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Abstract
Most feminist biblical scholarship typically combines a her-
meneutic of suspicion with a hermeneutic of retrieval. Thus in 
addition to exposing what is perceived to be a text’s patriarchal 
bias, attention is also given to ways in which the same text may 
point to values that run counter to its “dominant” agenda. In the 
case of Num 12, however, suspicion runs so deep that there is lit-
tle positive meaning to retrieve. Here Miriam seems to be singled 
out by yhwh for the disrespect that she and Aaron have shown 
to Moses. Having afflicted her with a skin disease from which 
she is healed due to Aaron’s repentance and Moses’s intercession, 
yhwh then seems to add insult to injury by associating her subse-
quent banishment outside the camp with a “father . . . spit[ting] 
in her face.” Given what they see as the text’s sustained attempt 
to minimize her, most feminist interpreters infer that Miriam’s 
true status must have been formidable. But here, such a retrieval 
of meaning presupposes a rejection of the biblical witness. What 
is an “evangelical feminism” to make of this, given its desire to 
approach Scripture with trust rather than suspicion? This essay 
argues that the intertextual clues that tie this episode to the wider 
Pentateuchal narrative, coupled with an awareness of the way 
the issue of Moses’s “Cushite” wife is interwoven with, but is 
not identical to, the questioning of Moses’s unique relationship 
with yhwh, shed new light on why Miriam is made the centre of 
attention.

Introduction
A small table with a bell, a candle, and a Bible are assembled in the 
center of the group. A series of texts with clearly oppressive inten-
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tions are read. After each reading, the bell is rung as the reader 
raises up the book. The community in unison cries out “Out de-
mons, out!” . . . . At the end of the exorcism, someone says, “These 
texts and all oppressive texts have lost their power over our lives. 
We no longer need to apologize for them or try to interpret them as 
words of truth, but we cast out their oppressive message as expres-
sions of evil and justifications of evil.”1

Thus reads the first of a series of “liturgies of word and sacrament” proposed by 
feminist theologian, Rosemary Ruether in order to address the “linguistic depriv-
ation and eucharistic famine” she believed women of faith were enduring in the 
Catholic and Protestant churches of the mid-1980s.2 Texts from the Hebrew Bible 
singled out for exorcism include Lev 12:1-5 (for its position on “the uncleanliness 
of women after childbirth”); Exod 19:1, 7-9, 14-15 (for sanctioning the “shunning” 
of women during the giving of the Law); and Judg 19 (for the way it portrays the 

“rape, torture, and dismemberment of the concubine”). As is clear from her com-
ments earlier in the same work,3 she believes that “oppressive intentions” can also 
be detected in the portrayal of Miriam found in Num 12. 

This essay will explore how we may read Num 12 as a narrative that is animat-
ed by a very different spirit. After some opening comments about the role of trust 
and suspicion in biblical interpretation, I will introduce the intratextual, intertext-
ual reading of Num 12 that follows by showing how closer attention to implicit 
gender symbolism can sensitize us to dynamics of meaning that have been sup-
pressed or neglected in standard approaches to the HB/OT. One advantage to 
looking at the portrayal of Miriam in this way will be new insight into the child-
birth imagery of 12:12 that links her to Moses in ways that have yet to be fully 
appreciated. Provided that we are willing to follow the text through the “apoca-
lyptic transition” that it discloses, I will argue, Num 12 may help us develop a 
biblical and feminist vision beyond the gender-inflected hierarchy that this chap-
ter is often thought to endorse. 

Trust and Suspicion
Although Ruether’s liturgy may resonate with many who are (rightly) concerned 
about the religious legitimation of sexism, “Out demons, out!” is not the only 
way that feminist interpreters have responded to problematic or offensive biblical 
material. Thus, in her slightly earlier engagement with the final HB/OT text on Ru-
ether’s list, Phyllis Trible speaks not of “cast[ing] out” demons, but of “wrestl[ing] 

1 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Women-Church: Theology and Practice of Feminist Liturgical 
Communities (New York: Harper and Row, 1985), 137. Emphasis original.

2 Ruether, Women-Church, 4.
3 See Ruether, Women-Church, 43-44, as discussed below.
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demons in the night” so that even the worst biblical “texts of terror” might become 
occasions for a hermeneutic of retrieval.4 Rejecting the “ex(or)cision” of offen-
sive material from the canon for feminist (as well as Christian) reasons, Trible’s 
concern is that we see how the Word of Life may come to us through Scripture in 
spite of Scripture.5 Viewed in this light, Ruether’s liturgical (re)solution, though 
understandable, is not to be taken as the last word. 

While the difference between them is telling,6 Ruether’s strikingly clear-cut 
pronouncement and Trible’s more “im/patient” hermeneutical wrestling can each 
serve to illuminate what has distinguished an evangelical feminist hermeneutic 
from other approaches. For in their emphasis on the positive side of Trible’s 

“through Scripture/in spite of Scripture” dialectic,7 evangelical feminists have, to 
borrow Ruether’s words, “tr[ied] to interpret [problematic biblical texts] as words 
of truth” long after other Christian feminists have given up. In this respect, evan-
gelical feminism has been characterized by what we might call a hermeneutic of 
trust rather than a hermeneutic of suspicion.

“Trust” and “suspicion” are terms that will have different connotations de-
pending not only on the issue at hand but also on where one situates oneself in the 
theological spectrum of the day. Although in practice, all interpreters engage in 
both trust and suspicion, albeit in different ways, those interpreters who trust 
suspicion as a privileged way to discern truth and who—in overlooking the young 
child’s ability to see through the “Emperor’s New Clothes”—regard suspicion as 
the only effective way to expose ideology, are likely to characterize a hermeneutic 
that trusts the text as naïve, narrow, and defensive. For example, Ruether’s claim 
that women are “shunn[ed]” during the giving of the Law at Sinai rests, in part, on 
her interpretation of the account we find in Exod 19:14-15: 

So Moses went down from the mountain to the people. He conse-
crated the people, and they washed their clothes. And he said to the 
people, “Prepare for the third day; do not go near a woman.”8

Read in isolation from the wider narrative, and against the backdrop of a long 
history of gender symbolism that sees the male-female distinction as “a primary 

4 Phyllis Trible, Texts Of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives, OBT 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 4.

5 Cf. the opening section to Nicholas Ansell, “This Is Her Body . . . : Judges 19 as Call to 
Discernment,” in Tamar’s Tears: Evangelical Engagements with Feminist Old Testament 
Hermeneutics, ed. Andrew Sloane (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2011), 112-70. 

6 For more on the difference, see n. 18 below.
7 Evangelical feminists do not deny the “in spite of” side of Trible’s dialectic/correlation, but typ-

ically see the Word of Life as coming “through” to us today “in spite of” the patriarchal culture in 
which the text has taken shape rather than “in spite of” the patriarchal shape or message of the text 
itself. Some evangelical feminists might further distinguish a patriarchal shape to the text from its 
non-patriarchal message. See the various essays in Sloane, Tamar’s Tears. 

8 Scripture quotations will be from the NRSV unless otherwise stated.
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symbol for the dualism of transcendence and immanence, spirit and matter,”9 it 
may seem obvious that Moses is associating the male with the sacred and the 
female with the profane. Here, feminist suspicion leads to a reading that makes a 
hermeneutic of trust look like an act of denial. 

So what might an “evangelical” feminist alternative look like in this instance? 
And is such a reading destined to trade what we might call a feminist edge for an 
evangelical apologetic? As an interpreter who sees a hermeneutic that is attuned 
to the dynamics of trust and hope as an alternative to reading strategies that are 
rooted in suspicion or in denial,10 my own inclination would be to explore wheth-
er the warning against “go[ing] near” a woman in 19:15 and against “touch[ing]” 
even the edge of the mountain a few verses earlier in 19:12 might not be inter-
preted as parallel prohibitions against a premature contact with the sacred. 

On this reading, it is telling that the Hebrew verb found in v. 12 (nāga‘) and the 
phonetically similar verb found in v. 15 (nāgaš) are close enough semantically 
that they can be translated the same way—as “touch”—in the njb.11 The parallel 
between the two prohibitions is further underlined by the way each is framed by 
the two-fold double-call to the Israelites to wash their clothes (vv. 10, 14) and 

“prepare for the third day” (vv. 11, 15), at which time “yhwh will come down upon 
Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people” (v. 11). Although—or we might say, 
precisely because—the second prohibition (v. 15) can be read as indicating that 
the “people” who are addressed throughout are actually male, the trumpet blast 
(vv. 16, 19) that announces it is now safe for them to “go up on [literally: in] the 
mountain [ya‘alû bāhār]”12 (v. 13, cf. v. 12), can be heard as a challenge to, rather 
than an endorsement of, an androcentric mentality. For if the thematic parallel 
between vv. 12 and 15 is discerned here also, then interpretations that assume the 
women are being “shunn[ed]” while the mountain is being revered have funda-
mentally misconstrued the gender symbolism that is at work here and throughout 
the narrative.

