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Chapter V: Chayei Sarah (Gen. 23:1-25:18)

Essay 1: A detailed analysis of Eshet Chayil (a Woman of Valor), Proverbs 31:10-31
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“A woman who fears the L-rd—she shall be praised.” (Prov. 31:30). “A woman of
valor is a crown to her husband” (Prov. 12:4)—this is Sarah: her husband was crowned
through her and through the spirit of holiness within her. In her honor, we will explain the
entire poem “A Woman of Valor” (Prov. 31:10-31) with G-d’s help, and afterward we will
come to explain the parsha, i.e., Chayei Sarah.
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“A woman_of valor, who will find her; and her worth is beyond that of pearls.” (Prov.
31:10). There seems to be a difficulty: if there is a woman of valor in the world, then some
man will find her.! But if there is no woman of valor in the world, then it is obvious that it
will be impossible for her to be found.
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In the sixth chapter of Yevamot (63b), it says, “In the West, i.e., in the Land of Israel,
when a man took a wife, they would say to him, ‘matza (i.e., have you found) or motzei (i.e., are
you finding)?’ ” That is, “Has the verse of Proverbs 18:22 been fulfilled with you, that ‘he who
found a wife has found goodness, and has won the favor of the L-rd?’ Or has the verse of
Ecclesiastes 7:26 been fulfilled with you, that ‘I am finding more bitter than death the woman?’ ”
The Rif? raises a concern there that this appears to be a pointless question, because how is it

" English translation: Copyright © 2019 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com

!'Le., marry her, cf. Prov. 18:22, in which marrying a wife is referred to as having “found” a wife.

2 This is not the earlier and more famous “Rif” [Rabbi Isaac Alfasi (1013-1103)], but rather Rabbi Josiah ben
Joseph Pinto (c. 1565—c. 1648), Syrian rabbi and preacher, a disciple of Rabbi Chaim Vital. His sefer, Me’or Enayim




possible for someone who has just married to know if he’s found a good wife or a bad one, as
this can be discerned only with the passage of time.
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Another difficulty is: What’s the point of their question, because if she’s a good wife,
then she’ll still be a good wife without any words of praise from the questioners. But if he’s
found a bad wife, what can he do about it? “They came to comfort him and instead they
upset him.”’ See there what solution [the Rif] has reached. He writes that when a man marries,
all of his sins are set to the side,* but if he still isn’t pardoned,” as long as he changes his behavior
to good, then his sins will be converted to merits. This is the meaning of, “He who found a wife
has found goodness,” because on account of the marriage and his repentance, his sins have been
converted to merits. But if the groom hasn’t changed his behavior and continues on a bad path, the
questioners will come to him asking why he hasn’t improved his path and strived to take the
opportunity to convert his sins to merits. Therefore, it will be said about such a groom, “I am
finding more bitter than death the woman.”
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We can interpret the practice related in Yevamot 63b to clarify that there is no difficulty.
When it says “a man took a wife,” it does not mean that after she entered under the marriage
canopy with him that they asked him the question above, “matza” (have you found) or “motzei”
(are you finding), as written (i.e., interpreted) by the rabbi (i.c., the Rif), of blessed memory.
Rather, at the beginning of the couple’s match, in order to arrange the engagement and
betrothal and for him to take her as his wife, they would ask him: “matza” (have you found)
or “motzei” (are you finding).

(Part One: Venice 1643; Part Two: Mantua 1743) was a commentary on Rabbi Jacob ibn Habib’s “Ein Yaakov,” a
compilation of Aggadic material from the Talmud, and both parts are now commonly printed together with the Ein
Yaakov. See Me’or Enayim (Mantua 1743, page 3b).

3 Massat Moshe on Esther 6:13 (by Rabbi Moshe Alshich, 1508-93, rabbi and Kabbalist in Safed); also see
Ketubot 8b.

4Yevamot 63b: “Rabbi Chama bar Chanina said, ‘Once a man marries a woman, his sins crumble.”

5 Presumably the specific sin is erased, but he isn’t pardoned for having wasted the time in doing the sin, when
he could have been doing a mitzvah.
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The intent was to ask the groom: If this woman came to him without a specific prayer
or entreaty on his part, then she is certainly his intended and his match.® This use of “matza”
(have you found), in the past tense, is a hint that 40 days before the creation of a recognizable
fetus,” a Heavenly voice emanates saying, “So-and-so is a match for so-and-so.” In such a case,
it is appropriate to allude to the verse, “He who found a wife has found goodness.”
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Or if, to the contrary, this woman came to him because of his prayers that he prayed
specifically for her. As it is said in Moed Katan 18b, a man may become engaged to a woman
during the intermediate days of a holiday, “lest another come before him” and become engaged
to her out of compassion. I.e., the view is that if the interloper prayed specifically for a particular
woman, he may win her even though she was not his predetermined match. This case—*“motzei”
(are you finding) is in the present tense, that he is finding her now, i.e., that she is not his
intended. In such a case, it is appropriate to allude to the verse, “I am finding more bitter than death
the woman.” This match of his won’t go well, like an incident that is related in the third
chapter of Moed Katan (18b), in which [Rava] heard a certain man asking for compassion
(i.e., praying), who said, “Grant me so-and-so as a wife.” Rava said to him, “Do not ask for
compassion (i.e., pray) like this. If she is fit for you, she will not depart from you. But if she is not
for you, you will reject her.”®

% The correct approach is for a single man to pray to find a proper match in the proper time, without designating
a particular woman as his intended wife. There is a principal that everyone has a portion designated for him by G-d,
and that, “No person may touch that which is prepared for another” (Yoma 38b).

7 A fetus becomes recognizable at 40 days after conception, so 40 days before then would be at the time of
conception itself.

8 The Venice edition (1820-23) and the Vilna edition (1886) of Moed Katan 18b have the text 772 1193 (reject
G-d)—i.e., because the man’s prayers to marry a specific woman were not granted. The commentaries there say that
a prayer to marry a woman who is not one’s intended will never succeed.

However, the Pizarro edition (c. 1509-16), and manuscripts of the Talmud dating back to the 13th Century
(Munich cod. hebr. 95, Vatican ebr. 108, BL Harley 5508) do not have the geresh (apostrophe) and thus like Zera
Shimshon read 72 N9 (reject her)—i.e., his prayers to marry a specific woman were granted, but such a marriage
typically won’t be a good one. A footnote in ArtScroll’s Schottenstein Talmud states that at least some manuscripts of
Rashi support the reading “reject her.” The Ein Yaakov, a collection of haggadic material from the Talmud with
commentaries, also includes the “reject her” reading. Finally, the next paragraph shows that the Zohar does believe
that such a prayer could be granted.
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The intent of those questioning the groom is to warn him that if he merited her through
his prayers specifically for her—even though she is not his intended—he should intensify his
prayers, that the match should turn out well. This is brought in the Zohar 111:283a-284b on
the parsha Vayelech (Deut. 31:1-30).
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It is known that when a match doesn’t go well, the husband and wife may fall into
poverty, or one may die young; if they fall into poverty, it will be a life of suffering even for the
wife. If she dies, she’ll suffer to die before her time. If he dies, she will suffer to sit as a widow,
because he was a bad omen for her.
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Therefore, it is impossible for these events to happen to a woman of valor, since she
has many merits. Because of this, the text, “A woman of valor, who will find her,” is written
in the future tense. Because even with a man’s prayers to marry her, if she is a woman of valor,
certainly [the match] is impossible and his prayers won’t accomplish anything with regard
to her, if she is not his intended and suited for him.
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But you might want to say that sometimes it’s possible for a woman of valor to remain
without her intended spouse, such as if he died while young, as a result of a sin of his father’
or for some other reason. Therefore, one might think that it is possible for the prayers of the
interloping man to allow him to take her as a wife. Nevertheless, only a special type of prayer
can accomplish this, as is hinted in the second half of the verse, where Scripture says, “her worth
is beyond that of pearls.”

9 Under what conditions this can occur is a complex theological matter. Support for the concept that a child can
die for the sins of a father or ancestor appears, e.g., at Ex. 20:5 and 34:7; Ketubot 8b; and I Kings 14. But others say
that is only when the child has adopted the sinful ways of the ancestor, as supported by Deut. 24:16; Ez. 18:4; Berachot
7a; and Sanhedrin 27b.
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Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano'® writes in Asara Ma amorot, in the article “Hakor
Din,” part 4, section 17: “He who requests compassion (i.e., prays) on behalf of the zivug
ha’elyon (the uppermost match)!! with the intent we have mentioned—that he needs the same
thing (i.e., in this case, a proper match)—he will be answered first.!> In order to merit this
lower match, he awakens the uppermost match.” "3
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This is the meaning of “her worth is beyond that of pearls,” that her value comes from
a distant place that is called “peninim” (i.e., pearls, from the adjective “within”), that depends
and stands on the zivug ha’elyon (the uppermost match). One who prays on behalf of this
uppermost match—which is a match hidden in an innermost place, inside the Holy of Holies
(where G-d’s presence dwells), similarly to the pearls which are named thus with a derivation
from the adjective “within” because they are found within oysters, which in turn are found deep
within the ocean'*—he will certainly merit her.

After he merits her ...
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“Her husband’s heart trusts in her, and lacks no spoils (i.e., good things).” (Prov. 31:11).
Because of her, her husband will have blessing and peace and wealth, as is written in Yevamot
(62b).13

10 Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Pano”) (1548-1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the
Talmud.

"' The zivug ha’elyon (the uppermost match) is a Kabbalistic concept representing the bond between G-d and the
created beings (specifically Adam, mankind, and the Jewish people).

12 We have a principal that if one prays on behalf of a second person with the same need, the one praying will
have his need answered first. See Bava Kama 92a (where Rabba bar Mari derives the principal from Job 42:10, and
where Rava derives it from Gen. 20:17-21:1).

13 Specifically, the Rema M’Pano says that at the end of every Shemona Esrei prayer, one who needs a spouse
should read Ps. 121 before stepping backward out of the prayer. He says that verse 1, reading “... from where will my
help (ezri) come,” refers to a wife (ezer k’'negdo) (helpmate), and that verse 2 answers “my help comes from the L-rd,
maker of Heaven and earth.”

14 Similarly, the Holy of Holies is a chamber inside one hall (the ulam) which is inside another hall (the heichal).

15 Rabbi Tanchum said that Rabbi Chanilai said: “Any man who does not have a wife is left without joy, without
blessing, without goodness. Without joy, as it is written: ‘And you shall rejoice, you and your household’ (Deut. 14:26)
(i.e., a man has joy only when he is with his household, i.e., his wife). Without blessing, as it is written: ‘To place a
blessing on your house’ (Ezek. 44:30) (i.e., blessing comes through one’s house, i.e., one’s wife). Without goodness,
as it is written: ‘It is not good that man should be alone’ (Gen. 2:18) (i.e., without a wife).”
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The fact is that the prosecuting angels don’t want a man to be steeped in goodness, as
[the rabbis] of blessed memory expounded on the esoteric meaning of the verse, “you will eat
the spoils of your enemies” (Deut. 20:14).'® He will have much wealth, as will be explained, but
this is in opposition to the will of the prosecuting angels, and it will be considered as if he
merited their spoils.
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Furthermore, the word shalal (55v) (spoils) has a Gematria of 360, being five times that
of chesed (701) (kindness, with a Gematria of 72), as thanks to his wife, the woman of valor, he
merits to be influenced by all the five known kindnesses.!” This influence is in opposition to
the will of the prosecuting angels, whose sole will is to accuse him and to awaken judgment
against him on account of his sins, G-d forbid.

