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MOTHERS IN ISRAEL 
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Prologue
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Increasingly in these days of rapid social and 

economic change women find themselves tossed too 

and fro by many new waves. Every social change 

brings greater demands, major role and identity 

changes, new freedoms, and, ironically enough, new 

restrictions. For example, the self-concept of the 

woman during the hey-day of the feminist revolution 

is not the same as her self-concept during the 

backlash against feminism. The revolution that 

appeared to promise much has left women to make 

their way in a different world and with greater and 

more diverse burdens to carry than at any time since 

poor women were the char ladies of the East End in 

Victorian London.

While women can be very easily `lost at sea' in these 

tidal waves of change, there is a firm anchorage, a 

moral absolute amidst all the uncertainty. In secular 

parlance this is called the Judeo/Christian ethic. It 

includes the eternal principles and the teachings, 

practical applications, and behaviours, laid down first 

in the Jewish Scripture, expounded upon in the New 

Testament. These are the moral certainties of the 

centuries, everything else is fashion, mere decoration, 

new trends or perhaps simply ethically wrong.

While the vast bulk of Scriptural material is applicable 

to both men and women, most of the narrative 

content centres on the main male personalities, the 

chief Biblical heroes. Interestingly, these characters 

are `painted warts and all' and we can be forgiven for 

thinking how similar to us they really were, as we 

know all about their weaknesses, as well as their 

strengths.

We could also be forgiven for thinking that the Biblical 

heroines were all virtue. The narrative majors on the 

wonderful deeds they did and the important 

contributions they made. Rarely are they developed 

`in the round'. The dark side of their characters, their 

times of failure and weakness, are ignored. Perhaps 

they were always strong and noble and courageous. 

Certainly they would have had to have been out standing exemplars of virtuous and victorious 

womanhood. 

There are some vital Biblical passages of direct 

teaching for and about women, such as the eulogy of 

the Virtuous Wife, from the last chapter of Proverbs, 

but by and large it is the example set by the Biblical 

heroines, both married and single, which provides 

women with role models; anchors in these troubled 

times. There are obviously many almost concealed 

spiritual truths and lessons in the lives of the women 

of Israel.

Principles of godly woman-hood can be deduced, 

following a study of those regarded as worthy of 

emulation. Interestingly, such study neither reveals a 

picture of feminine learned or feigned helplessness, 

languid inaction, or repressed `church-mousiness'; 

nor one of pseudo-masculinity. The Biblical heroine 

was all woman, but she was quite a gal!!!
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Who is Our Mother? 

Many years ago I was challenged by this question: If 

God is our father, whom does the Bible teach is our 

mother? I have long pondered the question of 

`spiritual motherhood'. By learning about our spiritual 

mother we can begin to understand what it means to be `a mother in Israel'. 
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Plate 1.1. ‘Ha Tikvah’ (The Hope). 

Sculpture by Nicky Imber in Safed to symbolise 

Israel's birth. 

Since the Shoah children have been Israel's hope 

for the future. 

Photo: D. Campbell, 1994. 

Some of the mainline denominations teach of `Holy 

Mother Church', but there is only minimal evidence 

that Scripture teaches that this is the answer; 

although from two excerpts from II John, which refer 

to "the chosen lady and her children", it could, 

perhaps, be deduced that the church is our mother. 

St Paul, however, makes a clear statement that 

answers the question. He clearly states that the New 

Jerusalem, the heavenly city, the Jerusalem-From-

Above is our mother: "The Jerusalem that is 

above is free, and she is our mother." (Gal. 

4:26)  In Hebrew the name of each town or city (singular) 

is, grammatically speaking, feminine. It is as though, 

in the distant past, each town was considered a 

mother to its citizens, just as, today, every ship we 

sail in is called `she'. Certainly, from a Biblical 

standpoint, a city or town, which provides shelter and 

protection, can be referred to as `a mother in Israel', 

as in II Samuel where a wise woman said to Joab: 

"We are the peaceful and faithful in Israel. You 

are trying to destroy a city that is a mother in 

Israel."(II Sam.20:19) 

The idea of a city as our mother is therefore quite 

consistent with Jewish religious thought. 

