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Midrashic Reflections on Redemption: 
The Meaning of Ge 'z,la 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 'u/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 'u/a to 
come. This exploration yielded several interesting discoveries. 

( 1) According to the commentaries of Mekhilta, the Jewish people played (and, by 
inference, will playy an important role in bringing ge 'ula. In the Biblical depiction of the 
ge 'ula from Egypt, the Israelites are seen chiefly as recipients of God's ge ·ula. B) 
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 'u/a 
at the time promis.ed to the forefathers in the book of Genesis . . 

► . 
'"t2) My analysis of ge 'u/a led to the conclusion that redemption is not in fact an accurate 
translation df the ffebrew value concept. Ge ·uta can be more aptly described as rescue: 
or restoration. In Mekhilta, God acts as a go'el ha dam, the Biblicai 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 actjm of~ 'ula to 
occur. And even more surprisingly, ~ekhilta 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 'u/a Come; (4) What Factors Will Influence its Arrival; and (5) What does 
Ge 'u/a Mean. My primary-source was Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael~ a tannaitic midrash 
on the book of Exodus. 
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Introduction 

Every evening, as part of the Arvil 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 1s the Lord, The Redeemer 
oflsrael.1 

Following this statement, in the Amidah, the centerpiece of Jewish prayer, we 

beseech God: 

Look upon our affliction and help us in our need: 0 mighty 
Redeemer, redeem us speedily for Your name' s sake.2 

'fhe 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 yeamvig and devotion? 

After beginning to look at some of the sources, this broad query evolved into a 

more nuanced set of questions: 

1 Stem, Chaim, ed. Gates of Prayer: The New Dnion Prayerbook, New York: 
Central Conference of American Rabbis, 1987, p. 35. 
2 Ibid, p. 40 

.. 
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(I) Given that ge 'ula is a situati~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 'ula that we are wishing for? Does it truly mean 

redemption, as translated, or is this mapping of English to Hebrew a modem 

attempt to join Jewish theologidtlperspectives 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 !earching 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 Jewi~ 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, in~eed, we know 

anything at all - al;out the redemption to come. However. our understanding of 

the redemption to come can be enhanced by considering the characteristics of tlie 

redemption that has already happened. In this way, we can t:ry to gain more 

insight about the future by looking at the past. 

2 
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The principle of seeking to understand the future by loojcing closely at the 

. 
past will be employed in this thesis by looking at a tannaitic midrash (second 

century commentary on the Torah) called the Mek.hilta of !Rabbi Ishmael. The 

subject of the Mekhilta is the book of _§xedus. The Mekhi lta examines in great 
. 

detail the events that occurred when the Israelites were red!eemed from Egypt. 

These events were not interpreted 'with such care by the rabbis of the Mek.hilta 

merely because they were points of academic interest about the past. The 

Mek.hilta' s examination of how the Israelites were delivered from their oppressors 

contained far greater meaning than a mere historical inqui1ry. 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 redemptilDn, I will.join its authors 

I 
.., in focusing on the past as a way of understanding the futwre, in seeing the 

redemption from Egypt as the template for all present and future redemption. 

) 
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Chapter One: Methodological Issues 

Before proceeding with any kind of analysis of the materials in the 
. 

Mek.hilta, it is necessary to begin with a consideration of two issues. The first is. 

what. kind of text is being analyzed - what are its 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 arurexist in manuscript form (our Mekhilta; Sifra, on Leviticus; Sifrei 

Bamidbar, on Numbers; and Sifrei Devarim, on Deuteronomy) and faur of which 

are fragments which have been reconstructed by scholars lfrom later compendia . 

.. 
Scholarly opinion on the halakhic midrashim divides them into two groups, based 

on stylistic differences such as names of rabbis quoted, hermeneutic 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 name, quoted 

above, is the Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael. The four works attributed to Rabbi 

Akiva include the Mekhilta de Rabbi Simeon, an incompllete exegesis of the book 

ofExodus.3 

' I 

3 Dr. Norman Cohen, "Introduction to Midrash" lectures, HUC-IlR, spring 1996 
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There has been scholarly controversy regarding all. of the characteristics of 

these midrashim - are they in fact tannaitic (from the peri,od before the 'redaction 

of the Mishnah in 220 c.e.), are they in fact halakh_ic (foc1J1sing on legal as 
. 

opposed to narrative aspects of the Bible),,.are"they really :from two different 

schools. The Mekhilta is definitely included in 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."4 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 arti1cle, "Martyrs, t.. (erits 

and Your Life as Booty," argue.s that the opening of the Mekhilta conveys an 

• 
emphasis on the efficacy of martyrdom, a position that fits with the historical 

events of the tannaitic period.5 There has also been a great deal of scholarship in 

the past few decades discussing a mid~h in the Mekhilta which states that when 

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

4 Jacob z. Lauterbach, Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael, A Critic:al Edition on the Basis 
of the Manuscripts and Early Editions with an English Tnmslation. Introduction 
and Notes, Philadelphia: JPSA, 1933, p. xix ,, 
s Susan Niditch, "Merits, Martyrs and Your Life as Booty: An Exegesis of 
Mek.h.ilta, Pisha 1, Journal for the Study of Judaism, XIII, no. 1-2, p. 166 
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"blood of the Akedah of Isaac"6
• According to B.O. Chilton, whose 

•'Commenting on the Old Testament" offers an overview of the issues 

surrounding the dating of the M:ekhilta. "The notion that l~aac actually shed his 

bloop an Moriah is not attested before the tannaitic period. On J be-other hand, the 

more elaborate references to a later period, to Isaac's being burned: are absent 

from the passage." 7 Chilton here is. inferring that since the 'idea that Isaac's blood 

was shed -- which can be attested no earlier than the Tannaitic period-- is 

apparent in the Mekhilta passage, while reference to his being burnt - a 

characteristic of later commentaries - is absent. one can tentatively conclude that 

J Mek.hilta is a Tannaitic document 

Ben Zion Wacholder, who places the work in the eighth century, has 

challenged an early dating for Mekhilta. 8 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."9 
....i 

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.ohhis fact. "The fact that our Mekhilta is 

6 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 8.1). 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 _ , 
8 Ben Zion Wacholder, "The Date of the Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael," HUCA, 
XXXIX ( 1968), p. 26 
9 Chilton, 133 
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nowhere mentioned in the Talmud by name could, at most, prove that in Talmudic 

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 wanlhknown to the 

. Amoraim (rabbis from 220 c.e. forward).''10 

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. 11 

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 tannaitic traditions. 

The term "halakhiMnidrash" 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 halak.ic ... More 

speci~ally, only about two-fifths of [Mekhilta's] tot al contents is halak.ic in 

character.'' 12 Lauterbach goes on to point out that since the book of Exodus itself 

contains more narrative than law, it is o.nly natural ~hat its rabbinic commentary 

would contain a wealth of aggadic material. 

10 Lauterbach, p. xxi 

" Ligbtstone goes further in stating 

) 

11 Gary Porton, "The Traditions of Rabbi Ishmael," SJLA 19 (1982), p. 167 
12 Lauterbach, xix 
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that the "halakhic aspects ... seem innocuous at best," a finding which leads him to 

the conclusion that ''the editor's purpose is other than halakhic instruction."13 

These observations regarding the content of Mekhilta give support to the 

hypothesis with which I began, that,Mekhilta would provide fertife ground for a 

consideration of redemption. If Mekhilta, 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 ri .bbinic traditions, it can provide insight into the 

point of view of some !)f the earliest strata of rabbinic thought. 

Another important characteristic about Mekhilta that will impact on the 

analy!is 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 st metimes divergent opinions are allowed to stand 

without harmonization. In any case, it would be impossible to make a statement 

such as "the Mekhilta says tha.t. .. " For each of the topics considered in this 

thesis, there will be a range of.commentary, some of which il ads 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. 

I 
J 

I 

· 13 J.N. Lightstone, "Fonn as Meaning in Halakic Midrash: A Programmatic 
Statement," Semeia 27 (19~3); p.35 
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Finally, a general overview of the Mekhilta woulcl 1not be complete 

without mentioning the tools of interpretation it uses in its' analysis of ~e Torah. 

ln describing rabbinic methods of interpreting the Torah, Adin Steinsaltz. in his 
- . 

• 
guide to the Talmud, writes, ~ bitrary explanations of the Biblical text are not to 

' 
be found in either the Halakhic or Aggadic Midrashim. Al I these works follow 

fixed principles of interpretation. " 1
~ 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 Steinsaltz 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 supertl1.1ous, 

we may assume that it was intended to teach us something that we would not 

• otherwise have known." 15 This principle will become important in resolving 

many of the Mekhilta' s disagreements about the meaning of the Exodus narrative. 

The second hermeneutic to?l used in many of the commentaries quoted in 

this paper is qal v 'homer, or an afortieri inference. Steiris.altz writes of this 
.... 

procedure, "in essence, this is a rule of logical argumentati1on by means of which a 

' comparison is drawn between two cases,_ one lenient and the other stringent. Qal 
f 

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

then it will certainly be stringent in a more serious case."16 In the examples cited 

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

• 14 Steinsaltz. The Talmud: A Reference Guide, New York:: Random House,, 1989 
J). 147 
15 Ibid., 152 
16 Ibid., 153 
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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 ar_yHot technically accurate in e
1

valuating 

narrative material. 

Modes of rnguiry 

The rabbis had their tools of interpretation; we modem readers have our 

own methods of analysis. In my a.1alysis of Mekhilta, some of the axioms and 

principles that inform my _inquiry are so familiar to any modem 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, th~ dominant ltterary theory held that "Great 

Literature is the product of Great Men [sic], and its value'lies chiefly in allowing 

us intimate access to their [the Great Men's] souls." 17 The New Critics. who 

called this principle into question., created a new way of lookinl 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." 18 This point of view 

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

17 Terry ~agleton, Literary Theory. An Introdultion., Minnesota: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1983, p. 41 

... 



I follow the New Critics in that I believe the rabbis' intentions are unrecoverable. 

they are lost to history. What 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 infonnation available to us,:/rhere is an excitement a~ut this 

way of looking at a text, since it gives the text the 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 

fie1d 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. 

•
1 To say "A is B'' is an indirect way of getting at a spe.aker's intended literal 

meaning, which is that ''A is like Bin the following respects."
19 

Black problematizes this view . . H~ suggests instead another way of 

; 
looking at metaphor, which he called the "interaction view." The interaction view 

asserts that a metaphorical statement has two subj~cts. 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 Stevc;ns says~ 

18 Ibid. 
) 

11 
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.. 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.20 

According to Black. metapnor works by "projecting on" the primary 

subject a set ef"associated implication~ which are the predicates oflhe 

' 
secondary subject. To continue our Wallace 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 su~ject (society) with members of the secondary subject' s 

implicative complex.21 

TIie 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, I will be calling on Black's understanding of metaphor. 

Black's theory of metaphot takes some of the premises of the New Critics 

and pushes them even further. Not only does the text have meaning that is 

independent of its author, that me~ing can be opened up to reveal even more 

ideas, associations, and connections through a thorough look at the mi!taphors 

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. ln this 

19 Mark Johnson, ed., Philosophical Perspectives on Metaphor, Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1981, 17 1 
20 [bid. 43 
21 Ibid 
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case, what are the standards for whether the interpretation of such·a reader is 

accurate? If the author' s intention cannot be deduced, and if associdtions - which 

are inherently personal - are the hallmark of upderstanding metaphor, how can we . . . 
judge anyone's interpretation? To be mofe blunt, the observations about Mekhilta 

in this thesis are, I believe, original - they emerge 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."22 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 understandings of how things work. Elbow's comments 

are the closest I 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 - judgm~nts, as a group, which will be the means of 

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

I 
,' 

22 Peter Elbow, Writing Without Teachers, London: Oxford University Press, 
1973, p. 159 
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Focus oflnguiry 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 the use of one particular root which 

is translated as the equivalent of the English concept of redc:mption, 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 Introducticm, when the rabbis had 

to choose a phrase for the hatimah (seal, or closing line) of the prayer for 

redemption th the daily liturgy, in both the blessing after thi;: Sh 'ma and in the 

prayer within the Amidah, the root chosen was ga 'al. The hatimah, as explained 

in the Mis~ah (Berakhot 1 :4), is a very important componi;:nt of a given prayer, 

i 

..i one that was designated as fixed, not to be improvised upon. In determining how 

to express our people's yearning for redemption in the prayers which constitute 

our communication God, the rabbis ~hose ga 'al from the multiplicity of terms 

relating to redemption in the Bi~le. Ga 'al had come to star1d for th~ 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, comes to epitomize the 

overall experience of the redemption from Egypt is ge 'ula. Perhaps ga 'al was 
I 
I 

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

14 
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the Israelites exactly what will be done to them in the coming redemption, 

including: 

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 'uia," expressions which form the basis for the four 

cups of wine which we drink at the Passover Seder.23 

Thus, there is clearly a tradition in rabbinic literature generally to give 
• 

ga 'al priae of place in a consideration of redemption. However, in addition. in 

looking at the Mekhilta itself, it becomes clear that this concept holds strongly 

with regard to the traditions contained in thi~ particular early midraSh. For 

instance? while the verb hitzil is also used in the promises God makes in Exodus 6 

-- cn,:nm C::)MM .,n',:ini, and I 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. 