Because the prohibition against touching the mountain is overcome in v. 13, 
this raises the question as to why the narrative is not more explicit about the pro-

9 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston, MA: 
Beacon, 1983), 54.

10 For hermeneutical attunement to biblical discourse as the discourse of faith and hope, see James 
H. Olthuis et al., A Hermeneutics of Ultimacy: Peril or Promise? (Lanham, MD: University Press 
of America, 1987) and Jürgen Moltmann, Experiences in Theology: Ways and Forms of Christian 
Theology, trans. Margaret Kohl (London: SCM Press, 2000), 125-33.

11 For a rare but clear example of nāgaš (v. 15) as meaning “touch” (rather than approach/come near 
to), see Job 41:8 njb; jps (= 41:16 nRsv).

12 For this combination of verb and preposition in a male-female context, see Song 7:9 (ET: 7:8). It 
is worth noting that the early writers/hearers of biblical Hebrew could more easily pick up on a 
thematic parallel than those who read in translation because of the potential wordplay between har, 
mountain, and hārâ, to conceive. Such an interplay of meaning need not be construed as supporting 
the kind of forthright identification found in fertility religion (cf. Jer 2:26-28).
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hibition against male-female contact also coming to an end. In this respect, we 
should not underestimate the knock-on effect of the people’s fearful desire to 
keep their distance from the divine presence, as this results in Moses meeting with 
yhwh alone for an extended period (19:16-25; 20:18-21), which, in turn, becomes 
part of the backstory to the (implied) sexual unions of the Golden Calf narrative 
(32:1, 6, 18, 23).13 Given the narrative delay that the people’s fear of yhwh intro-
duces, a male-centred reading tradition, like its overly suspicious feminist 
counterpart, can all-too-easily miss the initially positive parallel between the holy 
mountain and the women of Israel by either assuming that Moses is equating the 
women with the profane or by seeing the second prohibition as little more than the 
narrator’s way of warning against “pagan” attitudes towards female sexuality in 
anticipation of Exod 32.14 

If we are open to a “premature contact with the sacred” reading, however, it is 
most interesting that in the six places where nāga‘ occurs in the book of Exodus, 
the double-warning against touching the mountain (19:12, 13) is not only preced-
ed by two occurrences of a touch that averts death (4:25 and 12:22) but is fol-
lowed by two instances in which touching the holy makes one holy (29:37; 30:29). 
Furthermore, it is surely significant the verb that the nRsv translates as to “go near” 
a woman in v. 15 refers to a coming close to either God, the holy, or (what are 
perceived as) their representatives in all twelve of its other occurrences.15 Again, 
it is the meaning of key terms as they function in the book of Exodus itself (read 
synchronically in its final form) rather than as they may be presented in a standard 
Hebrew lexicon that allows us to see the thematic coherence. Thus it is hardly a 
coincidence that just before the last occurrence of nāgaš, in Exod 34:32, when the 
people finally approach Moses as yhwh’s representative, the theme of their fear is 
reiterated, here in relation to the human manifestation of divine glory (cf. 2 Cor 

13 For an excellent synchronic reading of the narrative, see John H. Sailhamer, “Appendix B: 
Compositional Strategies in the Pentateuch,” in Introduction to Old Testament Theology: A 
Canonical Approach (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1995), 272-89.

14 Ruether exemplifies the former in Women-Church, 44. Noting that the “people” are actually male, 
she writes, “Women are not only invisible, but they are seen as sources of pollution inimical to 
the receiving of divine revelation. Male sacrality is defined by the negation of the female sexual 
body.” In my earlier study, The Woman Will Overcome the Warrior: A Dialogue with the Christian/
Feminist Theology of Rosemary Radford Ruether (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 
1994), 118-19, I took the latter approach.

15 Exod 19:15 contains the first occurrence of nāgaš. The twelve occurrences that follow are: 19:22; 
20:21; 21:6 [x 2]; 24:2 [x 2], 14; 28:43; 30:20; 32:6; 34:30, 32. The door in the second occurrence 
in 21:6, in parallel with the first instance, is probably the door to the sanctuary. The occurrence in 
32:6, in which the people are said to have “brought” sacrifices of well-being, involves the pseu-
do-sacred character of the golden calf, this occurring (in part) because of the premature conclusion 
that Moses will not be returning from the mountain (32:1, 23). This observation allows us to set 
the connection between 19:15 and 32:6 that some readings will hone in on, within a wider, richer 
context. 
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3:11-18; 1 Cor 11:13-1616), before the “premature contact with the sacred” motif 
is resolved in a positive way.

Such an approach to Exod 19 coheres with a number of (largely overlooked) 
instances in the HB/OT in which the female and the sacred are not opposed but 
are deliberately aligned, some of which I have explored elsewhere.17 Although 
this reading would not necessarily be seen as persuasive by the majority of evan-
gelical interpreters—not least because it sees Scripture as being at odds with the 
gender symbolism at work in most evangelical theology!—nevertheless, this way 
of insisting that the prohibition of v. 15 ultimately conveys the Word of Life, and 
is thus neither inherently nor irredeemably oppressive,18 should be clearly recog-
nizable as an “evangelical” emphasis. This example also serves to illustrate that, 
contrary to what some might initially suspect, a hermeneutic of trust need not 
come to traditional conclusions. 

Numbers 12 in Intratextual, Intertextual Perspective
If this is true—if, in principle, an evangelical hermeneutic need not be defensively 
apologetic or theologically conservative—what might it make of a text such as 
Num 12? For here, as Ruether puts it, “Miriam, the great priestess and prophet 
of the Exodus, is remembered as one who was turned into a leper and spat upon 
because of her assertion of autonomy against Moses.”19 Lest we think that the nar-
rative is simply recording her act of rebellion irrespective of her gender, Ruether 
notes that Aaron is also portrayed as criticizing Moses, yet escapes punishment. 
This is no mere oversight in her judgment: “Clearly, it is Miriam’s authority [that] 
the writer of the tradition wished to marginalize.”20

If evangelical feminists might hope to offer a different explanation for why 
Miriam alone is afflicted with a “leprous” skin condition following her encounter 
with yhwh, what are they (we) to make of the fact that she also suffers the in-

16 For a discussion of glory in relation to gender in 1 Cor 11 and elsewhere, see Nicholas Ansell, 
“Creational Man/Eschatological Woman: A Future for Theology.” An inaugural address (Toronto: 
Institute for Christian Studies, 2006), available at: http://hdl.handle.net/10756/320796.

17 See, e.g., Ansell, “This Is Her Body . . .” and Nicholas Ansell, “For the Love of Wisdom: Scripture, 
Philosophy, and the Relativisation of Order,” in The Future of Creation Order, ed. Gerrit Glas, 
Jeroen de Ridder, Govert Buijs, and Annette Mosher (Dordrecht: Springer, forthcoming). As 
Zipporah’s return is just prior to Exod 19:15, it is natural to understand Moses’s words to “not go 
near a woman” as a directive that he also intends to follow. Because in Zipporah’s relationship 
with Moses in 4:24-26, we see the coming together of the marital (female-male) and Abrahamic 
(divine-human) understandings of both circumcision and covenant—a theme I intend to explore in 
a future essay—this supports the gender symbolism and the connection between 19:15 and 19:12 
explored above.

18 If, for Ruether, the biblical text is inherently and irredeemably sexist at certain points, Trible’s pos-
ition is that it is inherently yet not irredeemably sexist. Hence what she refers to as “The Challenge 
to Redeem Scripture,” on which see Ansell, “This Is Her Body . . . ,” 116-19.

19 Ruether, Women-Church, 43.
20 Ruether, Women-Church, 44.
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dignity of being “spat upon” as she is banished from the camp—this being Ru-
ether’s allusion to yhwh’s words in 12:14: “If her father had but spit in her face, 
would she not bear her shame for seven days?” Given that Jacob Milgrom, the 
author of one of the finest commentaries on Numbers, can say of this analogy, “If 
a human father’s rebuke by spitting entails seven days of banishment, should not 
the leprosy rebuke of the Heavenly Father at least require the same banishment?,”21 
can we really blame feminist interpreters for taking offense?

In the alternative interpretation that follows, I will argue that the human father/
Heavenly Father parallel that is proposed by Milgrom, and that would seem to be 
assumed by several feminist interpreters,22 is fundamentally mistaken. In parallel 
with the brief discussion of Exod 19:12-15 above, I will be arguing that an 
inter-textual/intra-textual reading of the narrative within the book of Numbers 
and within the Pentateuch and wider HB/OT will allow us to appreciate a very 
different gender symbolism at work. Such a reading strategy will also lead to a 
different way of understanding why, of the three leaders of Israel who are called 
to the tent of meeting in Num 12:4, it is Miriam who becomes the centre of 
attention.

