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Date and Composition of the Mekilta

The rabbinie concept of GRTENE V74 B P nob
so gimple as to entalil merely a reading knowlédge of Scrip-
tures and an understanding of 1ts literal sense. Rather,
it involves a precise and Intricate process which seeks to
interpret the underlying spirit of the Torah and to ex-
heust the implicatlons of every word and phrase. Thig

1
process ls commonly designated as g

The large body of rabbinic literature which has grown out

of this study of Torah lg generally divided into two clag-

sifications -= halachic midrash and haggadlic midrash.

Halachic midrash is chiefly concerned with the legalvpbéglhh
tlons of Torah; while the haggadic mildrash deals mainin
with the narratlve portions, interpreting thelr signifi-
cance and extracting lessons'of an ethical and moral na-~
ture.2 The Mekllta de Rabbl Ishmeel, with which this
treatige ls concerned, is a collection of midrashim com-
posed of both healachic and haggadic matter.
Unguestionably, collections of midrashim, In the
form of commentaries to the books of Exodusg, Leviticus,
Numbers, and Deuteronomy exlsted very early in télmudic

timess and since thelr contents were quoted in the names

of the tannaim, they are classified as Tannaitic Midreshim.

0f these midrashim, the one to Exodus, which later became
known as the Mekilta ‘ ( /o:nr'a,v) , 18 the oldes-t':..5

J. Klausner, in discussing the dating of these taﬁnaitio
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~mldrashim, claims that an Important clue to the composition

of the Mekilta may be deduced from the fact that 1t begina}
almoat éXactly where the Book of Jubilees comes to an end.+
The Book of Jubilees 1s, largely, a midrash of both hala-
chic and haggadic character, written to Genesls and the
first part of Exodus during the reign of John Hyrcanus,
sometime between 135 and 105 B. C. E.5 our present Mekllta
contaling some very oid midrashim In which are pregerved the
teachings of the éarly tammaim. In ibts treatment of Scrip-
tural verses, scholars have detected, for the most part,
the simpler exegetical and hermeneutical techniques char-
acteristic of the older tannalm; and, with the exceptlon
of a few names of later sages aboub whom scholars are still
uncertaln, all the teachers mentloned In the present Me-
kilta belong to the tannaltlic period. Blghty-slx sages
are quobted by name in the Mekilta. Many of these tannailm
are rabbls of the second century B. C. E., and the lisb
extends from that period down to Rabbl (Judah Ha Nassl) of
the second century A. D.8

Although there ls no declsgive proof available,
the indirect evidence seems to warrant the assumption that
the original compllation of the Mekilta was made in the
school of Rabbl Ishmael, whose teachings, as well as those
of his disciples, occupy a substantlal and prominent place
In this pafticular midrash.9 0f these desciples of Rabbi

Ishmael, only two are known to us, with certainty, by name =-




R, Jonathan and R. Jeslah L aen ’7] .
The rest are preserved to us only in thelr midrashim,
quoted under the name f751ﬂﬁ' S ‘AR %O Suc=
ceeding redactors of that briginal draft of the Mekilta
introduced large munbers of other midrashim taken malnly
from the'sohool of Rabbl Akiba, R. Ishmael's great col-
league.ll These two men, though their systems of intefm
pretbation differ radically, may be consldered to be two
of the greabest masters of D H94 . Both
were famous teachers of the firgt and second cenfuries

A. Do == which corresponds to the third tannaltlic genera-
tion. On the baslg of this evidence we may assign the
fifst drafts of the present Mekilta de Rabbl Ishmael to
the second century of the Christian era -=- about the same
period as the Bar Cochba rebellion and almost a century
prior to the final redaction of the Wishna.

However, the Mekilbta underwent a number of
gubsequent revisions and redactions before 1t assumed its
present form. According to a number of scholars, one
of thesge editors was probably Babbl Johanan b. Nappaha,
famdus Palestinian Amora of the last half of the third
century. Mﬁny statements attributed to him In the Talmud
are found in the Mekilta quoted anonymously as Pano .12
S5t11l snother wedaction is ascribed to Rab, famous Baby-

lonlan Améra and a contemporary of Johanan b. Nappaha.

Rab (Abba Avika) was a pupll of Judah Ha Nasi (Rabbi),
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13
who is quoted frequently in our Mekilta.

The final redaction of the Mekilta de Rabbl Ishe-
mael probably took place in the fourth or Ffifth century.lu
Some authorities are of the opinlon that the book in 1its
present form 1s not complete2 sections having been lost
over a period of cen'buries.lb George I'oot Moore suggests
that a tannaitlc midrash dealing with the plans of the
Tabernacle ( |24 J‘Q’cl:' —~ od. Frledman) may be
one of these missing parts.16 Lauterbach, however, pro-
poses that there 18 suffliclent evidence to prove that,
aslde from unavoldable textuai variations and a few minor
.changes and omlsslons, the Mekllta which we possess "has
been preserved to us completely in the extent and in the

| 17
form given to 1t by its final redactor.”
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The Name and Arrangement of the Mekilta

Although passages from the present Mekilta
appear Iin the Talmud, they are never quoted in connection
with any book'called 4whf5ﬂ .l This does nob
suggest that such a bannaitic collection wes not known to
" the Amoraim. It proves, merely, that during the Amoraic
period it was not yet known by lts present name.g The
other two collections of this particular tammaitic group
of midrashim, 1. e. Sifra and Sifre, are mentioned in
the Talmud by name. (Hag 3a, Xid. 49b, .Be . L 7b, ei;c.).5
Most recent scholars agree that the Talmud seems to con-
sider all three of these tamnaltlc mldrashim a part of
a larger collection, designated by the general title

AY 'R Md0 oy RY 'AQ M0 Wl
and quotations from the collection to Exodus, therefore,
are simply ascribed to ‘3®0 . Moore, who bases
hls assumption on the studles of D. Hoffman (g32.§53~

l .
Leitung in die halachischen Midrasch) says: "The name

Mekilta is first found speclflcally appropriated to the
Midrash to Exodus after the close of the Babylonian Talmud.“5
Laﬁterbach, however, whose studies on the subject are
quite extemslive, produces much evidence to prove that the
practice of alluding to this halachic midrash to Exodus

as Mekllta b?gan sometime near the close of the Gaonic
borlod. He demonstrates, further, that as late as the 1l th

century scholars and rabbinic authorities continued to
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refer to the Exodhs collectlon as Sifre. It seems,

from evidence found in the Responsa literature that the
first to use the title Fiapat 953 [ealon were
the contemporarlies of Hal Gaon.7 When the Talmud, both
Babll and Jerushalmi, use the word tenlop | 1t in-
veriably refers to a mishna or a Baralta collection,

and never to a mldrashic collectlon.

Until the recent studies by Dr. Lauterbach,

scholars were generally agreed that the word Awﬂ/%oﬂ
wag the Aramalc equivalenlt of the Hebrew word DIN
(v  M1§A) , meaning rules or standards, and that
this appellative, descriptive of the exegetical nature
of the work, gradually became its proper title.

However, an understanding of the original arrangement

and intent of the Mekilta, throws an entirely different

light upon the meaning of the word, As stated above,

this particular collection of midrashim was'originally
intended as an halachic midrash to Exodus. And, in
.apite of the fact that our present editions are arranged
according to the weekly Skdra, the earliest drafts of the
book were undoubtedly arranged lh separate tractates,
divided according to subject matter, and independent of
the Torah cycle.lo This origlnal plan of arrangement was
tampered with by later editors, especlally medleval

rabbinic authors whose purpose it seems to have been to

meke of the Mekilta a midrash for the weekly Sidra, rather
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than a group of tractates on selected subjects. Tven

the first printed editions (1515 and 15)5) showed this
revigion of the earlier arrangememt,la and all subseqﬁent
editions have adopted the newer scheme which obvliously
rendered the Mekilta of greater value +to the preacher.
In rabbinic literature, the word /cJ\ﬂaﬂ ls fre-

guently employed to refer to a speclal compendium‘of hala~

13
kot, gilving the term almost the same meaning asg /ZJ)DOA_

Contfary to the earlier opinion, therefore, we are led

to belleve that the title Mekllta did not origlnate as

an Aramalc .rendering of the word A (ﬁﬂﬁbAO, but rather

ag a term describing the chief distingulshing characteristic
of this'particular,collection of halachic midrashim, i. e.
lts original division into nine separate tractates, toplc-
ally arranged.l The full title of our Mekilta- /o /p
R KA -.does not indicate that Rabbli Ishmael
wag the. euthor of theée tractates. It 18 more likely that
R. Ishmael's name became a part of the title simply be-

cause the first tractate began with the words:
15
e TlaApRe  ay

Although'the-original arrangement has been al-
tered in accommodatlon to the Sldra, the division into nine
tractates is still preserved in our editioné of the Mekilta,

These tractates in order of thelr present position are:

1) Pisha (/h09D /fensos )
2) Beshallen (bl ™3 )
3) Shiraba (/cJ‘n'q “ )




B

Vayasse ("“b"& [essep
Amalek (\P[7W69 .

1)
5)
) Bahodesh ( &3nAg -
)
)
9)

o

Nezikin (| 'P'429 -
Kaspa (le®0393 .
Shabbaba (lennry

These tractates, aodording to a colophon found.

N o 3 Oy Tt

amoung some eariy menuscripts, were dlvided into elghty-
two chapters. The extabting editiohs, however, have
only seventy-seven chapters and two NN s OF
introductory chapters.

These, then, are the sallent facts concerning
the hisborical development of one of the most anclent
mldrashic collections in our possessions. In the fol-
lowing chapters, the purpose of this study will be to
penetrate beneath the surface and analyze the salient

features of ité homlletical form and conbtent.
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General Characteristics

The Mekilta de Rabbl Ishmael, originally in-
tended to be an halachlc midrash, does not begln with the
first chipter of Exodus, but rather with the firéy legal
portlon. The exlsting edltions of the mldrash cover the
followlng portlons of the Book of Exodus: Chapter 12, v. 1 =
3. v. 193 Chepter %L. vv. 12-17; and Chapter 35. vv. l-3.
Although it is classified as an halachic midrash, well over
half of the Mekilta is of en haggadlc nature. O0f the nine
tfactates, Plsha, Nezlkin, Kaspa, and Shabbata are largely
halachioj while Beshallakl, Shirata, Vayassa, Amalek, and
Bahodesh are almost entirely haggadic; The halachlc and
haggadic ﬁoftiona of the Mekiita are readily dilstingulshablej
however, they do not constitute EWQ distinet pleces of liter-
ature, Rather, they are Inseparable features of the same
body of tannaltic literature. The fact that meny haggadic
midrashim appear scattered throughoutb soﬁe of the halachic
tractates only attests to the close relatlonship between
Agada and Halacha, a tralt which seems to be characteristlc
of the tannaltic spirit.2 It 1s solely with the haggadic
portions of the Mekilta that this thesis is concerned.

The language of the Mekilta ls almost excluslvely
Hebrew., Since 1t i1s somewhat in the nature of a commentary
to the Bibl%oal text which is Hebrew, and sgince many of the
homilies and interpretations are drawn from a treatment of

certain key words in that Hebrew text, any other lenguage
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would have robbed the midrash of much of 1te meaning.

Furthermore, it 1ls to be remembered that Hebrew was the

medlum of expresslon in all tannaltic lierature, of Whiéh

|

]

|

J£ the Mekilba is a part.

g. It has been mentioned before, In connection with
the dating of the Mekllta, that in its composition of o X
Scriptural verse, oﬁr midrash usvally employs the slmpler

exegetilical principles of the older tannaim. Dre Israel

‘Bettan has aptly defined the purpose and described the

splrit of these early homiliea in the following termss:

"The purpose of the 'drashah', then, 1s to bulld an exegetic

scaffolding to bubtress and sustaln a sound religlous out-

- vgé look. It is, therefore, essenblally poetic, imaginative,

I ' inspiring."

| »’; | In spite of the féct that the "exegetic scaffolding”
" of the Mekllta is relétively gimple, when compared with some
of the later works, 1t would be confusion to attempt an |
analysls of the menifold and diverse details of this mefhod
without some satlsfactory sysbem of classification. 1In

the Intmwduction to his volume on Medieval preaching, Dr.
Bettan has constructed such a system;6 and since 1t gults
the purpose of this study, we shall take the liberty of em-

ploying it as the general outline of our delineation of

e e R

the Mekilta's exegetical form.
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Use 9£ Texbd

1. The Obscure Fext.

In the development of a mlidrashic homily, the
mein cross-~beam which supports the preacher's proposition,
1s the Scriptural text. Of the hundreds of texts employed
by the‘homileticians of the Mekilta, the great majority mey

be clasgified as Obscure Texts. An. obgcure text ls one

"that presents a challenge to the lnterpreter, the text that
geems to bristle wlth difficultles, whether they be of a
linguistic, & loglcal, a theological, or ethical Character."l
Tn view of the fact that many Biblical verses are replete
with such difficulties and obscure points, which lend them-
selves readily to homiletical interpretation, it becomes
apparégf why this type of text found such wildespread popularity
among the early 'darshanim'.

