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B’reishit—Genesis 1:1–6:8

Separate and Unequal:  
A Tale of Creation

Rabbi Marla J. Feldman

On the sixth day, God creates human beings. We are created 
b’tzelem Elohim (בְּצֶלֶם אֱלֹהִים), “in the divine image,” and zachar un’kei-
vah (וּנְקֵבָה  male and female” (Genesis 1:27). Alone in being“ ,(זָכָר 
formed in God’s image, humans are empowered to oversee and gov-
ern all the other creatures and commanded to reproduce and mul-
tiply, filling the land. Males and females are equally reflective of the 
divine image, equally empowered, and equally commanded. “And it 
was very good” (Genesis 1:31).
 A few verses later, we find a different tale of Creation in which 
haadam (הָאָדָם), “the man” (or “mankind”), is created to till and to 
tend the Garden all alone, with no one else to assist him (Genesis 
2:15). God feels the man’s loneliness and creates the animals and 
birds, but alas none is a proper counterpart for the man. Finally, God 
creates a woman, fashioned from the man’s rib, to be his ezer k’nedgo 
-his “helpmate” (Genesis 2:18–21). We all know what hap ,(עֵזֶר כְּנֶגְדּוֹ)
pens in the next chapter of Genesis: The woman becomes curious 
and eats from the forbidden Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, 
leading to expulsion from the Garden. In response to Eve’s trans-
gression, God punishes all women with anguish in bearing children 
and by subjecting them to their husbands’ rule (Genesis 3:1–17).
 “No biblical story has had more influence on women’s lives and 
identity—and none has been more often reinterpreted through later 
cultural biases—than the creation of woman in Genesis 2 and the 
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expulsion from the Garden in Genesis 3,” writes Dr. Tamara Cohn 
Eskenazi in The Torah: A Women’s Commentary. “The version of cre-
ation of humankind in 1:26–28, which portrays equality between 
the sexes and their shared reflection of God’s image, is typically 
overlooked in favor [of] the more ambiguous one in Genesis 2, 
which is typically read as one in which man precedes woman in time. 
Consequently, the first woman has been cast by later interpreters as 
an afterthought: second and therefore secondary in value, not essen-
tial to God’s plan.”1

 In a commentary on this parashah, Rachel Adler notes that the 
Adam and Eve saga marks a fundamental change in the relationship 
between men and women from the idyllic oneness with Creation to a 
utilitarian, consumer-based “commodification” of Creation, dimin-
ishing their loving partnership:

Genesis 1 is an account of the Creation, whereas Genesis 2–3 is 
an account of the creation of patriarchy—a remarkably truth-
ful account. The world brought about by Genesis 2–3 is one in 
which desire is no longer joyful but oppressive. Even before the 
disobedience, relations between man and woman and world are 
commodified and function-based. Adam is created to till the soil. 
Woman is created to heal Adam. However lush, the garden is a 
workplace. Created things are good, not intrinsically as in Gen-
esis 1, but because they are resources.2 

