
Who is the mother of Israel?

In the Hebrew Bible, God’s love is maternal.
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Jewish identity is often understood through the lens of rituals that were developed
and practiced primarily by men. This understanding risks placing women on the
margins of Jewish life. Narratives in the Hebrew Bible, however, align the central
experiences of the people of Israel with female experiences. These experiences are
often the primary lens through which God, nationhood, and teaching all are
understood. A closer look at these narratives can radically shift our understanding of
what it means to be an observant Jew.

Take for example a story in which God and Moses are in the midst of a blowout fight.
Some rabble-rousing Israelites who have complained about the lack of food in the
desert have ignited God’s anger, and they have been consumed by fire. Panicked by
this event and by their vulnerability in the wilderness, the people confront Moses
and demand that he provide them with sustenance:
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The Israelites wept again, and said, “If only we had meat to eat! We
remember the fish we used to eat in Egypt for nothing, the cucumbers, the
melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic; but now our strength is dried
up, and there is nothing but all this manna to look at.” (Num. 11:4–6)

Overwhelmed by the people’s demands, Moses turns to God and challenges him:

“Did I conceive all this people? Did I give birth to them, that you should
say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom, as a nurse carries a sucking child,’
to the land that you promised on oath to their ancestors? Where am I to
get meat to give to all this people? For they come weeping to me and say,
‘Give us meat to eat!’ I am not able to carry all this people alone, for they
are too heavy for me.” (Num. 11:12–14)

Moses reminds God that he is not the people’s mother. Instead, he implies, only God
is the mother figure of Israel. Moses’ choice of maternal imagery is far from
arbitrary. It is an astute response to the Israelites’ own infantile complaints. The
Hebrew mi ya’achilenu basar, rendered above as “If only we had meat to eat,”
literally translates as “Who will feed us meat?” The image evokes spoon-fed
toddlers. The Israelites are in their spiritual infancy, and God and Moses disagree
over who is obligated to be their caretaker. According to Moses, only God can fulfill
the role of mother to these demanding children.

This image of God as mother extends through biblical tradition as a way to highlight
the mystery of God’s attachment to Israel. Later, images of motherhood are applied
to Zion and to Jerusalem, though in a very different way. And later still, the rabbis
ascribed to themselves the status of motherhood by way of their work as Torah
teachers. They believed that such teaching was a life-giving act which guaranteed
the survival of the Jewish people. In other words, from ancient times to the early
Common Era, the experience of motherhood was central to the understanding of
what it meant to be a Jew.

The Hebrew Bible preserves many images of God acting in a motherly way. God is a
seamstress for the first man and woman, the provider of food to the Israelites in the
wilderness, and the continual sustainer of life. Recognizing the powerful emotions
that are a part of motherhood, biblical writers drew upon this experience to explore
God’s mysterious cultivation of an enduring relationship with Israel, even as Israel



provided God with no obvious benefit.

As a mother, God is protective, powerful, and bound to her children through love.

Some biblical authors home in on the image of God specifically as a nursing mother.
The author of Isaiah 49, for example, has God say to the Judeans, “Can a woman
forget her sucking child, that she should have no compassion on the son of her
womb? Even these may forget, yet I will not forget you” (Isa. 49:15). The writer of
this verse understood that a nursing mother and her child are bonded by the
mother’s unconditional love and by the child’s utter dependence. God’s
unconditional love, the prophet asserts, goes even beyond that of a nursing mother.
Because God has promised to maintain this bond and protect the people, Israel can
call upon God to help in times of crisis. As mother, God is accountable,
compassionate, protective, powerful, and bound to her children through love.

In the exilic and postexilic periods, the exploration of the metaphor of motherhood
was expanded from God to Zion. Zion, however, is a bereft mother, weak and
helplessly dependent on God to restore her children.

