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MIRIAM: A MODEL OF GIVING AND RECEIVING
INTRODUCTION

This Sicha examines the Torah’s description of Miriam at the Sea of Reeds. It delves into the
nuances of Rashi’s explanation of that description and uses it as a model for all Jewish women. In
this Sicha we meet Miriam the woman, the sister, the daughter and the leader, as she is shaped by
her extraordinary past, her present leadership, the peaks and valleys of her future and her meaningful
relationships.

When the Torah relates that Miriam led the women in rejoicing at the Sea of Reeds (S1), it describes
her as “Miriam the prophetess, Aharon's sister”.

Rashi (S2) explains that this particular description is appropriate, as she first prophesized when her
only sibling was Aharon, the prophecy being that Moshe would be born. Rashi tells us this is written
in Gemorah Sotah (S3). Another explanation for being called the sister of Aharon, is that later he
would jeopardise his life for her when she would be afflicted with {zaraas and for this she is identified
here by his name, “Aharon’s sister”.

THE MAIN QUESTIONS

1) Rashi quotes the words of the Torah, “And Miriam the prophetess took”, and then gives us
two explanations as to why the Torah describes her here as the sister of Aharon. Would it
not have been more appropriate for Rashi to rather quote the words, “the sister of Aharon”?

2) Why does Rashi state that the prophecy was regarding Moshe’s birth. Any prophecy would
have given her that status?

3) How is it obvious from the verses that her prophecy was about Moshe’s birth?



4) What deeper message is Rashi conveying by telling us the source of this explanation and
that the source is Gemorah Sotah?

5) Inintroducing his second explanation, why does Rashi again state that she was “the sister
of Aharon”?

6) Whenever Rashi gives two explanations, there is a shortcoming in each explanation that is
addressed by the other, but overall, the first explanation is superior. How do these rules
apply to our comment of Rashi?

THE MAIN EXPLANATION

The Torah’s need to describe Miriam here as a prophetess seems problematic. It can’t be to identify
which Miriam we are referring to. Firstly, she is immediately described as the sister of Aharon, so
we know precisely that it is the famous Miriam. Secondly, we have not yet been introduced to her
as a prophetess, so that title would not help in identifying her here. So, it is not to identify her.

A second problem is the very relevance of prophecy (S4 — S-6) to this incident. The spontaneous
outburst of joy of the Jews at the Sea of Reeds required no prophecy. They had just witnessed great
miracles and had been saved from their longtime oppressors! One did not need to be a prophet to
be motivated to participate or lead the unbounded joy and celebration (S7). Why then, is Miriam
described here as a prophetess?

A third problem is that at this point of time the Jewish nation had complete belief in and were totally
obedient to Moshe’s instructions (S8). Yet we do not find that Miriam sought his permission to lead
the women in rejoicing.

Rashi therefore explains that the mention of Miriam’s prophecy here at the Sea of Reeds is to address
these last two points.

In certain respects, Miriam was superior even to Moshe. The Torah describes her as a “prophetess,
the sister of Aharon”, to convey to us that her prophecy was at a time when she was solely the sister
of Aharon and not of Moshe, who had not yet been born. The nature of her prophecy at that time
was that Moshe would be born.

Think about it - the prophecy of Moshe’s birth was not given Amram and Yocheved who were the
leaders of that generation and his parents (and thus in some ways superior to Moshe). The message
of Moshe’s birth, a birth that would ultimately transform the Jewish people and Jewish destiny, was
given to Miriam, indicating her greatness. Therefore, she could act independently and did not seek
Moshe’s permission to lead the celebrations.

As it may be surprising that a young child can prophesize (she was six years old at the time) - and
that this should be the plain meaning of this verse - Rashi states that his source is the Gemorah
Sotah. There we find a preface to the statement that Miriam was a prophetess. It states that when
she was sent by the daughter of Pharaoh to bring Yocheved her mother, she went “k’alma”, meaning
“she went quickly, as a young woman would”. We see, that despite Miriam’s tender age, she had
qualities and abilities beyond her years. This includes the ability to prophesize.