23 Palestinian Talmud, 10: l , 3 7b-c, asks: 
n,',i~l 11:r,ioe ,:iJ::) i'T.,.,:l::I .,:Ii CID::1 1:lm., .,:Ii mo,:) i'Tl1::liN', ,.,.,Jo -- 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) 
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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 used1n blessing after the Sh 'ma. is a 

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

Land; at that time: 

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, i~ which the prophets move 
.... 

towards joining the meaning of the two verbs pada and ga 'al, in Mekhilta, the 
. 

root pada is only mentioned in the Mekhilta in one specific, ritual context. This 

context is two passages that discuss the command to redeem a first-born animal or 
t 

son through payment to the priests. Pada does not appear in the Mekhilta in 

connection with the narrative of the Exodus.24 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 ex~ordinary 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. 
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ln Mekhilta, ga 'al is the word which has been chost:n to represent the 

totality of the experience of the redemption from Egypt. While other verbs, like 

hatzal and hoshia, are used to c~nvey aspects of. the experit:nce in Egypt? two 

points about their usage makes them more1united in use fo:r our purposes. First. 

they are used only to describe limited parts of the experienc:e - for instance the 

physical rescue from danger that was part of the experience: of redemption. 25 

Also, these verbs are used to describe both actions of God and actions of human 

beings26
. 

By contrast, ga 'al is used in Mekhilta to signify the totality of the 

experience of leaving Egypt. For instance, a controve/sy 01:curs in the Mekhilta 

over whether the future ge 'u/a will take place in Nisan, as did the ge 'ula from 

Egypt, or in Tishrei, when the world was created. R. Joshua affirms that the 

future ge 'ula will occur in Nisan because L:>tit:in', r,.,nl7 i:n ,',~:iJ 1:::J -- in Nisan 

they were nig 'alu an? that is when they will ~ nig 'a/u [in it.he future l Here, 

nig 'al comes to signify the whole experience, 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 l~aving Egypt. Finally, while other verbs can 

25 For instance, in.Beshallah 2, when the Israelites stood orn the shores of the Red 
Sea, hearing Pharaoh's chariots in the distance, from Moses te!ls the 
Israelites: 'i'T mnrD"' n~ ,tit.,, ,~~.,ni'T, "Stand and see the yeshua of God." The 
yeshua he is referring to is, of course, the splitting of the R.!ed Sea. In this 
instance, yeshua is a specific, miraculous act, no~ ongoing process. 
26 For example, the Mekhilta quotes Mordechai as lauding his cousin Esther 
because be knows that ;,,-, ',11 ',~Jn', r,-,n11 en - in the futture, 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 beings can be the subject of ga 'al. but only in the pas~ive form as 

in the example above). 

Thus. in Mekhilta, ga 'al signifie,:>,th€ total experience of the E;odus as 

opposed to any particular part of it; it is reserved especially for discussions of this 

important event; and it describes God's actions particularly. For these reasons, I 

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 ppint of clarification about the use of ga 'al in this 

thesis. Thus far, l have been equating ge 'ula with "redemption," as well as 

translating~ther 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 thf: 

word ge 'u/a. So from here forward, I will be speaking not of redempt,ion, 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 I hav'e done in this section 

is merely to ·provide a superficial e~amination which hopefully will provide 

-insight to'the in-depth consideration ?f ge 'ula 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 Egy{,t, since this experience as a 
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whole was seen as constituting the process of ge 'ula: For that teason, I will also 

focus in this thesis on the first two Massek.htot (divisions) of the Mek.hilta, 

Massekhet d 'Pisha and Mas~ekhet de Vayehi Beshallah. These two p9rtions 
. 

cover the events in Exodus 12: I - l~which is the narrative of the Israelites 

departure, from Egypt through the moment of crossing the Red Sea. 

► 

I 
I 
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Chapter Two: Biblical Background 

As I mentioned in the introductio,9...tlfe basis for the Mekhilta's ~omments 

on ge 'ula is .the biblical account of the Exodus 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 experi_ence of ge 'ula, t_he 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 'ula in the Bible generally to gain 

...i insight about the-foundation on whicfi the Mekhilta builds its understanding of 

ge 'ula. 

The Exodus Story as Parailigm for Ge 'ula 

The first stirrings of ge 'u/a occur long ~fore 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 

I 

I 

:mio mKC ~iK cntt mn c,,:n.n en', tot', fiK::l 711iT :,-,:,-, il "::;) l7"'1M l1i" Ci::lK', iCK"i 
,-,n::lK ',tt M"l::ln nntc, ',iil lt':)"i::l iM:!r' 1:::, "irnti ":mt )i ,,::111" ifOM .,,ln nK Cli 
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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 them; 
and they shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years .• But 
I will execute judgment on the,nafi'on 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. 27 

" ~ 

Both the experience of slavery in Egypt and the ge 'u/a 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 nllt' n,i,to l1JiN -- four hundred years. But a mere three verses later, 

God follows with nli11J11t'"' "'11"':li ,,, -- the, fourth generation shall return (to the 

► 

land oflsrael). This lack of congruence within the Biblical text about when . . . 
ge 'ula will arrive will become an important issue for consideration 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 Tanakli: Toe Holy Scriptures, The New JPS TJ anslation According to the 
Traditional Hebrew Text. Unless indicated, all Biblical translations are from this 
text, except those quoted as part of a midrash from Mekhilta, which are my own 

translations. 
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mentioned s~cifically. We learn in Exodus l :8 that "a new'king rose over Egypt 

who did not know Joseph," and in Exodus 2:23-24, the Torah recounts1that "a 

long time after that, the king of Egypt died . .. God heard [the Israelites' ] moaning 

and God remembered the covenant with ahraham and Isaac and Jacob.':28 God 

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

what is about to happen: 

cn,:iw c:>nK ,n~m c,..,~o n',::ic nnno c:>nK ,nK~,m ,,,.. ")K ',K..,lt'"' "')::1', --,oK p', 
cn17i"i c,n',.'t', c:,', ,n,,m cit,,', c~nK ,nnp',, c,',,J C"U!:llt':n n,iuJ m,r:i c:>nK "'n':>Kli 

ntt "nl'tlt'J ..,lt'K fiKiT ',l( c:>ntt "'ntt:im C"7~0 n,':>:ic nnno c:>ntt K,~,on c:,,n',K ,,,., "'Jtt "':> 
,,,.. "'Jtt i11t'iiO c:,', nntt ,nm, :2p11"':>, p,n~,', cm:2tt', i!ntt nn', ,,., 

Say, therefore, to the Israelite people: "I am the Lord. I will free 
you from the labors of the Egyptians and deliver yoU1 from their 
bondage. I will ga 'al you with an outstretched arm and through 
extraordinary chastisements. And I will take you to be my people, 
and I will be your God. And you shall know that l, the Lord, am 
your God who freed you from the labors of the Egyp►tians. I will 
bring you into the land which I swore to.give to Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob."29 

... 

God's actions are as follows: "nnp',, .,n',Ml"I ; 1n',~m ,"nM~ini. The first 

description is the most general: "I will take you out." There are mav-y 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 'u/a is 

described simply as. "the going out of Egypt." God states ilil Exodus 7:4 

28 Exodus 2:23 
29 Exodus 6:6-9 
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I will take my legions, my people, the children of Is1rael, out of the 
land of Egypt. 

Again in Exodus 12:42, in the context of the Passov1er offering and night-
' 

escape, the Torah describes the events as 

It will be a night of watching for Adonai, who will take [the 
people] out of Egypt. 

This means of describing the ge 'ufa is also employed freqw:!ntly in the later books 

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

• 
book of the Torah that 

.. 
I ~ Adooai your God who brought you out of EgyJpt, out of th~ 
place where you were slaves. 

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

• 
place has not been designated for God's dwelling 

From the day on which I took my people Israel out of Egypt. 

) 
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AU 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 ~alysis of Mekhilta and its understandin_g of 

ge 'ula will include not only the specific ver.b which designate ge 'ula, but also a 

general consideration of the chapters of Mekhilta which focus on the events that 

fonn God's "taking the people out of Egypt." 

The second promise God makes in Exodus 6 is cn,:n,r., c:,ntt "ln',~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: 

• 

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

This portion of the promise will be considered on its own in this chapter. The two 

final promises, cit, "I? c:,ntt innp',i, and I will take you to be my people, and .. 
fitti1 ',)t c:,ntt intt:im (and r will take you to the land), focus on a later part of 

the experience of the Exodus. The process of God taking the children oflsrael 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 oc.curs after the Torah has concluded, in t,he book of Joshua. 
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One general observation about God's promises in Exodus 6 wilf be 

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

of the promise made to the Patriarc_hs: "And I will bring you in ro the land, , 
. 

concerning which l swore to give it to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob; and I will 

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 lsraeljtes are spared by 

following God' s command m slaughter lambs and place the blood of the animals 

on the doorposts of their homes. The story concludes: 

ii:l::l C,v ittc:, ',v ::lu>n iil1i~ i::>::lr.> C"'i~r.> f il(::l .,, :,::i ',:, :,:,;, ,ii"i ;,1,.,i,., .,~n::i "iT'i 

"'i1Mi C"'i~r.> ',:,i i"'i::111 ',::>i 1(1ii ;,',-.', i1l1i!:> ilr.liT::I ii:l::I ',:,i i i ::lii M"'::1::1 il:Dl'I, "::11:Dii 

i tt" ,o,p i7:)K"li ;tr,', liiit-t',, mar.,', Kip"'i r,r., Cl:D rtt i1Z7K M"l::l rtt "l:l Q"lj ~r.,::i ;,',,: np~ 
c:,.::i,:, n n tt ,,::211,:b, ',tt,IZI., "'):IC) cntt C) "'r.>V 7,nr., 

In the middle of the night the Lt rd struck down all the first-born in 
the land of Egypt, from the first-born 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 somlone 
dead~ He summoned Moses apd Aaron in the night and said, 'Up, 
depart form among my people, you and the Israelites with you! 
Go, worship the ·Lord as you said. 

30 

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

hurried exjt is the beginning of the ge'ula, the first part of the Israelites ' liberation 

) 

30 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 ·n Egl'pt? ·'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."31 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 pursue 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"32 - has been memorialized in the Song of the Sea, the lsraetites-' 

song of thankfulness and victory. In this paean, (Jle Israelite~s jubilantly shout: 

n',N:i )T.Cl7 T,cn::::i n.,n:i (In Your mercy you have led out and broug_ht ge 'ula to 

Your people).33 As can be seen from the lyrics of the Song, the splitting of the 

Red Sea is still considered by the Israelites as part of the ge 'u/a which began with 
- -

the night journey out of Egypt. . 