M 12930 TRY 1T 2 NYNRR TYRNT 2T U2 20 KT XYW 210 8m DT pp "y 210 N 2R3
2222 RPIT OIN? 78I 72720V YD) IPRTOR 7272 177" RV L IAWR w2 XX 07X 2Y i3 Ting
=27 NN YOR" 220279 ,AT DY N2 AL 02iW 3"apn 72009 .AhYa NInRI N2l AWRIY 007 170 RS
22032 ,030N] .‘-i;’xt;i ,npio;a g Sy ij; n?w’w’ n"apn , AR mmg’ n 5,3 Ratiri:Relrals) W'T[?;Q 137778 .”m:)j:-j

ital i iriiat

“She does good to_him_and not bad, all the days of her life.” (Prov. 31:12). This is
difficult, as if there is good, it is obvious that there is no bad. One can add, as it says in the

In the West (i.e., the Land of Israel), they say: “One who is without a wife is without Torah, and without a wall of
protection. Without Torah, as it is written: ‘Is it that I have no help in me, and that sound wisdom is driven from me?’
(Job 6:13) (i.e., one without a wife lacks sound wisdom, i.e., Torah). Without a wall, as it is written: ‘A woman shall
go around a man’ (Jer. 31:21) (i.e., similar to a protective wall).”

Rava bar Ulla said: “(One without a wife is) without peace, as it is written: ‘And you shall know that your tent is
in peace; and you shall visit your habitation and shall miss nothing’ (Job 5:24) (i.e., a man has peace only when he has
a tent, i.e., a wife).”

While the Gemara doesn’t mention wealth, blessing is equated to wealth by the Maharal (Rabbi Judah Loew ben
Bezalel, d. 1609, Kabbalist, commentator on the Talmud, and philosopher in Moravia and Bohemia). Also, the Zohar
Chadash on the parsha Chukat (Num. 19:1-22:1) cites our verse “her husband puts his confidence in her and lacks no
good thing” as meaning that he will merit wealth because of his wife.

16 There is a general concept not to flaunt wealth (or other blessings) in order to avoid the ayin hara (evil eye), as
in Berachot 55b. However, a specific source based upon Deut. 20:14 has not been located.

17 A Kabbalistic concept is that five kindnesses guard us from dark forces. We are in a state of Ein Sof (infinity),
and if our souls would be attuned to that state, we would have great understanding. Just as the human body has five
senses (sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch), the human soul also has five senses, but most of us cannot access these
senses of the soul because of klipot (husks or shells). The light of the five kindnesses can break through these klipot
and allow us to access the senses of the soul, in which case we would be able to access the Ein Sof.

6



fourth chapter of Bava Metzia (59a), that a blessing is only found in a man’s house because
of his wife, as it is said, “to place a blessing on your house” (Ezek. 44:30). The understanding
is that this blessing comes to the man specifically because of his wife, because the wife is good
and faithful to her husband.'® Therefore the Holy One, Blessed be He, sends a blessing to the
husband through her hand, as it is written, “A faithful person will be richly blessed” (Prov.
28:20). It says in the Midrash (Ex. Rabbah 51:1) for the parsha Pekudei (Ex. 38:21-40:38),
“For everyone who is faithful, the Holy One, Blessed be He, sends blessings through his (i.e.,
the faithful person’s) hand.” But with regard to a sotah (a woman suspected of adultery), who
is not faithful,'® it is written “and she has unfaithfully done an act of unfaithfulness to him”
(Num. 5:12).2°
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The connection of this discussion in Bava Metzia 59a to this verse is this: “she does good
to him,” means the goodness and the blessing that comes to her husband’s house through her
hand. Why the blessing comes specifically through her hand, and “nothing bad,” is because
she does not do anything bad, and she is certainly not unfaithful to her husband.
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You might ask: How is the husband able to distinguish that the blessing comes to him
because of his wife and not because of his own merits? Because of this possibility, the verse
adds, “all the days of her life,” because if she were to die, the blessing would cease from his
house. Rashi’?! explained this in his comments on the verse, “Isaac was comforted after his
mother (i.e., after her death)” (Gen. 24:67), that when Sarah died, the blessing ceased from the
dough. And see there.??

18 For the previous verse, “Her husband puts his confidence in her, and lacks no spoils [good things],” we
discussed in the text and in footnote 15 that material wealth can come from the blessing brought by a man’s wife. The
present verse explains that G-d gives the blessing to the wife as her reward for being faithful to her husband.

19 A sotah is a wife whose husband suspected her of infidelity, warning her in front of two witnesses not to speak
to a particular man, and she nonetheless was later witnessed being secluded with that man. See Num. 5:11-5:31. While
it is not definite that a sofah has committed adultery, she is at least “unfaithful” in that she created a reasonable
suspicion even after being warned in front of witnesses.

20 An unfaithful wife doesn’t bring a blessing of material gain, and can actually cause a material loss. The same
word 9vn (ma’al) used in Num. 5:12 for a wife’s unfaithfulness occurs in Lev. 5:15 for someone who improperly uses
consecrated funds. If an unfaithful wife becomes pregnant with the child of another man, her husband could
unknowingly raise this child as his own, causing him a financial loss.

21 Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki (1040-1105), French rabbi and commentator.

22 Rashi cites a Midrash (derived from Gen. Rabbah 60:16), that as long as Sarah lived, a candle would
(miraculously) burn from one erev Shabbos to the next, there would be a blessing in the dough (that fresh and warm
bread would always be on the table), and the tent would be graced with a Divine cloud. When Sarah died, these three
things ended. When Isaac brought Rebecca into his tent, these miracles returned.
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“She looks for wool and flax, and works them with the will of her hands.” (Prov. 31:13).
It is written in Shulchan Aruch, Even HaEzer (80:1)?*: “The product of her hands belongs to
her husband. ... In a place where their way is for the women to weave, she weaves. Where
their way is to embroider, she embroiders. Where their way is to spin wool or flax, she spins.
If the way of the women of the city isn’t to do any of these jobs, he can compel her only to
spin the wool.” The Beit Shmuel** explains there: even if the way of the women of the city is
not to do any work, and even if the girls of the family sit idly, [the husband] can compel [his
wife] that she not sit idly, and that she should at least work with wool. This is [the Beit
Shmuel’s] language.”
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Therefore, the woman of valor—even if it is not the way of the women of her city to
do any work—does not want to sit idly. She also doesn’t wait for her husband to compel her
to spin wool. Rather, on her own she looks for wool and wants to spin it.
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It’s not enough that she requests wool, but also flax, even though with regard to flax
her husband cannot compel her, as is written there in the Shulchan Aruch, Even HaEzer. This
is based on Ketubot 59b (Mishnah 5:5), which explains that a husband can’t force his wife to spin
flax fiber into linen thread, as the flax needs to be kept moist, such as by holding it in one’s mouth,
and that causes bad breath and causes the lips to swell.

The Sefer HaChinuch, Terumah, mitzvah 97 discusses the commandment found in Ex. 25:30 to bring “show
bread” in the Temple, and notes that man lives through bread, which explains the importance of having a blessing to
be found within the bread.

23 The Shulchan Aruch (written 1563) is the most widely consulted of legal codes in Judaism. It was authored by
Rabbi Joseph Karo (1488-1575).

24 The Beit Shmuel (1689, 2" ed. 1695) is a commentary on the Even HaEzer section of Shulchan Aruch. It was
written by Rabbi Samuel ben Uri Shraga Feivish (Phoebus) (1650-1706), a Polish commentator on the Talmud.

2 The text provided in Zera Shimshon is not an exact quote from either the first or second edition of the Beit
Shmuel, but it is an accurate paraphrase.
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Why? Because she has so much will to work and so much enjoyment from it, and she
also has praise and honor in her work and in the product of her hands. This is the meaning
of the text, “she works them with the will of her hands.”
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Alternatively, one can note that the second chapter of Bechorot (page 17a) writes of a
sheep that is apparently an offspring of a male sheep and a female goat. We don’t give lashes
for mixing its wool with linen on account of violating the prohibition of kilayim,*® regarding
which it is said in the Torah, “Don’t wear shatnez:*’ sheep wool and linen together”
(Deut. 22:11). Bechorot explains that lashes are not administered because just as flax doesn’t
change its character, so too wool doesn’t change its character.?® Rashi explains this Gemara: the
prohibition against taking “its wool” refers to a sheep that is not special, a sheep like its
ancestors. That is to say, the problem of shatnez only arises when there is a sheep that is
specifically an offspring of a sheep, and not a hybrid. The Rambam decided the law (in the
tenth chapter of the Laws of Kilayim in the Mishneh Torah) and added his own explanation:
it may be permitted under Torah law to mix wool from a hybrid sheep with linen, “but it is
forbidden according to the words of the rabbis, because of the appearance to the eye.””

26 This is a prohibition against: planting certain mixtures of seeds; grafting; mixing plants in vineyards;
crossbreeding animals; working a team of different kinds of animals together; and shatnez (mixing wool and linen in
garments).

27 The prohibition of shatnez, mixing sheep wool and linen in garments, is one of the cases of kilayim. This forbids
spinning a thread together that contains both sheep wool and flax, or knitting together threads of sheep wool with
threads of flax, or making a single garment from pieces of sheep wool fabric and pieces of linen fabric. The prohibition
does not apply with regard to wool from goats, camels, rabbits, etc.

28 The Mevuar edition of Zera Shimshon notes: If the verse wanted to stress only the willingness of the woman of
valor to go above and beyond her duties, it could have simply said that she requested flax, without mentioning wool.
Or it could have said, not only does she request wool, but also flax. Instead, the verse lists both wool and flax, with
the words adjacent to each other—in the Hebrew the “and” is provided by the letter “vav” prefixed to the word for
“flax”. This may have inspired Rabbi Nachmani to look beyond the first explanation of the woman going above and
beyond her duties, and to suggest this second explanation that relates to the forbidden combination of wool and linen
in a single garment.

