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The rabbinic concept of is not 

so simple as to entail merely a reading knowledge of Scrip

tures and an understanding of its literal sense. Rathe~, 

it involves a precise and intricate process which seeks to 

interpret the underlying spirit of the Tor~h and to ex

haust the implications of every word and phrase. 

process is commonly designated as 

This 
1 

• 

'I'he large body of l"'abbinic literature which has grown out 

of this study of Torah is generally divided into two clas-

sifications -- ha~_a_c12;i_c_ ~~r.ash and haggad:i.c midrash. 
'~):f1· ,r .' e:/ ,,. 

Halachic midrash is chiefly concerned with the legal pos1_. 

·!:;ions of Torah; while the haggadic midrash deals mainly 

with the narra.ti ve portions, 1.nterpreting their signifl-

cance and extracting lessons of an ethical and moral na-
2 

ture. r.I1he Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael, with which this 

treati$e is concerned, is a collection of midrashim com-

posed of both haJ.achic and b.e.ggadic matter. 

Unquestionably, collections of midrashlm, in the 

form of commentaries to the books of Exodus, J.,1ev:i.ticus, 

Numbers, and Deuteronomy existed very early in taJ.mud:i.c 

times§ and since their contents were quoted in the names 

of the tannaim, they are classified as Tanna~tic ~rashim. 

Of these mi.drashim, the one to Exodus, which later became 

known as the Mekilta ( /(Jn f·~11) , is the oldes·b. 3 

J • Klausner, in discussing the da·bing of these tannai tic 
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.midrashim,, claims that an important clue to the composition 

of the Mekilta may be deduced from the fact that it begins 
l+ 

almost exactly where the Book of Jubilees comes to an end. 

The Book of Jubilees is, la:r'gely,, a midrash of both ha.la.

chic and hagga.dic character, written.to Genesis and the 

first part of Exodus dux•ing the re:l.gn of John Hyrcanus, 
5 

sometime between 135 and 105 B. c. E. Our present Mekilta 

contains ,some ve1"y old midrashim 1.n which are preserved ·t;he 

teachings of the early ta.nnaim. In its treatment of Scrip

tural verses, scholars have detected, for the most part, 

the simplex• exegetical and hermeneut,ical techniques chal"'

acteristic of the older tannaim; and, with the exception 

of a few names of late1" sages about whom scholars are st:i.ll 

uncertain,, all the teachers mentioned in the present Me-
6 

kilta belong to the ·banna:i.tic period. Eighty-six sages 
7 

are quoted by name in the MekiJ.ta.. Many of these tannaim 

are rabbis of the second century B. a. E.,, and the list 

extends from that period down to Rabbi (Judah Ha Nassi) of . 8 
the second century A. D. 

Al i;hough there is no decisive proof available, 

the :tncUrect evidence seems to w<1rrant the assumption that 

the Ol"ig:i.nal compilation of the Mek:llta was made in the 

school of Rabbi Ishmael, whose teachings, as well as those 

of his disciples, occupy a substantial and prominent place 
\ 9 

in this particular rnidrash. Of these d~sciples of Habbi 

Ishmael, only two are known to us, with certainty, by name 
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n. Jonathan and n.. Josiah 

The rest are preserved to us only in their midrashim, 

}. 
. 10 

t d d t t. f.,,...JuD1 '""" '"""" • S C quo·;e un .er LlB name .., '" '\.. , ... .., u -

ceeding redactors of that original draft of the Mekilta 

:1.ntroduced large munbers of other m:i.drashim taJ:een mainly 

from the school of Rabbi Akiba, I:Z. Ishmael 1 s great col-
11 

league. These two men, though their systems of inter·-

pretation differ J:>ad:tcally, may be consldered to be two 

of the greatest masters of n ') l.J> ( ')~,f • Both 

were :famous teachers of the first and second centuries 

A. D. -- which corresponds to the third tannaitic genera

tion. On the basis of this evidence we may assign the 

first drafts of the present Mekil·ba. de :Rabbi Ishmael to 

the second century of the Christian era -- about.the same 

period as the Bar Cochba rebellion and almost a century 

prior t;o the f:tna.1 redaction of' the Mishna. 

However, the Mekil·ba underwent a number of 

subsequent revisions and :r•edactions before :tt; assumed its 

present; form. According to a number of scholars, one 

of thefrn editors was probably Rabbi Jol)anan b. NappaQ.a, 

famous Palestinian Amora of the last half of tha third 

century. Many statements attributed to him in the 1ralmud 
12 

a.re found in the Mekilta quoted anonymously as /:J..no • 

Still another• redaction is ascribed to Rab, :famous Baby

lonian Am6ra and a contemporary of JoJ;ianan b. NappaJ;ia. 

Rab (Abba. A1rika) was a pupil of Judah Ha Nasi (Rabbi), 
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13 
who is quoted frequently in our Mekilta. 

rr1he final redact:ton of the Mekilta de Rabbi Ish-
11.1-

mael probably took place in the fourth or fi.fth century. 

Some authorities are of the opinion that the book in its 

present form is not complete, sections having been lost 
15 

over a period of centuries. George Foot Moore suggests 

that a tannaitic midrash dealing with the plans of the 

Tabe1"nacle ( l".(/t;) J\:Hc{) - ed. Fl"iedma.n) may be 
16 

one of these missing parts. Lauterbach,, however, pro-

poses that there is sufficient evidence to prove that, 

aside from unavoidable textmil variations and a few minor 

changes and omissions,, the Mekilta which we possess "has 

been preserved to us completely in the extent and in the 
17 

form given to it by its final redactor.n 
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The Name and Arrangement .£:£:. the ~!,i.J:.t.~ ------
Although passages from the present Meldlta 

appear in the 'l'almud,, they are never quoted in connection 
1 

with any book called does no'!:: 

suggest that such a tannaj.tic collection was not known to 

· the Amoraim. It proves,, merely, that during the Amoraic 
2 

period it was not yet known by its present name. The 

other two collections of this particular tannaitic group 

of midra.sh:i.m,, i. e. Sifra and Sifre, are mentioned in 

the Talmud by name. (Hag 3a, K:td. J.i.9b, ,Be • 47b, e-pc.). 

Most recent scholars agree that the '11Jalmud seems to con-

sider all three of these tannaitic midrashim a part of 

a larger collection, designated by the gene1~a1 title 

and· quotations from the collection to E!xodus, therefore, 
4 

' 1 "b d t '"':::..o M h b are simp y ascri e o •w oore, w o ases 

his assumption on the studies of D. Hoffman (Zur ~
t 
·l;ei tung in die halachischen M:i.drasch) says: 11The name ---- ----.. --
Mekilta is first found specifically appropriated to the 

3 

Midrash to Exodus after the close of the Babylonian Talmud." 

Lauterbach, however, whose studies on the subject are 

quite extensive, produces much ev:i.dence to prove that the 

practice of alludlng to this halachic m:l.d.rash to Exodus 

as Mekilta b~gan sometime near the close of the Gaonic 

period. He demonstrates, f'u1•ther, that as late as the lL~th 

century scholars and rabbinic authorities continued to 

5 
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6 
refer to the Exodus collection as Sifre. It seems, 

that the from evidence found in the Responsa literature 

hc-'1~~1 '?')~ ,, .JI t·~" were 
'7 

first to use the title 

the contemporaries of Hai Ga.on. 

Babll and Jerushalmi, use the word 

When the 'ralmud, both 

lc..J'r'.:>fi it in-J . 

variably refers to a mishna or a Baraita collection, 
8 

and never to a mid:r•ashic .collection. 

Unt;il the recent studies by Dr. Lauterbach, 

scholars we!Ve generally agreed that the word lc..J'Jf'~N . 
was the Aramaic equivalent of the Hebi .. ew word 

, meaning r'Ules or standards, and that 

this appellative, descriptive of the exegetical nature 
. ' 9 

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 halach:i.c midrash to Exodus. And, in 

apite of the fact that our present editions are arranged 

according to the weekly Sidra, the earliest drafts of the 

book WIB're undoubtedly arranged :i.n separate tracta.tes, 

divided according to subject matter, and independent of 
10 . 

the Torah cycle. This original plan of arrangement was 

tampered with by later editors, especially medieval 
\ 

rabbinic ai,-lthors whose purpose it seems to have been to 

make of the Mek:i.lta a midrash for the weekly Sidra., i .. ather 
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·l:;han a group of tracta.tes on selected subjects. Even 

the first printed editions ( 1515 and 15L1.5) showed this 
12 

revision of the earlie1" arrangement, and all subsequent 

editions have adopted the newer scheme which obviously 

rendered the Mekilta of greater value to the preacher. 

In rabbinic literature, the word /c,.J1 !\>ft :ts fre

quently employed to refer to a specj.al compendium. of E-.~.1.::-

kot, giving the term almost the same meaning as /CJ.Jl-:JO/f _ 

Contrary to the earlier opinion, therefore, we are led 

to believe that the title Mekilta dld not originate as 

an Aramaic .rendering of the word ~~/I (j(¥.Ilf1.:;,11), but rathe1" 

13 

as a term describing the chief distinguishing characteristic 

of this particular.collection of ha.la.chic midrashim~ i. e. 

its original division into nine separate t~aotates, topio-
14 

ally arranged. 1.t1he full title of our Mekilta- fc.Jl/,.J/1 
/J,.,..!NO/ ''.lo.''\ 

vOt•-"- r·~ does not indicate that Rabbi Ishmael 

was the. author of these tractates. It is more likely that 

R. Ishmael's name became a part of the title simply be

cause the first ·bractate began with· the wo1"ds: 

")/fl/c f /o'1/fJ..J 1
;\') • 

15 

Although the ori~inal arrangement has been al

tered in accommodation to the Sid1"a, the division into nine 

tractates is still prese1"ved in our editions of the Mekilta. 

These tractates in order of their present position are: 

I) Pisha ( (GhOv..V /(J.J)::>o~ ) 

2) Beshallah 0rz~ '"''~ ·· ) 
3) Shire.ta (_ I c.J) "J 1 (.i .. ) 
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4) Vayassa' ( '"""0 1
1 q) /lJ) ~(J/i ·) 

tr fty-6~ •• ) 5) Amalek 

6) Bahodesh ( '2...~n~~ .. ) .. 
7) Nezikin ( I 'i''1J ~ .. J 
8) Ka spa ( le i:> O.:l ~ .. ) 

9) Shabbata ( /c .. J)~Q.~ ") 

These tractates, accordi.ng to a colophon found 

amoung some early manuscripts, w~n·e divide~ into e:lghty-
16 

two chapters. 11.1he extI:sting editions, however,, have 
' 
only seventy-seven chapters and two 

introductory chapte1..,s. 