Thus there are two main events which characterize 1the ge 'u/a as 

recounted in the boo~ of Exodus. The stories that-follow th1e moment at the Red 

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

31 Exodus 12:40 
32 Exodus 14:21 
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connected to "the experience of ge 'u/a. However, the stories of the desert 

wanderings which follow the crossing of the Red Sea can be seen as the beginning 

a separate miraculous event in the st?ry of the children of Israel - the giving <?f 

Torah at Sinai. .,,,,--, 

In summarizing the Torah's narrative of ge 'u/a, several important factors 

emerge. The Torah relates the story of ge 'u/a 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 'u/a will come. The moment of ge ·uta itself seems 

two-fold: first, there is the midnight escape from Egypt; and then later, the 

miraculous events 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 story as a whole: in the Exodus story, it is 

clear that the Israelites become nig 'al from an external foe: the oppression of 

Pharaoh and the ·s lavery under which they are suffering. When the Israelites cry 

' out to God, they are ''groaning under their bondage.'' When God promises 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 forge "u/a comes from 

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

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

33 Exodus 15:13 
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for the Mekhilta will work alchemy on the Torah's perspective. turning the 

Egyptian servitude, cn,::111, into an altogether different kind of avoda, that of 

idolatry. 

The Root Ga 'al 

Having considered the general context of the Ex0dus 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 ofga 'al in God' s promise from Exodus 6: 

• 
outstretched arm and with great judgments. There is an interesting relationship to 

the previous promise, cn,::iim c:mN "'n',~m. The most basic sense of the root 

hatzal is "to tear away." 34 Here it is impliedi hat God is l!Sing an outstretched arm 
_, 

10 tear away, but the phrase "and I will ga 'al you with an outstretch~d 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 meav,ing of 

the verb ga 'al. 

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 

) 

34 f rancis Brown, S.R. Driver and Charles A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English 
Lexicon offhe Old Testament, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1906, p. 664 
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land which belongs to his fam'ily (presumably to pay off debt), then that person' s 

closest relative, called a go 'el, has the right t:o buy it back, to restbre 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 bael<and the one who had purchased the 

indebted man may not reject the family' s offer.35 

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."36 This situation came to be known as the go 'el ha dam, the avenger 

of blood. As A.R. Joh.oson points out, ."Kinship groups were seen as a unit -- a 

corporate personality -- so when something was disturbed in the kinship group, 

the g~up needed to restore itself to wholeness. "37 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. 
.. . 

Wliat 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. 

35 Leviticus 25:48 
36 Numbers 25:19 

I 

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, the ge 'u/a from Egypt was seen in the context of a promise 

made to the patriarch Abraham,_ a free man living in the Jandl of Israel. I~ the book . 
of Exodus, when God reaches out to the.enslaved Israelites with an outstretched 

ann, that ann is designed to transfer the Israelites 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 

s ituation using whatever nieans is appropriate. ln the prophc~tic books of the 

Bible. this metaphor of restitution is often used to describe tlhe ge 'ula from Egypt. 

In Isaiah 52:3, God reminds the people of the Egyptian experience: 

j',~ln ")O::l:::I ~',, cn,:::,oJ cm -- 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 way, the object ofthege 'ul'a is literally re-

, 

deemed: having been deemed as possessing a debased state, they are restored to 

an original, more lofty plane. 

I 
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Chapter Three: What Can Be Known About When Ge 'u/a Will Come 

To return briefly to the questions raisetl in the Introduction, questions 

which the following sections will address, they were three-fold; (l) what can be 

known about when what exactly is ge 'u/a -- Is it really redemption or is this an 

inexact translation? ge 'u/a 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 points about these questions before beginning to answer 

them. The first is a reminder of one of the methodological propositions of this 

-
thesis. While ge 'ula 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 'ula froai. 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 event that happened a long timt ago. These 

events were seen as th~ template for the ultimate ge 'ula to coine. Therefore, the 

points gleaned about the nature, meaning, timing and quality of the ge 'ula 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 thi.s 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 'u/a?" 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 one important fact about 

considerations of ge 'u/a in Mekhilta. In Mekhilta' s considerations of ge 'ula, the 

question of "what is ge 'ula?'" is never raised. All comments about ge 'u/a in 

Mekhilta assume an understanding of what ge 'u/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 focus 

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 by the commentators of the Mekhilta about 

ge 'ula, and then inferring from these answers what ge 'ula is. The first section, 

which deals with the questions asked .by the Mekhilta, focuses on what we can 

-learn about when and under what <;ircurnstances ge 'u/a will come. This analysis 

breaks down into several smaller units: (1) can tbe arrival of ge 'ula be predicted?: 

(2) is ge 'u/a a process or an instantaneous transformation of status; (3) what 

factors, if any, can influence the arrival of ge 'ula? 

32 
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Can The Arrival of Ge 'u/a Be Predicted by Human Beings? 

Gershom Scholem has written that " In opposition to [apocalyptic 
. 

calculations about when redemption would com-el stands tbe no less powerful 

sentiment that the Messianic age cannot be calculated ."38 Scholem is. of course, 

speaking about the future Messianic Age, the ge 'u/a still to come. However the 

same comment can be made about the comments regarding ge 'u/a in the 

Mekhilta. Despite attempts at calculation within our Mekhilta text, the latter 

perspective expressed in Schol em' s q 1ote 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 tl'tis 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 'u/a and less on 

calculations ab.out when the event will take place. 

One of the key passages from Exodus which is considered closely by the 

Mekhilta in 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 

t 
inauguration of ge 'ula. 39 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 
Spirituality. 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'a/u from Egypt, they were nig 'a/u 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 G_~d, " At [approximately] midnight I 
will go out through Egypt." 

Following this prediction, Exodus 12:29 recounts : 

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 ii',,"1, mm~ and then 

in Exodus 12, when this statement comes to pass, the Torah recounts that the 

action occurred n',,',., "~n::i. In each place the word midnight 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 interpretation.40 

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 itj importance in the rabbis' 
understanding of the unfolding of ge 'u/a. 
40 Max Kadushin, A Conceptual Approach to the Mekilta. New York: JTSA, 
1969, p. 128 
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The Creator o(midnight divided the night exactly €referring to 
n',"I',., "l~n:J). How is this made explicit? Because it says, "and 

Moses said, 'Thus says the lord, at about midnight (n',"1"1, n~n:i) • 
I will go out. (Exodus 11 :4)"' Is it possible for a human being to 
kpow exactly when midnight is? Rather,'onllt the Creator of the 
night [ can know to divide the night exactly]. 1 

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 

m_idnight. That is not the case when it is Scripture itself which speaks. and hence 

··at midnight" is the expression employed here. •··U 

The point is that only God knows when the exact moment of midnight ii> . 
• 

only God can tell exactly when the ge 'u/a will begin. We are literally in the dcrk 

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.J:an never' know exactly. There are 

distinctions that we are incapable of making, like exactly when.midnight comes, 

and, by implication, when ge 'ufa will arrive. 

Another metaphor used in relation to the coming of ge 'u/a is ~ually 

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

the following, striking midrash: 

41 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) 
42 Kadushin, p. 128 
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"T.:> cn:::i ipom,,111 n,:ir.i C'"T"::i i'T'i1 M"'1 r.l:i nK ~l"IZ7 cm:iat', iT":JPiT li.l1Z7JIZ7 ,run::1111 1Tlli1 

~r., C1il7 (T /TO ';Mptn"/ CIZ7) "ll1 iT'iin C1il7 me, nr.i~ 7il11Z111J1::>J C"ilZ7 il!IKJIZ7 1~l "IZ7 

il!IKJIZ7 ,~l"IZ7 "T.:> c:i ,pomi"IZ7 iT',"o Ci1 ncD c, m:i~ "nlZ7 ttiiT 71i:i 111,,p,, c~ 1m m :i7J 

7n"i::l c,:i nK Cl i7Jit-t, (1 tru ~PT""' CIZ7) i9m 7"0i:J noo,::mo 7ttit-t1 .,-.',11 i i :iw, 
nc!:l "'11 ,nn--p', ::11n:li1 C"iP,i -p', (K" C iT'i::>T) , :i C"O rte ,,::10 7"i"CM "nnl,cu 

• C"'O" . ., ,nc"m,', 

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 
I saw you, behold, it was your time for love (Ezekiel 16:8)."' The 
time had come for keeping the oath w~ich 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 y ig 'a/u, 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 Ho ly One 
gave them two mitzvot, the blood of the Passover offering. and the 
blood of circwncision, which they could perform in order to be 
yig 'alu, as it is written " and when I passed over you, I saw you 
wallowing in [or, ' firmly established in ' ] your blood, and I said to 
you. ' In your blood, live."' 

There.are many important clues to the me~ing of ge 'ula in this passage, 
... 

but for now I want to focus on one particular element 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 'u/a and the young woman in the Ezekiel quote on the brink of 
; 

sexual maturity. We learn that the Israelites were close to being ready forge 'u/a, 

just as the young girl, her breasts formed and [pubic] hair grown -- secondary sex 

characteristics which indicate the coming of sexual i:naturity - was almost ripe for 

sexual contact. And what is it that moves the Israelites to complete-readiness? 

Mitzvot, of course, but a particular type of mitzvol - those having to do with 
) 

blood. The other side of the metaphor is implied here - just as blood brought the 
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Israelites to complete readin~ss, 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 

h. h . b . d ,.,,-' ' as a system w 1c 1s emg mappe onto the system 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 'u/a. 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 io Exodus. To review what 
... 

was stated i!} Chapter Two, In Genesis 15: 13 , God promises Abraham that his 

descendents will leave Egypt after mca m~r.> 17::li~ -- four hundred years. But a 

mere three verses later, God follows with rm, ,::1,111'\ '\l]"l:li i i i -- the fourth 
. , 

generation shall return [to the land oflsrael]. And then in Exodus \2:40 we read: 

'T he length of time that the Israelites lived in Egypt was four hundred and thirty 

years; at the end of the foJ.Ir hundred and thirtieth yeru;, 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: J 
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c,.,::nn ioik "Tntt :2,n::,, m1r1 nitoto 17:litoti m1r1 c"n ,o,tot "Tritt ::iin::, :m ',i,c-,lrl' "J::l :ia,io, 
tot~ "Tl.7 m1r1 0"117~ i',',,i m~po "Jll7 ,o.,.,pn" "'r.l"::> 1:i" TC n"ll:7.Ki::l) m1r1 mKo ~.,tot on,tot 1J111 
n1KC ~iK Cnitot 1Jl.71 C1"T::ll7'1 i01M "Tl'iM :iin::> i01K "Ji .O"inJi1 l"J ili"Tl mm pmt" ,',u 

iOM ,',t,t r:2,n::, "Jll7 10""PM" "'r.l"::> (TC ln"ll7Mi::l/ 0117) i1Ji1 ,:nll7" "17"::li .,,.,, i01K inK :iin::,, mra 
.O"Jvr, C'Kl:I "JK 1K', Clt1 M1i1,', O'K,1l "JK i'T::l1117M r1r1i11 CM i'T":l 1171ipi'T 

. . 
,.,,,....,,, 

One passage says '•four hundred and thirty years' (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, l·will go'al them 
according to the generations. and if not, according to the [ centuries 
of] years. 

The reasons for the differem dates will be discussed in more detail in a 

later chapter. Whet 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 'ula 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 'u/a from Egypt, the players in the drama may not have 

understood that the -timing was unfolding <?Xactly 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 simpl~ not privy to the 

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

Process or Instantaneous Transfortnation? 

One additional observation emerges from the pre'5eding examples. They 

each, in their own way, address the question of whether ge 'ula is a process with 
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many i;t-eps or a transformation which takes piace in a moment.· In considering the 

use of midnight as a metaphor for the arrival of ge 'ula, this imag~ supports a -

perspective that ge 'ula CaJ! take place in an ·instant. . 
Kadushin comments that 'Tn;;edemption was precisely at midnight. 

' 
There was not even a moment of transition between slavery and freedom. ,,n 

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 12:0 l as it is 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 'u/a. ft is a change that can take place in a moment. 

This is not, however, the onJy perspective on the progression of ge 'u/a 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. T.1e 

Ezekiel quote ~sed in Pisha 5 itself point~ to this fact - different secondary sex 

charc}cteristics come at different points, followed by the onset of menstruation, . . 

which completes the physical process ("your breasts were 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 

prqcess 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 !he wait? Why not just say "on the fow:teenth day, take a lamb and 
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slaughter it"? [n raising this qu_estion. the Mek:hilta points to the fact that ge 'u/a 

is a process. Like the process of pbysical maturation, it has an order, and one part 

follows another in sequence. 