2% Marit ayin (the appearance to the eye) is a principle not to do something that may appear to be a violation of
Torah law, even if it is really permissible because of a special situation. The rationale is that others who aren’t so
learned may not be aware of the special situation or its ramification and may mistakenly think that the forbidden act
is permissible in all circumstances. In other words, in this case, one should not combine wool from a sheep hybrid
with flax fiber or linen, because even though this does not violate Torah law, someone seeing one do this may think it
is okay to combine ordinary (non-hybrid) sheep wool with linen.
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This woman of valor, even though the ruling regarding wool and flax was made in
Bechorot 17a, “just as flax doesn’t change its character, so too wool doesn’t change its character,”
and according to this the combination of wool and linen would be permissible according to
Torah law, nevertheless—*“and she works them with the will of her hands”—she wants to
make something that everyone will want, in which there will be no prohibition, not even a
rabbinic prohibition. This is despite the fact that some other women may not be so cautious
with regard to a rabbinic prohibition, or what is not explicitly written in the Torah. As is
written in the Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim (608:2): “For women who eat and drink on erev
Yom Kippur until it grows dark and they do not know that it is commanded to add some time
from the secular day (i.e., erev Yom Kippur) to the holy day (i.e., Yom Kippur itself), we don’t
protest,’* so that they will not come to intentionally do this prolonged eating and drinking.”
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After it is written “and works them with the will of her hands,” that she has enjoyment
to keep busy in work and to please her husband with the actions of her hands, it says. ..
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“She is like the ships of a merchant, she brings her bread from afar.” (Prov. 31:14).

First explanation—No miracle is involved: As the fourth chapter of Pesachim (50b)
says: “One who expects the earnings of his wife . . . will not see a sign of blessing. ‘Earnings
of his wife’ refers to rent derived from a scale . . . .>! However, if a woman works and sells the
product of her labor, the verse praises her, as it is written later in the poem, ‘She makes a linen

30 The source for the Shulchan Aruch is Shabbat 148b. The Torah commands us to correct a Jew who is committing
a sin (Lev. 19:17), though this should be done tactfully (so as not to embarrass the sinner). In addition, an attempt to
correct a fellow Jew should be made only if it seems likely that he will amend his ways. That’s because in most cases,
a person who commits a sin unintentionally (b Shogeg) will not be punished (at least not by a Jewish court, a beit din),
in contrast with someone who commits the same sin intentionally (b ‘mezid), i.e., knowing the act to be wrong, and
intending of his own free will to do the act. Therefore, if we believe that someone will continue doing the forbidden
act, it is better to allow him to continue to do so out of ignorance rather than to choose to do so knowing it’s wrong,
as stated on Shabbat 148b. Someone who starts to rebuke his fellow Jew should stop doing so if he shows signs of
anger, or if he becomes insulting, scornful, or simply refuses to listen, per Arachin 16b.

31 Rashi interprets this to mean that such a woman would take a scale to the market and rent it out to whomever
needs it, bringing in only a small sum that would disgrace the woman.
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cloak and sells it’ (Prov. 31:24).”*2 The Maharsha*® comments on this: for everything that she
makes by her hands and sells, she will have praise and a sign of blessing. But for that which
she doesn’t make by hand, there is no sign of blessing just for using it in commerce. And see
his words there.**
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Since she is doing something with the will of her hands, she is able to be like the ships
of a merchant and bring her bread from afar. As it says there (Pesachim 50b): “In four
payments, there is not ever a sign of blessing: wages of scribes of sacred books; wages of those
who repeat and explain the lectures delivered by Rabbis on the Sabbath; wages from engaging in
a partnership with the executor of an orphan’s estate;” and the fourth one of these payments is
“money that comes from a country overseas.” The Gemara explains that shipping cargo
overseas requires a reliance on a miracle (that the ship won’t sink, be pirated, etc.), but as a miracle
doesn’t happen every day, one’s merit is diminished each time his merchandise arrives intact. This
woman of valor is like ships bringing produce from a distant place, but not like the ships of
ministers and kings whose way is to rely upon a miracle by sending ships to dangerous places.
So she will certainly bring her bread from afar, because even though she is sending the work
of her hands to a distant land, she’s doing so in a manner that doesn’t rely upon miracles.
Instead, it will always be done in the safe manner of merchants, who typically send ships only
to secure places.*®

32 As the entire poem is praising the woman of valor, we can interpret each listed action as praiseworthy.

33 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555-1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries, Chiddushei
Halachot and Chiddushei Agadot.

3% Chiddushei Agadot on Pesachim 50b: “The language doesn’t specifically mean that renting out a scale is the
problem, or that the small income derived from that is the problem, but rather the law is that even with all other things
that she hasn’t made herself, she shouldn’t engage in business transactions and demean herself in the marketplace,
because her honor is to be found within (cf. Ps. 45:13), i.e., to sit at home and to do work, as discussed in the section
on women’s work (Ketubot 59b). And a later verse of this poem provides proof, ‘she makes linen cloth and sells it,’
and that verse concludes ‘and a belt she gives to the Canaanite [merchant]’ (i.e., for him to sell as her agent), and the
intent is that for a belt she hasn’t made, it would be demeaning for her to sell it by herself, rather she should give it to
a Canaanite merchant for him to sell as her agent.”

35 Le., she is both industrious, like ships, but also cautious, like merchants. The Mevuar edition points out that in
section 15 of Zera Shimshon’s commentary on the Song of Songs, it notes that despite engaging in maritime trade, the
tribe of Zebulon was able to obtain a blessing, because they contributed funds to the Torah study of the tribe of Issachar.
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Second explanation—A miracle is involved:*° Or also one could say regarding “she is like
the ships of a merchant,” that despite the fact that one who expects the earnings of his wife
will not see a sign of blessing, this woman of valor will bring her bread from afar. That is, she
will bring it from the goodness of the World-to-Come, as it says in the Zohar I1:50b on the
parsha Beshalach (Ex. 13:17-17:16): from afar she will bring her bread, as in the verse that
says, “See, the name of the L-rd comes from afar” (Isaiah 30:27). By analogy from the word
“afar,” we see that bounties come from the goodness of Heaven, thanks to the name of G-d. With
regard to the text, “she . . . brings her bread,” that means from one level of the Upper Tier, i.e.,
from Heaven.
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Thus on the verse, “The L-rd will command (yatzav) (2%°) blessings for you upon your
storehouses” (Deut. 28:8), [Rabbi Elazar ben Judah ben Kalonymus] of blessed memory said
that He will send a blessing resembling the World-to-Come, and the Evil Eye and damaging
forces won’t rule over (i.e., overturn) this blessing.>’ This is the meaning of, “will command,”
that this blessing will continue to exist and strangers won’t rule over it.*® Similarly, Targum
Onkelos (Deut. 28:5) translates the word [yatzav (2¥°) (will command)] found in Deut. 28:8 as
yefaked (779°), which also means “will command,” which Zera Shimshon interprets as meaning
pikadon (11779) (a deposit). L.e., G-d deposits the blessing only temporarily with the recipient; if it
is withdrawn, it does not become free for others to take.>* Damaging forces won’t be able to
approach the holiness, because it is from the Uppermost World (i.e., Heaven).

36 The Mevuar edition of Zera Shimshon suggests that Rabbi Nachmani was not entirely satisfied with the first
explanation. A later verse, Prov. 31:24 (“she makes linen cloth and sells it”) also deals with trading in merchandise,
and there is a principal that there are no wasted words in the Torah, but rather that something can be learned from any
apparent redundancy. Therefore, Rabbi Nachmani offered this second explanation, that perhaps there is indeed a
miracle involved in this verse (in contradiction to the first explanation of this verse), whereas Prov. 31:24 may relate
to non-miraculous industriousness.

37 Rabbi Elazar ben Judah ben Kalonymus (a.k.a. Elazar of Worms or Elazar Rokeach) (c. 1176-1238), German
commentator on the Talmud, and a Kabbalist. The cited commentary appears within the prayer book, Ha’Rokeach, in
a discussion of the Saturday night prayer “Vayiten Lecha.”

38 See Ps. 33:9 “He commanded and it endured.”

39 The Mevuar edition notes that this is stated explicitly in Zera Shimshon’s Essay 24 on parshat Beshalach.
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It says in the third chapter of Taanit (24b) that it is forbidden to benefit from the
product of miracles, therefore the verse says “she is like the ships of merchants,” and it
doesn’t say simply that she is “like ships.” That is to say, the abundance will continue to flow
from the Uppermost World, but not by way of a miracle and with tranquility, but rather
similar to nature, like the ships of merchants. Because this is the way of merchants: they
don’t rely upon miracles, as they want to earn a little with certainty, rather than earn a lot
with doubt.

Wan NRY NDINY RYWHY HLIXAY P 07,7292 A% U7 LART2 RPN OO7 XAR pinn iR K
NI W DYE VIT AP VRWT NN g TOND NN 173 T2 TR UIpT 29 10 7 L0 KT
JIPD AR KPR MR 1KY ,"pam09% anh 10" 2007 own

It doesn’t say “she will bring bread from afar,” but rather “her bread,” for her needs
only—that is, the bread that she will eat. It is clear that she is permitted to benefit from it, as
it says in Taanit (24a), “For you, this wheat is consecrated property to be given to charity, and
you have a share in it only as much as one of the poor of Israel.”** Hear from this, that she is
permitted to enjoy the miraculous bounty only according to her needs, as it is written, “He
gives bread to every creature” (Ps. 136:25). That is not forbidden; only the enjoyment of more
than necessary would be forbidden.*!

40 Taanit 24a: Whenever charity collectors would see Elazar of the village of Birta, they would hide from him, as
any money Elazar had with him he would give them, and they did not want to take all his property. One day, Elazar
went to the market to purchase what he needed for his daughter’s dowry. The charity collectors saw him and hid from
him. He went and ran after them, saying to them, “I urge you, tell me, in what mitzvah are you engaged?” They said
to him, “We are collecting money for the wedding of an orphan boy and an orphan girl.” He said to them, “I swear by
the Temple service that they take precedence over my daughter.” He took everything he had with him and gave it to
them. He was left with one single dinar, with which he bought wheat, and he then ascended to his house and threw it
into the granary. Elazar’s wife came and said to her daughter, “What has your father brought?”” She said to her mother,
“Whatever he brought he threw into the granary.” She went to open the door of the granary, and saw that the granary
was full of wheat, so much so that it was coming out through the hinges, and the door would not open due to the
wheat. The granary had miraculously been completely filled. Elazar’s daughter went to the study hall and said to her
father, “Come and see what He Who loves You, the Almighty, has performed for you.” He said to her, “I swear by the
Temple service, as far as you are concerned this wheat is consecrated property, and you have a share in it only as one
of the poor of Israel.” He said this because he did not want to benefit from a miracle.

