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Midrashic Reflections on Redemption:
The Meaning of Ge 'ula in Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael

Anne Ebersman °

The goal of this thesis was to explore the aspects of the meaning of redemption in the
early rabbinic period, and to offer a sharper, more thorough translation of the word
~ ge ula, the rabbinic term which is translated into English as “redemption.”

To do this, I chose to focus on rabbinic commentary about the ge ‘w/a from Egypt from
the earliest midrash on the book of Exodus, Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael. My premise was
that the Egyptian ge ‘ula was seen as the paradigm for the ge 'ula to come. Thus, an
analysis of the rabbis’ comments on the events which took place when the Israelites were
liberated from Egypt would reveal a great deal about beliefs regarding the ge ula to
come. This exploration yielded several interesting discoveries.

(1) According to the commentaries of Mekhilta, the Jewish people played (and, by
inference, will playJ an important role in bringing ge 'w/a. In the Biblical depiction of the
ge 'ula from Egypt, the Israelites are seen chiefly as recipients of God’s ge ‘wla. By
contrast, in Mekhilta it is clear that the Israelites, both through their actions and through a
transformation of their inner state, played an integral role in insuring the arrival of ge 'ula
at the time promised to the forefathers in the book of Genesis.

*(2) My analysis of ge 'ula led to the conclusion that redemption is not in fact an accurate
translation of the Hebrew value concept. Ge ‘wla can be more aptly described as rescue,”
or restoration. In Mekhilta, God acts as a go’el ha dam, the Biblical term for a strong
kinsman who restores the equilibrium of the clan by overpowering the enemy. However,
it is true that ge 'ula as portrayed in Mekhilta contains within it aspects of redemption. In
Mekhilta, the Jewish people is seen as redeeming itself in order for the actjon of ge 'u/u to
occur, And even more surprisingly, Mekhilta states that in rescuing the Israelites, God
redeemed Godself.

The thesis is divided into five chapters: (1) Methodology; (2) Biblical Antecedents; (3)
When Will Ge ‘ula Come; (4) What Factors Will Influence its Arrival; and (5) What does
Ge 'ula Mean. My primary-source was Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, a tannaitic midrash
on the book of Exodus.
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[ntroduction
Every evening, as part of the Arvif service, in the blessing which follows

the Sh 'ma, Jewish worshippers declare:

The Eternal has delivered Jacob, and redeemed him from the hand

of one stronger than himself. Blessed is the Lord, The Redeemer

of Israel.'
Following this statement, in the Amidah, the centerpiece of Jewish prayer, we
beseech God:

*

Look upon our affliction and help us in our need: O mighty
Redeemer, redeem us speedily for Your name’s sake.’

L =Y

The power of redemption is invoked in the two central prayers of the
Jewish liturgy. The question that generated this thesis was: what exactly is this
redemption that is being prayed for, and about, with such yearning and devotion?
After beginning to look at s&:;me of the sources, this broad query evolved into a

more nuanced set of questions:

'Stern, Chaim, ed. Gates of Prayer: The New Union Prayerbook, New York:
Central Conference of American Rabbis, 1987, p. 35.

% Ibid, p. 40
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(1) Given that ge ‘ulais a situatiar@é:h we pray for and look towards with great
devotion, what, if anything, does our tradition teach us about when it will

come; to what extent its arrival can be predicted; and what factors, if any, will

influence its timing?

(2) What exactly is this ge 'u/a that we are wishing for? Does it truly mean
redemption, as translated, or is this mapping of English to Hebrew a modern
attempt to join Jewish theologioélr]?erspectives to Christian ones in the

Christian world in which we live? What is its actual meaning?

Even with these newly honed questions, the subject remained dauntingly
vast. In searching for a way to limit the enormous question of “what is
redemption?” I found guidance in a pattern established in the liturgy quoted
above. In the two blessings quoted, the first refers to an event that occurred in
the past. God redeemed the Jewish people from Egypt, from the hands of
Pharaoh.. This is an event about which we know a great deal, from the account of
this event in the book of Exodus. The second blessing asks for God’s help in
bringing redemption now. We do not know a great deal —if, indeed, we know
anything at all — about the redemption to come. However, our understanding of
the redemption to come can be enhanced by considering the characteristics of the
redemption that has already happened. In this way, we can try to gain more

insight about the future by looking at the past.




The principle of seeking to understand the future by looking closely at the
past will be employéd in this thesis by looking at a tannaitic midrash (second
century commentary on the Torah) called the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael. The -
subject of the Mekhilta is the Ibook of Exedus. The Mekhilta examihe.s in great
detail the events that occurred when the Israelites were redeemed from Egypt.
These events were not interpreted with such care by the rabbis of the Mekhilta
merely because they were points of academic interest about the past. The
Mekhilta's examination of how the Israelites were delivered from their oppressors
contained far greater meaning than a mere historical inquiry. The results of this
review of the Exodus by these early rabbis would be seen as the paradigm for
understanding — perhaps even predicting — how the Jewish people would be
redeemed from the oppressors under whom they lived at the time when the
traditions collected in the Mekhilta were being generated. Therefore, in turning
to Mekhilta to gain insight about the meaning of redemption, I will join its authors
in focusing on the past as a way of understanding the future, in seeing the

redemption from Egypt as the template for all present and future redemption.
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Chapter One: Methodological [ssues

Before proceeding with any kind of analysis of the materials in the ‘
Mekhilta, it is necessary to begin with a consideration of two issues. The first is.
what kind of text is being analyzed — what are i;s provenance and its
characteristics. Its companion is, what are the methods, the hermeneutic tools

which will inform the analysis of this text.

Background on Mekhilta

Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael is one of the group of so-called halakhic
midrashim or tannaitic midrashim. There are eight such works, four of which are
complete and’exist in manuscript form (our Mekhilta; Sifra, on Leviticus; Sifrei
Bamidbar, on Numbers; and Sifrei Devarim, on Deuteronomy) and four of which
are fragments which have been reconstructed by scholars from later compendia.
Scholarly oprjnion on the halakhic midrashim divides them into two groups, based
on stylistic differences such as names of rabbis quoted, herrnéneutic principles
used, and the way they are quoted in the Talmud. Half of the works are attributed
to the school of Rabbi Ishmael, including our Mekhilta, whose full r‘lame, quoted
above, is the Mekhilta de Rabbi [shmael. The four works attributed to Rabbi
Akiva include the Mekhilta de Rabbi Simeon, an incompllete exegesis of the book

of Exodus.’

3 Dr. Norman Cohen, “Introduction to Midrash” lectures, HUC-JIR, spring 1996
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There has been scholarly controversy regarding all of llie characteristics of
these midrashim — are they in fact tannaitic (from the period before the redaction
of the Mishnah in 220 c.e.), are th_ey in fact halakhic (focusing on legal as
opposed to narrative aspects of the Bible), ar¢ they really from two di fferent
schools. The Mekhilta is definitely included i‘n these disagreements. In this
section I will summarize briefly some of the issues regarding the Mekhilta
specifically, and consider how they impact the analysis of this thesis.

Jacob Lauterbach. a leading scholar cf the Mekhilta who translated the
work in 1933, characterizes the Mekhilta as “one of the oldest midrashim....It
contains very old material and has preserved teachings of the early tannaim.™ He
remarks further that the teachers mentioned by name are, with a few exceptions,
all tannaim. *Lauterbach’s early dating has been supported by several recent
studies of parts of the Mekhilta. Susan Niditch, in her article, “Martyrs, Merits
and Your Life as Booty,” argues that the opening of the Mekhilta conveys an
emphasis on the efficacy of martyrdo;l, a position that fits with the historical
event.s.of the tannaitic period.” There has also been a great deal of scholarship in

the past few decades discussing a midrash in the Mekhilta which states that when

'
God sees the blood on the lintels of the Israelites’ doors in Exodus 12, He sees the

4 Jacob Z. Lauterbach, Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael, A Critical Edition on the Basis
of the Manuscripts and Early Editions with an English Translation. Introduction
and Notes, Philadelphia: JPSA, 1933, p. xix

5 Susan Niditch, “Merits, Martyrs and Your Life as Booty: An Exegesis of
Mekhilta, Pisha 1, Journal for the Study of Judaism, XIII, no. 1-2, p. 166




“blood of the Akedah of Isaac™®. According to B.D. Chilton, whose
“Commenting on the Old Testament” offers an overview of the issues
surrounding the dating of the Mekhilta, “The notion that Isaac actually shed his
' bloqd on Moriah is not attested before the tannaitic period. On the other hand, the
more elaborate references to a later period, to I[saac’s being burned, are absent
from the passage.“"' Chilton here is inferring that since the idea that [saac’s blood
was shed -- which can be attested no earlier than the Tannaitic period -- is
apparent m the Mekhilta passage, while reference to his being burnt —a
characteristic of later commentaries — is absent. one can tentatively conclude that
" Mekhilta is a Tannaitic document

Ben Zion Wacholder, who places the work in the eighth century, kas
challenged an early dating for Mekhilta.® However, as Chilton points out “The
only positive indication [Wacholder] supplies in favor of a late dating, however. is
that the Mekhilta uses a greater variety of phrases to cite Scripture than do the
Tannaim.™ «

The other issue raised regarding the dating of the Mekhilta is that it is not’
mentioned in the Talmud, unlike its counterparts, Sifra and Sifrei. Lauterbach,

however, rejects the importance of this fact. “The fact that our Mekhilta is

8 Massekhet de Pisha, parasha 7 (from here forward, cites from Mekhilta will be
referred to with the Massekhet name and parasha number, e.g. Pisha 7)

7 B.D. Chilton, “Commenting on the Old Testament (with particular reference to
the pesharim, Philo and the Mekilta”, in It is Written, ed. D. Carson and H.
Williamson, 134

& Ben Zion Wacholder, “The Date of the Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael,” HUCA
XXXIX (1968), p. 26 -

? Chilton, 133




nowhere mentioned in the Talmud by name could, at most, prove that in Talrﬁudic
times it was not known under this name. ... The absence of the name Mekhilta in
the Talmud, however, cannot prove that the midrash as such was unknown to the

. Amoraim (rabbis from 220 c.e. forward).”"?

Gary Porton chooses the middle ground in relation to‘the dating issues.

He states that it is quite possible to conceive of a layered process of transmission
and interpretation extending to the period posited by Wacholder, but the substance
of the work appears to be tannaitic."'

This paper will follow Lauterbach and Porton in assuming that while the
redaction of the Mekhilta may be much later, much of the material contained in it
represents fannaitic traditions.

The term “halakhicemidrash’™ has also been called into question regarding
the Mekhilta. As Lauterbach observes, “the contents of this Midrash...consist of
both Halakah and Haggadah. In fact, they are more haggadic than halakic...More
specifidally, only about two-fifths of [Mekhilta’s] total contents is halakic in
character.”'? Lauterbach goes on to point out that since the book of Exodus itself
contains more narrative than law, it is only natural that its rabbinic commentary

would contain a wealth of aggadic material. Lightstone goes further in stating

1% L auterbach, p. xxi
"' Gary Porton, “The Traditions of Rabbi Ishmael,” SILA 19 (1982), p. 167
2 Lauterbach, xix
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that the “halakhic aspects...seem innocuous at best,” a ﬁ.nding which leads him to
the conclusion that “the editor’s purpose is other than halakhic instruction,”"?

These observations regarding the content of Mekhilta give support to the
hypothesis with which [ beﬁan, that Mekhilta would provide fertile ground for a
consideration of redemption. If Mekhiitla, like its tannaitic counterparts,
contained only halakhic materials, it would probably have provided less of the
rich imagery, detail and narrative that will be considered closely in the body of
this thesis. At the same time, since Mekhilta, by general scholarly consensus, is
believed to contain very early rebbinic traditions, it can provide insight into the
point of view of some of the earliest strata of rabbinic thought.

Another important characteristic about Mekhilta that will impact on the
analysis in this thesis is that. like all rabbinic midrash, it contains a multiplicity of
points of view. In commenting on the book of Exodus, different rabbis we‘gh in
with differing, often contradictory, opinions. Sometimes one position is deemed
the correct interpretation and sometimes divergent opinions are allowed to stand
without harmonization. In any case, it would be impossible to make a statement i
such as “the Mekhilta says that...” For each of the topics considered in this
thesis, there will be a range of commentary, some of which leads to certain
conclusions, but some of which is inherently self-contradictory. My goal is to

investigate and present the different opinions and look for trends that may indicate

certain overarching positions.

“u JN. Lightstone, “Form as Meaning in Halakic Midrash: A Programmatic
Statement,” Semeia 27 (1983), p.35




Finally, a general overview of the Mekhilta would not be complete
without mentioning the tools of interpretation it uses in its analysis of the Torah.
In describing rabbinic methods of interpreting the Torah, Adin Steinsaltz, in his
guide to the Talmud, writes, “arbitrary explanations of the 'Biblical text are not to
be found in either the Halakhic or Aggadic Midrashim. All these works follow

fixed principles of interpretation.™"*

The Mekhilta employs many of these fixed
principles. In the passages that will be explored in this paper. there are two
frequently used hermeneutic tools. The first is what Slein;;altz calls yitur, or
superfluity. This principle is based on the conviction that “every word in the
Torah is significant. Thus if a word [or words] in the Torah appear superflyous,
we may assume that it was intended to teach us something that we would not

* otherwise have known.™"”

This principle will become important in resolving

many of the Mekhilta’s disagreements about the meaning of the Exodus narrative.
The second hermeneutic tool used in many of the commentaries quoted in

this paper is gal v 'home;. or an a fortieri inference. Steinsaltz writes of this_

procedure, “in essence, this is a rule of logical érgumentati.on by means of which a

comparison is drawn between two cases, one lenient and the other stringent. Qal ‘

v 'homer asserts that if the law is stringent in a case w;xere we are usually lenient,

then it will certainly be stringent in a more serious case.”'® In the examples cited

from Mekhilta, this principle, which is explained by Steinsaltz as it relates to legal

13 Steinsaltz, The Talmud: A Referenge Guide, New York: Random House,, 1989
. 147
Ps |

Ibid., 152
' Ibid., 153



matters, will be used somewhat more creatively in relation to narrative portions of
the Mekhilta. In the passages to be considered from Mekhilta, the rabbis will be
arguing from a “less important™ case to a “more important” case, since the
categories of more and less stringent are not technically accurate in evaluating

.

narrative material.

Modes of Inquiry

The rabbis had their tools of interpretation; we modern readers have our
own methods of analysis. In my aaalysis of Mekhilta, some of the axioms and
principles that inform my inquiry are so familiar to any modern reader that they
are almost taken for granted, yet for the purpose of this paper, they bear being
made explicit. In addition, I have utilized some less well-known, yet equally
powerful tools for gaining understanding.

The work of the New Critics flourished in America from the 1930’s to
1950’s. Previous to their work, the dominant literary theory held that “Great
Literatur'e is the product of Great Men [sic], and its value lies chiefly in allowing
us intimate access to their [the Great Men’s] souls.”"” The New Critics. who
called this principle into question, created a new way of looking‘ at literature, by
“insisting that the author’s intentions in writing, even if they could be recovered,
were of no relevance to the interpretation of his or her text.”'® This point of view

has become so common it is almost a truism, yet it bears repeating in this context:

' Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory, An Introduction, Minnesota: University of
Minnesota Press, 1983, p. 41

10
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I follow the New Critics in that [ believe the rabbis’ intentions are unrecoverable,
they are lost to history. Whal can be analyzed, observed and explored are ‘the
words they have left us. While this is not a guarantee of knowledge of the rabbis’
minds it is the only information available to us.- There is an excitement about this
way of looking at a text, since it gives the text t.h; dignity of having its own
personality, point of view and lessons to teach, which may be independent from
the mind(s) that created it. This point of view also raises some questions about
the act of interpretation, which will be raised briefly later in this chapter.

Another approach to literature that will be employed in this paper is the
field of metaphor theory. Specifically, I want to mention the ideas of one of the
seminal thinkers in the area of philosophy of metaphor, Max Black.

