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A Set Table: Household Labor and Jewish Thought
Part Il
Sarah Zager

I. Philosophical Background

“Then, turning from the consideration of such hindrances to the study of philosophy, Heloise
bade me observe what were the conditions of honourable wedlock. What possible concord
could there be between scholars and domestics, between authors and cradles, between books
or tablets and distaffs, between the stylus or the pen and the spindle? What man, intent on his
religious or philosophical meditations, can possibly endure the whining of children, the lullabies
of the nurse seeking to quiet them, or the noisy confusion of family life? Who can endure the

continual untidiness of children?”
-Peter Abelard, Historia Calamitatum

“Let us consider men...as if but even now sprung out of the earth, and suddenly, like
mushrooms, come to full maturity, without all kind of engagement to each other.”

-Thomas Hobbes, De Cive

ll. Sha’tz on a Fast Day

Mishnah Ta’anit 2:2
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When they stand and pray, they are led by an
elder who is fluent [in the prayers], has
children, and whose house is empty, so that
his heart will be full in prayer....
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Talmud Bavli, Ta’anit 16a
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When they stand and pray, they are led by an
elder...

Our rabbis taught: When they stand and pray,
even if there is a wise elder, they should only
be led by someone who is fluent in the
prayers.

Who is fluent? Rabbi Yehudah says, “he
cares [for children], and does not have
enough, so he has to go to work in the field,
and his house is empty.
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And his youth is becoming, and he is humble,
and loved by the people—and he knows
melodies, and his voice is pleasant, and he is
a knowledgeable reader of Torah and
Prophets, and Writings, and Midrash and
Halakhah. And he knows all of the blessings.
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He cares for children and does not have
enough—Rav Hisda said: Someone whose
house is empty from sin.

And his youth is becoming—Abaye says,
“That nothing bad was said about him in his
childhood”
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Talmud Yerushalmi, Demai 3:3
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It was taught in a baraita: “He can swear into
the chavurah, and his children and the
children of his house may swear for him. But
there is another baraita: “He and his children
and the children of his house all swear into
the chavurah.” There is no dispute: Here it is
talking about a case where the children are
under their father’s care, and there it is talking
about a case where the children are not
under their father's care.
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Talmud Yerushalmi, Ketubot 12:3
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It is written, “Abandoned [freed] among the
dead,” (Psalms 88:6), when a man dies he is
made free from mitzvot. Rebi Tzvia [said]
three things at the time when he was freed:
“Do not move my widow from my house; do
not mourn me in the cities, and the one who
has cared for me in life will care for me when
| die.”
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lll. Dayanut

Talmud Bavli, Sanhedrin 36b
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We learn in a baraita: An elder, eunuch, or
someone who does not have children cannot
serve on a Sanhedrin. Rabbi Yehudah adds,
even a wicked person. And the reverse is true
for a rebellious person, because the Torah
says, “Show him no pity or compassion, and
do not shield him.” (Deut. 9:13).

17 'SW M1 00! 7T |"YTNI0A |"A'WIN 'R X'INT
N'oNa [N'917'NI TIX X 9'oIn NTIN' M DM
N0d5N X71 7mnn X7 (0 ,2' DAT) AR KIANT
My




Rashi, Ad loc.
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Elder—One who has already forgotten the
pain of raising children and will not be
merciful. And the same for a eunuch.
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Bavli Shabbat, 89b
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Shmuel Bar Nachmani said that Rabbi
Yonatan said, What does it mean when it is
written, ‘Surely You are our Father: Though
Abraham regard us not, And Israel recognize
us not, You, O LORD, are our Father; From of
old, Your name is “Our Redeemer.” In the
future, God will say to Abraham, “Your
children have sinned against me,” And
Abraham will say before him ‘Master of the
universe, erase them, for the sanctification of
your name.’ He [God] said, ‘| will say it to
Jacob,’ because Jacob had the pain of raising
children, and he may ask for mercy on their
behalf. And God said to him, “Your children
have sinned against me.” And Jacob said
‘Master of the universe, erase them, for the
sanctification of your name.’ And God said
‘Elders have no reason, and youths have no
counsel.” And God said to Isaac, ‘“Your
children have sinned against me.” And Isaac
said, ‘Master of the universe, are they my
children and not yours?’ At the time that they
put ‘we will do,” before ‘we will hear,” the
verse was said about them, ‘My first born son’
(Exodus 4:22). Now, are they are my children
and not yours?”
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Bereshit Rabbah, Parashat Bereshit 20:6
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“Your travail,” that is the pain of conception,
“your childbearing,” that is the pain of

“pregnancy,” “in sadness,” this is the pain of
stillbirth, “you shall bear,” “this is the pain of
giving birth.” “children,” this is the pain of

raising children. Rabbi Elazar said in the
name of Rabbi Shimon, “it is better for a

STV WY DT 2001, 7Y 9N DT 10Xy

NT 0 ,NT7 WY DT 77N ,01'7910 WX 0T axXya
17 NI IVAY M2 TYYR Y kR ,002a 71T vy

TNX 712'N 717 X710 0w ey 1A% 0TNe
AN yna




person to raise a grove of olive trees in the
Galilee than to raise a single child in the land
of Israel.

IV Other Kinds of situatedness: Hope and Longing as Care?

B. Shabbat 66b
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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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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.
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B. Shabbat 66b
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But what are these knots? They are like what
Rabbi Avin bar Huna said that

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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Mara Benjamin, The Obligated Self (2018)

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.



