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LOVE TORAH – LIVE CREATIVELY! Students at Midreshet 
Emunah v’Omanut do not just make friends for life but 

grow with a group of young women who share a passion for creativity and are looking to 
incorporate that creativity as they develop themselves in Torah and Mitzvot.  If you know 
any young women looking for a Seminary that values Torah & creativity please encourage 
them to look into our Midrasha. At Midreshet Emunah v’Omanut we deepen our students’ 
understanding of Judaism, connect our students to Hashem, to the Jewish people, to the Land 
of Israel and to themselves by helping them integrate their creative gifts with incredibly rich, 
inspired Torah learning. All this in a warm and nurturing environment with wonderful 
educators who open their hearts and homes to their students providing opportunity for 
creative religious growth in a remarkably supportive environment. All while seeing and 
experiencing the beautiful land of Israel on trips, hikes and fascinating and inspiring 
Shabbatonim.
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The Nursing Rebellion

What was Yocheved trying to do when she 
places baby Moshe in the reeds? Was this 
a desperate act by a lonely mother trying 
to keep her son alive? Most of us read it 
as faith in the face of uncertainty. We hold 
our breath along with Miriam wondering 
what will happen to the fragile baby in the 
basket and breathe a sigh of relief when 
Bat Pharaoh arrives and defies the odds 
deciding to save the Jewish baby. But I 
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think there is another more compelling 
read which communicates a radically 
different message. I want to suggest a more 
empowered read. Yocheved and Miriam 
were women with a plan. They were not 
accidental beneficiaries of Bat Pharaoh’s 
good graces, not passive pious women who 
refused to give up. Yocheved and Miriam 
were political agents who authored the 
plan that saved Moshe. 

The Torah indicates that Yocheved had 
time to plan. If the decision to put Moshe 
on the Nile was the result of a sudden, 
unforeseen change in circumstances, the 
text would simply state that Yocheved 
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could no longer hide Moshe, initiating a 
state of emergency. But specifying that 
Moshe was hidden for three months 
implies that there was a hiding period 
which, from the outset, gave Yocheved a 
three-month window in which to figure 
out what to do next. That is exactly the 
upshot of the Midrash that says that Moshe 
was born prematurely. 

Once the hiding was over, Yocheved 
intentionally switched to the “teivah” 
plan of floating an ark on the Nile. The 
creation of the little ark with the detailing 
of its thorough waterproofing, even the 
seemingly superfluous “and she placed 
the child in it,” all slow down the action 
considerably and indicate deliberate 
action, not a hasty escape. The baby is 
placed in a specific spot, still waters in 
semi-camouflage. It wasn’t a public space 
so that any good-natured Egyptian woman 
might find him. It wasn’t with the flow 
of the river so that Divine Providence 
would carry the baby to the home of the 
best adoptive parents. And it wasn’t at the 
door of an Egyptian church, relying on 
kind institutions, even though the baby’s 
sanctuary turned out to be the Palace 
of the benevolent daughter of Pharaoh.  
Yocheved placed the baby precisely where 
it was found.

What does Miriam want to know when 
the verse states “she stood off a distance 
to know what will be done to him.”? Is 
she unsure if God cares or has the power 
to save? It sounds like Miriam has a vision 
and is anxious to know how exactly it 
will play out. Put together, it sounds like 
Miriam and Yocheved have time to plan, 
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take action towards a plan and want to 
find out about this plan. 