41 The word lechem (an?) is translated literally as “bread,” though it can be taken generally for “food,” as it
apparent from Ps. 135:25, as many creatures would not be sustained by bread.
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“And she rises while it is still night and she gives provisions for her household, and a
ration to her maidservants.” (Prov. 31:15). This woman is so satisfied with her work, that she
pushes herself. At an hour that people generally sleep, she awakens to do work.
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It is taught in the Shulchan Aruch, Even HaEzer, section 80 (80:1): “If she pushed
herself and did more than is appropriate for her, the excess belongs to her husband.” But
other poskim (decisors) have written an interpretation there: that she worked at night or
performed two or three jobs simultaneously, and there are those poskim who disagree with the
Shulchan Aruch and say that all the extra income belongs to her. The Bach*? is one who disagrees
with the Shulchan Aruch, and he writes: that the custom is “not to remove from the hand of
the wife any loose change that she earns from pushing herself.” (Bach, Even HaEzer, 80:11).
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This verse, “she rises while it is still night,” means that she pushes herself to do more
than is appropriate. The law is that [the earnings]| should be hers, because there is a dispute
between the poskim. There is a presumption that property belongs to the one who is in possession
of it, and therefore one who wants to take something from his fellow must bring a proof that
he is entitled to the property.* As the husband can’t prove that the excess should be his, as there
is a dispute between the poskim, it is rightfully hers. Nevertheless, she gives the profit to her
husband, to bring food to the house in plenty and not in meager quantities. She does so in
order that there will be an expanded blessing upon the house, because “provisions” [teref]
[ 77w ] is another word for “food,” as is known.
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It is also worthwhile to note that it is called “provisions,” because [the money] is not
coming to the husband by force of law, rather because she is relinquishing it to him in order

42 Rabbi Yoel ben Samuel Sirkis (1561-1640), Polish posek (decisor).
43 Bava Metziah 2b.
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to find favor in his eyes. We therefore find thus that he is tearing (foref) (7™v) the money from

her.*
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She also gives from this money a ration (chok) (1) to her maidservants, as will be
clarified later. “Ration” (chok) is also language for “food,” as is written, “provide me with my
ration of bread” (Prov. 30:8). She gives from this money a ration to her maidservants, according
to this section, even though it was taught, “If she brought him one maidservant, she doesn’t
need to grind etc.” (Ketubot 59b).** There is a dispute among the poskim if the husband is
obliged to feed the maidservants or if she is so obliged, and see the novel writings of the
Ritva*® and in Tosafot.*’ So there are two disputes. There is a dispute regarding this profit of
excess funds from her pushing herself, whether it belongs to the husband or the wife. There
is another dispute which of them is obliged to feed her maidservant. Because of these disputes,
she pushes herself to bring greater profit in order to feed the maidservants, who are her
“young women.” *8

4 The root, faraf, means “torn,” such as an animal (or human) torn to pieces by another animal (Gen. 37:33), and
so the related word, feref, can mean food in that context. Also related is the word treif (non-kosher), because even an
animal that could be kosher would be forbidden if it dies by being torn apart (as opposed to being ritually slaughtered).

45 The Mishnah there reads: “And these are tasks that a wife must perform for her husband: She grinds wheat into
flour, and bakes, and washes clothes, cooks, and nurses her child, makes her husband’s bed, and makes thread from
wool by spinning it. If she brought him one maidservant, i.e., brought the maidservant with her into the marriage, the
maidservant will perform some of these tasks. Consequently, the wife does not need to grind, and does not need to
bake, and does not need to wash clothes. If she brought him two maidservants, she does not need to cook and does not
need to nurse her child if she does not want to, but instead may give the child to a wet nurse. If she brought him three
maidservants, she does not need to make his bed and does not need to make thread from wool. If she brought him four
maidservants, she may sit in a chair like a queen and not do anything, as her maidservants do all of her work for her.”

46 Yom Tov ben Avraham Asevilli (c. 1260s — c. 1320s), Spanish commentator on the Talmud. His commentary
on Ketubot 59b says that the husband enjoys the benefits and therefore needs to pay.

47 Medieval commentators on the Talmud. Their comments on Ketubot 59b are that it would be a big burden upon
the husband to have to pay this, and therefore he is not obliged to do so.

48 Our verse literally reads, “and a ration to her young women.” Rabbi Nachmani stresses that the term doesn’t
mean her daughters, who are already provided for as part of the household, but rather it means “servant.” There are
many instances in the Torah of an adult servant being referred to as a “youth.”
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“She sets her mind on a field and acquires it; she plants a vineyard by her own labors.”
(Prov. 31:16). She makes a profit from pushing herself, and she gives plentiful food to the
members of her household and a blessing to the house. Regarding what is left over from the
profit after paying for these things, as mentioned above, the poskim wrote that it’s not taken
from her. Nevertheless, [the husband] has the law on his side that regarding “assets she brings
to the marriage, the husband enjoys the fruits,”* i.e., he can take any profit earned from the

principal, though the principal itself remains her property.
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If she thinks to purchase a field from this [principal], it is certain that she will be able
to purchase it, and this is “she sets her mind on a field and acquires it.” As it is said in the
eighth chapter of Ketubot (page 79a): “It is clear that if one spouse wants to buy land with the
principal that the wife brings to the marriage, and the other spouse wants to buy houses, they must
buy land which is more secure.”°
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But if the husband already has a vineyard, such that a big outlay is required to prune

and repair the vineyard—which offers a big profit potential from the sale of the grapes, as
Tosafot writes there in Ketubot (the words starting with “trees etc.”)’'—then “she plants a
vineyard by her own labor.” L.e., rather than hiring workers, she pushes herself and plants the

4 Shulchan Aruch, Even HaEzer, 85:13.

0 The word for “she sets her mind” is zamema (7n1), which has the connotation of “to plot,” “to conspire,” “to
scheme,” and therefore it implies that there is an opposition to her plans. That is why Rabbi Nachmani brings this
discussion of a dispute between husband and wife regarding the principal that she brings into a marriage.

3! Tosafot writes: “It’s said that vines are worse than trees, and all the more so they are worse than date trees,
which are better than [other] trees. But there’s a question, for we say in Bava Kama (92a) that Shmuel's sharecropper
brought dates to him. [Shmuel] tasted in them the taste of wine. He said, ‘They are weakening the vines so much.
Tomorrow, bring to me their roots (uproot them)!” We hear from this that vines are better than date trees! But it can be
said that date trees are better in the respect that one does not need to spend anything to maintain them. However, vines
need great expenditures, to prune them and fix the vineyard. If not, they get ruined. For one who can toil and work
and guard them property, there is great profit.”

EEINT3
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vineyard, and toils to work it and to guard it—beyond the obligation of the work of her
hands, of which she is already obliged—to bring wealth to her husband.>>
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Or alternatively one can say, as it is also written there in Ketubot (79a), “If the dispute
is between spending the wife’s pre-marital assets on regular trees or grapevines, they should
purchase regular trees, which will last longer.” That is, he can prevent her from buying a
vineyard. In other words, he can prevent her from expending funds on grapevines that because
of their age are close to failure, and then they wouldn’t retain either a vineyard or a profit.
As such grapevines are already mature, [a purchaser] would need to give their full value,
which is a great risk if in fact they fail shortly afterward. But this woman, after acquiring a field
for herself, plants a vineyard without any expenditure, an action which has a large profit
potential, as discussed above. Even if in the worst case the vineyard fails, it will revert to being
a field as at the beginning and they can use it for planting grains or to plant regular trees, which
will still bring some profit.
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“She girds her loins with strength, and strengthens her arms.” (Prov. 31:17). Now she
needs to toil to prune and repair the vineyard and to work the soil. Perhaps because of this
toil, which is irregular for a woman, her belt will fall and her clothing will slip and reveal a
private part of her body. Or perhaps because of this toil she will lift her arms higher than she
should, which is a disgraceful thing even if it happens only once, by accident. Because of this
risk, she girds her loins with strength, i.c., she securely tightens her belt around her waist, and
she strengthens her armes, i.e., she is cautious not to lift her arms too high, or she securely ties
her sleeves so that they don’t slip.

2 The Mevuar edition of Zera Shimshon points out that this interpretation is not a continuation of “she sets her
mind on a field,” as it instead relates to a field previously owned by her husband. Instead, this seems an interpretation
related to the previous verse of her pushing herself. Perhaps because of this, Rabbi Nachmani presents an alternative
explanation in the next paragraph.
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“She senses that her business is good; her lamp will not be extinguished at night.” (Prov.
31:18).

First explanation—A miracle is involved: We have said above on the second explanation
of the verse, “she is like the ships of a merchant” (Prov. 31:14, i.e., that a miracle is involved),
that her merit maintains the abundance and the blessing coming from the well of the World-
to-Come, though not by way of a miracle that is evident to all. In fact, when she feels that she
is receiving more abundance than necessary, supernaturally—she doesn’t want this to deduct
from her portion in the World-to-Come. This is the meaning of the text, “she senses that her
business is good”: She takes her own counsel, and when she thinks that her business is very
good, and that the abundance coming to her is an excellent abundance, in the way of “sense
and see how good is the L-rd” (Ps. 34:9), she doesn’t want her lamp—that is a portion of the
World-to-Come, “the light of life” (Job 33:30)—to be extinguished in this world that
resembles nighttime.>”
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Second explanation—No miracle is involved: Alternatively, based on the premise that no
miracle is involved, when she senses how good her business is (in part because up until now her
lamp was not extinguished at night), and when she senses that she has already become rich
because her business is good and customers are jumping on her merchandise, she won’t want
to continue to toil in order to even more greatly enrich herself. What she does as a result of
this decision is . . . >
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“She _sets _her _hands to the distaff: her palms work the spindle.” (Prov. 31:19). She
restrains herself from additional work and satisfies herself with the work of spinning wool.
It would be impossible for her not to spin wool, as it is taught that [a husband] forces [his

33 See Bava Metzia 83b, in which the text, “You make darkness and it is night,” is interpreted homiletically as
referring to this world, which resembles nighttime.

34 The Mevuar edition of Zera Shimshon notes that the first explanation of the verse may not have been completely
satisfactory to Rabbi Nachmani, prompting this additional explanation. If the verse is intended to relate to a potential
diminishment of her reward in the World-to-Come, then it is a continuation of Prov. 31:14, and it is unclear why it
would be presented after the three interposing verses. If the second explanation of the verse is correct, that she simply
realizes she is wealthy enough from her labor, then the earlier verses are all additive in showing her labor.
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wife] to work with wool, because being idle brings [a woman] to the hands of depravity or to
the hands of boredom.>’
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The word “distaff” (cishur) (Mwd) allegorically has the meaning of the fitness
(hechsher) ("w>77) and repair of her body.>
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Her palms work the spindle so that it shouldn’t fall downward. It would be improper
for the spindle to fall downward away from her face, as Rashi explained on the text of Ketubot
72b that reads, “she spins and it falls downward away from her face,” in discussing one who
violates the laws of a [Jewish] woman. See there, where Rashi’s interpretation is that she holds
the spindle on her thigh. Perhaps the intent is this can attract a man’s gaze to her legs.”’
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Here in this verse it is saying that she and her husband have enough food to satisfy
their needs. But further in the poem, we have the verse that “she makes cloth and sells it” (Prov.
31:24), saying that they don’t have enough food in order to be satisfied. That later verse was
a retrospective look at the beginning of their marriage, when she starts to occupy herself in
working hard.
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“She opens her palm to a poor person,; and she sends out her hands to the impoverished
person.” (Prov. 31:20). Explanation is required: what is “sends out” and what is “opens”?

