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Caring for Others, the Torah, and Ourselves: Jewish Perspectives on the Ethics of Care
Session 3: Caring for Those We Miss or Hope For

| Tefillin and Embodied Obligation

Mara Benjamin, The Obligated Self: Maternal Subjectivity in Jewish Thought

The weekday morning ritual of tefillin practiced by religiously observant Jews stages the key
narrative of the people of Israel. During prayer, small boxes containing words of scripture are
wrapped with black leather straps to one arm and the crown of one’s head. The daily act of quite
literally placing the words of Torah on the body is understood as a fulfillment of the biblical
command to study and remember words of Torah in the midst of daily life: “Bind [these words]
as a sign on your hand and let them serve as a symbol between your eyes; inscribe them on the
doorposts [mezuzot] of your house and on your gates” (Deut. 6:8). Binding the body in Torah
affirms God’s redemption of the Jewish people. To be a Jew is not to be free from constraint;
rather, it is regularly to experience the movement from ignoble bondage in Egypt (‘avdut) to
service (‘avodah): “For unto Me the children of Israel are servants; they are My servants whom |
brought forth out of the land of Egypt: | am YHVH your God” (Lev. 25:55).1 By wrapping oneself
in tefillin, the worshipper reenacts this narrative and assents to it.

Jewish women, like many other women throughout the centuries, have intimately known their
own distinctive form of boundedness and attachment: the boundedness of living with, being
responsible for, and attending to children. As with tefillin, this boundedness is marked on the
body: carved on muscles taut from the weight of carrying children; etched on the face in lines of
sleeplessness, worry, and delight; engraved in the visceral response to the cry and needs of
one’s child. Child-rearing is a commitment in which love flows between mothers and children,
and is expressed in the responsibility that women take in caring for their children. But whereas
the male Jewish self is told, in the imperative, to bind himself to the words of God, a living
human being gives maternal selves this imperative countless times a day, inscribing them with
the dynamic Torah of their child. Men’s subjection is aspirational and metaphysical; women’s,
genuine and concrete.
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Mishnah: Boys may go out [into the public
sphere on shabbat] with knots. And princes
may go out with bells. And any person is
permitted to go out [carrying these things].
They were merely speaking about things that
were current practice.
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But what are these knots? They are like what
Rabbi Avin bar Huna said that
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Rabbi Chama bar Gurya: a son who longs his
father takes the shoelace from his

right shoe, and then ties it to his left hand.
Rabbi Nachman bar Yitzchak said: and

you can remember this because of the Teffilin
[which are worn on the left arm].
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Our Rabbis taught ‘One may go out with a
preservation stone on the sabbath,
according to Rabbi Meir.” They said ‘even
with a counterweight to the

preservation stone [that has the same
weight].” And not only someone who has
previously miscarried, but also in case she
does miscarry; and not only someone
who is pregnant, but also in case she
becomes pregnant and miscarry. Rabbi
Simlai said in the name of Abaye, ‘This
applies only in a case where one finds a
stone that is already the same weight [and
not in a case where one cuts the stone

to be the same weight].” Abaye asked, ‘And
what about a counterweight of a
counterweight?’ Let this dilemma stand
unresolved.

2NN 20 DIYA DAY DNIPN AR 'R 20 1N
NNY X7X N7'9NW X71 DNIPN AR 77Wna N NnX
27 X 71911 NAVNN KDY RIR NN2WY R717'ON
ZRTVRI ID'NT RINEMART 'Y X' 1 ne
17N 'RN 7pwnT 7pwn vax wa

Il Expectant Care as a Model for Redemption

Isaiah 54:1 (trans. NJPS)

X7l n'yw!

Shout, O barren one, You who bore no child!
Shout aloud for joy, You who did not travail!
For the children of the wife forlorn Shall
outnumber those of the espoused —said the
LORD.
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Psalms 113:9 (trans. Alter)
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He seats the barren woman in her home
A happy mother of sons
Hallelujah.
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‘[seating] the childless woman among her
household as a happy mother of children’
(Psalms 113:9).

There are seven childless women: Sarah,
Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah, as well as
Manoach’s wife, Hannah, and Zion.

Or, another interpretation: ‘[seating] the
childless woman,’ refers to Sarah, our
mother, ‘Now Sarai was barren,’” (Genesis
11:30).

‘A happy mother of children,’ refers to ‘That
Sarah would suckle children’ (Genesis 21:7).

Or, another interpretation: ‘[seating] the
childless woman,’ refers to Rebecca, ‘Isaac
pleaded with the LORD on behalf of his wife,
because she was barren’ (Genesis 25:21),

‘A happy mother of children,’ refers to ‘and
the LORD responded to his plea, and his wife
Rebekah conceived’ (Genesis 25:21).