Metaphor has been observed and commented on by philosophers since the
days of Aristotle. For most of its history, metaphor has been seen simply as a
comparison. From this perspective, a metaphor is a condensed or elliptic simile.
To say “A is B™ is an indirect way of get.:l'mg ata spe'aker’s intended literal
meaninlg,l which is that “A is like B in the following respects.™"’

Black problematizes this view. He suggests instead another way of
looking at metaphor, which he called the “interaction view.” The interaction view
asserts that a metaphorical statement has two subjects, to be identified as

“primary” or “secondary.” The secondary subject is to be regarded as a system

rather than an individual thing. For instance, when Wallace Stevens says;

11



“society is a sea,” to understand what he means we must look at the sea as a
system of relationships, not just as a monolithic thing,2’

According to Black, metaphor works by “projecting on” the primary
subject a set of “associated imblications_j.‘. which are the predicates of the
secondary subject. To continue our Wallat;c Stevens example, all of our
associations with “sea” (it is vast, mysterious, contains complicated social
systems, can be dangerous, etc.) are now brought to bear on “society,” resulting
in a radical new perspective in our understanding of “‘society.” In this way,
makers of metaphoric statements select, emphasize, suppress and organize
features of the primary subject (society) with members of the secondary subject’s
implicative complex.*'

The rabbis were inveterate users of metaphor. Their images can be as
evocative as they are unusual. In seeking to “unpack” the valences of these
metaphors, [ will be calling on Black’s understanding of metaphor.

Black’s theory of metaphor takes sorﬁe of the premises of the New Critics
and push‘es them even further. Not only does the text have meéning that is
independent of its author, that meaning can be opened up to reveal even more
ideas, associations, and connections through a thorough look at the metaphors

chosen. Both of these theories place a great deal of emphasis on, and even trust

in, the reader of a text, the one who is performing the act of interpretation. In this

'9 Mark Johnson, ed., Philosophical Perspectives on Metaphor, Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1981, 17 A

20 m 43

2 Thid

12
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case, what are the standards for whether the interpretation ﬁf such a reader is
accurate? If the autﬁor's intention cannot be deduced. and if associations — which
are inherently personal — are the hallmark of understanding metaphor, how can we
judge anyone’s interpretation? To be more blunt, the observations ai)out Mekhilta
in this thesis are, [ believe, original — they ;:merge from my reading of the text.
How can they be evaluated if objectivity has been thrown into question by these
approaches to literature?

One possibility defines meaning within the context of the community of
readers. As Peter Elbow puts it, “[a] reading is correct which the speech
community builds in or could build in without violating its rules.”* The “speech
community” is the group of people who share a common culture and language. In
writing that they could “build in” certain meanings, Elbow is suggesting that the
test of new ideas is whether a group of readers can accept them, can “builc them
in” to their previous understanding of reality without violating their own common
sense or their previous understand?ngs of how'things work. Elbow’s comments
are the closest [ have come to addressing the difficult questions posed above. In
the end, the reader(s) of this paper will make their judgments and it is these —
imperfect, subjective — judgments, as a group, which will be the:'t means of

evaluating the congruency of my observations with the contents of the Mekhilta.

22 peter Elbow, Writing Without Teachers, London: Oxford University Press,
1973, p. 159

13



Focus of Inquiry Within the Mekhilta

The Mekhilta contains a vast range of material — its commentary on the
book of Exodus covers a wide range of topics. In defining the boundaries of this
thesis, I chose to limit my inquiry in two ways.

First, I chose to focus my analysis on tt‘le use of one particular root which
is translated as the equivalent of the English concept of redemption, the root
ga'al. There were two reasons for this choice, one of which is external to the
materials in the Mekhilta, and one which emerges from an encounter with the
materials within the text itself.

As noted in the opening sentences of my Introduction, when the rabbis had
to choose a phrase for the hatimah (seal, or closing line) of the prayer for
redemption in the daily liturgy, in both the blessing after the Sh'ma and in Ihé
prayer within the Amidah, the root chosen was ga ‘al. The hatimah, as explained
in the Mishnah (Berakhot 1:4), is a very important component of a given prayer,
one that was designated as fixed, not to be improvised uporn. In determining how
to exp;ess our people’s yearning for redemption in the prayers which constitute
our communication God, the rabbis chose ga ‘al from the multiplicity of terms
relating to redemption in the Bible. Ga 'al had come to stand for the experience of
redemption in its broadest sense. While the Bible, and, indeed, rabbinic writings,
know many verbs which relate to the concept of redemption, including the roots
pada, hatzal, and hoshia, the term which, for the rabbis, co mes to epitomize the
overall experience of the redemption from Egypt is ge wla. Perhaps ga 'al was

chosen because of its usage in Exodus 6:6-7, the verses in which God promises

14



the Israelites exactly what will be done to them in the coming redemption,

including:

2797 OIEBEIY TN YT DINR RN

And I will ga 'al you with an outstretched arm and with great judgments.

For the rabbis, these verses are arguably the most important description of
redemption in the Bible. The verbs in these verses are designated by the rabbis
as the “four expressions of ge wa,” expressions which form the basis for the four
cups of wine which we drink at the Passover Seder.”

Thus, there is clearly a tradition in rabbinic literature generally to give
ga al pride of place in a consideration of redemption. Howe:.'er, in addition. in
looking at the Mekhilta itself, it becomes clear that this concept holds strongly
with regard to the traditions contained in this particular early midrash. For
ins;ance,_ while the verb hitzil is aI;o used in the promises. God makes in Exodus 6
-- BNTaYR 02NN N9, and [ will rescue you from their servitude — in Mekhilta,
this term is used only within a narrow range of situations, referring to a physical

rescue from danger.

2 palestinian Talmud, 10:1, 37b-c, asks:

M9 PITIR T3 733 737 D@3 1M 730 Mo AvaTRS 17n - how do we
know that there are four cups [at the Passover Seder]? Rabbi Yohanan in the
name of Rabbis Beniah said they correspond to the Four Ge'ulot (“the four terms
and dimensions of redemption used in Exodus 6:6-7, Barukh Bokser, “Changing
Views of Passover and the Meaning of Redemption According to the Palestinian
Talmud,” AJS Review, Spring 1985, p. 8)

15



Other verbs for redemption are also used only in narrow contexts in the
Mekhilta. The root pada, for instance, is often used in the Bible as a synonym for
ga'al. In fact, in many prophetic passages, the two verbs are presented in parallel.
For instance, Jeremiah 31:10, the verse usedin blessing after the Sk 'ma: isa

messianic vision of a future when all Israel will be gathered together into the

Land; at that time:

130R P TR 5K IPYT AR M TR D

God will ransom Jacob and redeem him from one stronger than him.

In this case, pada and ga 'al are used to emphasize the same action on
God’s part. “If anything, pada seems the more general term, ga 'al only applying to
situations in which God will rescue Jacob (representing Israel) by force.

In opposition to the trend in the Bible, in which the prophets move
towards joining the meaning of the tvz:o verbs pada and ga’al, in Mekhilta, the
root pada is only mentioned in the Mekhilta in one specific, 'rituai context. This
context is two passages that discuss the command to redeem a first-born animal or
son through payment to the priests. Pada does not appear in the l\;ekhilta in
connection with the narrative of the Exodus.”* In Mekhilta, the verb pada

indicates that something has been set aside solely for use in a ritual context.

24 There is one exception to this statement, an exuiordinmy midrash about God''s
redemption, which will be discussed later in this paper. However, even in this
case, pada is not used in connection with the redemption of the Jewish people.

16
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In Mekhilta, ga'al is the word which has been chosen to represent the
totality of the experience of the redemption from Egypt. While other verbs, like

hatzal and hoshia, are used to convey aspects of the experience in Egypt, two

points about their usage makes them more limited in use for our purposes. First,

they are used only to describe limited parts of the experience — for instance the
physical rescue from danger that was part of the experience: of redemption.*
Also, these verbs are used to describe both actions of God and actions of human
beingszb.

By contrast, ga 'al is used in Mekhilta to signify the totality of the
experience of leaving Egypt. For instance, a controvef;y occurs in the Mekhilta
over whether the future ge 'ula will take place in Nisan, as did the ge w/a from
Egypt, or ih Tishrei, when the world was created. R. Joshua affirms that the
future ge 'ula will occur in Nisan because SR3712 17Ty 1311983313 - in Nisan
they were nig 'alu and that is when they will be nig'alu [in the future]. Here,
nig 'al comes to signify the whole e;perience, which will be repeated either in
Nisan or Tishrei in the future.

Also. unlike the other verbs of redemption, ga 'al is only used in

¥
connection with the experience of leaving Egypt. Finally, while other verbs can

25 For instance, in Beshallah 2, when the Israelites stood on the shores of the Red
Sea, hearing Pharaoh’s chariots in the distance, from Moses tells the

Israelites: ‘[ MIN@® AR IR 13307, “Stand and see the yeshua of God.” The
yeshua he is referring to is, of course, the splitting of the Red Sea. In this
instance, yeshua is a specific, miraculous act, not an ongoing process.

% For example, the Mekhilta quotes Mordechai as lauding his cousin Esther
because he knows that 71T 5w 533715 1" "NY 0 -- in the future, they will be saved
by her (Amalek 2)
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be used to apply to God or human beings, ga al, by contrast, is reserved for God's
actions (human beingé can be the subject of ga'al, but only in the passive form as
in the example above).

Thus, in Mekhilta, ga ‘al signifies the total experience of the Exodus as
opposed to any particular part of it; it is resen:ved especially for discussions of this
important event; and it describes God’s actions particularly. For these reasons, [
have chosen ga ‘al as the focus of my search into the meaning of the journey
leaving Egypt, which was seen by the rabbis as a paradigm for all redemption to
come.

There is one more point of clarification about the use of ga ‘al in this
thesis. Thus far, I have been equating ge 'u/a with “redemption,” as well as
translatingother roots from the Bible with the same English word. One of the
main questions this thesis raises is whether redemption is a fair translation of the:
word ge ‘ula. So from here forward, I will be speaking not of redemption, but of
ge 'ula. As far as the other verbs mentioned above. it is beyond the scope of this
thesis to uncover their true, nuanced meanings — what [ have done in this section
is merely to provide a superficial examination which hopefully will provide
insight to the in-depth consideration of ge u/a to follow. -

Finally, to simply look at the instances of one particular verb root would
not adequately convey the complexity of the Mekhilta’s ideas about the value
concept we are for exigency's sake designating as redemption. To gain a fuller

view, it is necessary to look more closely at how Mekhilta interprets all of the

different aspects of the experience of leaving Egyifrt, since this experience as a

18
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whole was seen as constituting the process of ge 'ula. For that reason, I will also

focus in this thesis on the first two Massekhtot (divisions) of the Mekhilta,

Massekhet d’Pisha and Massekhet de Vayehi Beshallah. These two portions

cover the events in Exodus 12:1 — 14:31, which is the narrative of the Israelites

departure from Egypt through the moment of crossing the Red Sea.
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Chapter Two: Biblical Background

As [ mentioned in the in&oductiog, the basis for the Mekhilta’s comments
on ge 'ula is the biblical account of the Exodu‘s from Egypt. To fully understand
the rabbinic point(s) of view about ge 'ula contained in Mekhilta, it is necessary to
begin with a brief look at the material on which these commentaries are founded:
how ge ‘ula is portrayed in the Bible itself, and particularly in the book of Exodus.
This analysis will have two parts. The first part will be a general consideration of
how the paradigmatic experience of ge ‘ula, the Exodus from Egypt, is presented
in the narratives of the first two books of the Torah. (As we will see, in the
Torah, the book of Genesis is as important as the book of Exodus for gaining 1
full understanding of the meaning of the Exodus from Egypt.) The second part of
the analysis will look at the meaning of ge 'u/a in the Bible generally to gain
insight about the foundation on which the Mekhilta builds its understanding of

ge'ula.

The Exodus Story as Paradigm for Ge ula

The first stirrings of ge 'ula occur long before the Israelites are even a
people, much less a people enslaved in Egypt. In Genesis 15, God makes the first

covenant with Abraham, the content of which is described in Genesis 15:13-16

10 MIRA TITR ONR 1310 B1TAN OTD RS PARI T 292 VN U 011385 R
TR SR RIIN TINRT 91T T3 W 1D TIMRY DN )T 1T TR I AN DN
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And God said to Abram, Know for a certainty that your offspring

shall be strangers in a land that is not theirs, and shall serve thqm;

and they shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years., But

I will execute judgment on the nation they shall serve, and in the

end, they go free with great wealth.: As for you, you shall go to

your fathers in peace; you shall be buried at a ripe old age. And

they shall return here in the fourth generation.”’

Both the experience of slavery in Egypt and the ge 'ula which will follow
it are foretold to Abraham by God. Before the enslavement has even begun, God
makes a promise to the not-yet-existent Jewish people regarding its termination.
It is important to note that while God takes great pains to spell out specifically the

timing of the Exodus, there remains a lack of clarity about the date of the events

to come. *In verse 13 of the Genesis text above, God promises that they will leave
Egypt after 113w NINm va7X -- four hundred years. But a mere three verses later,

God follows with 11371 127@" 237 717 -- the fourth generation shall return [to the

land of Israel]. This lack of congr:tence within the Biblical text about when
ge 'ula will arrive will become an important issue for congideration in the
Mekhilta’s analysis. -

God’s promise to Abraham that his descendents will be forced to serve

and suffer in a foreign land begins to unfold in the first chapters of Exodus. Just

how long the slavery has been going on when the book of Exodus opens, is not

27 Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures, The New JPS Translation According to the
Traditional Hebrew Text. Unless indicated, all Biblical translations are from this
text, except those quoted as part of a midrash from Mekhiita, which are my own
translations.
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mentioned specifically. We learn in Exodus 1:8 that “a new king rose over Egypt
who did not know Joseph,” and in Exodus 2:23-24, the Torah recounts that “a
long time after that, the king of Egypt died...God heard [the Israelites’] moaning

and God remembered the covenant with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.’:m God

chooses Moses to lead the people out and tells Moses to convey to the Israelites

what is about to happen:

ERT3YR 030K NN 072 NS0 NNNR BINN NRVIT 7T X S8 235 0K 125
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Say, therefore, to the [sraelite people: “I am the Lord. I will free
you from the labors of the Egyptians and deliver you from their
bondage. 1 will ga 'al you with an outstretched arm and through
extraordinary chastisements. And [ will take you to be my people,
and I will be your God. And you shall know that I, the Lord, am
your God who freed you from the labors of the Egyptians. I will
bring you into the land which I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob.™ .

God’s actions are as follows: "nAP21, /15K MO8 N3, The first
description is the most general: “I will take yoﬁ out.” There are many occasions,
both during the narrative of the Exodus from Egypt and in later comments in the

Bible referring back to the experience, in which the experience of ge ula is

described simply as “the going out of Egypt.” God states il.‘_l Exodus 7:4

28 Exodus 2:23
* Exodus 6:6-9
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[ will take my legions, my people, the children of Israel, out of the
land of Egypt.
Again in Exodus 12:42, in the context of flié Passover offering and night-

escape. the Torah describes the events as

QYER PIRR ARIEITS T XN oM S0
It will be a night of watching for Adonai, who will take [the
people] out of Egypt.
This means of describing the ge ‘ula is also employed frequently in the later books

of the Bible. Deuteronomy 5:6 contains one of many reminders from God in this

book of the Torah‘ that

D T3V NN3R OYID POIRD TNRST @R TSR 710N

I am Adonai your God who brought you out of Egypt, out of the
place where you were slaves.

In 1 Kings 8:16, in a discussion of the building of the Temple, God states that one
[

place has not been designated for God’s dwelling

02N SR NR Y DR NRET @R Q1710

From the day on which I took my people Israel out of Egypt.
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All of these examples indicate that the experience of ge ‘ula is referred to

* at many times in the Bible with the most general description, that of being taken

out of Egypt. For this reason, my ._':malysis of Mekhilta and its understanding of

ge 'ula will include not only the specific verbs which designate ge ‘ula, bl.;t alsoa
general consideration of the chapters of Mekhilta which focus on the events that
form God's “taking the people out of Egypt."