Texts that explore Zion as a mother figure are dominated by a profound sense of
loss. They imagine Zion as the wife of God, who is vulnerable to the seductions and
abuses of foreign nations. God’s comforting words to Zion are meant to assure
Judean readers that God is still attached to the people of Israel, despite the
unspeakable pain of exile. The failure of Zion to protect her children lies at the heart
of her shame. In this image from Jeremiah, for instance, Zion is presented as a
mother, daughter, and wife:

For I heard a cry as of a woman in labor, anguish as of one bringing forth
her first child, the cry of daughter Zion gasping for breath, stretching out
her hands, “Woe is me! I am fainting before killers!” (Jer. 4:31)

As biblical writers developed the image of Zion as mother and God as father, the
image of God as mother receded. The poems that close the second-century BCE
book of Baruch depict Jerusalem as a bereaved woman who accepts that God has
separated her from her children in a just response to their sins:

“Listen, you neighbors of Zion;



                  God has brought great sorrow upon me,

for I have seen the exile of my sons and daughters,

                  which the Everlasting brought upon them.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Let no one rejoice over me, a widow

         and bereaved of many;

I was left desolate because of the sins of my children,

         because they turned away from the law of God.”

                                                                       (Bar. 4:9–12)
 

As Zion takes on the role of a grieving mother, God is cast in the role of father.

At the same time, Jewish writers also circulated tales that contain echoes of God’s
maternal love. Rather than imagining God as a mother figure, these texts focus on
how one’s love for God is akin to one’s love for one’s mother. Human love for a
mother then becomes an analogy for devotion to God.

One example is the novella known as 2 Maccabees, which retells the events
surrounding the Hasmonean rebellion in 167–160 BCE. At the center of this book is a
legend about a Jewish mother who encourages her sons to be martyred rather than
violate Jewish dietary laws. Instead of interpreting motherly love as an instinct to
protect one’s children from physical harm, the author of this text has the mother
insist that her children be martyred as an expression of love for God, their true
creator:

Filled with a noble spirit, [the mother] reinforced her woman’s reasoning
with a man’s courage and said to them, “I do not know how you came into
being in my womb. It was not I who gave you life and breath nor I who set
in order the elements within each of you. Therefore the Creator of the
world, who shaped the beginning of humankind and devised the origin of
all things, in his mercy gives life and breath back to you again, since you



now forget yourselves for the sake of his laws.” (2 Macc. 7:21–23)

The mother insists that her sons must be faithful to their true Mother, who is both
the creator and reviver of life through the resurrection of the dead. Her words likely
refer to a passage in Ecclesiastes which links the mystery of motherhood to the
ways of God: “Just as you do not know how the breath comes to the bones in the
mother’s womb, so you do not know the work of God, who makes everything”
(Eccles. 11:5).

In Ecclesiastes, motherhood is an unknowable, abstract experience and a mystery
that derives from God’s incomprehensible powers of creation. Second Maccabees
transforms this notion into a declaration uttered by a woman whose biological
motherhood authorizes her support of martyrdom.

The depiction of motherhood as a central Jewish experience is also prevalent in
stories about Israelite and Jewish women who serve as protective heroes to the
people. These women are so protective of Israel that they are credited with
motherhood and, by extension, with godlike powers.

When the prophetess Deborah leads Israel to victory over Canaanite enemies in
Judges 4–5, for example, she identifies herself as “a mother in Israel” (5:7). We know
nothing of Deborah’s marital status or whether she bore children. But Deborah’s
experiences of biological motherhood are immaterial. What matters is that Deborah
perceives herself as having taken on a maternal role in Israel’s destiny. This
perception empowers Deborah to tap into her role as protector of the people. Just as
a mother incubates the child in her womb from outside dangers, Deborah is the sole
guardian of the Israelites who shields them from foreign enemies.