Consequently St Paul is free to idealise the Heavenly 

Jerusalem as our mother, as he does in the fourth 

chapter of his letter to the Galatians. It is a metaphor. 

We may at once contrast this idea with another 

Biblical metaphor, this one from the Book of 

Revelation. Here this city, New Jerusalem, is likened 

to a bride, beautifully adorned. It reads: 

"I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, 

coming down out of heaven from God, 

prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her 

husband." (Rev. 21:2) 

Here is a mystery. Is the New Jerusalem a bride, or a 

mother? The writer of Revelation wrote that the Holy 

City is presented from the Heavenlies as a bride, she 

is like a bride. Can she also be a mother? Perhaps she 

may be both at the same time - a mother who is as 

beautiful within, and still as well-presented outwardly, 

as on the day of her wedding. Perhaps Galatians and 

Revelations may not present contradictory imagery 

after all. 

Turning in detail to what Paul wrote about the cities 

he calls earthly and heavenly Jerusalem, we find 

another seeming contradiction, one between Isaiah 

and Paul. Isaiah spoke of earthly Jerusalem as a 

beloved city and a mother, at least the mother of the 

Jewish people, if not the mother of us all, when he 

exhorted: 

"Rejoice with Jerusalem and be glad for her, all 

you who love her; rejoice greatly all you who 

mourn over her. For you will nurse and be 

satisfied at her comforting breasts; you will 

drink deeply and delight in her overflowing 

abundance...... you will nurse and be carried on 

her arm and dandled on her knees." (Is. 66:10-

12) 

While Paul regards earthly Jerusalem as one who has 

children, his attitude does, at first reading, appear to 

contradict Isaiah's idea of this city when Paul wrote: 

"These things may be taken figuratively, for 

the women (Sarah and Hagar) represent two 

covenants. One covenant is from Mt. Sinai and 

bears children who are to be slaves: This is 

Hagar. Now Hagar stands for Mt. Sinai in 

Arabia and corresponds to the present city of 

Jerusalem, because she is in slavery with her 

children. But the Jerusalem that is above is 

free, and she is our mother." (Gal. 4:24-27) 

This is a dilemma: is the earthly city a mother, as 

Isaiah says? Is she our mother? Or is she a slave-

woman, a city not considered worthy of our respect, 

love or praise? 

Alternatively the two cities of Jerusalem mentioned by 

Paul, earthly and heavenly Jerusalem, may be, as 

Paul suggests in Galatians 4:24, purely allegories. 

They may be representative of groups of people, 

rather than physical locations, that is, people with 

certain spiritual qualities. Perhaps, figuratively 

speaking, these metaphors refer to people bound in 

legalism, versus those characterised by freedom in 

the Spirit. Whatever the interpretation, Paul clearly 

stated that he was indeed writing figuratively. 

In addressing this issue, what is significant is that the 

New Jerusalem, while given From Above, is not an 

entirely new spiritual identity, but the spiritual heir of 

her forebear. She will bear the same name as her 

predecessor, the original Jerusalem, and will stand in 

the same location (though she will cover a huge area, 

compared with present day Jerusalem). 

Scripture indicates many similarities between the 

destinies of the new and the ancient city. Consider 

the similarity in architecture, decoration, and citizenry 

outlined by the following passage. The new Jerusalem 

will have foundations of precious stones and each of 

her gates will be made of one pearl. It is said of her: 

"The wall was made of jasper, and the city of 

pure gold, as pure as glass. The foundations of 

the city walls were decorated with every kind 

of precious stone. The first foundation was 

jasper, the second sapphire, the third 

chalcedony, the fourth emerald, the fifth 

sardonyx, the sixth carnelian, the seventh 

chrysolite, the eighth beryl ... each gate was 

made of a single pearl. The street of the city 

was of pure gold, like transparent glass.” (Rev. 

21:18-19) 

“Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will 

anyone who does what is shameful or 

deceitful, but only those whose names are 

written in the Lamb's book of life"  (v. 27).  