The second promise God makes in Exodus 6 is QnT3ym 020X "M, As
discussed in the introduction, in the Bible as well as in Mekhilta, the root hatzal
expresses a limited part of the overall experience of ge u/a, that of rescue from
physical danger and hardship, such as the servitude under which the Israelites
were suffering in Egypt. The next promise is:

051 0BBEIT FTMIYI T OINR MR

And I will ga 'al you with an outstretched arm and with great judgments.

This portion of the promise will be considered on its own in this chapter. The two
final promises, oY "> 03X "NrP, and I will take you to be my pe:)ple, and
PR S DonR "MRam (and 1 will take you to the land), focus on a later part of
the experience of the Exodus. The process of God taking the children of Israel to
be God’s people; while it is begun during the events surrounding the Exodus,
comes to fruition only at Sinai. The final promise deals with going in to the land,

which only occurs after the Torah has concluded, in the book of Joshua.
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One general observation about God’s promises in Exodus 6 will be

relevant to our examination of the Mekhilta. God continues to recognize the status

of the promise made to the Patriarchs: “And [ will bring you in to the land,

concerning which I swore to give it to Abraham, to [saac, and to Jacob; and I will

L}

give it to you for a heritage.” God exhorts Moses to communicate to the people
that the time for bringing this promise to fruition has come.

In the narrative that follows, God brings plagues on the land of Egypt,
culminating in the death of the first-born, from which the [sraelites are spared by
following God’s command to slaughter lambs and place the blood of the animals

on the doorposts of their homes. The story concludes:

2123 S 1O SV 3T YIS 1930 0TIEA PRI 123 P2 TN MM o "3ma ™
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In the middle of the night the Lord struck down all the first-born in
the land of Egypt, from the first-bomn of Pharaoh, who say on the
throne, to the first-born of the captive who was in the dungeon, and
all the first-born of the cattle. And Pharaoh arose in the night, with
all his courtiers and all the Egyptians — because there was a loud
cry in Egypt; for there was no house where there was not someone
dead: He summoned Moses and Aaron in the night and said, “Up,
depart form among my people, you and the [sraelites with you!

Go, worship the Lord as you said. >’

The Israelites leave quickly, with the Egyptians urging them along. This

hurried exit is the beginning of the ge ‘ula, the first part of the Israelites’ liberation

0 Exodus 12:29-32
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from Egyptian servitude. It takes place in the middle of the night, a fact that will
not go unnoticed by the commentators of the Mekhilta. And when does this
moment occur in relation to God’s promise that they would go out after four
hundred years/four generations of slavery in Egypt'? “The length of time that the
Israelites lived in Egypt was four hundred and thirty years; at the end of the four
hundred and thirtieth year, to the very day, all the ranks of the Lord departed from

w3l

the land of Egypt.”" Again, this seeming inconsistency will soon provide fertile
ground for rabbinic interpretation in Mekhilta’s commentary.

But the ge 'ula from Egypt does not conclude here. Pharaoh changes his
mind and the Egyptians pursueé the Israelites to the shores of the Red Sea. The
miracle wrought by God at this juncture — “the waters were split and the Israelites
went into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right
and on their left”** — has been memorialized in the Song of the Sea, the Israelites’
song of thankfulness and victory. In this paean, the Israelites jubilantly shout:
n583 1t Ay 773 noma (In Your mercy you have led out and brought ge ‘ula to
Your people).’® As can be seen from the lyrics of the Song, thle splitting of the
Red Sea is still considered by the Israélites as part of the ge ‘ula whic'h began with
the night journey out of Egypt. .

Thus there are two main events which characterize the ge w/a as

recounted in the book of Exodus. The stories that follow the moment at the Red

Sea -- the desert wandering and theophany at Sinai -- are certainly deeply

3! Exodus 12:40
32 Exodus 14:21
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connected to the experience of ge ‘ula. However, the stories of the desert
wanderings which follow the crossing of the Red Sea can be seen as the beginning

. aseparate miraculous event in the story of the children of Israel — the giving of

Torah at Sinai.

L]

[n summarizing the Torah's narrative of ge 'w/a, several important factors
emerge. The Torah relates the story of ge 'la in the context of a promise made to
the patriarchs — ge ‘ula is the inheritance of the children of Israel. The specific
timing of the event is problematic — the time expressed in Exodus is not congruent
with the time predicted in Genesis, and even within the Genesis text itself, there is
some confusion about when ge ‘w/a will come. The moment of ge ‘ula itself seems
two-fold: first, there is the midnight escape from Egypt; and then later, the
miraculous evefits at the Red Sea that prevent Egypt from interfering in Israel’s
escape to freedom. All of these issues will be taken up and considered by the
Mekhilta.

One final observation of the stor; as a whole: in the Exodus story, it is
clear that the Israelites become rig ‘al from an external foe: the 6ppression of
Pharaoh and the slavery under which they are suffering. When the Israelites cry
out to God, they are “groaning under their bondage.” When God pron:ises to
intervene, it is to save them from‘ “the servitude of the Egyptians,” an action
which will be dohe with an “outstretched arm.” The need for ge ‘u/a comes from

the Israelites’ hard labor and slavery. It does not, according to ihe Torah, emerge

from any aspect of their behavior or inner state. This is important to remember,

3% Exodus 15:13
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for the Mekhilta will work alchemy on the Torah’s perspective, turning the

Egyptian servitude, BN™1ay, into an altogether different kind of avoda, that of

idolatry.

The Root Ga 'al

Having considered the general context of the Exodus story as a
background for the Mekhilta's comments. it is also necessary to look at the
Biblical usage of the root ga ‘al, to see if there are insights drawn from the
Biblical text which can inform the analysis of ga ‘al in Mekhilta, which follows.
A natural starting point is the use of ga 'l in God's promise from Exodus 6:
o5 @D ML N3 820K N5R . and [ will ga'al you with an
outstretched arm an:i with great judgments. There is an interesting relationship to
the previous promise, QNTAYN OONX snxm. The most basic sense of the root
\hatzal is “to tear away.” ** Here it is implied that God is using an outstretched arm
to tear away, but the phrase “and [ will ga'al you with an outstretched arm™
conveys more than that. God is tearing the people away from something in order
to bring them towards something. This usage points towards the root meaging of
the verb gaal.

An understanding of the theological use of ga ‘al in our Exodus passage

begins with a consideration of the social and legal context in which the verb

appears in the Torah. In Leviticus 25:25, we learn that if a person sells a piece of

3 Francis Brown, S.R. Driver and Charles A. Briggs. A Hebrew and English
Lexicon of the Old Testament, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1906, p. 664
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land which belongs to his family (presumably to pay off debt), then that person’s
closest relative, éal led a go ‘el, has the right to buy it back, to restore the land to
the family. The same is true if a person sells himself into slavery. The family has
the right to ga ‘al him, to buy him back and the one who had purcﬁased the
indebted man may not reject the family“s offer.”

But payment is not the only means of restoration. Numbers 25 describes
the punishment for premeditated murder. “The go ‘el - the victim’s kinsman --
shall put the murderer to death; it is he who shall put him to death upon

encounter,™®

This situation came to be known as the go ‘el ha dam, the avenger
of blood. As A.R. Johnson points out, “Kinship groups were seen as a unit -- a
corporate personality -- so when something was disturbed in the kinship group,
the group needed to restore itself to wholeness.™’ The idea is that the actions of
the go ‘el are returning the family to its previous state before the murder, by
evening the score.

Whiat both kinds of ge ‘ula have in common is that they are intended to
restore something which has gone awry. The family buying back land or a
member of the clan is restoring the land or the person to its/his proper place.
When the blood avenger, the go ‘el ha dam, murders the murderer, he can be seen

as restoring the equilibrium of his family — someone has shed their blood, and

now that person’s blood will be shed in return.

3 Leviticus 25:48
36 Numbers 25:19
37 A R. Johnson, “The Primary Meaning of Gaal” in Supplement to Vetus

Testamentum, Copenhagen, 1953, p. 68
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This background illuminates the use of ga ‘al in the Exodus story. As
mentioned earlier, thé ge 'ula from Egypt was seen in the context of a promise
made to the patriarch Abraham,_a free man living in the land of Israel. In the book
of Exodus, when God reaches out to the enslaved Israelites with an ouistretched
arm, that arm is designed to transfer the Israt;lites to a new-old state. They are
being restored to the original status of their ancestors. God functions as the
ultimate go ‘el of the people, the strong kinsman who restores them to the proper
situation using whatever means is appropriate. In the prophetic books of the
Bible, this metaphor of restitution is often used to describe the ge ‘wla from Egypt.
In Isaiah 52:3, God reminds the people of the Egyptian experience:

1581 O3 891 0N712R1 03 -- you were sold for nothing and will be nig ‘alu
without money.

Thus ga ‘al is used in the Bible to signify the restoration to a previous
state, which can be achieved through different means — by payment, or by
overpowering an enemy. In this wa;, the object-of the ge.'ui’a is literally re-
deemed: having been deemed as possessing a debased stalel, they are restored to

an original, more lofty plane.
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Chapter Three: What Can Be Known About When Ge ‘ula Will Come

To return briefly to the questions raised in the Introduction, questions
which the following sections will address, they were three-fold; (1) what can be
known about when what exactly is ge 'ula -- Is it really redemption or is this an
inexact translation? ge 'ula will come; (2) are there factors which will influence
its arrival; and (3) What precisely is the experience which is being hoped for
and/or worked for with such diligence by the Jewish people?

Two preliminary poirﬁs about these questions before beginning to answer
them. The f"irst is a reminder of one of the methodological propositions of this
thesis. While ge ‘wla can refer to an event in the past — the ge 'ula from Egypt —
and an event in the indeterminate future — the Messianic age — the Mekhilta’s
commentaries relate to the ge ‘u/a from Egypt. However, this is not to minimize
the importance of the Mekhilta's exegeses in understanding the rabbinic concept
of ge ‘ula. The Mekhilta’s observations about the ge 'ula from Egypt are not posed
merely as interesting facts about an évent that happened a long time ago. These
events were seen as the template for the l.;ltimale ge 'ula to come. Therefore, the

points gleaned about the nature, meaning, timing and quality of the ge w/a from

Egypt are directly related to the corresponding features of the Ge ula To Come.

This gives the Mekhilta’s analysis of the events that occurred in Egypt great
significance, and establishes their importance in this thesis, which seeks to gain

insight into the meaning of ge ula in early rabbinic thought generally.
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The second point relates to the order of the two questions being asked.
Logically, one would think that the first question would be “what is ge 'ula?" and
only then could we follow with “what can be known about when it will come and
what factors will influence its arrival?” The fact that these questions are'being
asked in reverse order in this paper speaks to o;1e important fact about
considerations of ge 'u/a in Mekhilta. In Mekhilta’s considerations of ge 'u/a, the
question of “what is ge ul/a?" is never raised. All comments about ge 'u/a in
Mekhilta assume an understanding of what ge 'w/a is and proceed directly to a
consideration of when it will come and other related issues. To use a crude
analogy, it can be likened to reading contemporary magazine articles about
“losing weight.” The goal of losing weight is so well-known and important in our
cultural mili¢u that there would be no reason to define it; rather, articles will fécus
on how to do it in the least time, what foods to eat to make it happen, etc.

In this analysis of the Mekhilta, therefore, we will work backwards, by
beginning with the questions asked byhthe commentators of the Mekhilta about
ge 'ula,. and then inferring from these answers what ge ‘wla is.  The first section,
which deals with the questions asked by the Mekhilta, focuses on what we can
learn about when and under what circumstances ge ‘w/a will come. "f'his analysis
breaks down into several smaller units: (1) can the arrival of ge 'w/a be predicted?:
(2) is ge ‘ula a process or an instantaneous transformation of status; (3) what

factors, if any, can influence the arrival of ge ula?
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Can The Arrival of Ge ‘ula Be Predicted by Human Beings?

Gershom Scholem has written_ that “In opposition to [apocalyptic
calculations about when redemption would come] stands the no less powerﬁ.il
sentiment that the Messianic age cannot be calculated .™* Scholem is, of course,
speaking about the future Messianic Age, the ge ‘wla still to come. However the
same comment can be made about the comments regarding ge w/a in the
Mekhilta. Despite attempts at calculation within our Mekhilta text, the latter
perspective expressed in Scholem’s quote is the dominant point of view in the
Mekhilta. The strongest message in the Mekhilta regarding the timing of the
ge ‘ula seems to be that it isn’t within our power to predict when it will happen. It
is possible that this perspective can be seen as a subtle polemic, an exhortation to
the Jewish people to focus more on what we can do to bring ge w/a and less on
calculations about when the event will take place.

One of the key passages from Exo:ius which is considered closely by the
Mekhilta iﬁ depicting the arrival of ge ‘ula is the moment when God comes to
strike down the first born of Egypt. This moment is understood to be the

¥
inauguration of ge ula.’® Mekhilta’s comments about this moment in the Torah

are exegeses of two specific passages. In Exodus 11:4 we read

38 Gershom Scholem, “Towards an Understanding of the Messianic Idea in
Judaism” in The Messianic Idea in Judaism and Other Essays on Jewish
SPirituali;x. New York: Schocken Books, 1971, p. 11

39 We read of this moment in the Talmud (Berakhot 9a) “R. Abba said: all agree
that when Israel were nig ‘alu from Egypt, they were nig ‘alu in the evening...But
did they leave in the night? Did they not in fact leave only in the morning, as it
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And Moses said: thus says God, “At [approximately] midnight I
will go out through Egypt.”

i

Following this prediction, Exodus 12:29 recounts:

O3 PR3 23 520 M Ao YA ™

and it was at midnight that God struck all the first-born of Egypt.

The passages contain two grammatical differences; one of these
discrepancies becomes the focus of interpretation in Mekhilta. In Exodus 11,
Moses predicts'that the actions of redemption will happen 15751 N> and then
in Exodus 12, when this statement comes to pass, the Torah recounts that the
action occurred Y1 v3M3. In each pla;ce the wordlmidnighl is used, it is
introduced by a different preposition. In Exodus 11:4, the prefix “ca™, “about" is
used, whereas here, 12:29, the prefix is “ba”, “at,” and this prefix is made the

subject of interpretalion.‘m
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says, “on the morrow after the Passover the children of Israel went out with a high
hand? But this teaches that the ge 'ula had already begun in the evening.” While
this statement is not made explicitly in Mekhilta, the care with which this moment
is weighed, evaluated and commented on testifies to its importance in the rabbis'
understanding of the unfolding of ge w/a.

** Max Kadushin, A Co Approach to the Mekilta, New York: JTSA,

1969, p. 128
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The Creator of midnight divided the night exactly (referring to
M>"5r173m3).  How is this made explicit? Because it says, “and
Moses said, ‘Thus says the Lord, at about midnight ("5 nera)-

[ will go out. (Exodus 11:4)™ Is it possible for a human being to
k{mw exactly when rpifinighl is:? Rather, 0“1.1}: the Creator of the
night [can know to divide the night exactly].
As Kadushin explains, “About midnight is said by Moses who, although
- speaking in the name of God, must nevertheless use the indefinite expression
since, as a human being, he cannot presume to know the exact moment of
midnight. That is not the case when it is Scripture itself which speaks. and hence
“at midnight” is the expression employed here.”™

The po‘im is that only God knows when the exact moment of midnight is.
only God can tell exactly when the ge w/a will begin. We are literally in the derk
about it. We may have some sense of when it is coming. just as we can have
some sense of when midnight is, but we,can never know exactly. There are
distinctions that we are incapable of making, like exactly when midnight comes.
and, by implication, when ge 'ula will arrive.

Another metaphor used in relali;nn to the coming of ge 'ula is equally

revealing of what we can and cannot know about its timing. In Pisha 5 we read

the following, striking midrash:

%! pisha 13, following Lauterbach’s translation of helku as “divided it exactly”
(Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, A Critical Edition on the Basis of the Manuscripts
and Early Editions with an English Translation, Introduction and Notes.
Philadelphia: JPSA, 1933, p. 96)

* Kadushin, p. 128
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For what reason did the Torah cause the taking of the Passover
offering to precede its slaughter by four days? Rabbi Mettia
b.Heresh would say, “Scripture says *When I passed over you and
[ saw you, behold, it was your time for love (Ezekiel 16:8).”" The
time had come for keeping the oath which God swore to Abraham,
that He would ga 'al His children, but they did not have in their
hands mitzvor to perform in order to be yig ‘alu, as it is written,
“your breasts were formed and your hair was grown, yet you were
naked and bare. (15:7) Naked of all the mitzvor, so the Holy One
gave them two mitzvot, the blood of the Passover offering. and the
blood of circumcision, which they could perform in order to be
yig'alu, as it is written ** and when I passed over you, I saw vou
wallowing in [or, ‘firmly established in’] your blood, and I said to
you, ‘In your blood, live.”