-It is interesting to note the Mekhilta's characteri_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 slau;~htered. ,.,.w According to this passage. the 

fact that the Egyptians will not attack ihe Israelites when they purchase the lambs 

for slaughter [despite the fact that the Torah seems to perceive the lambs' 

• 
impending slaughter as 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 .. 
beast, they ar~ pperating on faith. They are entering the process of ge 'ula despite 

the fact that danger is associated with it, and without the guarantee of a reward 

until later in the process. Thus, the process of ge 'u/a itself contains uncertainty. 

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 'u/a. 

43 Ibid. 
44 Pisha 5. My translation follows Lauterbach, who includes the bracketed words 
based on what Moses. himself says to Pharaoh in Exodus 8:21-22, '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 ~bbis bring to Jewish scholarship is a genius for 

harmonizing different perspectives. In considering the distinction between ge ·uta 

as process and as instantaneous transformation, I believe the·re is room for these 

~o observations to co-exist harmoniously. 
~.,...,.,,, 

For within,any process, there will be 

moments of intense change. A baby ges~ates 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 'u/a is a process which has different parts, which occurs over time, and which 

also includes moments of dramatic, irrevocable change . 

• 
God's Knowledge 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 'u/a will occur, the question arises of God' s know.ledge about the timing 
..,, .. . 

of ge 'ula. Do~s _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 'u/a's timing and 

Divine knowledge is that God is the one who set the process of ge 'u/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 'u/a, it is 

our God js 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: 

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.45 

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 oatJi, 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. 

. 
..;, In Exodus 12: 12, God states ' il "'JN O"'O!Jlt' illt'liN ~"'~ lo .,il',N ',~:n, "and I 

. 
· will mete out punishment to all the gods of Egypt, I am Adonai." T-he 

commentatqrs o.f the Mekhilta notice that this is an occurrence of yitur, 

superfluity. Why does God need to say "I am Adonai"? Why can' t Godj~st state 

the fact that the punishments.will be meted out? God is speaking here to the 

children oflsrael, 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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cm:, lnt>) 'l)K i1lTl:lrD:l "'l'I ")~ p ,o,', o,i ,r.i::i', ilt'!:l"K .,l'ttl ilO ,.,., "'JK 

nr.im ·ir,,11', M"::ip,; ,oiot no,w nu1rm::, n,o no, . ,r.m,, ',p C"'i:li ~',n, 
110:>1 no:> nnK ',11 n::i,,o n::i,o n,r.i 

I am Adonai - What is not possible for a human being to say, ' I am 
Ad~nai' means that I affinn under oath ~t,l will exact 
punishment from them. And is it not true th14t 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 wi ll God fulfill an 

• 
oath regarding meting out goodness to the Israelites? 

This midrash uses the technique of qal v 'homer, discussed in the 

introduction, to emphasize by inference the seriousness with which God takes the 

fulfillment Qf the oath to the forefath~rs regarding ge 'u/a. As the Mek11ilta 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 God is 
ff 

first and foremost a merciful God, "showing kinc4Iess 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 

45The Torah, A Modem 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 'ula to ~ome which is an undercurrent to all of the Mekhilta' s 

discussions of the ge 'ula from Egypt. 

We learn from the above midrash that God's oath, since it is such a strong -incentive for bringing ge 'u/a at the appointedtimtc, provides God with great 

power with regard to knowing ge 
0

1/la' s timing. However, another commentary 

highlights a less positive corollary to this position. While God's oath can grant 

perfect knowledge about the timing of ge 'ula, as well as providing an opportunity 

to benefit the Israelites, God's oath can also impose a serious constraint on God in 
~ 

relation toge 'u/a . 

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."46 The Mekhilta commentary on the 

above passage explains: 1"'l7 'jii'1~ cipr.1n ,::J~l7 ~', f Pi'T irmrz, ,,.,~olt.' '"l"'lO. "This 

[the verse just quoted] tells us that at the time that the end
47 

arrived, God did not ... . 

wait even an ins tant [to bring ge 'ula]. Jastrow defines l"'l7 'jii'T ~ ''an indefinable 

portion of time. ,,4s The use of the word r11 even suggests the English usage " in 

the blink of an eye." In this image, the instant that the time designatedJ:>y the 0ath 

was up, God brings ge 'u/a. 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 ~aiting for the 

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

I 

46 Exodus 12:41 
41 Kaitz is used as a synonym forge 'u/a in this midrash 
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above, waiting with as much alacrity as the Israelites themselves. But in Thi·s 

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 wa seen earlier as having the ability 

to discern exactly when moment of midnight occurs. The interesting twist . 
Mekhilta offers on this knq;vledge of timing through the power of an oath is that 

God is also portrayed as bound by it, unable to act on ge 'ula 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 'ula, a consideration of the different people and 

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

.. 

I 

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

The Role of the Israelites 

There is a great deal of controversy about how the commentaries . 
contained in tannaitic midrashim like the Mekhilta were originally mediated to 

their audiences. Were these expositions originally oral traditions passed from 

teacher to student, or were they serinons 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 

pan 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 'u/a. The 

first and most general observation to be made about th~ part the Children of Israel 

► 
_. play in bringing their own ge 'ula is: of all the 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 
t4 

role played by the· Egyptians and even ~y God. While this does not constitute 

evidence that the contents of the Mekhilta were preached to the masses, it is worth 

noting that there is a distinctly exhortative tone about m_uch of the commentary to 

follow. 

In fact, the question of the Israelites role in bringin~ ge 'u/a is so dominant 
I 

in the Mekhilta that it will be necessary to divide the foregoing analysis into 
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sections. There are several diffe~ent. pos~ibly contradictory, positions within the 

I 

Mekhilta about the means available to the Children of Israel in preparing for -- or, 

perhaps, hastening - ge 'u/a. The thre~ main avenues of influencing the arrival of 

ge 'ula seem to be: through their deeds; throug~ansformation 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 ·uta 

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: il!ZiW ,-r ':,11 t6~ j:l!Zi l"':,t:n~ l"~IZi , "there is no 

reward gi':'e.n exc~pt through actions." 

In this statement, "actions'' means something more specific than any kind 

of good deed. The midrash just quoted comes to comment on a momentous 

-occasion in the history of the Jewish peopl~- The verses in the Torah being 

commented on here (Exodus 12:3-9, 43-49) constitute the first mitzvah given to 

the Israe lites. Thus, the midrash is teaching that to be able to experience ge 'u/a, 

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

I 

.,T.) Cii:l ,pom,,1:7 m~c C~:l ;,,:, tt',, , .. ):l me ~l .. lU CiTi:lt6 i'T':lj:,.i 11:l!U)t' 1nl11:l!U lT"lii 

i~l.,IU 
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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 haye the ability 
(literally, it was not in their hands) to do mitzvot to be yig 'a/u. 

\ 

In this portrait, the perfoITT1ance of mitzvot is crucial to the process of 

ge 'ula. But these deeds do not hasten the coming of ge 'ula. Rather. their power 

is the power to withhold. The order of things is as follows: when the time comes 

forge 'u/a, if the Israelites have done mitzvot to prove their worthiness, then the 

ge 'u/a will be activated and will indeed happen. The implication is that without 

these actions on the part of the Je_wish people, the time forge 'ula could come and 

go and the opportunity would have been missed. But the converse does not 

appear to be tru~ 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 Ka~par asserts that the ~ taelites did.in fact have mitzvot they 

' were doing in Egypt, including not changing their names, not committing sexual 

transgressions, not gossiping and not ch~ging their language.
49 

Whether the 

Israelites had mitzvot before the taking of the Passover offering is not r~solved in 

the Mekhilta passage. Howeyer, 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·which was made 

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

I 

49 Pisha 5 
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there are certain actions that have. to be taken by the Israelites Lo 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 'u/a has,fo 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 'u/a from Egypt. A human oath tajcen by the Children of 

Israel also becomes an important element in the timing of ge 'u/a. 

In Genesis 50:25, Joseph implores his brothers from his deathbed,•· ·1 am 

about to die. God will surely take notice of you and bring you up from this land 

• 
to the land that He promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.' So Joseph 

made the sons oflsrael swear, saying, ' when God has taken notice of you, you 

shall carry up my bones from here."' 

Even i!'} _the text of Genesis, the two oaths - God· s and the brothers' 

(representing the Israelites) -- are seen as connected. Joseph refers to God's oath 

as he requests that the Israelites 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 people oflsrael 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 'u/a. 
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i'Tll71:l':> nn1nn tt•i'Ti ,,,;, initto rn"n1t1J ,rott n :i mo ,,0tt 1101· ,,:ip n•;i p•n 1...,,, ;,,;, p•,,r. 
'11:llTl tt:i 01',-J jmJ ,rnupe,, n:::>no ~ 11-itt c•,~ ,i, a,11,;i,r,ia, nr.i c ipoJ ', ;-rr.itt ..,o,• J i~ 
1)':IK cmJtt', ;,:in 17:llt'JID i11Tl:l117i1 n17"m ")01' ")01' ,ott, psm 1:::>1n', ,n ,n~ ':loJ ofrJ .,l.' 

ctt, c•::i:::>iw 1JK 7',':>):i •:::> 7n',1KJ n tt :i:::>im ':>tt, ':>tt,111• •n?K ·n', ,,:i:::> 1n i 'J::i ntt ':ltt J 1<1;,a, 

;wo 1':>oJ1 er~ mitt ::l ,-,:i n:.rJIDr.l :mi< o•--,:; 11t', 

Hov. did 1oses knowv.here Joseph's bones ,,ere buned'l erah 
the daughter of Asher, who was still ali\'e 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 thev sunk into the Ni le. Moses went and stood 
by the ile and took a pebble~0 and threw it into the . ile and m ed 
out. .. Joseph son of Jacob, the oath to go 'el His children. which 
God swore to our father Abraham, has reached its fulfillment. If 
) ou come up. \\ell and good. J f not. v.e a.re not responsible for 
fulfilling your oath." Immediately Joseph's coffin came to the 
surface. and Moses took it.~ 1 

As the Mekhilta passage vi,.·idly points out. the ge 'ulo cannm begin until 

the oath to Joseph has been fulfilled or rendered void. But there is a probiern. 

Moses intends 10 fulfill 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 'el His children. ~hich God swore to our father 

Abraham, has reached its fulfillment. If you come up. \\ell and good. If not. \\C 

are not responsible for fulfi lling your oath.'' 

There is an interesting symmetry proposed in Mekhilla bemeen 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 'ula 

eve~,instaflt'before-tne time of the cath made to the forefathers has been 

so Lauterbach (p. 176) amends to .. a tablet of gold and engra, ·ed God· s name on 
it'' from a va.riant manuscript. 
51 BeShallah Petikhta 
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completed. However, once the momen~ of ge 'u/a has been reached, and God is 

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

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

•. 1 _./ 
in the ge 'u/a. The Israelites' oath is represented as an ob1igation 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 

casket 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: 

• 

And the Egyptians-were urgen~ with the people, to send ~hem out 
,;;,f the land in haste, for th,ey said 'we will all ee 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)? 

Mekhilta offers the following explanation: 

rii:io rm cri30 fiKJ ii:,:i ',:, no, ir.iK rn,o rn,r.i nin:, K', 1ioK c.,no 1J',:, ,.,r.ac ,:, 
n,'ilron liT'C'l1roJro 111171l" rn K', en, cn:iro i1:i:in K~ no rK C"'J:l 'i11K ·- ,i, !D"'rD "'O ',:,ro 

i17.)11"P c,i:i, "'ii11 .cfnK coiD ii''Jm inc:i 110111n C"imt c"'p1,..,r.i c"'i1:,:i ,i,,?, nrilr.l 
_ilT.):,1 ilT.):, nmt ',11 n:iiio n:i,u i1'17:l ,ociDC i1":l 101,pn ino:i rn,,m nu111c nmn,c n,r.i CK 

Because they said "we are all dead. " They said, ttiis is not; 
according to the decree of Moses, Moses said, 'All the firstoom 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 not 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 qal v 'homer tha't if God applies this 
principl~ to matters of punishment -:-- that things done in private 
b~ng consequenc~s fr?m. God in public -- ho~ uch the more so 
will God apply this pnnc1ple to matters oLreward?52 

• 

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 wi lling 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 Israel ites 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 

~ypt, when their own liv~s appear to be on th~ line. 53 

Howev~r, the.mid.rash explains, the Egyptian people were wrong in their 

interpretation of God's actions. What they didn•t know was lhat their wives were 

suspected of sexual transgression, so that all the sons were firstborn of other 

men.54 They [the wives] acted in private and the Holy One made things public. 

