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Miriam: Tambourines of Rebellion1 
 
Bitter was the daily life of theJewish slaves in their Egyptian exile. What 
began as forced labor steadily degenerated into acts of unspeakable bru-
tality and horror, culminating with Pharaoh's decree to murder all new-
born male infants ...  
While the physical labor was backbreaking, the moral toll was similarly 
exacting. The family unit was shattered, wives separated from husbands, 
who were forced to remain at their work sites in faraway fields. The peo-
ple were demoralized and depressed, stripped of any vestige of dignity or 
self-respect. Under the daily terror ofthe taskmaster's whip, it seemed 
useless to hope for a better tomorrow.  
The Jewish nation's heart had become too dulled, their minds too 
numbed, and their bodies too worn to muster any faith.  
One part of the nation, however, did not succumb, and carried in their 
hearts an inextinguishable spark of optimism. They retained their human 
dignity; they continued to believe in a better life. Encouraging their families 
daily with superhuman strength, they remained confident that their pray-
ers would be answered. This group of slaves was the Jewish women.  

In the merit of the righteous women of that generation, our forefa-
thers were redeemed from Egypt.—SOTAH 11B  

After an exhausting day of excruciating labor, the women would polish 
their mirrors and use them to beautify themselves for their husbands.  
At night, the women would sneak out to the men's camps, bringing hot, 
nourishing food. They would heat water in the fields and bathe their hus-
bands' wounds.  
The women spoke soft, soothing words. "Do not lose hope. We will not be 
slaves to these degenerates all our lives. We have G-d's promise that He 
will have mercy on us and redeem us."  
Many women conceived during these visits, subsequently giving birth to the 
children who would ensure the continuity of the Jewish people. (Sotah lla)  
How did these Jewish women discover their reservoirs of hope amidst a 
hopeless situation?  
The women had a leader and a teacher to emulate.  
Her name was Miriam.  
The Talmud comments:  

 
1 Chana Weisberg, Shabbat deLights, Bereishit/Shemot, (Chabad.org), pp. 181-191. 

There were three excellent leaders for Israel. They were Moses, Aa-
ron, and Miriam.  

While Moses and Aaron were leaders for all the people,  
Miriam was the teacher of the women.—TAANIT 9A  

She was a teacher who led by example.  
From where did Miriam derive her courage and vision?  
Miriam's name has two meanings, both exemplifying the qualities of her 
character.  
The first, from the Hebrew root mar, is "bitterness."  
Miriam was born at the time when the oppression of the exile had 
reached its worst.  

They [the Egyptians] embittered [vayemareru, from the root mar their 
lives with hard work—EXODUS 1:14  

Born into the harshest period of servitude, Miriam felt the bitterness 
and ache of her people. Her earliest years were formed by the heart-
breaking reality of the Jewish exile.  
Witnessing the murders and the torment, she wept with her brethren, 
praying incessantly and hoping beyond hope for a better future.  
Miriam was personally exposed to the decrees of the wicked Pharaoh; no 
one could understand the bitterness of the exile better than Miriam.  
The other meaning of Miriam's name is "rebellion" (from the 
root meri).  
Despite being born into the most difficult period of oppression, Miriam 
rebelled from her earliest age against the slave mentality engulfing her 
people.  
Though she felt their pain acutely, she would not succumb to fear or des-
pair. Though she was exposed to abject cruelty, she would not yield to 
moral corruption or apathy. Bravely and resolutely, she kept vigilant 
watch over the faith in the promise of redemption.  

  
We are introduced to Miriam just as the new Pharaoh ascended the Egyp-
tian throne.  

There arose a new king over Egypt..He spoke to the Hebrew midwives; 
the name of one was Shifrah, and the name of the other, Puah.  
And he said, "When you act as a midwife to the Hebrew women and 
see them on the birthing stool, if it is a son, you shall kill him; but if it 
is a daughter, she shall live."  