On reflection though, to state that Miriam was superior in some respects to Moshe is a rather radical
idea. If the Torah wishes to communicate that she did not require Moshe’s permission, the Torah
could have stated that she was “the sister of Moshe”. We then would have known that her prophecy



concerned his birth, she was his sibling and equal (though not necessarily his superior) and therefore
she did not require his permission. Yet the Torah does not say that.

Rashi therefore is compelled to give a second explanation of “Miriam the prophetess, the sister of
Aharon”. He starts by repeating the words “the sister of Aharon”, for this second explanation focuses
solely on these words and not her ability to prophesize. It relates to Aharon’s future defence of
Miriam when she would be struck with tzaraas.

This explanation though has obvious shortcomings. Why would the Torah speak about a future
event, especially an inherently distressing one, in describing the celebration at the Splitting of the
Sea?

To recap: we see that the Torah describes Miriam as “the prophetess, the sister of Aharon”. Rashi
first explains that this description applies to the time she was solely the sister of Aharon and not
Moshe. On reflection, the implications of this explanation seem radical. Rashi then explains that the
description as “the sister of Aharon” refers to a future event. This explanation however, is even more
problematic. We now understand the need for two explanations and the order of the two.

THE “WINE OF TORAH”

Miriam is associated with the level of Malchus. On the one hand, Malchus is rooted in, and can feel
and experience Atzmus - the Essence of G-d in a manner that cannot be attained by the levels above
Malchus. On the other hand, Malchus does not have its own independent superior qualities.

These two facets of Malchus are interlinked. The reason that Malchus can absorb the Divine light of
Atzmus — G-d’s Essence, is because it is totally devoid of any other content which makes it open to
receiving what flows from Above, including the very highest levels.

The two explanations of Rashi regarding Miriam reflect these two aspects of Malchus. The first
explanation describes Miriam’s extraordinary power of prophecy, a prophecy that not only foretold
of, but elicited the birth of Moshe, an event that eventually led to great revelation of Atzmus — G-d’s
Essence (for example at the Splitting of the Sea and the Giving of the Torah).

The second explanation indicates her utter reliance and dependence on Aharon to intercede on her
behalf and save her, without which she would have been lost.

These two explanations are interconnected. It is was Miriam’s ability to negate her own being and

to be prepared to solely receive from Aharon (who is Z”A — the qualities above Malchus), that allowed
her to reach the greatest heights of prophecy and rapport with G-d’s Essence.

THE LESSONS

There is a Miriam-Aharon aspect to the relationship of women and men within a family and a Miriam-
Moshe aspect to those relationships.

First there is the Miriam-Aharon stage, where a woman “receives” and is guided by a man, as our
Sages have said, “Who is a superior woman? She who does the will of her husband” (S13). This



guidance applies both to the unique abilities and gifts that a woman has received from others and
those that she has been born with or developed.

This dedication is reciprocated by the men, as we see that Aharon jeopardised his life for Miriam
when she was afflicted with tzaraas. As a result of this she is called “Aharon’s sister”.

This Miriam-Aharon relationship should not be surprising, as the two are a mirror image of each other.
Aharon was the embodiment of love, as he said, “Love peace, pursue peace, love the creatures and
draw them closer to Torah”(S14). Miriam also embodied love. She was called Puah, because she
was one who “called, spoke and murmured to the young child, in the manner that women pacify a
crying child” (S15).

Ultimately, one arrives at the Miriam-Moshe stage in the relationship, where a woman actualizes her
full abilities and surpasses the men from which she had previously received. She then imparts her
abilities to them, culminating in the perfect state of the times of Moshiach when, “a woman will
surpass a man”(S12).
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1 Shemot 15:20
Miriam, the prophetess, Aaron's sister,
took a timbrel in her hand, and all the
women came out after her with timbrels
and with dances.

2 Rashi:

and Miriam_ the prophetess took —
where had she prophesied? When she
was the sister of Aharon alone, before
Moses was born she said, “My mother will
at some time bear a son etc.”, as is stated
in tractate Sotah. Another explanation of
“the sister of Aaron”. because he
jeopardised his life for her when she was
stricken with tzaraas, she is called by his
name.