Or, another interpretation: ‘[seating] the
childless woman,’ refers to Leah, ‘The
LORD saw that Leah was unloved and he
opened her womb’ (Genesis 29:31), from
here we learn that Leah was without children.
‘A happy mother of children,’ refers to ‘for |
have borne him six sons’ (Genesis 30:20).

Or, another interpretation: ‘[seating] the
childless woman,’ refers to Rachel, ‘but
Rachel was barren.’

‘A happy mother of children,’ refers to ‘The
sons of Rachel: Joseph and Benjamin’
(Genesis 35:24).

Or, another interpretation: “[seating the
childless woman,” refers to Manoach'’s
Wife, ‘An angel of the LORD appeared to the
woman and said to her, “You are barren and
have borne no children” (Judges 13:3).

‘A happy mother of children,’ refers to ‘you
shall conceive and bear a son’ (Judges 13:3).

Or, another interpretation: ‘[seating the
childless woman,’ refers to Hannah,
‘Peninah had children, but Hannah was
childless,” (I Samuel 1:2).

‘A happy mother of children,’ refers to
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‘Hannah] conceived and bore three sons and
two daughters’ (I Samuel 2:21).

Or, another interpretation: ‘[seating] the
childless woman,’ refers to Zion, as it says
‘Shout, O barren one, You who bore no child!’
(Isaiah 54:1),

‘A happy mother of children,’ refers to ‘Who
bore these for me When | was bereaved and
barren’ (Isaiah 49:21).
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Isaiah 49:21
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Swiftly your children are coming; Those who
ravaged and ruined you shall leave you.

Look up all around you and see: They are all
assembled, are come to you! As | live —
declares the LORD— You shall don them all
like jewels, Deck yourself with them like a
bride.

As for your ruins and desolate places And
your land laid waste— You shall soon be
crowded with settlers, While destroyers stay
far from you.

The children you thought you had lost Shall
yet say in your hearing, “The place is too
crowded for me; Make room for me to settle.”

And you will say to yourself, “Who bore these
for me When | was bereaved and barren,
Exiled and disdained— By whom, then, were
these reared? | was left all alone— And
where have these been?”
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Mara Benjamin, The Obligated Self: Maternal Subjectivity and Jewish Thought

Yet if the alterity of my child cannot be apprehended without the backdrop of the familiar and
vice versa, so too might we say that the command my child issues and the responsibility | have
toward her can only be comprehended through intimacy. Children’s needs and abilities can be
plotted in the abstract, but the distinctive needs of any given child determines the command she
issues. The specific command can only be heard in the immediacy of one’s particular child at a

particular moment (87).
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Coda Re-reading our Starting Midrash:

Exodus Rabbah 23:8

N:iad N2 ninv

Rabbi Yehudah said: Who said praise to God
[at the sea]? The babies that Pharaoh had
decreed to be thrown into the Nile, because
they knew God.

How is this so? When Israel was in Egypt,
and one of the women of the children of Israel
was ready to give birth, she would go out into
the field and give birth there. And once she
gave birth, she would leave the child and
hand him over to God. And she would say: ‘I
did my part, now you do yours.’

Rabbi Yochanan said: At once, it was as if
God in God’s honor came down and cut their
umbilical chords, and washed them and
wrapped then annointed them [with oil], and
so it says in Ezekiel: “on the day you were
born, you were left lying, rejected, in the open
field” (Ezekiel 16:5), and it also says “As for
your birth, when you were born your umbilical
cord was not cut” (Ezekiel 16:4), and “I
clothed you with embroidered garments,”
(Ezekiel 16:10), and “I bathed you in water”
(Ezekiel 16:9).

And God would suckle them with milk in one
hand and honey in the other, as it says “He
fed him honey from the rock,” (Deut. 32:13),
and they grew in the field, as it says “I let you
grow like the plants of the field” (Ezekiel
16:7).

And when they had grown, they went to their
parent’s houses, and their parents asked
them: “Who took care of you?” And they
answered: “A fine-looking and praiseworthy
young man, came down and took care of
everything that we needed, as it says “My
beloved is clear-skinned and ruddy,
Preeminent among ten thousand” (Song of
Songs 5:10).

And when the Israelites came to the sea,
these children were there, and they saw God
was in the sea, and they started to say to
their parents: “This is the one who did all of
those things for us when we were in Egypt,”
as it says “This is my God and | will enshrine
Him” (Exod. 15:2)
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