Now compare this with what Isaiah foretold about the 

future which the Lord plans for that oft' afflicted city, 

earthly Jerusalem, that is, plans concerning her 

architecture and her citizens: 

"O afflicted city, lashed by storms and not 

comforted, I will build you with stones of 

turquoise, your foundations with sapphires. I 

will make your battlements of rubies, your 

gates of sparkling jewels, and all your walls of 

precious stones. All your sons will be taught by 

the Lord and great will be your children's 

peace. In righteousness you will be 

established: Tyranny will be far from you; and 

you will have nothing to fear." (Is. 54:11-14) 

Both Isaiah and John of Revelations speak of a city of 

peace, righteousness, beauty and tranquillity. There is 

obviously a spiritual, as well as a geographic and 

architectural continuum between the two, that is, 

between the earthly and heavenly Jerusalems. Paul 

and Isaiah both refer to the same city. 

Returning to the fourth chapter of the Epistle to the 

Galatians we find that the problematic passage 

appears to disparage the earthly Jerusalem, which 

Paul corresponds with Mt. Sinai, with its legal 

restrictions, in contrast to heavenly Jerusalem, with 

its purity and freedom in the Spirit. 

The truth, however, is not so simple. This passage 

must be carefully read and analysed. Clearly, as Paul 

would have known perfectly well, the Jewish people 

are not, historically, the children of Hagar. Hagar was 

Ishmael's mother, and the Arab people claim descent 

from her. The Jewish people certainly do not!! They 

claim descent from Sarah, and her son Isaac, who 

was the ‘son of promise’. Therefore Paul's words 

about the city are not intended to be read literally; 

and they must not be read literally. 

Paul clearly states that the two women, Hagar and 

Sarah, are simply used in a limited, symbolic sense, 

that is, ‘figuratively’. The metaphorical meaning is, 

Paul admits, hidden here. That is what is important. 

Hagar was a servant woman, bound by Sarah's will, 

to be given to Abraham, or to be expelled from his 

presence at her mistresses' command. In her legal 

servitude Hagar represents those under Law, even 

under Sinai's Law, as implemented in Jerusalem in 

that period. 

This passage, (Galatians 4:21-31) does not denote a 

simplistic dichotomy between "Hagar = legalism = 

Jews" on the one hand, and "Sarah = holiness and 

freedom in the Spirit = Christians" on the other. The 

real meaning is less obvious, more abstract and more 

figurative. 

While Judaism could be legalistic and ‘in bondage’ so 

could Christianity. Paul urged the Galatian believers 

not to turn their faith into legalism. This can happen 

so easily, even today. Many Christian groups impose 

strict rules, such as rules about dress, food, 

cosmetics, hair-styles and head coverings; as well as 

things like giving, submission, baptismal formulae and 

permissible activities for Sundays. Christianity can so 

easily become: "Hagar = legalism = Christian". 

Conversely we know that many of the Old Testament 

notables lived in the freedom of Ruach Ha Kodesh 

(the Holy Spirit). Such people included David, the 

man after God's own heart; Samuel, who, even as a 

child, spoke with God and was dedicated as a 

Nazarite from birth; Moses, who saw His Glory; and a 

great many others. Of these Jewish heroes we should 

most certainly write: "Sarah = holiness and freedom-

in-the-Spirit = Jewish." 

Paul's actual meaning is: "Those who are led by 

the Spirit of God are sons of God" (i.e., sons of 

promise) (Rom. 8:14). We must therefore 

conclude that the city which is our mother, our 

nurturer and protector, is a spiritual entity, ruled by 

the Spirit of the Almighty, neither Jewish nor 

Christian, but holy, godly and beautiful: in fact she is 

as `the Kingdom of God' in which we are meant to 

live. 

Paul, while he grappled with the very primal interface 

of Jewish-Christian encounter, certainly did not 

denigrate the Jewish people, and continued, 

throughout his life, to regard himself as an observant 

Jew, proud of his heritage. Paul also esteemed the 

guidance of Ruach Ha Kodesh and that quality of 

personal relationship with God in which each of the 

prophets and saints of the Old Testament walked. Of 

course freedom in the Spirit does not mean licence, 

and it does not mean the over-throw of the Law, 

quite the opposite. The Torah, or Law, is not to be 

dispensed with but will one day be written on all of 

our hearts so that keeping it will be simple, not an 

imposition, and certainly not a form of slavery: "I 

will put my
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