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MOTHERS OF THE, BI BLE 

May 11, 1952 

He then becones , in art , a designer himself of the story , and also a part of the de­

sign. Th.ms i excellent psychology - a wisdom which is known only to the great . 

Take , for examp e , svitlo of the stories i n the Bible 1=inrl. see how much is 1e ft u;.1-

sai d, but not unfelt ; incomplete , which the reader is compelled to complete himself . 

ror example , how did Eve , the first mother of the race , nthe mother of all living" , 

as the Bible calls her - how did she feel vrhen she Je arned that of her two sons , one 

was now slain and t.he o-ther ~as the slayer? On o of the grief of having caused the 

do,mfall of her husband and their expulsion frQm th Garden of Eden , she is now con­

fronted with a terrible tragedy of murder and <lea h. Hou did she feel? The Bible is 

silent, but the hum2.n heart, which reads the story, comes to the edge of this appalliqg 

precipice and is not silent , has never been silent. You react to music which you don ( t 

hear, and the silent voice continues to speak in the corridor of your heart . 

Take another incomplete story. How di~ sarah , he wife of Abraham, the mother of 

Isaac , feel . Isaac , the child for whom she had waited s long , so prayerfully and so 

longingly for so many years, and had en~ired through the years bitter envy and the 

scorn of her bondwoman, ag r , whom she gave to Abraham as his wife and who had born 

him a son - how did she feel when , after she was finally blessed with her own hild, 

Isaac , how did she feel when Abraham told her that at the cow..~and of God, he must take 

this son , Isaac, whom she loved, whom they both loved so dearly , and of fer him as a 

sacrifice to God? The Bible is silent. How did sarah feel during these long , dreaclful 

days when Abraham was walking away with Isaac to Mt . Moriah, there tc oe slaughtered 
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upon the ~ltar? The ible is silent . And how did she feel when they returned -

Abraham and Isaac ., unharmed - after the terror and t.he anguish of the day? Here , too , 

the Bible is silent . The Midrash, the later Jewish homilies - why , they revel in 

elaborating legends and they fill in the lacuna, but the Bible is silent . And the 

very silence stirs the hearts of men more deeply than the r.iost eloquent ords . We are 

; nvited to pick up the strands , as it were , and to finish the pattern ou~selves . That 

is what makes the Bible a deathless book, for each reader helps to make it . 

How did Hagar feel when she was driven by Sarah from her home and took h€r little 

child, Ishmael, with her with a loaf of brP.ad and a skin of water - driven out into 

the wilderness , wandering about in the wilderness until the water was spent . And then , 

says the Bible , she put the child under one of the bushes in th wilderness and she 

went and sat down a bout a bow• s shot away from the child, for S1e could not 'bear to 

see her child die . What thoughts went through her mind during that frightful vigil? 

The Bible again is silent, but. no one reading that s ory can help but think , wonder , 

nd from that silence derive a tremendous emotional stirring, hope t 

How dj_d the mother of Moses , Jochebed, .feel when, having given birth to a child, 

she was constrained to keep him in hiding for three months because of the cruel decree 

of the Pharoah, andwhen she was no longer able to hide him , she put him in an ark of 

reeds which she made and placed that ark among the reeds beside the banks of the tile . 

Her child , dear)y beloved , turned over to the waves and the winds of the river, to 

probable if not to certain death . How did she feel , this mother of oses? The Bible 

says not a word . And the Bible is silent also throughout that long vigil when MiriailllJ 

the sister , watches t.o see what wouldh ppen to the child . And the Bible is silent also 

about tte mother when the daughter of the Ph.aroah , the princess , finds the ark with 

t he child , and at the suggest:i.on of Miriam, the mother , Jochebed, is summoned by the 

princess to become the nurse of the child. How did the mother feel when she held her 

child in her arms again? 
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And the Bible is silent , too , about the mother through the years when she weaned 

er child , until )la was grown uo , and silent , too , when she had to bring him again to 

the princess and he, A!oses , "became he oon11 , says the Bible - the son of the prin­

cess . oses was no longer Jochebed •s son. And even the name that was given to her 

child was g·ven to him not by the moth~r , but by the princess . ~he tUllns hjm over to 

the princess and she never sees h:m again . at deep pathos unspoken and unrevealed 

is here , and yet , how powerful to move the hearts of hose who read the sc.ory reflec­

tively, creatively, imaginatively. 