An Apocalyptic Birth?
One reason why we should not simply assume that God is aligned with the spitting 
father of Num 12:14 is that “father” is rare as a metaphor for God in the HB/OT.23 
Furthermore, when it comes to parental imagery, the divine presence in this part of 
the book of Numbers is surprisingly maternal. Thus in Num 11:12, Moses’s com-
plaint that he has not given birth to the people and therefore should not be landed 
with the work of carrying and nursing them clearly implies that it is yhwh who is 
the Mother of Israel24—a point that is rhetorically reinforced by the (overlooked) 
feminine pronoun Moses uses to addresses yhwh in Num 11:15.25 

This strikingly maternal imagery continues into Num 12. Here Aaron’s words 

21 Jacob Milgrom, Numbers, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 
1989), 98. Emphases added. Cf. Dennis T. Olson, Numbers, IBC (Louisville KY: John Knox 
Press, 1996), 74.

22 Phyllis Trible, “Bringing Miriam out of the Shadows,” in Exodus to Deuteronomy, ed. Athalya 
Brenner, FCB 1/6 (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 178, seems to accept this, 
along with a softening of the original judgment here. Katherine Doob Sakenfeld, “Numbers,” in 
WBC, 84, speaks more generally of the father as representing the “male authority” that has been 

“heinously disrespected.”
23 See Johanna W.H. van Wijk-Bos, Reimagining God: The Case for Scriptural Diversity (Louisville, 

KY: Westminster John Knox, 1995), 42-45.
24 See Martin Noth, Numbers: A Commentary, trans. James D. Martin, OTL (Philadelphia, PA: 

Westminster Press, 1968), 86. I will return to Num 11:12 presently.
25 See Nicholas Ansell, “Too Good to Be True? The Female Pronoun for God in Numbers 11:15,” in 

Gender Agenda Matters: Papers of the “Feminist Section” of the International Meetings of The 
Society of Biblical Literature; Amsterdam 2012 – St. Andrews 2013 – Vienna 2014, ed. Imtraud 
Fischer (Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015), 12-41. 
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upon being confronted with Miriam’s white skin condition in 12:10-12 indicate 
that her encounter with the divine presence at the tent of meeting has led to what 
looks like a potentially fatal premature birth.26 Read intertextually, the “apocalyp-
tic” connotations of the account may come to the fore.27 For it is most interesting 
that when Paul says that the risen Jesus “appeared to me” “as to one untimely 
born [hōsperei tō ektrōmati]”—this being the only occurrence of ektrōma in the 
NT—his self-description here in 1 Cor 15:8 clearly echoes Aaron’s description of 
Miriam in Num 12:12 LXX: hōsei ektrōma ekporeuomenon ek mētras mētros.28 

The natural connection between birth and apocalyptic that is present elsewhere 
in the HB/OT becomes especially clear in the NT.29 As the “pillar of cloud” in 
Num 12:5 represents a meeting point between heaven and earth, we might even 

26 Many translations (nRsv, Reb, nlT2) refer to a “stillborn” child here. Although Aaron is afraid that 
Miriam will die, the Hebrew differs from the clear references to stillbirth found in Job 3:16; Ps 
58:9 [ET: 58:8]; Eccl 6:3 and to miscarriage in Gen 31:38 and Exod 23:26. The closest parallel 
is with the “giv[ing] birth prematurely” (not miscarriage) of Exod 21:22 (nkjv, niv, nlT2, cf. neT; 
contra nRsv, jps, Reb). This is no doubt why George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on Numbers, ICC (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1903), 127, understands Aaron as 
referring to “an untimely birth” here.

27 I take “apocalyptic” to be a helpful term for identifying those biblical narratives in which we 
see (i) the transition between the two Ages (the old Age and the Age to come) and (ii) the (re-)
connection of heaven and earth coming to the fore. These two (interrelated) foci approximate to 
the “temporal” and “spatial” aspects of the oft-cited definition proposed by Collins et al:

“Apocalypse” is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, 
in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human re-
cipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it 
envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another, 
supernatural world.

See John J. Collins, ed., Apocalypse: The Morphology of a Genre, ed. John J. Collins, Semeia 
14 (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1979). Quotation from p. 9. If the absence of such mediated 
disclosure in Num 12 is seen as disqualifying it as (proto-)apocalyptic (notwithstanding its 
theophany and the presence of Moses as supreme mediator), we should note that such mediation 
is also absent in the “synoptic apocalypse”! Cf. n. 38 below.

28 According to Sir Lancelot C.L. Brenton, The Septuagint in English (London: Samuel Baxter and 
Sons, 1851), we may translate: “Let her not be as it were like death, as an abortion [better: 
premature birth] coming out of its [better: the] mother’s womb.” Although Anthony C. Thiselton, 
The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 1210, in following J. Munck, “Paulus tanquam abortivus, 1 Cor 15:8,” 
in NT Essays: Studies in Memory of T.W. Manson, ed. A.J.B. Higgins (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1959), 180-95, does observe a linguistic link between 1 Cor 15:8 and Num 12:12 
LXX, the intertextual connection is richer that his discussion suggests. In the LXX, apart from 
Num 12:12, ektrōma occurs only in Job 3:16 and Eccl 6:3. Unlike the Hebrew, the Greek of Num 
12:12 LXX and Job 3:16 LXX is very close. But it is the former that is echoed in 1 Cor 15:8 as 
Job 3:16 refers to a child who has been buried. On the allusion to Num 12:8 in 1 Cor 13:12, see n. 
72 below.

29 There is a natural connection between childbirth and the two ages of apocalyptic because of the 
transition from pain in labour to the joy of new life. For one striking HB/OT example, see the 
birthing attributed to yhwh in Isa 42:14-16 in the context of that chapter’s vision of a new age 
beyond exile. On the NT, see Beverly Roberts Gaventa, Our Mother Saint Paul (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox, 2007), Pt. 2; and Nicholas Ansell, The Annihilation of Hell: Universal 
Salvation and the Redemption of Time in the Eschatology of Jürgen Moltmann (Milton Keynes, 
UK: Paternoster; Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2013), 391-423.
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say that, in the language of John 3:3, Miriam has been “born [again/] from 
above”30—a motif to which we will return. But like Paul’s birth, which is apoca-
lyptic because the new age dawns in a way that is at odds with the self–enclosed 
nature of the present age, Miriam’s emergence from the womb of present exist-
ence is dangerously premature. Although the birth imagery in Num 12:12 is often 
treated as secondary to Miriam’s “leprous” skin condition, we should not over-
look the fact that the theme of premature birth is also present only a few chapters 
earlier in Num 5, where there is a description of an ordeal that seems designed to 
induce early labour in a woman accused of adultery (see 5:27, nRsv).31 While 
probing the nature of the relationship between this passage and Num 12 falls be-
yond the scope of the present study, the likelihood that there is a connection indi-
cates that the birth imagery in Num 12 is not incidental but is thematically present 
in this part of the book.

For the interpreter who is alert to possible intra- and inter-textual echoes and 
allusions, it is also significant that apart from the description of Miriam in Num 
12:10, there are only two other instances in the entire HB/OT of a skin condition 
that is said to be “as leprous as snow” (meṣōra‘at kaššāleg), the first of which 
occurs, in an identically worded phrase, in Moses’s encounter with yhwh in Exod 
4:6.32 Here it helps describe the second of three signs that are given to Moses so 
that he may persuade the people (4:8-9), and later the Pharaoh (4:21), that he truly 
represents the God of Israel. Like the other signs, which point back to the God of 
the ancestors (see 4:5) and forward to the future, this one has multiple dimensions 
of meaning. Of particular interest here is how these serve to connect Exod 4:6-7 
to Num 12.

While Moses’s experience of and release from the white skin condition differs 
from the other signs in that it does not feature elsewhere in the book of Exodus, a 

30 Here the two facets of apocalyptic, outlined in n. 27 above, come together. Naturally, for the 
column/pillar of cloud to connote a birth canal, it would have to be seen as hollow. That Num 
12:5 might be understood in the light of the Temple pillar singled out for description in Jer 52:21, 
therefore, merits further investigation. Is it a coincidence that the architectural term beṭen—the 

“rounded projection” (nRsv) that is closely associated with the two pillars at the entrance to the 
Temple in 1 Kgs 7:20—is a regular Hebrew term for “womb”?

31 Here the nRsv catches a meaning that other translations miss. See the discussion in Richard 
Briggs, “Hermeneutics by Numbers? Case Studies in Feminist and Evangelical Interpretation of 
the Book of Numbers,” in Sloane, Tamar’s Tears, 65-83, especially 74-77. While this passage has 
certainly received feminist attention (see, e.g., Ursula Rapp, “Numbers: On Boundaries,” trans. 
Linda M. Maloney, in Feminist Biblical Interpretation: A Compendium of Critical Commentary 
on the Books of the Bible and Related Literature, ed. Luise Schottroff and Marie-Theres Wacker 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2012), 68-83, especially 69-70), its connection to Num 12 has been 
overlooked.