There are many important clues to the meaning of ge ‘w/a in this passage.
but for now I want to focus on one partic‘:llar elemenf of the midrash = the use of
the image of a young girl. An artful analogy is being made between the Israelites
on the brink of ge 'ula and the young woman in the Ezekiel quote on the brink of
sexual maturity. We learn that the [sraelites were close to being ready-for ge ‘ula,
just as the young girl, her breasts formed and [pubic] hair grown -- secondary sex
characteristics which indicate the coming of sexual maturity — was almost ripe for
sexual contact. And wﬁat is it that moves the Israelites to complete readiness?

Mitzvot, of course, but a particular type of mitzvot — those having to do with

blood. The other side of the metaphor is implied here — just as blood brought the

36

-



-s

Israclites to complete readiness, it is blood that will bring the young woman to
complete sexual readiness.

Using Black’s ideas about metaphor, we can see female sexual maturation
as a system which is being mapped onto the sysféa of ge’ula. One important fact
about sexual development is that it is somewhat but not completely predictable.
To some extent we know the progression of events, and to some extent it can be
estimated when a girl will begin her menstrual cycle. But just as we saw in the
previous passage about deciphering when midnight comes, we cannot exactly
predict when the onset of menstruation, and with it, full physical maturity, will
occur. So too with ge 'ula. It cannot be exactly predicted by human beings — that
is a privilege reserved only for God.

Finally, one of the key passages in Mekhilta in examining the question of
when ge 'ula will come is the passage which addresses the different predi:tions
made in Genesis and the assertion of the actual date in Exodus. To review what
was stated in Chapter Two, In Genesis 15:13 , God promises Abraham that his

descendents will leave Egypt after magw nwn ¥a= -- four hundred years. Buta

mere three verses later, God follows with 71371131 *¥737 ™7 -- the fom;th
generation shall return [to the land of Israel]. And then in Exodus 12:40 we read:
“The length of time that the Israelites lived in Egypt was four hundred and thirty
years; at the end of the four hundred and thirtieth year, to the very day, all the
ranks of the Lord departed from the land of Egypt.” The Mekhilta bravely faces

these seeming contradictions in Pisha, Parasha 14:
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One passage says “four hundred and thirty vears' (Exodus 12:40)
and another passage says “and will serve them, and they will afflict
them for four hundred years (Genesis 15:13).” How can we
uphold both of these passages? Thirty years before Isaac was born,
the decree covenant between the pieces was made. Rabbi says
“one passage says “and they will afflict them for four hundred
years” and another passages says “in the fourth generation they
will return (Genesis 15:15). How can we uphold both of these
passages? The Holy One said “if they repent, I-will go’al them
according to the generations, and if not, according to the [centuries
of] years.

The reasons for the different dates will be discussed in more detail ina
later chapter. What is relevant to the question at hand is the message in this
passage that although, given the contradictions within the Biblical text, it may

seem to the human eye that the time when ge ‘wla will come is uncertain, this is

not in fact true. These seeming contradictions in fact lead us to greater meaning.

" At the time of the ge ‘ula from Egypt, the players in the drama may not have

understood that the timing was unfolding exactly according to God’s plan. But
that doesn’t mean that the plan wasn’t there. Again, as was shown in the two
previous examples, the recipients of ge ‘ula are simply not privy to the

r
calculations that would enable them to understand perfectly its timing.

Process or Instantaneous Transformation?

One additional observation emerges from the preceding examples. They

each, in their own way, address the question of whether ge 'ula is a process with
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many steps or a t_ransfonnalion which takes piace in a moment. In considering the
use of midnight as a metaphor for the arrival of gé 'ula, this imagé supports a -
perspective that ge ‘ula can take place in an instant.

Kadushin comments that “"l’hé"liedemption was precisely at midnight.
There was not even a moment of transition between slavery and freedom.™
Important transformations can take place without fanfare and even without notice.
To our eyes, things may look exactly the same after midnight as before — it’s still
every bit as dark at 12:01 asitis at 11:59. But to God, who understands all
change, a transition has taken place in an instant. So too, the text seems to
suggest, with ge ula. 1t is a change that can take place in a moment.

This is not, however, the only perspective on the progression of ge ula in
Mekhilta. To return to our metaphor of the young woman reaching physical

maturity, we all know that sexual development is a process with many steps. Tae

Ezekiel quote used in Pisha 5 itself points to this fact — different secondary sex

.

characteristics come at different points, followed by the onset of menstruation,

which completes the physical process (“your breasts Qere formed and your hair

was grown...”). And the nimshal, the secondary system of the metaphor — that
_ .

is, the taking and slaughter of the Passover lamb -- is also clearly a process with

steps. In fact, the question around which the midrash is built asks why the

process must include different steps at different times. Why, asks the Mekhilta,

did the Torah cause the taking of the lamb to precede its slaughter by four days?

Why the wait? Why not just say “on the fourteenth day, take a lamb and
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slaughter it"? In raising this question, the Mekhilta points to the fact that ge ‘wia
is a process. Like the process of physical maturation, it has an order. and one part
follows another in sequence.

It is interesting to note the Mekhilta's charaélgri‘zation of the moment
when Moses tells the Israelites what they should do in relation to the Passover
offering. “The Israelites said, ‘Moses, if we sacrifice the abomination of the
- Egyptians [in front of their eyes, will they not stone us]?" He replied *from the
miracle which God will do for you on the day when you take the beast, you will
know what God will do when it is slaughtered.”** According to this passage, the
fact that the Egyptians will not attack the Israelites when they purchase the lambs
for slaughter [despite the fact that the Torah seems to perceive the lambs’
impending s!aughter;s a desecration of Egyptian religious beliefs] will be a sign
to the Israelites of the greater miracle to come when the animals are slaughtered.
What is implied in this passage is that when the Israelites first go to purchase the
:east, they are operating on faith. They are entering the process of ge 'w/a despite
the fact that danger is associated with it, and without the guarantee of Ia reward
until later in the process. Thus, the process of ge ‘wla itself contains uncena-inty.

and requires faith to continue with our part in it. This fact will become important

in the next chapter, dealing with how our actions relate to the arrival of ge ‘/a.

* Ibid,
* Pisha 5. My translation follows Lauterbach, who includes the bracketed words

based on what Moses himself says to Pharaoh in Exodus 8:2]1-22, “Then Pharaoh
summoned Moses and Aaron and said, ‘Go and sacrifice to your God within the
land. But Moses replied, ‘It would not be right to do this, for what we sacrifice to
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One of the traditions the rabbis bring to Jewish scholarship is a genius for
harmonizing different perspectives. In considering the distinction between ge ‘u!al
as process and as instantaneous transformation, [ believe there is room for these
two observations to co-exist harmoniously. For within any process, there will be
moments of intense change. A baby gestates in its mother’s womb for nine
months, growing and changing and developing. But this long process of

: development does not make the moment of birth any less dramatic in its
transformational power. So too, the commentaries of the Mekhilta suggest,
ge 'ula is a process which has different parts, which occurs over time, and which

also includes moments of dramatic, irrévocable change.

God’'s Knowleage of the Timing of Ge ‘ula: The Power of Oaths

Having established that we human beings are not privy to the details of
when ge ‘ula will occur, the question arises of God’s knowledge about the timing
c; ;ge 'ula. Does God know exactly when ge ‘ula will come, or are there factors
which prevent perfect Divine knowledge?

The major difference between human knowledge of ge wla’s timing az:d
Divine knowledge is that God is the one who set the process of ge ‘w/a in motion,

through the action of making an oath to Abraham about when ge u/a would occur.

To understand fully the nature of God’s knowledge of the timing of ge ‘wla, it is

our God is an abomination to the Egyptians. If we sacrifice that which is an
abomination to the Egyptians before their very eyes, will they not stone us?™”
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necessary to explore more deeply the meaning of making an oath and particularly
the meaning of God making an oath.
An oath is understood by Jewish tradition as a serious undertaking.

Numbers 30:3 explains that:

oY 170R 83971 522171371 5 85 wea Sy ox “orS Myaw vaon . D TR
a man who makes an oath imposing an obligation on himself, he
shall not break his pledge; he must carry out all that has crossed his
lips.*
If it is true for flesh-and-blood human beings that an oath is a responsibility which
must be fulfilled, how much the more so for the Master of the Universe? When
God makes an oath, it is not a statement to be trifled with. and this fact comes
through clearly in the Mekhilta’s commentary about God’s oath regarding the
ge 'ula of the Jewish people.
o In Exodus 12:12, God states 7728 Cr0Dw MWK Q37380 1o 5239, “and [
‘will mete out puniéhment to all the gods of Egypt, | am Adonai.” The
commentators of the Mekhilta notice that this is an occurrence of yitur,
superfluity. Why does God need to say “I am Adonai‘";’ Why can’t God jlst state
the fact that the punishments will be meted out? God is speaking here to the

children of Israel, to whom God'’s identity has already been made known. The

Mekhilta offers a reason for God’s re-stating the Divine identity:
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[ am Adonai — What is not possible for a human being to say, ‘I am

Adonai’ means that | affirm under oath that I will exact

punishment from them. And is it not true that it is a fortieri. if

God takes an oath regarding punishment, which is of less

importance, how much the more regarding meting out goodness,

which is more important, [will God fulfill an affirmed oath].

In this midrash, the words “I am Adonai™ are added to God's statement for
an important reason — to affirm that God's words have the power of an oath. And,
continues the midrash, if God fulfills an oath regarding punishment (as we know
from the outcome of the narrative in Exodus 12:29-30 — that the Egyptians, and
through them, their gods, are punished). how much the more so will God fulfill an
oath regarding meting out goodness to the [sraelites?

This midrash uses the technique of gal v'homer, discussed in the
introduction, to emphasize by inference the seriousness with which God takes the

fulfillment of the oath to the forefathers regarding ge ula. As the Mekhilta points
out, we know from the Torah that God will fulfill the oath implied in “[ am
Adonai” regarding the punishment of the Egyptians. We also know that Pod is
first and foremost a merciful God, “showing kindness to the thousandth
generation” (Exodus 20:6). In that case, arguing from the less important case to

the more important, it must be true that God will surely fulfill God’s oath of

goodness to the Israelites. In this midrash in particular, one feels poignantly the

*The Torah, A Modern Commentary, W. Gunther Plaut, ed. New York: UAHC
Press, 1981. I have used Platt’s translation of the above verse.
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yearning for the ge 'w/a to come which is an undercurrent to all of the Mekhilta's
discussions of the ge wla from Egypt. |

We learn from the above midrash that God’s oath, since it is such a strong
incentive for bringing ge 'ula at the appointed ti me, provides God with great
power with regard to knowing ge w/a’s timing. However, another commentary
highlights a less positive corollary to this position. While God's oath can grant
perfecl knowledge about the timing of ge 'u/a. as well as providing an opportunity
to benefit the Israelites, God's oath can also impose a serious constraint on God in

P ==

relation to ge ula .

The verse under consideration is “and it came to pass at the end of four
hundred and thirty years, even on that very day it came to pass, that all the hosts

of the Lord went out from the land of Egypt.™*

The Mekhilta commentary on the
above passage explains: 1"V {712 PR 132V 8 PRI v 1o s, “This
[the verse just quoted] tells us that at the time that the end"’ arrived, God did not
wait even an instant [to bring ge wla]. Jastrow defines 1°¥ 7 as “an indefinable
portion of time.™*® The use of the word 1"V even suggests the English usage “in
the blink of an eye.” In this image. the instant that the time designated by the oath
was up, God brings ge ‘ula. The startling aspect of this midrash is that in its vision
of ge ‘ula, there are forces more powerful than God. It seems that God is not free

to bring ge 'ula any sooner than the appointed time. God too is waiting for the

years of servitude to be over, and from the characterization in the lines quoted

% Exodus 12:41 :
47 Kaitz is used as a synonym for ge ‘wla in this midrash
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above, waiting with as much alacrity as the Israelites themselves. But in this
depiction, God cannot simply decide to end the servitude when God pleases —
there is a term that must be finished first. Thus it is clear that God knows
exactly when ge ‘ula will come, just as God W&S"‘j&él:l earlier as having the abil.ity
to discern exactly when moment of midnight occurs. The interesting twist
Mekhilta offers on this knowledge of timing through the power of an oath is that
God is also portrayed as bound by it, unable to act on ge 'u/a until the term of the
oath is up.

Having explored the knowledge of the different players about when ge ula
will come, the next question to be asked is: can these parties influence its arrival,
and if so, how? To answer this next query, we move to the next chapter in our

process of understanding ge 'wla, a consideration of the different people and

forces which may play a role in bringing — or even hastening — ge 'u/a

48 Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of the Talmud, Jerusalem: Horeb Publishing.
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Chapter Four: Factors Influencing the Arrival of Ge 'ula

The Role of the Israelites

There is a great deal of controversy about how the commentaries
contained in tannaitic midrashim like the Mékhilla were originally mediated to
their audiences. Were these expositions originally oral traditions passed from
teacher to student, or were they sermons preached in the beit knesset? Did amkha,
the average Jew living in Rome, hear or read these rabbinic riffs on the Torah, or
were these interpretations the provenance of the educated elite, passed down as
part of an esoteric tradition?

I raise this Tssue at this particular juncture because it seems uniquely
relevant to an examination of the role of the Israelites in bringing ge 'ula. The
first and most general observation to be made about the part the Children of Israel

’ play in bringing their own ge ‘ula is: of all th; players in the Exodus drama, the
.Mekhilta lavishes the most attention on the Israelites in its consideration of this
issue. Far more commentary focuses on the Israelites, as we shall see, than the
role played by the Egyptians and even by God. While this does not const;tute
evidence that the contents of the Mekhilta were preached to the masses, it is worth
noting that there is a distinctly exhortative tone about much of the commentary to
follow.

In fact, the question of the Israelites role in bringing ge 'w/a is so dominant

in the Mekhilta that it will be necessary to divide the foregoing analysis into
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sections. There are several c_lifferent, possibly contradictory, positions within the
Mekhilta about the means available to the Children of Israel in preparing for - or,
perhaps, hastening — ge ‘ula. The three main avenues of influencing the arrival of
ge 'ula seem to be: through their deeds: through“é/tr?nsfomation of inner state;

and/or by reminding God of their connection to meritorious ancestors.

The Importance of Deeds

A good starting point for considering the role of deeds in bringing ge ula
is the midrash quoted in Chapter Four, which asks “why did the Torah cause the
taking of the Passover offering to precede its slaughter by four days?” The
answer, discussed earlier, is that the Israelites needed the four intervening days to
perform their firs{ two mitzvot, the mitzvah of circumcision and the mitzvah of
offering the Passover sacrifice. The midrash closes with an overall statement of
why these actions were necessary: @Yn T Sv 8OR 2w 1"9L13 1°RE , “there is no
reward given except thiough actions.” '

In this statement, “actions” means something more speciﬁé than any kind
of good deed. The midrash just quoted comes to comment on a momenuzus
occasion in the history of the Jewish people. The vers.es in the Torah being
commented on here (Exodus 12:3-9, 43-49) constitute the first mitzvah given to

the Israelites. Thus, the midrash is teaching that to be able to experience ge ula,

there is a necessary pre-condition. As the Mekhilta puts it,

72 013 YPOYNIE MIBA 0TI T &1 173 N SKID OIS T3P Y30 mm:i::m
1oxam
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The time had come to fulfill the oath which God swore to Abraham
that He would go ‘el His children, but they did not have the ability
(literally, it was not in their kands) to do mitzvot to be yig ‘alu.