, or 

These, then, are the sa11ent facts concerning 

the historical development of one of the most ancient 

midrashic collections in our possession. In the fol-

lowing chapters, the purpose of this study will be to 

penetrate benea·th the surface and analyze the salient; 

features of its hom:tletical for.m and content. 
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General Characteristics 

The Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael, originally in

tended to be an halach:tc m:tdrash, does not begin with the 

first chapter of Exodus, but rather with the first legal 
1 J 

portion. The existing editions of the midrash cover the 

following portions of the Book of Exodus: Chapter 12. v. l -

23. v. 19; dhapter 31. vv. 12-17; and Chapter 35. vv. 1-3· 

Although it is classified as an halachic midrash, well over 

half of the Mekilta is of an haggadic nature. Of the nine 

tractates, Pisl;i.a, Nezikin, Ka.spa, and Shabbata are largely 

halachic; while Beshallal;t,., Shirata, Vayassa, Amalek,., and 

Bal;todesh a.re almost entirely haggadic. '.rhe hale.chic and 

haggadic portions of the Mekilta are readily distinguishable; 

however, they do no·c constitute tirro distinct pieces of 11 ter

a ture. Rather, they a.re inseparable features of the same 

body of tannaitic literature. The fact that .many haggadic 

midrashim appear scattered throughout some of the halachic 

tractates only attests to the close relationship between 

Agada and Hale.cha, a trait which seems to be characteristic 
2 

of the tannaitio spirit. It is solely w1.th the hagga.dio 

portions of the Mekilta that this thesis is concerned. 

The langu~ge of the Mekilta is al.most exclusively 

Hebrew. Since it is somewhat in the nature of a commentary 

to the Bibl~cal text which is Hebrew, and since many of the 

homilies and interpretations a.re drawn from a. treatment of 

certain key words in that Hebrew text, any other language 
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would have robbed the midrash of much of its meaning. 
3 

Furthermore, it is to be remembe1"'ed that Hebrew was the 

medium of expression in all tannaitic l:i.iera:ture, of which 

the MekiJ.·ba is a part. 

It has been mentioned before, :'l.n connection with 

the dating of the :Mel{i.lta, that in its "'c-~iuposition of a X: 

Scriptural verse, our midrash usue.lly emplo4s the simpler 

exegetical principles of the older tannaim. Dr'. Israel 

Bettan has aptly defined the purpose and described the 

spir:tt of these early homilies in the following terms: 

mrhe purpose of the 'drashah', then, is to bu:tl.d an exegetic 

scaffolding to buttress and susta1.n a sound religious out

look. It is, tbei"efore, essentially poetic, imag:tnative, 
5 

inspiring." 

In spite of the fact that· the "exegetic scaffolding" 

of the Mekj.lta is i"'ele.tively simple, when compared with some 

of the later works, it would be confusion to attempt an 

~nalysis of the manifold and di vei~se details of this method 

without some satisfactory my~teili of classification. In 

the ini:roduction to his volume on Medieval preaching, Dr. 
6 

Bettan has constructed such a system; and since it suits 

the purpose of this study,, we shall take the liberty of em

ploying it as the general outline of our delineation of 

the Mekilta 1 s exegetical.form. 



CHAPTER IV 
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Use of '11exts 

The Obscure fext. _...;;....__ ---
In the development of a m:tdrashic homily, the 

main cross-beam which supports the preacher's proposition, 

j_s the Scri.ptural text. Of the hundreds of texts employed 

by the homileticians of the Mekilta, the great majority may 

be class:i..fied as Obscure 'fext s. An obscure text is one 

"that presents a challenge to the interpreter, the text that 

seems to bristle with difficulties, whether they be of a 
1 

linguistic, a logical, a theological, or ethical character." 

In vlew of the fact that many Biblical verses are replete 

vd th such difficulties and obscure points, wh:1.ch lend them

selves readily to homiletical interpretat:l.on, it becomes 
':, 

apparent why this type of text found such widespread popularity 

among the early 1 darshanim'. 

A clear example of the use of an Obscure text in-

volving a logical difficulty is found in R. Nathan's inter-
2 

pret at ion of Exodus 12. 30. 11he text reads: "Por the1"e 

was not a house where there was not one dea.d.u What appears 

as a difficulty in the mind of the sage is the fact that 

the tenth plague doomed only tb,e first .. born males to death, 

and he rightly asks: "Were there no houses in which there 

were no first-born males?n If there were, then one would 

have to explf.l.in why Scr:l.pture makes the statement that no 

house escaped the plague. However, the difficulty is re

solved by R. Nathan in terms of Egyptian burial and memorial 
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customs.. He points out that the Egyptians set. up statues 

of their dead in their houses; and every household, there-

fore, would be sure to have a statue of a first-born male. 

When the tenth plague came, these statues were crushed and 

broken -- as if they were dying again. ~t1heref'ore the script-

ural verse is correct. 

Another example of an obscure text, this one in

volving a theological difficulty, is found in R. Ishmael's 
3 

treatment of Exodus 12.13. It is God who speaks saying: 

·"And when I see the blood." What troubles R. Ishmael is 

. ·-""""' ·---\~. 

a question of God's omniscience. If it is true that every-. 

thing is r•evealed before Him, then why is it necessary for 

Him to have a sign to distinguish between the house of an 

Israe14te and the house of an l~gyptian'? R. Isbmael explains 

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

but He asked the Israelites ·yo make one so that by performing 

this duty they would merit a reward. 

Still another text involving a tb.eolo~ical ob-
Ll-

scurity is found in the midrash to Exodus 20.1. The verse 

reads: "And the Lord spoke s.11 these words. u The poin·t; 

which suggests itself' to the preacher is the superfluity of 

the word "all". "These words" would have been sufficient. 

However, this superflu:tty is used as a. mea.ns of attributing 

greatness to God; namely, that He spoke ~ of the Command

ments simul ta.heously -- in one utter•ance. 

Finally, we get to those obscure texts which in-



valve some linguistic or grammatical problem, and of which 

there are many in the Mek:tlte.. For instance, Exodus 14.27b 
5 

reads: P ':."'\ jll..f'I ~ P '')aft ..Ill" 'i' Y1J'I • At fir~t, 

the Meld.lta inte1"prets this by merely elaborating upon its 

literal sense, i.e., that the Lord ove1~threw ( ")'"'IJ ) the 

Egyptians in 1mch and such a manner. However, a ) l"\lc .,~~ 

is added, which seems to be concerned about the selection 

of the root ·ytJ for this particular verse. 'rhe usual 

meaning of the word is ignored, and .., -iJ'I is interpreted 

as a verb derived from the noun "1-/J , meaning yout~. 

"And God rejuvenated the Egyptians., fl That is, He put the 

strength of youth in. them so that they could receive the pun

ishment"' And still another inte:rpI•et.ation in this vein -

God pl?-ced them in the hands of yo~~Eful angels, so to speak, 

who are cruel .. 

An.other choice example of the homiletical enrich-

ment of an obscure word or exp1 .. essiop comes to our attention 

in R. Eleazar of Modi'im's explanation of the expression. 
6 

~C ,..,~:> , in Exodus 16.31. Usually, is r•endered 

as 'boreander", and is taken to be a description of the color 

and appearance of the manna. Rfd. Eleazar, however, construes 

it as a pun on. the words ~ cl and 7l ;.cl;'\ • He says that 

the manna. was like the word of the Haggadah, which attr•acts 

the heart of man. (The Aramaic root .QrJ means "to draw" 
; 7 

or "to attractfl.) 

2. The Transparent Text 
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Of the rem.aining types of texts, the one wh:tch 

occurs most frequently in the Mekilta 1s the Transparent 

"f,ext. This kind of text is one "the thought of which, 

though clear and obvious, is yet capable of wider applica ... 

tions, and whose terms ••• lend themselves to stronger em-
8 

phasis~ n . Obv:tously, ·this :ls the simplest lcind of text 

to use, and, for the most part, requires only a forthright 

elaboration of the central idea or ideas explicj. t in the 
.. 

Scriptural verse itself. When the idea contained in such a 

text appeals to the preacher, or is especially suited to 

a subject of his interest, the transparent text recommends 

:ttself more readily than even the obscure type.. Let us 

consider a few examples of the transpa.1 .. ent text in the 

Mekilija. 

. Many of the Midrash:lm based on transpa.rent texts 

consist merely of one or two direct statements, either ap

plying the idea. contained in the verse, or briefl-y· elaborating 

it. Fo:r instance, Exodus 12.1.l lnst:ructs the people on the 

eve of deliverance from Egypt, to eat the paschal lamb "with 
9 

your loins girded, your shoes on your feet, etc.u All 

the midre.sh adds is:: "Like people stai ... ting on a journey. 

R. Jose the Galileean says: This passage teaches -y·ou that 

according to 1rorah, it :ts proper .for people who are starting 

on a j.ourney to be alert. " 
\ 

A ~ore elaborate treatment of a transparent text 

is found in the injerpretation of Exodus 1L~.10b which reads: 
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"And they were sore afraid; e.nd the children of Israel 
10 

cried out unto the JJord. 11 The meaning of the verse is 

clearly that the people wel"Ei in grave danger and prayed 

to God for help. The ibdea of prayer, therefore, suggested 

itself to the preacher who i1nmediately proceeded to compose 

a homily on that subject. By quoting a number of illustra

tive verses he makes the point that prayer was always the 

special occupation of our forefather; and adding to his 

Biblical quotations he explains that prayer is Israel's only 

real weapon of defence. 

:fi~xodus 22.20 deals with the proselyte. ffAnd the 

str•anger. shalt thou not vex, · ne:t.ther shalt thou oppress him, 
11 

etc." The midrash then p~oceed~ merely to explain what 

"vex" ~pd 'bppress" imply. You should not vex him with words, 

or oppress him with mattel"S of money, or remind. him of the 

fact that he was once an idolater, etc. With this introduction, 

the pl"'eacher then proceeds to expatiate his own ideas con

cei~ning converts to Judaism, in keeping with the spirit of 

the original text. 