32 The nRsv has “leprous, as white as snow” in Exod 4:6 and Num 12:10. Although I have supplied 
a more literal translation (cf. kjv, neT, niv), I accept that the colour and not (just) the texture of 
snow is implied (cf. njb, nlT2, Reb) contra Nahum M. Sarna, Exodus, JPS Torah Commentary 
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1991), 21, and possibly jps. The remaining reference, 
in 2 Kgs 5:27, is explored below.
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careful comparison with the first sign suggests that it is not out of place. For al-
though the turning of Moses’s staff into a serpent in Exod 4:2-4 is partly repeated 
in the encounter with the magicians of Egypt in Exod 7:9-12, a full manifestation 
of the sign, which also involves turning the serpent back into a staff, does not find 
its narrative expression and counterpart until the healing narrative of Num 21:8-9, 
thus forming a close structural parallel to Exod 4:6-7 which looks ahead to the 
healing of Miriam in Num 12:10-13.

Although the signs are said to reassure the people of Moses’s calling in Exod 
4:29-31, there is little doubt that initially Moses finds them highly alarming as 
their full meaning is only disclosed in time. Once it is read as a precursor to what 
I have called the “apocalyptic birth” of Num 12, however, the second sign in par-
ticular can be understood as assuring Moses that, unlike his fellow Israelites at 
this stage of the narrative (see Exod 20:18-21 in the light of 3:6), he can endure 
the kind of face-to-face encounter with yhwh that is referred to in Num 12:8. 

That it is Moses’s “hand” that is afflicted in the second sign is also significant 
given the intimate association that exists between the hand and staff of Moses and 
the hand and staff of God (compare Exod 4:2 with 4:20; 7:5 with 14:16; and 31:18 
with 34:28). This suggests that Moses is participating in God’s power over life 
and death. In fact the only time the phrase that the nRsv translates as to “put 
[one’s] hand back into [one’s] cloak” is used in the HB/OT apart from Exod 4:7, 
it refers to the withholding of God’s power in Ps 74:11.33

Because of its association with Num 12, the second sign is often seen as a 
demonstration of divine judgment.34 But it is important to read the connection 
between Exod 4 and Num 12 forwards as well as backwards so that we do not 
restrict its potential meaning. Read canonically, this is the first time anyone is said 
to be meṣōra‘at or “leprous”—an imprecise translation for a condition that, even 
in the levitical legislation, does not render a person “unclean” if it affects the en-
tire body (see Lev 13:13). While on this occasion, it is clear that the rest of Moses 
is unaffected (Exod 4:7b), we should not rule out the possibility that his “hand” 
(which is also the hand of God) may represent the whole of his body (pars pro 
toto) beginning to enter a new state.35 Furthermore, the fact that his hand is said to 
be “as snow” (kaššāleg) may suggest a positive significance that distinguishes it 
from the “white” (lābān) skin and hair that will come under investigation, repeat-

33 See E. John Hamlin, “The Liberator’s Ordeal: A Study of Exodus 4:1-9,” in Rhetorical Criticism: 
Essays in Honor of James Muilenburg, ed. Jared J. Jackson and Martin Kessler (Pittsburgh, PA: 
Pickwick, 1974), 33-42.

34 See, e.g., Timothy R. Ashley, The Book of Numbers, NICOT (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993), 
227.

35 Cf. Exod 34:29-35. Although the head most commonly represents the whole person, the hand plays 
this role in Gen 38:28, as discussed below.
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edly, in the discussion of “leprosy” in Lev 13,36 not least because elsewhere in the 
HB/OT, “snow” is usually associated with (its origin in) the heavens. 

For those who are prepared to read intertextually beyond the Pentateuch here, 
this association with the heavens might even allow us to see a relationship be-
tween Moses’s appearance and the clothing of the Ancient of Days, which is said 
to be as white “as snow” (kitlag) in Dan 7:9.37 That the sign of Exod 4:6-7 is not 
just the “negation of a negative” (i.e., the overcoming of a common disease) but 
may say something positive about Moses’s unique status within the HB/OT is 
borne out by the fact that the snow-like appearance of the Ancient of Days is 
shared by other mediators between heaven and earth later in the biblical narrative 
(see Matt 28:3 and Rev 1:14).38

In addition to its apocalyptic connotations, the second sign is also connected to 
Num 12 via the theme of birth. This becomes evident in Exod 4:6a when yhwh 
tells Moses to “put your hand inside your cloak.” Although the nRsv provides a 
perfectly acceptable idiomatic translation here, we would do better to go with the 
njps’s more literal: “put your hand into your bosom [beḥêqekā],” as the next time 
we see this phrase in the Pentateuch is in Num 11:12, where Moses complains to 
yhwh:

“Did I conceive all this people? Did I give birth to them, that you 
should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom [beḥêqekā],39 as a 
nurse carries a sucking child,’ to the land that you promised on oath 
to their ancestors?”

Given this striking parallel, we should also note that when Moses is described as 
taking his hand out (wayyôṣi’âh) from his bosom in Exod 4:6b, and again in 4:7, 
and when Miriam is described as coming out (beṣē’tô) of the womb in Num 12:12, 
the Hebrew verb yāṣā’ is used here of both hand and child.

36 While lābān (white) appears 20 times in Lev 13, šāleg (snow) is absent. In relation to skin, the 
latter appears only in Exod 4:6, Num 12:10, and 2 Kgs 5:27. See the following note.

37 The Aramaic word for snow (telag), which occurs only here, is very close to the Hebrew šāleg. 
Apart from the thematically related Exod 4:6; Num 12:10; and 2 Kgs 5:27 (all discussed in this 
essay) and Ps 51:9 (ET: 51:7) (below), šāleg is not associated with human appearance. As a 
metaphor, or figure of speech, it occurs only in Isa 1:18; Ps 51:9 (ET: 51:7); Lam 4:7 (all images 
of purity); Isa 55:10 (the Word of God as life-giving); Prov 25:13 (snow at harvest time as image 
of refreshment); and Prov 26:1 (snow in summer as image of something unfitting). My discussion 
above connects snow in Exod 4:6-7, Num 12:12, and Dan 7:9 primarily via its “from the heavens” 
associations. For the apocalyptic development of these associations beyond Dan 7, see also 1 
Enoch 14:8-24.

38 In support of my (proto-)apocalyptic reading of Num 12, it may be significant that later (inter-
testamental) apocalypses see Moses’s ascent up the mountain in Exod 19 as a heavenly ascent. 
As “angel” in the biblical tradition refers to the office of messenger between heaven and earth, 
this explains the later “angelomorphic” portrayal of Moses, on which see Crispin H.T. Fletcher-
Louis, Luke-Acts: Angels, Christology, and Soteriology, WUNT 94 (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1997), 
173-83.

39 Often a term for the male breast, ḥêq indicates the female breast in 1 Kgs 3:20 and Ruth 4:16.
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Arguably, this “emergence from the womb” theme can be picked up, at least 
subliminally, as early as Exod 4:6-7 if we consider how the portrayal of Moses 
withdrawing and extending his hand may call to mind the equally striking image 
of the hand that emerges from the birth canal before being drawn back inside the 
womb in Gen 38:28-29. In addition to there being verbal parallels between the 
second sign of Moses and the way the child that “put out” (v. 28a) and then “drew 
back his hand [kemēšîb yādô]” (v. 29, cf. Exod 4:7) is established as the twin/sib-
ling that “came out [yāṣā’] first” (v. 28b, cf. Exod 4:6b; Num 12:12), Zerah 
(zāraḥ), the name given to Tamar’s child in v. 30, not only connotes the “shin[ing]” 
of divine glory (see Isa 60:1; Dan 12:3) but sounds very like ṣāra‘, the verb used 
to indicate the “leprous” hand of Exod 4:6.40

The four-fold progression that this helps to establish may be set out as 
follows:

 (i) the hand representing the child (/sibling) emerging 
from the womb (Gen 38:28) 

 (ii)  the snow-white hand in the bosom (Exod 4:6a) 
 (iii)  the child in the bosom (Num 11:12) 
 (iv) the snow-white child (/sibling) emerging from the 

womb (Num 12:12)

This is clearly intentional. And it is highly significant for how we are to interpret 
the birth of Num 12. As I have argued elsewhere, the issue of Moses’s attempt 
to resist his maternal calling is an ongoing theme in the Pentateuch.41 And divine 
anger in this section of Numbers is, as Milgrom has noted, often yhwh’s attempt 
to provoke Moses into playing the role of mediator.42 When we put these together, 
our reading of Num 12:9 is transformed as yhwh does not simply take off in anger, 
abandoning a newly born (and prematurely ancient?) Miriam in the process, but 
leaves her in the presence of Moses whose role as mediator includes imaging the 
maternal side of yhwh’s care for Israel.43 

If an apocalyptic birth motif connects Exod 4 and Num 11-12 and if a pre-
mature birth motif connects Num 5 and 12, it is noteworthy that the danger asso-
ciated with a premature encounter with the sacred that comes to the fore for Mir-
iam and Aaron in this latter text is also known elsewhere in the Pentateuch. I have 
already referred to the warning against ascending the mountain prior to the three 
days in Exod 19:10-13. A plausible case can also be made for understanding the 
prohibition against eating from the tree of “the knowledge of good and evil” 