A clear example of the use of an Qbscure text ine-
volving‘a logical difficulty is found 1n R. Nathen's inter-
pretation of Exodus 12.30.2 The text reads: "For there
was not & house Whére there was not one dead." Whet appears
as a difficulty in the mind of the sage is the fact that
the tenth plague docmed only the first-born males to death,
and he rightly asks: "Were there no houses in which there
were no first-born meles?® If there were, then one would
have to explain why Scripture makes the stetement that no

house escaped the plague. However, the difficulty leg re-

solved by R. Nathan in terms of Egyptlan burial and memorial




customs. He points out that the Egyptlens set up stabtues

of thelr dead in their houses; and every household, there=-
fore; would be sure to have a statue of a filirst-born male.
When the tenth plague came, these statues were crushed and
broken -- as 1f they were dying again, Therefore the script-
ural verse lg correct.

Another example of an obscure text, this one in-
volving a theologlcal difficulty, is found in R. Ishmael's
treatment of Exodus 12.1%. It 1s God who speaks saying:
“MAnd when I see the blood."  What troubies R. fghmael is
a question of CGod's omniscience. If 1t 1ls true that every=
thing 1s reveaied before Him, then why 1s it necessary for
Him to have a sign to distingulsh between the house of an

Taraelite and the house of an Egyptlan? R. Ighmael explalns

it in terms of God's providence. Indeed, God needs no sign,

but He asked the Israelltes Ho make one so that by performing
this duty they would merlt a reward.

8t111 another text involving a theologleal ob=-
gscurity is found in the midrash to Exodus 20.1.L The verse
- reads: "And the Lord spoke all these words."_ The point
which suggests 1tself to the preacher ls the superflulity of
the word "all", "These words" would have been sufficient.,
However, thils superflulbty is used as a means of atbributing
greatness to God; namely, that He spoke 2}& of the Command=-

ments simultaheously -~ in one ubtterance,

Finally, we get to those obscure texts which in-




volve some lingulilstic or graﬁmatical problem, and of which
there are many in the Mekllta. For instance, Exodus 1l..27b
reads:5 L pinAa PSS Mo NN, At first,
the Mekilta interprets this by merely elaborating upon its
literal SGhse, isee, that the Lord overthrew ( D¥J) ) the
Egyptians in such and such a manner. However, a DY N/e 73
i1s added, which seems to be concerned about the selection

of the root ~ ™YJ for this particular verse., The ususl
meaning of the word lg ignored, and PHFJl is interpreted
as a verb derived from the noun "¥J , meaning youth.

"and God rejuvenated the Bgypbians." That is, He put the
strength of youth in them so that they could receive the pun-
ishment, And stlll another interpretation in this vein --

i

who are cruel.
| Another choice example of the homiletical enrich=-
ment of an obgcure word or expression comes to our atténtién
in R. Bleazar of Modl'im's explanation of the expression

d Y24 , in Exodus 16.%1. Usually, is rendered
as "eoreander", and 1s taken to be a descriptlon of the color
and appearance of the manna. Rg. Eleazar, however, construes
1t as a pun on the words o4 and NPAd o He says that
the manna was like the word of the Haggadah, which attracts
the heart of man.F (The Aramaic root Q4 means "to draw"
or Yo attrac%".)

2o The Transparent Text
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0f the remaining types of texts, the one which
ocours most frequently in the Mekilte lg the Transparent
Text. This kind of text is one "the thought of which,
though clear and obvious, 1s yot capable of wider applica-
tions, and whose terms...lend themselves to stronger em-
phasis;"B Obvlously, thils 1s the simplest kind of text
to use, and, for the most part, requires only a forthright
elaboration of the central idea or ideas expliclt in the
Scriptural verse 1tgelf. When the idea contained in such a
text appeals to the preacher, or ls especially sulted to
a subject of his inberest, the transperent text recommends
itgelf more readily than even the obacure type. Let us
consider a few exsmples of the transparent text in the
Mekllta .

‘Many of the Midrashim baged on tfansparent texts
consist merely of one or two direct statements, elther ap-
plying the 1dea contalned in the verse, or briefly elaborating
it. For instance, Exodus 12.1l instructs the people on the
eve of deliwversnce from Egypt, to eat the paschal lamb "with
your loins girded, your shoes on your feet, etc."” A1l
the midrash adds is: "Like people sbarting on a journey.

R, ste the Gallleean says: This passage teaches you that
according to Torah, it is proper for people who are starting
on a'journey to be alert."

A more elaborate treatment of a transparent text

is found in the inperpretation of Exodus 1li.10b which reads:
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"and they were sore afrald; and the chlldren of Israel
cried out unto the Lord.“lo The meaning of the verse 1s
clearly that the people were I1n grave danger and prayed
to God for help. The tdea of prayer, therefore, suggested
itgelf to the preacher who immediately proceeded to compose
a homily on that subject. By quoting a number of 1llustra-
tive'verses he makes the point that prayer was always the
speclal occupation‘of our forefathers and adding to his
Bibllcal quotations he explalns that prayer 1s Israel's only
real weapon of defences

Exodus 22.20 deals with the proselyte. "And the
stranger shalt thou not vex, nelther shdlt thou oppress him,
etc,"l1 The midrash then proceeds merely to explain whatb
Wyex! apd'bppresaﬁ implys. You should not vex him with words,
or oppress him with matters of money, or remind him of the
fact that he was once an ldolater, etc. With this 1ntroduction;
the preacher then proceeds to expatiate his own ldeas con-
cerning opnverts to Judalsm, in keeping with the spilrit of

the original text.
3s The Allegorical Text.

Although it 1s not found as frequently as the two
previous types, the Allegorical FText is one of the most ef-
fective for homlletical purposes. The Allegorical Text 1is
oﬁe'"from which the inbterpreter seeks to infer a thought not
unlike the oné expregsed, thbugh the procegs by which he apr-

rives ot it necessitatos the substitution of the subject
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with another suggestlvely familiar." Few of the Alle-

goricai texts found in the Mekiltse will typify this defini-
“filon in ell particulars; they do, howeﬁer,'illustrate its
essentlal elementsg.

Thus, -for-example, the midrash interprets "Thou
hest guided them in (Thy) strength" (Ex. 15.1%) in the
followling manner: "por the sake of the Torah which they
were goihg to recelve, for "Thy strength" here is but a
desgignation for Torah."l3 This allegorical interpretatlion
of "strength" is applied also to Pse. 29.11 and Ps. 99.l.

Tikewise, in commenting on Exodus 18.7, the Mid-

AL}

prash explains the word "tent" as meanling the house of study.
And a ﬁore extensive allegorical treatment of a text is
found_%n R. Eleazar of Modltim's homily to BExodus 17.9.
"momorrow I will stend upon the top of the hill." R. Elea-
zapr'es interpretation 1ls as followsgs Let us declare tomorrow

a fast day and be ready, relying upon the deeds of our

fothors. "The top" ( Lf¢) ) means the deeds of the fathers,

and "the hill" ( ®3a4n ) means the deeds of the mothers.
lis The Plctoriel Text.

Another type of text, which occurs often in the
Mekilté, and which is emﬁloyed with particular effectiveness
‘18 the Pictorisl Text. Here we find that "the thought seems
to revolve around some graphic word or phrase, which it 1s
the aim of the preacher to trace in vivid colors and wlth

impressive effect." Whereas the Bibllical narrative of
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guch dramatic events as the croésing of the Red Sea, the

trek through the Wilderness, and the glving of the Torah

at Sinai 1g rich in suggestive imagery, it ig, on the

other hand, terse and simple. One can well understand,
theréfore, how the active imaglnatlion of these early preach-
ers was stimulated by such plctorial verses bto reconstruct
the striking detalls of these historic events, and in such
e manner as to disclose to thelr listeners the velled sig-

nificance of the graphic descriptlons.

An excellent specimen of the Bictorlial Text in
17
the Mekilta lg Dxodus 13,213 "And the Lord went before

Th
them by day in a pillar of cloud", etce Aegraphic symbol
which attracted the preachers is, of course, the "plllar of

cloud", Citing Bxodus 1L0.36=%8, Numbers 1ll.1l. and Numbers

9.19 &sksupplementary texts, also contalning the word "cloud",
the mildrash descrlbes the wonders of God's providence in
vivid detalls "Thus there were seven clouds, four on the
four sides, one above them, one beneath them, and one that
proceeded before them on the road, filling the depressions
and leveling the hills. (cf. Isa. LO.4). It also killed the
snakesg and the scorpions, and swept and sprinkled the road
before them", etc. Thus, out of what was only a suggestive
figure, the midrash has painted a pilctorial scene, subtly
embodying an object-lesson of God's providence.

Stiil another sxemple of this kind is found in the

mldresh to Exodus 16.1li: "And when the layer of dew wag
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gone up," ete. What serves to exclte the imaglna-
tlon of the 'darsham' in thls verse is "the layer of
'dew;" and again he makes 1t a symbol of God's providence,
prodeeding to furnish the details in the following
'dgécfiption: "Behold Scripture teaches how the manna
used to come down fov Israsl. The north wind would
come and sweep the desert; then rain wowld come down
and level the ground; then the dew would come up and
the wind would blow upon ite. The ground thus became
a sort of golden table on which the manna would come
down," etc. |

B . The treatment of Exodus 19.18 furnishes us
wlth enother variation of the Pictorial Text. The Bibli-
cal narrative described Mount Sinal just prior to the
giving of the Law, and 1t visualizes God as'descending
upon it in fire."  Here, the graphic word which strikes
the oye of the haggadist is "fire", and he employs
the main slements of both the allegorical and pilctaial
interpretations to construct a brief, but pungent homily
‘on Torah. The dext, he says, teaches that Torah s
fire, was glven in the midst of fire, and 1s comparable
to fire. If on® comes tbo near to it, one is burned.'
If one stays too far away, one gets cold, Therefore,
one can only seek to warm himself by the flame.19

5. The Relatlve Text

of the-five type s of bexts included in this
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clagsification, the one which occurs most infrequently -
in the Mekilta is bhe Relative'f%xt, being one "the homi-
letical gignificance of which appears In full force only
when 1t 1s viewed in relation to a verse prededing it."ao
Soﬁeﬁimes the verse related to the maln text appears im=-
medlately before it. Ih other instances, it is taken
from a prededling chapter of the same narratlve.

An example of the labter case is found in the

| 21
Mekilta's interpretatlon of Exodus 13,8,

An Israselite
1s bidden to explaln the eatling of matzoh to his son by
sayings "It is because of that which the Lord did for
mey" etc., The midrash seems to question the use of the
first person gingular pronoun, suggesting that one showld
say "what the Lord did for us." However, this difficulty
is'explain@d by interpreting the text as an ans@er to the
question in Exodus 12-26, "What meah ye by this service?"
Siﬁce in the Question, the soanXOludes himself, he ig
also excluded in the answer, Thus a transparent or
obscure text takes on new meaning In light of the related
text.

- The clearest example of the Relative text in the
Mekilta, is one in which the two verses are contlguous.,
This particular midrash serves as a kind of bridge con-
necting the conclusggn of Tractate Beshélla@ and the be=-

ginning of Shirata.

~ A Ae .

Exodus 15.1 1s the beginning of

The Mldrash seeks to interpret
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the force of the word fjk (then), and the an-
swer.is found in the preceding verse (BEx. 1..31) which
repds: '"And they belleved in the Lord and in Moses Hils
servant.” Read together, these two verses preach an
eloguent homily on faith. When did Israel recelve the ine
splration and have good reason to sing‘a gong of praise
and triuvmph? Only after they had exhlblted the\fdth with
which they believed in God.

6. Similar or Tdentlcal textis.

While on the subject of the use of texbts in

the Mekilta, 1t 1s important to take note of another
exegetlcal technlque which ocecurs frequently in our mid-
“ragh, as well as In others., It is important because it
1llugtrates that spirit of early rabbinic literature whilch
sbrives In its exposltion of Torah to achleve the same
exactness and conslatency in the haggadlc portions as 1%
does in the halachic. In the cdage of two or more texbts
which have similar or identical phraseology and express
the same thought, that midrdsh which 1s used to interpret
one of these texts will be repeated verbatim in the ex-
position of the subsequent texts. This practice sccurs
agein and agein in the Mekilta., Iet us examine only a few
Instances. _

. Exodus 12.12 reads: "PFor I will pass through
the land oijéypt," ete. One interprebatlon of the verse

1s %o regard DAY not as "pass", but rather as
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Tanger"! [-3"72V5;}, Psalm 78.19, Zephanlah 1.15,
and Isaiah 13.9 are quoted in support of this interpreta=-
tion.25 Later the Biblical teXkt reads: "or the Lord will
pass through to smite the Egyptians." ete. (Bx. 12.23),
and Here the above midrash is quoted again, even using the
same 1llustrative versesgah

Bxodus 19.13 reads, in part: "And the voice of
the raim's horn soundeth long." TLater in the same chapter
(19.19)26 the volce of the horn is deseribed as "waxing
louder and louder." In both instandes the identilcal mid-
rash is-applied, |

5t11ll a third example is found in the case of
two identical texts. Both Exodus 51.1527 and 55,2?8
being the commandment td observe the Sabbath, have the
gsame reading; and in both'places we find the ldentical
midrash which harmonizes these texts with a variant read-
ing in Exodus 20.9. The iInterpretation is haggadic, and

not helachic in character.
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Illustrative Materials in the Mekilta

The text taken from Seriptures is, of course,

the sine qua non of the midrashic homily: and the purpose

of the 'd%%han' 18 to expound and interpret that text.
However, once the text has been selected and the proposi-
tion is stated or implied, it then becomes necessary to
develop the central idea with pertinent supplementary
material. The l1llustrative matter found in midrashic
llterature 1s both diversified and distinctive. Indeed,
it is fhis feature of the midrash which gives it the
stamp of creative literature; and it 1s here, too, that
the modern preacher finds the greatest store-house of
valuable and suggestive material for his own homiletical
endeavodrs.

