, “And God saw all that
God had made, and behold it was very
good,” as if to say, “This one pleases me,
those others did not please me.”
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Text 3:

Miscarriage and Creation
Tamar Biala

At the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth. And the earth was tohu va-vohu, darkness
over the face of the deep, and the spirit of God

hovering over the face of the waters (Gen 1:1).

Brings everything to pass precisely in its time
(Ecc 3:11). Rabbi Abahu said that we learn from
here that the Holy Blessed One was building
worlds and destroying them, creating worlds
and destroying them, until he created these

(Kohelet Rabbah, Vilna ed. §3).

And God saw all Her worlds falling at Her feet, and
She said to Herself: | will just let my heart fall

along with them, and | will sit in darkness, like
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those long dead (Lam 3:6). Her tears and blood
were scattering in space, searching for land that
would absorb them, and they wept to fragments
and pieces, until all of existence was the cloud
and fog of the great deep. God tried to look again
at the ruins of Her worlds, and just couldn't. She
covered Herself with this great deep, as is written,
You made the deep, covered it as a garment (Ps
104:6), and She beat Her chest and wailed: for /

shall be a desolation forever (Jer 51:26).

What did She think at that moment, when She
could no longer bear to look on those worlds? She
remembered that it is said of Her, You brought
forth the earth and the world (Ps 90:2) and her
womb, eternal (Jer 20:17), and She felt her sons
and daughters straining to be born so that they
could say in gratitude, for | was not killed in the
womb (Jer 20:17). She closed Her eyes, swallowed
the pain lodged in Her throat, and pleaded for
Herself, that She might find more loving-mercy,
and faith, as is written, | declare, a world of
loving-mercy will be built, Your faithfulness will be
established in the heavens (Ps 89:3). And from that
She went and created new heavens and a new

earth.

When the heavens and earth stood, in
wonderment and bewilderment, tohim uvohim,
She took off the garment of the deep with which
She had been covering Herself, and that deep of
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cloud and fog, Her blood and tears, went and
gathered into living waters, and She hovered over
them back and forth, as is written when the earth
was tohu vavohu, darkness over the face of the
deep, and the spirit of God hovering over the face

of the waters (Gen 1:1).

And what was She saying at that moment? That it
should not totter and fall, forever. (Ps 104:5). And
Her sons and daughters joined their prayers to
Hers, and they themselves said: That it should not
totter and fall, forever; that it should not totter and

fall, forever.
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