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Heroines of the Bible – Class on Miriam 

By Adina Landa 

Text 1: Exodus: 1:15 

The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives, one who was named Shifrah, and the second who was 

named Puah.  

Text 2: Rashi 1:15 

“Shifrah” actually refers to Yocheved, the mother of Moshe. She was called shifrah, as it is a Hebrew 

word which implies that she prettified (groomed) children at birth. Likewise, “Puah” actually refers to 

Miriam (Moshe’s sister) since she was effective at cooing to children when they cried.  

How could two midwives suffice for the entire Jewish population when we are told they “were fruitful 
and increased abundantly and multiplied”?  The midwives must have fulfilled their job by raising up the 
spirits of the Jewish women, through the mere knowledge of their appointment.  They must have been 
two exceptional ladies whose mere appointment as midwives raised up the spirits of the entire nation of 
Jewish women. (Sefer Hasichot, Shemos 5746) 

Text 3: Exodus: 1:16-1:22: 

And he said, "When you deliver the Hebrew women, and you see on the birthstool, if it is a son, you 

shall put him to death, but if it is a daughter, she may live." The midwives, however, feared God; so they 

did not do as the king of Egypt had spoken to them, but they enabled the boys to live. So the king of 

Egypt summoned the midwives and said to them, "Why have you done this thing, that you have enabled 

the boys to live?" And the midwives said to Pharaoh, "Because the Hebrew women are not like the 

Egyptian women, for they are skilled as midwives; when the midwife has not yet come to them, they 

have [already] given birth." God benefited the midwives, and the people multiplied and became very 

strong. Now it took place when the midwives feared God, that He made houses for them. And Pharaoh 

commanded all his people, saying, "Every son who is born you shall cast into the Nile, and every 

daughter you shall allow to live." 

Text 4: Rashi 1:21: 

When the Torah states that “it was because the midwives feared G-d, that He made houses for them,” it 

does not mean ‘houses’ in the literal sense. Rather this refers to the dynasties of priesthood and the 

exclusive tribe of Levi which were descended from Yocheved, and the House of Royalty through King 

David which was descended from Miriam. This is the implication of the verse, “G-d was good to the 

midwives.” 

 

Text 5: Talmud, Sota 12b, 13a: 

 
When Pharaoh decreed that all newborn baby boys be cast into the Nile River, Amram, Miriam's father, 

decided to divorce his wife.  All the men of the generation followed Amram's example, divorcing their 
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own wives. 

 

Observing this, Miriam approached her father saying: "Father! Your decree is worse than Pharaoh's. 

Pharaoh only decreed against the males, but you are decreeing that our people should be bereft of both 

males and females! "Pharaoh is a wicked man and therefore it is unlikely that his decree will stand, but 

you are righteous and your decree will be carried out. 

 

"Furthermore, Pharaoh is only doing evil in this world. The murdered infants are innocent and have a 

portion in the World to Come. But your decree will deprive them of the next world, for if a child is never 

born, how can he gain a portion in the future world? 

In response to his daughter’s criticism he took his wife back and remarried her.  All the men of the 

generation followed Amram’s example. 

 

She prophesied, “My mother is destined to give birth to Israel’s redeemer.”   

 

Practical Application #1: 

Miriam spoke up, even though she was the youngest in the room. She knew what was right and didn’t 

shy away from voicing her opinion. We too can speak up for what we know to be right.  

Text 6: Exodus: 2:1: 

A man of the house of Levi went and took (remarried) a daughter of Levi. 

Text 7: Exodus: 2:2-4: 

The woman conceived and bore a son, and [when] she saw him that he was good, she hid him for three 

months. [When] she could no longer hide him, she took [for] him a reed basket, smeared it with clay and 

pitch, placed the child into it, and put [it] into the marsh at the Nile's edge. His sister stood from afar, to 

know what would be done to him. 

Text 8: Talmud, Sota 13a: 

At the moment that Moses was born, the entire house was filled with the holy light of his Divine 

radiance.  Amram kissed Miriam on her head and said to her, "My daughter, your prophecy has been 

fulfilled. When they took Moses to the river, the disheartened Amram hit Miriam on the head and said, 

"My daughter, where is your prophecy now?"  

 

Text 9: Talmud, Sota 13a 

To see what would be done to him - To see how her prophecy would be fulfilled.  

Practical Application #2: 

Not if, but how. Miriam firmly believed in the truth of her prophecy, and didn’t question it when things 

looked bleak. She had staunch faith, and made sure to watch her faith unfold. When the going gets 
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tough, we don’t have to give up, we just have to hold on tighter. It’s not a matter of “if” things getter 

better, but a matter of “how.” 

Text 10: Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Likkutei Sichot, Volume 11, pg. 59: 

Even though Miriam was only a young girl, she received a prophecy that: 
a. Foretold the birth of the redeemer and greatest of all prophets 
b. Concerned not just herself, but her parents 
c. Was given to her rather than to her mother or father. 