A In the Mekilta we find examples of most types
of illustrative media, used in varioué ways, with the
purpose of making the homilies as effective and as iﬁtel-
ligible as possible. In thigs respect, the anclent sages
ovinced a more intelligent underatanding of audience and
Olassroom.psychologyvthan do many of our modern preachers.
Their awareness of the value of gimple, meaningful illug-
trations in achleving the maximum of pedagogic efficiency
is best desofibed in the words of the Mekilta 1tself, Ex-

pPlaining the pse of a certain analogy, R. Joshua b. Kerha

¢ /j//c Hpank) .l

says: "This figure is used in order to penetrate the ear,"
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1. Tllustrative Scriptural Verses

Since one could quote no higher authority, and
gince one could find numerous exemples and statements in
Tanachlto support virtually any ethical or relliglous idea,
the most common type of 1llustration used in the Mekilta is
the Illustrative Text.2 Literally hundreds of Biblical
verses are clted in the Mekilta in this manner, and only
rarely is there a midrash which does not employ at least
one Illusﬁrative Text. This practice ls so widespread in
the midrash that to read the midrash not only gives one
a knowledge of the book to which it is written, but also
offers a survey of all of Tanach., The Mekilte employs
Illustrative Texts taken from every book of the 01d Testa~
ment.

- These Scriptural verses are used in a number of
dlfferent ways, Generaliy, however, they may be grouped
into three categories. The simplest of these is the cltse
tlon of a verse which expresses the idea of the preacher or
which bears oub the point which he has Just mede. Tt is
in the nature of supporting evidence, frequently introduced
by ML and ANOY o W Dok |“¥. Secondly,
there are those verses which are ostensibly unrelated %o
or in dissgreement with the main text; but which, in the
course of the homiletical development, prépare thie way for
the preacher's}conclusion. They are somebtimes introduced

by Wha D30 kf5) . Thirdly, there is a large
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group of 111lustrative texts which are usually introduced by

IA& 371D VYsimilarly® or "llkewlse you must interpret”.
An example of the flrst type is found in a rather
The midrash

f; ' elaborate expositlion of the Ten Commandments.

is speaking of the merit with which Joseph dedérved that his . i\ {

" eoffin should be transported by the side of the Ark, l.e.,

that Joseph fulfilled a1l the commandments. By clting over

twenty verses from the Joseph narratives in the Pentateuch,

ﬁt' the mldrash illustrates exactly how he fulfilled each pf
A varlation of thls manner of Scriptural

the commandments.

111ustration involves an interpretation which 1s based on

o similarity of phraseologys The midrash explains that

Moses did not really sit in judgment‘"from the morning untll

- :
the evening." (Ex. 18.13) sepipture merely whshes to teach

that he who renders a true judgement is as one who had heen

jgf, o co-worker of God in the creation of the world., This idea

18 held to be correct because in describing creatlon,

Scripbure uses o gimilar phrase "and there was L]

there was morning."” (Gen. L1.5)
The second type of Illustrative Text is clearly , ﬁ

get forth in the interpretation of Bxodus 15.%% "The Tord ol ﬁﬂ

iy 5 man of war." The midrash, however, cites three verses

(Jor. 23.2ly, Isa. 6.3, and Ezek. 1j3.2) which show God not

as a men, and certalnly not a men of war. The preacher then

proceeds to exﬁlain the apparent dlsagreement ag an indlcatilon

He is both srangscendent and

of God's care for Israel; that




-2

immineﬁt, proving the polnt with another 1llustrative. text
from Hosea 1l.9. An example of this type of Illustrative
text, but 1n a case where 1t ls apparently unrelated to the
main text ls found st the very beglnning of Tractatbe Amalek,
The text reads: "Then came Amalek" (Ex. 17.8) The homilet-
lcian Interprets the verse by illustrating it with thé
thought in Job 8.1l: "Can the rush shoot up without mire?
Can the reed-grass grow wlthout water?" 1In the same way,
can Isréel live without Torah? Since they neglected the
Torah, Amalek was sent against them,

Finally, let us conslder two examples of the [A 43I
varlety of Illﬁstrative Texts. In commenting on Exodus
12.1, the -Mekllta speculates as to the purpose of mentloning
Moses before Aaron. However, 1t qonoludes that since Aaron
is mentioned first in another place (Ex. 6.26), Scripture
meantipne to be regarded as important as the other. Thils
same inbterpretatlon 1s then applied to four palrs of verses,
‘each containing Ewo or more objects, mentioned in one seguence
In the first verse of the palr, and In reverse order in the
gecond verse. Thus, heaven and earth were cfeated simultene=-
ously (Gen. 1l.l,2..); Abrahem, Isaac, and ¥acob are of
oqual. importance (Ex. 3.6, Levite. 26.2); mother and father
deserve equal respect (Ex. 20.12, Levs. 19.3):; and Joshua and
Caleb are peers. (Num. lh.6, 32.12).

In dnother place (Fx. 17.11), the midrash dismisses

the possibility of Moses bringing victory to Isrsel against
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Amalek by merely ralsing his arms. It is interpreted to

mean that Moses' upraised arms would inspire the Israelites

to faith, and God would, therefore, give them victory.

This interpretatlion is then applied, with the introduction
1A 31"y, to two other symbollc acts which bring Divine

prptection to Israel; 1.e., the flery serpent inrgumbers

21..8, and the blood on the doorposts in Ex. 12.13.

2. 'The Hxample.

After the ancient homiletlclan derlved an ldesa

from his text and presented further Scriptural evidence in

support of that idea, the homily was not necessarily complete..

e usually inserted, somewhere in the development of his
1essoﬁ, an illustration which helped to concretlze the ab-
étract ldea. One of the simplest forms of such concrets
elucidation 1s the Exemple, A parallel from dally life,
which brings the thought...very close to one's personal ex-
perlence.” ¥or instance, in explaining the dlfference be=
tween the ways of God and the ways of man, the lNeklita says:
"Man does not heal with the same thing with which he wounds,
but he wounds with & knife and heals with a plaster. The
Holy One, blessed be Hee..heals wlth the very same thing with
which he wounds." Following this are several 1llustrative
verses proving the latter part of the exampleelo Another

type of example is found in R. Nathan's conception of those

who love the Lord and keep His commandments. (Ex. 20.6)
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The Baxmple 1s also intended as a description of oppresslon
under Romen rule. Those who love the Lord are the cnes who
pisk thelr llves to keep His commendments. One meets a pri-
goner and aks him: "Why are you belng led to be decapltabed",
and he answers: "Because I circumciaed my son." ™Why are
you being led to the stake?" "Because I read the Torsh."

"Why are you golng to be crucified?" "Because I ate Mabzohs."

e

3, The Analogy.‘

Another simple form of clarification employed fre-
quently by the rabbls ls the analogy, "by means of which the
preacher seeks to make clear the relatlon between ldeas,
bringing & remote principle near by ildentifying it with one
that isg familiar to all."™ Since most people become familiar
with the natural phenomena whlch they observe almost daily,
meny of the midrashic analogles are taken from nature. For
exaﬁple, in a homlly on the efflcacy of prayer, the leklilta
says: "Just as the termite has only 1ts mouth to smite the
cedar, so Israel has only prayer" (as a means of overcoming
_obstacles).lg So, too, in explalning Jethro's advice to
Moges, the midrash says: "Observe, a beam when it 1s still
green and moist, two or three people get under it but cannot
support it."But four or filve peopie get under it and can
support it." So, Moses rieeded assistance in administrating

. 13,
the affalrs of his newly emanclpated nation.

s The Proverb.

11
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Another common literary illustration employed by
the 'darshanim' in the Mekilta is the Proverb. Most of the
proverbs Iin the Mekilta are maxiomatic principles attributed
to one or another of the sages, and used as a terse, striking
summary of the preacher's ldea. In summarizing a midrash on
prayer, the Mekilta sajs: "R, HWliezer used to say: There 1s
a time Lo be brief in prayer and a time to be ILengthy."lbr
wishing bto polnt out that not a living creature escaped the
thirst which caused Israel to murmur against Moses, the
¥idrash quotes R. Jog?ua'a proverb: "When the house falls,
woe to the windows.“l) one of the most frequently repeated
aphorisms in the Mekilta 1s: "With that measure which a man
metes unto others, ls it meted unto him." agm » gL PINA

4 2 Pl pa .16 St111 another well-known proverb,
quoted in the Mekilta Iln the neme of R. Nathan is: "Do notr~
reproach your fellow with a fault whiqh 1s also your own,"l(
This particular proverb 1s used to illustrate the midrashic
interpretation of the admonitlon against vexing the proselyte

(Ex., 22.20), implying that Israel, too, was abt times gullty

of idolatry.

5. The Parable,.

One of the most popular end wideky-used illustrations
in the Mekilta, as in other midrashim, is the ,\Qﬂ', or

Parable. Tt is this form of elucidation which really tests

the creative ingenulty of the preacher. The Parable is, es-
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sentially, an elaborate analogy, in which "The preacher
gtrives to create an imaginary but not impossible situation,
in the light of which his text and theme assume fresh meaning
and 1ustre."18 lMost parables are composed of two elements,
the - /JQM and the fXJK]nn the story and its application
to the preacher's proposition. If the latter 1s not stated
explicitly, it ls always implied.l9 The parable is introduced
by the formula NI 1) D/V/\, or ol f(/,/.

For example, R. Jose the Galilean ls interpreting
the verse: Y"And the heart of Pharoah and of his servants
was burned."(Ex. 1.5) e wishes to say that after the Is-
raslites had gone, the Egypbtlans began to realize how valuable
they were. So, he makes his point by the following parable:

"t is 1like a man to whom there has come as an lnherltance a

Bet-kor of land which he sold for a trifle. However, the

purchaser dué wells in it and planted gardens, trees, and or-
E» chérdﬁe The seller, seelng this, began to choke with grief.

'i? ‘ So it happened to the Fgyptians who let (Israel) go wlthoub

] " realizing what they relinquished."zo

f@il Many of these»parables are:wg;pecially in those

L;% _ midrashim which seek to emphasize the feact that God ls not

L
j; at all like & man.. A cholce example of this# 1g found in a

like? To the following: A King of flesh and blood enters a
atate surroundéd by a cirecle of guérds; his heroes stand to

,i% ' midrash on pralsing God for His great works. "To what is it
the right and to the left of himj; his soldlers before end be-
i
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hind him. All the people ask: 'Which is the King?! TFor
he is flesh and blood 1llke the rest. But'. when the Holy
' One, blessed be He, revealed Himgelf at the sea, no one had

21
to ask which one wag the King."

6 The Allegory.

We come next to the use of the Allegory as an 1llus-
tration of some homiletical ldea. In this form, "An abstract
truth 1s conceived under the form of a person or any object
of'sense, and is given concreteness and dramatic intensity."22

In the Mekllta there 1ls no example of a well-delfined or fully-

developed allegory: although, as we have seen, there are
many examples of texts which are interpreted allegorically.
In the Mekilta, such interpretations afe abkEributed  to the
DN K1 (The Alleéorists), Aside from their brief
statements, found scattered throughout early midrashlc litera-
ture, 1little 1s known about this school. According to Lauter-
bach, 1t was one of the earllest schools of Biblical interpre-
tation, having a dlstinct exegetical,method. It seems that
thelr underlylng motive was to explaln away anthropomorphisms
and to spiritualize the concept of God., While we haye no
reason to belleve that they categorically denied the valldity
of literal interpretation, they clearly belleved that many
Scriptﬁral verses made little sense when taken literally, and
therefore demahded a metaphorical elucidation.25 Thus, we

find that in treating the narrative concerning the lack of
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water in the wilderness (Ex. 15.22), R. Joshua takes the
verse literally; but R. Dliezer makes the suggestion that
they could have dug wells. One solubion to the problem is
suggested by a quotatlon from the Allegorists, who say:  §‘
"They did not find words of [forah which are likened to water." 2 .
Likewise, in explaining the name "manna' (Ex. 16.%1), the ‘
literalists say that one person asked anothers "What ig 1t2"  Wﬁ1
(/D pA ) But the AllegOfists gsay:s "The Israelites
called it by the name 'ﬂ ."2) Now, according to some
scholarg, the Allegorists, like Philo, took the word

to be al P1L> or symbol for "word of God" or Spiritual

26
food,"

T« The Legend.