40 Cf. 2 Chr 26:19: “[and] a leprous disease [wehaṣṣāra‘at] broke out [zāreḥâ] on [Uzziah’s] forehead.”
41 See Ansell, “Too Good to Be True?,” 17, 21.
42 See a helpful discussion of Num 14:12 in Milgrom, Numbers, 109-10.
43 Moses as midwife post-birth would link Num 12 to Exod 1:19.
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(hadda‘at ṭôb wārā‘) in Gen 2:17 as a prohibition against a premature exposure 
to wisdom, as this kind of knowledge is later given to Solomon in 1 Kgs 3.44 In 
this context, intertextual meaning points the way once more, as Adam and Eve 
may be compared to the children who, in the words of Deut 1:39, “do not yet 
know good from evil [literally: “good and evil]” [lō’-yāde‘û hayyôm ṭôb wārā‘]—
this being the only other passage in the Pentateuch, outside Gen 2-3, in which the 
Hebrew terms for “know” or “knowledge” and “good and evil” occur together.45

If we read the account of the tree of the knowledge in Gen 3 in the light of Num 
12, therefore, bearing the theme of the danger of premature contact in mind, this 
opens up the possibility that the death that is first mentioned in Gen 2:17, the na-
ture of which has challenged interpreters for millennia, is the death of still-birth 
caused by the age to come, and the wisdom and maturity that it calls for, arriving 
too soon.46

Who’s the Father? Whose Father?
Explorations thus far suggest that there is far more going on in Num 12 than has 
been realized. Even so, the question of what Miriam has done to prompt such an 

“apocalyptic” encounter with yhwh remains. To make progress here, we need to 
inquire about yhwh’s reference to the “spitting father.”

If, with respect to parental imagery, yhwh is a maternal presence in Num 11-12, 
and is not to be identified with or aligned with the “father” of 12:14, then who is? 
On one level, the text is referring to Miriam’s own Israelite father. But as the ac-
count begins with her insulting Moses’s “Cushite” wife, the spitting-in-the-face 
reaction also refers to the kind of response Miriam might incur from the father of 
the woman in question.

So who is she? Most interpreters are agnostic about whether the “Cushite” 
wife is Zipporah or is otherwise unknown in the biblical traditions. That Zipporah 
could be a “Cushite” is clearly recognized in contemporary scholarship due to the 
close ties between Midian and Cushan that are evident in the parallel phrasing of 
Hab 3:7.47 But what really takes us beyond mere possibility to probability here is 
an important “catchword” that illustrates how the close connection between Num 

44 See Nicholas Ansell, “The Call of Wisdom/The Voice of the Serpent: A Canonical Approach to the 
Tree of Knowledge,” Christian Scholar’s Review 31 (2001): 31-58.

45 Here I am citing the fairly literal njb, Reb. An even more literal translation of Deut 1:39, “do not 
this day know good and evil,” is revealing as the Hebrew word for “day” is also found in Gen 
2:17. Coupled with the fact that the children of Deut 1:39 have just escaped death, the connection 
between these two verses is unmistakeable. The Hebrew terms for “knowledge,” “good,” and “evil” 
also occur in the thematically related Gen 2:9; 3:5; and 3:22. Cf. the wise discernment of “good 
and evil” in 1 Kgs 3:9.

46 That Gen 2–3 is sapiential in character is widely recognized. For evidence that the biblical wisdom 
literature knows and alludes to the (apocalyptic) transition between the two ages, see Ansell, “For 
the Love of Wisdom.”

47 See Rodney S. Sadler, Jr., “Cush, Cushite,” in NIDB 1:813-14.
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and Exod, as observed above, may once again hold the key to an exegetical break-
through.48 For not only is Zipporah’s father explicitly mentioned a little earlier in 
the narrative at Num 10:29, but the way he is referred to there, as “Reuel,” directs 
the reader back to Exod 2:18 and to Reuel’s only other named occurrence in the 
Pentateuch, where we are introduced to the Midianite priest better known to us as 

“Jethro.” 
Although the dual naming has, predictably, been explained as the presence of 

two unmodified literary sources,49 the way the two names are presented in the 
Pentateuch in its final form is a deliberate arrangement as “Jethro” occurs precise-
ly 10 times (Exod 3:1; 4:18 [x 2, once with alternate spelling]; 18:1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 10, 
12), these being framed by the two references to “Reuel” in Exod 2:18 and Num 
10:29. Not only does this reflect the biblical interest in the numbers 10 and 12, but 
it also provides us with a natural link between Num 10:29/12:14 and Exod 2:16-
22, which introduces Reuel’s daughter, Zipporah, and refers to her marriage to 
Moses. This would also serve to remind the early recipients of the Pentateuch of 
her incisive, life-saving wisdom in Exod 4:24-26—a narrative I hope to explore 
in a follow-up to the present study. Although this happens just two chapters after 
the “Reuel” reference in 2:18, this “circumcision” episode is even more closely 
tied to the account of her marriage in 2:21 via her reference to Moses as a “bride-
groom of blood” in 4:26.50

As for the second “Reuel” reference in Num 10:29, this serves to emphasize his 
ongoing influence on the history of Israel as on this occasion, it is his son who 
serves as Israel’s guide in the wilderness, upon Moses’s request.51 This is then 
followed in Num 11:16-17, 23-25 with a re-iteration of Jethro’s leadership-struc-
ture advice that we first encounter in Exod 18,52 though it here leads to a new 

48 On the prevalence of catchwords, see David Marcus, “Doublet Catchwords in the Leningrad 
Codex,” TC: A Journal of Biblical Textual Criticism 12 (2007), available at: http://rosetta.reltech.
org/TC/vol12/Marcus2007.pdf. Although his initial use of “catchword” differs from mine, his 
discussion in his final section brings out the “intertextual connection” meaning that I intend by 
the term.

49 See, e.g., Baruch A. Levine, Numbers 1–20, AB 4 (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 335. Even if 
such scholarly speculation is correct, it does not provide us with an explanation of the (synchronic) 
meaning of the text that we now have. For a classic defence of canonical order as a carrier of mean-
ing that cannot be reduced to (or determined by) questions of compositional order, see Brevard 
Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979). Cf. 
Ansell. “The Call of Wisdom.”

50 See the helpful discussion of this difficult passage in John I. Durham, Exodus, WBC 3 (Nashville, 
TN: Thomas Nelson, 1987), 56-59.

51 For Hobab as Reuel’s son and not another name for Jethro, see C. Mark McCormick, “Hobab,” in 
NIDB 2:844.

52 For the way in which the revelation to Moses on the mountain in Exod 3:1—4:17 is framed by his 
encounters with Reuel/Jethro and his daughter (2:15-22; 4:18-26), while the parallel revelation to 
Moses and Israel in Exod 19-34 is framed by their encounters with Jethro and Reuel’s son (18:1-
27; Num 10:29-32), see Thomas B. Dozeman, Commentary on Exodus, ECC (Grand Rapids, Mi: 
Eerdmans, 2009), 151.
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emphasis on the divine spirit and phenomenon of prophecy in 11:25-29. As Mir-
iam and Aaron are passed over in this context, almost immediately prior to Num 
12, we should see this incident, with its backstory in the book of Exodus, as what 
prompts Miriam’s complaint in 12:1. 

Read in this light, the editorial remark that the nRsv puts in parentheses im-
mediately after Miriam’s insult—“(for he had indeed married a Cushite woman)”—
is the equivalent of saying, “Zipporah actually was a Cushite.” This is consistent 
with the fact that she is never referred to as a “Midianite” in Exod 2:16, 21 but is 
introduced as a daughter of “the priest of Midian.” If she was a “Cushite” because 
of her mother—that is, if she was a Cushite because Jethro/Reuel married a Cush-
ite, which I think is exactly what Num 12:1 would have us infer—then Miriam’s 
insult against Zipporah is, at the same time, an insult against her father. This 
provides a natural link between the slur of 12:1 and the spitting of 12:14.

Although, it is not conveyed in our translations, I take it that the shift from 
feminine singular to masculine plural in the verbs at the beginning of 12:1 (watte-

dabbēr, literally: “and she spoke” [against Moses’s wife]) and 12:2 (wayyō’mrû, 
“and they said” [in challenging Moses’s prophetic uniqueness]) indicates that in 
their speaking against Moses, it is Miriam who takes the lead in criticizing the 

“Cushite” woman while Aaron becomes equally involved only in their joint-asser-
tion of their prophetic insight. This means that the reason Miriam, and not Aaron, 
is afflicted with the white skin condition is connected not to her being seen as in-
stigating the joint protest, with Aaron cast in a merely supportive role, but to her 
specific objection to Midianite-Cushite influence on Moses. 