35 Ketubot 59b (Mishnah 5:5).

36 The Mevuar edition of Zera Shimshon notes that as we were previously told of her working with wool in Prov.
31:13, there must be another lesson to be learned here. Rabbi Nachmani thus suggests that she keeps physically active
and fit in order to avoid depravity and boredom.

57 In Ketubot 72a, the Mishnah states that a husband can divorce his wife without paying the fee specified in the
Ketubah (marriage contract) if she violates halacha or violates the customs of Jewish women. Included in a list of
violations of the latter is a wife who spins wool in the marketplace. This is analyzed by the Gemara on 72b, where
various proposals are offered as to the exact problem. Rav Yehuda quotes Shmuel: “This means that she reveals her
arms to people by raising her sleeves as she spins.” Rav Chisda quotes Avimi: “It is referring to when she spins 7
opposite her face.” Rashi interprets 7 as “va-red” (“and it falls”’) and he deduced that she is holding the spindle on
her thigh and the thread falls down, which he considered immodest. [A later work, Imrei Binah (1821), by Rabbi
Dovber Schneuri (the Mitteler Rebbe; the second Chabad Rebbe) (1773-1827), reads 7™ as “vered,” a rose, and
interprets the quotation to mean that she is spinning with a red thread opposite her face to highlight her beauty, which
entails an element of promiscuity.]
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Furthermore, why is “her palm” at the beginning of the verse read, but afterward it says, “she
sends out her hands to the impoverished person”?
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As the poor person doesn’t have as great a need as the impoverished person, therefore
she gives the poor person charity with only one hand. She doesn’t give him charity immediately
because she doesn’t know if he will want to take charity. So she only opens her palm for him,
and if he will take [charity], he will take it. The meaning is that the poor person is beside her
and adjacent to her.
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Indeed, for the impoverished person,’® who has a craving for everything,’” she gives
[charity] to him with two hands and sends [charity] to him with a heart that is certain that
he will take it. So “sends out” means that he has not yet come to her, and instead he is still far
from her.%
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, puts it in her heart to send charity to [the impoverished
person]| at the same moment and time, as it is written: “Wealth is of no avail on the day of
wrath; but charity saves from death. The righteousness of the blameless man will straighten
his path; but the wicked man will fall by his wickedness. The righteousness of the upright

38 The first half of the verse speaks of “a poor person” (i.e., with the vowelization indicating the indefinite article),
while the second half of the verse speaks of “the impoverished person” (i.e., with the vowelization indicating the
definite article). The Mevuar edition of Zera Shimshon suggests the impoverished person is well known to the
community as being legitimately in need.

% Lev. Rabbah 34:6 gives eight terms that are used for poor people, and the derivation or meaning. The term
evyon (11"2R), which we translate as “an impoverished person,” is related to the adjective faev (28n), which means
“craving.”

60 See Shabbat 104a, “It is the manner of one who bestows loving-kindness to pursue the poor.” See also Taanit
24a as discussed in footnote 40 above, that Elazar of the village of Birta would chase after charity collectors.
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will save them; but in a disaster the faithless will be trapped.” (Prov. 11:4—6).°! It is brought
in the Zohar 1:104a on the parsha Vayeira (Gen. 18:1-22:24) on the verse, “Abraham and Sarah
were old, advanced in years” (Gen. 18:11): “When the Holy One, Blessed be He, loves the son
of man, before [the man] receives judgment, He sends him a gift. This gift is a poor miserable
man, so that the man beloved by G-d will gain merit by giving charity to the poor man and the
judgment against him will fail.”é> Hear from this that the charity needs to always be given
before judgment comes upon the giver, because we don’t placate someone at the time of his
anger (Pirkei Avot 4:18), i.e., if G-d is angry at a person, that isn’t the time to try to placate Him.
This is the meaning of “wealth is of no avail on the day of wrath,” that even if [a person
facing judgment] will then give charity it won’t avail him, but in fact the “charity” given
previously will “save from death” (Prov. 11:4). “The righteousness (i.e., charity) of the
blameless man”—someone who is accustomed to doing righteousness—'"will straighten his
path” (Prov. 11:5) means that a poor person chanced upon him (i.e., in his path) prior to the
judgment, and the blameless man gained merit by giving charity to the poor person. But in fact,
“the wicked man will fall by his wickedness” (Prov. 11:5), i.e., the opportunity to perform this
mitzvah won’t chance upon [the wicked person] in order to give him merit. This is the
meaning of “the righteousness (i.e., charity) of the upright will save them” (Prov. 11:6).
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But the verse says that “her palm is opened,” that she gives, i.e., offers charity to every
poor person, even though there might be reason to doubt whether one is a cheater. She is
strict upon herself to give at least something to him and not to turn him away empty-handed
because of the doubt. Because of this offering to give at least a token amount to every poor
person, one good deed leads to another; thus the Holy One, Blessed be He, will arrange for
her to give to an actual impoverished person, so that a bad judgment won’t ever come to her.

%1 The three verses all use the word tzedakah (Ap7%), which can mean either “righteousness” or “charity.” In the
first verse I have translated the word as “charity,” as a parallel to “wealth.” In the second and third verses I have used
“righteousness,” as being more general, though Rabbi Nachmani shows later that he is applying these verses with
reference to charity.

62 G-d sent three angels to announce that Sarah would give birth to a son. (Gen. 18:1-16). Abraham first thought
the angels were poor men, and he brought them into his tent and attended to their needs. (Id.). G-d then revealed that
He planned to destroy Sodom (Gen. 18:17-23), which would have killed Abraham's nephew, Lot. The Zohar’s
interpretation is that G-d wanted to give Abraham the chance to gain merit, so He sent the three angels to Abraham in
the guise of men. Abraham responded charitably, gaining merit, and as a reward G-d saved Lot from death. Zera
Shimshon paraphrases the Zohar.

63 Charity given after a person has a crisis will not help him. But if he accustoms himself to give charity, by
offering a small quantity to every poor person (even when uncertain if the person is legitimately poor), then G-d will
reward him by putting in his path a genuinely impoverished person. The giving of charity to the truly impoverished
person will serve as a great merit in the event of any future crisis, to shield him from that judgment.

21



This impoverished person is indeed needy, and with her gift of charity to him, she is fit to
receive a reward.
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It is also worthwhile to say that for a poor person who is not so needy, she opens her
palm for him secretly and modestly, and she doesn’t lift up her hands and her arms at all, in
order that he won’t be embarrassed if others see the movement of her hands. In fact, for the
impoverished person who needs help from everyone, she sends her hands to him, she raises
them so that people will see her actions and learn from her to give him gifts and charity.
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“She will not worry for her household because of sheleg (35V); for her whole household
is clothed in shanim (2°1w).” (Prov. 31:21). A literal translation is: “She will not worry for her
household because of snow; for her whole household is clothed in scarlet [wool].”

First explanation — Kabbalistic: An advance summary of this Kabbalistic explanation may
be appropriate, given the challenging material. The word shanim (2°1) is a plural form that could
mean either “scarlet” or “years.” No ambiguity would have existed had the singular form been
used, either shani (°1v) for “scarlet,” or shana (M) for “year.” Being clothed in “scarlet” is usually
interpreted as being clothed in wool garments that are dyed a scarlet color, and this translation
makes sense, as wool would provide a physical protection against snow. However, it is noted that
the singular form of “snow” (sheleg) is used in the verse, contrasting with the plural nature of the
word shanim. Shabbat 89b notes that the same singular/plural mismatch (sheleg and shanim)
appears in Isaiah 1:18, and quotes Rabbi Yitzchak that shanim in that verse of Isaiah means
“years.” Rabbi Nachmani thus also adopts “years” for shanim for Proverbs 31:21, and uses a
Kabbalistic translation of sheleg to arrive at: “She will not worry for her household because of the
(judgment associated with) 333 (lights from Creation); for her whole household is clothed in the
merits that she has acquired over a course of years.”

The Shach comments on the verse, “The L-rd said to him further, ‘Put your hand into
your bosom,” Moses put his hand into his bosom, and when he took it out, his hand was leprous
as snow” (Ex. 4:6). He writes: “With regard to leprosy, [the Torah] speaks about it only in one
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other place as being ‘like snow’ and that is with regard to Miriam (Num. 12:10).%* The intent is
to say that [the leprosy that afflicted Moses and Miriam] was not from the left side (sitra
dsmola) of the Sefirot tree, representing strict judgment, rather it was judgment from the right
side of the Sefirot tree, representing mercy,> like snow that is always merciful, in that it waters
the earth, although there is within [snow| some hidden judgment, in that the extreme cold can
be injurious.”®¢

It is certain that his opinion is like the opinion of Rabbi Natan Shapira,®’ of blessed
memory, in his commentary on the essay of Rabbi Chaim Vital®® entitled “The Gate of 288
Sparks,” that 333 lights fell in klipot (husks or shells), and see there what he says.® [The lights]
judge according to being intermingled with the klipot, but nevertheless they judge from the
side of mercy, as these lights fell only to create the worlds, as is known to those of us who are
learned in Kabbalah.
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The verse says: “She will not worry for her household because of snow,” i.e., reading
the Hebrew word for snow, sheleg, for its Gematria value of 333, she won’t worry about the
judging forces and the husks, of which all their force comes from these 333 lights, for her
whole household is clothed in shanim. The word “shanim” is as brought in the ninth chapter
of Shabbat (pages 86a and 89b), on the verse “if your sins will be like shanim, like snow they
will be whitened” (Isaiah 1:18). In Shabbat 86a, the Mishnah discusses Lev. 16:8, where a
scapegoat is dispatched to Azazel, and identifies Isaiah 1:18 as the source for learning that one ties
a scarlet strip of wool to the head of that scapegoat. In Shabbat 89b, the Gemara asks why Isaiah

% Chapter 13 of Leviticus speak about leprosy creating lesions that are white, and the Mishnah (Negaim 1:1)
explains this means like snow, but the Torah explicitly uses the term “like snow” only in the verses about Moses and
Miriam.

65 Kabbalah recognizes ten Sefirot (attributes or emanations), which are sometimes illustrated as a tree. The central
column (trunk) of the tree, which is considered balanced, includes the first, sixth, ninth, and tenth Sefirot: Keter,
Tiferet, Yesod, and Malchut. The right column, which is considered as “the pillar of mercy,” includes the second,
fourth, and seventh Sefirot: Chochmah, Chesed, and Netzach. The left column, which is considered as “the pillar of
severity,” includes the third, fifth, and eighth Sefirot: Binah, Gevurah, and Hod.

% Rabbi Mordechai Ha’Cohen of Safed (1523-98), Siftei Cohen on Torah (Venice 1605).

7 Rabbi Natan Shapira (1585-1633), Polish rabbi and Kabbalist.

%8 Rabbi Chaim Vital (1542-1620) was the principal student of the Arizal, Rabbi Isaac Luria (1534-72).