Of the varliety of 1llustrative literary forms in
the Mekllta, one of the most colorful is the Legend. Jewish
folklore 1s especlally rich is what might be called "legend-

ary history", which grows oub of the real experiences of a

pecple and becomes part of its tradltions. In every age and

among every folk, these legends constitute one of the most

popular means of instructing the pedpls in the cultural,léthin
cal, and splritual traditions of the group. There are two
types of legends In midrashic llterature =- "those that
spring from the scriptural text, or 1ts context...,and those
that have no inherent or direct connection with the text...",

but are adapted to the tzxt by the preachers because they
2
11lustrate his thought.
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one of the best known examples of the first
variety, 1s the legend concerning the bones of Joseph
which Moges took with him when the Israselites left @gypt.
'(Ex. 13,19) Moses is lauded for his pilety. While Israel

pusied themselves with preparations for the Exodus, Moses

was concerned with fulfilling a great WMitzveh. The fascinating

legend 18 inserted to explaln how Moses discovered where Jo=-
seph was buried, and how he retrieved the coffin from its
sepuichree

Following 1s an illustration of bthe legend which
hag a non=Biblical setting. Apparently wishing to dramatize
his proposition that even the sight of enything evil is
enough to bring injury to a man, R. Abba relates this story:
"There was a man in the land of Israel whom people called
Herutah (Plucked Hair), They say of him that once he went
up. to the top of a mowuntain to gather wood, and he saw e
sleeping serpent. Although the serpent did nobt harm him, the
halr of his head fell out immedlately. Unto his dying day
no hair grew back on his head. Therefore they called him

28
Merutah.!

8s The Dialogue.

A conventlonal form of exposition, sspecially in
anclent literature, 1s the Dialogue. Thus, we find that,
in developiné an ldea or elucldating a certain point, the
Mekilta often prefers to cast ite presentation in the form of

& simple conversatlion between two partles, rather than employ

I
1
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s more formal dlsquisition. The dialogue 1s usually simple
and straightforward, sometimes between God and aﬁgrophet -
sometimes between a rabbl and his dlsciple -- sémetimes be=
tween two anonymous partles.

For example, in a. discussion of the relative im=
portance of prayer and timély action, the midrash records
the following conversation between God and Moses: "Moses
was steanding and reclting long prayers. The Holy One sald
to hims 'Moses! My friend is sinking in the water; the
gea ig closing 1n upon himj; the enemy 1s pursuing him; and
you recite long prayers.' Moses sald: t'Ruler of the world,
what can I dg?' God answered him: 'Tift up thy rod', ebc."
(Ex.’lh.lé)zl

An excellent illustration of the Dialbgue is found
in a discussion on monotheism and 1dolatry between R. Gamllel
andﬂg certalin philosopher. Here we find qulte an extended
convérsation in which R. Gamliel introduces examples, a para=

30
ble, and Scriptural texts.

9. The Kal Vahomer.

It 1g not the purpose of this study to analyze the
various hermeneutic systems and principles employed in rab-
binic literature. There is, however, one such rule which 1s
applied so frequently Iln the homilles of the Mekilta, as bto
make 1t worth& of our atbtention. The DANID fb 1s essen-
tially a sylloglem, an & fortlori inference, l.e., an infefm

ence from minor to ma jor. Just as it is used with almost
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decisive effect in questions of halacha, so the homileticlan
employs 1t to demonstrate an ethical or religlous idea.

The sages explaln the ten plagues as a form of
Divine punishments and infering from the order of the verse
that he who sinned first ls punished first, they apply the

Kal Vahomer with the followlng result: WIf with regard to

meting out evil, which is of less lwmportance, the rule 1s

that he who sins first is punished first, how much more should
this be the rule in melting out good, which 1s of greater im-
portance " & Another exemple 1s contained in a midrash

on justice. Scripbure states that if a man commlits an in=-

justice, his wife will become a widow and his children will

be fatherless. (Bxe 22.22f) Reasoning by way of Kal Vakomer

the midrash concludes: MIf for mere refraining from violating
justice your reward will be that your wives will not be widows
and your chlldren fatherless, how much more so when you ac=

=y -

tuaiiy perform an act of justice,”

10, The Sermonette.

By and large, the haggadic mldrashim of the Mekilba
are in the nature of homlletical notes and outlines, rather
than fully developed sefmons. There are, however, a number
of instances where the haggedist has composed a probtracted
snd unified dlgscourse on a glven subject, and which might be

described ag a Sermonette. Tractate Beshallal concludes

with such a sermonebbte on faith. . The midrash had bsen ine-
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ﬁerpreting the verse: "And they believed in the Lord and
in Yoses His servant.! (Ex. 1L.31) The meaning of thls
verse is transparent, and the preacher uses 1t as the text of
his sermon on falth. He speaks of the falth of the patrl-
archs and of the rewards for a life of faith, quoting illus-
trative verses in profuslon. §§milar1y, there are sermon-
ettes on the evil of idolatry,)) on pr%yer, on chastlse=
ment, on suffering,57 on proselytism, and on justice.59

_ This, then, concludes our sugdy of the homiletical
style of the Neklilta, Tet us proceed to a review of its

ideas and concepbs.
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God

The homilies of the Mekilta touch upon a great
variety of subjects; even, indeed, to include almost every
aspect of the rellgious, soclal, and personal life of man.,
Digtinetly prevalent in this extensive array, are those mid-
rashim which deal with the doctrine of God. In one section
alone ( P'» 3’(‘“- Ex. 15), bthe Mekilta sets forth a col-
lection of statements which, according to Moore, "come mearer
than any other passage in this literature to being a connected
exhlbitlon of these toplcs in what may be called the Biblical
~doctrine of God, as that doctrine was interpreted by Jewlsh
scholars,"l When these midrashim, together with those scatb-
tered throughout the rest of the Mekllte, are assembled and
arranged, one has a rather elaborate exposition of the God=

idea of rabbinic Judailsme

1. The Creator.

The idea of God as the creator of the universe and
the nature of His creative.power, ig best 1llustrated by one
of the fitles used very frequently in referring to God.

(There are several such titles of Divinity, among them Aipan
and  lotn poa {13p» ). With this appellation the Delty 1is
addressed as PIT"D AL IR N, usually rendered as
"He, by whosexﬂggg, the world came into being." The nature

of God as the creator ls further described by the following

midrashs: Muman belngs make a roof oﬁ wood, or slate, or
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clay. God used water as a roof for the world. (Ps. 10l..3)
Human beings cannot shape things out of water. God created
‘forms out of water. (Gen. 1.20) Human beings start with ii?i
a foundafion and build upward. God started with the upper
part end bullt downward. (Gen. l.1) Humen beings, in meking ‘gii
a fighre must have a mddel and must begin with a single part. |
God forms the entire flgure at once, and out of aqdrop of VAE;
: 2 ‘

fluld gilves man a son in the image of his father.

2s General Atbtributes

One of the most important of the divine abttribubes
inslsted upon by the rabbis ls His Unity. Thus, the hagga=-
dist is troubled by the verse: "The Lord 1s a Man of war,"
(Ex}'15.5), gso he hastens to emphasize the second part of the

verse, "the Lord is IMig name™, explaining that this is sald

s0 the natlons will not have grounds to say that there are two ff @

powers. "He is a man of war, at the sea ~- but He igs also

|
I

g“f' the merciful One. It is He who was in the past, and who will
| be 1in the future. It is He in this world, as well as in the

world to come."

1

i

and Immgnence. This problem is suggested to the preacher by

/ Of importance, too, is the question of Transcendance

the text: "And the TLord came down upon Mount Sinsail, etec, ' fiy
(Exe 19.20) So, he cautlioms ageinst taking the verse liter-
-~ !
( ally, applles this analogy. YIf the sun, one of the many ser-

vents of servanbs, remains in its place and yet ls effective

beyond its‘place, how much more ls this true of the glory of
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Him by whose word the world came into being."
Closely related to the foregoing, is the attribute

of Omnipresence. On this point, the Mekllbta says: "God said

to him (Moses), wherever you find a man's footprints, I am
-there before thee," Tn another place God's omilpresence

is maintalned in the interpretation of "That soul shall be
cut off from Israel." (Ex. 12.15) The midrash says that one
might take this to mean that one cut off from Israe1"cou1d go
and live among another people. DBut this is impossible since
God's dominion is everywhere. (cfe Tieve 22.3) Also, in ex~
plaining Jonah's flight from before the Lowrd, the Midrash

quobtes & number of illustratlons to show that such a thing 1ls

impossgible. (Cf. Ps. 1%39.7f, Job. 3l..22, etec.) Hence, Jonah

was not escaping from God's presence. He merely fled from
Eretz Yisroel to a foreign land where, it was commonly be-
lieved, God would not reveal Himself in prophecy.

Next we observe what the lekilbta has to say about

God's Ommipotence and-Omniscilence. In one place it makes

the observations "Even i1f you sbtand silent the Lord will fight

for you -~ and how much the more so when you render praise

unto Him, for in His hands are the fortunes of war. In

another place, a parable ls used to demonstrate His Omnipo-

tence, "A prilest had a slave who said: I will run linto the
cemetery where my master ls forbidden to follow me. Buﬁ the
prieat sald: XI have other servants like you. So when Jonah
thought to escape from the Lord, the Holy One, praised be He,

gaid:s I have obher agents like you at my command.” So He
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brought about the great storm. (Jonah l.4k) On God's

cmnisclence, the Mekilta has the followlng thought: God
did not really need the blood as a slgn on the Israelltes!

doorposts, since everything ils revealed before MHim, It was

only that He wanbted Israel to merit Hls protectlon by obeying
10 '
His commandse
one of the most recurrent attributes ascribed to Gdd

by the Wekilta, is that of Incomparability (or Incorporeality).

- The rabbls seem to have been especially anxious to impress
the people with the fact that God i1s notb anthropomorphic.
This tendency ils particularly notliceable in those parables
which are preceded by the formula P A i)[;v{\ fa .
"A King of flesh and blood enters a province surrounded by
guards. His heroes stand on elther side of him,and his sol=-
diers in front and 1in back of him. And all the people ask:

Which 1s the King? Because he is of flesh and blood like

S ek

thoge about him. This 1s not so with God." (When He reveals
Himself no one need askvwhich one 1s the King.)ll

To conclude this sectlon on attributes, we clte a
midrash which lists the following qualities of God, and the
. Biblical texts whilch support them: God is Mighty (Deut. 10,

17, Ps. 2l1.8, etc.), Incomparable (Jer. 10.6), Rich (Owning

the entire universe, Deut. 10.1lL, Ps. 2L.1, Ezek. 18.l, etc.),

Wise (Prov. 3.19, Job. 12.13, etc.), the Source of Wisdom,

(Dan. 2.21), Falthful (Deut. 7.9, 3%2.4), Merciful (BEx. 3L.6,

Ps. 1115.9), and He is the Supreme Judge (Deut. 1.17, Ps. 82.1)
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%3, ‘The Merclful Judge.

To have developed the doctrine of ethical monothe-
ism, which 18 both the pedestal and the crown of Jewlsh
theology, 1t wag necessary to concelve of God not only as
being One and Almipghty, but also as being the God of Absolute
Jugtice. There are inumerable statements in the Mekilta which

portray God as the Supreme Judge of the universe. The name

Elohim, for instance, 1s always baken to mean "the judge who

13

1g Just in exacting punishment and failthful in glving reward,"
_In another place R. Papplas and R. Aklba emphasize the point
that not only is He Just, but His justice 1ls perfect and in-
controvertable, "He judges all that come into the world Him-
self and there is no one to argue against His words." Yo

every word ls 1n accordanc? with truth and every declsion in
1

accordance with justice."
An indispensable corollary of the doctrine of Dlvine

Justice, is the notion that God tempers Hls judgments with
mercy, Thls idea is reflected in a Kal Vahomer which appears
several times In the Mekilta. W"IL with regard to meting out
evil (punishment), which is of less importance, the Holy One,
blessed be He, acts when He says He wlll act, how much the more

ils 1% so0 withrregard to meting out good, which ig §f greater
importance."l) Here, the quality of God's mercy 1g inferred
from the belie? that God Himself attaches greater importance

to reward than He does to punsihment. However, this mldrash

does not yet suzgest that the judgment itself isg modified. We




find such a suggestion in another place. "Glorious in power"”
(Ex. 15.6) means thabt God is long-suffering; for just as in
the case of the generation of the Tlood, the generation of
the Tower, and just as in the ocase of Sodom and Gomorrah, SO
1n the case of the Egyptiens God extended mercy and gave them
time to repent.16 (Further evidence of this will be found in

a subsequent section on Repentance). And in speaking of the

Fxodus from Egypt, the Mekllta says: "They (Israel) were re-

them anyway." Moreover, this quality of Divine Mercy or
3

|
|
pellious, bub He dealt with them charitably and delivered )
17 S
|
|
|

Compassion is infinlte. "It ls the nature of a human being
that he cannot listen to two people cry at the same time.