3. The ~~g;prical Text. 

Although .it is not found &5 frequently as the two 

previous types, the Allegorical l'ext is one of the most ef

fective for homiletica.1 purposes. The Allegorical 1foxt is 

one "from wh:tch the interpreter seelcs to infer a thought not 

unlike the on~ expressed, though the process by which he ar

rives e.t ·:tt necessitates the substitution of the subject 
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with another suggestively familiar." Few of the Alle-

gor:tcal texts found in the Mek:tlte. will typify this defini

tion in all particulars; they do, however, illustrate its 

essential elemen1:;s. 

'I'hus, ·for· example, the midrash interprets "Thou 

hast guided them in (Thy) str•ength" (Ex. 15.13) in the 

f ollow:tng manner: "F'or the sake of the Torah which they 

were going to receive, for "Thy strength" here is but a 
13 

designation for Tora.h. 11 This allegorical interpretation 

of "strength" is applied also to Ps. 29.11 and Ps. 99.4. 

TJikewise, in commenting on Exodus 18. 7, ·the Mid-
Jl~ 

rash explains the word "tent" as meaning the house of study. 

And a. more extensive allegorical treatment of a text is 

found ).n R. J.neazar of Modi' im' s homily to Exodus 17. 9. 

nTomorrow I will stand upon the top of the hill. tr H. Elea-

zar' s interpretation is as follows: I,et us declare tomorrow 

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

fathers. "The top" ( Q..fc,1 ) means the deeds of the fathers, 
15 

and "the hil.1 11 l'~ ~c' j) ) means the deeds of the moth<1:tts. 

l+• The Pictorial Text. 

Another type of text, which occurs often in the 

Mekilta, and which is employed with particula.r 0ffectiveness 

is the P:i.ctorie.l lrext. Here we find that "the ·thought seems 

to revolve around some graphic word or phrase, which it is 
' ' the aim of the preacher to trace in vivid colors and with 

16 
i.mp:ressive effect. 11 Whereas the Biblical narrative of 
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such dramatic events as the crosslng of the Red Sea, the 

trek through the Wilderness, and the giving of the Torah 

at Sinai is rich in suggestive imagery, it is, on the 

other hand, terse and simple. One can well understand,, 

therefore, how the active imagination of these early preach

ers ·111Jas stimulated by such picto1"ial verses to reconstruct 

the striking details of these historic events, and in such 

a manner as to disclose to their listeners the veiled sig-

nif:t.cance of the graph.le descriptions. 

An excellent specimen of the Pictorial Text in 
17 

the Mekilta is Exodus 13.21: "And the Lord. went before 
The 

them by day in a pillar of cloud", etc. J\ .,·raphic symbol 

which attracted the preachers is, of course, the "pillar of 

cloud 11 • Citing Exodus 40,,36-38, Numbers 11+.11+ and Numbers 

9.19 Eis supplementary texts, also containing the word 11 cloud", 

the midrash describes the wonders of God's providence in 

vi vicl detail: "'I1hus there were seven clouds, four on the 

four sides, one above them, one beneath. them, and one ·t;hat 

proceeded before them on the road, filling the depressions 

and leveling the hills. (cf. Isa. 40.4). It also killed the 

snakes and the scorpions, and swept and sprinkled the road 

before them"~ etc. Thus, out of what was only a suggestive 

figure, the mid!_'ash has painted a pictorial. scene, subtly 

embodying an object-lesson of God's providence. 
i 

Still another example of this ltind :l.s found in hhe 

midrash to Exodus 16.14: "And when the layer• of dew was 
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gone up," etc. What serves to excite the imagine.-

ti on of the 1darshan 1 in this vei-•se is "the layer of 

dew;" and again he makes :i.t a symbol of God's providence, 

prodeeding to furnish the details in the follow:lng 

d~~cription: "Behold Scripture teaches how the manna 

used to cmne down fD~ Israel. The north wind would 

come and sweep the desert; then rain woy.ld come down 

and level the ground; then the dew would come up and 

the wind would blow upon lt. The ground thus became 

a. sort of golden table on which the manna would come 

down," etc. 

The treatment of 'Exodus 19.18 furnishes us 

with another variation of the Pictorial text. The Bibli-

cal narrative described Mount Slneti just prior to the 

giving of the I,aw, and it visualizes God as "descending 

upon it in fire." Here, the graphic word which strikes 

the eye of the haggadist is "f1.re", and he employs 

the main elements of both the allegorical a.nd plctadal 

interpretations to construct a brief, but pungent homily 

on Torah. The !-ext, he says, teaches that Torah is 

fire, was g:t ven in the midst 0f fire, and ls comparable 

to fire.· If one comes too near to it,, one :i.s burned. 

If one stays too far away, one gets cold. Therefore, 
19 

one can only seek to warm himself by.the flame. 

5. The Relatfve Text 

Of the five ty:i;:e s of texts included in this 
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classification, the one which occurs most infrequ·ently -

in the :Mekil·ta is the Re la ti ve -:-(ext,, being one "the homi

letic al significance of which appears in full force only 
20 

when it is viewed in relation to a verse pred.eding it." 

Some·cimes the verse related to the ma:i.n text appears im

mediately before it. In other instances, it is taken 

from a pr.eded:t.ng chapter of the se.me narra.ti ve,, 

An example of the latter· case :is found in the 
21 

Mekilta' s interpr•etation of Exodus 13, 8. An Israelite 

is .bidden to explain the eating of matzoh to his son by 

saying: "It is because of that which the I.lord did for 

me, 11 etc. r.rhe m:tdrash seems to question the use of -the 

first person singular pronoun, suggesting that one sho'l}tld 

say trwhat the T..iord did fol" ~." However, this difficulty 

is exple.:i.ned by interpreting the text as an ans°'er to the 

question in Exodus 12-26, "What mean 1!. by this service?" 

Since :i.n the question, the son excludes himself, he is 

also exciuded in the answer. ~rhus a transparent or 

obscure text takes on new meaning :tn light of the related 

text. 

-The clearest example of the Relative text in the 

Mekilta, is one in which the two verses are contdguous. 

This particular midrash serves as a kind of bridge con

necting the conclus.ion bf Tractate Beshallah and the be-
. 22 

ginning of Sb'.irata. Exodus 15.1 is the beginn1ng of 

The Midrash seeks to interpret 
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the force of the word (then), and the an-

swer is found :i.n the preceding verse (Ex. iL,_.31) which 

reads: "And they believed in the Lord and in Moses His 

se1•vant ·" Read together, these two verses preach an 

eloquent homi.'.}.y on faith. When did. Is:r•ael receive the in-

spiration and have good reason to sing a song of pra:i.se 

and triumph? Only after they had exhibited the feith with 

which they believed in God. 

60 Similar or Identical texts .• ----
While on the subject of the use of texts in 

the Mekilta, it is important to take note of another 

exeget:tcal technique which occurs frequently in our mid

rash, as well as :i.n others. It is important because :i.t 

illustrates that spirit of early rabbinic literature which 

st.r!i:ve's in its exposition of 1rorah to achieve ·the same 

exactness and consistency in the haggacllc portions as :t t 

does in the halachic. In the da.se of two or more texts 

which have similar or identj.cal phraseology and express 

the same thought, that midrash whj.ch is used to interpret 

one of these texts will be repeated verbatim in the ex-

position of the subsequent texts. This practice oocu1"s 

again and again in the lVfekilta. Let us examine only a few 

instances. 

Exodus 12.12 reads: ttFor I will pass through 

the land of Ekypt," eto. O»e interpretation of the verse 

is to regard not as "pass"; but rathe1 .. as 
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11 anger" [ l1 ..., ;::r(] . Psalm 78 .. 49, Zephani.ah 1.15, 

and Isaiah 13.9 are quoted 1.n support of this, interpreta-
23 

tion. Later the Biblical teMt reads: "For the Lord will 

pass through to Sl})ite the Egyptians." e~c. (Ex. 12.23), 

and here the above midrash is quoted again,' even using the 
24 

same illustrative verses. 

· :~xodus 19 .13 reads, in part: . "And the voice of 

the ra:m1' s horn soundeth long." Later in the same chapter 
26 

(19.19) the voice of the horn is described as "waxing 

loudel" and louder. II In both inste.ndes the ident:i.caJ. mid-

rash is applied~ 

Still a third example is found in the case of 
27 28 

two j.dentical texts. B©th Exodus 31.15 and 35.2, 

being the commandment to observe the Sabbath, have the 

same -~ea.ding; and in both places we find the !2:_en~£ 

inidrash which harmonizes these texts vd.th a variant read-

ing in Exodus 20.9. The interpretation is gaggadic, and 

not ha.la.chic in character. 

'I' 
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Illustrative Materials in the Mekilta 

The text taken from Scriptures is, of course, 

the sine qua non of the midrashic P..o:mily; and the purpose ---·-
of the 'da"shan' is to expound and interpret that text. 

" 
H_owever, 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. 'rl1e illustrative matter found :i.n midrashic 

literature is both d~versified and distinctive. Indeed, 

it is this feature of the m:i.drash which gives it the 

stamp of creative literature; and it is hel"e, ·too, that 

the modern preacher finds the greatest store-house of 

valuable and suggestive mate1:-ial for his own homilet:l.cal 

endeav©rs. 

In the Mekilta we find examples of most types 

of illustrative media, used in various ways, with the 

purpose of making the horn:i.lies as effective and as intel

ligible as possible. In th:l.s respect, the ancient sages 

evinced a more intelligent understanding of audience and 

classroom.psychology than do many of ou;r modern preachers. 

Their awareness of the value of slmple, meaningful 1.llus

trat:l.ons in achieving the maximum of pedagogic efficiency 

is best described in the ·words of the Mekilta ltself. Ex-

plaining the µse of a certaj_n analogy, R. Joshua b. Karl~1a 

says: "This figure is us~d in orde1" to pe;r~~trate ~ ~· 11 

( ( jl/c, ~'f'i'J'l'l.) 
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1. Illustrative Scriptural Verses 

Since one could quote no higher authority, and 

since one could find numerous examples and statements in 

Tanach to support virtually any ethical or religious idea, 

the most common ·bype of illustrat:lon used in the Mekilta is 
2 

the Illustrative Text. Literally hundreds of Biblical 

verses are cited in the Mekilta in this manner, and only 

rarely is there a midrash which does not employ l:!-t least 

one Illustrative Text. This practice is so widespread in 

the m:l.drash that to read the m:l.drash not; only gives one 

a knowledge of the book to which it is written, but also 

offers a survey of all of Tanach. ~L1he Mekilta employs 

Illustrative Texts taken from every book of the Old 1resta-

ment. 