Sometimes the Bible , by one single stroke , by a simple gesture as it were , by 

what appears to be an off-hmd detail, lays bare depths of human emotion and ope s ~p 

unsuspected vistas . 

Take another story of one of the mothers of the Bible - the mother of samuel th 

prophet , Hannah. Like Sarah, like Rachel , she had long longed for a child . She was 

greatly beloved by her husband Elk nah, but, f!he was childless and +he other wife of 

Elkanah, Perninah, who had children, used o 'lex her bitterly, say the Dible . And 

so one year when they went up to worship the IPrd in Shiloh, RS was their custom an­

nually, Hannah was very rteched an rayed to the Lord and ept bitterly aud then 

she vowed a vow, and said : "If Thou, O Lord , wilt leek upon the affliction of thy 

maid servant and remember me and give me a child, a baby boy, then dll I give him to 

the Lord all tle days of his life ." Sh would dedicate her child, give him a ay ,o 

the service of the Lord forever . And a baby boy was born to Hannah and she called his 

name Samuel , for he said, "I have asked him o the Lord. " And when next th time of 

the annual .. lgrimai::re to Shiloh arrived, and Elkan h , her husband, reminded her of her 

vmr, she pleads ·th him for a ljttle delay . And here one comes suddenly aRain upon 

one of those rare flashes of insi ht , those rare touches which bestow the glory of 

immortality uoon a simple tale . Hannah says to her husband, "When the child is weaned, 

then I shall brin him . He • llbe the IPrd ' s for so long; let him re in wi h me j ·st 

a littl e while longer ." 
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Anti. on the next pilgrimage then , she took her little son to Shiloh and surrend!ired 

him to the High Priest , to Eli. She Je ft him there bfore the Lord. But - and here 

again one comes upon one of those magic touches of the Bible , a little detail . "More­

over , " says the Bible , "his mother used to make for him a little outer garment , a little 

coat , and bring it up to him each year when she went up with her husband to offer the 

yearly sacrifice . " He was the Lord ' s , to be sure , for ever and ever , but forever ad 

ever also , he remained her lit.tle boy . 

Does the Bible understand motherhood? 

There was a famine in the days of King David and it lasted for three dreadful 

years . Israel was being punished of the I.ord because c,--aul, the King wio had preceded 

avid , had broken a covenant which his people had made with the Gibeonites who were 

not of the Israelites , but were the remnant of the Amorites . They had made a coven­

ant with them and saul had broken that covent , and in punishment thereof, the whole 

people was suff e~ing. And so David called the Gibeoni tes aid said to them t "?Iha t cm 

I do for you and how can I make expiation so that this dread punishment may pass away?" 

And they said: "The man who consumed us and who planned to i esw oy us - let seven men 

of his sons be given to us that we may hang them in Gibeon . •• And David, to save his 

people , took the two sons of Rizpay , the W"ife of ring Saul, and the five sons of Merab , 

the daughter of King saul , and he turned them over toeh Gibeoni tes , and they hanged 

them. They were put to death i the first days of the harvest . 

Then, the Bible continues , "Then Rizpah , the mother , took sackcloth and spread it 

for her on the rock , from the beginr.ing of the barley harvest until the rains came 

down , and s oo did not permit the birds of the heavens to light upon her chi dren by 

day, nor the beasts of the field by night . " And so, for six long months S1 e kept her 

solitary vigil there on the rock by night and by day, until King David, moved by her 

tragic matern, l fidelity , gave honorable bu~1 ial to her children in the family sepulchre 

along with the remai s of King aul and Jonathan. 
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Now , if volumes w€re written , could more be expressed? There is the pictt:.re . 

Does the Bible understand the heart of a mothP.c? Yes , even among the fallen and 

the sinners , the sacrificial love of motherhood is not wanting , and it transfigures the 

base into the sublime . 