God, however, ls not so == but even when 2ll who %ome into
1

the world cry before Him, He hears their cries.," (Cfe P8 |

6543)

The rabbis, however, were not satisfied with merely
propoaing the idea of mercye. Evidently, they, like the pro-
phets of old and the theologlans of today, felt the necesslty
of explaining on what grounds the Supreme and Perfect Judge
tempered his absolute justice with mercy. In snswer to this
question the rabbls employed two main ldeas -- the doctrine
of //b( /VﬂIE(similar to “grace") and the doctrine of

NA L D154, The following midrashim are representative

of these ideas. "The sages say that for the sake of Hls

name He acted thus toward them." (Saved them at the sea in
19
spite of thelr rebelliousness). In another place, the
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Mekilts explains that God provided food and drink for
Tsrael in the wilderness, and led them and protected them
only because of the merit of Abraham, since he accompaniéd
the minlstering angels and gave them food and drink and
shelter.go

This entire question of justice and mercy ig, of
course, part of the general problem of theodlcy; and the
following midrashim suwmmarize the attitude which prevalls
in the mekilta. "'And none of you shall go put', etec.
(Bx. 12.22). Thls tells that once permission to do harm
has been given to the angel, he does not discriminate between
the righteous and the wicked."” ) However, " l73‘33 s
there was no rejolcing over the destruction of the wilcked
before Him on Highe. Now, 1f there 1s no rejolcling before
Him over the destructiom of thé Wickgd, how much more is
there no Joy before Him over the destruction of the righteous,

22
of whom one 1s as important as the whole world."

lLs Monotheism vs. Polytheism (Idolatry)

The theology of the lekilta may be inferred from
1ts negative as well as 1ts posiltive statements; for, not
onlj does it ptopound the God-concept of Judalsm, but it
algo engages in polémics against the prevalling polythelstic
creeds of the day. And the vehemence with which they attack
idolétrouﬁ Eeliefs and practices is equalled in Intensity only

by the zeal with which they preach the doctrine of monothelsm.
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one statement gsays: "The law against idolatry outwelghs all
other comﬁahdments in the Torah. One who worships idols
presks the yoke ( AI3N i o aun iy ), annuls the
covenant, and perverts the ‘.’L‘orah.“25 In another place

"other gods" is interpreted to mean gods that are backward

( R'OMc ) for they delay the coming of sood into the
World.gbr The strongest statement concerning ldolaters 1s
attributed to R. Simon b. Yohal. "The nicest of the idolaters

(heathens) == kill then. The best of serpents =-- smasgh its

gome of the arzuments agalnst ldolatry in the
rekilta are as trenchant and as brilliant in satire as the
famous passage in Isalah I}y, For instance, R. Ellezer sald:
MTf g men has an idol of gold, and he needs the gold, he
makes one of silver. Then 1f he needs the gllver, he makes
one of copper. When he needs the copper, etc." And in the
same passage R. Lsaac says: "Tf the name of every idol were
bto be mentioned by name, all the parchment in the world would
not suffice."26 The most striking passage of thils nature is
a long debate between K. gamaliel and a2 heathen philosopher.
Successfuliy countered in all his points, the philosopher
fiﬂally resorts to the followlng questlon: "Tf there ls no
usefulness in idols, why does not God annihilate them?" To
which R. Gamaliel replies: "Behold, you worship the sun, the
moon., the stafs, mountains, rivers, and even human beings.

27
Shall God destroy the world because of fools?"
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Tn this connechbion, we find a number of passages in the
Wekilte which anticipate the day when the God of Iareel will
be universally recognized as the only deity. Thus, the mid-
pash explains "that ,God puﬁishes’the nations, His name be-
comes renowned in all the world.” And in another place:
Mhen the nations of the world saw that Pharoah and his hosts
perished in the Red Sea and that the relgn of Egypt came to

an end, and that judgments were exscuted againsgt thelr deltles,
they all renounced their idols, and confessed God.“29 The
conflict between monotheism and polythelsm is summarized in

a statement concerning Amalek, one of the Boyim! traditionally
used in referring to‘Iérael's enemiegs. "When will the name

of these people be blotted out? At that time when ildolatry
will be eradicated together with 1ts devotees, and God will

be recognlzed throughout the world, and His kingdom will be

30
cstablished forever."

5. God's special relation to Lsraecl.

The universallstic point of ﬁiew in the Mekllta, as
in some of the prophets, ls qualified by an attempt to recon=-
cile the concepts of a unlversal God and a chosen people
(Israel). This harmonization is clearly recbgnizable In the
fol}owing midrash: "Thou art a helper and support of all
who come into the world, but of me (Israel) especlally.

Thou art the subject of song to all who come into the world,

but to me especially. DBehold, all natlons declare the pralse




g
| =
; :
|
B
i
:

.
|

-}_LB -

of Him who created the world. Bubt my praise 1s more pleasing
(to Him). Thou art the salvation of all who come into the
world, but of me especially." This intimate relationship
between God and Israel is demonstrated in a parable which por-
trays God as a'Kiné whose son (Israel) goes to one foreign
country and then to another == and each time the father follows
in order to he near his son. "So, also, when the Israelites
went to Egypt, the Shekinah went with them; and the Shekinah
ceme out of Egypt with them;“52 Simtlarly, it says:s "So,

you find that whensver Israel 1g enslaved (or‘gxiled), the
Shekinah, as it were, is enslaved with them." ’ God's special
protection of'Israel is beautifully allegorized in the following
parable: YIt is comparable to a dove that is fleeing from a
hawk. It enters the palace of a king. The king opens the
eagtern window, permitting the dove to escape. Bﬁt when the
hawk enters, he shuts bthe window and begins shoobing ab the
hawk." (8o with the Egyptians after Israsel had crossed the

3ea). " In this connectlon see algo the parable of R, Judah,

Ly

Beshallah, V, */d/ s [ fﬁ/; Yo'l

6. Providence,

The Mekilta abounds in Midrashim on the nature and
bounty of God's providence, Among the general statements in
this connectlon are: "lie who created the day also created the
sustenance the}eﬁfg Hence R. Eleagar sald that he who has

enough for today and asks what he will eat tomorrow, he is of
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1ittle faith." "while you areésleeping on your beds, be-

hold God provides food for you." It is in the graphic and
gtriking 1llustratlons, however,‘that we find the most signi-
ricant homllies on providence. "It is a rule amohg humen
beings that when a man labors for an employer, he gives the
laborer a coin and lets him go. Not so with God. He can
give w?atever a men deslres. (Children, wisdom, possessions,
etc..)“§7 Bven more impressive lg the followings "Ag soon
ag the sun shone upon the manna‘it began to melt and formed
atreams which flowed into the sea. Harts, gazelles, and
stage, and all maﬁner of anlmals came and drank., The natlong
of the world wouid hunt these animalsg and would taatg in them
the btaste of the menna which came down for Isnzael.“5 Similar
to this is a2 midrash we have already discussed in connectlion
with Illﬁstrative materials, wherein is described how the wind
and raln jolned to make of the ground a fitting table from
which the people would eat the manna, It concludes by saylng:
"If God thus provides for those who provoked Him, how much
more will He in the future pay a good reward to the right-
eous.") (Note that the reward ls not promised for the present
but in the future).

Am especlally filne midrash connected with the idea
of providence will conclude thls. sectlon fittingly. The story
1s btold of o banquet given for the sages by R. Gamaliel who

proceaded to:wait on them himself. Some of the scholars sug-

gested that it was not proper for a men as great as Gamaliel
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to walt on thems Tub R, Zadok sald: et him do the serving.
we have One greater than R. Gamaliel who has wallted upon peo=
ple. T4 is the Holy One, blessed be He, who glves to everyone
his Wants.and to everyone according to his needs. And not to

good people alone, bub even to the wlcked and to heathens.

All the more, therefore, is 1t proper For R, Camallel to waltb
1.0

upon sages who are sons of the Torah."




CHAPTER VII
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Lsracl

1. The Chosen People.

Bgepripture designates Israsl as a nabtion, holy and
sacred, ggggﬁﬁted from the’nations of the world and thelr
abominations."Im_ "phe whole world is thine, and yet Thou
hast no other people than Israele“a These are the most de-
Pinitive and explilcit statements in the Mekilta on the subject
of Israel's selection by God, and 1lts speclal status 1ln rela-
tion to the other natlons. In élaborating this 1ldea, the
midrash explains the selection of Israel as a reward for the
faith with which they belleved in Cod and Moses. "They did
not say: 'How can we go out in the wilderness wilithout pro-
visions.! Rather, they belleved in him and followed hilm.

What was their reward? Israsl was the Lord's hallowed portion.”
(Jer, 2.3)3 Following are two cholce emamples used by the
rabbis to illustrate the Chosen People idea. "A man betrobths

a woman. Sometimes he (may have reason to) be ashamed of her,
sometimes of her femlly, sometimes of her relatives. T (Israel)
however, am not of that kind. I am a gueen, the daughter of
kings; beloved, the daughter of beloved ones; holy, the
daughter of holy ones; pure, the daughter of pure ones."

(The use of the feminine personificatlon of Israel is due to

the Influencé of Song of Songs).

In another place a sbory 1s told of Antoninus the

i
i .
i
b
i
i
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Emperor who, on occasions when he held court until after

dark, would take & torch and llght the way for his soms who
had been walting beside him. He explained that it was nobt be=
cause he had no servants o carry torches for himj; rather that
he did 1t himself to show how dear his sons were to him. "in
the same wey God showed the nations of the world how dear the
children of Isresel were to Him, in thalt He, Himself, went be-

fore them, so thab the natlons should treat them with respect.”

2. Nabionhoods.

By definition, there are four easentlals which cone=
atibute nationhood, l.e., & land, a common history, a common
tongue, and common institutions. AlLL four of these elements
are adduced in the Mekilta with regard to lsrael,

There are two midprashim, in particular, which re=-
flect the rabbls' attitude toward Israel's nationhood. "As
soon &3 the natlons heard that God was exalting the horn of
Tsrael and bringing them inbo the land, ﬁhey begen to tremble
with rege. Sald God to them: Fools that you arel How many
were the kings that relgned among you, and yeﬁ Isréel did not
get angry. And now you get angryl I, too, will vent snger
upon youl"6 3 more exbenslve and positive exposition of the
founding of Israel's national life 1s the followlng: "Before
the land of Isrmel was chosen, all lands were sultable for
divine revelation. After the land of Israel was chosen, all

other lands were eliminated....Bsforse the Temple had been
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egpeclally selected, the whole of Jerusalem was appropriate
for the menifestation of the divine presence; after the
Temple-site had been selected, all other places were elimine-
atede.s sBofore David had been gchosen, all Israslites were
ellglible for the kingship;r'after David's selection, all
others were disqualifiéd.“? 8t11l1l another midrash proposing
the elements of nationhood ls found in a passage which states
that four things are called /9D  (possession) -~ Israsl,
Erebtz Ylsroel, the Torah, and the Temple. "Let Tsracl, (the
group) which 1s called possession, come to the lend which is
called a possession, and bulld a bemple (common 1nstitutions)
whiéh is called a possession, by virtue of thelr having re-
ceived the Torah (common culbure andllaw) which ig called a
possession.”

Two other homilies are important in this c6nneotiono

One concerns Bretz Yisroel. "You should not look upon 1t

(the land) as something inherited from your fathers bub as
something which was 5&ygg'to you on that dayo"9' The second
concerns a common language and group history. R. Ellezer
lauds Israel for having four virtues, than which there is
nothing worthler. Among them he mentlons the fact that they
did not change thelr nemes (sever thelr historical ties); nor
dia they_change their 1anguage.10

The strong tles which bind Israel together as a

group are fouhd 1llustrated in one of the most famous homi-

1ies In this literabure. "The people of ILsrael may be come




~51-

pared to a lamb., What is the nabture of a lamb? If one of
its limbs is injured, all its limbs feel the pain. So also
. with Tsrael. If one commlts a2 sin (or is injured) all of

11
them suffer.%

%3e The Oppression of Israel.

Ag might be expected, the ancient preachers made a

great deal of homlletlcal capital on the persecution of Israel,

especlally since much of the Mekilta dates from the period of
Roman hegemony. Some of these midrashim are merely descripblves
some attempt to explaln Israel's fate; some are vindletive, mnd
$t11l others preach a message of hope. |

The following analogy, applied in the NMekllta to
" Israel at the Red Sea, 1s certainly a polnted description of
meny erises in the history of the Jews. "What was Isracl
- 1ike? Tike a dove fleelng from a hawk and about to enter a
cleft in the rock, where there is a hlssing serpent. if she
enters, there is the serpent! If she asbays out, there is the
hawk&“lz And, in a similar veln: "One was travelling along
the road. He encountered a wolf and was saved from him. e
went along telling the story of the wolf. Then he encountered
a lion and was saved from him. He férgot the story of the
wolf and went along ﬁelling the story of the lion. Then he
met a serpent, ebtc..e.S0 it 1s with Israel. Tater troubles
cause the former ones to be forgotten."l5

In the main, the sages offered two explanations of




Israel's sufferings. One explanation rationallized the fact
in the following terms: "The reason that Pharoah pursued
after Israel Lis to proclalm Tarasel's excellence. TFor had it
been any other people he would not have pursued bhem."lu
Similarly: "And so you find that every nation or tongue
that subjugated Israel, ruled from one end of the world to

the other =- for the sake of the honor of Israel." (Israel
15

could be subjugated by no less than a world-empire).