These Scriptural verses e.re used in a number of 

different ways. Generally, however, they may be grouped 

into three categorles. The simplesr of these is the c:t ta.

ti on of a verse which e.xpresses the idea of the preacher or 

which bears out the point which he has ~Just made. It is 

in the nature of support1ng evidence, frequently introduced 

by 

the1"e are those verses which are ostensibly unrelated to 

or in disagreement with the main text; but which, in the 

course of the homiletical development, prepare the way for 

the preachei" 1 s; conclusion. 1.rhey are sometimes introduced 

by Thirdly, there is a large 

I'' 
I . 



group of illustre.:tive tex.ts which are usually introduced by 

I~ lc.,31'..) ,"simila.rl-y·" or "lilrnwis(:' you must interpret". 

An example of the first type is found in a rather 
3 

elaborate exposition of the Ten Commandments. The midrash 

:ts speaking of the merit with which Joseph deserved that his 

coffin should be transported by the side of' the A:r•k, i.e., 

that Joseph fulfilled all the commandments. By citing over 

twenty verses from the Joseph ne.rrati ves :i.n the Pentateuch, 

the m'id.rash illustrates exactly how he fulfilled each pf 

the commandments. A varlation of this manner of Scriptural 

illustration :lnvolves an interpretation which ·:i.s based on 

a similarity of phraseology. 1rhe mid.rash explains that 

Moses did not really sit in judgment "from the morning until 
l --
·~· 

the evening." (Ex. 18.13) scripture merely w~shes to teach 

that h~ who renders a tr•ue judgement ts as one who had _been 

a co-wor1r.er of God in the creation of the world.. This idea 

is held to be correct because in describing creation, 

Scripture uses a similar phrase "and there was ~_?.--~g and 

theI'e was morning." (Gen. 1. 5 ). 
The second type of Illustrative Text is clearly 

5 
set forth in the inte1"preta:tion bf Exodus 15. 3: "'.rhe T~ord 

is a man of war." The mid.rash, however, cites three verses 

(Jer. 23.24, Isa. ·6.3, and Ezek. 43.2). which show God not 

as a man, and certainly not a man of war. The preacher then 

proceeds to ex~lain the apparent disagreement as an indication 

of God's care for Israel; that He is both transcendent and 
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innninent, proving the point w:i.th another illustrative. text 

from Hosea ll .. 9. An example of this type of Illustrat1.ve· 

text, but in a Cf.tse wher•e it is apparently unrelated to the 

main text is found at the very beginning of 'I'ractate Amalek .. 
6 

The text reads: "Then came Amalek11 (Ex. 17.8) The homiJ.et-

ician interprets the verse by illustr•a ting it with the 

thought in Job 8 .11: "Can the rush shoot up without m1.re? 

Can the reed-grass grow without water'? If In the same way, 

can lsrael live without Torah? Since they neglected the 

Torah, Amalek was sent against them. 

Final1y, let us consider two examples of the I~ {JI'.) 

variety of Illustrative Texts. In commenting on Exodus 
7 

12.1, the Mekilta speculates as to the purpose of mentioning 

Moses before Aaron.. However, :i. t concludes that since Aar•on 

is mentioned first in another place (Ex. 6.26), Scripture 

meant~one to be regarded as important as the other. This 
~ 

same interpretation is then applied to four pairs of verses, 

each containing two or more objects, mentioned in one sequence 

in the first verse of the pair, and in reverse order in the 

second verse. Thus, heaven and earth were crea.ted slmultane

ously (Gen. l.l,2.L1.); Abraham, Isaac, and l!acob are of 

equal. haportance (Ex. 3.6, Lev:tt. 26.L~2); mother and father 

deserve equal respect (Ex. 20.12, Lev. 19.3); and Joshua and 

Caleb are peers. (J\Tum. lL~.6, 32.12). 

In ~nother place (Ex. 17.ll), the midrash dismisses 

the possibility of Moses bringing victory to Israel against 

\ 1 
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Am.alek hy merely raising his arms. It is interpreted to 

mean that Moses 1 upraised arms would. insp:tre the Israelites 

to faith, and God would, therefore, give them v:i.ctory. 

1rhi s interpretation is tb.en applied, with the introduction 

I~ f,31•.:i , to two other symbolic acts wh:i.ch bring Di vine 

protection to Is1•ael; i.e., the fiery serpent in Numbers 
8 

21.8, and the blood on the doorposts in Ex. 12.13. 

2. 1rhe Example. 

After the ancient homilet:tcie.n derl ved an idea 

from his text and presented further Scr:i.ptul"•al evldence in 

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

He usually inser•ted, somewhere in the development of his 

lesson, an illustration which helped to concretize the ab-

stract :i.dea. One of the simplest forms of such concrete 

elucidation is the Example, 
'::i - --

"A parallel from daily life, 

which brings the thought ••• very close to one 1 s personal ex.-
9 

perience." li1or instance., in explaining the dlf'ference be-

tween the ws:ys of God and the ways of man, the Meklita says: 

"Man does not heal with the same thing with which he wounds, 

but he wounds with a knife and heals with a. plaster. The 

Holy One, blessed be He ••• heals with the very same thing with 

which he wounds. n Following this are several :i.llustr•ati ve 
10 

verses proving the latter part of the example. Another 

type of examp1.e is found in H. Nathan's conception of those 

who love the Lord and keep fU.s commandments. (Ex .. 20.6) 
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1rl:1e Eaxmple is also intended as a description of oppression 

under Homan rule. 1.11hose who love the Lor•d a.re the ones who 

risk their lives to keep 111.s corr..ma.ndments.. One meets a pri

soner and oocs him: 11Why are you be:l.ng led to be decapitated", 

and he answe1"s: "Because I circumcised my son. u "Why are 

you being led to the stake?" 11 Because I :r•ead the Torah. 11 

11 
"Because I ate Matzohs. 11 "Why are you going 'to be crucified?" 

Another simple form of clarification employed fre

quently by the rabbis ls the analogy, "by means of wh:i.ch the 

preacher seeks to make clear the relation between ideas, 

bringing a remote principle near by identifying it with one 

that is familiar to all." Since most people become familiar 

with the natu1~a1 phenomena which they observe almost daily, 

man-y of the midrashic analogies a.re taken from nature. J?or 

example, in a homily on the efficacy of prayer, the Mekilta 

says: "Just as the ternd.'\1e has only its mouth to smite the 

cedar, so Israel has only praye1"" (as a means of overcomlng 
12 

obstacles). So, too, in explaining Jethro's advice to 

l'foses, the midra.sh ::mys: "Observe, a beam when it is still 

green and moist, two or three people get under it but cannot 

support it. But f otu• or five people get under it and can 

support it." So, Moses needed assistance in admin:tstrating 
13. 

the e.ffairs 'of his newly emanc:tpated nation. 

l+. The Proverb. 



' ' ~ 
' 

.. 

;. 

-28-

Another common. litera1•y illustration employed by 

the tdarshanim' in the tffeldlta is the Prover•b. Most of the 

proverbs in the Mekilta. are maxiomatic pr:i.nciples attributed 

to one or another of the sages, and used as a terse, striking 

S'l.1mma:r.y of the preacher's idea. In summariz:tng a midrash on 
\ 

prayer, the 1'.lekllta says: "H. ·Eliezer used to say: There is 
14 

a time to be brj.ef. in prayer anc1 a time to be lengthy." 

Wishing to point out that not a living creature escaped the 

thir•st which caused Israel to murmur against Moses, the 

M:idrash quotes H. Joshua's proverb: "When the house falls, 
15 

woe to the windows." One of the most frequently repeated 

aphorisms in the :Meldlta is: "With that measure which a man 

metes unto others, is it meted unto him." 
16 

1f- P'lf,~lff i'~ • Still another well-known proverb, 

quoted j_n the Mekilta in the name of H. Nathan is: "Do not 
17 

rep,roach your fellow with a fault which is also your own. 11 

1J.1hls particnlar proV:erb :ts used to illustrate the midre.shic 

interpretation of the admonition against vexing the proselyte 

(Ex. 22.20), implying that Israel, too, was at t:i.mes guilty 

of idolatry. 

5· The Parable. 

One of the most popular and wide:l:y-used illustrations 

in the Mekilta, as in other midrashim, is the r(U ' or 

Parable. it is this fo~1 of elucidation which really tests 

the creative :tngenuity of the preacher. 1.rhe Parable is, es-
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sentially, an elaborate analogy, in which "The preacher 

st1"i ves to create an imag:tnary but not :i.mpos sible situation, 

in the light of which his text and theme assume fresh meaning 
18 

and lust:r•e. tr r .. Iost parables are composed of t'l"JO elements, 

the b..,/I and the f-lfVJ ... _ the story and its applicati.on 

to the pr•eacher' s propoEd ti on. If the latter is not stated 
19 

explicitly, it ls always :trnplied. 'rhe parable is introduced 

by the formula 'i) /\/IQ; 1 ('-\~" J>Nf', or 'J' r/i)r t~. 
For example, R. Jose the Galilean is inter•pret:i.ng 

the verse: "And the heart of Pharoah and of his servants 

He wishes to say that after the Is-

raeli tes had gone, the Egyptians began t; o r•ee.lize how valuable 

they were. So, he makes his point by the following parable: 

"It is like a man to whom there has come as an :tnherltance a 

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

purchase1" d:ug wells in it and planted gal"dens, trees, and or-

chards. The seller, seeing this, began to choke with grief. 

So i 1; happened 

' i"ealizi.ng what 

}/Iany 

to the Egyptians who let (Isrs.el) go without 
20 

they relinquished." 
. .f o~..,o\ 

of these parables are 
4 

especially in those 

midrash:tm which seeJ:e tQ emphasize the fact that God is not 

at all like a man •. A choice example of this¢' :ts found in a 

midrash on pra:tsing God for His great work:s. "To what is it 

1:1.ke? r110 the following: A !{j.ng of flesh and blood enters a 
·, 

state surrounded by a circle of guards; his heroes stand to 

the right and to the left of him; his soldiers before and be-



hind him. All the people ask: 'Which is the King?' For 

he is flesh and blood l:l.ke the rest. But': when the Holy 

One, blessed be He, revealed Himself at the sea, no one had 
21 

to ask wh:i.ch one was the King. 11 

We come next to the use of th.e Allegory as an illus

tration of some homiletical idea. In this form, "An abstract 

truth :ts conceived under the form of a person or• any object 
22 

of sense, and is given concreteness and dramatic intensity." 

