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Session 17 Yitro – In and Out of Revelation 

 שמות יט

ֵני ִליִׁשי לְֵּׁצאת בְּׁ ָרֵאל ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמצְָּׁרִים ַבּיֹום ַהֶזה ָבאּו ִמדְַּׁבר ִסיָני. ב ַוּיִ -א ַבחֶֹדׁש ַהשְּׁ  סְּׁעּו ֵמרְִּׁפיִדים ַוָּיבֹאּוִישְּׁ

ָרא ֵאָליו יְּׁהָוה מִ -ָרֵאל ֶנֶגד ָהָהר. ג ּומֶֹׁשה ָעָלה ֶאלָׁשם ִישְּׁ -ִמדְַּׁבר ִסיַני ַוַּיֲחנּו ַבִםדְָּׁבר ַוִּיַחן ָהָהר -ןָהֱאלִֹהים ַוִּיקְּׁ

ָרֵאל. ד ַאֶתם רְִּׁאיֶתם ֲאֶׁשר ָעִשיִתי ֵני ִישְּׁ ֶכם ֵלאמֹר כֹה תֹאַמר לְֵּׁבית ַיֲעקֹב וְַּׁתֵגיד ִלבְּׁ -ַעל לְִּׁמצְָּׁרִים ָוֶאָשא ֶאתְּׁ

ֶכם אֵ  ַמרְֶּׁתם ֶאת-ָלי. ה וְַּׁעָתה ִאםַכנְֵּׁפי נְָּׁׁשִרים ָוָאִבא ֶאתְּׁ מְּׁעּו בְּׁקִֹלי ּוׁשְּׁ ֺגלָ -ָׁשמֹוַע ִתׁשְּׁ ִייֶתם ִלי סְּׁ ִריִתי ִוהְּׁ ה בְּׁ

יּו-ִלי ָכל-ָהַעִםים ִכי-ִמָכל ֶלֶכת כֲֹהִנים וְּׁגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש ֵאֶלה ַהדְָּׁבִרים ֲאׁשֶ -ָהָאֶרץ. ו וְַּׁאֶתם ִתהְּׁ ַדֵבר ֶאלִלי ַממְּׁ ֵני -ר תְּׁ בְּׁ

ָראֵ  ֵניֶהם ֵאת ָכלִישְּׁ ֵני ָהָעם ַוָּיֶשם ִלפְּׁ ָרא לְִּׁזקְּׁ -ַוַּיֲענּו ָכל ַהדְָּׁבִרים ָהֵאֶלה ֲאֶׁשר ִצָּוהּו יְּׁהָוה. ח-ל. ז ַוָּיבֹא מֶֹׁשה ַוִּיקְּׁ

ָדו ַוּיֹאמְּׁרּו כֹל ֲאֶׁשר ֵרי ָהָעם ֶאל-ִדֶבר יְּׁהָוה ַנֲעֶשה ַוָּיֶׁשב מֶֹׁשה ֶאת-ָהָעם ַיחְּׁ -ּיֹאֶמר יְּׁהָוה ֶאליְּׁהָוה. ט וַ -ִדבְּׁ

ִרי ִעָםךְּׁ וְַּׁגם ַמע ָהָעם בְַּׁדבְּׁ ָך ַיֲאִמינּו לְּׁעֹוָלם ַוַּיֵגד מֹ-מֶֹׁשה ִהֵמה ָאנִֹכי ָבא ֵאֶליָך בְַּׁעב ֶהָעָנן ַבֲעבּור ִיׁשְּׁ ֶׁשה בְּׁ

ֵרי ָהָעם ֶאל-ֶאת ָתם הַ -מֶֹׁשה ֵלךְּׁ ֶאל-יְּׁהָוה. י ַוּיֹאֶמר יְּׁהָוה ֶאל-ִדבְּׁ . יא ּיֹום ּוָמָחר וְִּׁכבְּׁסּו ִשמְּׁלָֹתםָהָעם וְִּׁקַדׁשְּׁ

