A Set Table: Household Labor in Jewish
Thought Part III

Sarah Zager

Introduction: Household Labor as a Metaphor for Judging

Sanhedrin 8a:6

The Gemara continues to interpret
verses pertaining to judges and
judgment. It is written: “And I
charged your judges at that time”
(Deuteronomy 1:16), and it is
written soon thereafter: “And I
commanded you at that time all
the things that you should do”
(Deuteronomy 1:18). There is an
apparent contradiction between
these verses, as one indicates God
commanded the judges and the
other indicates He commanded the
people. Rabbi Elazar says that
Rabbi Simlai says: Moses issued a
warning to the community that
the awe of the judge must be upon
them, and Moses issued a warning
to the judge that he must bear the
burden of the community. Up to
what degree must the judge bear
this burden? Rabbi Hanan, and
some say Rabbi Shabbtai, says: It
is as Moses said, that he carried
Israel “as a nursing father carries
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the sucking child” (Numbers 11:12).

Numbers 11:11-14

(11) And Moses said to the Lord,
“Why have You dealt ill with Your
servant, and why have I not enjoyed
Your favor, that You have laid the
burden of all this people upon me?
(12) Did I produce all this people, did
I engender them, that You should
say to me, ‘Carry them in your
bosom as a caregiver carries an
infant,” to the land that You have
promised on oath to their fathers?
(13) Where am I to get meat to give
to all this people, when they whine
before me and say, ‘Give us meat to
eat!’

(14) 1 cannot carry all this people by
myself, for it is too much for me.

Rabbinic Debates about Breastfeeding

Mishnah Ketubot 5:5

(5) 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
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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 [katedra] like a
queen and not do anything, as her
maidservants do all of her work for
her. Rabbi Eliezer says: Even if she
brought him a hundred
maidservants, he can compel her
to make thread from wool, since
idleness leads to licentiousness.
Consequently, it is better for a
woman to be doing some kind of
work. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel
says: Even one who vows that his
wife is prohibited from doing any
work must divorce her and give
her the payment for her marriage
contract, since idleness leads to
idiocy.
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Tosefta Ketubot 5:3

Rabbi Yehudah says: He also can't
force her to work with flax since it
lacerates the mouth and stiffens the
lips. If she vowed to not nurse her
son, Beit Shammai say: Remove her
breast from his mouth! But Beit
Hillel say: He can force her to nurse;
if she is divorced, they cannot force
her to nurse; if [she is divorced but]
her son recognises her, they pay her
wages and she nurses him because
of the danger [to the child since he
may not accept breast milk from
another woman]|. A man cannot
force his wife to nurse the son of his
fellow, and a wife can't force her
husband [to allow her to] nurse the
son of her fellow.

Ketubot 61a:2-3

§ Rav Huna said: Rav Huna bar

Hinnana tested us, by asking: If she
says that she wants to nurse and he

says that he does not want her to
nurse but rather to give the child to
a wet nurse, we accede to her
desires, as she is the one suffering
However, if he says that he wants
her to nurse and she says that she

does not want to nurse, what s the

halakha? He then narrowed the
scope of the question: Anywhere
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that she is not accustomed,, we
accede to her desires. However, if
she is accustomed to nursing and
he is not accustomed, what is the
halakha: Do we follow his wishes to
follow her family custom or do we
follow her wishes to follow his
family custom? And we answered
his question from this amoraic
statement: When a woman marries
a man, she ascends with him to his
socioeconomic status, if it is higher
than hers, but she does not
descend with him if his status is
lower....Rabbi Elazar said: There is
a hint to this principle from here:
“As she was the mother of all
living” (Genesis 3:20), which
indicates that she was given to her
husband for living with him, but
was not given to suffer pain with
him.

Rashi on Ketubot 61a:2:1

It is her pain—She has a lot of milk
in her breasts and it is painful for

her

Mishneh Torah, Marriage 21:12-13

(12) If she gives birth to twins, we do
not force her to nurse both of them.
Rather, she nurses one of them and
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the husband hires someone to nurse
the second. If a woman wants to
nurse her friend's child along with
her own, the husband can intervene
and stop her, so that she only nurses
her own child.

(13) If she takes a vow not to nurse,
we do not force her, [and a wet
nurse] is hired until the child is 24
months old, whether the child is
male or female. If she says, 'I want to
nurse my child,' but he does not
want her to nurse because he does
not want her to become ugly, even if
she has several maidservants, we
listen to her, because it is painful for
her to separate from her child.
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Surrogacy as a Model for Messianic Hope

Ruth 4:14-17

(14) And the women said to Naomi,
“Blessed be the LORD, who has not
withheld a redeemer from you
today! May his name be perpetuated
in Israel!

(15) He will renew your life and
sustain your old age; for he is born of
your daughter-in-law, who loves
you and is better to you than seven
sons.”

(16) Naomi took the child and held it
to her bosom. She became its foster
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him a name, saying, “A son is born s Srrioms o
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he was the father of Jesse, father of
David.

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

The idyllic, even utopian, character of the ending is indicated by the genealogy
in the final verses, which points to the messianic redemption. But beyond the
ending, the joy and dignity in Naomi’s actions have a redemptive quality.
Naomi is a woman for whom the status of ’omenet is freely chosen. Clearly,
this is not the operative reality for most nannies and babysitters; their role will
only rarely, if ever, be as fully integrated into the self-perception of the family
as is Naomi’s with Ruth, Boaz, and the larger social world of their community.
The nanny may be a de facto co-mother or even primary mother in her own
eyes and in the eyes of the child for whom she cares—but is not officially
recognized as such by the parents or the social world beyond them. The idyll of
Naomi and Ruth reorients our vision. To take the narrative seriously is to
envision a different social world than one that is, like ours, organized around
exploitation. With Ruth and Naomi, we envision a world in which a person
might choose to care for a child alongside its parents, and in which the parents
and the larger society would recognize caring labor as creating familial bonds.
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When I was bereaved and barren,
Exiled and disdained—

By whom, then, were these reared?
I was left all alone—
And where have these been?”

(22) Thus said the Lord GOD:

I will raise My hand to nations
And lift up My ensign to peoples;
And they shall bring your sons in
their bosoms,

And carry your daughters on their
backs.

Pesikta D'Rav Kahanna 20:1

‘[Setting] 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:

‘[setting] 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: ‘[Setting] 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
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his wife Rebekah conceived’
(Genesis 25:21). Or, another
interpretation: ‘[setting] 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 I have borne him six sons’
(Genesis 30:20). Or, another
interpretation: ‘[setting] 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: “[setting]
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: ‘[setting] the
childless woman, refers to Hannah,
‘Peninah had children, but Hannah
was childless,” (I Samuel 1:2). ‘A
happy mother of children,’ refers to
‘Hannah conceived and bore three
sons and two daughters’ (I Samuel
2:21). Or, another interpretation:
‘[setting] the childless woman,’
refers to Zion, as it says ‘Shout, O
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barren one, You who bore no child!’
(Isaiah 54:1), ‘A happy mother of
children, refers to “‘Who bore these
for me When I was bereaved and
barren’ (Isiah 49:21).
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