Despite this decree,  
The midwives feared G-d and did not act as the king of Egypt com-
manded them ... And it came to pass because the midwives feared G-d, 
that He made them houses ...—EXODUS 1:8-17  

Rashi explains that the names of the midwives mentioned were the pro-
fessional names of Yocheved and Miriam. Yocheved (Miriam's mother) 
was called Shifrah because she was expert in beautifying (from the root 
shafar) and cleansing the newborn. Miriam, though still a child, was ex-
pert in cooing (from the root pa'ah) to the newborn, calming a crying in-
fant with her soothing voice. (Rashi, Exodus 1:15)  
According to the Midrash, Miriam was called Puah due to another epi-
sode. "She revealed her face brazenly (from the root hofi'a) against Phar-
aoh, pronouncing, 'Woe to this man, when G-d avenges him!"  
"Pharaoh was infuriated with Miriam's statement, and wanted to have her 
killed. But Yocheved pleaded, 'Will you pay attention to her? She is but a 
child who doesn't realize to whom she is speaking, or what she is saying!" 
(Shemot Rabbah 1:17)  
Miriam was only five years old at this time. Despite her tender years, Mir-
iam valiantly stood up to the mightiest ruler on earth, audaciously rebuk-
ing him for his cruelty to her people.  
This was Miriam, the mother of rebellion.  
Rebelling against the status quo, fighting against apathy and cruelty. 
Bravely, she and her mother disregarded Pharaoh's edict to murder the 
infant boys, even providing food and necessities for their survival. (Rashi, 
Exodus l:17)  
G-d repaid these valiant women by granting them "houses": from them is-
sued the dynasties of priesthood, Levites and kingship. (Rashi, Exodus 
1:21) Such positions of leadership could be filled only by the descendants 
of such women, who would pass on their moral strength and convictions, 
enabling them to prevail over any acts of immorality or injustice.  
Another incident in Miriam's childhood also reflects her strong character 
and ability to stand up against the status quo and, despite the bleakness 
of the moment, find an enduring faith in a more promising future.  
The Talmud relates that when Pharaoh decreed that all new born baby 
boys be cast into the Nile River, Amram, Miriam's father, decided to di-
vorce his wife.  
As the preeminent leader of the generation, Amram was setting an exam-
ple for all others. If no children would be born, innocent babies would 
not be killed.  
All the men of the generation followed Amram's example, divorcing their 
own wives. 

 
Observing this, Miriam approached her father, saying: "Father! Your de-
cree is worse than Pharaoh's. Pharaoh decreed against only 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 doing evil only in this world. The murdered in-
fants 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?  
"You must remarry mother, " Miriam pleaded to her father "She is des-
tined to give birth to a son who will set Israel free!" (Sotah 12a)  
Miriam was six years old when she confronted her father. Her words 
made such a profound impact on him that he brought her before the San-
hedrin (Jewish Supreme Court) to repeat her petition.  
The members of the Sanhedrin responded to Amram, "You forbade [us to 
remain married to our wives; you must now permit."  
He said, "Should we return to our wives quietly?" They answered, "And 
who will let all the Jewish people know [to likewise remarry their wives]?" 
(Pesikta Rabbati 43:27)  
Amram placed his wife on a beautiful chuppah (bridal platform). Aaron 
and Miriam danced and sang before her, as before a bride. Miriam sang 
repeatedly, "My mother is destined to give birth to a son who will set Is-
rael free!"  
Even the ministering angels joined with them, singing, "A joyous mother 
of children." (Psalms 113:9)  
After seeing this, the rest of the Jewish men also remarried their wives. 
An entire generation was transformed, all due to the courage and vision 
of the young Miriam, who had the confidence to speak her mind and de-
clare her prophecy.  
Shortly after, Yocheved gave birth to a son and "saw that he was good."  
At the moment that Moses was born, the entire house was filled with the 
holy light of his divine radiance. (Rashi, Exodus 2:2) Amram kissed Mir-
iam on her head and said to her, "My daughter, your prophecy has been 
fulfilled!"  
The happiness of the moment was shattered, however, with the realiza-
tion that this male child would be taken to be killed.  