% The first two verses of the Torah read: “In the beginning of G-d's creating the heavens and the earth, when the
earth was chaos and void, and darkness was on the surface of the depths, and the sovereignty of G-d hovered
[merachefet (nonn)] above the surface of the waters.” Rabbi Vital relates the Arizal’s teachings that the word
merachefet (nonn) is a compound of two words, met (nn) (died) and rapach (17"957) (288), and that it signified that
vessels of chaos had shattered (died) into 288 fragments.

Rabbi Shapira’s commentary, on the fourth section of the essay, is: “It also appears in my humble opinion that if
one combines . . . the Gematria of 71"» [the abbreviation for the Attribute of Mercy] (i.e., 45) with the number 288 it
adds up to the Gematria of sheleg (333).” Le., that the judging forces of the 333 lights include not only the 288 shards
of the broken vessels but also include a component of mercy (45).
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1:18 uses the plural form shanim, noting it should be shani, the singular form of scarlet. Rabbi
Yitzchak said that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Israel, “Even if your sins will be as
numerous as those shanim (years) that have proceeded continuously from the six days of
Creation until now, ‘they will nevertheless become white like snow’.” I.e., Rabbi Yitzchak
interpreted shanim as “years,” rather than as “scarlet.”
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Commentators noted the question of the Gemara on Isaiah 1:18 that regarding the sins,
it doesn’t read “like snows they will be whitened,” but rather “like snow,” and therefore it
should say “shani,” i.e., the singular form of scarlet. Here too, as the beginning of the verse,
“she will not worry for her house because of snow,” is in the singular form, therefore it should
conclude “for her whole household is clothed in shani (scarlet).”
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Rather, it is certain that this verse is hinting that she won’t fear from these 333 judging
forces that are the root and life of all judging forces altogether. “For her whole household is
clothed in years,” as if to say that she will correct any behavior needing improvement in her
days, and in her actions, and in her years, and in her merits, as though they are dressed in
purity like her soul. This is known by the esoteric meaning of the verse “Abraham was old,
advanced in years” (Gen. 24:1), as is brought in the Zohar, vol. I, page 224 and 226 on the
parsha Vayechi (Gen. 47:28-50:26), and see there. The Zohar says that the man who behaves in
the path of the Torah merits that his days will be clothed in honor, to be dressed in them in the
World-to-Come. In the contrary case, one who doesn’t have mitzvot and Torah arrives to the
World-to-Come without such spiritual clothing. As the clothing of a man shields him from the
winter and the snow, similarly the clothing of the mitzvot shield from damaging forces.”
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[Our verse] says “she will not fear for her house,” to hint that her merit will stand for
her children after her, as it is written in the 23rd chapter of Shabbat (151b): “It was taught in
a Baraita that Rabbi Elazar HaKappar says: A person should always request Divine mercy with

70 This could refer to a person’s position in the World-to-Come, or perhaps it alternatively (or in addition) means
in this world, as the next paragraph discusses poverty.
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regard to the condition [of poverty], for if he does not come to a state of poverty, his son will,
and if his son does not come to such a state, [his grandson will].”
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Second explanation — plain meaning: According to the plain meaning, one is able to say
that it is according to human nature to become weak and lazy in the days of cold and winter,
as the commentators noted on the verse “|Beniah the son of Jehoiada] . . . descended into the
pit and struck the lion on a snowy day” (I Chron. 11:22).”' Therefore, our verse is telling us
that this woman of valor will not worry and will not be lazy at all from the cold and the
winter. “She will not worry for her household because of snow,” as it is the manner of the
Torah to refer to cold weather as snow, as in the verse mentioned above “on a snowy day” (I
Chron. 11:22), and as in the verse, “like the chill of snow on a harvest day” (Prov. 25:13), and
in a few other verses.
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Why is it “she will not worry” from the cold? “For her whole household is clothed in
scarlet [wool],” as it says in the Gemara on the verse, “He sends hail like crumbs; who can
endure His coldness?” (Ps. 147:17), that people add one layer of clothing and the cold goes
away (Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 53b). It is because of this that our verse reads “shanim” (scarlet)
in the plural form and not “shani” (scarlet) in the singular form, because people add multiple
layers of clothing during cold weather. The custom of a woman is to wear colorful clothing, as
it says in Arvei Pesachim and in HaMadir.”> The principal is that [the woman of valor] walks

"I The commentary of Rabbi David Altshuler of Prague (1687—1769), Metzudat David (published 1753), notes on
I Chron. 11:22: “The nature of the lion is to strengthen itself on cold days, while the nature of the man is to restrain
himself from vital actions as it grows cold.” This follows the commentary of Rabbi Levi ben Gerson (“the RaLBaG,”
or “Gersonides”) (1288-1344), French Talmudist, philosopher, mathematician, physician, and astronomer, who wrote
(on the parallel verse, II Sam. 23:23) that man weakens from the cold.

72 Arvei Pesachim refers to the tenth chapter of Pesachim, which begins on page 99b. The specific reference is to
page 109a, where Rav Yosef teaches that before every festival, a man should bring happiness to his wife and daughters
by giving them new clothing: “in Babylonia with colored clothes; in the Land of Israel with pressed linen clothes.”

HaMadir refers to the seventh chapter of Ketubot, which begins on page 70a. The specific reference is to page
71a-b, discussing a vow of affliction such as a woman vowing not to wear colorful clothing.

It seems anachronistic to cite to the Gemara, which was written 1400 years after King Solomon wrote Proverbs.
The Torah itself provides support for women to wear colorful clothing, later discussing in Prov. 31:22 that the woman
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in the ways of wisdom, to fulfill what is written, “Chills’* [and] snares are in the path of the
crooked; he who values his life will keep far from them” (Prov. 22:5).
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Third explanation — Kabbalistic: 1t is also possible that it says “shanim” to hint at the
400 worlds that the righteous inherit,’* as the word “shanim” has a Gematria of 400. The
woman of valor does not need to worry about the judging forces, because she has the protection
of 400 worlds.
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“She made coverlets for herself: linen and [the fragrant dye] argaman are her dress.”
(Prov. 31:22).

First explanation — Argaman as a fragrance: Just as with a woman of ill repute we find
her quoted, “I layered my couch with coverlets’ of dyed Egyptian linen; I perfumed my bed
with myrrh, aloes, and cinnamon” (Prov. 7:16-17), similarly, by making coverlets to adorn her
bed, the proper woman brings her husband into the hands of good desire, that he will desire
her for the sake of Heaven.”® As it says at the end of the second chapter in Nedarim (20b),
“Any man whose wife demands of him that he be intimate with her will have children the likes
of whom did not exist even in the generation of our teacher Moses, peace be upon him.”
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Further, “linen and argaman are her dress,” means that she has a slip of linen to be

soft against the skin, and argaman means a type of fragrance that has a pleasing scent.”’
Rashi commented in the ninth chapter of Shabbat (page 90a)—where the rabbis taught that

of valor also wears argaman, interpreted both as a fragrance and also a purple dye. The Mevuar edition suggests that
Rabbi Nachmani is pointing out that because a husband would buy his wife clothing before festivals, she would have
plenty of garments available in times of dangerous cold.

3 The word is frequently translated as “thorns,” but is translated as “chills” by Rashi (in his commentary on the
verse in Bava Batra 144b). It is also translated as “chills” in the commentary on Proverbs by the RaLLBaG.

74 Zohar 111:288a, on the parsha Ha’ Azinu (Deut. 32:1-32:52).

75 The word 72 (marvad) (coverlet) appears only one other time in Scripture, also in Proverbs. The rarity of the
word inspired Rabbi Nachmani to find a parallel between the two verses.

76 I.e., for procreation, or at least for strengthening the marriage bond.

77 The most common use of argaman was as a purple dye, but we learned in the last verse that women wore
colorful garments, so there would be no novelty to interpret the verse that women wore purple. Interpreting argaman
as a fragrance would be a novelty and would also parallel Prov. 7:17, that the woman of valor is using fragrance so
that her husband will desire her.
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one who on the Sabbath takes out any amount of good argaman from one domain to another is
liable for having sinned—that it is argaman’s utility as a fragrance that makes it a violation to
transfer even the smallest of quantities.
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Second explanation — Argaman as a dye: One could say as above that the linen is soft
against the skin, but consider that the argaman is an adornment of colorful clothing that is
suitable for a woman. l.e., the linen is an undergarment worn against the skin while the
argaman is worn as an outer garment.
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With this understanding, we can explain the verse from David’s eulogy, “Daughters of

Israel, Weep over Saul, who clothed you in scarlet and gentle things” (II Sam. 1:24). That

means that Saul dressed them in colorful outer garments, and in undergarments of linen,”

and the latter were called “gentle things” because linen is soft against the skin.”” There is room
for us to interpret that verse among the commentators of blessed memory.
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“Her husband is known in the gates; as he sits with the elders of the land.” (Prov. 31:23).
We should scrutinize what is meant by “sits with the elders of the land,” as [King Solomon]
could have simply said “sits with elders.” Furthermore, why specifically by sitting with the
elders of the land is he known in the gates?
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One can say, as in the seventh chapter of Yoma (72b): “Regarding the verse, ‘Fear of
the L-rd is pure, standing forever’ (Ps. 19:10), Rabbi Nehunia®® said, ‘This is one who learns

78 King Saul wanted Jewish women to have attractive outer garments so that they would be able to find husbands,
and he wanted them to have soft undergarments so that they would be comfortable.

7 Other commentators translated the word 02179 (adanim) in II Sam. 1:24 as “ornaments,” but Rabbi Nachmani
proposes a translation as “gentle things,” as then that verse would provide support for his interpretation of our verse
that the woman of valor wears linen undergarments.

80 Modern printed editions of the Talmud have “Rabbi Hanina,” as do most manuscripts. However, the Guadalajara
(Spain) printing c. 1488 has “Rabbi Nehunia,” and Munich cod. hebr. 6 has “Rabbi Hunia.”
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Torah in purity,” for he won’t forget what he has learned. What is the meaning of this term, ‘to
learn in purity’? One first marries a woman and afterwards learns Torah. Since he is married,
his heart won’t be occupied with thoughts of sin, which could lead him to become impure.”
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In the first chapter of Kiddushin (29b), it says that Rabbi Yochanan said, “There’s a
yoke around his neck to have to support a wife, and yet he’ll still be able to learn Torah?”
[Rabbi Yochanan’s] solution to this difficulty is that in his time, which was 1150-1200 years
after King Solomon’s time, there was one law for Babylonia and another law for the Land of
Israel. Rashi explains: the sons of Babylonia would travel to learn the Mishnayot of the
Tannaim in the Land of Israel, and since they were learning outside their country, the need
to support their household was not imposed upon them,?! and because of this they were able
to marry a woman and afterward learn Torah. But regarding the sons of the Land of Israel,
who learn Torah in their own country, if they were to marry a wife, the needs of the household
would be imposed upon them and they would waste time earning a living and wouldn’t be able
to learn Torah. lL.e., even in Rabbi Yochanan’s time, the Torah scholars of the Land of Israel
typically had to support their wives, and that would have also been true in King Solomon’s time.
Therefore they would generally first learn Torah and afterward marry, which would mean that they
wouldn’t be learning in purity. Thus, “elders of the land” is taken to stress that even though they
lived in conditions that generally precluded marrying before learning, the industriousness of the
woman of valor allowed her husband to do just that.
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The verse says: “her husband is known in the gates.” The actions of her hands provide
enough in the way of ornamentation, as she “made coverlets for herself”*>—and as the word
“made” means literally with her own hands. Therefore, thanks to her industriousness, her
husband was able to marry a wife first and afterward learn Torah in purity, so that his Torah
would last forever. It says that he will be known in the gates, because his Torah will be fluent
in his mouth. This is true even when sitting with elders of the land, which refers to the Land

81 I.e., in Rabbi Yochanan’s time, married women in Babylonia were expected to support themselves while their
husbands traveled to the Land of Israel to learn Torah.