3 Sotah 12b -13a

And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her: Go
[and the alma— young woman went]. Rabbi
Elazar says: This teaches that she went
quickly like a young woman...

“And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of
Aharon took”. “The sister of Aharon,” and
not the sister of Moses? ... This teaches
that Miriam already prophesied when she
was_still the sister of only Aharon, and
would say: In the future, my mother will
give birth to a son who will save the Jewish
people.

[The second paragraph is also found in
Megillah 14a.]
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4 Bereshis 20:2,7

. and Abimelech the king of Gerar sent
and took Sarah.
And now, return the man's wife, because
he is a prophet, and he will pray for you and
[you will] live; but if you do not return [her],
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know that you will surely die, you and all
that is yours."

Rashi

for he is a prophet — and he knows that
you did not touch her, therefore he will pray
for you.

Shemot 2, 23:

And she conceived again and bore a son,
and she said, "Now this time my husband
will be attached to me, for | have borne him
three sons; therefore, He named him Levi.

Rashi:

now this time my husband will be
attached to me — because the Mothers
were prophets they knew that twelve tribes
would emerge from Yaacov and that he
would marry four women.

Shemot 7:1

The Lord said to Moses, "See! | have made
you a lord over Pharaoh, and Aaron, your
brother, will be your prophet.

Rashi:
will be your prophet — similarly, the term
“prophecy” always denotes one who calls
out and proclaims to the people words of
rebuke.

Shemos 15:1
Then Moshe and the Children of Israel
sang this song to G-d....

Rashi:

Then Moshe sang - Then when he saw
the miracle it entered his heart that he
should _sing. Similarly, then spoke
Yehoshua, and also, Then he made a
house for the daughter of Pharaoh — he
thought in his heart that he should make it
for her. Here too, yashir means his heart
said to him that he should sing, and so he
did — And they spoke saying | will sing to
the Lord. Similarly, when Yehoshua saw
the miracle his heart said to him to speak,
and so he did — He spoke before Israel.
And so too the Song of the Well that opens
Then Israel sang, it expresses afterwards
— Spring up O well, sing to it.
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Shemos 14, 31

And Israel saw the great hand, which the
Lord had used upon the Egyptians, and the
people feared the Lord, and they believed
in the Lord and in Moses, His servant.

Bereshis 41:44

And Pharaoh said to Joseph, "I am
Pharaoh, and besides you, no one may lift
his hand or_his foot in the entire land of

Egypt."
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Simeon and Levi are brothers; stolen
instruments are their weapons.

Rashi: Simon and Levi are brothers —in
one counsel regarding Shechem and
regarding Yosef.

10 Devarim 34:10

11

And there was no other prophet who arose
in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew
face to face

Devarim 18:15

A prophet from among you, from your
brothers, like me, the Lord, your God will
set up for you; you shall hearken to him.
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12 Yermiya 31:21

How long will you hide, O backsliding
daughter? For the Lord has created
something new on the earth, a_woman
shall go after (surpass) a man.

13 Tanna d’bei Eliyahu Rabbah ch. 9 (a

slight variation)
Who is a befitting woman? She who does
the will of her husband.

14 Avos1:12

Hillel would say: Be of the disciples
of Aaron — a lover of peace, a pursuer of
peace, one who loves the creatures and
draws them close to Torah.
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15 Shemos 1:15
Now the king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew
midwives, one who was named Shifrah,
and the second, who was named Puah.

Rashi
Puah - This is Miriam who called, spoke

and murmured to the young child, in the
manner that women pacify a crying child.

RULES OF RASHI
Based on this Sicha

e Rashi chooses the quote from the verse carefully and his explanation
relates to the words he has chosen.

e Rashi quotes a source from Gemorah or Medrash in order to address an
underlying question that a perceptive student may have.

e |If there are similar sources for Rashi’s explanation, he will site the one that

offers the greatest clarity.

e When Rashi gives two explanations, each has a shortcoming, but the first
is closer to the simple meaning of the verse.

e When Rashi prefaces the two explanations with the words, “There are two
explanations”, the two explanations are of equal standing.