The other opinion holds that the oppression of
Israel 1ls brought about by the waywardness of lsrael «-~ the
negleet of God and Torah. The cholcest illustration of this
is found in a story about R. Johanan b. Zekkali., On a walking
tour with his disciples, the master sees a girl engaged Iin
some degrading task for a horseman. Upon inquiry he is btold

that the girl is a Jewess and the horsemen ang Arabian., The

‘master immediately recites a text (Cant. 1.8) and preaches the

folbwing homily to his disclpless "You (Israel symbolized by
the glrl) were qnwilling ﬁo serve God. Now you serve the

most Inferior of natlons. You were unwllling to pay the poll-
tax to God. Now you pay a fifteen shekel tax under a governe-

ment of your enemies. You were unwilling to repalr the roads

and streets leadlng to the Temple; now you have to repalr the

posts and statlons on the royal roads. Because you did not
gserve God with love, you will serve your enemles with hatred.
RBecause you d1d not serve God when you were affluent, you

will serve your enemy in hunger and thirst, etc."
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In another midrash the rabbis attempt to disclose
the various motives for the oppression of Israel. In a sense,
1t is an apt analysis of modern anti-gemitism. "The Bgypt-
lans at the sea were dlvided intc three groups as regards the
Isreelltess One proposed to plunder Israssl wlthout killing
them. (Economiec motive). The second proposed to kill them
without plundering them. (Religlous or raclal motive). And
the third proposed to kill them and to plunder themfl7 In a
gimilar fashion, the haggadists attempted to generalize the
various programs of defensive actlion proposed by different
factions in iewish life. As in the case of the previous
midrash, this one, too, has a modern significance., "The
Israelibes at the Red 8ea were divided into four parties. 'One
sald: Tet us throw ourselves into the sea. (The defeabisbs
or assimilationists). Another salids: ILet us return to
Egypt. (Redgtionary segregationista). A Third sald: Let
us fight them. (The militant Jewish groups). And the fourth
gsald: Let us ery out against them." (Anbl-defamatlonlsts,
apologetes). All four groups are ansﬁered in the conclusion
of the midrash which quotes Exodus 1llj.13: 1) "Stand still
and see the salvatlon of the Lord., 2) For whereas ye have
seen the Egyptlana today, ye shall not see them again forever,
%) The Lord will fight for you. L) And ye shall hold your
peace."l8

Aﬂ example of the vindlcbtive spirit is foﬁnd in a

simple statement attributed to the former sages, who salds
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"gueh 1s the rule obtaining throughout all generations, that

the scourge With which Iarsel is smitbten will in the end be i

smitten itselfa"l The mesaage of ‘hope, which is recurrent i

1n the Mekilta, may be summarized by fthe following typical _ |

stabements: "And you find thatb the people of the diaspora wlll 1

be assegglad again in the future, but only as & reward for l\
l

faithn "

L. The Misslon of Israel.

There is no direct statement in the Nekilta con=
cerning the assignment of a gpecial mission to Israel by God. “ﬁ
The ldea, however, 1s clearly implied in a number of mldrash=
im, With slight variations, we find the following statement |
in several places: "When Tapael does the will of God, His ““
name becomes known in the world. But when they fall to do gaEh
His will, His name 18 profaned in the world."21 The nature
of the task which Israel alone could discharge, ls even more
gpecific in another midrash. "oses said before the Holy One,
blessed be He: Ruler of the World, this wicked one (Amalek)

1s coming to destroy your children from under your wings.

Who; then, will read this book of the Law which thou hast

given them?"22 |
The mission idea 1s also implied in a very inter- ‘

esting passage which 18 in the form of a dialogue between

Israel and the nations, employing =2 number of verses from

Canticles. "The natlons ask Tspael: 'What is thy beloved

more than snother, etc. (Canb. 5+9), thet you are ready to
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die for Himases..!'You are handsome, you are mighby'. Come and
intermingls with us, But the lsraelites say to the nationss:
tDo you know Him? T.et us but tell you some of His glory.!
After hearing thé pralse the nations would say, ‘we will jbin
you.'" Now, if the midresh ended here, 1t would consbitute &

parfect homiletlcal 11lustration of the mission of Israel.

‘The conclusion of the passage, however, introduces a complebtely
contradlictory note. Israel angswers the nations: "You can have
no share in Him,..for, 'my beloved ls mine and I am Hig, '™

2 .
(Can’t.- 2016) 3

5. Progelytlsme

The univepsallstic spirit of the Yeklita 1s brought
to full light in the mldrashim on proselytism. One of the
most expressive homilies in this collection 1s the reply which
the homiletleisn ascribes to Jethro when Moses asks his father=-
in-law to stay with Israel. "Is a lamp of any use except in
a dark plﬁce? What use could a lampf be where there is the
sun end the moon? You (Moses) and Aaron are the sun and the
moon (here). I shall go to my land and bell everybody (of
God's mighty works), and convert all the people of my counbtry,
leading them to the study of Torah and bringing them under
the wings of the Shekinah, 2 St111 another fine homily in
this conneection ls the ingendéous explanatlon of Abraham's
cireumcisi&n at the late age of ninety. The midrash proposes

that had he been circumclsed ab twenty or thirty years of age
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only those gerim under twenty or thirty would have been

able to convert to Judalsm. Therefore, God tolerated Abra-
ham in uncircumcised condition for ninety years, "so as nob
to close the door to fubure proselytes.”

| According to the Meklte, oneta ger has converted,
he is to be treated with respect and regarded as an equal,
Therefore, Exodus 12.4,9 is taken "to declare that the pro-.
selyte i1s equal to the born Jew with respect to all the com-
méndments."zé In another place it stabes expliciﬂy: You
shall not vex him (bthe proselyte) with words. You should not
saynto hime 'But yesterday you were worshipping Bel, Xores,
and Neboj and until now swine's flesh was sticking in youﬁ
teetheos! PFor all we know, if you vex him, he may also vex
you (with accusatlions of idolatrous praqticea)," The parse
gon of these attitudes toward the proselyte 1s found in a
pasasage attributed to R. Ellezer, who says: "God sald to
Moses: I who spoke the word by which the world came into
being, I am the One who welcomes; nob one who rejects. 8o
also, you, when & man come_to'you wishing to become & convert
to Judalsm, as long a8 he comes in the name of Gody.bgfriend

him and do not reject him."
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Torah end Revelation

1. The Nature of Toreh.

It goes without saying that in a work like the
Mekilta, the concept of Torah 1s both eminent and exalted.
Any number of Allegorical texts are rendered in such a mane-

ner as to enrich the audlence's mental-image of the Torah,

and to emphasize its signiflecance as the "book of life".

Fop instance, in one place,the word 47¥ (strength) ls taken

to be a designabtlion for Torahal Elsewhere, the Allegorists

say that it was not a tree which God showed to Moses (Ex. 15.25),
but the Torah which is likened.to o tree of 1ife¢2 In a

more extended homily, the Torah is sald to be 1like fire. For
not only was the Torah given in fire; but like fire, slso, if
one comes tob cloge to it one 1s burned. If one stays too
far away, one gets cold. "The only thing for a men to do is
to seek to warm himself by its flame,”

Just a8 in the case of proselytlsm, so in the

matter of Torah, the Mekilta expresses ltself in lofty uni-

versallstic terms. "The Torah was glven openly in publiec, in

a free place. For had it been given in Eretz Yisroel, the

Teraelites could have sald to the nations of the world: 'You

have no share in it.! But since 1t has been glven in the .5 |
wilderness, pgbliclyoe.everyone wishing to accept 1t can come |

and do so.“h Similarly, "The Torah is comparable to
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three things: to the desert, to flre, and to water., This

'is to teach you that just as these things are free to all

who come into the world, so also are the words of Torah."

2. The Study of Torah.

The study of Torah was regarded by the rabbls to
be an essentlal condition of ILsrael's exlstence. "Isg it
possibbd for a rush to grow without mire, or the reed-grass
to grow without water? (Cf. Job 8.11) So, also, is 1t im-

possible for Lsrael to ex%st unless they busy themselves

with the words of Torah.” We also find the oft=-quoted state-

ment that the study of Torah 1s as importent as all the other

mitzwoth together. Therefore, a father is adjured to teach

his son Torah; and a man whose father has not taught him, must

teach himself. The verse: "For sweet ls they voice and thy
countenance comely"® (Cant. 2.1lL), means to the homiletielian
that the volce 1s swget in prayer, and the counbenance coﬁely
when studying Torah. The study of Torah was regarded as
important enough to nullify the requirement to pubt on phylocw
teries. ."He who 'steals away'! from his friend to go study
Torah; although he might be called a thlef, he acquires merlt
for himself. In the end, he will be appointed 8 teacher of
the commnnity."lo

There are two points of view in the Mekiltae, with
regard to the)question of taking time to study Torah. One

18 highly 1dealistic =~ the other quite practical. The former

is 1llustrated in a dlalogue between Jeremlah and the people.

1
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The prophet has exhorted the people to stwdy the Torah and

they have replied that 1f they db, there will be no time to

earn & living. Whereupon Jeremish exhlbits a small bottle of
menns, saying: "See what your fathers, who busled themselves
with Torah, were provided. If you busy yourselves with the
words ofATorah, God will provide sustenance for you, too."l1
The more practical view holds thab ohly those who have manns
or eat the terumah (those whose sustenance ls provided,femm
preclasely that they may have the time to study) have the
privilege bf .saohc»la;és.th.ﬂ.p..'.ﬂ For how can a men be sltting and
studying when he does not know where hls food and drink and
raiment will come from?"la Elsewhere, 1t is suggested that,

to avold complehe negligence of the Torah by those who are

'occupied with mundane affairs, the prophets institubed the

. 13
reading of Torah on Sabbaths, Mondays, and Thursdays.

3. Revelatlon.

The guestion of revelation is not dealt with at
length in the Mokilta, We do find some interesting Opiﬁions,
however. We have noted before that the rabbls belleved re-
velation to be impossible outslde of Bretz Yisroel.lh Those
instances when God wasg supposed to have revealed Himself in
a foreign land (e.g., Babylonia and Egypt), are explained as
having been possible only because of NAL nidh ,15 It 1s
made cleaf, too, that God reveals Himself only]in 8 place

which 1s pure, and uncontaminated by idolatry.“
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The sages express the belief that, in the case of
eVery prophet from Moses on, God reﬁealed‘Himself only for the

sake of the people, and for no other reason. In this connec=

tion, the Mekilta presenbs an elegant 1llustration. DBaruch
had complained that, whereas obther disciples of great prophets
had ghared In the Holy Spirit (prophecy), he had not. God
answers him saﬁimg: "Bayruch son of Nerishl There is no
vineyard, what need is there of a fence? There ls no flock,

what need ls there of & shepherd?"

e The Mitzwobh.

One.of the dominant themes in the homilies of the
Mekllte 1e the Importance of performing the mitzwoth. The
rabbls not only exhort the people, but often teke the time to
explain why these religious achs were commanded énd how they

“enrich the life of man. Issi b, Abilhu says: "With every new

18

mitzwoh that God decrees to Isrsel, He adds holinesg to them."
Another sage submlts the ldea that the commandments were de=-
creed not because God needs these services of man, but only
to glve man the opportunity of merlting a reward by fulfilllng
tham.l9 Similarly, R. Lshmael himself questions the purpose
of the mitzwobth , since 1t is impossible to concelve of God
requlring them for His own glory., "It is only that man be=-
comes beautiful before Him in observing the mitzwobh."ao It
18 even supgested that a men may achieve immortality by ob=-

gserving the commandments. The story 1s told of Joseph's €offin
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being trahsported side by side with the Holy Ark containing
the two tablets. The nations ask Israel what is in the two

ohibatss .. Toiwhlich Israel replies that one conbtains the

Eternal and the other 1s a coffin with & body in 1t. When : ‘i}
asked what one is dolng next to the other, Israel replles:
"The one lying in the coffin has fulfilled all that which 1s
written upon that which lies in the Arka"al

In the Mekilta, we also find a variation of the
famous rabbinic principless P 'dF W MVAY (DA i M3y
Our midrash says: YIf a man hearkens to one mitzwoh, he l1s
given the opportunity to hearken to many. ‘If a man forgets
but one mitzwoh, he will be led to forget many."22 Another il
femiliar ides 1@ expressed in the Interpretation of Exodus
12.28. eI , the midrash says, indleates that a reward 0

is given for intending to perform a mlbzwoh, as well as for
: 0% ,

2
actually performing it. The people are taught that the

performance of these religioué acts tekes precedence over "*_‘
every other activity. "One should not be slow to perform &
religious duty. But if a mitzwoh comes your way, do it imme=  ;3?

2l
diately." And, YJust as it is important to observe the mitz-

woth, so it is a serious matter to transgress any mitzwoth.
_ It not oniy constitubes a violation of the Tomh , but 1t also
T S leads to the breaking of God's covenant with Israel.25 The At |
current attitude that men and women were nobt equally responsi-
ble in the obiervance of mitzwobth is 1llustrated in the foilow-

ing homily: "!'Thus shalt thou say to the House of Jacob!,




== moans tell the women the main things in a mild tone.