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

important case. Si~ce God meted out punishment in public for something that 

52 Pisha 13 
53 Kadushin, 142 
54 lbid. 
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occurred privately. it must be th_at God will mete out rewards in public for the 

Israelites' private merits. 

This midrash asserts that even actions that happen on the inside - in secr:t, · 

/ 
as the Mekhilta puts it - bring consequences on the outside According to this 

mid.rash. 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 mid.rash implies, the merits of the Israelites' actions may not be vis ible to the 

human eye, but God can see them, and as a result, God will bring ge ·uta publicly 

as a reward for private virtue. 

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

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

supporting it. The subject of the midrash is mr.i~, 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 Cohen in his article, " Analysis of An .. ' _,. 
Exegetic Tradition in the Mekhilta De Rabbi Ishmael: The Meaning of ' Amanah . ' 

in the Second and Third Centuries." The verses being commented on by Cohen 

include: 

'-

(K',, n,01rl) Cl1il 10K"'1 ' )IZ1 i1JOKi1 i:llZ1:l K~ C"'i~OO ~ilZ1"' ,i,ttlJ t,tl:, IZ1 ..• mottn nt,,,, 

Great is amanah . . . for Israel was only nig 'al from Egypt as a 
reward for their am~nah, as it is written, and the people had faith 
(y 'amen, from the same root as amanah); and when they heard that 
God had remembered the children of Israel (Exodus 4:31) 

53 

I 



...) 

Cohen points out that "t~ougb on a peshat level the v.erb 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,')ss Thus, he concludes, ''the 
\ 

Israelites' redemption from Egypt must be seen as being due to their observance 

of the mitzvot. "56 The Israelites' faith in God is concretized by their performance 

, of mitzvot. As in the previous midrash, therefore, it is action - specifically, actions 

in regard to mitzvot - which determines their ability to be nig ·at. 

One of the most famous commentaries in the Mek.hi ha also speaks of the 

importance of action. The hero of this story is Nahshon of the tribe of Judah. As 

recounted in the Mek.hilta, we learn that: 

C"" n',nn .,.,,., "1)1( rtt ir.mt i'TT C .. i'T ',v 0"10:Jlt' iiOW ,,.,:) C .. il 7,n:i ',ttift'"I "IJ:J itt:J .. , inlt ,,rrh:J 

,,nr.> (M :J .. win) ':lKi~ n,:J nr.,10:Ji c,i!:ltt lt'TO:J ,:i,:J:io 'Jft' c,', ;,';,nn .,.,, .. .,Jlt l"lt ioitt nn 

i tt:J "':l c"'n'='l't "Jwir:i i0i1t ::i,n:in ,,',v c,', ':,!:l:i, :J,:i .. ov 1:J 1i1t1m f!:lP ~u r',cm ri0i1' r;,21 
-ir.mt, "Jn!:lcll7 o,o n',i:J1t1i c,p "pr.>ur.,::i ,ntt:i iOWJ ,,it, n',i io. ,,,:i "'M11::1C ir.>itti lt'!:lJ ,v o,o 

¥,-,o cro .l - ::i co /0,',,-,rv o"'',n) i1"'!:l itt:i ,',v icttn ':lK, n',,~c .,:iit.,:in ',tt, o,r.> n',i:i1t1 "J!:lo1t1n ',it 
. ,.,:i!:l', iOlt n',tin:i ;;::i-,o, ,r.nv nmt, .,,,i 1t:ii0, iJio o,m C":111::1,0 ,,.,,., mzn:,', c,pr:in il:ltt 

7cr.> nit CiiT i1Ml<'l i', il:llt ni1t1lt, .,,-,:i rn::i, o',iv ~ m:Ji 

R. Judah made a different commentary (on the verse "and the 
people ofl?rael 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 "I1m 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 Nonnan Cohen, "Analysis of an Exegetic Tradition in the}viekhilta de Rabbi 
Ishmael: The Meaning of Amanah in the Second and Third Centuries," Journal 
for the Association of Jewish Studies, IX: l (Spring 1984 ), 15 
56 Ibid. 
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"Save me, God, for th~ water has come up to my m:ck (Psalm 
69:2)" and it is written "I am sunk in deep mire, where there is no 
standing, I am come into deep waters and the flood overwhelms 
me (Psalm 69: 16).'' God said to Mo'ses, "My friend is drowning in 
the sea. it is closing in around h•m, and the enemy is pursuing him, 
and you stand them are pray!" Moses saig_,YMaste;r of the 
Universe, what can I do?" God replie~ "Lift. up yotur rod!" 

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

~ea, Nahshon becomes the teacher of Moses. As Moses st:ands there praying for 

the sea to part, Nahshon takes action. He jumps into the se:a. 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 ifNahshon had not jumped into the fray, the Israelit,es might have 

continued arguing. 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 Coh~n•s 

t 

•' definition of amanah. His faith in God is c~ arly very strong, but in addition, it is 

· expressed through concrete action. As we saw with the mitzvot that the Israelites 

took on to merit the ge 'ula, there is a window of opportunity to seize the moment, 

and if that opportunity isn' t taken, the moment is lost. As 1the Mekhilta tt!tls it, 

Nahshon's actions are directly responsible for tbe Israelites ability to sing later, on 

the other side, of the Sea, n',titl 1T ClJ 7,cn:i n .. n:, (In Your mercy you have led out 

and brought ge 'u/a to Your people). 

Finally, the rnidrash quoted earlier in connection w:ith the timing of ge 'u/a 

is perhaps the Mekhilta's strongest statement about the p6wer 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 (~ill 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. 

m:i i:lita" "lr:Ji i ,,, ir.rnt ,me :,in:n mll'1 mttr.i 17:::litt cmtt mn c , ,:,sn ioitt ,ntt :,in:, 
"JK 1K', OK1 miii', o',l(il "JK i!:Jirun rru111-ctt il":i ID1ipi! il:IK 1',l( r:::,in:::, "JIZ7 10""pn" ~.,:::, 

_c"'Jll'1', c',l(n 

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 

~ ars. This is quite a difference in timing. T~ Israelites here are given the 

ability to elirriiriate over 200 years from the term of their slavery, an i111pressive 

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 wm 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 forge 'u/a will simply pass th~m 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 'u/a with their actions? At first. it 

seems clear that they can. as the difference between four generations and four . 
hundred years is no small change in term. But, 6acloser consideration. the oath 

\ 

God makes in Genesis does include t~e 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 timefrarne predicted in 

the Torah. Perhaps in this way. the 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 witr.out 

sacrificing loyalty to the perfection of the Torah, who~e every word is true. 

" 
Transformation oflnner State 

It is clear from the above examples that Mekhi-Ita definitely stresses the 

importance of actions, and specifically, the performance of mitzvor, in bringing 

ge 'ula. An often made general observation about rabbinic Judaism generally is tts 

emphasis on deed~ as a means of serving God. Rabbinic J_udaism 's emphasis on 
I 

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 earl~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 ei-ther 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. 57 

Certainly the examples cited above from Mekhilta support Cohen' s 
• 

observation about the importance the rabbis credited to performance of mitzvot. 

However, I would like to suggest that in addition, Mekhi lta's commentaries show 

a,striking sensitivity to the fact that preparatio1;_ forge 'ula r_equires a change of .. ~ . 
inner state. T.here are many comments in the Mekhilta which indicate an 

understanding that we cannot play our part in bringing ge 'ula simply by 

perfo~g certain deeds; rather, that these deeds have_to be accompanied b~ an 

inne..r change of intention and perspective on the world. Thus it is not rmly 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 07 erarching it almost 

58 



becomes the forest that one might miss in the midst of a careful analys~s of the 

trees. In the Torah, as I mentioned i..o Chapter One, the servitude of the Israelites 

is "harsh labor at mortar and bricks." 58 ~raelites' 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 any other way. It is not connected to the Israelites' 

slavery. The 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. 

Mek.hilta, on the other hand, ~gins with the assumption that the real 

servitude oi 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 the taking of the Passover offerini to precede its 
' 

slaughter by four day~?" The first opinion, already discussed is so that they 

Israelites would have the time to do mitzvot. There is a second opinion offered 

that differs subtly from the answer that the Israelites needed the four days to begin 

the performance of mitzvot. 

51 Cohen, p. 25 
58 Exodus 1:14 . 

59 

I 

\ 
I 



i 

.) 

r!:>101:1 ~iu> , .. nit',!:)', c .. r., .. ·, 1nu .. n1r1', no!:) ',v:, ,i:,n .. p', c .. ,pn nr.> .. Jco, 
n,~r.,n ~ ,lJ::> ;1"1p1r1 nn c .. i~O:J n.1::1 

------Why the Torah cause the taking of the lamb to Qrecede 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 T.orah. 

In this version of the midrash, the reason for the lag in time before the 

moment of ge 'u/a is portrayed with a vivid image. The Israelites are r !Jioti -­

steeped, or soaked wc,uld be another possible translation - in idolatry. Just as the 

lamb which would be offered on the fourteenth day would nc::ed 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 the idolatry drained out of them before they could be considered 

fit to receive and participate in ge 'u/a. Indeed, as the midrash continues, it 

states: 
w 

.. 
,J .. tt'l nrwr, 7tt .. ~, r., 7::1i i::>T 1::1 -r, ,',u no1t1 ,J .. tti i"'l:Jiu m11t1::1 ill'.7:Jno ttiiTlt' c, tt -r, It' .. "::>1 

mT n,i::1w 1t1,.,c', Cii'Y'l1::l i"'l1t1p iT"iW tt',tt (U , molt') i'Tlt'O ',1,t 1w1t11b, iOttJ i"'IO', 1=> ott no1t1 

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] men 
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 news that was brought to , 
__./ __., 

them regarding ge 'u/a. [n this example it is clear that the preparation they need to 

make is to change their inner state, otherwise the opportunity forge 'ula will 

certainly pass them by. 

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

this time from Pisha 6. 

ntt ".M"l't"''li ',-·r, rn::io ~t':,tt 1J"l't itt '':!:>::10 701tt i1ntt ·,:,!)~0 .")1p!DOii ',m .n,r,ro;i '.MIZ7 ',s, um, 
,at 0":>!)::ir., 701N n.ntt .c,:iti::io 701K 1m '"" ':>ttw11r ·7 '7::i, C"71'Tt6 Mtt7Jii tot':>, .. t, Mtt"'IJM .c,il 

c',-ii,', 701tt p~' ·7 ,mtt':> c.,7ntt':> tt',, n,tt', c~', mtt', c~', Oiil iT'ii1 ',-·r, y ,n::10 tt',tt , :,-.1< 
r~.nnno )n.,11'01 r;iocn C.,.,7~0ii 1iT'IZ7 'T.l Y,f'T:JO 

I 

"" 

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. 
Ishmael. R. Jonathan says, this meant 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, quote4 in Chapter 3, this is the moment when all the events 

which constitute ge 'u/a are first set in motion. The question at issue is where on 

the doorposts should the Israelites place the blood of the P~over 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 lafer, which states "and when f see the blood. The 
I 

reason the blood should go on the inside of tlte 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 
/" 

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 'u/a - the blood of the Passover 

offering - is literally located on the inside, the inside of their doorpost. The 

imag~ry here makes concrete the idea that the signs we need to show God that we 

are ready forge 'u/a are interior. They 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 \he 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 ~ u 

[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 he rself and n<?t 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 otllers. 