When Yocheved could no longer hide him, she took for him a box 
made of reeds ... and put the child in it and laid it in the rushes by the 



river's bank. And his sister [Miriam] stood far away, to see what would 
be done to him.—EXODUS 2:2-4  

When they took Moses to the river, the disheartened Yocheved hit Miriam 
on the head and said, "My daughter, where is your prophecy now?" (She-
mot Rabbah l:25)  
But Miriam remained stubbornly resolute.  
She stood by the river to see not if, but how her prophecy would unfold.  
She, too, felt the pain and bitterness of her baby brother being torn away 
from her family. But at the same time, she was filled with her spirit of re-
bellion-she would not succumb to hopelessness.  
This was Miriam. She encompassed the dual qualities of feeling the inten-
sity of pain, while at the same time rebelling against its overpowering 
hold, to discover a seed of faith and yearning deep within.  
In the thicket of the bushes, Miriam stood watch over her brother. It was 
she who witnessed Batya, the daughter of Pharaoh, come to bathe in the 
Nile River. Discovering the basket at the edge of the river and hearing the 
woeful cries of the infant within, Batya decided t rescue the child.  
It was a self-assured Miriam who approached Batya to suggest that she 
would bring the baby to a Hebrew wet-nurse. Unbeknownst to Batya, Mir-
iam brought Moses back to his own mother.  
Moses remained in his home, absorbing the crucial spiritual nourishment 
of these tender years until he was weaned. Only after being filled with his 
parents' love and teachings was Moses transferred back to the royal pal-
ace to begin his role as leader and redeemer.  
Miriam was there, standing watch on the bank ofthe Nile, as her entire na-
tion's future hung in the balance over the precarious fate of an infant 
floating in a small basket in the vast river. But never did her faith in the 
redemption of her people falter. As the leader of the women, Miriam im-
bued this quality in their aching hearts. And it was this quality that em-
powered the righteous women to be the purveyors of the redemption.  

  
We are now many decades later, on the shores of the Red Sea.  
Moses had matured and returned from Midian as the divinely appointed 
redeemer of his people. G-d had performed the wondrous ten plagues to 
punish the Egyptians' cruelty and free His people from their oppression. 
The people have marched triumphantly out of Egypt. Then, as they were 
being chased by a recalcitrant king and his army, G-d miraculously split 
the sea, saving His people and drowning their enemies.  
Finally, after hundreds of years in exile, their enemies had been utterly 
thwarted and the Jews experienced a complete, miraculous salvation. The 

Jewish people's ordeal in Egypt was over! Their servitude had come to an 
end, and their redemption was underway.  
Standing at the shores of the Red Sea, the Jewish people, under the direc-
tion of their leader Moses, began to sing the Shirat HaYam, a song ex-
pressing their ecstatic gratitude and thanksgiving to G-d.  
And as Moses and his nation concluded their song, something inexplica-
ble happened.  

Miriam the prophetess, the sister ofAaron, took a tambourine in her 
hand; and all the women went out after her with tambourines, danc-
ing. And Miriam answered them, "Sing to the L-rd.."—EXODUS 15:20-21  

Moses and the men sang their song. And then Miriam and the women 
rose to sing their song.  
The men sang with their voices. But the women's song was composed 
with voice, tambourines, and dance. The women's hearts were full of a 
greater joy, and their song was more comprehensive.  
What was the women's contribution to the singing? Why did Miriam and 
the women's singing surpass the men's song?  
Rashi (Exodus 15:20) explains how the women had these tambourines 
with them.  

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.  

When the Jewish people left Egypt, they left hastily. So hastily, in fact, 
that they were not even able to finish baking their bread, and it baked flat 
on their backs as matzah. The women were not concerned about their 
physical sustenance; they were certain that G-d would provide. They lived 
in a higher dimension, beyond the natural reality. Yet, despite their haste, 
the women took the time to prepare well in advance something that they 
felt would be essential.  
After hundreds of years in bitter exile—after witnessing acts of utter bar-
barism, after weeping rivers of tears for the babies torn from their arms, 
after seeing their children cemented alive into brick walls to fill missing 
quotas-what did these women prepare while still slaves in Egypt?  
What was on the minds of these women who had seen affliction beyond 
the human breaking point? What was on the hearts of these women who 
bore anguish too much to fathom? What did their worn, tired, tortured, 
and beaten bodies carry out of Egypt? 
Tambourines.  
Instruments with which to sing and praise their G-d for the miracles they 
knew would come to be. Engulfed in misery, the women did not lose their 
vision. Mourning their murdered children with a feminine sensitivity 