'And tell the sons of Israel!, means be strict with the men,"

26

(Gf. Exe 1905)
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The Doctrines Qg Man

Ls Faithe

According to the rabbls of the Mekiltae, falith in
God not only resulted in Israel's being chosen by Him as His
"haklowed por’c:i.,on“,,:L but faith will also bring about the redemp-
tion from the diaapora.g The forefathers are recurrently
cited as exemplass of falth. Thus, we find that they dlsplayed
their falth in both God and Moses by following Moses into the
wilderness without question as to provislionsg. And in similar
vein, the midrash asks how the Isra@lites could have obtalned
flutes and timbrels in the wilderness. (Cfe Ex. 15.20) The
answer 1s thet the righteous.had brought them out of Egypt,

having been confident that God would work great deeds and that

i+
they would sing His pralses. e find that as a reward for

the falth with which they believed, our forefathers were con-
gidered worthy of having the Holy Spirit rest upon them. He
keeps in remembrance the faith of the fathers."5 In this
connection, the midrash also states that bto belie&e in the
shepherd of Israel (ites religlous leaders) ls to believe in
God Himself. And to Zpeak againgt the shepherd of Israel, 1s

to speak againgt Cod.
2. Prayer

Perhaps the sharpest homlly on prayer is the admoni-

tion which R. Ellezer b. Jacob presenta as the word of God:




Gl

"If you come to My House, I wlll come to your house. If
you do not come to My house, I will not come to your house."
With this call to the synagogue ag an introduction, let us
proceed to examine a number of passages on prayer itself,
We have already mentioned the statement which inﬁerprets
"ror sweet is Thy volce", ete, (Cant. 2.1l) as meaning that
the volce ls sweet In prazef.B The midrashic rationalization
of Israel's helplessness in the face of Roman arms, proposes
some lofty spiritual 1ldeas. Tor instance, "Just as the worm
 has only its mouth with which to smite the cedar, so Israel
has only prayer."  TLikewkse, "Essu (Rome) prides himself on
his heritage (the sword). 'The hands are the honds of Esau.!
Isaac prides himself on his heritage, (prayer). 'The volce
18 the volce of Jacob.'" (Gen. 27.22)10

The idea that everyone 1s equal when staiding be-

fore God ln prayer or devotion is expressed in the interpre- ' |
tation te Exodus 15.1: "Moses and the children of Israsl

sang,"” etc. Moses was equal to Israel, and Iasrael equal to

Moses in uttering the song;."l1 We find two other idess in the
Mekiltba, which ave familiar to us from other midreshic col-

lectionse. One is the famous aphoriém: "The prayer of the

righteous 1s short." And, "There is a tlme to be brief in

prayer and a time to be lengthy.“12 The other princilple is

that one owes devobtion to God whether whht He glves you 1s

.13
good or bad,

5« Repentance,
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Closely akin to the doctrine of prayer in the
theology of the Mekllte, is the concept of Repentance.

Repentance, as we have seen in the chapter on God, is made
possible by the quality of mercy with which the Supreme
Judge tempers His judgments. There are & number of passages
which elucidate the idea. According to one preacher, the
Torah makes forgiveness possible only through four things:

Chastisement (Ps. 89.33), Death (Isa. 22.1L), the Day of

ot

Atonement (Leve 16.30), and Repentance (Jer. 3.1l.). In

another place there 1s the suzgestion that not only does

God's merey make'repentance possible, but bthat repentance, in

turn, causes God to be merciful, So, when the Mekilta asks

why should God be so lenlent -~ the answer glven is: "Because
of the power of repentance which 1s mighty.“15 This poﬁer

of repentance is illustrated In the following analogy.

nmhere might be a great hero in a cbuntry. However, once the

arrow lesves his bow, he has not the power to recall 1t. It

1s not so with the Creator of the World. When Israel falls

to do His will, a decree 1s sent forth. If {Zrael repents,

however, He immedlately makes 1t come back. "

o Righteousness and Evil.

If the rabbls were somebimes at a loss for a.satis-
factory explanation of theodley, they were never inhibited
in théir préise of the righteous and thelr denunclatlon of
the wicked. Thus, when Rabbi is asked, "Who 1s greater, the
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world or the righteous man," he answers without hesitation:
, 1
"The righteous man." This same attitude ls expressed in a .

Kal Vahomer which appears geveral times with slight variations.

9Tf there 1s no joy before Him on hlgh over the destruction

of the wicked, how'much more is there no joy before Him over
the destruction of the rightéous, one of whom ls as lmportant
as the whole world."18

Although they do not always promise an sarthly re=-
ward for the righteous, the sages emphasize the belief that
God is ever aware of thelr deeds. . "We find,that the names
of the rightéous and thelr deeds are revealed before God even

19
before they are born." And in thls seme connection we also

find: "If with regard to meting out evil, which is of less
‘:f" importance, God makes public the evil deeds done In secrety
| how much more should this be the rule with regard to metling
out goof, which is of greater importance."zo ’ g
Another significant attitude concernlng good and
evil 1s the importance which the Mekilte attaches to motives.

In brief, there are three elements which go into meking a

certaln deed good or evil: the mobive, the act 1tselfl, and ﬂ‘ 7
the results. Of these three, the midrash seems to attach
greatest importance to the motive or intentlon; and the follow- i

ing passages will serve to 1llustrste the point. "Let the * wj

work of seddling which our father Abraham did in order to go : ] 

and do the will of the Creator, come and stand out against the | It

same work which Balasm the wicked did in order to go and
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curse Lsrael, Let the work of harﬁessing the chariot done
by Joseph Iin order po go meet his father, come and stand out
against the same work which Pharcah did in order to pursue
Israsel,." Similarly, "Let the fsword' and the 'hand! usged
by our father Abraham when he was about té sacrifice hls son,
come and stand against the Tsword! and the 'hand' used by

21 '
Pharoah in pursuing Israsl."

5s Reward and Punlshment.

The problem of reward and punlshment was no less en

importent lssue In the days of the tannaim than it is to
theologlans today; and the Mekilta contains a number of in-
teresting attitudes on the subject. On the one hand, we

find the statement that "once the angel is glven permission
to destroy, he makes no distinction between the righteous and
the wicked.“22 But, in another place the mlidrash expresses
the ldea that he who 1s first to sin, is flrst to be punished;

2%
and he who 1s first to do good is first to be rewarded.

The latter ldes implles that bthere is a distincitlion made on
behalf of the righteous; and this sgame attitude is expressed |

in more definite terms when the midrash explains bthat the

Bgyptiang sank in the Red Sea according to thelr relative U
wickednesa. "The wicked ones were tossed about 1like straw. i
(Pain prolonged). The intermediste sank like stones, and the

u 2l |
good ones like lead." The prevailing attitude, however, i

at least as far as thls world ls concerned, gseems to be exw
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pressed in the recurrent proverb: W pegam sa 3300 PN daAA
' | Mark Twain, in his fascinabing story about "The
Mysterious Stranger', mekes much of the observation that
nature and dumb beasts, whlch are not supposed to know any-
thing of right and wrong, are often kinder and more admirable
than man who is supposed to have a moral sense. However,
Merk Twain was preceded in this notlon some few centuries by
the sages of the Mekilta. In illustrating how God employs
natural forces as agents of punishment, the midrash saysé

NI was Fitting that the sea, which has no heart, but had a
heart ascribed to 1t, should come and punish the Egyptlans
who had a heart, but subjected ILsrael to all menner of cruele-
ties., It was fitting for the terebinth which has no heart,
but which had a heart ascribed to it, to come and punish

26
Absalom who had a heart, but who sinned against his father."

6. Chastisement and Suffering.

lOlosely rolated to questions of reward and punlshe-
ment, are the rabbinic doctrines proposed as explanatlons of
suffering in buman 1ifs. One opinion holds that hardship
and suffering are merely a meens of refining men and testing
his character.z Another attitude eéexplalins ehastlsementa as.
one of the few means of obtaining heavenly pardon for one's
sins.28 Elaborating this point of view, the preacher says:

"a man should rejolce In adversity more then in prosperlty.

Tor even i1f he lives in affluence all his 1life, 1t does not

15
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mean that his sips have been forgiven. What brings for-
glveness? _§3££3££ﬁ§1"29 The famillar doctrine that human
suffering may bé,regarded asg nanle [, |10, 1s expressed
in two statements attributed to R. Jose b. R. Judah and R.
Simon be. Yohel. 'The former said:“ Preoious are chastisémenhs
for the name of God rests upon him to whom they come." The
latter applied the 1ldea to Israel specifically. "Precious
are chastlsements for only through them was Israel given the
three good gifts which obher nations covet: Torah, Eretz
Yisroel, and the world to come."BO It is to be noted that
there la one constant factor in all of these varying ration-

alizations of humen suffering, l.e., that chastisements ave a

blessing rather than a curse.

T« The Body and the Soul,.

We find nothing In the Mekilta concerning the
rabblinic concept of duallsm In the human personality «- the
notion of the Yetzer. There is one passage, however, which
infers that, in theifinal reckoning before God, a man ls re-

garded as an integrated being. No one aspect of his dual

nature, rather the whole man, 1s held responsible for the
quality of hls life. The 1dea is 1llustrated in a rather ex-
tended but skillfully constructed parable in which a king
employs a blind man and a cripple to guard hils orchard. The
two of them, t;mpted by the fruit, devise a means of obtaine

Ing 1it. The lame one rides on the shoulders of his blind com~
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panion, and together they are able to do what neither could
accomplish alone. When the king, however, dlscovers the
act, each protests Innocence on the basis of his incapacita=-
tion. The king soes through the ruse and holds both regpon-
sible. So when God judges a man, "he places the soul in the
hody and judges them as‘onew"5. (for another novel approach
to thlis same ldea, seé a similar midrash found in Leviticus
Rabbah, IV. Here the soul 1s held more responsible than the
‘body, because it is the soul which 1s expected to know the

differsence betweeon right and wrong).

8, TFreedom of Will.

The doctrine of free will in the Mekilta comblies
with the general rabbinic compromise that fresdom of will is
glven to man, bub with certailn liﬁitations. This compromise
is necessary in ordéf to avold a serious conflict with the
doetrines concerning predebérminabion and God's onniscience.,
Thus, the Mekllbta statea that God gave man the cholce of two
ways =« the way of life and the way of death. BSince man
chose the way of death, it 1s inferred that he also rellne
quished some of his freedomoaa In another place the midrash
declares that once a man wills to perform a mitzwoh, he will

be led to perform others whether he wills 1t or not. And
if he dellberately neglects & mitzwoh, he will be led to ne-

glect other things whether he wills 1t or not. The inference,

then, is that freedom of will is glven to man; but once a man
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chooses a certaln way, he ls compelled to follow that course,.
The Mekilté, therefdre, teaches that the fate of
man lg determined both by factors within his control and
factors beyond his contnol. The factors whlch are beyond
the powers of man are implied in a homily which llsts seven
things, the knowledge of which is hidden from men: the day
of death, the day of comfort, the depths of judgment, whab
can be turned to profit, or what is Iin the heart of a fellow
mang when the Kingdom of Davld will be restored, or when the

evil kingdom will be uprooted.

9. The Sanctity of Human Life.

The rabbinlec doctrine of the sanctity of 1life lia
often based on the bellef that man was created In the image of
God. In the Mekilte, we find two other reasons for regarding
the life of man as something sacred., When God commanded Moses
to warn the people against coming too close to Mount Sinail
'during the gliving of.the Law, the midrash explains that God
sald: "Every one of them that might be taken away is to me
as valuable as the whole work of creation.“5 A more ingene
uous illustration 1s based on the arrangement of the eommand-'
ments as they were engraved upon the two tablets =~ five on
one gide, and flve on the other. The commandment concerning
God 1s opposite the one concerning murder. Therefore, if
one commibts murder, it 1s as 1f he deseerated the divine

36

image.




10, Eschatology.

There are meny references in the Mekllta to future
redemption, to the Messiah, and to  JA> plid. However,
only a few passages are of significaence or interest., To
Rabbl, for instence, is attributed the deduction of resur-
rection of the dead from'Scripture itself. His reassoning ls
based on the use of the imperfect rath@p than the perfect
tense in Exodus 15.1 ( Y 4 ).5tz R. Ellezer inter=
prets psalm 81.i as indicating thab the fubure redemption will
occur on Rosh Hodesh Tishrl (Rosh Haéhonah), rather than Brev
Pesach.5 This redemption, however, will not be universal;
and among those gor whom there will be no redemption are the
heathen natignso) In still asnother passage bthe Iinference 1s

made that meny rewsrds are not to be found in this world, bub
0

in the world to come.
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Human Relationshigi

l. Leadership

The Mekllte does not deal wlth the theme of
leadership, per se. A number of passages, however, reflect
opiniong on the subject and were unquestionably intended as
lessonsg of contemporary significance. For instance, the role.
of the wise leader in times of ecrisgis is exemplified by
Moses who rallled and pacified the children of Israel at the |
Red Sea.l Using the prophets as examples, the haggadist ;
determines that there are three kinds of religious leaders.
One 1s zealous for the honor due the father (God) as well as
the honor due the son (the people), exemplified by Jeremiah
(Lem. %.12). The second is zealous for the honor due God,
buk not for the honor (welfare) of the people. (Blijah in
I Ki. 19.10). The last, is concerned about the peopls with-
out being concerned about God (Jonah 1.3, 5.1).2 It goes
without saying that the rabbls regard Jeremlah as the proper
model for rellglous leadershlp.