This shows that even at a young age she had already achieved an advanced level of prophecy.   

Text 11: Exodus 2:5-10: 

Pharaoh's daughter went down to bathe, to the Nile, and her maidens were walking along the Nile, and 

she saw the basket in the midst of the marsh, and she sent her maidservant, and she took it. She opened 

[it], and she saw him the child, and behold, he was a weeping lad, and she had compassion on him, and 

she said, "This is [one] of the children of the Hebrews." His sister said to Pharaoh's daughter, "Shall I go 

and call for you a wet nurse from the Hebrew women, so that she shall nurse the child for you?" 

Pharaoh's daughter said to her, "Go!" So the girl went and called the child's mother. Pharaoh's daughter 

said to her, "Take this child and nurse him for me, and I will give [you] your wages." So the woman took 

the child and nursed him. The child grew up, and she brought him to Pharaoh's daughter, and he 

became like her son. She named him Moses, and she said, "For I drew him from the water." 

Text 12: Exodus 1:14: 

They embittered their lives with hard labor, with mortar and with bricks and with all kinds of labor in the 
fields, all their work that they made them do was crushing labor. 

Practical Application #3: 

The secret to Miriam’s success in leadership was that she felt the pain of her people. She had true 
empathy. Empathy is not “feeling for” but rather “feeling with.” She felt with her people. We too, can 
practice real empathy. Be in someone’s pain with them, don’t just feel for them. 

Text 13: Exodus 15:20-21: 

"And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a tambourine in her hand; and all the women 
went out after her with tambourines and dancing. And Miriam answered them, 'Sing to the L-rd…'"   

Text 14: Mizrachi: 

Where did the women suddenly find tambourines?  Miriam herself was a prophetess, so it is possible 
that she would have anticipated the need for a tambourine prophetically, but the other women were 
not.   

Text 15: Rashi: Exodus: 15-20: 
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With tambourines and dancing - The righteous women of that generation were confident that the Holy 
One Blessed be He would make miracles for them, so they prepared tambourines and dances. 

Text 16: Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Sefer Hasichot 5752, Volume1, pg. 303-307 

Although the Torah portion includes both the songs of the men and women, yet the Haftorah is 
specifically the song of a woman, the Song of Devorah.  This is because the song of the women was on a 
higher level than that of the men.  

The joy of the women surpassed that of the men: both the women and the men sang, but the women 
danced and drummed as well.  This was because the women, led by Miriam, felt the bitterness of exile 
more intensely than the men.  Miriam’s very name expressed the bitterness of exile.  Her sensitivity to 
the pain of exile led her to prophesy the birth of Moses, the redeemer, and to take an active interest in 
her prophecy’s fulfillment.  Because her anguish over the exile and her yearning for its end was so great, 
her joy over being liberated surpassed the men’s.   

Text 17: Numbers: 12:1-15: 

Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses regarding the Cushite woman he had married… G-d descended 
in a pillar of cloud… and He summoned Aaron and Miriam… ‘Why did you not fear to speak against My 
servant Moses?’… Miriam was afflicted with tzaraat… Miriam was quarantined outside the camp for 
seven days.  The people did not travel until Miriam was brought back”.  

Text 18: Rashi: Numbers 12:1-15: 
 
The people did not travel  - This honor was accorded to her by G-d because of the time she remained 
with Moses when he was cast into the river, as the verse states, “His sister stood from afar.” 

Practical Application #4:                                                                                                                                                                  

This verse contains a message for all of Jewish history.  Without Miriam, the Jewish woman, the people 
cannot travel on their journey toward their destiny.  Moses and Aaron cannot replace Miriam.  Women 
must therefore take an active role in all aspects of Jewish life, especially the education of the next 
generation.  Without Miriam, neither the Jewish nation, the ark, nor the clouds of glory can proceed. 
(Likkutei Sichot, Volume 8, pg. 288) 
 

Text 19: Or HaChaim Numbers 12:15 

The people did not journey - The decision when to journey depended solely on when the pillar of cloud 
lifted.  Our verse indicates, however, that the people had decided to honor Miriam by remaining at the 
camp until she could join them, especially since they knew that their water supply was in her merit. (Or 
Hachaim, Numbers 12:15) 
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TEXT 20: NUMBERS 20:1 

The Children of Israel, the whole assembly, arrived at the Wilderness of Zin in the first month and the 
people settled in Kadesh.  Miriam died there and she was buried there.  There was no water for the 
assembly, and they gathered for the assembly, and they gathered against Moses and Aaron. 

Text 21:  Rashi, Numbers 20:1 
And Miriam died there - Why is the death of Miriam juxtaposed with the chapter of the Red Heifer?  To 
teach that just as the offerings bring atonement to the nation, so does the death of righteous people.  
 