ִלִׁשי ֵיֵרד יְּׁהָוה לְֵּׁעיֵני ָכל ִליִׁשי ִכי ַבּיֹום ַהשְּׁ ָהָעם ָסִביב -ַהר ִסיָני. יב וְִּׁהגְַּׁבלְָּׁת ֶאת-ָהָעם ַעל-וְָּׁהיּו נְּׁכִֹנים ַלּיֹום ַהשְּׁ

ָסקֹול ִיָןֵקל -ִתַגע בֹו ָיד ִכי-ֵגַע ָבָהר מֹות יּוָמת. יג לֹאַהמֹ-ֵלאמֹר ִהָשמְּׁרּו ָלֶכם ֲעלֹות ָבָהר ּונְּׁגַֹע בְָּׁקֵצהּו ָכל

ֶיה ִבמְּׁׁשֹךְּׁ ַהּיֵֹבל ֵהָםה ַיֲעלּו ָבָהר. יד ַוֵּיֶרד מֹׁשֶ -בְֵּׁהָמה ִאם-ָירֹה ִיָּיֶרה ִאם-אֹו ָהָעם -ָהָהר ֶאל-ה ִמןִאיׁש לֹא ִיחְּׁ

לֶֹׁשת ָיִמים ַאל-ַוּיֹאֶמר ֶאלָהָעם ַויְַּׁכבְּׁסּו ִשמְּׁלָֹתם. טו -ַויְַּׁקֵדׁש ֶאת ִאָשה. טז -ִתגְּׁׁשּו ֶאל-ָהָעם ֱהיּו נְּׁכִֹנים ִלׁשְּׁ

ָרִקים וְָּׁעָנן ָכֵבד ַעל יֹת ַהבֶֹקר ַויְִּׁהי קֹלֹת ּובְּׁ ִליִׁשי ִבהְּׁ -לָהָהר וְּׁקֹל ׁשָֹפר ָחָזק מְּׁאֹד ַוֶּיֱחַרד כָ -ַויְִּׁהי ַבּיֹום ַהשְּׁ

ַיצְּׁבּו בְַּׁתחְִּׁתית ָההָ -ָהָעם ִלקְַּׁראת ָהֱאלִֹהים ִמן-ֹוֵצא מֶֹׁשה ֶאתָהָעם ֲאֶׁשר ַבַםֲחֶנה. יז ַוּי ר. יח וְַּׁהר ַהַםֲחֶנה ַוִּיתְּׁ

ֵני ֲאֶׁשר ָיַרד ָעָליו יְּׁהָוה ָבֵאׁש ַוַּיַעל ֲעָׁשנֹו כְֶּׁעֶׁשן ַהִכבְּׁׁשָ   ָהָהר מְּׁאֹד. יט ַויְִּׁהי קֹול-ן ַוֶּיֱחַרד ָכלִסיַני ָעַׁשן ֺכלֹו ִמפְּׁ

רֹאׁש ָהָהר -ַהר ִסיַני ֶאל-שָֹפר הֹוֵלךְּׁ וְָּׁחֵזק מְּׁאֹד מֶֹׁשה יְַּׁדֵבר וְָּׁהֱאלִֹהים ַיֲעֶנמּו בְּׁקֹול. כ ַוֵּיֶרד יְּׁהָוה ַעלהַ 

ָרא יְּׁהָוה לְּׁמֶֹׁשה ֶאל -ֶיֶהרְּׁסּו ֶאל-מֶֹׁשה ֵרד ָהֵעד ָבָעם ֶפן-רֹאׁש ָהָהר ַוַּיַעל מֶֹׁשה. כא ַוּיֹאֶמר יְּׁהָוה ֶאל-ַוִּיקְּׁ

ַקָדׁשּו ֶפן-הָוה ִלרְּׁאֹות וְָּׁנַפל ִמֶםמּו ָרב. כב וְַּׁגם ַהכֲֹהִנים ַהִמָגִׁשים ֶאליְּׁ  ר ִיפְּׁרֹץ ָבֶהם יְּׁהָוה. כג ַוּיֹאמֶ -יְּׁהָוה ִיתְּׁ