Responsible and authoritative leadership should be
giveh only to those who have proven themselves deserving of
such eminence. It is like a king who entered a province and
asked to be made king, whereupon the people asked him what he
had done tp deserve to rule over them. He then proceeded o
bulld walls, bo bring in a water supply, and to fight thelr
battless Only then dld they accept him as thelr king.3
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2. Justlice and Peace,

In the Mekilta we find that the 1deal of human
justice 1s modelled closely after the oconcept of divine
justice., In fact, the midrash makes the explieit declara-
tion that to render a true Jjudgment is tahtamount to having
been a co-worker with God in the creation of the world.
Anothey general statement emphasizes the positive aspect of
Justice. In brlef, it 1s a mitzwoh to refrain from commit-
ting an injusticg, but it 18 a far greater mitzwoh tolactually
executbe justica.p It is intereatiﬁg to note what punishment
the rabbis foresaw for those who pervert justice, the punishe-
ment, of course, to be adminisﬁered by heaven, not by man.
One of three things happens to the man who pervé}ts justices
his mind will become confused wlith respeef to Torah (knows
ledge of‘right and wrong), he will become dependent upon
charity, or his eyesight will be impaired.&

In a passage which deals more specifically with
'the gdminlstration of justice, the Mekilta implies that each
case must be judged on lts own merits, without personal regard
or prejudice, If the case involves two men, one pious and
one wicked by reputation, one should not decide the case
'against the wicked man slmply on the basis of his previous
reputation.7 Elsewhere, it 1s taught that, in thelr sphere,
the legal ordinances whlch expedlte the administration of
justice, are as Important as the lofty ethical and moral

commandments of the Torah. For if there 1s some litigation
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between two méen, there is always 1ll-will between them.
But when the case ls declded for them (Justly), peace may
be reétored between themo8

Justice, then, 1s regarded as the basls for lasting
peaces, The idesal of peace 1ias epitoﬁized in Ehe following
1llustration: The stones of the altar do not speak nor hear
nor 588, Yet because they serve to eatablish psace between
Israel and God, He commanded that no tool ahould be 1lifted
agalnst them. How much the more wlll He probect from harm
the one who establishes peace between men and his fellow,
between huéband and wife, beyween city and city, or between

nation and natione.
%. Parenta,

Respect for one's parents was regarded by the sages
a8 one of the greatest mitzwobth. Indeed, they taught that in
the slght of God, to honor one'a parents is eqﬁal to honoring
Him~ and to show disrespect for them is equal to blaspheming
Him.l0 Nor should one parent be shown any less respeet than
the other.ll Rabbl observed that a man may honor his father
more bthan his mobher because she wins him over with persuasive
words, Or a man mey fear his father more than his mother
‘because 1t is a man's fabher who teaches him Torah. To pre=
vent this unseemly distincetion between one's parents, Torah
mentions the hother first in one verse, but mentions the

12
father flrst in another.
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Just a8 the chlild has certaln responsibilities

B toward hls parents, so the parents have a responslbility

toward thelr children. Most of the parents' dutles, accords
ing to the Mekllta, are of an educétional nature, for a man's
first duty 1s to teach hls son Torah., Other duties mentioned
are practiéai enough, 1.6., arrange a proper marriasge, teach
a child how to swim, and teach him the essentlals of good

13
eltizenship ( dIgr ke,

Parents élso have the important responéibilihy of ;”
preparing their chilldren, from early childhood, for the good
life. Even 1f the ehlld is too young to comprehend all thab
he hears and sees ( as in the case of the children who were s
brought by thelr parents to witness the acceptance of the !
Law), the parent who does so fulfllls the will of God and |

merits an additlonal reward. A

s Respect for Others. TW

Respect for one's fellow-man 1s one of the basie
principles of humen relationships. One homily compares it

to the stones of the altar, They have no feelings, and yet

- God commanded that they be treated with'respeot. How much

the more;so should one have respect for a fellow-man, who is o
made in the image of God.15 gimilarly, if a man welcomes
his fellow-man, it 1ls considered as 1f herhad welcomed the
Divine Preseﬁee.lé Proper respect 1s especlally becoming in

the case of a teacher and his students. Not only should the |
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teacher hold his pupll as dear as he holds himself, but
respect for one's teacher should be as dear to one as the
fear of heaven«lT It follows, too, that one should be care=-
ful to show respect for his colleague/ One who attempts to
embarass his colleague for his own aggrandizement is regarded
a8 a gpeaker of falsehoodsgla In & negatlve sense, the

principle of respecting one's assoclabes ls epltomlized in

P'\‘Ana NWen e ra( AN 19

R. Nathan's statement:
~In thils connection, one of the preachers mani=-
fests andunugual understanding of human psyehology when he
makes the following observation: "It is in the nabure of a
humen being to be more revered by those who are at a distance

S , 20
: than by those who are close to him."
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The Good Life

le Labor.

Rabbinic literéture, generally, exalts the concept
of honest labor. In the Mekilta Phis attlitude is reflected
in a passage attributed to R. Melr. Commenting on the ordin-
ances peftaining to restitution for damages, he polnts oub
that for an ox, which performs labor, the payment is fivefold.
In the case of a sheep, which does not perform labor, bthe
payment ls merely fourfold, This, he'concludes, le to teach
how highly labor is fegarded by the Creator.l Indeed, withoutb
labor and effort, a men loses much of the bounty of provi-
dence, This idee is 1llustrated by the story of a man who

inherits a pleot of uncultivated land and sells it for a plite
tance, He realizes hls great loss only aftar'he dlscovers
that theabuyer has irrlgated the 1aﬁd, end planted trees and

gardens, A practical suggestion ls introduced in a statement

of derech eretz, which advlses that the proper conduct for a

man who tekes 1l1ll, is to rest from work until he 1s thoroughly
Gured“ ( oY) (Ca‘\ P Qa'ﬂ\{\ IIH(_’) }J\J( )'3

2, Reputation.

There are a number of midrashim in the Mekllta
which not only emphaslze the value of a good reputablon, but
also point out the speclal privileges which attach themselves

to & man of great repute. The sages say that a man, for the
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sake of his reputatlion, should not associate with a2 wicked
map == nbt even for the purpose of teachlng him Toraho:

- This regard for one's good name is exemplified by the pure-
minded of Jeruselem, of whom it is sald that they would never
go to a bangquet or never sign a document unless they knew
with whom they would be-associating.s- Among hls four para-
mours virtueg, R. Bllezer ha-Kappor mentlons beilng above
suspleion of immorality and tale—bearingo6

With regard to the’rewards of a good reputation,
R. Jose says: "It i1s mot the place which honors the man,
but the man which homors the plaee."7 And in another place

it 1s observed that 1f a man devotes himself to anything with

his whole soul, 1t is named afteg him (hls reputation becomes

inseparably assoclated with it). The 1dea of nobless oblige

is 1llustrated in a midrash about Moses, who appealed to God
for permlission to enter Eretz Yisroel, even 1f he hed to
enter as an ordinary man, and not as a great leader. God

repllies: YA King cammot enter as an ordinary man,"

%, Honesty and Charlty.

With regard to honesty, the Mekllta says 1t not

only wins Bkg respect and sdmiration for a man, but he is
S 10
also regarded as one who had fulfllled the whole Torah.

‘And who is most likely to be an honest man? One who dlsdains
hles materialxwealth; for 1f he disdains his own wealth, it
1s logleal to assume that he wlll not covet the wealth of
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" others.

pecording to the rabbls, the first purpose of a
men's wealth is to provide his sustenance. The greatest

purpose of wealth, however, is to have the opportunity of

glving charity. Almsglving was regarded as one of the means
' 12

by which a men could atone for hls sins, Horeover, a man

of means who mefuses—be neglects his obligatlons to the poor,
1

mey, in the end, become poor himselfl. ’ In the administra-
tion of charity, the rabbls sdduce the principle that a man's
first'obligation is Lo those closest to him == his relatives
before others, his own townspeople before strangers, and his
own people (Isreel) before the gentile.lb
Besldes pigon nifed , the rabbls also mention

pifin ~ipa , and  P'AN VAP as virtuous acts which
every men should performs And in fulfilling these mitzwoth,
o man 1s exhorted not only to act according to [1an N,
but also to go | ['3n HeN Pudf . : To conclude this
sectlon, we cite o passage which teaches the principle of

imitatio del in human behaviour. #aphba Saul says: Be like

Him. Just as He 1s gzacious and merciful, be thou also gra=
l .

cious and merciful.”
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Midreshim of Ceremonial

and Historical Significance,

1. Ceremonies.

Although the Mekllta contalns many pessages dealing
with the festlvals and religlous ceremonials, most of them
are of a halachic nature, and we need not deal with them
here. Nevertheless, there are a few midrashim in this con-
nection which do have homiletical significance. Of speclal
interest is a passage which reflects the general attitude of
the rabbls toward changes 1n the ceremoniél 1ife of the
Jowish community. It 1g an attitude based on a sound prin-
ciple. The midrash observed that any ceremony or institutlion,

to which Israel was wholly devobted, has been preserved, Bukt
those to which Isreel has not been devoted, have fallen lnto
disuse and oblivion., Thus the Sabbath, elecumeclsglion, study
of Torah, ritual bath, etc., have been presecrved, whille the
Templs, civil courts, the sabbatical year, and the jubilee
year have disappeared.'.

The other cersmonial ridrashim which are of interest
to ug, deal wlth the Sabbath. The holiness of the Sabbath
in this world 1s compared to the holiness of the world to
oomeo2 And one who observes thls holy Sabbath is kept far
from sine (Cf. Isas 56.2).3 Another interesting passage in-
fers from the behaviour of the plllar of cloud and the pillar

of fire which led Israel through the wilderness, that proper,
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custom on Erev Shabbath is to kindle the lights while 1t is

still daylight. In this way there 1s no danger of there

being an interim during which Isreel will have neither the

h.
cloud nor the fire to lead them,

2, Midrashim of Historical Slgnificance,.

Iike any other work of this nature, the homilies
of the Mekilta, in general, reflect the conditions and the
nistorical background of the days. There are a number of
midrashim,rhowever, which are of particular importance in this
connection, gince they contaln @lither direct or implied re~-
ferences to gpeciflc events which oceured during the tanna-
itic period. MNany of these passages have been treated from
an historical point of view by L. A. Rosenthal, in an article
entitled "Einiges Hlber die Agada in der Mekilta', appearing

1n 8 volume of Semltic studles in memory of A. Kohut. Some

of Rosenthael's hypotheses, concerning the background of these
midrashim, seem Lo be rather tenuous; others make sound
sense.

Those mldrashim whlch deal with the bones of Joseph

and with burlal, suggest to Rosenthal a subtle reference to ?”

the martyrs who dled in the Bar Cochba mrebelllon, and to

5 ,
whom the Romang refused proper burlal. The two passages
which speak of the Israelltes who perished during the three

days of darﬁness, mey well have been a homlletical denuncla= ol

tion of those who refused to supporb the”Bar Cochba rebelllion.
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Rosenthal, evldently, infers from the midrash that those who

dled in the darkness were bthose who did nobt wish to follow
Moaes out of bondage into freedom.6v The midrash which explains
the cireultous route through the wilderness 1s assigned by
Rosenthal to the post=-Bar Cochba period, and is sald to be a
rationallzation of the fallure of the rebelllon to bring re-
demption from the Roman yoke.7 In another place the Mekilta
says:s "When I (God) smite the Land of Egypt, thers will be
no plague upon you. Bubt there wlll be at some future bime."
The concluding stabtement of thls passage 1s c¢learly an attempb .
to explain the persecubion undsr Rome, oven though we may'mot
be able to assign 1t to any speciflc event,

~ There are a number of midrashim which refer spaci;
fically to the desbtructlon of the Temple. The prevalling
attitude of the rabbls 1s epitomlzed in the followlng 1ilus-
tration: "It is comparable to robbers who entered the palace
of a king, despoiled his property, kllled his royal househbld
and destroyed his palace. After some time, however, the king
gat in judgment upon them. Some he Imprisoned, some he exe-

cuted. He then reinhablted:his palace, and thereafter his

9 .
relgn was recognlzed in the world.," The first part of this

anslogy olearly reflects the events of 70 A. D,

One of the most direct references to Rome is found
in a statement by R. Simon b. Gamalliel: YCome and see bthe
wealth and gréatn¢ss of this wicked empire. Nobt one of 1ts

numerous legions is idle, for all of them are running about
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day and night.” Actual condltlons which exlsted under the

typrennical survelllsnce of Homan governorabip are specifieale
1y iliugtrated in two other passeges, One o o
plained that God Mimself led Israel through the wilderness
in order to teach the netions to hold Isrsel in high regard.
"ot only do thaw'nm% rospoot Lsrael®, says he, "rather they
put the Isreslites bo death in a1l manner of eruel waym,nll
The seoond passage demonsbtBrbes these cruel methods of execu~
tion employed by Romes, One sees a melwwmxﬁraaliﬁa o e
Wy are ymﬁ velng decapltated?” YBecause T e
son " My ave you being 18d to the stake?" "Recause I ”
Porahe” ﬂwhg sre you belng crueifiedt” Beceuse 1 ke’ unlaaye
- ened W?aaa‘wWa

1t was bthe usual bablt of the &ﬂﬁiénﬁ R
whose works we have been veviewing, to sconelude thelr homllles
and thely axh&wtaﬁimn& with & word of hopes Let us follow
thely example in oonelunding this thesbes The followlng Intorw
‘Ewetﬁﬁiﬂn of the mapdyred Akiba, is his message of hope to
the generatlion that bove tha.y@ke of Roman hegemony: “Suscvoth
here means olowds of gloryses.So far oo onle abost bho
paste How abouk the fubure? Serlpture anyss Tand the ransomed
of the Lord shall return snd come singlng unto Zion, and

| o L3
averlasting joy shall be upon their heads/” {Tsae 55410)

/omnaé/ﬂ fe'Ne. /cﬂ/?c/\ /c.Dr'Dﬂ J»/Z)h
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