The Minimizing of Miriam?
Before investigating the significance in more detail, it will be helpful to first look 
at Phyllis Trible’s approach to this passage as it provides an instructive contrast 
with what I will be proposing. Like Ruether, Trible believes that a patriarchal 
determination to minimize Miriam has had a formative influence on this part of 
the book of Numbers even though, canonically speaking, those responsible for 
undermining her status do not have the last word. Three particular elements in 
the final form of the narrative that work to counter this (earlier, yet still present) 
biblical “vendetta” against Miriam, are: (i) the theme of her profound connection 
with water, revealed not only via her central role on the bank of the Nile and at the 
shore of the Red Sea, but also in the way her death is linked to the drying up of 
the wells in the wilderness (Exod 2; Exod 15; and Num 20:1-2); (ii) the narrative 
recognition of her enduring popularity with the people, evident in their refusal to 
move on until her time of banishment is over (Num 12:15); and (iii) the critical 
turn that the narrative takes immediately after her death towards Aaron and Moses 
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(20:12, 24)—i.e., against a male leadership that the penultimate shapers of the 
canon had attempted to champion at Miriam’s expense.53

Integral to the patriarchal agenda that remains embedded in the narrative in its 
final form, however, is the character of yhwh, not least his encounter with Moses, 
Aaron, and Miriam in Num 12. Commenting on God’s words in 12:6-8, which she 
sees as also containing a response to Moses’s desire in 11:29, that all of yhwh’s 
people might receive the divine spirit and become prophets, she writes,

The divine speech requires little commentary. It answers the issue 
of leadership and authority by declaring a hierarchy of prophecy. 
Moses stands peerless at the top. While not denying a prophetic 
role to Miriam, it undercuts her in gender and point of view. It also 
undermines Moses’ wish for egalitarian prophecy. As if the declara-
tion were not itself sufficient, the deity rebuffs Aaron and Miriam: 

“Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?” 
(Num. 12.8 Rsv). . . . Concluding with an intimidating question, the 
Lord speaks to Miriam for the first and only time. She has no oppor-
tunity to reply.54

While Trible’s essay contains a number of telling insights, at this point, I would 
argue that she misconstrues yhwh’s response to Miriam and Aaron because she 
does not distinguish Miriam’s objection to the Midianite-Cushite influence on 
Moses from Miriam and Aaron’s questioning of the unique nature of Moses’s re-
lationship with yhwh. What is at stake in Miriam’s specific objection is not a 
divinely underwritten hierarchy with Moses at the top, but the reception of a 
revelation that comes from beyond Israel and beyond Moses. Yet this wisdom that 
comes from Midianite, indeed Cushite, sources is to be trusted as divine wisdom! 
Indeed, it is Moses’s openness to this revelation, I suggest, that explains the other-
wise puzzling remark at Num 12:3 that almost immediately follows Miriam and 
Aaron’s question, 

12:2“Has [yhwh] spoken only through Moses? Has he not spoken 
through us also?” . . . . 12:3Now the man Moses was very humble, 
more so than anyone else on the face of the earth.”

The point here (if we read Miriam and Aaron’s words in context) is not only that 
yhwh has also spoken through Reuel and Zipporah (12:2), but that Moses has been 
able to receive their words as the words of yhwh (12:3).55

Interpreters have long wondered about this reference to Moses’s humility, 

53 See Trible, “Bringing Miriam out of the Shadows,” 179-81.
54 Trible, “Bringing Miriam out of the Shadows,” 176.
55 Cf. Josephus, Ant. 3.4.2, where Moses is praised for his openness to Reuel’s direction.
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which on most readings seems like a non sequitur.56 In the narratives of the HB/
OT, the clearest way in which one character shows deference to, or respect for, 
another is by bowing down to them. We see this in the case of Abraham (Gen 
18:2; 23:7, 12) and Lot (Gen 19:1), and in the respect that is shown to Esau (Gen 
33:3, 6-7), to Joseph (Gen 42:6; 43:26, 28), and finally to Jacob (Gen 48:12). 
Apart from an angry prophecy in Exod 11:8 that Pharaoh’s officials will bow 
down to Moses when they beg the Israelites to leave Egypt—an act of obeisance 
that apparently does not take place (see 12:31; 14:5)—all other references to this 
way of showing deference and respect in the remaining books of the Pentateuch 
involve either bowing down to God or to false gods, with only one exception. As 
this involves Moses bowing down to another human being, it is reasonable to 
suppose that if the narrator wanted to provide us with a revealing example of 
Moses’s humility, then this is where we might find it. And we do. For it is surely 
no coincidence that when Moses goes into the wilderness in Exod 18:7 to be re-
united with Zipporah and her two sons, the person he bows down to is none other 
than Jethro.

Once the issue of revelation coming to Israel from beyond Israel is recognized 
(and Exod 18:8-27 plays an important role in this context), the force of yhwh’s 
words in Num 12:14—“If [Miriam’s] father had but spit in her face, would she not 
bear her shame for seven days?”—can be heard, not as: “if her human father spat 
in her face, how much more so her Heavenly Father?,” but as the far more prob-
ing question: “if Miriam had insulted her own Israelite father and he had spat in 
her face, why is there any less shame in her insult uttered against Zipporah and 
her father, Reuel and his daughter?”

In this context, the subsequent portrayal of Miriam’s clear popularity with the 
people (Num 12:15) emerges not as a counter-tradition that offsets a male-hier-
archical vendetta again her, but as a narrative underlining of what is as stake. The 
seven-day banishment of Miriam follows, I suggest, with the knock-on effect that 
the people must wait for her exile to be over, because if the people support Mir-
iam in her rejection of Cushite wisdom, then the misconstrual of Israel’s election, 
and the refusal of Israel’s calling to be a blessing to the nations, will not be far 
behind.

That it is the true nature of Israel’s relationship to the nations that is the central 
issue here is also supported by the way Miriam’s “as leprous as snow” appearance 
is alluded to later in the biblical narrative. Although there are more than 50 refer-
ences in the HB/OT to what the English translations (somewhat misleadingly) 
call “leprosy” or a “leprous” skin condition, it is highly significant that apart from 
Exod 4:6 (as discussed above), the Hebrew phrase used to describe Miriam’s ap-

56 See the survey of solutions in Richard S. Briggs, The Virtuous Reader: Old Testament Narrative 
and Interpretive Virtue (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2010), 45-69. 
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pearance in Num 12:10 occurs elsewhere in just one other text: 2 Kgs 5:27. Here 
Elisha’s servant, Gehazi, attempts to get payment from Naaman, a non-Israelite 
who has been healed by the prophet and has come to faith in yhwh, on t he gr ounds 
that “my master has let that Aramean . . . off too lightly” (2 Kgs 5:20). Although 
many interpreters see Gehazi’s subsequent affliction as a punishment for decep-
tion and greed, the narrator is, arguably, far more interested in exposing how his 
behaviour runs counter to yhwh’s desire to bless the nations through Israel. On 
this reading, it is indeed telling that, later in the biblical tradition, the account of 
the markedly non-Israelite healings of Elijah and Elisha in Luke 4:25-27 that is 
said to be so offensive to Jesus’s contemporaries, concludes with a pointed refer-
ence to the healing of “Naaman the Syrian”.57 If the narrative at 2 Kgs 5 portrays 
not just selfish opportunism but also resentment towards a Gentile warrior who is 
blessed during a time when Israel is undergoing hardship, therefore, the fact that 
Gehazi is said to have left Elisha’s presence “leprous . . . as snow” (meṣōrā‘ kaššā-
leg) strongly suggests that the narrator is alluding to Num 12:10 in the conviction 
that the misconstrual of Israel’s election is a theme that both passages share.58 

If the intertextual relationship that I am arguing for is the result of deliberate 
“inner biblical exegesis” in which the author of 2 Kgs 5 is looking back to the 
portrayal of Miriam in Num 12, then it would be natural to assume that this same 
author (or editor) would also recall her thematically related appearance in Deut 
24:8-9. Here, in what is the final reference to Miriam in the Pentateuch, Moses 
warns the generation about to enter the Promised Land:

Guard against an outbreak of a leprous skin disease by being very 
careful; you shall carefully observe whatever the levitical priests 
instruct you, just as I have commanded them. Remember what 
[yhwh] your God did to Miriam on your journey out of Egypt.

In this context, it is telling that almost all interpreters not only assume that v. 9 
is referring to the affliction rather than the healing of Miriam, but also proceed to 
link the warning of v. 8 to her critical or rebellious stance towards Moses, even 
though this is to go beyond what the text itself specifies.59 If, however, we accept 
Tigay’s suggestion that “what [yhwh] your God did to Miriam” is, “most naturally 
understood as referring to the affliction itself, not the period of isolation that fol-

57 This has much to do with the fact that Jesus’s contemporaries would resist associating Naaman’s 
(God-given!) military success over Israel in 2 Kgs 5:1 with the military dominance of their Roman 
overlords.

