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The Midrash (Shir Hashirim Rabbah 1:4:2) tells the following story: 
 

It is taught: If a man has married a wife and lived with her ten years and she has 
not borne him a child, he is not at liberty to neglect the duty [of begetting 
children].1  R. Idi said: It happened once that a woman in Sidon had lived ten 
years with her husband without bearing a child.  They came to Rabbi Shimon bar 
Yochai (Rashbi) and asked him to arrange a divorce. He said to them, “By your 
life, just as you got married with food and drink, so too you will separate with 
food and drink.” They followed his advice and kept a holiday (yom tov) and made 
a great feast and drank too much. Because he came to his senses (nityashev daato), 
he said to her, “My daughter, see whatever good thing (hefetz) that I have in my 
house, take it and go to your father’s house.” What did she do? After he fell 
asleep, she told her servants and handmaids to lift him on a bed and carry him to 
her father’s house. In the middle of the night he awoke and since the drink had 
worn off he asked, “Where am I, my daughter?” She said, “You are in my father’s 
house.” “What am I doing in your father’s house?” he said.  She said, “Didn’t you 
not say to me this evening, ‘any good thing that I have in my house take it and go 
to your father’s house?’ I have no thing (hefetz) in the world that is better than 
you!” They went to Rashbi, he prayed for them and they were blessed with a 
child.  This comes to teach you that just as God blesses barren women, so too 
even Tzaddikkim (e.g., Rashbi) bless barren women. 

 
There are a number of difficulties in this story, which actually serve to unlock the 
message hidden therein.  But before getting to them, it must be made clear that indeed 
there is a Mishna (Yevamot 6:6) which teaches that one must seek a divorce after ten 
years of not bearing a child.  This is brought by the Rambam (Hil. Ishut 15:7) and the 
Shulhan Aruch (Even HaEzer 154:10).  Nevertheless, such Torah giants as the Chazon 
Ish and the Lubavitcher Rebbi did not follow this practice.  The Rama (Even HaEzer 
1:1, 154:10) states that not the custom is not to force such a couple to divorce.  Be that 
as it may, the Midrash teaches of a man who wished to abide by the Mishna. 
 
Some questions that arise from the Midrash: 

• Why did Rashbi tell them to celebrate their divorce?  Divorce is not a happy 
occasion; in fact it is in many ways worse than death. 

• Why does the Midrash tell us that the man came to his senses after he was totally 
drunk?  We know that he was totally drunk because afterwards we are told that he 
awoke, the alcohol having worn off. 

• Why does he call his wife “my daughter”? 

• Why does he say “take anything”?  Even a person who truly loves someone else will 
not say take anything – there are things which are simply indispensable or 
irreplaceable for an individual. 

                                                 
1 Yevamot 6:6 (64a). 
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Starting from the last question first, a person only says “take anything” when nothing is 
of value to him. This is the case of someone on his deathbed - he has no use for anything 
and is ready to give away everything.  So is the husband in the story.  He is so distraught 
over the divorce that he feels himself a dead man, his possessions hold no value.  The 
wife, for her part, expresses the same deep attachment to him, saying she has no 
possession of value greater than he.  Here a play on words is employed, for the word 
“hefetz” can mean both object and desire.  Thus she is saying that she has no desire in the 
world other than to be with him – i.e., even bearing children is secondary to their 
relationship. 
 
And this brings us to the husband’s strange designation of his wide as “my daughter”.  
Surely she is not his daughter, but using the term as indicative of his feelings.  The love 
between a husband and wife is distinct from that between a father and daughter in 
numerous ways.  Perhaps the most fundamental difference is that the love of a wife is 
dependant on reasons whereas that of a daughter is not so dependant.  That is, one 
chooses a wife, and that choice is dependant on numerous reasons.  On the other hand, 
one does not choose his daughter, the love he has for her is independent of any reason, he 
loves her because she is his, unconditionally.  So too, the husband in our story now 
expresses a love so great for his wife that it is completely independent of any reason, it is 
unconditional.  He now expresses that his love is even independent of whether or not he 
can bear children with her. 
 
All these great feelings were dormant within the couple for ten years.  It was only upon 
“celebrating” their past 10 years that their feelings came out - with the help of the 
alcohol.  Sometimes one becomes so distracted, so overwhelmed with life’s duties (e.g., 
the need to have children), that one can not think clearly.  For ten years all the husband 
could see before him was the unfulfilled duty to have children.  It was only upon 
becoming drunk that he “came to his senses”, that he reached understanding (daat), that 
he realized just how much he loved his wife. 
 
Rashbi understood this situation from the start.  When the couple came before him, they 
stated clearly that they came for a divorce due to a perceived obligation, not out of any 
irreconcilable differences.  They were in love, but they were also in distress.  It is a well 
known phenomenon that stress, especially stress to conceive, plays a negative role in a 
couple’s ability to conceive.2  So Rashbi told them to celebrate, to rejoice in their love of 
ten years.  It was in this spirit that Rashbi counseled them.  Only after they had gone 
through the therapy of joy would they then come to consult him again to preside over 
the actual divorce proceedings.   
 
And so indeed they returned to him. The Midrash is silent as to what was said, but 
apparently they showed up with love in their eyes and a wish to be absolved of the need 
to divorce.  Rashbi smiled and prayed for them to conceive.  The Midrash concludes 
that, though only God has the power to so bless a couple, a tzaddik may also so 
intervene.  The righteous have the unique ability to ascertain the truth of a situation in no 
more than a glance, the wisdom to provide efficacious counsel, and perhaps most 
importantly, the selfless disposition to help those whose desire to serve God is pure. 
 

                                                 
2 http://www.apa.org/monitor/sep06/stress.aspx 