In the Mekilte. the1"e is no example of a ~-defined or .fully

.~~ye~0:_ allegory; although, as we have seen, there are 

many examples of texts which are interpreted allegorically. 

In the r:rekilta, such interpretations are at·Jtributed to the 

3\ f fl J{..1 1-<...')1.., ( ':L1he Allegorists). Aside from their brief 

stat,ements, found scattered throughout early midrashic J.itera-

ture, little is known about thls school. AccoI•ding to Lauter-

bach, it was one of the earliest schools of Biblical interpre-

t~tion, having a distinct exegetical method. It seems that 

the:tr underlying motive was to explaln away anthropomorphisms 

an.d to sp:tr1tualize the concept of God. While we have no 

l"eason to believe that they categorically denied the validity 

of literal interpretation, they clearly believed that many 

Scriptural verses made little sense when taken literally, and 
; ' 23 

theJ:>efore demanded a metaphorical elucidation. Thus, we 

find that in treati.ng the ;narrative conce1"ning the lack of 
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water in the wilderness (Ex. 15.22), R. Joshua takes the 

verse literally; but R. Eliezer makes the suggestion that 

they could have dug wells. One solution to the problem is 

suggested by a qiiotatlon from the Allegorists, who sa:y: 

11 rrhey did not find wor•ds of ~ah which are likened to water. 11 

T.iikewise, in. explain:i.ng the name "manna" (Ex. 16. 31), the 

literalists say that one person asked another: "What is it?" 

( ~ kl II • But the Allegonists say: "
1.rhe Israelites 

25 

'" .rt 

called it by the name Now, according to some 

scholars, the Allegorists, like Philo, took the word 

to be a P 1.(.1 or symbol for "word of Godn or spir:i. tual 
26 

food." 

Of the variety of illust1"a ti ve li te1~ary f'orms :i.n 

the JV;ek:llta, one of the most colorful is the Legend. Jewish 

folklore is especially l"ich is what might be called n1egend

ary history", which grows out of the real experiences of a. 

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

among every folk, these legends constitute one of the most 

popular means of :tnstructing the people j_n the cultural,. ethi ... 

cal, and spiritual traditions of the group. There are two 
. 

types of legends in midrashic literature -- "those that 

spring from the scriptural. text, or its context ••• ,and those 

that have no inherent or direct connection with the text ••• ", 

but are adapted to the text by the preachers because they 
26 

illustrate his thought. 

'. ·i 
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One of the best known examples of the first 

variety, is the legend concerning the bones of Joseph 

whlch ~"T.oses took with him when the Israelites left Egypt. 

(Ex. 13.19) Moses is lauded for his piety. While Israel 

busied themselves with preparations for the Exodus, Moses 

was concerned with fulfilling a great Mi tzvah. 'I'he fascinating 

legend is inserted to explain how Moses discovered where Jo-

seph was buried, and how he retrieved the coffin from its 
27 

sepulchre. 

Following is an illustration of the legend which 

has a non-Biblical settlng. Apparently wishing to dramatize 

his proposition. that even the sigh_!; of e.nytb.ing ev:i.1 is 

enough to bring injury to a man, H. Abba relates this .story: 

"'I'here was a man in the land of I srae'.}. whom people called 

Merutah (Plucked Hair). 'I1l:1ey say of him that once he went 

up to the top of a mountain to gather wood, and he saw a 

sleeping serpent. Although the serpent did not harm him, the 

hail" of his head fell out immediately. Unto his dying day 

no hair gr•ew bacl{ on his head. Therefore they called him 
28 

Merutah. 11 

A conventional form of exposition, especially in 

ancient literature, is the Dialogue. rrhus, we find that, 

in developin~ an idea or elucidating a certain point, the 

Mekilta often prefers to cast :t ts pre~rnntation in the form of 

a simple conversation between two parties, rather than employ 
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a more formal disquisi tlon. Tb.e dialogue is usually simple 

and straightforward, sometimes between God and a/prophet --

sometimes between a rabbi and his disciple sometimes be-

tween two anonymous parties. 

For example, in a. discussion of the rel.at:ive im

portance of prayer and timely action, the midrash records 

the following conversation between God and Moses: "Moses 

was standing and reciting long prayers. 1'.Phe Holy One said 

to hii:n: 1 Mosesj l\\-y fl"iend is s:i.nking in the water; the 

sea is closing in. upon him; the enemy ls pursuing him; and 

you recite long prayers.' Moses said: 'Ruler of the world, 

what can I do?' God answered him: 'I,ift up thy rod.', etc." 
29 

(Ex. 14 .• 16) 

An excellent illustration of the Dialogue is found 

in a discussion on monotheism and idolatry between H. Gamliel 

and a certain philosopher. Here we find quite an extended 
--.....:J 

conversation in which R. Gamliel introduces examples, a para-
30 

ble, and Scriptural texts. 

It is not the purpose of this study to analyze the 

various hermeneutic systems and principles employed :tn rab

bin1.c literature. 'rhere is, however, one such rule which is 

applied so frequently 1.n the homilies of the Mekilta., as to 

make it worthy of our a.ttenti.on. 1.rhe )j'lml rl' is essen

tially a syllogism, an a fortiori inference, i.e •• an infer-- ;r-- ~ 

ence from mi.nor to major. Just as it is used with alm.ost 
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decisive effect in questions of halacht;:., so the homiletician 

employs it to demonstrate an ethical or religious idea. 

111he sages explaJ.n the ten plagues as a form of 

Di.vine punishment; and infe:ring from the order of the verse 

that he who sinned fir_st :i.s punished first, they apply the 

Kal Vabomer with the foll6wing result: "If with regard to 

meting out evil, wh:i.ch is of less im.po1•tarice, the rule is 

that he wbo sins first ls pun1.shed f:lrst, how much more should 

this. be the ru.le in meting out good, wh:l.ch is of greater :Lm-
32 

portance1 11 Another example is contained in a midrash 

on just:tce. Scripture states that if a man commits an in

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

be fatherless. (Ex. 22.22f) Reasoning by way of Kal Valai.omer 

the midrash. conclude$: "If for me:r.•e r'efraining fr•om violating 

justice your reward will be that your wives wi.11 not be widows 

and your children fatherless, how much more so when you ac-
' 33 

tu.ally perform an act of justice. 11 

10. The 8ermonette. 

By and large, the haggadic midrashim of the Mek:Llta 

are in the natur<? of homiletical notes and outlines, rather 

than fully developed sermons. 'I1hel"'e ax•e, however, a nu:m.ber 

of instances whe1"e the haggadist has composed a pl"otracted 

and unif:led discourse on a g:tven subject, and which might be 
j 

descr:i.bed af! a Sermonette. Tra.ctate BeshallaQ. concludes 
-- 311. , 

with such a sermonette on faithe The midrash had been in-
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terpreting the verse: "And they believed in the Lord and 

in !·(oses His servant." (1~x .. 11.J-•31) 1rhe meaning of this 

verse is transparent, and the preacher uses it as the text of 

his sermon on faith. He speaks of the faith of the patri-

archs and of the rewards for a life of falth, quoting illus-

tra ti ve verses in pJ:>ofusion. Slmllarly, there 
35 36 

ettes on the evil of idolatry, on prayer, 

are sermon-

on chast:i.se-
39 37 38 

ment, on suffering, on proselytism, and on justice. 

This, then, concludes our s~dy of the homiletical 

style of the Mekilta. Let us proceed to a review of its 

ideas and concepts. 

!11 

',' !i!ii' 
' . l: 

;:1;1.:\il 



Part the Third 

THE HOMI!JJ!;TICAI, CONTENT OF ~r.m~ MEKII,TA 



CHAPTER VI 



;.I 

God 

The homilies of the Mekilta touch upon a great 

variety of subjects; even, indeed, to incl·\1de almost every 

aspect of the religious, social, and personal life of man. 

Distinctly prevalent in this extensive array, are those mid

rashim which deal with the docitrine of God. In one section 

alone ( r J;, i '( -- E:x:. 15), the Mekilta sets forth a col-

lection of statements which, according to Moore, "come nearer 

than any othel" passage in this literature to belng a connected 

exl:dbition of these top1cs in what may be called the B:i.blical 

doctrine of God, as that doctrine was interpreted by Jewish 
l 

scholars. 11 When these midrashim, toge·bher w:lth those scat-

tered throughout the l"est of the lVIekilte., are assembled and 

arranged, one has a rather elaborate exposition of the God

idea of rabbinic J'udaism .. 

1. The Creator. 

The :i.dea of God as the creator of the uni ver~rn and 
I 

the nature of His creative power, is best illustrated by one 

of .the titles used very frequently in referring to God. 

(There are several such titles of Divinity, among them P•~ft~ 

and h1·" ? f">;:\ Z•~i';) ) . Vfi th this appellation the De:i. ty is 

add.res sed as fl fl";') 7' 1 ":l / 1/Y le( jl , usually rendered as 

11 He, by whose iword, the world came into be1nge 11 The nature 

of God as the creator ls further described by the following 

midrash: Humnn beings make a roof of wood, or slate, or 
I 
I 
I I 

!· :: 
i 'Ii 
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clay. God used water as a roof for the world. (Ps. 104.3) 

Hum.an beings cannot shape things out of water. God created 

forms out of water. (Gen. 1..20) Human beings start with 

a foundation and build upward. God started with the upper 

part and built downward. (Gen. 1.1) Human beings, in making 

a figure must have a model and must begin with a s:l.ngle part. 

God forms the entire .figure at o:nee, and out of a drop of 
2 

fluid gives man a son in the image of his father. 

2. General Attributes 

One of the most important of the divine attributes 

insi.sted upon by the rabbis is His ~by. Thus, the hagga-

dist :i.s troubled by the verse: " 1.rhe Lord is a Man of wa1"," 

(Ex. ·15. 3), so he hastens to emphasize the second part of the 

verse, "the Lord is Tiis name", explaining that this is said 

so the nations w:l.11 not have grounds to say that the1"e are two 

powe1•s. "He ls a man of war, at the sea -- but He ls also 

the merciful One. It is He wb.o was in the past, and who will 

be in the future. It is He in this world, as well as in the 
3 

world to come. ff 

l Of importance, too, i.s the question of 1J.1ranscendance 
fr-./ ---.. --. ----

and ~r~~.en?e. This problem is suggested to the preache1• by 

the text: "And the r,ord came down upon Mount Sinai", etc. 

