
Holiness and Transgression: Mothers of the 
Messiah in the Jewish Myth 

(Psychoanalysis and Jewish Life)
 Free Ebooks
 Yaacov Lozowick

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/PNgXk/Holiness-and-Transgression-Mothers-of-the-Messiah-in-the-Jewish-Myth-Psychoanalysis-and-Jewish-Life
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/PNgXk/Holiness-and-Transgression-Mothers-of-the-Messiah-in-the-Jewish-Myth-Psychoanalysis-and-Jewish-Life
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/PNgXk/Holiness-and-Transgression-Mothers-of-the-Messiah-in-the-Jewish-Myth-Psychoanalysis-and-Jewish-Life
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/PNgXk/Holiness-and-Transgression-Mothers-of-the-Messiah-in-the-Jewish-Myth-Psychoanalysis-and-Jewish-Life
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/PNgXk/Holiness-and-Transgression-Mothers-of-the-Messiah-in-the-Jewish-Myth-Psychoanalysis-and-Jewish-Life
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/PNgXk/Holiness-and-Transgression-Mothers-of-the-Messiah-in-the-Jewish-Myth-Psychoanalysis-and-Jewish-Life


This volume deals with the female dynasty of the House of David and its influence on the Jewish
Messianic Myth. It provides a missing link in the chain of research on the topic of messianism
and contributes to the understanding of the connection between female transgression and
redemption, from the Bible through Rabbinic literature until the Zohar. The discussion of the
centrality of the mother image in Judeo-Christian culture and the parallels between the
appearance of Mary in the Gospels and the Davidic Mothers in the Hebrew Bible, stresses
mutual representations of "the mother of the messiah" in Christian and Jewish imaginaire.
Through the prism of gender studies and by stressing questions of femininity, motherhood and
sexuality, the subject appears in a new light. This research highlights the importance of
intertwining Jewish literary study with comparative religion and gender theories, enabling the
process of filling in the ‘mythic gaps’ in classical Jewish sources. The book won the Pines,
Lakritz and Warburg awards.
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IntroductionThe messianic myth has played a central role in Jewish culture for generations.
Eschatological concepts and messianic figures left their mark on grand historical processes and
constituted a formative power in the areas of religion, cult, theology, and ritual. Messianic wishes
and hopes sprouted within the individual and collective soul, echoed throughout midrashic,
apocalyptic, and mystical literature, as well as the folkloric tradition. The roots of the messianic
idea lie in the Bible, particularly in the descriptions of the Messiah as an elected son and king, in
the visions of the prophets, and in the books of Writings. These messianic ideas also influenced
Judeo-Christian discourse and attained surprising interpretations in Christology and the
theosophic-kabbalah of the Middle Ages.This book will illuminate the paradoxical roots of the
messianic idea and discuss its evolution from the Bible, through the rabbinic Midrashim, and
until the Zoharic literature—all canonized corpuses reflecting foundational notions of Jewish
culture. I will focus on the narratives of the biblical foremothers of the Davidic dynasty, which is
transformed in the Second Temple literature into the dynasty of “the Messiah son of David.” I
claim that the mother of the Messiah does not represent a particular figure, but a genealogical
continuum of female figures bonded through an entangled, intertextual tale. In contrast to the
biblical narrative that portrays the foundations of the messianic myth, rabbinic Midrashim focus
on ethical questions, while the Zohar reflects mystical interpretations of these antinomian trends.
Yet in all these corpuses, the Messiah is perceived as a chosen son through the merit of his
foremothers and their extraordinary deeds.The Davidic dynasty in the Bible presents a recurring
pattern: seduction and sexual transgression initiated by the feminine heroines cause the birth of
the elected son. Beginning with Lot’s daughters’ incestuous relations with their father, continuing
with Tamar masquerading as a harlot and seducing her father-in-law, and culminating with Ruth
going to the threshing floor and seducing Boaz (an act that results in King David’s birth), this
overall pattern of deviance brings about the Messiah’s birth. We may also add here the story of
Rachel and Leah, two sisters sharing one husband through ruses and bedtricks, and
Bathsheba’s story, which begins with illicit relations and ends with the birth of King Solomon
(who symbolizes an additional chosen son of the royal dynasty). This feminine continuum is
characterized by a unique motherly and seductive “type-scene” that merits divine justification
and constructs the House of David. Therefore, I propose that the Davidic redeemer is the
Messiah “through the merit of his mothers.”The enigmatic bond between transgression and
redemption will be examined from mythical and gender perspectives, using a variety of literary,
psychoanalytic, and religious theories. I will discuss the cultural function of the heroines’ sins
and clarify the manner in which the recurring narratives of harlotry, seductiveness, and forbidden
relations were understood throughout generations of Jewish interpretation. The study of the
messianic myth will follow Mircea Eliade, C. G. Jung, George Bataille, Michel Foucault, and
others who claim that the profane forms the sacred, and that taboo is conditioned upon its



