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Prayer #27  

Mishlei 31 “Eishet Chayil” 

 In R. Adin Steinsaltz’ monumental two-volume work on prayer,1 he lists the 

following customs leading up to the Friday evening Kiddush: 

 

“Shalom Aleichem” is said. And afterwards, it is customary… to recite the 

prayer in honor of Shabbat beginning “Ribon (Kol) HaOlamim”, wherein a 

person declares that he has made all of the appropriate preparations (for 

Shabbat), and from this point on he is asking from HaShem the Bestowing 

and Extension of Holiness and Blessing.2 And afterwards, “Eishet Chayil” 

is said. 

 

While popular wisdom views the recitation/singing of “Eishet Chayil” on Friday evening 

as a paean to the woman of the household who multitasks on an amazing level,3 and 

thereby enables her family to be safe, supported and successful,4 which in turn has 

                                                           
1
 HaSiddur VeHaTefilla: Madrich LeMeAyen U’LeMitpallel, Vol. 1, Yediot Achronot-Sifrei Chemed, Tel Aviv, 

1994, p. 377. 
2
 “…For I have lit my candles, prepared my bed, and changed my garments to honor the day of Shabbat. 

And I have come to Your House, setting before You my plea to banish my sighs (it is not clear where in the 
Ashkenazi liturgy such a statement appears, although it is implied in the addition to the grace after meals 
on Shabbat—“…May it be Your Will, Lord our God, to Grant us rest without distress, grief or lament on our 
day of rest…--jb), and I asserted that You Created the Universe in six days (within the addition from 
Braishit 2 in the Amida of Ma’ariv on Friday evening—see Koren, p. 349--jb). I confirmed this a second 
time (during the quasi-repetition of the Amida—see Koren p. 357--jb) and I will do so again, joyfully ,over 
my cup (as part of the Friday night Kiddush immediately preceding the Shabbat meal—see Koren p. 381--
jb), as You have Commanded me to remember Shabbat (Shemot 20:8) and take delight in the additional 
soul You have Bestowed upon me (Beitza 16a based upon Shemot 31:17 “VaYinafash” --jb)... –From  R. 
Adin Steinsaltz, The Miracle of the Seventh Day: A Guide to the Spiritual Meaning, Significance, and 
Weekly Practice of the Jewish Sabbath, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, CA, 2003, p. 22. 
3
 E.g., Mishlei 31:13-22 

She seeketh wool and flax, and worketh willingly with her hands. She is like the merchant-ships; 
she bringeth her food from afar. She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth food to her 
household, and a portion to her maidens. She considereth a field, and buyeth it; with the fruit of 
her hands she planteth a vineyard. She girdeth her loins with strength, and maketh strong her 
arms. She perceiveth that her merchandise is good; her lamp goeth not out by night. She layeth 
her hands to the distaff, and her hands hold the spindle. She stretcheth out her hand to the poor; 
yea, she reacheth forth her hands to the needy. She is not afraid of the snow for her household; 
for all her household are clothed with scarlet. She maketh for herself coverlets; her clothing is 
fine linen and purple.   

4
 E.g.,  Ibid. 11-12, 23, 28 

The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her, and he hath no lack of gain. She doeth him 
good and not evil all the days of her life…  Her husband is known in the gates, when he sitteth 
among the elders of the land… Her children rise up, and call her blessed; her husband also, and 
he praiseth her.    
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raised questions in the minds of those with modern and specifically feminist 

sensibilities,5  as well as in household configurations that are different from the 

traditional paradigm of the Jewish family, commentaries on these verses from Mishlei 

suggest multiple layers of meaning. By Eishet Chayil being juxtaposed in the order of the 

Friday night home rituals after both Shalom Aleichem, based on the Talmudic passage 

that describes how the two angels that accompany one everywhere will comment about 

the Shabbat-readiness of one’s home on Friday evening,6 and Ribon Kol HaOlamim 

which is also a very spiritual Techina (supplication), it is not unreasonable to assume 

that Mishlei 31’s insertion at this point, at least originally, had more to do with 

metaphysics and theology than an attempt to advance Shalom Bayit (domestic 

tranquility).  Avigdor Shinan introduces “Eishet Chayil” in the Siddur that he edited and 

annotated,7 as follows: 

 

This biblical passage has been included in the Siddur since the 17th 

century (when Kabbalists established other portions of the Friday night 

liturgy, such as poem Lecha Dodi—jb). Its recitation on Friday evening is 

interpreted alternately as referring to Shabbat, the Tora, or the Divine 

Presence, and it describes the Sephira of Malchut according to the 

Kabbalists. Nevertheless, many today understand it as a song of praise 

and thanks that the members of the family sing in honor of the matriarch 

of the home for all that she does during the week in general, and what 

she has done getting ready for Shabbat in particular.  