(Ex. 19 .20) So, he caut:l.oll.s against taking the verse liter-_.. 
ally "apfJli.es this analogy. ttrf the sun, one of the many ser-

vants of servmits, l"emains in its place a:nd yet is effectl.ve 

beyond its place, how much more ls this t1"ue 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 Omnipr_:?s~E~· On this point, the I!fekilta says: rrGod said 

to him (Moses), wherever you find a man's footprints, I am 
5 

there before thee.n In another place God's omnipPesence 

is maintalned in the inter·preta:t; ion of' "~~hat soul shall be 

cut off from Israel. 11 O!:x. 12.15) The midrash says that one 

might take this to mean that one cut off from Israel could go 

and live among another people. But this is impossible since 
6 

God's dominion j.s everywhere. (cf., Lev. 22.3) Also, in ex-

plaining Jonah's flight from before the Lord, the Midrash 

quotes a numbel'l Of illustrations to show that ElUCh a. thing is 

impossible. (Of .. Ps .. 139.7f, Job. 3L1 .• 22, etc.) Hence, Jonah 

was not escaping from God 1 s presc:.ince. He merely fled from 

:Bretz Y:i.sroel to a foreign land where, :i.t was connnonly be-
7 

lJ.eved, God would not :r•eveal Himself' in prophecy ... 

Next vve observe what the Uekiltia. has to say about 

God's Omnipo~~n.c.~ and· Omni.science. In one place :it makes 

the observation: "Even if you stand silent the Lord will fight 
' 

for you -- and how much tb.e more so when you render praise 
8 

unto Him, for in His hands a.re the fortunes of war:' In _________ ... ___ __ 
another place, a parable :i.s used to demonstrate His Omnipo

tence. "A priest had a slave who said: I will run tnto the 

cemetery where my master is forbidd0n to follow me. But the 

pd.est said: I have other sex•vant s like you. So when Jonah 

trrnught to escape from the Lord, the Holy One, praised_ be He 

said: I have other agents like you at my command. " So He 
' 

< ! 

I 

I 
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9. 
brought about the great storm. ( ~fonah la4) On God 1 s 

Omniscience, the ~·;::ekilta has the following thought: God 

did not ree.lly need the blood as a s:i.gn on the Israelites' 

doorposts, since everything is reve~ be~ Him. It wa.s 

only that He wanted Israel to merit His protection by obey:tng 
10 

:m. s c·ommands • 

One of the most recurrent attributes ascribed to Gcid 

by the Mekilta, is that of Incompa.rabilit;[ (or In.corporeality). 

The rabbis seem to have been especially anxious to impress 

the people with the fact that God is not anthropomo1"phic. 

This tendency is particularly noticeable in those parables 

which are ~receded by the formula 

"A. King of flesh and blood enters a prov:i.nce su1"rounded by 

guards. His heroes stand on either side of b.im,and his sol-

diers in front and in back of him. And all the people ask: 

Which is the King2 Because he is of flesh and blood like 

those about him. This is not so with God." (When He reveals 
11 

Himself no one need ask which one is the King.) 

'ro conclude this section on attr•ibutes, we c:i.te a 

mid.rash which lists the foll()w:i.ng qualities of God, and the 

Biblical texts which support them: God is Mighty (Deut. 10. 

17, Ps .. 21.~. 8, e·bc.), I~~2E~paNtb~~ ( Jer. 10. 6), ~ (Owning 

the entire un:i.verse, Deut. 10.14., Ps. 21-~·l, Ezek .. 18.4, etc.), 

~(Prov. 3.19, .Job. 12.13, etc.); the Source of ·vv:i.sdom -· _ .. __ , 
(Dan .. 2.21), F'aithful (Deut. 7 .. 9, 32.4), Merciful (Ex. 34.6, --- 12 
Ps .. 1t~5 .9), and He is the Supreme_ J\ldge ( Deut. 1.17, Ps .. 82. l ). 



~- ... 

-40-

To have developed the doctrine of ethical monothe

ism, which is both the pedestal and the crown of Jewish 

theology, it w~s necessary to conceive of God not only as 

being 9r:.,e and ~gh!1_, but also as being the God of Abs?..;t.~te 

J'ustice. ::rrHn'e are inumerable statements in the Mekilta. which 

por"t.ray God as the Supreme J"udge of the uni verse. ':J:he name 

Elohim, for :instance, is always :baken to mean "the judge who 
13 

is ju.st :i..n exacting punisbment and faithful in givlng reward." 

In another place n. Pappias and H.. Akiba emphasize the point 

that not only is Ee just, but Hia justice is perfect e.nd in

controvertable.. "He judges all that come into the world Him-

self a~d the~e is no one to argue against His words." ''ll'or 

every word is in aecordance with truth and every decision ~.n 
l/_~ 

accordance with justice." 

An 1.ndispensab1e corollary of the doctrine of Di vine 

Justice, is the :notion that God tempers Hi.s judgments with 

This idea is reflected in a Kal Vahomer which appears - . 
several time.s in the Mek:tlta. "If with regard to meting out 

evil (punishment), which is of less importance, the Holy One, 

blessed be He, acts when He says He will act, how much the m!D're 

is it so with regaJ::>d to meting out good, which is of greater 
15 

importance." Here, the quality of God 1 s me:r.•cy is i.nfer•red 

fr•om the belief that God Himself' attaches greater importance 
: 

r 
to reward than He does to punsihment. However, this midrash 

does not yet suggest: that the jt1dgment its elf' is modified. We 
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find such a suggestion in another place. 
11 

Glor:i.ous in power" 

(Ex. 15 .6) means that Goel is long-suffe1')ing; for just as in 

the case of the generation of the Flood, the generation of 

the 'l'ower, and just as in the case of Sodom and Gomori"ah, so 

in. the case of the Egyptians God extended mercy and gave them 
16 

time to repent. (Further evidence of this wi 11 be found in 

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

Exodus from Egypt, the Mekilta says: "They (Israel) were re-

bellious, but He dealt with them charitably and delive1~ed 
rr 

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

Compassion is 1.nfinite. "It is the nature of a human being 

that he cannot listen to two people cry at the same time. 

God, however, 1.s not so -- but even when all who come into 
18 

th£ world cry before Him, He bears their cries." (Cf .. Ps. 

The rabb1.s, however, were not satisfied with merely 

proposing the idea of mercy. Evidently, they, like the pro

phets of old and the theologians of today, felt the necessity 

of explaining on what grounds the Supreme and Perfect Judge 

tempered his absolute justice with mercy. In answer to this 

question the rabbis employed two main ideas -- the doctr•ine 

of I JJ... (61' l (similar to 0 grace") and the doctrine of 

,..itr./u .1'1/:J? • 11he following midrashim are representative 

of these ideas. "The sages say that for the sake of His .._.._ .... -- -- -~-

name He acted thus toward them." (Saved them at the sea in 
19 

spite of their rebelliousness). In another place, the 

,, ,, 

I, 
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Mekilta explains that God provided food and drink for 

Israel in the wilderness,, and led them and protected them 

only because of the meri.t of Abraham,, since he accompanied 

the ministering angels and gave them food and drink and 
20 

shelter .. 

'rtlis entire question of justice and mercy is, of 

course, part of the gene:i:•a.l problem of theodicy; and the 

following midrashim summar:i.ze the attitude which prevails 

in the mekilta. "'And none of you shall go pu~', etc. 

(Ex. 12.22). ~E1his tells that once permission to do harm 

has been given to the angel, he does not discriminate between 
21 ~ 

the r:tghteous and the wicked." Howe.var, " 11::>·~~ , 

there was no rejoicing over the destruction of the wicked 

before Him on High. Now, if there is no rejoicing before 

Him over the destruction of the wicked, how much more is 

there no joy before Him over the destruction of the righteous, 
22 

of whom one is as :i.mportant as the whole world. 11 

The theology of the Mekilta may be inferred from 

its negative as well as its positive statements; for, not 

only does it pt'opound the God-concept of J'uda.ism, but it 

also engages in polemics against the prevailing polytheistic 

creeds of the day. And the vehemence with which they attack 

idolatrous beliefs and i?ra.ctices is equalled in intensity only 

by the zeal with which they preach the doctrine o:f monothei.sm. 
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One statement says: "The law against idolatry outweighs all 

other commahdments in the '11orah. One who -v>rorships idols 

breaks the yoke 
cri i'" IJ\ fl,, ) , annuls ·the 

23 
covenant, and pe'F'verts the rporah. 11 In another place 

"other gods" is intel"preted to mean gods that are backward 

P '') ~fc ) , for they delay the· coming of good into the 

21~ 
world. The strongest statement concerning idolaters is 

attributed to R. Simon b. Yohai. ffThe n:i.cest of' the 1.dolater·s 
• 

(heathens) 
25 

'brains." 

kill them. The best of serpents -- smash its 

Some of the arguments against :idolatry in the 

Eekilta are as trenchant and as brilliant in satire as the 

famous passage in Isaiah Lµ.\.• Por instance, R. Eliezel" said: 

"If a man has an idol of gold, and he needs the gold, he 

makes one of silver. '11hen if he needs the silver, he makes 

one of copper. When he needs the copper, etc. 11 And in the 

same passage R. Isaac says: "If the name of ever·y idol were 

to be mentioned by name, all the parcbment in the world would 
26 

not suff'ice. 11 The most striking passage of this nature is 

a. long debate between H. Gamal:i.el and a. heathen philosopher. 

Successfully countered :i.n all his points, the philosopher• 

finally resorts to the following question: "If there is no 

usefulnes[1 in idols, why does not God annih:i.late them'?" To 

which R. Gamaliel replies: "Behold, you worship the sun, the 
.. 

moon, the stars, mountains, rivers, and even human beings. 
27 

Shall God destr•oy the world becau~Je of fools? 11 
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In thi::1 connection, we find a numbe:r: of paasages 1.n the 

Mekilta which anticipate the day when the God of Israel will 

be universally recognized as the only deity. 1rhus, the mid-
~ . 

rash explains 0 that
11
God punishes the nations, His name ·be-

28 
comes renowned in all the world. 11 And in another place: 

nwhen the nations of the world saw that Pharoah and his hosts 

_perished in the Hed Sea and that the relgn of "Egypt came to 

an end, and that Judgments were executed against their deities, 
29 

they all renounced their idols, and confessed God." 1rhe 

conflict between monotheism. and polytheism is sum.marized in 

a statement concer•nin,g Amalek, one of the goyim' traditionally 

used in referring to. Is11 ael 1 s enemies. 11YJhen will the name 

of these people be blotted out? At that time when idolatry 

will be eradicated together wtth its devotees, and God will 

be recognized throughout the world, and His kingdom will be 
. 30 

established forever." 