62 

I 



In both cases, whether it is God who sees the sign, or the recipient of 

ge 'u/a him or herself, the point is clearly matte that the sign is an interior one. It 

. l cannot be seen on the outside, it cannot be seen by,...Qthers. Our ability to influen·ce 

our own participation in ge 'ula is dependent on makin'g inner changes which will 

symbolize readiness, to God and to ourselves: 59 

Inner signs of readiness forge 'ula 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: 

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: 

w-i 1:J m ic':>M c~', nicm i'T,i:lm ~ ic,ic K1rn'J "!:l', iCKJ ~', ,', ·;i ~ m i J::317:J 

ii:ll7:I m, 10 1mt~ii"I i'TnK ")K ',~, 10 ic~S1 NC K"31iW "!)71 m, 1'~ iC~S1 Nt K"~1iW K1ii 
n""i'T at', ca, n""n ,':>M ',',:,,, 1c 7c::nmtt nic~,~ "0711' ic',, .,., O"i3r.ic ·:itt:i:l .,., . .,., .-w11 m 

',tm 

59 As I mentioned in Chapter One. the Mekhilta is not a text with a singular voice. 
The mid.rash 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 outstde, so that the Egyptians would see it and it would feel as if 
their guts were cut through." R. Isaac 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 st~d 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 tl\e question of the wicked son. Since he takes himself out of 
the group, you should take him out of the gro~ ou should say 
to him Hbecause 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. 60 

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 dic_i for me'' (picking up on the grammar of 

the son~s question, as he asked what does this mean to y ou), 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 

sul!cessful parenting, it is extremely revealing ab'out the role that one' s attitude 

plays in ge 'u/a. The son's question is deemed as wicked by the Mekhilta because 

he "takes himself out from the group." Therefo!e, the midrash asserts, he will 

also be taken out of the group when it comes toge ·ula. The implication is that 

had this child been present for the moment of ge 'ula, despite being a member of 

the Israelite 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·'e/ 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 thc!Mekhilta, 

·60 Pisha 17 
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individual identity is affinned 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 'ula but remains internally oppressed. Pisha 14 includes this striking 

comment: · 

C"',) C":J iT.)iTl iii~ C":J -,::,v, 'OMjqj C":J ~ .,~ 011 iii::lll mT i1i\:Jl1-,r.mt -,TlT"',tt '7 

i'D"O ',q:i 10~ i1T i1T i1T "M1 (M" " ;,-,-,~Tl 

R. Elie.zer says: idol worship crossed the sea with tl)e Israelites, as 
it is written, ' And a rival crossed the sea.' And what is this? It is 
the image of Micah. 

The quote from Zechariah 10: 11 is difficult to understand. JPS translates 

"A hemmed in force shall pass through the sea."61 The Mekhilta. however 

translates m~ as a rival, thus rendering the verse ''and an idol [a rival god] 

~ . .. 
crossed the sea with the IJ raelites. This midrash is an oblique reference to a 

comment from Judges 17:5, "And the man Micah had a shrine and made an efod 

and terafim." Terafim were considered by the rabbis to be idols. In Pesahim 
rJ 

117 A, 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 tbe 

Israelites. Micah' s teraph or idol, as we learn from Pesahim 117.A, 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 phyc;ic.al ge 'ula fails to ,truly transfonn a 

~ person into a servant of God. 
/ / 

There are two other powerful commentaries re1ated to the moments at the 

Red Sea, both of which speak of the importance of an inner change in bringing 

ge 'ula. ln 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. 

l"IM -,',:ion C"i01K w, rooi,c 1::i',o C"i::11, ,·,Mro C"i::i, l lT"O"' ,w.,, SKifO"l .,:i::i SK i:l, ioii,c .,:ii 

llT"O"' u,o"l, ""ifD"l "l:i::i ""i::i, .,i,M p lr.ln MO n~n::i n:liOl ,oil..' i1nl't ,.,ro::im C"'i~o::i c.,i::ip 
l:l',o C"i:l, 

R. Judah the Prince said: ·Tell the Children of Israel to move 
forward," n!eans "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 the Children of Israel to move forward from the words in their 
hearts. 62 

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 

peopl,e, who have not displayed an inch of faith in me since being taken 

miraculously out of Egypt, and perhap~ 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," 

61 JPS translation 
62 Beshallah 3 
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their faithless attitude to God. They need to become more like Nahshon. B,ut 

here, what God is asking is not for a leap-of action but rather a leap of intention. 

Finally, a stirring image in the follow~hapter of Beshallah emphasizes 

viscerally that ge 'ula certainly includes an inner component. The context is 

Exodus 14:21 , 

U1P:J"1 ii:Jim 0"i1 mt Clt'"1 .-,', .. ',,, ',:::, i1Tl1 0",P n1i:J 0"i1 MK,,,.. 7',, .. , C"i'l ',11,,.. nK iilt'O 0"1 

. .C"Oii 

And Moses stretched out his hands over the sea and God drove 
back the sea with a strong east wind all that n1.ght, 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 aIJil-S, he will cause the sea to part, in this verse the parting of the sea 

is attributed to God, not Mos~s. What is the reason for this? The Mekhilta 

answers with the following parable: 

, .. i,i, S:::>r-, K',1 i,p:::>"W rr·:Ji~, Cit':::> ;wo ,', iOK 1,lJ:::> 10111 C"i1 ',-,nnry .C"il ~11,,-, ntt i11!7o 0"1 

i:::>C 1TTJ C"J!:)', 1T nm "MW,', , .. ;w 1'0' ii01i i:Jiii nc', ',ci,c ., .. ',11 ',:::>p K"1 i'IOOn MK 1i1Kii"T 

,,',17 ',:::>p Ki,, ,',oil Clt':J iC1~ np1',,, 1', iOK iC11t'il 1M"Jii K',1 CJ:>"', npi',,, K:J1 M"C"J!:)i1·MK 

',-,nnii ,1,r.>n tt:Jlt' ,, .. ::> K:::>11c:il1:J ,',on nK npi',,-, lil"'Jlt' ,11 r',11 ',:::>p K',, nl1::loi"T nK imt,n 

ilnK iiC "J!:IC 1"1!7::>17'1 T',11 n',:::>p ~S1 7"oil cu,:::> 7', -icitt "M""il C1"i1 ',:::, ,c., ;ioirt m,~ "1011Z7iT 

rr·:ip., 01!7:l ;we ,', iOK C"i'T ',17 iWC i0l1 ~ . T'Oi"T "J!:10 M~ mi:::> ")K 7"J!:)~ tt', ,i, .,CK m,:::> 

(l ,-,P c"',,-,n) cJ,, mti O"iT''JID mi:::> C"i'T ',-,nnn 1ni1:JJ:J'l 1i1:J:::>:J iT':iPiT 

n',l)lt' 11":::>1 1i1:J:::>:J 1"',11 iT':lP,"'f n',JJID il11"',l1 ',:::>p tt',1 iTOOil 11™ii'I 1"',11 ',:::>p tt',1 11p::l"IZ7 

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 ef 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 compartd? To a king who 
had two gardens one inside the other. He sold1he 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 Icing's signet but th~ 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 1 was telling you I came in 
the name of the Icing and you wouldn't receive me, and now why 
are you running away? The guard replied, " I'm 1}9t-running from 
you. I'm running from the king. So too when Moses stood at the 
shores of the sea, and said in the name of God to split, the sea did 
not receive his command, when Mos~s 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. 

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, dividing and crossing the sea is compared to 

entering the innennost garden. So the act of ge ·u/a, that is, crossing the sea, is 

akin to entering the innermost region. ln 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 

gardtn of the king. There is perhaps even a hint of a sexual overtone to this 

image. Earlier in the Mekhilta, Song of Songs 4: 12, "a garden shut up is my 

sister," is explained as referring to the lack of sexual transgression among the 

Israelite 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 innennost garden powerfully evokes the concept that 

even at the most outward moment of ge 'ula there is an important inner 

component. 

Having proposeithat 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, ·~ccording to Mekhilta. Unlike the two 

categories above, however, this means of effecting ge 'ula does not relate to the 

Israelites them~elves; rather. it focuses on those to whom tJJey 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, Isaac and Jacob." It is through 

this reference to a past relationship that God's enduring connection to Moses and 

the Israelites Ts established. In Mekhilu:, this mode of establishing connection _is 

reversed. One means by which Mekhilta's commentaries affirm that the Israel ites 

can play a role in bringing 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 $)a occurs at midnight on .the night before the L,sraelites leaye Egypt. After 

seeing the sign ofblood on the [sraelites' doorposts, God passes over the\r homes, 

not killing the first born. [n connection with this moment, we read the following 

in Pisha 7:. 

What did God see? The blood of the Aqedah of Isaac. 

This may at first seem like a puzzling comment, since as we know from 

the story in Genesis 22, -isaac's blood is not shed. God sends c19 angel to stay 

Abraham's hand before he lifts it against his son. However, when Mekhilta 
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speaks of prra., ',1t1 ,n,p11 -- the Aqedah of Isaac, what is being referred to is not , 

simply the story of Abraham and (saac as told in the Torah in Genesis 22. 

• 1 As Philip Davies writes in his article, "Passov; ~d the Dating of the 

Aqedah," "the Jewish doctrine of the Aqedah regards the offering of lsaac 

narrated in Genesis 22 as an actually accomplished sacrifice in which blood was 

shed."63 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 choos(: 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 onJhe Israelites' doorposts was not simply the blood of the 

Passover offering, but rather, was the blood of their ancestor Isaac? Susan 

Niditch sees this issue as related to the problem of communication with God in 

tit! 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 

commurtications gap is mediated by the perfect intermediary, the merit of the 

ancestors, those heroes of lsrael'.s past now intercessors with God - hW':lan, and 

yet in death more than human."
64 

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

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

I 
I 

63 Philip Davies, " Passover and the Dating of the Aqedah," Journal of Jewish 

Studies, Spring 1979, p. 59 

70 



62 

.• 

argues further that to invoke Isaac's Aqedah, his moment of ultimate.,sacrifice, is I 

of even greater worth than other references to meritorious ancestors. The reason 

that .Isaac holds such a special place is as follows. "~willingness to offer one'S' 
·" . 

life has become a means of effecting Jnediation betwee~ Qgd and Israel, a radical 

means especially necessary in the face of a reduction in traditional prophecy)'65 

In alludin_g to Isaac's near-sacrifice, transformed by rabbinic tradition into an 

• actually accomplished sacrifice, the MekQilta is in effe~t reminqing God of the 

ultimate devotion of the ancestors of the Jewish people. In this way, Isaac' s blood 

acts as a motivator in the crucial moment when God begins the process of ge 'u/a. 
\ 

Perhaps, the Mekhilta seems to suggest, it is God's perception of Isaac's blood, 

and all the memories;his carries with it, which motivates God to take on the task 

of initiating ge 'ula. 

The Aqedah is invoked again in Beshallah 3, during the other miracu1ous 

~ oment of ge 'u/a, the par.ling of the Red Sea. •fo this ca~e; it is the Biblical 

account to which Mekhilta's midrash refers. We read: 

"~1.711p::l-"1 ·J~ O"il mt oiT', l1ipk "JN om:::itt Cif':::ltt ~w, m~c m:>r.:i •~ mt:>;i ', 
.O"Cil U7P:::1"1 :::l"n:>1 (l :I:> n"IDl'ti:::I) i1"11.• 

R. Banaah says, on acco~t of the mitzvah that A.braham 
performed, I will split the sea for them, as it is written, "and he 
split wood for the offering (Genesis 22:3); and it i_s written here 
(Exodus 14 :21) "and the waters were split." 

I 

I 

64 Niditch, 164 
65 lbid. 167 
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At the two important junctures of ge 'ula, the night escape and the splitt\ng 

of the Red Sea, the two forefathers are invok.'t'td by Mek.hilta. In the midrashjust 

quoted, Abraham ·s devotion to God, his willingn:.sJJO split the wood for the 

sacrifice, is directly related to God's action of splitting the sea. It can be seen as 

measure for measure. But here, as with the example of Isaac above, the virtues 

which entitle the Israelites to have ge 'ula take place at its appointed time are not 

their own. It is bY. virtue of their connection to meritorious ancestors that they are 

given the privilege of participating in ge 'u/a. 

fn 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 .}"Orthy of receiving ge 'ula at its appointed time, of not letting 

the moment of opportunity pass. 

