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The Torah of Activism: Prophecy Through Language

Ziva Hassenfeld

This source sheet was prepared for A Day of Learning for Our Hostages on September 30, 2024,
a day of learning together as a community to honor the shloshim of the six hostages murdered in
August, show solidarity with the hostages still in captivity, and call on the Israeli government and

the international community to prioritize their return.



Ziva R. Hassenfeld is a North American Faculty Fellow at the Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies.
Ziva is the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Assistant Professor in Jewish Education at Brandeis
University, and Director of Research for the Mandel Center. She studies reading comprehension
from a sociocultural perspective, focusing on how children develop interpretations of the Hebrew
Bible as a case of student reading development. She uses a variety of qualitative methods
including ethnographic observation, stimulated recall interviewing, and think-aloud interviewing.
These investigations connect her to the worlds of biblical hermeneutics, both contemporary and
rabbinic, as well as literary theory and criticism. In addition to her research, Ziva is a passionate
educator. She has taught Hebrew Bible in a variety of settings including high school, pre school
and adult education. Most importantly, she is a Pardes Alum (06-08).

The Shalom Hartman Institute is a leading center of Jewish thought and education, serving Israel and
North America. Our mission is to strengthen Jewish peoplehood, identity, and pluralism; to enhance the
Jewish and democratic character of Israel; and to ensure that Judaism is a compelling force
for good in the 21st century.
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Miriam is a Prophetess?

Shemot 15:20
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Then Miriam the prophet, Aaron’s sister, picked up a hand-drum,* and all the women went out
after her in dance with hand-drums.

Close Reading is Akin to Prophecy
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2. The woman conceived and bore a son; and when she saw how beautiful he was, she hid
him for three months.
3. When she could hide him no longer, she got a wicker basket for him and caulked it with
bitumen and pitch. She put the child into it and placed it among the reeds by the bank of
the Nile.
4. And his sister stationed herself at a distance, to learn what would befall him.
5. The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe in the Nile, while her maidens walked
along the Nile. She spied the basket among the reeds and sent her slave girl to fetch it.
6. When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She took pity on it and
said, “This must be a Hebrew child.”
7. Then his sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and get you a Hebrew nurse to
suckle the child for you?”
8. And Pharaoh’s daughter answered, “Yes.” So the girl went and called the child’s
mother.
9. And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Take this child and nurse it for me, and I will pay
your wages.” So the woman took the child and nursed it.
10. When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, who made him her
son. She named him Moses,* explaining, “I drew him out of the water.”
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Who is Miriam that she became such a careful reader of texts?
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The verse states: “And there went a man of the house of Levi, and took for a wife a
daughter of Levi” (Exodus 2:1). The Gemara asks: To where did he go? Rav Yehuda bar
Zevina says: He went according to the advice of his daughter (Miriam), as the Gemara
will proceed to explain.

A Sage teaches: Amram, the father of Moses, was the great man of his generation. Once
he saw that the wicked Pharaoh said: “Every son that is born you shall cast into the river,
and every daughter you shall save alive” (Exodus 1:22), he said: We are laboring for
nothing by bringing children into the world to be killed. Therefore, he arose and divorced
his wife. All others who saw this followed his example and arose and divorced their
wives.His daughter, Miriam, said to him: Father, your decree is more harsh for the Jewish
people than that of Pharaoh, as Pharaoh decreed only with regard to the males, but you
decreed both on the males and on the females. And now no children will be born.
Additionally, Pharaoh decreed to kill them only in this world, but you decreed in this
world and in the World-to-Come, as those not born will not enter the World-to-Come.
Miriam continued: Additionally, concerning Pharaoh the wicked, it is uncertain whether
his decree will be fulfilled, and it is uncertain if his decree will not be fulfilled. You are a
righteous person, and as such, your decrees will certainly be fulfilled, as it is stated with
regard to the righteous: “You shall also decree a thing, and it shall be established unto
you” (Job 22:28). Amram accepted his daughter’s words and arose and brought back, i.e.,
remarried, his wife, and all others who saw this followed his example and arose and
brought back their wives.
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