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Unit 3 Marriage 
Talmud Empathic sensitivity as well as one-sided (in contrast to joint) decision-making in 

marriage.  
 
Note:  A distinction can be made between Talmudic material that is Halachic, i.e., standardized 

directions are given regarding how one who is observant is expected to conduct his life, 
and content that is Hashkafic, i.e., that is reflective of a particular outlook and general 
approach to life. The former is objective, categorical, not subject to vagaries of social 
change, while the latter is subjective, reflective of a specific point of view of the individual 
making the pronouncement, and could be impacted by an evolution of patterns of human 
behavior. It should be obvious that what follows is Hashkafic rather than Halachic in 
nature.  

 
  תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא מציעא דף נט עמוד א 

 אמר רב: 
 לעולם יהא אדם זהיר באונאת אשתו, “

  ,שמתוך שדמעתה מצויה
 1..."אונאתה קרובה

 
 

 ואמר רב: 
 כל ההולך בעצת אשתו נופל בגיהנם, “

 
ר " (כה:כא 'מלכים א)שנאמר  ָ֣ ב ֲאש  א־ָהָיָ֣ה ְכַאְחָאָ֔ ק ל ֹֽ ַרַ֚

ָתה  ר־ֵהַסׂ֥ ָוָ֑ק ֲאש  ע ְבֵעיֵנָ֣י ְיק  ֹות ָהַרַ֖ ר ַלֲעשׂ֥ ִהְתַמֵכָ֔
ֹו: ל ִאְשתֹֽ ׂ֥ב  ֹו ִאיז  תַ֖  2"א 

 
 
 
 אמר ליה רב פפא לאביי:  -

 

Bava Metzia 59a 
Rav said:  

“One should always be heedful of wronging his wife,  
for since her tears are frequent,  

she is quickly hurt...4  

 

Rav also said:  
“He who follows his wife's counsel will descend into 

Gehena,  
 
for it is written, (I Melachim 21;25) ‘But there was 

none like unto Achav (who did sell himself 
to work wickedness in the sight of the Lord, 
whom Yzevel his wife stirred up).’”5   

 
R. Papa objected to Abaye:  

                                                 
1 In Ruth Calderon’s introductory speech upon assuming a Kenesset seat (see 
http://www.thejewishweek.com/editorial-opinion/opinion/heritage-all-israel ), she discussed the broader 
implications of Ketubot 62b, containing a story that expands upon Rav’s initial insight here in Bava Metzia: 

Ketubot 62b 
Thus R. Rechumi who was frequenting (the school) of Rava at Machuza used to return home on the Eve of 
every Day of Atonement. On one occasion he was so attracted by his subject (that he forgot to return 
home). His wife was expecting (him every moment, saying,) “He is coming soon, he is coming soon.”  As 
he did not arrive, she became so depressed that tears began to flow from her eyes. He was (at that 
moment) sitting on a roof. The roof collapsed under him and he was killed. 

2 A similar conclusion can be drawn from the account of the paradigmatic transgression committed in Eden: 
Beraishit 3:6 
And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that 
the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat; and she gave also 
unto her husband with her, and he did eat. 
 

4 See fn. 1. 
5 See fn. 2. 

http://www.thejewishweek.com/editorial-opinion/opinion/heritage-all-israel
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  "'איתתך גוצא גחין ותלחוש לה!'והא אמרי אינשי: "
 
 
 לא קשיא,  -

 במילי דעלמא,  -הא 
  3במילי דביתא. -והא 

 
 

 א אחרינא: לישנ
 במילי דשמיא,  -הא 
 ..במילי דעלמא. -והא 

  

 
 חלבו:  אמר ר'
 לעולם יהא אדם זהיר בכבוד אשתו, "

לא שאין ברכה מצויה בתוך ביתו של אדם א
 בשביל אשתו, 

ולאברם הטיב " (טז:יבבראשית )שנאמר 
  "בעבורה.

 
 והיינו דאמר להו רבא לבני מחוזא: 

 "אוקירו לנשייכו כי היכי דתתעתרו."

“But people say, ‘If your wife is short, bend down and 
hear her whisper!’”  

 
— There is no difficulty:  

the one refers to general matters;  
the other to household affairs.6  

 
Another version:  

the one refers to religious matters, the other to 
secular questions… 

 

 
R. Chelbo said:  

"One must always observe the honor due to his wife, 
because blessings rest on a man's home only on 
account of his wife,  

for it is written, (Beraishit 12:16) ‘And he 
treated Avram well for her sake.’”   

 
 
And thus did Rava say to the townspeople of Machuza,  

“Honor your wives, that ye may be enriched.”  

 
Questions for thought and discussion: 

1.    With respect to a husband following the advice of his wife, the example cited by Rav, as well 
as the case mentioned in fn. 2, are decidedly negative. Can you think of examples in Jewish 
primary sources whereby the advice offered by one spouse to another, particularly a wife to 
her husband, was positive and constructive? If so, why then did Rav choose a most nefarious 
negative example in order to make his point?  

2.    While the perspective assumed by the Gemora is a paternalistic one, i.e., an analysis from a 
male point of view, could similar assertions be made regarding how a wife ought to relate to 
her husband—a) attempting to not hurt his feelings; b) not blindly following his 

                                                 
3 A well-known application of this principle is RaShI’s comment on Beraishit 21:12, as interpreted by R. S.R. Hirsch : 

12 And God said unto Avraham: 'Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the lad, and because of thy 
bondwoman; in all that Sara saith unto thee, hearken unto her voice; for in Yitzchak shall seed be called to 
thee. 

RaShi s.v. Shema BeKolah 
We learn that Avraham was secondary to Sara in matters of prophecy. 
 
R. S.R. Hirsch s.v. Shema BeKolah 
The true and pure adherence is reflected in “Shemoa BeKolah” (listening to her voice), not 
“Shemoa BeDavar” (listening to what she says). To listen to the voice of the other and not only to 
his words. He said what he said and it has a singular meaning. “Listen to the voice of Sara,” i.e., 
do as she wishes, even if the contents of her words are not as you would like. Rely on her 
judgment, she understands in greater depth the nature of the thing more than you, for in 
general, women are able to achieve greater depth to perceive the implications of another’s 
nature.  

6 See fn. 3.  
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recommendations, particularly with respect to behavior that could be considered improper; 
c) to be deferential to the other’s wishes in matters that the other is considered more 
astute, experienced, etc.; d) to extend honor to one’s significant other?  

3.   A generalization is made that due to a woman’s, and hence a wife’s, susceptibility to tears, 
extra care must be taken not to offend her. While men may not overtly give evidence of 
their feelings, should external evidence be all that plays a role in trying to be respectful of 
one’s spouse? 

4.    A further generalization is made with respect to areas where one partner or the other 
should take the lead regarding decision-making. Do changes in societal patterns and greater 
involvement of women in broader society affect such determinations and categories?  

5.    While from the point of view of efficiency, decision-making by a single person can be 
accomplished more resolutely than when a decision must be negotiated and consensus 
reached, does a regular, doctrinaire preference for the former over the latter contribute to a 
strong marriage?  

 
Practical applications of the source:  

1.   Can you identify an area where due to concern for your spouse’s feelings, you have acted in 
a manner other than what you would have preferred to do? Reflect upon how you felt as a 
result?  

2.    It may not always be obvious when one spouse attempts to be sensitive to the feelings of 
the other. Do you think that it would be appropriate for such an intention to be explicitly 
communicated? 