82 The poem has previously detailed her industriousness in providing for the physical needs of herself and her
family (Prov. 34:13-15), but this verse also shows the spiritual benefits that are attained thanks to her efforts.
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of Israel. Even there, he will be able to learn without impure thoughts, literally [with] elders
of the land.
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If you will say, this contribution to her husband’s ability to learn all depends on what is
needed for her ornaments, and that he still needs to toil for what is needed for her food, and
that is called “a yoke around his neck,” regarding this a solution arrives and says...
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“She makes linen cloth and sells it; and a belt she gives to the Canaanite [merchant].”
(Prov. 31:24). Besides attending to her needs of ornaments, she also makes and sells items for
her food requirements.
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Regarding linen cloth, it says “she. .. sells it,” and the meaning is that she was literally
selling. But regarding a belt, it says “a belt she gives to the Canaanite,” and the meaning is
that she is not selling the belt by herself.
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First explanation: That is to say, linen cloth is something needed by every person, and
therefore she sells it herself. Actually, [regarding] the belt, there are women who purchase it
for immorality, as explained by the commentary of the Maharsha on the sixth chapter of
Shabbat (62b). The Gemara includes a discussion of punishment for sins, and quotes Isaiah
regarding a Jewish woman who is haughty, that G-d will punish her so that “in place of a belt,
[she will need to wear] a [less fashionable] rope (719p1) (nikpeh)” (Isaiah 3:24). Noting the unusual
word for “rope,” the Gemara quotes Rabba bar Ulla that the place where they were girded with
a sash became covered with many bruises (nekafim). In Chidushei Agadot for Shabbat 62b, the
Mabharsha brings a parallel use of the word for “sash,” as we find in Sotah (8b), “she girded
herself with a sash for him.” It is also noted there by the Maharsha “that the way of prostitutes
is to make themselves pleasing,” with one example being wearing an attractive sash. Therefore
it says in our verse, “a belt she gives to the Canaanite”—that is to a merchant—and the plain
meaning is a non-Jew, who will sell it to non-Jewish women.
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Second explanation: Viewed in a different way, linen cloth is something needed by
everyone, and a bolt of cloth with a uniform measurement will be useful for everyone.** Thus,
she sells [the linen cloth] by herself, for she will not lose any time by doing so. Actually, the
belt is something that is used by both men and by women, as it is written for men “on the girdle
of his loins” (I Kings 2:5), and as it is written for women, “in place of a belt, [she will wear] a
rope” (Isaiah 3:24). But every belt needs to be made specifically for the measure of the
customer’s body, so she doesn’t want to waste her time on this. Rather, “she gives it to the
Canaanite,” meaning to a merchant, who already has many of them, both small ones and big
ones, and he will sell the belt for her, when a particular person comes to him who is the right
size for that belt.?
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Third explanation: Furthermore, because of modesty, she doesn’t want to occupy
herself with men, measuring them until [the belts] will be sized for them.
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“She is clothed in strength _and splendor; and she will laugh at the final day.” (Prov.
31:25). She gives permission to her husband to go to a study hall to learn Torah, like the wife
of Rabbi Akiva,®® and because of this she will also merit in her husband’s Torah, as it says
there that Rabbi Akiva told his students, “That which is mine and that which is yours, belongs

83 Many translations of Prov. 31:24 render 170 (sadin) as “linen clothing,” but clothing needs to be sized for the
wearer. The less common translation, “linen cloth,” makes more sense, because this could be a uniform width, perhaps
sold by the bolt, with the purchaser then having it made into a garment by a third party.

8 Our verse uses the singular form both for “linen cloth” and “belt.” While she certainly would make more than
one piece of cloth and one belt, the singular form is interpreted by Rabbi Nachmani as meaning that she makes only
one style and size of a belt.

85 Rabbi Akiva ben Yosef (c. 50-135) was a leading contributor to the Mishnah. The Talmud relates that he was
an unlearned shepherd working for a wealthy man, when his boss’s daughter recognized Akiva’s good character traits
and married him. She pushed him to go learn Torah, and he stayed away 24 years, finally returning to her with his
24,000 students, telling them that all of his accomplishments and their accomplishments were thanks to her.
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to her” (Nedarim 50a). The Holy One, Blessed be He, has made a greater promise to women
than to men for an easy future.®
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It also says, “In vain do you rise early and stay up late, you who toil for the bread you
eat; He provides sleep for His loved ones” (Ps. 127:2). Rabbi Yitzchak explains in Yoma 77a that
“these are the wives of Torah scholars, who disturb their sleep” from their eyes “in this world”
by staying up waiting for their husbands, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, rewards them by
giving them merit in the World-to-Come.

TIAT MOT X TIVY L, "AYIRD 2707 AT Linnwil 02amn 2wy 0 a1a 0Riva oIRg aivy niven )

T30 ANGNT "IN 9K A1) TR WYY TY MEn WP 0PRKT Nigsa o3 79 e v 1w Rt 07
Nixna

All of the mitzvot that man does in this world are spiritual clothing for his soul. This
is the meaning of “she is clothed in strength and splendor.” The “strength” refers to the merit
of Torah, as it is written, “G-d will give strength to His people” (Ps. 29:11). “Splendor” is the
mitzvot, as it says that one should spend as much as a third extra to beautify the performance
of a mitzvah (Bava Kama 9b), and as it says, “this is my G-d and I will praise Him” (Ex. 15:2),
which Shabbat 133b interprets as, “beautify yourself before Him in mitzvot.”
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“She will laugh at the final day” means that in this world she has grief, with others
having authority over her, i.e., her father before she marries, and her husband afterward. She is
not obliged in all of the Torah and mitzvot but only in what is obliged upon women. Even
though she has a portion in these [mitzvot] in which she is obliged,’” she also benefits from
these [mitzvot] of her husband, because she does things to help him that she is not obliged to
do. Indeed, after her death she will laugh that she will not need to return to this world in a

8 Berachot 17a: “Greater is the promise for the future made by the Holy One, Blessed be He, to women than to
men, as it is stated: ‘Rise up, women at ease; hear My voice, confident daughters, listen to what I say’ (Isaiah 32:9).
This promise of ease and confidence is not given to men. Rav said to Rabbi Hiyya, ‘By what virtue do women merit
to receive this reward?’ Rabbi Hiyya answered, ‘They merit this reward for bringing their children to read the Torah
in the synagogue, and for sending their husbands to study Mishnah in the study hall, and for waiting for their husbands
until they return from the study hall.””

87 A Jewish woman is obliged to observe only the negative mitzvot and those positive mitzvot that are not time-
bound.
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reincarnation (gilgul) like the men. This is the meaning of “the final day,” literally the final
day of her life, when rather than having to return to this world, she will go immediately to a
carefree rest, as is says in the Sefer haGilgulim (section 13) and see there the intent.*® Perhaps
that is the reason why Scripture refers to “carefree women” (Isaiah 32:9).
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“She opened her mouth in wisdom; and the teaching of kindness is on her tongue.” (Prov.

31:26). As it says in the sixth chapter of Berachot (48b), women are chatterers, i.e., they talk

a lot, and it is written in Scripture, “so does foolish utterance come with much speech” (Eccl.

5:2). Itis also written, “and the fool talks a lot” (Eccl. 10:14) and [Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai],
of blessed memory, said that “women are light-headed” (Berachot 33b).
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In fact, this woman of valor does not talk a lot, but rather minimizes her speech, only
opening her mouth in wisdom; and the wise person’s words are few (cf. Eccl. 5:1-2).
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It’s not enough that she minimizes her speech; rather, she opens her mouth only to
teach others to limit their talking with her, and in this way, “the teaching of kindness is on
her tongue.” Thus, in the fourth chapter of Sukkah (49b), it says “Torah studied in order to
teach it to others: this is a Torah of kindness.” In the fourth chapter of Eruvin (53b), it says
Rabbi Yosi the Galilean® was walking on the path and met Bruriah;’ he said to her in four
Hebrew words, “On which path do we walk to Lod?”°! She said to him, “Foolish Galilean,

88 Sefer haGilgulim was written by Rabbi Chaim Vital. Section 13 says that any sins of women can be corrected
in Gehenna after their deaths, whereas men who were engaged in Torah study will not be subject to Gehenna after
their deaths and will therefore have to be reincarnated to correct their faults. [Other rabbis believe that women can be
reincarnated. For example, Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano lists many women in Gilgulei Neshamot.]

8 Rabbi Yosi the Galilean (ca. 1st and 2nd Centuries of the Common Era), was one of the Tannaim whose work
was gathered in the Mishnah.

% Bruriah, who was described as being very learned in Torah, was the daughter of Rabbi Hananiah ben Teradion.
She was married to Rabbi Meir.

! The first edition of Zera Shimshon misquoted this in five Hebrew words, "7i% ¥y% 723 777 782" (“On which
path do we walk to the city of Lod).” A search of The Friedberg Project for Talmud Bavli Variants,
https://bavli.genizah/org, does not show any printed editions or manuscripts that contain the extra word “city.” Thus,
the translator edited the Hebrew text, omitting the word "°y" (“the city of™).
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didn’t the Sages say: ‘Do not talk much with women’? You should have said in two Hebrew
words: ‘Which way to Lod?’ ”
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“She watches the ways of her household; and will not eat the bread of idleness.” (Prov.
31:27). It is brought in the Choshen Mishpat section of the Shulchan Aruch (337:19) that a
worker does not have permission to go hungry or to deny himself, because that would nullify
his ability to do the work of his boss, the homeowner. Similarly, it is brought in the seventh
chapter of Mishnayot Demai (7:3), that Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said that a person should
not refrain from eating a dried fig out of fear that the house owner did not tithe the fruit, because
that would reduce the work of the homeowner. In the eighth chapter of [Bava] Kama (92b)
it says: “The Sages stated ‘awaken early and eat in the summer because of the heat, and in
the winter because of the chill,” and people say, ‘Sixty runners run but do not catch up to the
man who ate in the morning.” ”
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The woman of valor watches and sees all “the ways” imposed on her in her
household—that is, all the needs of her household—and because of this, “will not eat the
bread of idleness.” She won’t be idle from eating breakfast, but will eat so that she will have
strength to toil and to supervise [the tasks] and not to be idle because of weakness.
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“Her children rose and called her happy, her husband, and he praised her.” (Prov. 31:28).
The children reflect the woman’s integrity,’” as it says in the fifth chapter of Yoma (47a) about
Rabbi Yishmael, the son of Kimchit who saw two of her sons serve as High Priest in a single
day. The rabbis said to her, “What did you do to merit this?” From here, [we see| the rabbis’
view that the children demonstrate the integrity and merit of the mother.