God's special relation to Israel. __ .... -- -----
The universalistic point of v:Lew in the Mekilta, as 

in some of the pr·ophets, is qualified by an attempt to recon

cile the concepts of a un1.versal God and a chosen people 

(Israel). ~rhis harmonizat:ton is clear1-y recognizable in the 

following midra.sh: "'I1hou a1"t a helper and support of all 

who come into the world, but of me (Israel) espeiially. 

1I1hou art the' subject of song to all who com.a :tnto the world, 

but to me especially. Behold, all nations declare the praise 
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of Him who created the world. But my pr•aise is more pleasing 

(to Him). 1.rhou art the salvation of all who come into the 
. 31 

world, but of me especially." This intimate relationship 

between God and Israel is demonstr•ated in a parable which por

trays God as a King whose son (Israel) goes to one forelgn 

country and then to another -- and each time the father follows 

in order to be near his son. "Ci 0 u , also, when the Israelites 

went to Egypt, the Shekinah wetit with them; and the Shekinah 
32 

cs.me out of Egypt with them. 11 Similarly, it says: "So 
' 

you find that whenever Israel is enslaved (or ex:i.led), the 
33 

Dhekinah, as it were, is enslaved with them." God's spec:lal 

protection of Israel is beautifully allegorized in the following 

parable: "It is comparable to a dove that ls fleeing from a 

hawk. It enters the palace of 1 a king. The king qpens the 

ee.ster•n window, per•mi tting the dove to escape. But when the 

hawlc enters, he shuts the window and beg:tns shooti.ng at the 

hawk. 11 (So w:l th the Egyptians after Israel had crossed the 
3J.1. 

Sea). In this connect:ton see also the par10:ble of R. Judah, 
' 

Beshalla~, V, 1 'C.' r fc./(f '}()'' ) • 

6. Providence. 

~~he IvTekiJ.ta abpunds in l\'Iidrash:i.m on the nature and 

bounty of God's providence. Among the general statements in 

th:ts connection are: nne who created the day also created the 
' 

sustenance the1~e1Bf. Hence R. Eleazar said that he who has 

enough for today and asks what he will eat tomorrow, he is of 
I 
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35 
little faith." nwhile you are sleeping on your beds, be-

36 
hold God provides food for you." It is in the graphlc and 

striking illustrat:tons, however, that we fj.nd the most sign.i ... 

ficant homilies on providence. "It is a r•ule among hume.n 

beings that when a man labors f'or an employe1", he gives the 

laborer a coin and lets him go. Not so with God. He can 

give whatever a man desires. (Children, wisdom, posses~lions, 

37 etc.) 11 Even more impressive is the following: nAs soon 

as the sun shone upon tl1e manna it began to melt and formed 

streams which flowed into the sea. Harts, gazelles, and 

stags, and all manner of animals came and drank.. The nations 

of the world would hunt these animals and would taste in them 
38 

the taste of the manna which came down for Isrrael. 11 Similar 

to this :i.s a midrash we have already discussed in connection 

with Illustrative materials, wherein is desc1--ibed how the wind 

and ra:ln joined to make of the ground a fitting table from 

which the people would eat the manna. It concludes by saying: 

"If God thus provides foJ'.' those who provoked Him, how much 

more will He in the future pay a good reward to the right-
39 

eous. n (Note that the reward ls not promised for the present 

but in the future). 

Am especially fine midrash connected with the idea 

of providence w:i.11 conclude this.section fittingly. The story 

is told of a banquet given fol" the sages by H. Gamaliel who 

proceeded to' wait on them himself. Some of the scholars sug-

gested that it was not proper for a man as great as Gamaliel 
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to wait on them.. But R. Zadok sa:i.d: "IJet him do the serving .. 

1'Je have One greater than H. Gamaliel who has waited upon peo-

ple. It is the Holy One, blesEJed be He, who gives to everyone 

his wants and to everyone acco1"ding to his needs. And not to 

good people alone, but even to the wicked and to heathens. 

All the more, therefore, :i.s, it proper for H. Gamaliel to wait 
1-1.0 

upon sages who are sons of the irorah. 0 
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Israel 

1. The Chosen People. -"- -·t .. -~ 

"Scripture designates Israel as a ~on, holy and 

sacred, sepa.J:>at;ed from the nations of the world and their 
--··~r 

a.bom~.nationa. tt mrhe whole world is thine, and yet Thou 
2 

has·b no ot;her people ·bhan Israel. 11 These are the most de• 

finitive and explicit statements in the Mekilta on the subject 

of Israel's selection by God, and its special status in rela-

tion to the other nations. In elaborating this idea, the 

midre.sh explains the selection of Israel as a reward for the 

faith with wb.ich the·y believed in God and Moses.. "They did 

not say: 'How can we go out in the wilderness without pro

visions .. ' Rather, they believed in him and followed him. 

What was their reward? Israel was the Lord's hallowed portion." 
3 

(J'er. 2.3) Pollowing are two choice examples used by the 

:rabbis to illustrate the Chosen People idea. "A man betroths 

a woman. Sometimes he (may have reason to) be ashamed of her, 

sometimes of' her family 1 sometime a o.f hen .. i .. ela:ti ves. I ( Is1•ael) 

however, am not of' that kind. I am a queen, the daughter of 

kings; beloved, the daughter of beloved ones; holy, the 
4 

daughter of holy ones; pure, the daughter of pure ones." 

(The use of the feminine personification of Israel is due to 
' the Influence of Song of Songs). 

In another place a story is told of Antoninus the 

y·:. 
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. Emperor who, on occasions when he held court until after 

dark, would take a. torch and light the way for his sons who 

had been waiting beside him. He explained that it was not be

cause he had no servants ·to carry torches for him; rather that 

he did it; himself to show how dea.r his sons were to him. 0 In 

the same way CJod showed the nations of the world how dear the 

children of Israel were to Him, in that He, Himself, went be-

fore them, so that the nations should treat them with respect. 0 

2. Nationhood. 

By definition"' ther•e are four essentials which con ... 

stitute nationhood 9 1.e., a .land, a common history, a common 

tongue, and common institutions. All four of these elements 

are adduced in the Mekilta with regard to Israel. 

There are two mid:r•ashim, in pa.rtioula:t•, which re ... 

fleet the rabbis' attitude toward Israel's nationhood. "As 

soon a.a the nations heard that God was e.x.al·t:ing the horn of 

Israel and bringing them into the land, they began to tremble 

with rage. Said God to them: Fools that you arel How many 

were the kings that reigned among you, and yet Israel did not 

get angry. And now you get angry! I, too, will vent anger 
6 

upon youl" A more extensive a.nd positive exposition of the 

founding of Israel's national life is the following: 1!.·Baf'ore 

the land of Israe:J. was chosen,, all lands were suitable for 
\ 

a.ivitie revelation. After the land of' Israel was chosen, a.ll 

other lands were elimina:ted •••• Before the Temple had been 

5 
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especially selected, the whole of JEn•usalem was appropriat;a 

for the manifestation of the divine presence; after the 

Temple-site had been selected, all other places were elimin~ 

ated •••• Before David had been pchosen, all Israelites were 

eligible for the kingship; · after David's seleat;ion, all 
. 7 

others were disqualified." Still another midra.sh proposing 

the elements 0£ nationhood is found in a passage which states 

that four things are called / 'Jf' (possession) ...... · Israel~ 

Ere·bz Yisroel, the Torah, an.d ·bhe Temple. "Let Israel, (the 

group) which is called possession, come to the land which is 
. 

called a possession, and b'Uild a temple (common institutions) 

which is called a possession, by virtue of their having re

ceived the To1:-ah (common cul·tmre and law) which is called a 
8 

possession .. " 

Two other homilies are important in this connection. 

Ona concerns Eretz Yisroel • 
...... ..,,,_,.,,. 111 I" IUA-

"You should not look upon it 

(the land) as something inhe1"1i ted from your fathers but as 
9 

someth:tng which was s:tv,e!! to you on that day." . The second 

concerns a common J.anguaga and group h:t.s·bory. R. Eliezer 

lauds Israel for having four virtues, than which there is 

nothing worthie1~, Among them he mentions the fact that they 

did not chai-1ge ·t;heir names (sever their historieal ties); 
10 

nor 

did they change their language. 

The strong ties which bind Israel together as a 

group are fouhd illustrated in one of the most :famous homi

'1ies in this literat'Ure. "The people of Israel may be com-

I I 
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pared to a lamb. What is the nature of a la.mb? If one of 

ita limbs is injured, all its limbs teel the pain. So also 

wi·th Israel. If one com.ri1its a sin (or is injured) all of 
11 

them suffer. n 

The Oppression of Israel. ---
As might be expected, the ancien·t preachers made a 

great deal of homiletical capi·bal on the persecution of Israel,, 

especially since much of the Mekil·ta dates from the period of 

Roman hegemony. Some of these midrashim are merely descriptive; 

soma attempt to expJ.ain Israel's fate; some are v:tnd1.etive,, and 

still others preach a message of hope. 

The following analogy, applied in the Mekilta to 

Israel at the Red Sea, is cei"·tainly a pointed description of 

many crises in the history of the Jews.. 11Wha.t was Israel 

like? Like a dove fleeing from a hawk and about to enter a 

cle.f"b in the rook,, where there is a hissing serpent. It she 

enters, t~ere is the aerpentl If she stays out, there ia the 
12 

hawk!" And, in a similar vein: "One was travelling along 

the road. He encountered a wolf and wae saved from him. He 

went along telling the story of the wolf. Then he encountered 

a lion and was saved from him. He forgot the story of the 

wolf and went along telling the story of the liol'.l.. Then he 

met a serpent, etc •••• so it is with Israel. Later troubles 
i; 

ca.use the .former ones to be forgotten." 