 The punishment for defying the divine decree is hard labor. For 
Eve, she, and all women after her, would suffer pain in childbirth. 
For Adam and all future men, the punishment would be the rigorous 
challenge of cultivating the land. While toil and sweat are prescribed 
for Adam and blamed on Eve, no work is assigned to Eve. This ver-
sion of Creation establishes a divinely ordained functional separation 
between men and women: Adam would work the land, and Eve would 
provide, and presumably care for, children. Thus, the segregation of 
men and women in the workforce begins.
 The separate spheres ascribed to men and women became embed-
ded within our cultural norms, with a hierarchy among those roles 
set in place. The physical labor of men was assigned a higher value 
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than work permitted to women such as caregiving and education. 
 A prime example comes in Leviticus 27:1–7, as the text outlines the 
work needed to build the Tabernacle. When freewill offerings are no 
longer sufficient, the Israelites are required to provide actual service 
to keep the Tabernacle operational. In lieu of service, they are per-
mitted to make financial contributions matching the value of their 
labor, which varies based on age and gender: the labor of men aged 
twenty to sixty is worth fifty shekels, as compared to thirty shekels 
for women that age; the work of boys aged five to twenty is worth 
twenty shekels, while girls’ work is worth half that amount; men over 
age sixty are valued at fifteen shekels, while women over age sixty are 
worth ten shekels. According to this text, a woman’s labor is worth 
roughly 50 to 60 percent of a man’s!
 These differences are not based on intrinsic value, but rather on 
assessments predicated on cultural expectations and assumptions. 
Work that requires brawn and sweat is not inherently more valuable 
than work that requires fine motor skills or emotional intelligence. 
Yet the consumer-based labor market values women’s worth and 
work less than that of her male counterparts. In today’s workforce, 
we see “pink-collar” jobs such as teaching, nursing, and social ser-
vices valued less than male-dominated “blue-collar” work such as 
construction, manufacturing, or trades. Higher paying “white- 
collar” professions and STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
math) fields continue to be hostile environments for women as they 
bump their heads on the glass ceiling. These salary differences across 
occupations and industries are the most significant factor in the  
current gender pay gap.3

 Even when women and men are in the exact same field doing 
the same work, women are, on average, compensated at lower lev-
els. In almost every occupation, women continue to earn less than 
men, with 80 percent being the average in the United States.4 Black,  
Latina, and Native American women fare far worse than the national  
average.5 Sadly, internal studies have shown that the gender wage gap 
also persists in the Reform Movement, as female professionals— 
rabbis, cantors, educators, and administrators—face a similar gender 
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disparity as do other US professionals, with women earning about 85 
percent of what men earn.6 
 This wage gap adds up to hundreds of billions of dollars lost by 
women annually, not only impacting their ability to support them-
selves and their families, but also harming the overall economy, busi-
nesses, and educational opportunities for the next generation. With 
women being the primary breadwinners in half of American families 
with children under eighteen, closing the wage gap could lift millions 
of families out of poverty.7

 The issue of pay equity is not a woman’s issue—it is a family issue. 
When a woman’s income is suppressed, her entire family’s income 
is diminished. Pay equity is a human rights issue, a matter of funda-
mental fairness and justice. When we undervalue and underpay a seg-
ment of our workforce, we are all diminished.
 Fortunately, the gender wage gap is a problem that can be solved. 
Legislation like the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act provides remedies 
for employment discrimination. State and local regulations requir-
ing employers to provide salary data and protect employees’ rights to 
discuss salaries empower women to challenge unfair wage discrim-
ination. Living-wage laws and salary protection for tipped workers 
can ameliorate the impact of low wages for pink-collar jobs. 
 Individuals, too, play an important role in addressing inequity 
in the workforce. Implicit bias and lack of salary transparency are 
among the causes of the wage gap that can be addressed by employ-
ers. Simple interventions such as not utilizing a job seeker’s prior sal-
ary information and using gender-blind recruitment tools can help 
elevate women in the workforce and achieve more diversity general-
ly.8 Training to understand the impact of unconscious bias has proved 
to be beneficial.9 Through the Reform Pay Equity Initiative’s educa-
tional and training opportunities, affiliates of the Reform Movement 
are working collaboratively to implement these interventions and 
address hiring policies within Reform congregations and organiza-
tions.10

 The gender wage gap is a manifestation of the patriarchy set in  
motion with the tale of Adam and Eve. Its continuing effect has cor-
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rupted the relationship between men and women and undermined 
the fundamental truth of their equality. The time has come to reassert 
the primacy of the first Creation story of Parashat B’reishit in which 
men and women are created together, of equal value, and both in the  
image of God. 
 As Rachel Adler added in her commentary, “The world of patri-
archy cries out for mending. A mending world would commit itself 
to equality and power-sharing, to working cooperatively in order 
to fill needs and solve problems.”11 If we are able to see the Divine 
within every human being, if we share a commitment to fairness and  
equity, and if we work together to address the gender wage gap, this is 
a problem we can solve. 
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