keener than that of their male counterparts, the women found the 
strength to fortify themselves not to lose hope.  
The women found meri, Miriam's spirit of rebellion. They would rebel 
against depression that would have been a natural outgrowth of such cir-
cumstances. They would rebel against apathy. They would rebel against 
hopelessness.  
Amidst their agony, the women prepared tambourines. They fanned the 
spark of yearning within their worn souls until it grew into an overpower-
ing, inextinguishable flame of faith.  
As bitter as their lives became, their faith grew stronger.  
Certain beyond a shred of doubt that their G-d would remember them, 
their only concern was being adequately prepared to sing with the appro-
priate expressionsof joy for the miracles that were sure to occur!  
This was the strength of Miriam. A feminine strength born out of bitter-
ness, a faith sown amidst despair.  
This was the strength ofthe women who left Egypt, equipped with tam-
bourines and dances of joy and faith.  
And this is the strength of all women. 
 
1. In the merit of the righteous women of that generation, our forefathers 

were redeemed from Egypt.—SOTAH 11B  
a. Tertullian,2 On the Apparel of Woman, I.1 

“You (women) are the devil’s gateway: you are the unsealer of that 
(forbidden) tree: you are the first deserter of the divine law: you are 
she who persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to 
attack. You destroyed so easily God’s image, man. On account of 
your desert (i.e., punishment)—that is, death—even the Son of God 
had to die.”  

b. St. Augustine,3 Literal Commentary on Genesis, IX.5 
“What is the difference whether it is in a wife or a mother, it is still 
Eve the temptress that we must beware of in any woman … I fail to 

 
2 Tertullian (c. CE 160–225), the Father of Latin theology. Born at Carthage the son 

of a centurion and brought up as a pagan, receiving a good literary and rhetorical 
education, he was converted to Christianity before 197. He was learned in philos-
ophy and science, and especially in law, and was the author of many apologetic, 
theological, controversial, and ascetic works. 

3 Augustine (CE 354–430), was born in a Roman province and educated at Car-
thage. As a young man he became interested in philosophy, with little interest in 
Christianity until a religious experience in his early thirties. By 396 he had be-
come bishop of Hippo, and his sermons and writings gained fame, notably his 
Confessions and the treatise City of God. His notions of God's grace, free will and 
Original Sin had a great influence on Christian theology. 

4 http://jamalashley.wordpress.com/2007/05/13/eve-the-mother-of-all-the-living/ 

see what use woman can be to man, if one excludes the function 
of bearing children.”4  
1) “If it were not the case that the woman was created to be man’s 

helper specifically for the production of children, then why 
would she have been created as a “helper”? Was it so that she 
might work the land with him? No … a male would have made 
a better assistant. One can also posit that the reason for her 
creation as a helper had to do with the companionship she 
could provide for the man … Yet for company and conversation, 
how much more agreeable it is for two male friends to dwell to-
gether than for a man and a woman! … I cannot think of any 
reason for woman's being made as man's helper if we dismiss 
the reason of procreation.”5  

2) “That a man endowed with a spiritual mind could have believed 
this [the lie of the serpent] is astonishing. And just because it is 
impossible to believe it, woman was given to man, woman who 
was of small intelligence and who perhaps still lives more in 
accordance with the promptings of the inferior flesh than by the 
superior reason.”6  

c. Thomas Aquinas,7 Summa Theologica, The Production of the Woman, 
Reply to Objection 1 
“As regards the individual nature, woman is defective and misbe-
gotten, for the active force in the male seed tends to the produc-
tion of a perfect likeness in the masculine sex; while the production 
of woman comes from a defect in the active force or from some 
material indisposition, or even from some external influence; such 
as that of a south wind, which is moist, as the Philosopher observes 
(De Gener. Animal. iv, 2).8  

d. John Knox,9 The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous 
Regiment of Women  
“To promote a woman to bear rule, superiority, dominion, or em-
pire above any realm, nation, or city, is repugnant to nature; (an 

5 As quoted in Elizabeth A. Clark, Women in the Early Church (The Liturgical Press, 
1983), pp. 28-29. 

6 Ibid., p. 40. 
7 Thomas Aquinas, (b. circa 1225), best known as a Medieval Catholic scholar who 

wrote Summa Theologica. He was a priest, professor, theologian and philosopher 
who influenced centuries of religious and academic thought with his methodical 
way of harmonizing faith and reason. 