[n this portrait, the performance of mitzvot Es crucial to the process of
ge 'ula. But these deeds do not haslén the coming of ge wla. Rather, their power
is the power to withhold. The order of things is as follows: when the time comes
for ge ‘ula, if the Israelites have done mitzvot to prove their worthiness, then the
ge 'ula will be activated and will indeed happen. The implication is that without
these actions on the part of the Jewish people, the time for ge ‘w/a could come and
go and the opportunity would have been missed. But the converse does not
appear to be true: it is not suggested that if the Israelites had begun doing mitzvot
earlier, then the ge 'ula would have arrived sooner.

In fact, the midrash continues with a dissenting voice on this very subject.

«~*  Rabbi Eleazar ha Kappar asserts that the [Sraelites did in facl have mitzvot they

were doi-ng in Egypt, including not changing their names, not committing sexual
transgressions, not gossiping and not cha_nging their language.* Whether the
Israelites had mirzvot before the taking pf the Passover offering is not résolved in
the Mekhilta passage. However, it is clear in either case, the presence of actions
does not hasten ge ula, but rather facilitates it. Clearly, the power of God’s oath
still holds — the arrival date of ge ‘ula is still dictated by the oath whi_ch was made

in Genesis. But now another component has been added. Even if the time comes,

49 pisha 5
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there are certain actions that have to be taken by the Israelites to make use of the
opportunity,

While we are on the subject of oaths, another way in which the Israelites’
actions have an impact on the arrival of ge ‘ula has 6 do with how they act in
relation to an oath taken many years ago. As we have seen, an oath made to the
forefathers by God in the book of Genesis has a powerful impact on the events in
' Exodus. But God’s oath from Genesis is not the only one which comes to term
during the time of the ge 'wla from Egypt. A human oath taken by the Children of
Israel also becomes an important element in the timing of ge ula.

In Genesis 50:25, Joseph implores his brothers from his deathbed, * ‘I am
about to die. God will surely take notice of you and bring you up from this land
to the land that He pr(;mised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” So Joseph
made the sons of Israel swear, saying, “when God has taken notice of you, you
shall carry up my bones from here.”™

-

= Even in the text of Genesis, the two oaths — God’s a;lcl the brothers”
(representing the I[sraelites) -- are seen as connected. Joseph refers to Cod‘s oath
as he requests that the [sraelites make an oath of their own. In Exodus 12:41 we
read the conclusion to this episode: “Moses took the bones of Joseph with him.,
for Joseph laid an oath on the pt-zople of Israel saying, ‘God will visit you; then
you must carry my bones with you from there.™

Mehkhilta takes up this theme and brings the events to life, describing the

scene as Moses took Joseph's bones and further intertwining the oaths and the

action of ge 'ula.
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How did Moses know where Joseph's bones were buried” Serah

the daughter of Asher, who was still alive from that generation,

told him. and she showed Moses the grave of Joseph. She told

him: “They put him in this place, and the Egyptians made him a

metal casket which they sunk into the Nile. Moses went and stood

by the Nile and took a pebble*® and threw it into the Nile and cried

out, “Joseph son of Jacob, the oath to go ‘e/ His children. which

God swore to our father Abraham, has reached its fulfillment. It

you come up, well and good. If not, we are not responsible for

fulfilling your oath.” Immediately Joseph's coffin came to the

surface. and Moses took it."'

As the Mekhilta passage vividly points out. the ge wla cannot begin until
the oath to Joseph has been fulfilled or rendered void. But there is a probiem.
Moses intends 1o fulfiil the oath. but he cannot do so unless he can find Joseph's
coffin. Therefore, Moses appeals to Joseph for help. calling out to him. ‘Joseph
son of Jacob. the oath to go e/ His children. which God swore to our father
Abraham, has reached its fulfillment. If you come up. well and good  If not. we
are not responsible for fulfilling your oath.”

There is an interesting symmetry proposed in Mekhilta between God's
relationship to the oath He made to'the forefathers and the Israelites’ relationship

to the oath they made to Joseph. God, as we have seen, cannot begin the ge ‘u/a

even.an.instant before the time of the cath made to the forefathers has been

%0 Lauterbach (p. 176) amends to “a tablet of gold and engraved God’s name on
it" from a variant manuscript.
*! BeShallah Petikhta
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completed. However, once the moment of ge ula has been reached, and God is

free to begin the process, at that precise instant. the Israelites become responsible

. for another oath. Now they cannot move forward without attending to their part

“in the ge 'ula. The Israelites’ oath is represented as an obli é;tion that literally
weighs them down, keeping them from moving forward, signified by Joseph’s
heavy casket buried deep in the Nile. It is only when the burden is lifted, and the
cask:f:t comes to the surface, that they can initiate their participation in the ge ‘ula.
Thus, the Israelites have the power to allow ge 'ula to take its course, or to block
this eventuality, through a specific kind of action — the fulfillment of an oath.

Another text which emphasizes the importance of actions is a commentary

on Exodus 12:33:

-
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And the Egyptians were urgent with the people, to send them out
_of the land in haste, for they said ‘we will all be dead.’

The verse is somewhat perplexing — what do they mean by “we will all be

. dead,” which can also be translated as “we are all dead” (the tense is ambiguous)?
W

Mekhilta offers the following explanation:
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Because they said “we are all dead.”” They said, this is not,
according to the decree of Moses, Moses said, ‘All the firstborn in
the land of Egypt shall die.” (Ex. 11:5) The people had thought
that anyone who had four or five sons, only one son would die.
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They did net know that their wives were suspected of sexual

transgression, and each son was a first-born [of another father].

_They [the wives] acted in secret, and The Holy One punished them

in public. And is it not gal v 'homer that if God applies this

principle to matters of punishment — that things done in private

bring consequences from God in public -- how much the more so

will God apply this principle to matters of x‘é'w.'irgf.‘?SI

Kadushin offers a helpful step-by-step explanation of this midrash. He
states that according to the above commentary, the Egyptian people know that
Moses had announced the plague of the first-born. However, they were willing to
overlook those deaths. (In this interpretation. the Egyptians” desire to keep the
Israelites as slaves is was so strong that they were willing to have their first-born
die rather than allow the Israelites to go). But when the plague came, sons were
killed despite the fact that they were not the firstborn, or so their fathers believed.
At this point, the Egyptians thought God was about to kill everyone (“we are all
dead”) and it is only now that the Egyptians begin rushing the Israelites out of
Ezypt, when their own lives appear to be on the line.”

However, the midrash explains, the Egyptian people were wrong in their
interpretation of God’s actions. What they didn’t know was that their wives were
suspected of sexual transgression, so that all the sons were firstborn of other*
men.** They [the wives] acted in private and the Holy One made things public.

And this is a gal v homer situation, arguing from a less important case to a more

important case. Since God meted out punishment in public for something that

52 pisha 13
53 Kadushin, 142
5% Ibid.
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occurred privately, it must be that God will mete out rewards in public for the

Israelites’ private merits.

This midrash asserts that even actions that happen on the inside — in secret,’
as the Mekhilta puts it — bring consequences on the 6:1tsidc According to this
midrash, all actions count, whether they are public or private. God sees even the
most private behaviors, things which would be hidden from anyone else. Thus.

.+ the midrash implies, the merits of the Israelites’ actions may not be visible to the
human eye, but God can see them, and as a result, God will bring ge ‘w/a publicly
as a reward for private virtue.

Another midrash, this time from BeShallah 7. which may seem at first to

contradict the primacy of action, can, on closer consideration, be seen as

supporting it. The subject of the midrash is 7120, which is usually translated as
faith, but which can be seen as meaning something more akin to acting-out-of-
faith. This distinction is made by Norman Collen in his article, “Analysis of An
.;;ergetic Tradition in the Mekhilta De Rabbi [shmael: The Meaning qf ‘Amanah
in the Second and Third Centuries.” The verses being commented on by Cohen
include: |
‘s
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Great is amanah.. .for Israel was only nig ‘al from Egypt as a

reward for their amanah, as it is written, and the people had faith

(v 'amen, from the same root as amanah); and when they heard that
God had remembered the children of Israel (Exodus 4:31)
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Cohen points out that “though on a peshat level the verb pakad is
understood as ‘remember,’ it can also mean ‘command.’ Therefore, the verse is
interpreted as saying that Israel showed their faith in God when they had
internalized, i.e. accepted God’s commandments,”** -'l‘"hus. he concludes, “the
Israelites’ redemption from Egypt must be seen as being due to their observance
of the mitzvor.™® The Israelites’ faith in God is concretized by their performance
. of mitzvol. As in the previous midrash, therefore, it is action — specifically. actions
in regard to mirzvoi — which determines their ability to be nig ‘al.

One of the most famous commentaries in the Mekhilta also speaks of the
importance of action. The hero of this story is Nahshon of the tribe of Judah. As

recounted in the Mekhilta, we learn that:

-
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R. Judah made a different commentary (on the verse “and the
people of Israel went into the midst of the sea,” Exodus 14:22).
When the children of Israel came to the deep point of the sea, all
the tribes were standing there, one saying “I'm not going in first”
and another saying “I'm not going in first” as it is written
“Ephraim surrounds me with lies and the house of Israel with
deceit.”” As they were standing there and deciding what to do
Nahshon ben Amminadav jumped into the sea as it is written

55 Norman Cohen, “Analysis of an Exegetic Tradition in the Mekhilta de Rabbi
Ishmael: The Meaning of Amanah in the Second and Third Centuries,” Journal
for the Association of Jewish Studies, IX:1 (Spring 1984), 15
e =

Ibid.
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“Save me, God, for the water has come up to my neck (Psalm
69:2)" and it is written “1 am sunk in deep mire, where there is no
standing, [ am come into deep waters and the flood overwhelms
me (Psalm 69:16).” God said to Moses, “My friend is drowning in
the sea, it is closing in around him, and the enemy is pursuing him,
and you stand them are pray!™ Moses said, *“Master of the
Universe, what can [ do?” God replied. “Lift up your rod!”

In this audacious elaboration on the moment of standing before the Red

Sea, Nahshon becomes the teacher of Moses. As Moses stands there praying for
the sea to part, Nahshon takes action. He jumps into the sea. It is only then that
Moses, with God’s prompting, lifts his rod to part the sea. Nahshon's role here is
that of a shock trooper, who enters the dangerous situation first. The implication
is that if Nahshon had not jumped into the fray, the Israelites might have
continued arguings and Moses might have continued praying. until it was too late
to cross before the Egyptians. The message of the midrash is unequivocal -- there

are times when the only thing to do is act. Nahshon’s action epitomizes Cohen’s

definition of amanah. His faith in God is clearly very strong, but in addition, it is

" expressed through concrete action. As we saw with the mitzvor that the Israelites

took on to merit the ge ‘wla, there is a wind_ow of opportunity to seize the moment,
and if that opportunity isn’t taken, the moment is lost. As the Mekhilta téils it,
Nahshon’s actions are directly responsible for the Israelites ability to sing later, on
the other side of the Sea, NoX1 11OV Tona nma (In Your mercy you have led out
and brought ge ula to Your people).

Finally, the midrash quoted earlier in connection with the timing of ge wla
is perhaps the Mekhilta’s strongest statement about the power of our actions in

bringing ge ula. In attempting to understand the differing predictions of when
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ge ula will come in Genesis 15 (will it come after 400 years, as stated in verse 13,

or in four generations as stated in verse 16), the Mekhilta harmonizes these

positions in the following way.
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One passage says “and they will afflict them for four hundred

years” and another passages says “in the fourth generation they

will return.” How can we uphold both of these passages? The

Holy One said “if they repent I will go ‘al them according to the

generations, and if not, according to the [centuries of] years.

In this passage, the Israelites can have the opportunity to choose between
four hundred years and four generations. It all comes down to whether or not they
do teshuvah — if they choose to repent of their former, idolatrous actions and
change their ways, it will be four generations, and if or not, it will be four hundred
ysars. This is quite a difference in timing. Thg [sraelites here are given the
ability to eliminate over 200 years from the term of their slavery, an impressive
parole, if they successfully repent and change their ways.

It is interesting that in this presentation, even if the Israelites do not
change their ways, ge 'ula will still come, it will simply take much longer. This
position is in contrast to some of the other passages, which state that if the
Israelites are not ready, the opportunity for ge ‘ula will simply pass them by. In

this version, ge ‘ula is coming to them in either case, and they have the ability to

influence how quickly it will arrive.
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A difficult question to answer in regard to this verse is: does this qualify as
a case in which the Israelites can hasten ge ‘w/a with their actions? At first, it I
seems clear that they can, as the difference between four generations and four .
hundred years is no small change in term. Buton Elgscr consideration. the oath
God makes in Genesis does include the position that they will return to the Land
in the fourth generation. In that case, the Israelites are simply bringing ge ‘u/a at
one of the appointed time periods. In the end. this example is tantalizingly
ambiguous — there is a hint towards the daring idea that we have the ability to
hasten ge ‘ula, within the safety of remaining true to the timeframe predicted in
the Torah. Perhaps in this way, thé commentators of the Mekhilta turned a
possible problem in the Torah into an opportunity to press their point of the
importance of action as far as possible. In this way. they were able to make sure
that their readers/hearers understood how crucial their own behavior was without

sacrificing loyalty to the perfection of the Torah, whose every word is true.

-

Transformation of Inner State

It is clear from the above éxamples that Mekhilta definitely stresses the
importance of actions, and specifically, the performance of mitzvot, in bringing
ge ‘ula. An often made general observation about rabbinic J udaisﬁ generally is its
emphasis on deeds as a means of serving God. Rabbinic Judaism's emphasis on

action is posed against the beliefs of a new sect gaining popularity during the
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tannaitic period, followers of a rabbi named Jesus of Nazareth. In fact, some
scholars have seen in the Mekhilta’s emphasis on deeds a polemic against the -
newly developing Christian sect, with its emphasis on faith. Norman Cohen

-

writes of the passage about amanah described earlier in.this chapter:

It is against the backdrop of Christianity’s rejection of the law as
the means of attaining salvation and its emphasis upon the faith of
the pious believer in the death and resurrection of Jesus, as well as
the antinomianism of its Gnostic counterparts that our Mekhilta
passage must be read. When Gentile Christians and Gnostics were
claiming that salvation would come as a result of either faith or
mystical knowledge, the rabbis of the second and third century had
to go out of their way to emphasize that for the Jew, redemption
would be the reward for observance of the commandments.*’

Certainly the examples cited above from Mekhilta support Cohen’s
observation about the‘importance the rabbis credited to performance of mitzvor.
However, I would like to suggest that in addition, Mekhilta’s commentaries show
a striking sensitivity to the fact that preparationl for ge 'ula requires a change of
ill;ler state. There are rnarlly comments in the Mekhilta which indicatg an .
understanding that we cannot play our part in bringing ge ‘ula simply by
performing certain deeds; rather, that these deeds have to be accompanied b)é an
inner change of intention and perspective on the world. Thus it is not only action,
the Mekhilta seems to counsel, which allows us to be ready for the coming of
ge 'ula, but a less visible kind of change.

There is one difference between the portrayal of the movement from

servitude to freedom in the Torah and in Mekhilta that is so oyerarching it almost

58



becomes the forest that one might miss in the midst of a careful analysis of the
trees. In the Torah, as I mentioned in Chapter One, the servitude of the Israeh:tes
is “harsh labor at mortar and bricks.”*® 'Ih_ejI,sraelites’ slavery is physical: They
are literally oppressed by their taskmasters. The fact that the Egyptians worship
their own gods is certainly part of the Exodus story. As we saw in a midrash
quoted earlier, Moses tells Pharaoh that his people need to leave Egypt to worship
God because their means of worship will be an abomination to the Egyptians, the
implication being that Israelite worship will fly in the face of the Egyptians’ cultic

practices. However, the fact that the Egyptians worship other gods does not seem
to impact the Israelites in an-y other way. It is not connected to the [sraelites’
slavery. Th‘e Israelites are slaves, Exodus tells us, because they are forced to
work for Pharaoh, building Pithom and Ramses, because their bodies belong to
the Egyptians.

