The Tender and Delicate Women whose Feet Never Touched the Ground
Martha Bat Boethus. Text and Subtext
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...Vespasian (the Caesar) besieged Jerusalem for three years.

There were three men of great wealth, Nakdimon ben Gurion, Ben Kalba Sabua and Ben Zitzit Hakeset.
Nakdimon ben Gurion was so called because the sun continued shining for his sake. Ben Kalba Sabua was so
called because one would go into his house hungry as a dog [keleb] and come out full [sabea]. Ben Zitzit
Hakeset was so called because his tzitzit [fringes] used to trail on cushions [keset]. Others say he derived the
name from the fact that his seat [kise] was among those of the nobility of Rome.

One of these said (to the people of Jerusalem), "l will keep them in wheat and barley."
A second said, "l will keep them in wine, oil and salt."
The third said, "l will keep them in wood."

The Rabbis considered the offer of wood the most generous, since R. Hisda used to hand all his keys to his
servant save that of the wood, for R. Hisda used to say, "A storehouse of wheat requires sixty stores of wood
[for fuel]."

These men were in a position to keep the city for twenty-one years.
The Biryoni (zealots) were then in the city.

The Rabbis said to them: "Let us go out and make peace with them [the Romans]." They would not let them,
but on the contrary said, "Let us go out and fight them."

The Rabbis said: "You will not succeed."
They then rose up and burnt the stores of wheat and barley so that a famine ensued.
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Martha the daughter of Boethus was one of the richest women in Jerusalem. She sent her servant out
saying, "Go and bring me some fine flour." By the time he went it was sold out. He came and told her,
"There is no fine flour, but there is white [flour]."

She then said to him, "Go and bring me some." By the time he went he found the white flour sold out. He
came and told her, "There is no white flour but there is dark flour."

She said to him, "Go and bring me some." By the time he went it was sold out. He returned and said to her,
"There is no dark flour, but there is barley flour."

She said, "Go and bring me some." By the time he went this was also sold out.

She had taken off her shoes, but she said, | will go out and see if | can find anything to eat. Some dung stuck
to her foot and she died.

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai applied to her the verse: " She who is most tender and delicate among you, so
tender and dainty that she would never venture to set a foot on the ground." (Devarim 28)

Some report that she ate a fig left by R. Zadok, and became sick and died. For R. Zadok observed fasts for
forty years in order that Jerusalem might not be destroyed, [and he became so thin that] when he ate
anything the food could be seen [as it passed through his throat.] When he wanted to restore himself, they
used to bring him a fig, and he used to suck the juice and throw the rest away.

When Martha was about to die, she brought out all her gold and silver and threw it in the street, saying,
“What is the good of this to me?”, as in the verse, "They shall cast their silver in the streets” (Ez 7)

Questions for discussion:

e  What is the story about the servant expressing?
e  Why did the servant not use his own initiative?

e  Why did Martha die? (Why didn't she put on a pair of shoes?) What does this say about her?
e  Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai quotes the verse from Devarim (see below)? Why does he use this
sourcetext? (Does it connect to Martha's story? - What does Martha symbolize to Rabbi

Yochanan ben Zakai??

e  How does the story about Rabbi Zadok contribute, other than an alternative scenario of
Martha's death?

o Inthe earlier story, how does the Talmud assess the wealthy people? The Rabbis? The Biryoni
(zealots)?

e  What role does wealth play in this story? What is the relationship between wealth and food?
Between food and the resilience of the city?
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The Lord will bring a nation against you from far away, from the ends of the earth, like an eagle
swooping down... They will devour the young of your livestock and the crops of your land until
you are destroyed. They will leave you no grain, new wine or oil...They will lay siege to all the
cities throughout your land until the high fortified walls in which you trust fall down. ... Because
of the suffering that your enemy will inflict on you during the siege, you will eat the fruit of the
womb, the flesh of the sons and daughters the Lord your God has given you. Even the most
gentle and sensitive man among you will have no compassion on his own brother or the wife he
loves or his surviving children, and he will not give to one of them any of the flesh of his children
that he is eating. It will be all he has left because of the suffering your enemy will inflict on you
during the siege of all your cities. The most gentle and sensitive woman among you—so
sensitive and gentle that she would not venture to touch the ground with the sole of her
foot—will begrudge the husband she loves and her own son or daughter...