58 There is only a one consonant difference between the Hebrew phrase in 2 Kgs 5:27 and Num 12:10.
59 One exception is Jeffrey H. Tigay, Deuteronomy, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish 

Publication Society, 1996), 225, who suggests that if someone of Miriam’s stature can be afflicted, 
then no one should “assume ‘it can’t happen to me’ and fail to consult a priest.” 
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lowed,”60 and then allow the way the “affliction” is described in Num 12 to point 
the way, then we may see a link not only between the condition of Miriam and 
Gehazi but also between the call to “remember . . .” in Deut 24:9 and what we 
might call the “visual reminder” of 2 Kgs 5:27, where we are told that the striking 
condition that had afflicted Naaman will now “cling to [Gehazi] and to [his] des-
cendents forever.” Though judgment has occurred, the ongoing activity of Eli-
sha’s servant indicates that his appearance (like Miriam’s, presumably) would 
have been declared “clean” according to Lev 13:13. Read intertextually, therefore, 
what happens to Gehazi highlights the mercy shown to Miriam (“what [yhwh] 
your God did” includes healing her) while also suggesting that the skin condition 
to be “guard[ed] against” in Deut 24:8 receives the attention that it does because 
it is symptomatic of a deeper issue in which Israel’s ongoing identity is at stake.61

This way of interpreting Num 12:12 and Deut 24:8-9 is also supported by read-
ing the latter passage within the book of Deuteronomy as a whole. For as Moses 
is at pains to point out in Deut 4:5-6, the Israel that is about to enter the promised 
land (cf. 23:20, 27:3, and 30:18) is exhorted to keep all the “statutes and ordin-
ances” that follow—including those found in Deut 24—because “this will show 
your wisdom and discernment to the peoples.” 

Miriam’s failing, on this reading, is not that she fails to submit to a leader, as 
so many interpreters assume, but that she fails as a leader. In this respect, Num 12 
is parallel to the exposure of Aaron’s failure in Exod 32 and Moses’s failure in 
Num 20 and thus coheres with the status Miriam clearly shares with them as one 
of the three leaders of the exodus period according to Mic 6:4. In other words, 
Miriam is subject to critique at this pivotal point in the narrative not because “it is 
Miriam’s authority [and not Aaron’s that] the writer of the tradition wished to 
marginalize,”62 but because the biblical tradition, here as elsewhere, takes her 
utterly seriously as the leader she is.

Beyond Hierarchy, Beyond Fear
In light of the preceding discussion, the feminist hermeneutic of suspicion that 
finds in Num 12 a critique of female insubordination and the endorsement of a 
gender-inflected hierarchy may have projected its own (understandable) fears onto 
the text. Far from seeing it as an “undermin[ing of] Moses’s wish for egalitarian 
prophecy,” as Trible claims, I see no reason why we shouldn’t accept yhwh’s 
description of yhwh’s peh ’el-peh (literally: “mouth to mouth”) relationship with 
Moses in Num 12:8 as an invitation to expand Moses’s “egalitarian” vision in 

60 Tigay, Deuteronomy, 225.
61 Duane L. Christensen, Deuteronomy 21:10–34:12, WBC 6B (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 

2002), 577, sees the skin condition as symptomatic but misidentifies the underlying issue as (the 
danger of recapitulating) Miriam’s “sin of hubris.”

62 Ruether, Women-Church, 44.
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Num 11:29, so that it now reads: “Would that all [yhwh’s] people” might come to 
“speak [with yhwh] face t o face.” In my view, t his is a deeply bibl ical  aspir at ion 
that Num 12 would support—provided we also take into account its warning that 
a premature apocalyptic encounter can be deadly.63

Feminist interpreters have often been concerned about the agenda at work in 
yhwh’s defence of Moses in Num 12. But what is unique about Moses in Exodus 
and elsewhere is not that he is second only to yhwh in a static hierarchy, but that 
he moves beyond the “fear” of his initial encounter with yhwh (Exod 3:6) to as-
cend the mountain that connects heaven and earth in Exod 19, while his fellow 
Israelites remain trapped in their fear and desperate for a go-between who can 
protect them (Exod 20:19; Deut 5:27). In this light, the claim of Prov 9:10 and Ps 
111:10 (cf. Prov 1:7; 15:33) that “The fear of yhwh is the beginning of wisdom” 
means that wisdom begins by facing our fear of yhwh. The correlative claim 
would then be that a mature wisdom is found in a face-to-face relationship with 
yhwh that moves beyond fear.64 

Moses is not the only person in the HB/OT who experiences the covenantal 
intimacy of such a face-to-face relationship,65 for here we need only think of 
Abraham (Isa 41:8; James 2:23). The surprise of the later part of the Pentateuch, 
however, is that when it comes to the issue of an unusually close relationship with 
yhwh, Moses is not only preceded by Abraham but is accompanied by Reuel, a 
non-Israelite whose name, in Hebrew, means “friend of God.”

The role played by Miriam in accompanying Moses and in guiding Israel to-
wards its future is different, but no less striking. As reference has already been 
made to her last appearance in the Pentateuch (Deut 24:9) and in the canon of the 
OT (Mic 6:4), it is perhaps only fitting that we should bring this discussion of the 
movement beyond hierarchy and beyond fear to a close by referring to her last 
appearance in the HB (1 Chr 5:29; ET: 6:3) and in the book of Numbers (Num 
26:59).

The final reference to Miriam in Num 26 forms a far more fitting epitaph than 
the brief account of her death in Num 20:1. In this context, it is instructive to 

63 If we read Exod 33:20 in the light of 33:11, we can see that there are dimensions of closeness that 
remain dangerous for Moses. The language of Num 12:8, however, suggests that by this stage, he 
experiences greater intimacy than he did in Exod 33:11.

64 This fear of God is routinely understood as an awe that must stay in place. But on this point, see 
David J.A. Clines, “ ‘The Fear of the Lord is Wisdom’ (Job 28:28): A Semantic and Contextual 
Study,” in Job 28: Cognition in Context, ed. Ellen Van Wolde (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 57-92. I accept 
Clines’ argument that while awe may well be a connotation of yir’â, the emotion of being afraid 
(including the fear of consequences) remains central to the fear of yhwh references in the HB/OT. 
Being cavalier (Num 12:8) or petrified (Exod 20:18-20) is to refuse to face one’s fear of yhwh.

65 The “face-to-face” of Num 12 is often read as denoting direct communication. But as yhwh speaks 
directly to Aaron in Num 18:1, 8, 20, this suggests two-way covenant intimacy is central to the 
face-to-face. The first instance of covenant language in Scripture (Gen 2:23, cf. 2 Sam 5:1) is 
creational and intimate, not redemptive or hierarchical.
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compare the androcentric focus of Exod 6:20: “Amram married Jochebed his 
father’s sister and she bore him Aaron and Moses, and the length of Amram’s life 
was one hundred thirty-seven years” with the more gynocentric focus we find 
here in Num 26:59: “The name of Amram’s wife was Jochebed daughter of Levi, 
who was born to Levi in Egypt; and she bore to Amram: Aaron, Moses, and their 
sister Miriam.” 

While most readers of the Pentateuch today take it for granted that Miriam is 
the “sister” who intervenes to ensure that Moses is nursed by his biological moth-
er in Exod 2:4-9, it is noteworthy that although this might be inferred from com-
bining what is said about Moses and Aaron in Exod 4:14 and Exod 7:1-2 with 
what is said about Aaron and Miriam in Exod 15:20, the fact that Miriam is 
Moses’s sister is nowhere explicitly indicated until we reach Num 26:59. The 
reason for this, I suggest, is the skilful use of the literary device known as analep-
sis, which J. Gerald Janzen has described as “the temporary withholding of vital 
information in favor of its belated introduction later for one effect or another.”66 
As Janzen himself demonstrates in his brilliant discussion of Miriam’s role in the 
song of Exod 15, this “temporary withholding/“belated introduction” technique, 
when recognized, can have a major impact on our earlier exegetical assumptions. 
In this case, one intended effect is that the reader of Num 26 may realize, or ap-
preciate anew, just what a crucial role Miriam has played in Moses’s life and in 
Israel’s life from Exod 2:4 onwards. Her last appearance in the canon of the HB, 
in 1 Chr 5:29 (ET: 6:3), in which she appears as a sibling to Moses and Aaron in 
an otherwise all-male list of the “sons” of Levi (see 5:27-41; ET: 6:1-15), makes 
the same point.67

In addition to emphasizing the vital role that Miriam plays from the very be-
ginning of the exodus-wilderness narrative, the delayed revelation of Num 26:59 
delivers even more of an “analeptic shock”68 as it prompts the reader who now 
revisits Num 12:12 to recognize the parallel between Aaron, Moses, and Miriam 
emerging from the womb of Jochebed—a name that means: “yhwh is power” or 

“yhwh is glory”—and the same three siblings emerging from the womb of yhwh. 
As with any theologically controversial proposal, the question of whether the text 
itself truly sustains (rather than merely tolerates) such a reading is important. In 
this context, therefore, we should note that if the Hebrew of the received text of 

66 J. Gerald Janzen, “Song of Moses, Song of Miriam: Who is Seconding Whom?” in Exodus to 
Deuteronomy, ed. Brenner, 190. This volume’s placement of Janzen’s essay immediately after 
Trible’s “Bringing Miriam out of the Shadows,” nicely illustrates a shift from a feminist hermen-
eutic of suspicion to an equally feminist hermeneutic of trust.