Mekhilta, on the other hand, hegins with the assumption that the real
servitude of the Israelites is that they have adopted the practice of worshipping
Egypt’s false gods. In the midrash from Pisha 5, quoted earlier, the question is
asked: “why did the Torah cause thé taking of the Passover offering to precede its
slaughter by four days?” The first opinion, already discussed is so that they
Israelites would have the time to do mitzvor. There is a second opinion offered
that differs subtly from the answer that the Israelites needed the four days to begin

the performance of mirtzvor.

57 Cohen, p. 25
%8 Exodus 1:14 .
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Why the Torah cause the taking of the lamb to precede its
slaughter by four days? The Israelites were steeped in idol
worship, and idol worship is [equal in opposite weight to] all of the
mitzvot in the Torah.

In this version of the midrash, the reason for the lag in time before the
moment of ge 'ula is portrayed with a vivid image. The Israelites are 1"200 --
steeped. or soaked wculd be another possible translation — in idolatry. Just as the
lamb which would be offered on the fourteenth day would need to have the blood
drained out of it to be considered a fit offering to God, so too the Israelites needed
four days to have th; idolatry drained out of them before they could be considered

fit to receive and participate in ge ula. Indeed, as the midrash continues, it

states:

-l
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Can it be that a person receives good news and is not happy? “A
son is born to you.” “Your master is setting you free.” If this is
the case [that one must be happy on receiving good news] then
why does the Torah say of the Israelites, “ and they did not listen
to Moses” (Exodus 6:5)? Because it was hard for them to separate

from idol worship.

The change the Israelites needed to make, according to this midrash, is
that they needed to give up their attachment to the idolatry they had become

accustomed to practicing. The real slavery was not the bricks and mortar. Rather,
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it was the enslavement that had taken place inside of their souls. They had
become so immersed — or soaked, to use the language of the Mekhilta — in
idolatry that they could not even recognize the good p_ews.that was brought to
them regarding ge 'u/a. In this example it is clear t’hat the preparation they need to
make is to change their inner state, otherwise the opportunity for ge ‘ula will
certainly pass them by.

The importance of inner change is underscored again in another midrash,

this time from Pisha 6.
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And they shall take from the blood and put it on the two doorposts
and on the lintel (Exodus 12:7). This means, on the inside. You
say inside, but maybe it is outside. But scripture says, *“ and I will
see the blood™ — this means, the blood which will be seen by me
[that is, by God] and not by others, these are the - words of R.

v Ishmael. R. Jonathan says, this mean$ on the inside. You say

inside, but maybe it is outside. But scripture says, *‘and the blood

will be a sign to you.” To you, but not to others.” '

To fully appreciate the significance of this midrash, it is important to
remember that the moment when God passes over the Israelites’ homes is the
initiating moment of ge ula. As we saw in the midrash asking who can know
when it is midnight, quoted in Chapter 3, this is the moment when all the events
which constitute ge 'ula are first set in motion. The question at issue is where on
the doorposts should the Israelites place the blood of the Passover lamb? An

anonymous commentator suggests the inside, and this position is immediately

contradicted. But then proof is brought to support the choice of inside from
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Exodus 12:13, a few verses later, which states “and when [ see the blood. The
reason the blood should go on the inside of the doorpost is that it is a sign for
God, and as we know, God can see things that human beings can't. God can see b
what is on the inside. ¥

Here again, the imagery suggests that God can detect changes made on the
inside, which would be invisible to anyone else. The Israelites’ sign that they
should be among the ones who take part in the ge 'w/a — the blood of the Passover
offering — is literally located on the inside, the inside of their doorpost. The
imagery here makes concrete the idea that the signs we need to show God that we
are ready for ge ‘ula are interior. Tﬁey do not occur in the public domain.

The midrash continues with another interesting twist on this idea. The
position that the blood should be on the inside of the doorpost is maintained, but
the reason offered is different: “R. Jonathan says, this means on the inside. You
, say inside, but maybe it is outside. But scripture says, ‘and the blood will be a
« sign to you." To you, but not to others.” R. Jonathan again brings the possibility
that the blood should be on the outside of the door. But this position is overridden
again, with the proof that the Torah says and the blood will be a sign to you
[meaning, to the Israelites],” the significance of which is that it will be a sign to
you but not to others. In this formulation, the significance of putting the blood on
the inside is that it will be seen by the person him or herself and not by others.
This commentary suggests that the signs that a person is ready to receive ge ‘ula

can be seen by the person him or herself, though not by others.
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[n both cases, whether it is God who sees the sign, or the recipient of
ge 'ula him or herself, the point is clearly made that the sign is an interior one. [t
cannot be seen on the outside, it cannot be seen by others. Our ability to inﬂuen'ce.
our own participation in ge 'w/a is dependent on makin'g inner changes which will
symbolize readiness, to God and to ourselves. *°

Inner signs of readiness for ge 'w/a are the subject of another commentary
from Mekhilta, one which has become quite well-known through its placement in
the Passover Haggadah. Exodus 13:8 contains the commandment to tell the story
of the Exodus from Egypt to one’s children_. which is the basis for the celebration
of the Passover Seder:
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And you shall tell your son on that day, saying, “it is because of

what God did for me when I came out of Egypt.

Mekhilta’s commentary on this verse is:
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* As I mentioned in Chapter One, the Mekhilta is not a text with a singular voice.
The midrash quoted above is a good example of this characteristic. After the two
opinions quoted in the text of this paper, a third is offered, “R. Isaac says, I still
think it means outside, so that the Egyptians would see it and it would feel as if
their guts were cut through.” R. saac seems to feel that the sign of ge 'ula should
be external to insure the Egyptians receive the appropriate punishment for their
actions (although the punishment itself is internal, acting on their inner organs).
None of the opinions are designated as correct — they are allowed to stand as they
are, voicing contradiction without the need for reconciliation.
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Because of what the Lord did for me. Why is this said? Because

he says “What is this worship to you? (Ex. 12:26). This can only

be the question of the wicked son. Since he takes himself out of

the group, you should take him out of the group.~You should say

to him “because of this, which God did for me.” “For me” and not

“for you™ for had you been there, you would not have been

nig 'al %

The Mekhilta asserts that the father’s comment is being made to the
wicked son, since it is a logical response to the question “what does this mean to
you?” The father’s reply. according to the Mekhilta, is swift and unforgiving.
When he says, “because of what God did for me™ (picking up on the grammar of
the son’s question, as he asked what does this mean to you), the father’s intention
is to explain “for me” and not “for you,” for had you been there, you would not
have been nig ‘al.

While this comment may not reflect contemporary wisdom about
sutcessful parenting, it is extremely revealing about the role that one’s attitude
plasrs in ge 'ula. The son’s question is deemed as wicked by the Mekhilta because
he “takes himself out from the group.” Therefore, the midrash asserts, he will
also be taken out of the group when it comes to ge u/a. The implication is thal
had this child been present for the moment of ge ‘ula, despite being a member of
the [sraelite clan, his attitude would have prevented him from participating in the
liberation from Egypt. We have come a long way from the Torah’s go’el ha dam,

about which A.R. Johnson commented that “kinship groups were seen as a unit -

a corporate personality” (see footnote in Chapter Two). In the Mekhilta,
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individual identity is affirmed by stating that if one, as an individual, does not
possess the correct attitude, then one is not ready or worthy to take part in ge ula.

A midrash from Pisha 17 goes even farther in describing the power of an
individual’s attitude in affecting ge 'u/a. The son in the above midrash was not
included due to his point of view; in this midrash, someone is included in the
external ge 'wl/a but remains internally oppressed. Pisha 14 includes this striking
con;ment:
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R. Eliezer says: idol worship crossed the sea with the [sraelites, as

it is written, ‘And a rival crossed the sea.” And what is this? It is

the image of Micah.

The quote from Zéchariah 10:11 is difficult to understand. JPS translates
“A hemmed in force shall pass through the sea.”®' The Mekhilta, however
translates 7% as a rival, thus rendering the verse “and an idol [a rival god]
cros;::d the sea with the [sraelites. This midrash is?an oblique reference to a
comn;ent from Judges 17:5, “And the man Micah had a shrine and made an efod
and rerafim.” Terafim were considered by the rabbis to be idols. In Pesahim
117A, the presence of this man Micah’s idol is explained as follows: “The
Israelites brought along with them from Egypt an idol, which they worshipped for
a long time."”

To return to the Mekhilta passage: idol worship crossed the sea with the

Israelites. Micah’s teraph or idol, as we learn from Pesahim 117A, was brought

along and worshipped. So the Mekhilta passage seems to state that even when
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one is physically nig ‘al one can continue to keep idolatry inside. In this case, the
lack of an inner change means that even physical ge ‘ula fails to truly transform a
person into a servant of God.

There are two other powerful commentarie‘s related to the moments at the
Red Sea; both of which speak of the importance of an inner change in bringing
ge 'ula. In the first, God’s command to Moses at the Red Sea in Exodus 14:15,

“tell the people to go forward!™ is reinterpreted by Mekhilta in an unusual way.
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R. Judah the Prince said: “Tell the Children of Israel to move
forward.” mteans “to move forward from the words that they were
saying in their hearts.” Yesterday, they were saying “are there not
enough graves in Egypt [that you are taking us here to die in the
wilderness]?” and now you stand here and pray and cry out to me?
Tell theﬁ 2Chih:lre:n of Israel to move forward from the words in their
hearts.

This is a wonderful portrayal of a God with an ironic wit. Moses,is crying
out to God and God replies, “You're asking me to handle this? Turn to your
people, who have not displayed an inch of faith in me since being taken ¥
miraculously out of Egypt, and perhapg if they change their perspective, your
situation will also change.” From God’s point of view, according to this midrash,

the change that must occur for the Israelites to make it safely across the sea is a

change inside of the Israelites. They must change “the words in their hearts,”

6! 1PS translation
62 Beshallah 3

66



their faithless attitude to God. They need to become more like Nahshon. But
here, what God is asking is not for a leap of action but rather a leap of intention.

Finally, a stirring image in the following chapter of Beshallah emphas.izes
viscerally that ge 'ula certainly includes an inner component. The context is
Exodus 14:21,
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And Moses stretched out his hands over the sea and God drove
back the sea with a strong east wind all that night, and turned the
sea into dry ground.

Mekhilta picks up on the fact that despite the fact that God has told Moses
if he lifts his arms, he will cause the sea to part. in this verse the parting of the sea
is attributed to God, not Moses. What is the reason for this? The Mekhilta

answers with the following parable:
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And Moses stretched out his hands over the sea. At first, the sea
resisted him. Moses said to it, “I ask you in the name of the Holy
One to split” but the sea would not receive his command. Moses
showed him the rod of God and the sea would still not receive his
command. To what may the matter be compared? To a king who
had two gardens one inside the other. He sold the inside garden
and the buyer went to enter, but the guard would not let him. The
buyer told the guard, “I am here in the name of the king, but the
guard would not receive his command. The buyer showed the
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guard the king's signet but the guard still would not receive his
command until the buyer brought the king himself. Then the guard
started to flee. The buyer said “all day I was telling you I came in
the name of the king and you wouldn’t receive me, and now why
are you running away? The guard replied, “I'm notrunning from
you. I'm running from the king. So too when Mbseg stood at the
shores of the sea, and said in the name of God to split, the sea did
not receive his command, when Moses showed the sea God's staff,
the sea did not receive his command, until God Himself appeared
in His full glory and then the sea began to run away.

L3

Moses's dilemma trying to part the sea is compared to a man trying to
enter a garden he has bought from the king. but who is prevented from entering by
the guard (the sea). In this parable, dividir_ag and crossing the sea is compared to
entering the innermost garden. So the act of ge ula, that is, crossing the sea, is
akin to entering the innermost region. In this metaphor. the most external.
physical component of ge ‘ula, the crossing of the Red Sea, becomes inextricably
linked to an image of interiority, of privacy. Ge ula is entering the innermost
ga:dén of the king. There is perhaps even a hint of a sexual overtone to this
image. Earlier in the Mékhilta_ Song of Songs 4:12, “a garden shut up is my
sister,” is explained as referring to the lack of sexual transgression among the
[sraelite women in Egypt. This subtext lends an even stronger sense both of
going inward, the male perspective on sexuality, and of intimacy. In any case,
the parable of entering the innermost garden powerfully evokes the concept that
even at the most outward moment of ge ‘ula there is an important inner
component.

Having proposed_ that inner change is regarded as equally important to

changes in behavior, there is one other means through which the Israelites may
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have an impact on their own ge 'u/a, according to Mekhilta. Unlike the two
categories above, however, this means of effecting ge 'u/a does not relate to the

Israelites themselves; rather, it focuses on those to whom they are related.

Connection to Meritorious Ancestors

When God first communicates with Moses, God makes the Divine identity
known by telling him: “I appeared to Abraham, [saac and Jacob.” It is through
this reference to a past relationship that God’s enduring connection to Moses and
the Israelites is established. In Mekhiltz, this mode of establishing connection is
reversed. One means by which Mekhilta;s commentaries affirm that the Israelites
can play a role in bringirlg ge 'ula is by reminding God of the merits of their
ancestors, with whom God established an enduring relationship.

As discussed earlier, the moment which can be seen as the starting point of
ge ‘ta occurs at midnight on the night before the Israelites leave Egypt. After
seeing the sign of blood on the Israelites’ doorposts, God passes over their homes,
not killing the first born. In connection with this moment, we read the following
in Pisha 7:
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What did God see? The blood of the Agedah of [saac.
This may at first seem like a puzzling comment, since as we know from

the story in Genesis 22, 1saac’s blood is not shed. God sends an angel to stay

Abraham's hand before he lifts it against his son. However, when Mekhilta
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speaks of Prs” 5w NPy -- the Agedah of Isaac, what is being referred to is not
simply the story of Abraham and Isaac as told in'the Torah in Genesis 22.
As Philip Davies writes in his article, “Passover and the Dating of the
Aqedah,” “the Jewish doctrine of the Aqedah regards the offering of Isaac
|
narrated in Genesis 22 as an actually accomplished sacrifice in which blood was
shed.”® This tradition has its roots in the Targumic accounts of the story from
¢ Genesis 22, and was evidently known to the rabbis whose opinions we read in the
Mekhilta.

But why would the Mekhilta choose to include this midrashic tradition
that Isaac’s blood was, in fact, shed in this particular context? Why assert that the
blood seen by God on the Israelites’ doorposts was not simply the blood of the
Passover offering, but rather, was the blood of their ancestor [saac? Susan
Niditch sees this issue as related to the problem of communication with God in
the era after the destruction of the Temple. Prophecy ceased after the destruction
of'the second Temple. Therefore, the Jewish people lost their means of
communication with God. Niditch argues that “The potential divine-human
communications gap is mediated by the perfe& intermediary, the merit of theg

ancestors, those heroes of Israel’s past now intercessors with God — human, and

- QTM
yet in death more than human.

Thus, merely by invoking Isaac, one of the meritorious ancestors, has the

potential to effect a connection between the Israelites and God. But Niditch

53 Philip Davies, “Passover and the Dating of the Agedah,” Journal of Jewish
Studies, Spring 1979, p. 59
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argues further that to invoke Isaac’s Agedah, his moment of ultimate sacrifice. is |
of even greater worth than other references to meritorious ancestors. The reason
that Isaac holds such a special place is as fdllows. “The willingness 1o offer one’s
life has become a means of effecting mediation between God and Israel, a radical
means especially necessary in the face of a reduction in traditional prophecy.}’f'5
In alluding to [saac’s near-sacrifice, transformed by rapbinic tradition into an
3 actually accomplished sacrifice, the Mekhilta is .in effect remindiné God of the
ultimate devotion of the ancestors of the Jewish people. In this way. [saac’s blood
acts as a motivator in the crucial moment when God begins the piocess of ge ‘ula.
Perhaps, the Mekhilla seems to suggest, it is God’s perception of Isaac’s blood,
and all the memories, this carries with it, which motivates God to take on the task
of initiating ge ‘ula.

The Agedah is invoked again in Beshallah 3, during the other miracuious
«noment of ge ‘ula, the parting of the Red Sea. »In this case; it is the Biblical

account to which Mc;.khi Ita’s midrash refers. We read:
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R. Banaah says, on account of the mitzvah that Abraham
performed, I will split the sea for them, as it is written, “and he
split wood for the offering (Genesis 22:3); and it is written here
(Exodus 14:21) “and the waters were split.”