9 The verb mp (kamu) (rose) can be interpreted literally as physically rising, or figuratively as rising to
prominence. In Gen. 37:7, Joseph relates his dream, “My sheaf rose and remained upright; then your sheaves gathered
around and bowed low to my sheaf.” Rashi interprets the verb there as a physical rising, but we can see that a figurative
reading would also work, as Joseph was destined to achieve great stature in Egypt. In Ex. 1:8, “A new king rose over
Egypt,” the verb is interpreted figuratively.
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Likewise, we find that the death of Isaac was written in the Torah, but not the death
of Rebecca, so that people wouldn’t curse the belly from which Esau came.”
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“Her husband, and he praised her,” as it is written, “A woman of valor is a crown to
her husband,” (Prov. 12:4) and regarding the verse, “G-d said to Abraham, ‘As for your wife
Sarai, you shall not call her Sarai, but her name shall be Sarah’ ” (Gen. 17:15), it says in the
Midrash Gen. Rabbah 47:1, “Rabbi Acha said, ‘Her husband is crowned by her, but she is not
crowned by her husband.” ”
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But there is a difficulty: wasn’t Abraham’s merit greater than that of Sarah, as he
experienced ten trials and a number of other things?°* One can say what was written by
Tosafot in Ketubot (2b): “that the woman is called a field of the husband, but the husband is
not called a field of hers.” l.e., a man is said to acquire a wife, but a woman is not said to acquire
a husband.
After this it says ...
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“Many daughters have done well; but you surpass them all.” (Prov. 31:29). As it says
there in Yoma 47a, after the rabbis asked Kimchit how she had merited such sons, she said to
them, “In all my days, the beams of my house never saw the braids of my hair. The rabbis said to

3 Gen. 35:8-9: “Deborah, Rebecca’s nurse, died, and was buried under the oak below Bethel; so it was named
Alon-bachut [the tree of weepings]. G-d appeared again to Jacob . . . and He blessed him.” The plural form of
“weeping” suggests a double tragedy. Gen. Rabbah 81:5 interprets that Rebecca also died at this time, and that G-d
gave Jacob the blessing that one gives to mourners.

Midrash Tanchuma, in the section Ki Teitzei 4, says that Rebecca’s bier was carried out secretly, at night. This
was done so that Esau wouldn’t come to mourn her, for then people might say, “Cursed are the breasts that fed this
wicked person.” Rabbi Yosi bar Rabbi Hanina is quoted there that since her bier was carried out at night, Scripture
doesn’t openly record her death, but only does so obliquely.

% Pirkei Avot 5:3 states that Abraham experienced ten trials. The Rambam offers a list of which all can be found
in Scripture. Other commentators, such as Rabbi Ovadiah of Bertinoro (“the Bartenura”) (c. 1445—c. 1515), offer lists
in which some items are listed only in Midrash. Zera Shimshon says “ten trials and a number of other things” because
ten of the items listed by Rambam, the Bartenura, and others must have been the “ten trials” that Pirkei Avot intended,
while the remaining items they list must have been “other things” experienced by Abraham.
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her,” to Kimchit, “Many acted thus but did not succeed.” King Solomon would say, “But you
surpass them all,” i.e., that the fine flour (kemach) of Kimchit®® (i.e., her sons) “ascends to the
roof.””®
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Also, in an unrelated idea, many women are hurried in performing mitzvot, “but you
surpass them all” in that you merited the Torah. As has been taught, “Learning Torah is
greater than all other mitzvot.” (Mishnayot Pe’ah 1:1).

ni1a nia" oX a8 .a7IR IP2 DR TR0 OTR 200 NKRT DWH "W nian" ek KDY "niaa" jivh vpl nl oR
07320 DX NITR2RY D03 WY 03,127 A8 oW, "apa oy 0oy R, Ting7 101w 107 ,a7ina "o by

Also, [King Solomon] used the language “daughters” and didn’t say many “women,”
because it says “a man is obliged to teach his daughter Torah” (Sotah 20a).”” Furthermore,
even if many daughters achieve valor in Torah, by meriting to learn, “you surpass them all,”
in that you also merited to teach, as there are women who teach the children.
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“The grace is deceptive, and the beauty is illusory; a woman who fears the L-rd, she will

be praised.” (Prov. 31:30). A difficulty is what [King Solomon] wants to say by, “the grace is
deceptive”—why is it deceptive?

% This is a play on words, based on the similarity of the name “Kimchit” to the word for “fine flour.”

% Yoma 47a: “They said about Rabbi Yishmael ben Kimchit (that his hands were so large) that he would scoop
up four kav (of flour, i.e., a volume equal to 96 eggs), (which he would hold) by his handfuls, and say: ‘All the women
selected (the best they could for their children,) but the selection of my mother rose to the roof,’ (i.e., my mother chose
the best. Some said that Rabbi Yishmael ben Kimchit was referring to himself, as he matured to a great height and
stature, while others said he was referring to his mother’s selection of flour, in accordance with the statement of Rabba
bar Yonatan, who quoted Rabbi Yechiel that, ‘Flour is beneficial for the sick.’ I.e., since Kimchit ate this flour when
she was pregnant, her son grew heartily.”

The Mevuar edition of Zera Shimshon suggests that “ascends to the roof” also relates to the High Priesthood
because on Yom Kippur, the High Priest immersed five times in a ritual bath, and all (except possibly the first
immersion) were done on the roof of a building within the Temple courtyard. Yoma 30a; Mishnayot Yoma 3:3.

97 Sota 20a quotes Ben Azzai that “a man is obliged to teach his daughter Torah,” with regard to the laws of the
sotah. This was not a unanimous view, as Rabbi Eliezer followed by saying, “Anyone who teaches his daughter Torah
is teaching her tiflut.” Rashi interprets ziflut as immorality, that she would use Torah knowledge to undermine and
violate its precepts, while Rambam interprets tiflut as frivolity, that she would not take the Torah learning seriously.
The Mishnah in Nedarim 35b says that a man may teach Scripture to his sons and daughters. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh
De’ah 246:6 says that one should not teach his daughter the Oral Law, and that it is preferable that he not even teach
her the Written Law, but that if he does teach her the Written Law it is not tiflut.
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What is meaning of “the beauty is illusory,” and how does this relate to the end of the
verse, “a woman who fears the L-rd, she will be praised”?
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It will be understood by what is said in Yalkut Shimoni on Psalms (859:9). On the verse,
“But the L-rd’s kindness is everlasting toward those who fear him” (Ps. 103:17), “Rabbi Hanina
bar Pappa said that one who has grace is known to fear G-d.” But this was said about men.
Regarding women, for whom eye shadow, and makeup, and ornaments give rise to grace, we
won’t be able to recognize from this grace that she fears G-d. Therefore, it says that “the
grace”—which for a woman possibly comes from these superficial things—is deceptive, that
as soon as one would remove this costume from her, the grace would also be removed.”®
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Regarding “the beauty is illusory,” even if she has a natural beauty, and because of this
she finds grace in the eyes of others, this impression of grace brought about by her beauty is
illusory.
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Indeed, it is a woman who fears the L-rd—which brings her actual grace—who will
be praised.
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“Give her of the fruit of her hands; and let her be praised at the gates by her works.”

(Prov. 31:31). At the conclusion of the verse, everything she does leads one to praise this
woman. As it says in the third chapter of Sotah (21a), “Granted that women are not
commanded to study Torah, but in the merit of having their sons taught Scripture and having
waited for their husbands to return home from the Study Halls, don’t [the women] share the

% Note that the verse doesn’t read “grace” and “beauty,” but “the grace” and “the beauty.” That is, not all grace
and beauty is bad, and in fact they can be praiseworthy. But the definite article “the” teaches that in some specific
cases, i.e., with some people, what is perceived as grace and beauty can be deceptive and illusory.
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reward with them?”°° Therefore it says “give her,” meaning give her the half of the merit of
her husband, and this will be “the fruit of her hands.”
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“And let her be praised at the gates by her works.” There is a difficulty, why
specifically at the gates will she be praised, and not at additional places? Furthermore, the
Hebrew is written in the order: 7wyn 0> ywa M52 (and let praise her / at the gates / her works);
King Solomon could have reversed the last two words and said “and let praise her / her works
/ at the gates.”
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So it appears that the Hebrew word meaning “at the gates” is connected to both the
word meaning “and let praise her” and also to the word meaning “her works,” as if to say,
“and let her be praised at the gates,” and also “at the gates are her works.” As if to say, “and
let her be praised at the gates,” that is at the gates of the study hall, as it is said “the gates of
Zion” means “the distinguished gates of halacha.”'®® There they will praise her. As Rabbi
AKkiva said to his students, “That which is mine and that which is yours, belongs to her”
(Nedarim 50a).
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Further, “at the gates are her works,” that the woman who is modest and proper
causes her sons to become Torah scholars, as it says “the fine flour (kemach) of Kimchit
ascends to the roof” (Yoma 47a).!%! This is as the rabbis commented on “the blessings of the
breasts and womb” (Gen. 49:25).1%2

% The text given in the Zera Shimshon is similar to editions and manuscripts for Sotah presented on The Friedberg
Project for Talmud Bavli Variants, https://bavli.genizah/org, is not a precise quotation. Either the text was quoted from
a different source, or it is a paraphrase.

100 Berachot 8a: “Rav Chisda said as follows: What is the meaning of the verse: ‘The L-rd loves the gates of Zion
(Tzion) more than all the dwellings of Jacob’ (Ps. 87:2)? This means that the L-rd loves the gates that are distinguished
(metzuyanim) through the study of halacha more than the synagogues and study halls (where they learn Aggadah).”
L.e., although those places are the most outstanding of the dwellings of Jacob, they are not engaged in the study of
halacha. [The Hebrew word for distinguished, 0°11%1 (metzuyanim) is similar to that for Zion (17%) (7zion).]

101 As the Mevuar edition of Zera Shimshon points out, Eccl. 5:4-5 includes the term “the work of your hands,”
and Shabbat 32b interprets this as referring to a person’s sons and daughters.

102 Commentators such as Gen. Rabbah 98:20, and also the RaLBaG in Beur ha’Milot, interpret that the woman
is blessed to give birth to healthy children, and that she is blessed that her breasts will give adequate milk to feed them.
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In conjunction with this she has two portions, i.e., a reward from her husband thanks to
encouraging him, and also from her sons thanks to her modesty and only giving them kosher food,
and two types of good reward, i.c., that she’ll “be praised at the gates” because of the Torah of
her husband, and that “at the gates are her actions,” that through bringing her son to learn, he
became a Torah scholar.
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