Thus, Mek.hilta establishes three categories by which the Israelites can 

participate in bringing ge 'u/a. In aJI cases, their power is the power to cause the 

· ge 'ula to arrive a; its appointed time, but not to hasten it 6eyond th~ parcDlleters 

set in Gene~is 15. We now tum to the other players in the drama, the Egyptians 

and God, to explore how their roles may be similar to or different from th, t 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 'u/a is revealing, the same can be said about the Egyptians. One might assume, 

kno,wing 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 .;vents to follow in motion, and 
. 

it is they who chase the freed slaves to the sea, causing the eed for the great 

miracle that occurs there. Thus. in the Torah text, the Egyptians definitely 

contribute to the action of ge 'u/a. 

In Mekhilta, tb.is starring role has all but disappeared. The commentaries 

that deal'with the Egyptians focus mainly on the punishments meted out to them 

for their sinful behavior (such as the midrash that their wives infidelitibs. quoted 

earlier in this chapter). ln the few comments about the Egyptians' role in ge 'u/a. 

the purpose of the midrash seems to be to minimize the impact they had on the 

experience. Two exampJes 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 t':te 

pe~ le out of Egypt. In each.case, it is the word ,Jig 'a/u in the- Mekbilta which 

ohar\ges the mea:riing of the Exodus verse and de-emphasizes the role c:tf the 

Egyptians. 

The first midrash is a commentary on Exodus 12:34 --

And the people took their dough before it was leavened 

Mekhilta adds succinctly: 
I 

i~l:la:7 9t17 m£0r,i, 1~DOM K"1 no~im nl't 1117?:1 i'lC 
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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 'a/u. 66 

Kadushin observes that "at first glanc~. the comm nt seems to convey 

merely the literal meaning.''67 Thus, Mekhilta's .commentary seems to have added 
<> 

nothing - we already know from the Exodus text that the dough did not have time 

to rise. The words, ' 'before they were nig 'al,;' however, identify the idea in the 

·comment as rabbinic. lt 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.'"68 Thus, the plain sense of the Exodus verse is 

overturned. One might think that the reason the people took the dough before it 

was leavened it that they were being chased out of Egypt. But, explains Mekhilta, 

the rc;al reason for the haste was not the pressure of the Egyptians; it was the fact 

that the time of ge 'ula had arrived. 

The same logic is used to interpret anoth~ verse on the same subject. 

And they baked unleavened cakes of the dough that they had taken 
out of Egypt, for it was not leave~~d, 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." 

66 Pisha 13 
67 Kadushin, 143 
68 Ibid . . 
69 Exodus 12:39 
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I might l).ave thought that they were .striven out by the Egyptians, 
but the Torah teaches: 'And they could not de!,/ me~ing that 
they could not delay until they were nig 'alu?'° ---. 

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

the Israelites from Egypt because that the time of ge:ula 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 pawns 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 'u/a. The 

pressure of the Egyptians has become merely a means through which God·s will 

is accomplished. [n this way, Mek.hilta affirms that in the game of ge 'ula, there 

ilte really only two players.: God and Israel. .. 

Thus, the Egyptians have their starring role in the Exodus take~ away 

from them. Instead of acting as participants in bringing ge 'u/a, they become 

props, who happen 10 be standing around when the cosmic drama between G,pd 

and Israel unfolds. The rabbis 9f the Mekhilta, living under their own oppressors 

as part of the Roman Empire, were not willing to allow the Israelites· oppressors 

to play an important part in Cheir telling of the Exodus story - not eve_n as the 

villains of the drama. 

70 Pisha 14 
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The Role of God 

There is, however, one key player woose role has not yet been considered . 
. 

. \ As I mentioned in Chapter One of this paper, one~acteristic of the usage of • 

ga 'al is that it describes not just any rescuing action, 1:>ut particularly the actions 

of God. What are the qualities of those actions? Is God' s power boundless as 
\ 

relates to ge 'u/a, or is God also constricted by outside forces, unable to bring 

ge ,.,ula at exactly the tim~ 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 'u/a. God says in that 

passage: • 

If they repent, I will go 'al them according to the generations, if 
not, according to the years. 

► 

Go·d; havi~g given the Israelites free will, has to abide by th_eir choices. If 

they choose to repent, then God can bring the ge ·ula sooner, after four 

generations, but if not, God too must wait. , 
God' s waiting is not, however, seen as an act of patience. In Mekhilta, 

God is portrayed as deeply invested in the moment of the Israelites ge 'u/a. 

Ln a mid.rash on the verse·7,um::l intt cn',::,tt\ ··and you shall eat i~ [the Passover 

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

invoked. 
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K~ U"K 1K 1=> ir.mt ~, rut .C"i~O 1il'tln itt 111't>M::l imK en~, :rn'IIT.) WT"'f 0"'::>i, "K~r 
~it"' l'll'tln "iii (T K"' ni oii,) mii,', ::i',::, TiM"' a6 ~it"' "'l::l ',::,',, iO'IK ttirw::, ~it"' 11l'tln 

en~, iO~K iil'lip 1:::i W 'lii"' "'::li .C"'i:lm pl'tln m ,,l'tln::l ,mat cn',::>tt, C""f'O .,lK m Kn i 'ICK 
,vm ,::, iO'IK K'liill7::> C.,i~O P!!)" K~ 'l"K 1K 1=> i 01K iinK Sttil!7" , ,l'tln iiT ,,l'tln::l ,mtt 

,:ii c,ii,o l lM K::ltt .~it"' pl'tln ;n ,,l'tln::i io,', ,,o',n m, .i'\OK C"i:liO 1'1l'tltl "iii C"i~OO 
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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 Israelites, as it says. 
"But against the children of Israel, a dog shall not whet his tongue 
(Exodus 11 :7).'' The haste oflsrael is referred to there so what do I 
do with the verse "and you shall eat it in haste?" This is the haste 
of the Egyptians. R. Joshua hen 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 I 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 !,aste of the She/china. despite the fact that there is no proof for 
this, there is a hint of dµs interpretation: "the voice of my beloved, 
behold he cornes ... he stands behind our wall (Song of Songs. 2 :8-
9).11 

This long, somewhat confusing, set of arguments can be summed up as 

follows. 72 The simple reading of this verse is that the Israel it~~ m~st eat in haste, 

since the moment of ge 'ula has arri"'.ed. However, there.is a problem with this 

simple reading of the verse. Earlier, in Exodus 11 :7, we read "and\ gainst the 

children oflsrael, a dog shall not whet his tong~e. "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 not bark at the Israelites when they left Egypt, despite the fact that 

) 

71 Pisha 7 
72 In an effort to facilitate clarity of understanding, I have presented the arguments 
in a different order than they are offered in the mid.rash 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:l l to refer again to ·the haste of the Israelites. So the midrash suggests 

. \ that 1m:>n:::i ,nl't cn',:)a,ti refers to the Egyptians. In thi~ interpretation, "and you , 
/ 

shall eat it in haste" me_ans 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 

· Israelites out of Egypt.74
. 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 stal~mate when the stunning conclusion is rettealed: 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 Q.f Jhis interpretation: "the voice 

~ my beloved, behold he ~omes . .. he stands b$ind our ~al-l (Song of Songs, 2:8-

9). 

The Shekhina, from the root shakhen. to dwell, is the (feminine) figure 

used bythe rabbis to describe God's indwelling presence in the world. In th\f 

midrash she is the one whose great haste is being described in the verse from ' . 

Exodus. Thus, the time of ge 'u/a 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 1 
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in more articulate tenns than a cry of abject despair (Exodus 2:23), the Shekhina 

was waiting impatiently for the moment of g1? ·u1a· to arrive. 

One·~utstion that arises from this midrash is "how is the haste <:!)he 

Shekhina hinted at by the verses from Song of Songs?" This question can ~ 

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

Songs Rabba. 

Hark, iny beloved, behold he comes:' R. Judah and R. Nche:miah 
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 delive1red. · 
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 h4Pdred 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 terrninuses and in this 
month you ail! to be delivered. 75 

• 

So the Song of Songs verse "hints" at the Shekhina' s impati1ence 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 

impatienc~ actually causes the ge 'ula to arrive one hundred and ninety years 

.early. 76 This possibility is merely hinted at in the Mekhilta midrash. However, 

75 Song of Songs Rabba 2:21 -
76 The editors of the Soncino Midrash Rabba explain that this date 1:epresents the 
following mathematic cal<;ulation: according to the Rabbis, Yoche,red was born as 
Jacob and bis family were leaving Egypt, and she was 130 years old at Moses' 
birth. Since we also know that Moses came to set the ge 'ula in mo·tion 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 li:! over. Rather, God is 

po~yed as deeply invested in the liberation of the children o~el. In the 

Mekhilta's version, however, it is not made explicit that God can actually hasten 

ge 'u/a because of God·s desire for it to come. God merely waits in great haste 

and wastes not a moment once the time has come The radical statement that 

God's haste may lead to overriding the term of the servitude is left for a later 

midrash. 

A question left by this midrash is ··why is the Shekhina in such haste to 
_ -< 

have the ge 'u/a come? One possible reason hafl.J>e inferred from a midrash 

elsewhere in the Mek.hilta. ln Pjsha I 4 we read 

Ew place where the childr~n or'lsrael were exijed, it was as if 
the Shekhina was exiled with them. When the children of Israel 
went down to Egypt, the She/china went with them. 

Perhaps the Shekhina didn' t like· the experience of Egyp.tian 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 'u/a can come. This leads to another symmetry between the two participants in 
) 

was 80 years old, the timing fo~ gel is now 2 IO years after the descent from 

slavery. 
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the drama of ge 'u/a. Both God and Israel have the ability to cause ge 'u/a to occw; 

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 cap bring ge 'u/a at its appointed time. 

Perhaps in keeping with the mysterious nature of God, we learn much less about 

how God causes ge 'u/a 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 

mid.rash which contains perhaps the most surprising observation about God in 

relation toge 'ula in the Mekhilta. In Chapter One, I observed that the root pada. 

which in the Bible is used 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 Exodus 13: 12 

&)lould be offered to God~ the "first fruit," Clijl be retum'ed to the family through 

payment to the· priests. In addition, the verb pada makes an appearan~e in the 

following midrash. Its usage is rather unusual. 

't, 

' . 
1K-,"1 'Jlt! C~lJ n,:11n1t10 i'TJ":x7 "1:r:,:::, ,.,,:llTllt!O ',ttilt!"lt! 10T ',:::, K~11:) i'TnK ;:::,1 

',,•n 1"J0 ,.,r,, ni~ -,,:,,~ n-,~ K~ ,', l"lt ... i"!CCi'T n:,:,', i'WW:, r',;i-, nnn, ~-,It!" "mK ntt 

. 1"mKl ,,::i O"i ~l:)r., ,i; M"~ .,lt!K 70"' ")CO -,r.,,Ki .... m~:, ":lJK 11:)l.' ,mw, "JK.,P" 
70~"' iT:lp,, "'J!C':> ':>ltilt!"' ,.,r.iK ',,:,.,:,:, ;-,r.,K':> .,lt!!:)K "K ::i,n:, K-,pr., tt';o':>lt .,o,K K:l"'p11 . ., 

n.,,t> 

And so you find that all the time that Israel was subjugated it was 
as if the She/china 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;· [ will be with him in trouble, ( will 
rescue him and honor him." (Psalm 91: 15) 77 

And you can also say "On account of you people, whom you 
redeemed (-f, n'I,£>) from Egypt, the people and its God"(2 
S~uel 7:~3) ... R. Akiva said "If this wasn' t ~en in a verse of 
Scnpture, 1t would be impossible to say it: iLis as iflsrael said to 
God ' You have redeemed yourself (n'I,£> 70~11)."' 

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 is made vivid by a word-play relating to the prooftext from 

Exodus 24: 10, which states of God ·rt,o., n:,:::i', ;,raw:> , .. ',r, nnm -- 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 ancl 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 
~ ► 

and Persecution.:' . 

The midrash .. . plays on the word ''livmn" which is very close to 
tlie word for brick, "leveinah." The rabbis argue that when Israel ' 
came to Sinai, they found bricks under Ood·s throne, which 
symbolized the mortar and bricks of the Egyptian slavery. God, 
Himself, suffered the indignity and pain of the Egyptian experience 

'th H' I 78 
wt 1s peop e. 