67 For the NT’s recognition of Miriam’s status, see the deliberate shift (in Greek) from Maria in John 
20:11 to Mariam (cf. LXX: Exod 6:20; 15:20-21; Num 12:1, 4, 5, 10, 15; 20:1; 26:59; Deut 24:9; 
1 Chr 5:29; Mic 6:4) in John 20:16.

68 In a medical context, analeptic (as an adjective) refers to something restorative and/or awakening. 
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Num 12:12, in which Aaron says to Moses: “Do not let her be like one stillborn, 
whose flesh is half consumed when it comes out of its mother’s womb [mēreḥem 

’immô],” is re-evaluated in the light of the Tiqqune Sopherim—the “emendations 
of the scribes” noted at this point in the Masorah—then the Masoretic tradition 
itself suggests that what Aaron actually says here is: “Do not let her be like one 
stillborn, whose flesh is half consumed when it comes out of our mother’s 
womb.”69 

If we read Num 12:12 and Num 26:59 together in the way I am suggesting, 
then it is natural for those who are open to a divine womb interpretation, and who 
also situate these texts within the wider Christian canon, to be reminded of the 
words of Nicodemus in John 3:4, “How can anyone be born after having grown 
old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?” If this 

“teacher of Israel” (3:10) is thinking of Moses’s strong statement at the end of the 
Pentateuch about not forgetting that yhwh has birthed Israel into being (Deut 
32:18), then he is less foolish (and less individualistic) than commentators have 
given him credit for. Even so, the second birth here, like the apocalyptic birth of 
Aaron, Moses, and Miriam, looks forwards not backwards. The best way to cap-
ture the radical, yet still Israel-embracing and creation-affirming, nature of bib-
lical apocalyptic today, I suggest, whether we are considering the birth of Num 
12:12 or of John 3:4, is to see the being “born from above [gennēthē anōthen]” of 
John 3:370 as the beginning of what Rev 21:5 calls “the new creation of all things.”71

The eschatological vision at the end of the Christian canon is instructive in 

69 According to the Mp of the Leningrad Codex, there are actually two alleged emendations in 
this verse (both of which have been shifted to the critical apparatus in BHS). Carmel McCarthy, 
The Tiqqune Sopherim and Other Theological Corrections in the Masoretic Text of the Old 
Testament, OBO 36 (Göttingen: Vandenhoek and Ruprecht, 1981), 126, translates the pro-
posed original as: “Let her not be as a still-born child, with the half of our flesh eaten away 
on coming from our mother’s womb.” Her emphases. Cf. the earlier discussion of Christian 
D. Ginsburg, Introduction to the Massoretico-Critical Edition of the Hebrew Bible (London: 
Trinitarian Bible Society, 1897), 353-54.

Ginsburg and McCarthy differ over whether the “our flesh/our mother” reading is likely 
to reflect an early Hebrew text. However both see the tiqqunim traditions as suggesting that 
an apparent insult to Moses or his mother has been covered over. But as Aaron, Moses, and 
Miriam were not in Jochebed’s womb at the same time, this does not really make sense of an 
assumed “our flesh” original (despite Gen 37:27). If “our mother” refers, primarily, to yhwh, 
however, this better explains how Aaron can be alarmed about what is happening to part of 

“our flesh.” Consequently, what appeared to be—and, arguably, was—a reference to yhwh’s 
womb could easily have provoked a piously motivated “correction/clarification.” 

If the tiqqunim traditions witness to an original text here (a text that predates the Vorlage 
to the LXX), this may be sharply distinguished from their understanding of why that original 
was modified. McCarthy’s influential study (cf. E.J. Revell, “Scribal Emendations,” ABD 
5:1011-12) may not sufficiently take this into account.

70 Although I favour “born from above” (NRSV) over “born again” (NIV), “born again from above” 
may capture the nuances best.

71 Here I borrow the free translation of Rev 21:5 (cf. 2 Cor 5:17) found in Jürgen Moltmann, 
Sun of Righteousness, Arise! God’s Future for Humanity and the Earth, trans. Margaret Kohl 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2010), 127-48.
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other ways, too. Earlier I suggested that a deepened egalitarian reading of Num 
11:29 and 12:8 in which we might look forward to the day when “all [yhwh’s] 
people” might “speak [with yhwh] face to face” would find support in Num 12, 
provided that we also paid attention to its warning that a premature apocalyptic 
encounter can be deadly. What is remarkable about the portrayal of this face-to-
face relationship in Rev 22:4 is that with the arrival of the New Heavens and New 
Earth, the danger of premature apocalyptic birth is gone. 

The same shift can be observed if we read Num 12:6-8 in the light of 1 Cor 
13:12:

12:6And [yhwh] said, “Hear my words: 
When there are prophets among you, 
I [yhwh] make myself known to them in visions; 
I speak to them in dreams. 

12:7Not so with my servant Moses; 
he is entrusted with all my house. 

12:8With him I speak face to face—clearly, not in riddles 
[LXX: en eidei kai ou di’ ainigmatōn; in a form and not through 
riddles/enigmas]; and he beholds the form of [yhwh].

13:12For now we see in a mirror dimly [di’ esoptrou en ainigmati; 
through a mirror, in a riddle/an enigma], but then we will see face 
to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I 
have been fully known.72

Here Paul clearly sees the face-to-face relationship once experienced so uniquely 
by Moses as being extended to the whole Christian community and beyond: “For 
as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ” (15:22). Indeed, “the entire 
creation [that] is groaning together, and going through labour pains together, up 
until the present time” will “enjoy the freedom that comes when God’s children 
are glorified” (Rom 8:21-22).73 Though “we too are groaning within ourselves” (v. 
23) in this context, nevertheless, as “children of God” who are “heirs of God and 
joint heirs with the Messiah” (v. 17), we need not “go back again into a state of 
fear” (v. 15). 

In this strikingly cosmic apocalyptic image, creation is giving birth and also 
being reborn. As creation’s “groaning” (v. 22) is connected to our own (v. 23, cf. 
Gal 4:19), while our “groaning” is connected to our “having the first fruits of the 
Spirit’s life” (v. 23), it is natural to take Paul’s subsequent reference to the Spirit’s 

72 See the discussion in Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1068-70.
73 I have reversed vv. 21 and 22. Apart from my reference to “enigma,” and the capitalization of Spirit, 

the translation here, and for the rest of this and the following paragraph, is from N.T. Wright, The 
Kingdom New Testament: A Contemporary Translation (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2011).
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own “groaning” within us (v. 26) as indicating that God (as mother) is intimately 
involved in creation’s (re-)birthing (cf. Gal 4:28-29 and Isa 42:14-16). In the full-
ness of time, therefore, the apocalyptic birth trauma of 1 Cor 15:8, and thus Num 
12:10-16, is revealed as part of the new creation of all things. Meanwhile, in the 
“enigma” and the “glory” of the face-to-face (1 Cor 13:12 and 2 Cor 3:7-18), there 
is no cause for fear.

Similarly, the exhortation to “fear yhwh” is so pervasive in the HB/OT, that its 
almost complete absence in the NT as an exhortation to those living in the new 
covenant is nothing less than remarkable.74 This suggests that the wisdom that 
begins in facing our fear of yhwh and the path that takes us beyond hierarchy 
under yhwh to human equality before yhwh both involve going through the apoca-
lyptic birth that marks the transition between the old age and the new.

Given that a world beyond hierarchy has been so important in feminist theol-
ogy and biblical interpretation, one of the central aims of this essay is to ask what 
would it mean for our theologies to go through the apocalyptic transition in pur-
suit of such a world? This apocalyptic angle is important, I have been arguing, 
because of the connection between wisdom, fear, and a non-hierarchical view of 
covenant. Simply making demands in the name of Justice, therefore, will not 
suffice.

In this light, one way in which an evangelical feminism can make a contribu-
tion within and beyond its own circles is to reflect on how an expanded emphasis 
on the second birth—expanded because it is now viewed as part of “the new cre-
ation of all things”—might foster a “face-to-face” hermeneutic of trust and ex-
pectation that enables us to face our fears and suspicions (“Out demons, out”) as 
we move beyond the womb, beyond the beginning of wisdom, and into the life of 
the age to come.

74 Fear (now awe? cf. n. 64 above; see 2 Cor 5:11; 7:1, 15) and heightened responsibility (Phil 2:12-
13) are experienced. But contrast Acts 13:16, 26 with 9:31. On fear and the two ages, see also Rom 
8:15 and 1 John 4:18.