Before we detail the plan as I see it, I would 
like to point out problems with reading 
the encounter between Miriam and Bat 
Pharaoh as conventionally understood.
If this is a first-time meeting between two 
adversaries: Jew-slave and daughter of the 
Pharaoh that just issued a bitter decree 
ordering all Egyptians to drown baby boys 
in the river, then how does Miriam leap out 
of nowhere to bluntly and rudely initiate 
conversation with the Princess giving an 
immediate, unsolicited suggestion: “Shall I 
go call a Jewish wet nurse?” If the genocidal 
plan of Pharaoh issued to the entire nation 
was widely known, why does Bat Pharaoh 
publicly declare “this is a Jewish child” 
with her maidservants within earshot? 
Why does Miriam make a point to call a 
specifically Jewish wetnurse? We naturally 
jump right to the midrashic answer. Bat 
Pharaoh tried to nurse the baby, as did all 
the surrounding Egyptian wetnurses and 
failed. But in jumping to the Midrash, we 
admit the glaring problem with a simple 
read. Why does Miriam chance leaving 
her audience with the Princess to actually 
bring an appropriate wetnurse to the 
scene? How could Miriam anticipate Bat 
Pharaoh agreeing to such an imposition 
on her time? Why does Bat Pharaoh need 
to offer to pay this wet nurse? Is it not 
obvious that she is returning the baby to 
her mother who needs no extra motivation 
to go and nurse the baby? 

If we continue to read this story as two 
natural enemies who meet across the 
trenches and over the course of a few 

exchanged lines, grow to trust each other, 
then I don’t understand the motivations of 
either side. If Bat Pharaoh is motivated by 
motherly instincts for a beautiful foundling, 
why does she agree to immediately 
send it away into the danger zone from 
which it just tried to escape? How does 
she trust these two Jewish women from 
nowhere with her newly adopted baby? 
What guarantee does she have that the 
baby will return when weaned? And I 
don’t understand Miriam and Yocheved. 
If they are trying to solve the problem 
of the inability to hide Moshe in Goshen, 
why do they interrupt Bat Pharaoh who 
seems to have taken an immediate liking 
to Moshe from just taking the baby home 
to the palace? If they are afraid of Moshe’s 
assimilation into the Palace and loss of 
Jewish identity, then why bring him to the 
Palace after nursing? Were they hoping for 
a better, “less Egyptian” home for Moshe? 
Or was Bat Pharaoh the perfect sanctuary? 
If so, then just let her take the baby home. 
Again, the idea that Moshe needs to be 
suckled by a Jewish wet nurse only serves 
to show that the simple read leaves big 
unanswered questions. The “only Jewish 
milk for Moshe” thesis is a large imposition 
on the text which points us, I think, in a 
different direction. 
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The entire encounter by the riverside is a 
set-up, planned and executed jointly by Bat 
Pharaoh, Yocheved and Miriam. Miriam 
is the mastermind; the Midrash calls it 
her prophecy. Bat Pharaoh arrives at the 
appointed time. Miriam and Yocheved are 
in place. Bat Pharaoh leaves her maidens 
on the shore as she wades in to check if 
the teivah is there. She gives a quick wink 
to Miriam, returns to shore and the play 
begins. “Maidservant, please go fetch that 
strange looking basket. Oh, what a cute 
Jewish child I have found,” declares Bat 
Pharaoh, lingering on the word Jewish for 
effect. Enter Miriam, stage right: “I can get 
you a Jewish wetnurse to suckle this child.” 
“Great idea, please do it.” 

Miriam, in a loud voice “Is the mother 
of this child anywhere nearby?” Enter 
Miriam with Yocheved looking surprised. 

Bat Pharaoh: “Please take this child and 
nurse it for me and I will pay you for it.” 
Exit Miriam and Yocheved with baby 
Moshe. End. Suf. 

The stiffness of these lines, their hollow and 
demonstrative tone, the unrealistic staging 
and lack of any time sense, the flatness of 
emotion, no fear nor trepidation are taken 
directly from the text and stand in stark 
contrast to the other terse but emotionally 
resonant dialogues that fill the Torah. The 
intended audience, the maidservants, 
stand aghast. Did their mistress really, 
blatantly defy the law of the land? Did 
she knowingly, brazenly protest her own 
father’s decree? The Midrash puts these 
words explicitly into the mouth of the 
maidservants. 
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To what end? What did this play 
accomplish? I envision Yocheved and 
Miriam returning home with Moshe 
openly and bravely. When the PPP knock 
on the door (Pharaoh’s Protective Police) 
all Yocheved needs to do is present her 
official palace wetnurse licence or show 
the special royal currency she receives 
from Bat Pharaoh. When the PPP Officer 
challenges the validity of her documents, 
Yocheved simply refers the officer to any 
member of the royal court who witnessed 
the transaction first-hand. It was in all the 
newspapers. And when that officer knocks 
on the door down the block, that mother 
also waves her Bat Pharaoh nursing 
franchise. This plan could save many more 
babies than just Moshe. The righteous 