violation.1 These assumptions will be analyzed in conjunction with gender and feminist theory.
Questions regarding the tension between motherhood and seductiveness, or feminine freedom
and agency in the Davidic dynasty, have been treated separately from the messianic myth. I will
discuss the figure of the messianic mother from the ancient period until the Middle Ages from
both of these perspectives. In my opinion, Mary’s miraculous conception should be analyzed as
a reaction to the biblical Davidic stories; in the epilogue I will outline the polemic regarding the
mother of the Messiah in Judaism and early Christianity, and its influence on the Zohar.As we
shall see, the messianic mothers present a normative-halakhic ideal, imitated by women of the
Nasi House in the rabbinic era; they were identified with the figure of the Shekhinah in
kabbalistic literature, and they commonly served as archetypes of motherhood and fertility in a
reality dominated by famine, oppression, and death. These women symbolize the active choice
of motherhood, rather than the exploitation of childbearing for patriarchal needs. The Messiah’s
birth in the Bible, Midrash, and Kabbalah demonstrates the centrality of feminine heroines in the
founding texts of Jewish culture and their narrow spaces of freedom. The choice to devote a
book to the “messianic mother” stems from my personal and intellectual search for figures who
contended with the tension between motherhood and femininity without losing their connection
to desires of personal and collective redemption. These figures reflect rich and layered worlds in
which feminine subjectivity, maternal experience, sin, and fantasy are bound in a polyphonic
embrace transcending and traversing the Jewish tradition.THE LAYOUT OF THE BOOKThe
book will present the messianic myth in the Bible, rabbinic Midrash and Zoharic literature. In
each section I will discuss the enigmatic relationship between feminine sexual transgression and
messianic redemption, and analyze its proposed solutions throughout the generations. The first
two chapters will discuss the biblical continuum that develops from the individual story of each
heroine and connects to the collective template shared by all the messianic mothers. This
continuum mitigates the severity of the feminine sins, sublimating the heroines’ transgressions
while simultaneously broadening their liberty; it thereby intensifies the tension between biblical
narrative and law, and illuminates the relations between God, the father, the mother, and the son
of the messianic dynasty.In the third and fourth chapter I will explore the adoption of the
messianic type-scene in Yalkut ha-Makhiri and examine the story of David’s birth in light of his
foremothers’ narratives. The sages suggest their own subversive reading based on the biblical
myth and propose a unique ethic derived from the Davidic heroines’ deeds, which I have termed
an “ethics of redemption.” In the midrash, the sages deal with these figures as a whole but also
explore each story individually: Lot’s daughters give birth to Moab and Ammon through “the
seed that comes from another place,” Tamar seduces Judah at the “entrance of Enaim” and is
presented as a holy harlot, and Ruth exposes Boaz’s feet and is portrayed as the direct cause of
David’s birth.The fifth, sixth, and seventh chapters will deal with the figure of the Shekhinah and
her link to the messianic mothers in the kabbalistic literature. Lot’s daughters, Tamar, and Ruth,
are depicted in the Zohar as agents of cosmic salvation whose sexual transgressions represent
an encounter with demonic forces that must be engaged for the sake of redemption. The actions