% Niditch, 164
6 [bid. 167
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At the two important junctures of ge ‘ula, the night escape and the splitting
of the Red Sea, the two forefathers are invoked by Mekhilta. In the midrash just
quoted, Abraham’s devotion to God, his ﬁillingn;s_s_ , to split the wood for the
. sacrifice, is directly related to God's acﬁon of splitting the sea. It can be seen as
measure for measure. But here, as with the example of [saac above, the virtues
which entitle the [sraelites to have ge ‘wla take place at its appointed time are not
their own. [t is by virtue of their connection to meritorious ancestors that they are
given the privilege of participating in ge ula.

In this category, it is clear that the power given in relation to ge u/a is not
to hasten. Rather, on the strength of relationship to the past, the Israelites remind
God that they are worthy of receiving ge ‘w/a at its appointed time, of not letting
the moment of opportunity pass.

Thus, Mekhilta establishes three categories by which the Israelites can
; participate in bringing ge 'ula. In all cases, their power is the power to cause the
' ge'ulato arrive at its appointed time, but not to hasten it beyond the parameters
set in Genesis 15. We now turn to the other players in the drama, the Egyptians

and God, to explore how their roles may be similar to or different from that of the

Children of Israel.

The Other Players: The Egyptians and God

Just as the amount of space devoted to the Israelites and their role in
ge 'ula is revealing, the same can be said about the Egyptians. One might assume,

knowing the Exodus story, that the Egyptians and Pharaoh would be seen as
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playing an important role in the coming of ge ‘ula in Mekhilta. After all, it is they
who pursue the Israelites out of Egypt, setting the events to follow in motion, and
it is they who chase the freed slaves to the sea,. causing ;_h;,need for the great
miracle that occurs there. Thus, in the Torah text, the Egyptians definitely k
contribute to the action of ge ula.

In Mekhilta, this starring role has all but disappeared. The commentaries
lhét deal with the Egyptians focus mainly on the punishments meted out to them
for their sinful behavior (such as the midrash that their wives inﬁdelitiég quoted
earlier in this chapter). In the few comments about the Egyptians’ role in ge ula.
the purpose of the midrash seems to be to minimize the impact they had on the
experience. Two exampes of this tendency can be found in Pisha 13. The
context for the commentaries to follow is the events that occur in the moments
after the first born Egyptians have been killed, when the Egyptians urge tae
peaple out of Egypt. In each case, it is the word nig ‘alu in the Mekhilta which
charnges the meaning of the Exodus verse and de-emphasizes the role of the
Egyptians.

The first midrash is a commentary on Exodus 12:34 - p
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And the people took their dough before it was leavened

Mekhilta adds succinctly:
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This tells us that they had kneaded the dough but there had not
been time for it to rise before they were nig ‘alu. *

Kadushin observes that “at first glance. the comment seems to convey

wb7

merely the literal meaning."™" Thus, Mekhilta's commentary seems to have added

nothing — we already know from the Exodus te-)_ci that the qough did not have time
to rise. The words, “before they were nig ‘al,” however, identify the idea in the
'c;)mment as rabbinic. [t was because of the Israelites” redemption [sic] by God.
not because they were driven out by the Egyptians, that they *had not sufficient
time to let it [the matzah] leaven.””®® Thus, the plain sense of the Exodus verse is
overturned. One might think that the rea;son the people took the dough before it
was leavened it that they were being chased out of Egypt. But. explains Mekhilta,
the real reason for the haste was not the pressure of the Egyptians; it was the fact

that the time of ge ‘u/a had arrived.

The same logic is used to interpret another verse on the same subject.
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And they baked unleavened cakes of the dough that they had taken
out of Egypt, for it was not leavened since they had been driven
out of Egypt and could not delay

"

The Mekhilta elaborates on the second half of this verse, “for they had

been driven out of Egypt and could not delay.”

% pisha 13

67 Kadushin, 143
6 Ibi

6 Exodus 12:39
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I might have thought that they were driven out by the Egyptians,

but the Torah teaches: ‘And they could not delay,’ meamng that
they could not delay until they were nig ‘alu.

13

Here, the Mekhilta affirms that the Egyptians could not delay in banishing

the Israelites from Egypt because that the time of ge ‘u/a had arrived. Their

" actions were not a result of their own free will — they did not rush the Israelites

out due to their own wish to have them gone. Rather, they literally were not able
to delay.. God was forcing their hand, so to speak, using them as;aawns on God’s
chessboard. Again, the role of the Egyptians is minimized and the Israelites’
actions are seen as bejng dictated by God and by the arrival of the ge w/a. The
pressure of the Egyptians has become merely a means through which God’s will
is accomplished. In this way, Mekhilta affirms that in the game of ge ‘ula, there
ase really only two players: God and Israel.

Thus, the ngptians have their starring role in the Exodus taken away
from them. Instead of acting as participants in bringing ge ‘u/a, they become
props, who happen to be standing around whcﬁ the cosmic drama between Gpd
and Israel unfolds. The rabbis of the Mekhilta, living under their own oppressors
as part of the Roman Empire, were not will'mg to allow the Israelites’ oppressors

to play an important part in their telling of the Exodus story — not even as the

villains of the drama.

70 pisha 14
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The Role of God

There is, however, one key player whose role has not yet been considered.
As | mentioned in Chapter One of this péper, one characteristic of the usage of - .
ga ‘al is that it describes not just any rescuing action, but particularly the actions
of God. What are the qualities of those actions? Is God’s power boundless as
relates to ge 'ula, or is God also constricted by outside forces, unable to bring
ge ‘ula at exactly the time desired?

A midrash considered earlier about the discrepancy in time frames in
Genesis 15 (four hundred years versus four generations) reveals the ways in
which even God is not the master of destiny regarding ge ula. God says in that
passage: .
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If they repent, I will go ‘al them according to the generations, if
not, according to the years.

-

God, having given the Israelites free will, has to abide by their choices. If
they choose to repent, then God can bring the ge 'ula sooner, after four
generations, but if not, God too must wait. . i

God’s waiting is not, however, seen as an act of patience. In Mekhilta,
God is portrayed as deeply invested in the rﬁoment of the Israelites ge ula.

In a midrash on the verse 7BM3 X% DN, “and you shall eat it [the Passover

offering] in haste” (Exodus 12:11) raises the question of whose haste is being

invoked.
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This is the haste of the Egyptians. You say it is the haste of the
Egyptians, but perhaps it is the haste of the [sraelites, as it says,
“But against the children of Israel, a dog shall not whet his tongue
(Exodus 11:7).” The haste of [srael is referred to there so what do |
do with the verse “and you shall eat it in haste?” This is the haste
of the Egyptians. R. Joshua ben Karha says, “and you shall eat it
in haste.” this is the haste of the Israelites. You say that it is the
haste of the Israelites, but maybe it is the haste of the Egyptians, as
it is said, “for they were banished from Egypt and could not tarry
(Ex. 12:39),” this is a reference to the haste of the Egyptians. How
then shall [ interpret “and you shall eat it in haste?” This is the
haste of Israel. Abba Hanin says in the name of R. Eliezer, this is
the Maste of the Shekhina, despite the fact that there is no proof for
this, there is a hint of this interpretation: “the voice of my beloved.
bel-}clald he comes...he stands behind our wall (Song of Songs, 2:8-
9).

This long, somewhat confusing, set of arguments can be summed up as
folloﬁs.n The simple reading éf this verse is that the Israelites must eat in haste,
since the moment of ge ‘ula has arrived. However, there is a problem with this
simple reading of the verse. Earlier, in Exodus 11:7, we read “and against the
children of Israel, a dog shall not whet his tc:)ngl_lv':.“73 This is taken by Mekhilta to

refer to the haste of the Israelites (the verse is seen as referring to a miracle by

which dogs did noi bark at the Israelites when they left Egypt, despite the fact that

»

M p:
Pisha 7
72 [ an effort to facilitate clarity of understanding, I have presented the arguments

in a different order than they are offered in the midrash itself.
73 Translation from Lauterbach, p. 52
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they were leaving in great haste). ' In that case, it would be yitur, superfluity, for
Exodus 12:11 to refer again to the haste of the Israelites. So the midrash suggests
that VB3 % BRSRY refers to the Egyptians. In this interpretation, “and you
shall eat it in haste™ means that the Israelites should eat the Passover offering
during the time when the Egyptians are “in haste,” that is to say, all in a bustle
over the death of the first born, before they have a chance to start forcing the

i 'Israelites out of Egypt.”. However. there is again a problem of yitur, superfluity.
Another verse is brought, Exodus 12:39 (discussed above in this chapter) and this
verse is taken to describe the haste of the Egyptians. So whose haste is being
referred to in Exodus 12:11, “and you shall eat it in haste”™? The argument seems
to have reached a stalemate when the stunning conclusion is revealed: Abba
Hanin says in the name of R. Eliezer, this is the haste of the Shekhina, despite the
fact that there is no proof for this, there is a hint of this interpretation: “the voice
@f my beloved, behold he comes...he stands behind our wall (Song of Songs, 2:8-
9).

The Shekhina, from the root shakhen, to dwell, is the (feminine) figure
used by the rabbis to describe God's indwelliﬁg presence in the world. In thig
midrash, she is the one whose great haste is }?eing described in the verse from
Exodus. Thus, the time of ge ‘ula is portrayed as an event that is being awaited
with great alacrity by God. While the Israelites spent their four hundred years of

slavery unaware of the freedom that awaited them and unable to ask God for help

74 See Lauterbach, 52 note |
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in more articulate terms than a cry of abject despair (Exodus 2:23), the Shekhina
was waiting impatiently for the moment of ge ‘ula to arrive.

One question that arises from this midrash is “how is thé haste of the
Shekhina hinted at by the verses from Song of Songs?” This question can be

answered by looking at a much later variation on this midrash, from Song of

Songs Rabba.

Hark, my beloved, behold he comes.™ R. Judah and R. Nehemiah
and the Rabbis gave different explanations of this. “R. Judah said:
" Hark my beloved, behold he comes.” This refers to Moses. When
he came and said to Israel, ' In this month you will be delivered.
they said to him, ‘Our teacher Moses, how can we be delivered?
Did not the holy One say to Abraham, “And they shall serve them:
and they shall afflict them four huyndred years (Gen. 15:13), and so
far only two hundred and ten have passed?” He said to them:
*Since God desires to deliver you, He takes no heed of your
reckonings, “but leaps over the mountains.” The ' mountains, and '
hills ' mentioned here refer to the calculations and periods. He
leaps over calculations and periods and terminuses and in this
month you ate to be delivered. -

So the Song of Songs verse “hints™ at the Shekhina’s impatience by stating
that God “leaps over mountains,” that is to say, leaps over calculations about
when the ge 'ula should come. In this later version of the midrash, God’s

impatience actually causes the ge 'w/a to arrive one hundred and ninety years

early.”® This possibility is merely hinted at in the Mekhilta midrash. However,

5 Song of Songs Rabba 2:21

76 The editors of the Soncino Midrash Rabba explain that this date represents the
following mathematic calculation: according to the Rabbis, Yocheved was born as
Jacob and his family were leaving Egypt, and she was 130 years old at Moses’
birth. Since we also know that Moses came to set the ge ‘w/a in motion when he
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what is clear in the earlier, Mekhilta version is that God is not an objective
observer, waiting patiently for the period of servitude to be over. Rather. God is
portrayed as deeply invested in the liberation of the cl::iidren of Israel. In the
Mekhilta’s version, however, it is not made explicit that God can zfcmally hasten
ge 'ula because of God's desire for it to come. God merel y waits in great haste
and wastes not a moment once the time has come The radical statement that
God's h'aistc may lead to overriding the term of the servitude is left for a later
midrash.

A question left by this midrash is “why E the Shekhina in such haste to
have the ge 'ula come? One possible reason ;ag_be inferred from a midrash

elsewhere in the Mekhilta. In Pisha 14 we read
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Evgry place where the children of Israel were exiled, it was as if

the Shekhina was exiled with them. When the children of Israel

went down to Egypt, the Shekhina went with them.
Perhaps the Shekhina didn’t like the experience of Egyptian oppression any better
than the Israelites did and was eager to get Herself out of such a bad situation as
soon as possible.

I mentioned earlier the symmetry between and the Israelites and God in

relation to oaths. Each has been party to an oath which must be fulfilled before

ge 'ula can come. This leads to another symmetry between the two participants in

was 80 years old, the timing fog gel is now 210 years after the descent from
slavery.
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the drama of ge wla. Both God and Israel have the abi lity to cause ge ula to occur

at the earliest possible moment once the time has arrived. However, neither is

free to bring it earlier than the appointed time. In Mekhilta, we learn a great deal .
about the means through which Israel can bring ge ‘ula at its appointed time.

Perhaps in keeping with the mysterious nature of God, we learn much less about
how God causes ge ‘ula to come the moment the oath is up; instead we simply

. learn that this is in fact the case.

The line from Pisha 14 about the Shekhina in exile is part of a larger
midrash which contains perhaps the most surprising observation about God in
relation to ge 'ula in the Mekhilta. In C hapter One, [ observed that the root pada,
which in the Bible is Lused synonymously with ga ‘al, has in the Mekhilta been
limited to use in one particular ritual situation. The verb is used to describe the
ceremony in which a first born son or animal, who according to éxodus 13:12
should be offered to God as the “first fruit.” can be returned to the family through
payment to the priests. In addition, the verb pada makes an appearance in the

following midrash. Its usage is rather unusual.
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And so you find that all the time that Israel was subjugated it was
as if the Shekhina was oppressed with them as it is written “and
they saw the God of Israel and under His legs it was like a brick-
work of sapphires” (Exodus 24:10).... I only see how this works
regarding the suffering of the community. How do we know this is
true for the suffering of the individual? Scripture says: “when he
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calls me, [ will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, [ will
rescue him and honor him.” (Psalm 91:15)"

And you can also say “On account of your people, whom you
redeemed ('['7 n=10) from Egypt, the people and its God™'(2
Samuel 7:23) ...R. Akiva said “If this wasn't written in a verse of
Scripture, it would be impossible to say it: it is as if Israel said to
God *You have redeemed yourself (M9 '[va).*"

This midrash contains a wealth of material on the subject of God's
relationship to the Jewish people during their oppression in Egypt. First of all, the
exile of the Shekhina 1s made vivid by a word-play relating to the prooftext from
Exodus 24:10, which states of God ="88m N335 rwyna 17917 NN -- and under
his feet it was like a brick-work of sapphires. The context in the Torah for this

comment is the moment when Moses. Aaron and the elders ascend Sinai and have
-

the amazing experience of seeing God's throne, including the Divine feet.
However, in the Mekhilta, this verse is used very differently, as Norman Cohen

explains in his article, “Shekhinta beGaluta: A Midrashic Response to Destruction
w -

and Persecution.”

The midrash. .. plays on the word “livnat™ which is very close to

the word for brick, “leveinah.” The rabbis argue that when Israel C
came to Sinai, they found bricks under God's throne, which
symbolized the mortar and bricks of the Egyptian slavery. God,
Himself, suffered the indignity and pain of the Egyptian experience
with His peoplc.’s

77 pisha 14; I have edited the midrash, which contains several prooftexts for each
proposition, since the content of the prooftexts not included is not relevant to the

discussion here. : : .
78 Norman Cohen, “Shekhinta Ba-Galuta: A Midrashic Response to Destruction

and Persecution,” Journal for the Study of Judaism, XIII (1-2), 150
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In this powerful evocation, the bricks under God's feet at Sinai are the
bricks the Shekhina Herself had to make from straw, just as the Israelites did,
during the period of Egyptian slavery. Itis ﬁo wondt_:}' that God experiences such - '
haste to have the period of servitude end and the ge ‘ula begin. But the midrash
finishes with an even more startling statement. The source of the comment is a
statement in 2 Samuel which states > n*7D WX 7Y, the people. whom you have

‘ pada. Here, the verb padita is followed by / 'kha, yourself, leaving open to

interpretation that whatever it means to be pada, this is something that occurred to
God at this juncture. So from this midrash we learn that the ge w/a had a
transformative effect not only on the Israelites, but also on God. What exactly is
the nature of this padaswhich happened to God. including why this verb is used
here instead of ga ‘al, will be discussed in the final chapter. For now. I want to
simply observe that part of God’s role in bringing ge 'ula is as a beneficiary of

this action, not merely an actor who affects othefs.
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Chapter Five: What is Ge ‘ula? Is it Redemption?