women of Egypt, Bat Pharaoh chief among 
them, initiate the nursing rebellion that 
blossoms into the Exodus. The Jewish 
slaves no longer furtively hide their babies 
but instead, through concerted bi-partisan 
political action, nurse them openly in 
their own homes. This is the story of a 
man from Levi, who took a woman from 
Beit Levi. It is a story about any Jewish 
man and any Jewish woman who came to 
build a Jewish home based on Jewish milk, 
Jewish language. 

Now, I admit it is hard to believe in such 
a radically different read. This read 
supposes that Miriam and Yocheved had 
prior access to Bat Pharaoh. That they 
knew each other well enough and trusted 
each other deeply enough so that when 
the powers tried to separate them, each 
backed up the others’ story. Bat Pharaoh 
stood by her hired Jewish wetnurses. And 
the Jewish mothers kept up the feigned 
story that they were only nursing Bat 
Pharaoh’s child. When called upon, they 
delivered the baby to the palace. This 
story supposes Yocheved, Miriam and Bat 
Pharaoh were brave enough to openly 
defy the law of the land. That they knew 
they could transgress Pharaoh’s decree so 
long as they put up a thin cover story. They 
understood that so long as all the women 
worked in concert, each playing their role 
in this ruse, they could succeed in defying 
Pharaoh’s draconian policies. It was not 
a power struggle. Pharaoh would always 
win in a contest of strength. Rather, it was 
a ploy, a language game, knowing that 
Pharaoh was committed to a semblance 
of fairness. These women understood that 
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Pharaoh would keep up appearances and 
was powerless to run completely counter 
to prevailing norms. That would be a lot 
to suppose but for the fact that all these 
suppositions can be learned directly 
from the previous story of the Hebrew 
midwives, call it the birthing rebellion. 
The official Hebrew midwives defied 
Pharaoh’s demand to kill the Jewish 
males at birth. Commentators debate 
whether they were Egyptian midwives 
for the Jews or Jewish midwives. What 
seems clear is that Shifra and Puah 
are the heads of an entire network of 
midwives. They explain their failure to 
kill with the following excuse, “we tried 
Pharaoh but, what can you do, those 
Jewish women gave birth before we 
even arrived.” To which, Pharaoh had 
no reply. God rewards the midwives 
with “houses.” Maybe these are the safe 
houses where mothers nurse their young 
that follows.  

How did it work? Here is a Midrashic 
invention of my own, that I believe is 
true to the spirit of the story. Shifra and 
Puah are summoned to appear before an 
open Commission of the court for failing 
to implement the Jewish Plan. The media 
comes out in force. They testify that they 
tried to implement the plan, but Jewish 
women are different and not dependent 
on public health services to give birth. On 
the way out, a female hand surreptitiously 
pulls them into a side room. “I understand 
exactly what you are doing,” says Bat 
Pharaoh, “and I want to help.” 

Initially, I was troubled that what I thought 
was such a compelling read found little 
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support in the sources. But then I found 
this Midrash (Megillah 13a).  

“. . . and these are the children of Batya, 
the daughter of Pharaoh who was taken 
to wife by Mered.” And who was Mered? 
Mered is Caleb because he rebelled 
against the advice of the ten spies who 
married Batya who rebelled against the 
self-referencing idolatry of her father 
אביה) בית   ,However, Sh'mot Rabbah .(גלולי 
based on later verses in Divrei HaYamim 
tells us about a different wife for Caleb. 
“and Caleb took for himself Efrat and had 
a son, Chur.” Who is Efrat? She is Miriam 
who made Israel fertile and flourish. 
Thus Mered (rebellion) had two wives, 
Bat Pharaoh and Miriam. In their merit, 
in the merit of the righteous women, our 
ancestors were redeemed from Egypt. 