 

Although the principle “Ein Mikra Yotzeh Midai Peshuto” (no biblical text can be 

understood contrary to its literal meaning) appears in the Talmud8 and is championed 

by some traditional commentators to indicate that the first and foremost meaning that 

                                                           
5
 See for example 

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ritual/Shabbat_The_Sabbath/At_Home/Friday_Night/How
_To_Read_Eshet_Hayil.shtml  and http://www.hillel.org/nr/rdonlyres/d8427b98-3f42-4f74-a355-
aa9088ff8e15/0/eshet_chayil.pdf  
6
 Shabbat 119b 

It was taught, R. Yose son of R. Yehuda said: Two ministering angels accompany man on the eve 
of the Sabbath from the synagogue to his home, one a good [angel] and one an evil [one]. And 
when he arrives home and finds the lamp burning, the table laid and the couch [bed] covered 
with a spread, the good angel exclaims, 'May it be even thus on another Sabbath [too],' and the 
evil angel unwillingly responds 'amen'. But if not, the evil angel exclaims, 'May it be even thus on 
another Sabbath [tool,' and the good angel unwillingly responds, 'amen'. 

7
 Siddur Avi Chai: Tefillot U’Berachot LaBayit U’LeMishpacha, Yediot Achronot-Sifrei Chemed, 

Yerushalayim, 5760, p. 149. 
8
 E.g., Shabbat 63a. 

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ritual/Shabbat_The_Sabbath/At_Home/Friday_Night/How_To_Read_Eshet_Hayil.shtml
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ritual/Shabbat_The_Sabbath/At_Home/Friday_Night/How_To_Read_Eshet_Hayil.shtml
http://www.hillel.org/nr/rdonlyres/d8427b98-3f42-4f74-a355-aa9088ff8e15/0/eshet_chayil.pdf
http://www.hillel.org/nr/rdonlyres/d8427b98-3f42-4f74-a355-aa9088ff8e15/0/eshet_chayil.pdf
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any biblical text can have must be its literal interpretation,9  nevertheless, the book in 

which Eishet Chayil appears is named “Mishlei”—i.e., Parables/Sayings—suggesting   

that the symbolic meaning of this particular book’s contents cannot be ignored, and 

might even take precedence over its more prosaic understandings.10 Such an approach 

provides room for all points of views and sensibilities to embrace the recitation of Eishet 

Chayil on Friday evenings without reservation. 

 

In order to illustrate how the principle of Shivim Panim LaTora (there are seventy 

faces for the Tora)11 is born out in the verses of Eishet Chayil, let us three examples of 

how different schools of thought can interpret the same words appearing in Mishlei 31 

in radically different ways: 

 

The verse.                  Eitz Yosef12 (commen- GR”A  (Vilna Gaon)       MaLBI”M13  

                                    tary on Eishet Chayil     (commentary on          (commentary on 

                                    as part of Friday nt.       Eishet Chayil as            Eishet Chayil as 

                                    ritual).                              a text in TaNaCh.)        a text in TaNaCh.) 

31:10 “A woman of 

valor who can find? 

for her price is far 

above rubies.”  

Such a person is 

very valuable and 

rare, with a worth 

that surpasses that 

of precious jewels. 

This is a reference 

to the Tora. The 

numerical value of 

“Chayil” is 48.14 This 

corresponds to the 

number of ways by 

which  the Tora is 

acquired, as 

delineated in Avot 

6:5-6.15 

This is a reference 

to the spirit within a 

person that will 

hopefully be 

influenced by 

wisdom and 

understanding to 

become good. 

                                                           
9
 See e.g., RaShBaM on Beraishit 37:2 d.h. Eileh. 

10
 This certainly was R. Akiva’s take on Shir HaShirim, another work classically attributed to Shlomo 

HaMelech. See Yadayim 3:5.  
11

 BaMidbar Rabba 13:15. 
12

 Eitz Yosef begins his commentary in Otzar HaTefillot  (Nusach Sefarad, Vol. 1, Nehora D’Orayta, 
Yerushalayim, 5720, p. 314) by quoting the GR”A’s approach and only afterwards does he explain the 
verses in accordance with their literal meaning, suggesting that both levels of meaning should be 
understood as operating simultaneously. 
13

 MaLBIM offers two separate interpretations: one that is entitled “Derech HaPashut” (the literal 
approach) and the one that is drawn upon for this essay, entitled “Derech HaMuskal” (the intellectual (!) 
approach), similarly implying that both levels of understanding should be understood to simultaneously 
be true. 
14

 “Chet” = 8; “Yud” = 10; “Lamed” = 30.  
15 Avot 6:5 
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31:20 “She 

stretcheth out her 

hand to the poor; 

yea, she reacheth 

forth her hands to 

the needy.”  