Centuries after Deborah’s story was written, a Judean Jew wrote a novella about a
woman named Judith who assassinates a foreign general who besieged her city. The
character of Judith was modeled after the biblical figure of Deborah and her
counterpart Jael, who also helped lead the Israelites to victory by assassinating the
enemy general Sisera. Judith’s story closes with a celebratory song that mimics
Deborah’s song in Judges 5. Like Deborah, Judith identifies herself as a mother of
Israel by depicting the enemy as wanting to “kill my young men with the sword, and
dash my infants to the ground” (Jth. 16:4). Such references treat Israelite heroines
as mothers, irrespective of their biological motherhood.

Deborah, Jael, and Judith are mother figures, elevated in their association with God.



The presentation of these heroines as mother figures connects these women not to
their biological potential but to their actualization of divine motherhood. Motherhood
does not demote these women to a lower social caste but elevates them in their
association with God.

In the early Common Era, the rabbis began to identify themselves as mother figures
to the Jewish people. Building on the idea, embedded deep within the Hebrew Bible,
that true motherhood is experienced by those who give spiritual life to others,
rabbinic writers suggested that as progenitors of the Torah they were comparable to
life-giving mothers. The early rabbinic legal collection known as the Tosefta, for
instance, suggests that those who teach Torah have a hand in human conception:

Whence do we learn that whoever teaches one chapter [of Mishnah] to his
friend, the scriptures praise him as if he conceived him, formed him, and
brought him into the world [olam]? . . . Just as that same mouth that
infused the soul into the first man, so all those who bring even one
creature under the wings of the Divine Presence, we praise him as if he
conceived him, formed him, and brought him into the world. (Tosefta
Horayot 2:7)

The first lines of this passage depict the sages as mothers who bring life into the
world. The passage extends the metaphor even further: these teachers are God-like
in their life-giving capacities. This has implications for both olam hazeh, the present
world, and olam haba, the world to come. In both cases, the teaching of Torah
imbues the rabbis with a radical creative agency which invites them to encounter
their divine essence through the experience of creation.

The midrashic commentary on the Song of Songs also associates motherhood with
the transmission of Torah, though it focuses on the rabbis’ biblical progenitors,
Moses and Aaron. This commentary treats the Song of Songs as an allegorical text
that imagines Israel as a woman whose most alluring features represent the greatest
leaders of the Israelite people:

Your breasts are like two fawns, twins of a gazelle, browsing among the
lilies” (Song of Songs 4:5): Just as these breasts are the splendor and glory
of a woman, so too Moses and Aaron are the splendor and glory of Israel. .
. . Just as these breasts are full of milk, Moses and Aaron fill Israel with



Torah. And just as with these breasts, all that a woman eats, the baby eats
and nurses from them, so too all of the Torah that Moses learned he
taught to Aaron. That is what is meant by “Moses told Aaron all of the
words of God” (Exod. 4:28). (Song of Songs Rabbah 4:5)

According to this commentary, Torah flows from Moses and Aaron and sustains Israel
in the same way that milk flows from a woman’s breast into her child’s mouth. Here
Israel is both mother and child: Israel’s past leaders are mothers to Israelites and
then Jews, who are their children. At the same time, teachers of Torah in all
generations embody the mother. It seems that the sages rejected Moses’ argument
in Numbers 11 that he is not the mother of the people. Anyone who protects the
people of Israel through the transmission of the life-giving Torah can be imagined as
an extension of the divine mother.

Reading ancient texts that allegorize motherhood risks erasing the real experiences
of Jewish women and Jewish motherhood. But by noting the centrality of motherhood
in scriptural tradition—and its connection with divine love—we can re-center the
experiences of womanhood and motherhood in our own religious self-understanding.
These texts invite us to consider what might change if we put images about women
and mothers in sacred narratives into conversation with sacred texts that consider
the role of women and ritual. Those of us seeking to rectify the marginalization of
women in the communal realm may find that the solution is embedded in our oldest
and most sacred texts. If we listen closely, we might hear them asking us to think
about how motherhood informs our relationship with God and our understanding of
ourselves.

A version of this article appears in the print edition under the title “The mother of
Israel.”
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