And Miriam died there - She too died by G-d’s kiss, as did Aaron.  
 

Text 22: Rashi: Numbers 20:2: 

And there was no water for the assembly - From the fact that there was no water after she died, we see 
that it was in her merit that the miraculous well followed the people throughout their wanderings and 
provided a plentiful supply of fresh water. 

Another perspective: 

The connection between Miriam’s death and the events that followed had less to do with a miraculous 
well and more to do with Moses’ response to the complaints of the Israelites. 

This was the first trial he had to face as leader of the people without the presence of his sister. Let us 
recall who Miriam was for Moses. She was his elder sister, his oldest sibling. She had watched over his 
fate as he floated down the Nile in a pitched basket. She had the presence of mind—and the audacity—
to speak to Pharaoh’s daughter and arrange for the child to be nursed by an Israelite woman—that is, by 
Moses’ own mother, Yocheved. Without Miriam, Moses would have grown up not knowing who he was 
and to which people he belonged. 

It is clear that she has a leadership role 
Miriam is a background presence throughout much of the narrative. We see her leading the women in 
song at the Red Sea, so it is clear that she, like Aaron, had a leadership role. We gain a sense of how 
much she meant to Moses when, in an obscure passage, she and Aaron “began to talk against Moses 
because of his Cushite wife, for he had married a Cushite.”8 We do not know exactly what the issue was, 
but we do know that Miriam was smitten with leprosy. Aaron turns helplessly to Moses and asks him to 
intervene on her behalf, which he does with simple eloquence in the shortest prayer on record—five 
Hebrew words—“Please, God, heal her now.” Moses still cares deeply for her, despite her negative talk. 

Only in this incident do we get a full sense of her influence, and this only by implication. For the first 
time, Moses faces a challenge without her; and for the first time, Moses loses emotional control in the 
presence of the people. This is one of the effects of bereavement, and those who have suffered it often 
say that the loss of a sibling is harder to bear than the loss of a parent. The loss of a parent is part of the 
natural order of life. The loss of a sibling can be less expected and more profoundly disorienting. And 
Miriam was no ordinary sibling. Moses owed her his entire relationship with his natural family, as well as 
his identity as one of the children of Israel. 
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Text 23: The Rebbe -Likkutei Sichot, Volume 2, pg. 335 

Water helps the body digest its food, ensuring that the nutrients in the food are absorbed properly 
throughout the body.  Allegorically, the soul’s food is the Torah, and its water is the Torah’s ability to 
reach and influence all parts of the soul, all types of people, and all facets of life  - even those that in and 
of themselves are the least receptive to it.   

Miriam was devoted to the continuity of the Jewish people, particularly by ensuring that there would be 
a new generation to carry on G-d’s mission.  Because of her efforts to ensure that the Torah would 
continue to flow into the next generation, even reaching and speaking to the children, the people’s 
source of water in the desert existed in her merit.  

TEXT 24: THE REBBE – SICHA 17 SIVAN, 5740 

In addition to providing water to drink, Miriam’s well also made it possible for the mitzvah of Family 
Purity to be fulfilled.  There was no other source of water in the desert.  Miriam’s well served as a mikva, 
enabling children to be born throughout the forty years.  

Text 25: The Alter Rebbe - Shulchan Aruch Harav, Orach Chaim 299:20 

There is a custom to draw water every Saturday night from wells or springs, because the well of Miriam 
passed through all wells every Saturday night.  Whoever finds it and drinks from it will be healed from all 
his illnesses.  

 

Text 25: Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Taanit 9a 
 There were three excellent leaders for Israel. They were Moses, Aaron and Miriam.  
 

Text 26: (Targum Micha 6:4) 
 Miriam was the teacher of the women.  

 

She was a teacher who led by example 

TEXT 27: ( Talmud, Tractate 11b) 

In merit of the righteous women in that generation, Israel was redeemed from Egypt. 

 

TEXT 28: ARIZAL: 

The souls of the final generation before Moshiach's arrival are reincarnations of the souls of the 

generation of the Exodus.  Just as then it was in the merit of the women's faith that the Israelites were 

redeemed, so, too, it will be in the merit of the righteous women of our generation, and their 

unwavering belief in the Redemption, that we will be redeemed once again.  
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In closing: 

Women of our generation must model themselves on those of Miriam and hers. It is the women, in 
particular, who must instill within themselves the certainty that we will be redeemed. We should be so 
clear on this that even right now, during the last moments of exile, the women begin singing and 
drumming and dancing in anticipation of the redemption that is upon us. 

Certainly, we must feel the pain of the exile and plead with G-d to take us out—but even that pain must 
be permeated with the kind of joy that needs to be expressed in song and dance. If we can accomplish 
this within ourselves, the world will be launched into a global consciousness of liberation. We will then 
sing the highest of songs, for the era after which there will be only full life and joy. 

 