She is charitable to 

the “Ani” who 

comes to her house 

looking for help. 

She is also 

charitable to the 

“Evyon” to whom 

she sends food and 

money to address 

his needs.  

An “Evyon” is one 

who yearns to learn 

Tora and will 

literally go to great 

lengths without 

embarrassment, 

even if it means 

considerable travel, 

to pursue such 

knowledge. An 

“Ani” is someone 

who will only sit in 

his home because 

he does not wish 

others to become 

aware of his lack of 

knowledge. Both 

types of individuals 

can benefit from    

Tora knowledge. 

The “Ani” is one 

who is 

impoverished of 

spirit. The “Evyon” 

is someone who is 

impoverished in 

terms of his body. 

The performance of 

Mitzvot and good 

deeds will positively 

impact upon both 

the spirit and body 

in order to improve 

them.  

31:26 “She openeth Everything that she Even the ordinary The term “Peh” (the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
…But the Tora is acquired by means of forty-eight things: 1) the form of study, 2) attentive listening, 

3) ordered presentation of one’s study matter with one’s lips, 4) reasoning of the heart, 5) intelligence of 
the heart, 6) awe, 7) fear and  humility, 8) joyousness, 9) ministering unto the sages, 10) painstaking 
examination of a subject together with one’s colleague sand  fine argumentation of disciples, 11) 
sedateness, 12) knowledge of scripture, 13) knowledge of the Oral Tradition, 14) moderation in sleep, 15) 
moderation in gossip, 16) moderation in worldly pleasure, 17) moderation in hilarity, 18) moderation in 
worldly social interaction, 19) long-suffering, 20) a good heart, 21) the conscientiousness of the sages, 22) 
uncomplaining acceptance of Divine Chastisements.  

 Avot 6:6 
The possessor of Tora is 23) one who recognizes his place, 24) rejoices in his portion, 25) 
makes a fence for his words, 26) claims no credit for himself, 27) is loved, 28) loves God, 
29) loves his fellow creatures, 30) loves righteous ways, 31) welcomes reproof of 
himself, 32) loves uprightness, 33) keeps himself far from honor, 34) does not allow his 
heart to become swelled on account of his learning, 35) delights not in giving legal 
decisions, 36) shares in the bearing of a burden with his colleague, 37) uses his weight 
with him on the scale of merit, 38) places him upon a groundwork of truth, 39) places 
him upon a groundwork of peace, 40) composes himself at his study, 41) asks and 
answers, 42) listens to others, 43) adds to his knowledge, 44) learns in order to teach, 
45) learns in order to practice, 46) makes his teacher wiser, 47) notes with precision that 
which he has heard, and 48) says a thing in the name of him who said it. 
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her mouth with 

wisdom; and the 

law of kindness is 

on her tongue.”  

says is imbued with 

wisdom. She also 

teaches and 

encourages those 

with whom she 

comes into contact 

to engage in acts of 

kindness.  

conversation of 

scholars requires 

analysis so that one 

can learn from 

them. Sukka 49b 

defines “Tora of 

Chesed” as Tora 

that one studies for 

its own sake (as 

opposed to having 

an ulterior motive). 

When Tora is 

“LiShma” it is 

considered “Tora 

Shel Chesed”).  

mouth) is generally 

associated with 

wisdom, while 

“Lashon” (the 

tongue) represents 

understanding. By 

means of applying 

understanding, all 

sorts of hidden 

meanings in the 

Tora become 

apparent. It is an act 

of kindness to 

discover through 

thoughtful analysis 

the hidden aspects 

of Tora.  

  

So what should we be thinking about when we sing “Eishet Chayil” on Friday 

nights? Rather than assuming that there can be only one meaning and a single intention 

underlying the words of this beautiful poem, considering the multi-faceted approaches 

to understanding these biblical verses  will hopefully serve to broaden and expand the 

spiritual quality of not only our singing around the table, but also our experience of both 

Shabbat in particular, and Judaism in general.  