77 Pisha 14; I have edited the midrash, which contains several 9rooftexts for each 
proposition, since the content of the prooftexts not included is not relevant to the 

discussion here. 
78 No~an Cohen, "Shekhinta Ba-Galuta: A Midrashic Response to Destruction 
and Persecution," Journal for the Study. of Judaism, Xlll ( 1-2), 1 SO 
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In this powerful evocation, the bricks under God's feet at Sinai are the 

bricks the She/china Herself had to make from suaw, just as the Israelites did, 

during the period of Egyptian slavery. It is no wond9at 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 state~ent. Th~ source of the comment is a 

statement in 2 Samuel which states T' n.,,~ il!'1l( 7011. 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 th.rs juncture. So from this midr:a_sh we learn that the ge 'ula had a 

transformative effect not only on the Israelites, but also on God. What exactly is 

the nature ofthispad~hich 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 'u/a is as a beneficiary of 

• 
tnfs action, not merely an actor who affects othe~s. 
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Chapter Five: What is Ge 'u/a? ls it Redemption? 

In looking back on the analysis which has made_JW 1the bulk of this thesis. 

we have learned a great &al about when ge 'u/a may come; the conditions under 

which it will occur; the power. or lack thereo( of beings human and Divine in 

relation to bringing it. Have we also discovered what ge 'ula is? Can we now 

' define ge 'u/a? It is my contention that the answer to this question is ··yes," and 

furthermore, that the definition which emerges from the treatment of ge 'u/a 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 redem,!re, 10 buy 

back. 79 The primary definition listed in the Oxford English Dictionary is 

~isely that: to buy back (a thing formerly poSiessed), to make payment for (a 

thing held or claimed by another).80 In this way. the roots of ga 'al and .the roots 

of redemption are the same. As me,1tioned in Chapter Two. one of the most basic 

meanings of ga 'al is '·to buy back," a meaning used both for buying back laralj;. 

and buying back human oeings ~ho have sold themselves into s lavery tD pay a 

debt. But here is where the difference begins. If ga 'a/'s root meaning is "to 

restore," as was argued in Chapter Two, there are many m1~ans of rest~ration. 

One is through power and force, as could be seen in the example of the go 'el ha 

79 " Redemption" in The New Catholic Encyclopedia New York: Mcgraw Hill 
80 Oxford English Dictionary, Compact Edition, 21

st 
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 

1 who killed the clan member in the first place. So bu_,, balck is only a 

subcategory of ge 'ula in the Torah. 

In fact, it is clea~ that when the root ga 'al is used in the context of the 

Exodus from Egypt, the type of ge 'u/a being discussed is nlDt restoring through 

payment, but rather restoring through power and force. In 1he promise of Exodus 

6, God tells the [sraelites C"':>il C"t,O!Zl:::11 i1"1t,J lTliT:l C:)nt-t· "n',i-tli - - the ge 'u/a 

will take-place with an '·outstretched arm" and with "extraordinary 

chastisements."81 This God of the Israelites is not a go 'el vvho uses ransom 

money to free an ensl,lved kinsman. Rather, God is portrayed as a go 'el ha Jam, 

a strong kinsman who effects deliverance by overpowering and punishing the 

enemy of the clan. The two moments of ge 'u/a which have been the focus of this 

~ per - the midnight escape from Egypt and the parting of the Red Sea - are both 

demonstrations of God' s superior power to Pharaoh, his ma.gicians and his army. 

This portrayal of ge 'u/a as an act which occurs through superior power on 

the part of a protecting God is emphasized even further in the Mekhilta. WetEee 

that the Egyptians do not play even as much of a role in ge 'u/a 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 b.eings who 

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

81 JPS translation 
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Israelites 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 'uia is not exactly akin to redemption, it is also true that ge 'u/a 

contains aspects of redemption. In fact, ge 'u/a as it is portrayed in Mekhilta can 

be 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 

She/china, from exile. 

The second definition of ' 'to redeem" in the OED is "to free or recover by 

payment (of the amowi1 due) or by fulfilling some obligation." It is in this way 

that the lsraelites can be seen as redeeming themselves. In Mekhilta, the Israelites 

are the initiators of ge 'ula. In the vision of ge 'ula contained in Mekhilta. the 

Is~ lites bave to fulfill certain obligations to God regarding changes in action. or 

achieving a certain tr~sformation of inner state, forge 'ula to occur at it,s 

appointed time. As God explains in Pisha 5, "the time had come for The Holy 

One to firlfill the Oath to Abraham that his d~scendants would be nig' al.· but thjY 

did not have any mitzvot to perform in order to be nig 'al." The Israelite::: must 

begin the action of ge 'ula by redeeming themselves, or the opportunity forge 'ula 

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, separating 

himself from the comriumity of faith, the wicked son would noJ
1 
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 gt: 'ula, as portrayed by Mekhilta. 

To return to a mid.rash from Chapter Four, Mekhilta ~s that the Shekhina has 

gone into exile with the [sraelites. When both they and the Shekhina are 

recovered, Mekhilta quotes a Biblical text to support the following conclusion 

about God: n.,,!j 70:::r11. 

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 r_edemption. 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 e~amine 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 

~yment, having the Shekhina undergo the Egyt,tian oppression. 

The interesting 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 , 

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 'ula . 
. 

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 Judaisin, was gaining adherents. One aspect of this 

new sect, which would soon be known as Christia.'lity, is that its master story is a 

powerful tale of redemption_. While it is cle~ly beyond th 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 '1can be briefly described as the deliverance 

'of 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. "82 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 from 

sin or estrangement. Unlike the Jewish tale of ge 'u/a, in which God deliver:. 

~ ugh strength and power. a form of payment QT ransom is central to the 

understanding of Chri~tian redemption. 

I raise this issue because it seems very relevant to one aspect of Mekh.ilta. 

As discussed in Chapter Four, Mekhilta includes a rabbinic tradition that Isaac., 

was successfully sacrificed on the altar by Abraham. As Geza Verrnes Qbserves 

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 

82 New Catholic Encyclopedia 
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source of pardon, salvation, and eternal Ii~ ... principally through the merits of 

Isaac, who offered his life voluntarily to his Creator." 83 

Thus, in the Aqedah, a willing sacrifice is made, a son is offered, and this 
. / 

action is, according to Verrnes, 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 forge 'u/a. 

There seems to be an effort to link an act of true redemption to the Passover story 

of ge 'uv!rs through the merit of Abraham and Isaac's saicrifice to·God tha~ 

ge 'ula takes place. We, the Jewish oeople, are redeemed by lsaac·s sacrifice. 

The parallels to the Christian paradigm are clear. ln fact, Philip Davies s1;ggests 

that "Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael. ,. supports the suggestion that bringing the figure 
• 

oflsaac into a Passover context is a late Tannaitic or early Amoraic response to 

Christian paschal preaching. "84 

TJ,us it is possible that the Mekhilta includes ani nc~mpt to'by,ild 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 hieing offered by a 

competing religious sect. 
( 

In conclusion, it can be seen that there are several aLSpects 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 Scri1pture and Tradition in 
Judaism. Leiden: E.J. Brill, I 961 , 220 
84 Philip Davies, "Passover and the Dating of the Aqedah." Journal of Jewish 

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

but it d_oes not confonn to the basic-definition of redemption thrpugh payment. 

_, 

., 

) 
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Conclusion 

It is a Jewish tradition to end by returning to !!>e begiMing. Thus. this 
,., 

exploration of Mekhilta ends where it began. with the questions posed in the 

lntroduction. This thesis began with two questions: 

( 1) Given that ge 'u/a 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 w hat 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? Whatis its actual meaning? 

Having traveled on a journey through the commentaries of the Mekhilta, 
. ' 

we can now offer some answers to these questions. 

The first question, what does our tradition teach us about when ge 'u/a will 

come, was revealed upon closer examination to have three parts: ( 1) when will 

ge 'u/a come; (2) can its timing be predicted; and (3) what factors a:iight 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 'u/a cannot be predicted by human beings. Calculations, it counsels, 
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are fruitless. This perspective can be seen in toe 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 'u/a begins, will arri> Mekhilta's anti­

calculation point of vjew can also be seen in its presentation of the contradictions 

within the different Biblical texts that predict the timing of ge 'ula. Mekhilta 

presents these contradictions without harmonizing their positions. In this way. 

Meliliilta 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 'u/a is a process or an 

instantaneous chanie. Different commentaries 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 'u/a, Mek.hilta 

' affirms that the time of ge 'ula's arrival is well understood by God. (]e 'ufa will 

come, according to the Mekhilta, when the oath made to Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob is complete. Interestingly, God!s perfect knowledge of when ge 'ult1twill 

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 

-r- checked when it comes toge 'ula, according to the Mekhilta, because there are 

processes which God Himself set in motion which He cannbt reverse. 
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While Mekhilta' s commentarles tak,e the position that human beings are 

literally in the dark when it comes to predicting the arrival of ge 'ula, in 

\ considering what factors might influence ge·'ula's arriv9ekhilta places a great 

deal of power in human hands (specifically in the hands oft'he Jewish people). 

Whereas in the Biblical text the Israelites are seen chiefly as the recipients of 

ge 'ula, in Mekhilta they become active participants in the process of bringing 

ge 'ula. The Israelites play a pivotal rol.e, according to Mekhilta, in determining if 

----g{! 'u/a actually happens at the appointed time. Mekhilta offers·several different 
" 

modes of participation in ge 'ula: through deeds, particularly through the 

performance of mirzvot; through a transformation of inner state: and through 

establishing a connectio'l to righteous ancestors. In each of these categories, the 

Israelites are seen as playing a key role in making ge 'u/a happen, or as having the 

ability t~ sabotage its arrival. Their "success" in each of these categories is a 

ne~ sary pre-condition to ge .'ula occurring at its appointed time. There is, 

however, one kind of power which is not given to the Jewish people in re!ation 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 iJI 

making ge 'ula happen than they \\'.ere in the Exodus story in the Bible. The 

opposite can be said for the other players in the drama: the Egyptians and God. 

While in the book of Exodus, the Egyptians play a role in the ~val 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 Tor;ah, it is the 

pressure of the Egyptians which launches the Israelite~ on their journey in the 
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middle of the night. In Mekhiha, this situation is amended- the reason the 

Israelites left in the middle of the night was not i{! response tp the Egyptians, but 

rather in response to the fact that the moment of ge 'ula h d 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 occurred for reasons unrelated to 

Egyptian pressure or participation. 

Mekhilta aJso emphasizes the limits of God' s power in relation toge 'u/a . 

. ---....God is porttayed 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 'u/a. However, Mekhilta is unequivocal in stating that God 
# 

is unable to shorten ge 'ula's prescribed tenn. 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 toge 'u/a is seen as . 
Limited in Mekh,lta. Given the Mekhilta' s overall perspective on the Participation 

of the Israelites in bringing ge 'ula, an importanr corollary emerges. In Mekhilta, 

God depends on the Jewish people to work with Him in bringing ge 'u/a. In tJw 

Mekhilta's vision of ge 'ula, if.the Jewish people do not make certain chmges, 

God cannot bring ge 'u/a, despite the fact that God has a strong desire for it to 

come. Ge 'u/a, 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 'ula?" In 

considering this question, my' conclusion is that ge 'u/a as presented in Mekhilta is 

not redemption. 

As discussed in the section on Biblical antecedents, the core meaning of 

the root ga 'al in the Bi9le is "to restore.,; Several means of restoration can be 

seen in the Bible. One is redemption through payment; another is rescue by the 

• go 'et ha dam, the strong kinsman . 

lri Mekhilta, the aspect -of ge 'ula that is taken up is not the concept of 

restoration lhrough payment, b.1t rather, restoration through power by the ultimate 

go 'el ha dam, God. However, it is true that in Mekhilta, a concept of ge 'u/a 

emerges which, whiLe not limited to redemption, includes the concept of 

redemption. In Mekhilta, ge 'ula is seen as a two part process, whereby the Jewish 

people redeems itself, and God redeems Godself by rescuing them. Acccrding 

o the Mekhilta, both part:5 of the process musi occur, ana the former must precede 

the .latter, forge 'ula to be completely accomplished. 

. , 
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