of the messianic mother reflect in the sefirotic realm the human ability to influence divinity and
bring about its restoration. Their actions are not only vindicated but also transcend moral and
judicial judgments while constructing dynamic connections between heaven and earth. For
example, the Zohar describes a celestial wheel of souls called Ṭiqla, which is propelled initially
by the incestuous act of Lot’s daughters and continues moving through the power of Tamar and
Ruth’s harlotry and seduction, transgressions interpreted as reparations for the world of the
dead and living. In a different passage discussing Tamar’s covered face at the “entrance of
Enaim,” the Zohar focuses on the mystery of feminine sexuality and connects it to Judgment
(Din) and the destructive and erotic forces of the Shekhinah, which must be assuaged. Zoharic
passages about Ruth fluctuate between describing her as the Shekhinah, rolling in the dust of
exile and in need of masculine and divine external salvation, and conceiving of her as a woman
who initiates her own redemption. Over the course of these chapters I will discuss central issues
in Zoharic literature, such as the editing process of the Zohar and the crystallization of
kabbalistic views regarding forbidden relations, sexuality, sin, exile, and redemption.
Consequently, in the epilogue, I will suggest that the Shekhinah in the Zohar represents a
mixture of Jewish and Christian perceptions of the messianic mother that developed from
ancient times until the Middle Ages.EVOLUTION OF THE MYTHThe Davidic dynasty is well-
known for its exceptional stories. It is possible to claim that characteristics of these biblical
stories are in line with feminine oral traditions, whereas the weaving of the stories into rabbinic
and Zoharic midrashim reflects a transition from the semiotic world and feminine chōra to the
symbolic language uniting the hermeneutical and exegetical structure of the “father’s tongue.”
Judicial trends that emerge in rabbinic and Zoharic exegesis follow the biblical course and
intensify the dominance of the messianic mothers, while at the same time propose a unique
narrative for the heroines’ multifacetedness.I define myth as a story interweaving the divine and
human across generations. Following the research of Gershom Scholem, Moshe Idel, Yehuda
Liebes, and additional scholars who have discussed the messianic myth in Kabbalah, scholars
of the “myth of the hero’s birth,” like Otto Rank, Alan Dundes, and Joseph Campbell, as well as
Robert Alter in the biblical context, I seek to construct a scene of the birth of the Davidic Messiah
and subsequently discuss the model that characterizes his mothers. The combination of the
motifs of transgression and redemption in the redeemer’s figure and in his foremother’s stories
reveals a model of chosenness that stems from sexual deviancy, which receives vindication
through tiqqun (reparation) and repentance. These motifs characterize King David in biblical and
rabbinic literature. They also emerge in descriptions of Jesus. In contrast, in the Synoptic
Gospels, the main features of the Davidic mothers are attributed to Mary. Therefore, I will explore
the centrality of the messianic mother in both religions and discuss the polemical perspectives
and mutual influence between rabbinic Midrashim and Christian traditions, which attest to the
existence of a messianic nucleus shared by Judaism and early Christianity.The central motif in
the Davidic myth is the Messiah’s foremothers’ sexual subversiveness, a subject that I will
examine in consideration of the scholarship of David Biale, Daniel Boyarin, Wendy Doniger,



Ishay Rosen-Zvi, Charlotte Fonrobert, and additional scholars who have discussed conceptions
of corporeality and sexuality in biblical and midrashic literature. Alongside the feminine ruse and
dominance, the covenant between the Davidic mothers and God is prominent and reflected in
the ambivalent treatment of sexual transgression. In rabbinic literature these actions are called
“sin” (ḥeiṭ) and “transgression” (aveirah)—yet it is precisely these deeds that are ultimately
vindicated. Compared to the women, the men are weak and mostly marginal figures, unaware of
the feminine schemes. Other aspects of the myth, such as the perception of the elected son, his
connection to his mother, and various motivations for the transgression, change from corpus to
corpus and will be discussed throughout the study.MYTH AND GENDERThis book seeks to
present a multilayered picture of the messianic mother, her personality and voice. The prevalent
division between the mother figure and the sexual women—between Eve and Lilith, the virgin
and harlot—will stand at the base of this discussion. Central questions that I will examine
include: the possibility of separating motherhood from seduction in the Davidic stories, and
whether these figures are exploited and coerced to use their bodies, or whether they act of their
own volition, liberty, and agency. The premise in the ancient world is that an abandoned woman
would play the role of a seducer and deceiver in order to survive. However, the Davidic mothers
are not marginal or vulnerable figures; rather, in each story their independence is highlighted.
The question regarding their freedom, therefore, is not so simple and can be interpreted in many
ways: as the heroines’ autonomous choice to use their bodies to accomplish their goals, as an
exploitation of men for the sake of pregnancy, as an expression of the divine plan, or simply as
patriarchal oppression. From a psychoanalytic perspective, here is a pattern of oedipal relations
between the heroines and actual or symbolic father figures. Thus, the forbidden relation between
“father” and “daughter” allows the sacred and messianic link between “mother” and “son.” In the
dynastic stories, illicit relations, harlotry, and seduction constitute the foundation of civilization
and correspondingly establish biblical law upon the violated taboo.The genealogical sequence
of the messianic dynasty reflects a paradoxical stance in which each heroine’s story presents a
discrete deed, yet the conjoined stories form a deterministic chain of sexual transgression
defining the boundaries of the law. The dynastic structure offers a solution for the individual
feminine figures as free agents and autonomous subjects. The stories’ gradual development,
mitigating severe sexual transgression, expanding choice, and assuaging dire circumstances,
demonstrates the feminine development within reparation. By situating the feminine genealogy
at the Book of Ruth’s conclusion, the maternal responsibility of the dynastic heroines regarding
their “symbolic daughters” is highlighted, as well as the feminine redemption sprouting forth from
the ensemble of Davidic stories.This book is based on central studies in feminist, gender, and
psychoanalytic literature. In my opinion, the figure of the messianic mother represents an axis
around which foundational topics in gender theory and feminist criticism should be analyzed.
Here I follow Adrienne Rich, who discussed the gap between motherhood as a “patriarchal
institution” and motherhood as a “private experience” for women; Simone de Beauvoir, who
explored the connection between the degradation of the mother and her adoration as a