If you do not carefully follow all the words of this law, which are written in this book, and do not
revere this glorious and awesome name—the Lord your God—
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A story about Martha (Miriam) the daughter of Boethus. She was betrothed to Yehoshua
ben Gamla, the king appointed him to be the High Priest, and they were married.

Once, she said: "l will go and see him (the High Priest) when he reads (the Torah) on Yom
Kippur in the Temple." They laid out carpets for her from the entrance of her house to the
gateway of the Temple so that her feet not be exposed (to the ground), even so, her feet
were exposed....

When Yehoshua, her husband, died, the Rabbis assigned her (according to the terms of her
Ketuba) an allotment of two seah of wine [a huge volume] every day...

R.Elazar b. Tzadok said: May | not live to see the consolation (of Jerusalem), if | did not see
her hair tied to the tails of horses as they dragged her to her death from Jerusalem to Lod. |
applied this verse to her (Deut 28:56): ‘She who is most tender and delicate among you, so
tender and dainty that she would never venture to set a foot on the ground shall begrudge
the husband of her bosom, and her son and daughter.’
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Rabbi Assi said: Martha bat Boethus paid a purse of dinari to Yannai the King so that he
would appoint Yehoshua Ben Gamla as the High Priest
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They said about the son of Marta Bat Boethus that he would carry two thighs of a large ox,
purchased at a price of 1000 zuz. He would walk "heel to toe" [in a stately manner.] His
brothers, the priests, would not let him do this, due to the rule — "With many people is the
honor of the king." (Mishlei 14)
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Our Rabbis taught: At first, they used to place the skins of sacrifices in the chamber of Beth
Ha-Parwah. In the evening they used to divide them among the men of the paternal division,
but men of violence used to seize [more than their due share] by force. So they enacted that
they should be allotted every Sabbath eve, when all the priestly houses came and received
their portions together.

Yet the chief priests still seized [them] by force; thereupon the owners arose and
consecrated them to Heaven [so that they belonged to the Temple and not the priesthood].
It was related: It did not take long before so many funds were donated to the Temple that
the whole Temple was covered with gold panels ..on festivals they used to lay them
together and place them on a platform so that the Festival pilgrims might see that their
workmanship.

It was taught, Abba Saul said: There were sycamore tree trunks in Jericho, and the men of
violence seized them by force, [whereupon] the owners arose and consecrated them to
Heaven.

And it was of these and of such as these that Abba Saul b. Bothnith said in the name of Abba
Joseph b. Hanin:

‘Woe is me because of the House of Boethus;
woe is me because of their clubs!

Woe is me because of the House of Hanin,
woe is me because of their whisperings!
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Woe is me because of the House of Kathros,

woe is me because of their pens!

Woe is me because of the House of Ishmael the son of Phabi,

woe is me because of their fists!

For they are High Priests and their sons are [Temple] treasurers and their sons-in-
law are trustees and their servants beat the people with staves.’
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Rab Judah related in the name of Rab: It once happened that the daughter of Nakdimon b.
Gorion was granted by the Sages an allowance of four hundred gold coins in respect of
her perfume basket for one day, and she said to them, 'May you grant such allowances for
your own daughters!' and they answered after her: “Amen!” Our Rabbis taught: It once
happened that R. Johanan b. Zakkai left Jerusalem riding upon an ass, while his disciples
followed him, and he saw a girl picking barley grains in the dung of Arab cattle. As soon as
she saw him she wrapped herself with her hair and stood before him. 'Master’, she said to
him, 'feed me'. 'My daughter', he asked her, 'who are you?' 'l am', she replied, 'the daughter
of Nakdimon b. Gorion'. 'My daughter’, he said to her, 'what has become of the wealth of
your father's house?' 'Master', she answered him, 'is there not a proverb current in
Jerusalem: "The salt of money is diminution?"' (Others read: Benevolence). 'And where
[the Master asked] is the wealth of your father-in-law's house?' 'The one’, she replied,
'came and destroyed the other'. 'Do you remember, Master', she said to him, 'when you
signed my kethubah?' 'l remember', he said to his disciples, 'that when | signed
the kethubah of this [unfortunate woman], | read therein "A million gold denarii from her
father's house" besides [the amount] from her father-in-law's house'
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