8 http://www.ccel.org/ccel/aquinas/summa.pdf?membership_type=733bab2a7aa 
14318453cd34edd59090b2f9d142c 

9 John Knox (c. 1505-1572) as a Scottish reformer, was one of the most celebrated 
followers of John Calvin and became the chief force in the introduction and es-
tablishment of the Presbyterian form of Calvinism in Scotland. 



insult) to God, a thing most contrary to his revealed will and ap-
proved ordinance; and finally, it is the subversion of good order, of 
all equity and justice.”10  

2. After an exhausting day of excruciating labor, the women would polish 
their mirrors and use them to beautify themselves for their husbands ...  
a. 1Peter 3:3-4 

3Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as 
braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes. 4In-
stead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a 
gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight.   
1) Y. Shabbat 4d 

A story is told of R. Akiva, who had a “Jerusalem of gold” made 
for his wife. When the wife of Rabban Gamaliel saw it, she was 
envious of her, went to her husband, and said so. He replied, 
“Would you have done for me what she did for her husband? 
She used to sell the braided locks of her hair and give him the 
money, so that he could occupy himself with Torah.”  

2) Berachot 6la; Eruvin (Joining of Sabbath Limits) 18a; Midrash 
Tehillim 25:11 
R. Simeon ben Menasya expounded the verse “And with the rib 
which the Lord God had taken from the man, He plaited the hair 
(banah) of the woman and brought her unto the man” (Gen. 
2:22). The word banah suggests that the Holy One plaited Eve’s 
hair and brought her [thus adorned] to Adam ...   

3) Exodus 39:14-15 
14(On the brestpiece) there were twelve stones, one for each of 
the names of the (children) of Israel ... 15For the breastpiece they 
made braided chains of pure gold, like a rope. 

 
b. prau<j (praus)—meek, gentle. IT DOES NOT MEAN; evidencing little 

spirit or courage, being overly submissive or compliant, or being 
anxious to conform one’s opinion’s to that of others.  
1) It DOES mean having the courage to admit a mistake, not think-

ing “of yourself more highly than you ought” (Rom 12:3), the 
ability to bear up under difficult circumstances with grace and 
composure, being gentle with those who are sensitive, and firm 
with those who would take advantage of you, etc. 

 

 
10 The First Blast of the Trumpet is, perhaps, Knox's most famous and controversial 

work. In the twentieth century, few people have read the book, and still fewer have 
made an attempt to understand the reformer's position. For Knox, the teaching 
of scripture alone is sufficient to prove that women should not bear rule over 

 2) Numbers 12:3 
(Now Moses was a very humble man, more humble than anyone 
else on the face of the earth.)  

3) Psalm 25:9 
He guides the humble in what is right and teaches them his 
way.  

4) Psalm 37:11 (LXX) (cf., Mat 5:5) 
But the meek shall inherit the earth; and shall delight them-
selves in the abundance of peace.  

5) Zechariah 9:9 (LXX) 
Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Sion … behold, the King is coming 
to thee, just, and a Savior; he is meek and riding on an ass ...   

d. h`su,cioj (hesuchios)—quiet. IT DOES NOT MEAN; not being noisy, not 

expressing yourself with words, or being silent or quiet.  
1) It DOES mean to be tranquil, living peacefully with others, not be-

ing quarrelsome.  
2) Psalms of Solomon 12:5 (LXX) 

May the Lord protect the quiet soul who hates injustice; may the 
Lord guide aright the men who makes peace at home.  

3) Isaiah 66:2 
“Has not my hand made all these things, and so they came into 
being?” declares the LORD. “This is the one I esteem: he who is 
humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word.”  

4) 1Timothy 2:1-2 
1I urge, then (better, “therefore”), first of all, that requests, pray-
ers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—2for 
kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and 
quiet lives in all godliness and holiness.  

3. Born into the harshest period of servitude, Miriam felt the bitterness 
and ache of her people. Her earliest years were formed by the heart-
breaking reality of the Jewish exile.  
a. Exodus 2:11-12 

11One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to where his 
own people were and watched them at their hard labor. He saw 
an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his own people. 12Looking this 
way and that and seeing no one, he killed the Egyptian and hid him 
in the sand. 

men. The testimony of scripture is so plain, he wrote, that “to add anything were 
superfluous …” (http://www.swrb.com/newslett/actualNLs/ firblast.htm). 