“goddess,” and examined the danger that the mother symbolizes for her son as a reminder to
him of his mortality; Julia Kristeva, who examined the characteristics of the mother in Christian
myth and the mother’s symbolic lure and repulsion in both an individual’s psyche and the annals
of religion and culture; Hélène Cixous, Jessica Benjamin, and Luce Irigaray, who dealt with the
uniqueness of the feminine and maternal voice and analyzed the brutal attempts to repress and
silence it; as well as Phyllis Trible, Ilana Pardes, Mieke Bal, Esther Fuchs, and other scholars
who illuminated subversive voices and gender critical readings in biblical literature. Following
these studies, I seek to depict the messianic mother’s figure and discuss her connection to the
messianic son, the father, God, and additional women in her world.Even though the Messiah is
the Messiah through the merit of his foremothers, it is impossible to ignore the centrality of the
son in the Jewish messianic myth. The perception of the redeemer as an idealized masculine
figure fits other cultural myths of the hero’s birth in the ancient world. Therefore, besides the
emphasis this book places on the motherly figure, I will also examine the son and the means by
which his chosenness is anticipated in his foremothers’ stories. In many ways, King David
represents the pinnacle of the Judean dynasty. Despite his description as the Messiah in the
Bible, David is not unequivocally depicted as an eschatological hero, but rather as a chosen king
anointed with oil. In rabbinic and Second Temple literature, like Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha,
Qumran Scrolls, and Christian Gospels, the elected status of the Davidic dynasty is developed
and the “Scion of David” is presented as both a historical figure as well a transtemporal and
eternal mythic symbol. Rabbinic literature hints that David is not only the father of the Messiah,
but that he himself will be resurrected in the future and will redeem, as it is written in the
Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds.2 Additionally, in the continuation of this messianic
discussion in Tractate Sanhedrin, it is said that David symbolizes the “viceroy” who, sitting to the
right of the emperor, represents God or the future Messiah.3 David’s figure will be analyzed
below in light of his birth story in the later Midrash and in connection to his dynastic mothers.
The paradox of perceiving him as an actual historical figure—yet also as one who, in the future,
will return—signifies a parallel to Jesus’ figure. In the epilogue, I will discuss the motif of
repentance linked to David and Jesus as well as the hope planted in them both, even before
their births. The tense anticipation of the coming of the redeemer is shared by Judaism and
Christianity; in both religions it is presented as a paradoxical desire that cannot come to fruition.
As Kafka said, “The Messiah will come only when he is no longer necessary; he will come only
on the day after his arrival; he will come, not on the last day, but on the very last.”4By bringing
together fields that are generally discussed separately—myth and gender, and more precisely,
the research of the messianic myth through a feminine perspective and gender analytic tools—I
will analyze the figure of the messianic mother in Jewish culture. By highlighting the antinomian
model and sexual transgression of the Davidic heroines, we may illuminate the background from
which the Christian messianic myth blooms. I claim that Mary symbolizes a biblical “return of the
repressed,” which is not only echoed in the Gospels of Mathew and Luke but also in rabbinic
traditions alluding to Jesus’s genealogy, in later Midrashim, and in the Zohar. The link between



Mary’s model of virginity and the sexual licentiousness of the Davidic mothers is exposed in
connection to the figure of the Shekhinah, and it stresses the centrality of the redeemer’s mother
in Judaism and Christianity. Both religions are engaged in the paradoxical encounter between
feminine transgression and redemption.1As Bataille writes: “The transgression does not deny
the taboo but transcends it and completes it…Organized transgression together with the taboo
make social life what it is.” Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality: A Study of Eroticism and
Taboo (New York: Walker and Company, 1962), 65.2The quotations are: “If the King Messiah
comes from among the living, his name will be David; if from among the dead, his name will be
David as well” and “The Holy One, blessed be He, will raise up another David for us.” b.
Sanhedrin 98b; y. Berakhot 2:4 [13d]; Zohar 1:82b. On the concept of David as the future
Messiah, see Yehuda Liebes, “Mazmiah Qeren Yeshu’ah,” Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought
3 (1984): 313-49; Peter Schäfer, The Jewish Jesus (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2012), 79-90.3As is written in b. Hagigah 14a, “Till thrones were place… one [throne] for Him,
and one for David.” In contrast, Rashi in b, Sanhedrin 98b interprets that the “new” David is
acting as the emperor and the “old” David as the viceroy.4Franz Kafka, Parables and Paradoxes
(New York: Schocken, 1971), 81.
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