Two harlots were broughG before King Solomen. One woman said , "We live in the 

smae house . We gave birth to our children about the same time . This woman ' s child 

died in the night , and in the night srie took my son and laid rier dead chj ld in my beJ . n 

But the other woman said, "Mine is the living child. The dead child is hf?rs . " Then 

the King said, "Fetch me a sword. Divide the living child in two and give one- half to 

the one and one- half to the otre r . " The woman whose child wac- the dead child ea.id: 

"It shall be so ; it shall be neither m.:.ne nor thi:ie . Divide it . " But the woman 

whose ch:.ld was the :!.iving child , said to the K ng, nfor her heart yearned up0n her 

son" , s~ys the Bible , "Oh, my Lord, give her tne living child , only don't kill it . " 

Then the Kj ng said , "Gi ve this woman the li-v.ing child; she is the true mother. 11 

ow , far more than the wisdon of King Solomon is here vindicated, far more han 

his keen insight into human nature is here illustrated . The love that passeth all 

understanding , the love that will make every surrender, every sacrifice in order that 

the beloved may not suffer , may live, may be ulfilled - that is illumined her e n 

this unforgettable story of a fallen woman a1d her redeeming love . 

:r dear .friends , there 4re many women j n the Bible - the ruth:i:! s~, he ambitious , 

the scheming, the loved, he unloved, the tender , the loyal, the brave . They all have 

heir .faults and their virtues, but they are all per nalities in their om right . 

They are not toys; they are not chattels . They are not screene from life be ·nd a 

purd h curtain . Some of them are judges and some of them are prophetesses , and .ome 

of them are queens ; some of them are matriarchs , and maey of them played a significart. 

ro_e in the history of their people . 
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The st,atus of women in Isr elm.s early e5tablished. Already ·n the days of Moses 

was the right of women to equality an inheritance established. The daughters of 

Zelophehad, who died leaving no sons, a preached Moses, sow e cire told i n the Book of 

NumbeJ3s, and asked th;:t their fatrer 1 s inheritance be distributed Bmong the • In 

those days only sons inherited and for many, many centuries thereafter throughout the 

world, only sons could beoome the :e giti mate heirs. And when there were ro sons, the 

inherit ance went to t.he fatherts brothers or kinsmen. Here the daughters, the women, 

approach the great Jaw-giver of Israel and a k that their rights bo established on the 

same basis of eaualit,y as the sons, the TTlen. And .roses li~tens to them, a ees • th 

them and ecrees a new law of inheritance in I srael. 

Throughout the Bible love and res. ct are inculcated for mother~ood , for ar n -

hoof. ' d <"'l or thy fa her and mo he • '1 .. 'Y son, hearken to he instr ction of thy 

father, .qnd do no forsake the teachf 1g of thy mo her. 

You listened this mornin to the rea • ng of t t m&[1lif'icent 31 t Chapter of the 

Book of Proverbs, and there in that superb pass ge you have he ideal of womanhood 

in I srai.1 presented in matchless phrase. And what is the i eal of womanhood in Israel? 

t•s the "woman of valor, of competence, of purnose', the woman vho is the helpmate, 

the woman of intelligence., !J.c looketh well to the wa.,rs of her household". Beauty is 

not held lightly, nor is grace, nor :~c. charm in the literature of the Bible. Time and 

again the writers point ou , in s aking of sane of these erea :J anen of the Bib 

Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, Ruth, sther - they were beautiful women of fair appearance, 

lovely. One need only read that superb book of the Bible, Song of Songs, to realize 

ho;v much the people of Israel appreciated beauty, but it is not enough for the build­

ing of a home, for the maintenance of a society, f orhapp." ness - that is not enough. 

" e ... uty is vain if it is only that." The ideal woman in Israel is one, as this chap­

tei? ob eautif'ully puts it, "her cl othj ng is stren th e..nd di i ty". And that I s what 

builded the Jewish home and the Jewish fan ily. 
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The Rabbis say, ttThe home of a man - t'ha t is his ~:ife •" 

ell , it rs goo on this r.other •s Day to be able to r ecapture some of th im­

mortal thou h s of our people , scme of the profound insightRof our people , as €Xpressed 

in the Bible of mother , motherhood and famiJy. 
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