תֹו. ָהָהר וְּׁקִ -ַאָתה ַהֵעדָֹתה ָבנּו ֵלאמֹר ַהגְֵּׁבל ֶאת-ַהר ִסיָני ִכי-יּוַכל ָהָעם ַלֲעלֹת ֶאל-יְּׁהָוה לֹא-מֶֹׁשה ֶאל ַדׁשְּׁ

-ִיפְָּׁרץ-יְּׁהָוה ֶפן-ֶיֶהרְּׁסּו ַלֲעלֹת ֶאל-ֵרד וְָּׁעִליָת ַאָתה וְַּׁאֲהרֹן ִעָםךְּׁ וְַּׁהכֲֹהִנים וְָּׁהָעם ַאל-כד ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאָליו יְּׁהָוה ֶלךְּׁ 

 ָהָעם ַוּיֹאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם.-ָבם. כה ַוֵּיֶרד מֶֹׁשה ֶאל

 

Exodus 19 
1
 On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that very day, 

they entered the wilderness of Sinai. 
2 

Having journeyed from Rephidim, they entered the wilderness 

of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness. Israel encamped there in front of the mountain, 
3
 and 

Moses went up to God. The Lord called to him from the mountain, saying, "Thus shall you say to the 

house of Jacob and declare to the children of Israel: 
4
 'You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, 

how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to Me. 
5
 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 

earth is Mine, 
6
 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. 
8 

All the people answered as one, saying, "All that the Lord has spoken we will 

do!" And Moses brought back the people's words to the Lord. 
9
 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 

you ever after." Then Moses reported the people's words to the Lord, 
10

 and the Lord said to Moses, 

"Go to the people and warn them to stay pure today and tomorrow. Let them wash their clothes. 
11

 

Let them be ready for the third day; for on the third day the Lord will come down, in the sight of all 

the people, on Mount Sinai. 
12

 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 

death: 
13

 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 

washed their clothes. 
15

 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 

the mountain, and a very loud blast of the horn; and all the people who were in the camp trembled. 
17

 

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 

like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled violently. 
19

 The blare of the horn grew 

louder and louder. As Moses spoke, God answered him in thunder. 
20

 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 

Moses went up. 
21

 The Lord said to Moses, "Go down, warn the people not to break through to the 

Lord to gaze, lest many of them perish. 
22 

The priests also, who come near the Lord, must stay pure, 

lest the Lord break out against them." 
23

 But Moses said to the Lord, "The people cannot come up to 

Mount Sinai, for You warned us saying, 'Set bounds about the mountain and sanctify it.'" 
24

 So the 

Lord said to him, "Go down, and come back together with Aaron; but let not the priests or the people 

break through to come up to the Lord, lest He break out against them." 
25

 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 re-
newal 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. 

http://www.amazon.com/Standing-Again-Sinai-Feminist-Perspective/dp/0060666846
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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. 
 

http://www.icjw.org/forum/forum_topics.asp?FID=1&SID=2d761bzf821cd8946z26f6z539e15d57
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2kkWIoEOCMU
http://www.sichosinenglish.org/essays/69.htm
http://www.ritualwell.org/holidays/shavuotreceivingtorah/primaryobject.2009-03-31.8206389174
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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 
 


	א בַּחֹדֶשׁ הַשְּׁלִישִׁי לְצֵאת בְּנֵי-יִשְׂרָאֵל מֵאֶרֶץ מִצְרָיִם בַּיּוֹם הַזֶּה בָּאוּ מִדְבַּר סִינָי. ב וַיִּסְעוּ מֵרְפִידִים וַיָּבֹאוּ מִדְבַּר סִינַי וַיַּחֲנוּ בַּמִּדְבָּר וַיִּחַן-שָׁם יִשְׂרָאֵל נֶגֶד הָהָר. ג וּמֹשֶׁה עָלָה אֶל-הָאֱלֹה...

