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Conversion and the Nature of Jewish Identity in the 21st Century
Part Five: Were the Women at Sinai?

Rabbi Jeffrey Fox - Rosh HaYeshiva and Dean of Faculty, Maharat

Previous post: Part Four: Yevamot 46b - How Did the Women Convert?

Last time we learned of a tradition that whenever there is sprinkling of blood there must also
be immersion in a Mikvah. Part of the covenant of Sinai included Moshe’s sprinkling of blood
on the Jewish People . The sugya then sought a separate source for the immersion of the1

women. This seems strange, why not simply assume that the women were a part of Moshe’s
sprinkling? This question was posed directly by the Tosafot on the page:

Tosafot, Yevamot 46b
“R’ Yehoshua tevila b’imahot…”

Even though he [R’ Yehoshua] maintains [the
tradition that] there can be no sprinkling without
immersion?

תוספות מסכת יבמות דף מו עמוד ב
"ליהמנאבאמהותטבילהיהושעורבי"

דאית ליה דאין הזאה בלא טבילה?אף על גב 2

The obvious answer to this question is that the women were simply not part of that moment.
As Tosafot then says, “ הזאהאותהבכללהיולאהנשיםשמא —Perhaps the women were not part
of that sprinkling.” The Tosafot Yeshanim on the page asks and answers the question more
clearly :3

Tosafot Yeshanim, Yevamot 46b
“R’ Yehoshua tevila b’imahot…”

It is wondrous: let him [R’ Yehoshua] say [that we can
learn that the women immersed] from And Moshe
sprinkled the blood on the nation (Exodus 24:8) and
we have a tradition that there can be no sprinkling
without immersion? And we can say that it is clear to
him that “nation ”עם does not include women.

תוספות ישנים דף מו עמוד ב
"ורבי יהושע טבילה באמהות מנא ליה"

מויזרוק משה את הדם עלתימה לימא
וגמירי דאין הזאה בלא טבילההעם

לאדעםונשים בכלל. וי"ל דפסיקא ליה
אקרו נשים

This is a difficult passage to read. Given the centrality of the covenant of Sinai, to claim that
women were excluded from some feature of that revelation is painful . In an interesting move,4

Tosafot then goes on to offer a second answer to the question:

4Dr. Judith Plaskow published Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective in 1990
(Harper, San Francisco). The beginning of the second chapter (pages 25 to 28) asks this very same
question. While she takes the feminist critique to a place that I am not willing to go, her analysis is sharp
and insightful. Dr. Tamar Ross’ work, Expanding the Palace of Torah: Orthodoxy and Feminism, was
published in 2004 by Brandeis University Press. Ross addresses many of Plaskow’s claims through the
book. In particular, she deals with our question on pages 140-142 and page 188.
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2The phrase גבעלאף ,” even though” is a way that Tosafot introduces an implicit question.

1The Targum of Onkelos, quoted by Rashi on Ex. 24:8, explain that Moshe sprinkled the blood on the altar.
It appears that Onkelos translates the world על as “on behalf of, ”.בעד This is the way that The Ibn Ezra, in
his short commentary, understands the verse as well. Rav Saadia Goan, Rabbeinu Chananel and Seforno
all take the approach that Moshe sprinkled the blood directly on the people.
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In addition, we need this [reasoning] for R’ Eliezer…For
he does not maintain the tradition that there can be no
sprinkling [of blood] without immersion [in a Mikvah].

אי נמי משום רבי אליעזר איצטריך
האי טעמא...דלית ליה דאין הזאה

בלא טבילה

Tosafot explains that R’ Eliezer does not hold of the tradition that whenever there is sprinkling
of blood there must also be immersion in a Mikvah. Therefore, R’ Eliezer needs an additional
source to show that there was an immersion at Sinai. For that, he returns to a kind of
tautological reason. The women had to have immersed, because if they did not, by what
method would they have entered into the Jewish People?

The second answer of Tosafot does not fit well with the language of the Talmud. The
question that the Talmud asked was, “And [according to] R’ Yehoshua, how do we know that
the women immersed?” To explain that line as really referring to R’ Eliezer is a forced read of
the text. However, according to this second answer in Tosafot, it turns out that R’ Yehoshua
maintains that the sprinkling of Sinai was done on both the men and the women.

What emerges from the second answer is a more egalitarian approach to the events of Sinai.
Is it possible that Tosafot were bothered by the question of the women at Sinai? I do not
think that it was our question that forced an alternate reading. However, it is important to
note that the weaker read happens to also be the one that brings women fully into the
Covenant. Next week we will look at another approach to our question that will begin to raise
the question of the fluid nature of Jewish identity.

Find the complete series on our digital library.
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