In looking back on the analysis which has made up the bulk of this thesis,
we have learned a great deal about when ge ula may come; the conditions under
which it will occur; the power, or lack thereof, of beings human and Divine in
relation to bringing it. Have we also discovered what ge 'u/a is? Can we now

g deﬁne ge ‘ula? Itis my contention that the answer to this question is “yes,” and
furthermore, that the definition which emerges from the treatment of ge ‘ula in
Mekhilta should lead us to the conclusion that “redemption™ is not a completely
accurate translation of this Hebrew root and Jewish value concept.

To begin with, it is important to understand what is meant by the English
word “redemption.” To redeem is derived from the Latin verb redemere, to buy
back.”” The primary definition listed in the Oxford English Dictionary is
pizcisely that: to buy back (a thing formerly possessed), to make payment for (a
thing held or claimed 'by another).* In this way, the roots of ga ‘al and the roots
of redemption are the same. As mentioned in Chapter Two, one of the most basic
meanings of ga 'al is “to buy back,” a meaning Iused both for buying back land.
and buying back human beings who have sold themselves into slavery to pay a
debt. But here is where the difference begins. If ga ‘al’s root meaning is “to
restore,” as was argued in Chapter Two, there are many means of restoration.

One is through power and force, as could be seen in the example of the go ‘e/ ha

i “Redemption" in The New Catholic Encyclopedia. New_ York: Mcgraw Hill
8 Oxford English Dictionary, Compact Edition, 21 Printing
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dam. In that case, the strong kinsman of the clan restored the family’s blood by
shedding the blood of the person who destroyed the family’s equilibrium, the one
who killed the clan member in the first placé. So bugfipg- back is only a
subcategory of ge 'ula in the Torah.

In fact, it is clear that when the root ga 'al is used in the context of the
Exodus from Egypt, the type of ge 'ula being discussed is not restoring through
" payment, but rather restoring through power and force. In the promise of Exodus
6, God tells the Israelites B¥9 2 WDEI LI AT DINR "NORI -- the ge wla
will take place with an “outstretched m" and with “extraordinary
chastisements.”™® This God of the Israelites is not a go ‘e/ who uses ransom
money to free an enslaved kinsman. Rather, God is portrayed as a go ‘el ha dam,
a strong kinsman who effects deliverance by overpowering and punishing the
enemy of the clan. The two moments of ge ‘w/a which have: been the focus of this
pﬁper — the midnight escape from Egypt and the parting of the Red Sea — are both
d'emonstratiohé of God's superior power to Pharaoh, his magicians and his army.

This portrayal of ge ‘ula as an act which occurs through superior power on
the part of a protecting God is emphasized evén further in the Mekhilta. Wesee
that the Egyptians do not play even as much of a role in ge 'wla as they did in the
Torah’s version of the story of Exodus. It is God’s power which brings the
ge ‘ula at the appointed time, not simply the workings of the human beings who

are playing roles in the drama. The Egyptians receive no payment for letting the

81 1PS translation
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[sraelites go; in fact, the only “payment” they receive is a negative one — they
receive their just rewards for their sinful behavior.

Thus, ge 'ula cannot be accurately translated as redemption. Its meaning is
closer to “restoration through superior power.” However, if the overall
experience of ge 'u/a is not exactly akin to redemption, it is also true that ge ‘ula
contains aspects of redemption. In fact, ge ‘ula as it is portrayed in Mekhilta can
bé seen as containing two separate acts of redemption. In Mekhilta, the Israelites
are portrayed as redeeming themselves and God is seen as redeeming Godself. the
Shekhina, from exile.

The second definition of “to redeem” in the OED is “to free or recover by
payment (of the amount due) or by fulfilling some obligation.” It is in this way
that the Israelites can be seen as redeeming themselves. In Mekhilta, the Israelites
are the initiators of ge ‘ula. In the vision of ge 'ul/a contained in Mekhilta, the
Isteelites have to fulfill certain obligations to God regarding changes in action, or
achieving a certain transformation of inner state, for ge ‘ula to occur at its
appointed time. As God explains in Pisha 5, “the time had come for The Holy
One to fulfill the Oath to Abraham that his descéndants would be nig’al; but they
did not have any mitzvot to perform in order to be nig ‘al.” The Israelites must
begin the action of ge ula by redeeming themselves, or the opportunity for ge wla
will be missed. Similarly, in Pisha 17, we learn of the wicked son that “had you
been there, you would not have been nig 'al.” Because of his attitude, separﬁting
himself from the community of faith, the wicked son would not have fulfilled his

end of the obligation to God, and therefore would not have been nig ‘al.
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Once the Israelites have taken on their redemptive role in ge ‘ula, they set
the stage for an even more arresting aspect of ge ula, as portrayed by Mekhilta.
To return to a midrash from Chapter Four, Mekhilta asserts that the Shekhina has
gone into exile with the Israelites. When both they and the Shekhina are
recovered, Mekhilta quotes a Biblical text to support the following conclusion

about God: M8 3.

My contention is that this phrase can be translated as “ you have redeemed
yourself.” First of all, as mentioned previously, all the other instances of pada in
Mekhilta deal with actual moments of redemption. Pada is used to describe the
action of giving money to the priest to have a first-born son or animal returned to
a family. And if we examine the usage in the midrash about the Shekhina. God's
action is in fact a redemption. If the Shekhina, God’s indwelling presence in the
world is living in exile, it can certainly be stated that God has made a dear
pﬁymem, having the Shekhina undergo the Egyptian oppression.

The interestinlg twist is that in Mekhilta, God is seen as having redeemed.
not the Israelites, but Godself. When the term of payment on the Shekhina’'s exile
is up, a part of God goes free. Just as the Children of Israel undergo a v
transformation as part of ge ‘ula. so too does God. God fulfills an obligation,
makes the payment of difficult sacrifice and in doing so undergoes a
transformation, a return to wholeness from a fractured state. So God joins the
Israelites in experiencing redemption as part of the action of ge wla.

There is one other aspect of redemption woven into the Mekhilta story. I

have already alluded to the fact that Mekhilta was being written at a time when a
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religious sect, an offshoot of Judaism. was gaining adherents. One aspect of this
new sect, which would soon be known as Christianity, is that its master story is a
powerful tale of redemption. While it is cleafly beyond the scope of this paper to
present thoroughly the Christian concept of redemption, a Very basic

understanding is instructive for the purposes of comparison._The New Catholic

Encyclopedia states that redemption “can be briefly described as the deliverance
'<:;f man, through the death and Resurrection of Jesus Christ, from [a] state of
estrangement from God....Jesus [dies] in obedience to the will of the Father and
to offer Him a sacrifice on behalf of all men, and in this sense His life might be
said to be paid to God.™ Thus, it seems that one important element of the
Christian redemption is a sacrifice on the part of God, offering God’s only son,
which constitutes metaphorically a kind of “payment” to redeem humanity fr-om
sin or estrangement. Unlike the Jewish tale of ge wla, in which God delivers
thipugh strength and power, a form of payment gr ransom is central to the
understanding of Christian redemption.

[ raise this issue because it seems very relevant to one aspect of Mekhilta.
As discussed in Chapter Four, Mekhilta includes a rabbinic tradition that Isaac,
was successfully sacrificed on the altar by Abraham. As Geza Vermes observes
in an article about the role of the Isaac’s Aqedah in the rabbinic understanding of

redemption (sic.), “The Aqedah was considered a sacrifice of redemption, the
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source of pardon, salvation, and eternal lifé... principally through the merits of
Isaac, who offered his life voluntarily to his Creator.” ®

Thus, in the Agedah, a willing sacrifice is made, a son is offered, and this
action is, according to Verr;'les, a “sacrifice of redemption.” - In Mekhilta, this
redemptive sacrifice is inextricably linked to Passover — it is the blood of Isaac’s
sacrifice which is the sign to God that the Children of Israel are ready for ge wla.
There seems to be an effort to link an act of true redemption to the Passover story
of ge 'ui_’f::/ ,itjrs through the merit of Abraham and [saac’s sacrifice to God tha‘t
ge 'ula takes place. We, the Jewish people, are redeemed by Isaac’s sacrifice.
The parallels to the Christian paradigm are cle&. In fact, Philip Davies suggests
that “Mekhilta de Rabbi lshma‘el. ..supports the suggestion that bringing the figure
of Isaac into a Passover context is a late Tannaitic or early Amoraic response to
Christian paschal preaching.”**

T}us it is possible that the Mekhilta includes an attempt to ‘build into the
Jewish understanding of the ge ula from Egypt a subtext of redemption. perhaps
as a way of competing with a powerful new master story being offered by a
éompeting religious sect.

In conclusion, it can be seen that there are several aspzcts of redemption

contained in the act of ge 'ula as recounted in the Mekhilta. the overarching action

83 Geza Vermes, “Redemption and Genesis XXII” in Scripture and Tradition in

Judaism. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1961, 220 '
% Philip Davies, “Passover and the Dating of the Aqedah.” Joumnal of Jewish

Studies, XXX (1), Spring 1979, 63
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of ge 'ula is not redemption. It is rescue, restoration and transformation of state,

but it does not conform to the basic definition of redemption through payment.
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Conclusien

It is a Jewish tradition to end by rétuming to the beginning. Thus, this
exploration of Mekhilta ends where it began, with the questions posed in the

Introduction. This thesis began with two questions:

(1) Given that ge 'ula is a situation which we pray for and look towards with great
devotion, what, if anything, does our tradition teach us about when it will
come, to what extent its arrival can be predicted and what factors, if any, will
influence its timing?

(2) What exactly is,this ge 'u/a that we are wishing for? Does it truly mean
redemption, as translated, or is this mapping of English to Hebrew a modern
attempt to join Jewish theological perspectives to Christian ones in the

Christian world in which we live? Whatds its actual meaning?

Having traveled on a journey through the commentaries of the Mekhilta,
we can now offer some answers to these qut.:stilons. g

The first question, what does our tradition teach us about when ge ‘w/a will
come, was revealed upon closer cxamilnation to have three parts: (1) when will
ge 'ula come; (2) can its timing be predicted; and (3) what factors mignt influence
its arrival. For all three of these queries, Mekhilta offers strong responses.

At the most basic level, Mekhilta's commentaries strongly suggest that the

arrival of ge ‘ula cannot be predicted by human beings. Calculations, it counsels,
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are fruitless. This perspective can be seen in tne use of imagery to describe the
arrival of ge 'ula — for example, it is only God-who understands exactly when
midnight, the moment when ge 'ula beginé, will arrive. Mekhilta’s anti-
calculation point of view can also be seen in its presentation of the contradictions
within the different Biblical texts that predict the timing of ge 'u/a. Mekhilta
presents these contradictions without harmonizing their positions. I[n this way,
Mekhilta seems to alert the reader to the fact that there is no way of knowing
which date is correct.

In its consideration of whether we can know when ge ‘u/a will come.
Mekhilta also raises the question of whether ge ‘wla is a process or an
instantaneous change. Different ;:ommentaries take different positions, leading to
the conclusion that ge 'ula is both, It is a process which contains within it
moments of instantaneous and dramatic change.

- By contrast to the position taken on human knowledge of ge ula. Mekhilta

' affirms that the time of ge 'ula’s arrival is well understood by God. Ge ula will
come, according to the Mekhilta, when the oath made to Abraham, [saac and
Jacob is complete. Interestingly, God’s perf'ect knowledge of when ge ‘ulawill
come is not seen in the Mekhilta as being of benefit to God. Rather, God’s
knowledge is perceived as a hindrance. God is portrayed as bound by the timing
He dictated to Abraham, God is unable to bring ge 'ula early. God's power is
checked when it comes to ge ula, according to the Mekhilta, because there are

processes which God Himself set in motion which He cannot reverse.
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While Mekhilta's commentaries take the position that human beings are
literally in the dark when it comes to predicting the arrival of ge ‘ula, in
1 considering what factors might influence ge"u!h’s arrival, Mekhilta places a great
deal of power in human hands (specifically in the hands of the Jewish people).
Whereas in the Biblical text the Israelites are seen chiefly as the recipients of
ge 'ula, in Mekhilta they be;ome active participants in the process of bringing
g‘e.'uia. The Israelites play a pivotal role, according to Mekhilta, in determining if
—ge 'ula actually happens at the appointed time. Mekhilta offers several different
modes of participation in ge ‘ula: through deeds, particularly through the
performance of mitzvor; through a transformation of inner state; and through
establishing a connection to righteous ancestors. In each of these categories, the
Israelites are seen as playing a key role in making ge w/a happen, or as having the
ability to sabotage its arrival. Their “success” in each of these categories is a
neciissary pre-condition to ge 'wla occurring at its appointed time. There is,
however, one kind of pdwer which is not given to the Jewish people in relation to
ge 'ula in Mekhilta, and that is the power to hasten its arrival.

Thus, in Mekhilta, the Israelites are given a greater measure of control ip
making ge 'ula happen than they were in the Exodus story in the Bible. The
opposite can be said for the o!hel: players in the drama: the Egyptians and God.

While in the book of Exodus, the Egyptians play a role in the arrival of
ge 'ula, the Mekhilta’s commentaries go to great pains to de-emphasize their
participation. For instance, in the story of the Exodus in the Torah, it is the

pressure of the Egyptians which launches the Israelites on their journey in the



middle of the night. In Mekhilta, this situation is amended — the reason the
Israelites left in the middle of the night was not in response to the Egyptians, but
rather in response to the fact that the moment of ge 'ula had arrived. Thus, in
Mekhilta, aspects of ge 'ula which in the Exodus story are'seen as being brought
on by the Egyptians are rewritten to have occurrea for reasons unrelated to
Egyptian pressure or participation.
' Mekhilta also emphasizes the limits of God’s power in relation to ge ‘w/a.
—=, God is portrayed as yearning deeply for the coming of ge ‘u/a. Certain
commentaries even describe God’s own participation in the Egyptian exile,
evoking a God who is suffering along with the [sraelites and so has a vested
interest in bringing ge ula. However, Mekhilta is unequivocal in stating that God
is unable to shorten ge 'ula’s prescribed term. God is bound by God’s own earlier
promise and therefore limited in what God can do regarding bringing ge ‘u.a.

., There is another way in which God’s power in relation to ge ‘u/a is seen as
limited in Mekhilta. Given the Mekhilta’s overall perspective on the participation
of the Israelites in bringing ge 'ula. an important corollary emerges. In Mekhilta,
God depends on the Jewish people to work with Him in bringing ge w/a. In the
Mekhilta’s vision of ge 'ula, if-the Jewish people do not make certain changes,
God cannot bring ge ‘ula, despite the fact that God has a strong desire for it to

come. Ge 'ula, Mekhilta implies, will come as a result of a partnership between

the Jewish people and God
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The second question asked in the Introduction was “what is ge u/a?” In
considering this question, my conclusion is that ge 'ula as presented in Mekhilta is
not redemption.

As discussed in the section on Biblical m&&ehm, the core meaning of
the root ga ‘'al in the Bible is “to restore.” Several means of restoration can be
seen in the Bible. One is redemption through payment; another is rescue by rhe
go ‘el ha dam, the strong kinsman.

In Mekhilta, the aspect of ge 'ula that is taken up is not the concept of
restoration through payment, bt rather, restoration through power by the ultimate
go ‘el ha dam, God. However, it is true that in Mekhilta, a concept of ge ula
emerges which, while not limited to redemption, includes the concept of
redemption. In Mekhilta, ge ‘ula is seen as a two paﬁ process, whereby the Jewish
people redeems itself, and God redeems Godself by rescuing them. Acccrding

o the Mekhilta, both parts of the process must.occur, and the former must precede

the latter, for ge ‘ula to be completely accomplished.
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