In the main, the sages offered two explanations of 

I ' 
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Israel's sufferings. One explanation rationalized the fact 

in the following te1•ms: "The reason that Pharoah pursued 

after Israel is to proclaim Israel's excellence. For had it 
14 

been any other people he would not have pursued them. 11 

Similarly: "And so you find that evei-•y nation or tongue 

that subjugat:ed Israel 1 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 oppress:J.on of , · 

Israel is brought about by the waywardness of Israel the 

neglect of God and rrorah. 'l'he choicest illustration of this 

is found in a story about 'R. JoJ;anan b. Zakka.i. On a walking 

tour with. his disciples, the master sees a girl engaged in 

some degrading task for a horseman. Upon inquiry he is told 

i~hat the girl is a Jewess and the horseman anrj.. Arabian. The 

·master immediately recites a text (Cant. 1.8) and prea.ohes the 

fo!bwing homily to his disciples: "You (Israel symbolized by 

the girl) were unwilling to serve God. Now you serve the 

most inferior of nations. You were unwil11.ng to pay the poll-

tax to God. Now you pay a fifteen shekel tax under· a gove~n-

me11t of your enemies. You were unwilling to repair the roads 

and streets lea.ding to the Temple; now you have to repair the 

posts and stations on the royal roads. Because you did not 

se1"ve Goel with love, you will sei"'ve your enemies with hatred. 

Because you did not serve God when you were affluent, you 
16 

will serve your enemy in hunge1~ and thirst, etc." 

: l 
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In another midra.sh the rabbis attempt to disclose 

the various motives for the oppression of Israel. In a sense, 

it 5.s an apt a.na.1-ysis ,of modern anti-semitism. "The Egypt ... 

ians at the sea were divided into three groups as regards the 

Israelites.. One proposed to plunder Israel without killing 

them.. (Economic mot:t ve). The second proposed ·to kill them 

wihhout plundering them. (Heligious or racial motive) .. And 
,,17 

the third proposed to kill them and to plunder them. In a 

similar fashion, the haggadists attempted to generalize the 

variout1 programs of defensive aotion proposed by different 

factions in Jewish life. As in the case of the previous 

midraeh, this one, too, has a modern sign1.fioa.nce. "The 

Israelites at the Red Sea were divided into four parties. One 

said: Let us throw ou:r~elves into the. sea. ( rrhe defeatists 

or assimilationists). Another said: Let us return to 

Egypt. (ReC\gtionary segregationists). A 'flhird said: Let 

us fight them. · (The militant Jewish groups). And the ;£ourth 

said: Let us cry out against them." ( Anti ... defamationists, 

apologetes). All four groups are answered in the conclusion 

of ·the midrash which quotes Exodus lL~.13: 1) "Stand still 

and see the salvation of the Lord. 2) Por whereas ye have 

seen the Egyptians today, ye shall not see them again forever. 

3) The I1ord will fight for you. 4·) And ye shall hold your 
18 

peace .. 11 

An example of the vindictive spirit is found in a 

simple statement attributed to the former sages, who said: 

') 
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"Such is the rula.obtaining throughout all'generations, that 

the scourge with which Israel is smi·tten will in "!::he end be 
19 

smitten itself." The message of ·hope,, which is recurrent 

in ·the Mekilta,, may be summarized by the following typical 

statement: "And you find tb.at the people of the diaspora will 

be assembled again in the future, but only as a reward for 
20 

faith. 11 

The Mission of Israel. 
- _.... _ _...... - 4 

Thel"e is no direct statement in the Mek:tltn. con---
ce1"ning 'bhe assignment of a special mission to Israel by God. 

The idea, however, is clearly implied in a nu:m.ber of midrash

im. With slight variations,, we find the following statement 

in several places: "When Israel does the will of God, His 

name becomes known in the world. But when they fail to do 
21 

His will,!) His name is profaned in the world." The nature 

of the task which Israel alone could discharge, is even more 

specific in another midraah. "Moses said before the Holy One, 

blessed be He: Ruler of the World, this wicked one (Amalek) 

is coming to de a troy your children from unde1"' your wings. 

Vvho, then, will read this book of the I.Jaw which thou bast 
22 

gi van them'? 11 

The mission idea is also implied in a very inter-

esting passage which is in the forn1 of a dialogue between 

Israel and the nations, employing a number of verses from 

Canticles. "The nations ask Israel: 'What is thy beloved 

more than another, etc. (Ce..nt. 5.9), that you are read·y to 

''i 
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die for Him •••• •You are handsome, you are mighty•. Gome and 

intermingle with us. But the Israelites say to the nations: 

'Do you know Him? Let us but tell you some of His glory.' 

After hearing the praise the nations would say, 'we will join 

you.'" Now, if the mldrash anded here, it would constitute a 

perfect homiletioal illustration of the m~.ss,;~ 2f. f.~::,ael. 
The conclusion of the passage, howe'ITer, introduces a completel·y 

contradictory note. Israel answers the nations: "You can. have 

no share in Him .... for, 'my beloved is mine and I am His.' 11 

23 
(Cant.· 2.16) 

5· Proselytism, 

The universalistic spirit of the lV1eklita is brought 

to full light in the midra.ahim on.proselytism. One of the 

most expressive homilies in this ool1eot1on is the reply which 

the homiletician ascribes to Jethro when Moses asks h:ts f'ather-

1n-law to stay with Israel.. "Is a lamp of any use except in 

a dark place? What use could a lampf be where there is the 

sun and the moon? You (Moses) and Aaron are the sun and the 

moon (here)·. I shall go to my land and tell everybody (of 

God's mighty works), and convert all the people of my country, 

leading them to the study of Torah and bringing them under 
2li. 

the wings of the Shekinah." ' Still another fine homily in 

this connection is the ingendous explana:l:;ion of Abraham's 

o:treumciaiol.1 at the late age of ninety. The midra.sh pr©poses 

that had he been circumcised at twenty or thirty years of age 
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onl·y- those ger1~ under twenty o:r. thirty would have been 

able to convert; to Judaism. Therefore, God tolerated Abra ... 

ham in uncircumcised condition for ninety years, "so as not 
25 

to close the door to future proselytes." 

According to the M.ek.Uta, once a. ~ ha.a converted, 

he is to be treated with reapect·and regarded as an equal. 

Therefore, Exodus 12.49 1s taken "to declare that the pro-. 

selyte :ts equal to the born Jew with respect to all the com-
. 26 

mandments .. " In another place it states explic:t~y: "You 

shall not vex him (the proselyte) with words. You should not 

say to him: 'But yesterday you were worshipping Bel, Kores, 

and Nebo; and until now swine's flesh was sticking in your 

teeth ••• ' For all we know, if you vex him, he may also vex 
27 

you (with accusations of. idolat1~oue pra~tiees) .. " 1rl1e para ... 

gon of' these attitudes toward the proselyte is found in a 

passage attributed tp R. Eliezer, who says: "God said to 

Moses: I who spoke the word by which the world came into 

be:t.ng, I am the One who welcomes; not one who rejects~ So 

also, you, when a man come to you wishing to become a convert 

to Judaiam 1 as long as he comes in the name of God, befriend 
28 

him and do not reject him .. " 
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Torah and Revelation 

l. The Nature of Torah. 

It goes without saying that in a work like the 

Mekil'l:;a., the concept of Torah is both eminent e..nd exa.l·ted. 

Any number of Allegorical texts are rendered in such a man

. ner as t;o enrich the audience 1 s mental- image of the Torah, 

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

For instance, in one place
1
the word 1~ (strength) 1s·taken 

1 
to be a designation for rrorah. Elsewhere, the Allegorists 

say that it was not a tree which God showed to Moses (Ex. 15.25), 
2 

but the Torah which is likened to a tree· of 11.f'e,.. :tn a ---
more extended homily, the Torah is said to 'be like firth For 

not only was the Torah given in :f'i:t:i~; but like fire, also,, if 

one comes too close to it one is burned. If one stays too 

far away, one get.a cold. "The only thing for a man to do is 
; 

to seek to warm himself by its flame." --
.rust as in the case of proselytism, so in the 

matter of Torah, the Mekilta expresses itself in lofty uni

versalistic terms. "'rhe Torah was given openly in public, 'in 

a free place. For had it been g:t ven in Eretz Y:t s:r.oel, the 

Israelites could have said to the nations of the world: 'You 

have no share in it.' But since it has bean given in the 

wilderness, pµbJ.icly ••• everyone wishing to accept 1t can come 

and do so • .,4 , Similarly, "The Torah is comparable to 

' i· 
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three things: to the desert, to fire, an.d to water. trhia 

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

who come into the world., so also are ·the words of To:rah .. 11 
5 

2. The Study of Torah. 
~ .........,, nr ,_..,_ 

The study of. IDorah was regarded by the rabbis to 

be an essential condition of Israel's existence. "Is it 

possibM f'or a rush to grow without mire, or the reed-grass 

to grow without water? (Cf. Job 8.11) So, also, :ts it im

possible for Israel to exist un.lesa they busy themselves 
6 

with the words of' Torah." We also f:3.nd. the oft-quoted st:ate ... 

ment that 'the study of ~i1orah is as important aa e.1.l the other 

mitzwoth together. . .. ...... Therefore, a father is adjured to teach 

his son Torah; and a man whose father has not taught him, must 
7 

tea.ch himself'. The verse: "I~or sweet is they voice and thy 

countenance comely" (Cant. 2.14), means to the hom:tl.etician 

that ·the vo~.ce is sweet in prayer, and the countenance comely 
8 

when studying Tore.h. The study of Torah wca.s :regarded as 

important enough to nullify the requirement to put on phyla.c-
9 . 

teries. "He who'ateals away• .from his friend to go study 

Torah, although he might be called a thief, he acquires merit 

for himself. In the end, he will be appoint;ed a teacher of 
10 

the community.n 

There are two points of view in the M.ekilta, with 
·, 

regard to the· question of taking time to stu.dy Torah. One 

is highly :l.dee.listic -- the other quit<~ practical. The former 

is illuetx•ated in a. dialogue between Jeremiah and the people. 
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The prophet has exhorted the people to siudy the ri1orah and 

. they have replied that :1.f they <!b.11 there will be no time to 

earr1 a liv1.:p.g. Whereupon Jeremiah e.xhibita a small bottle of 

manna, saying: "Sae what your f'e.thers, who busied ·bhemselves 

with r.rorah, were provi.ded. If you tn;i.sy yoursel vea with the 
11 

words of 'I1orah, God will provi.de sustenance for you,, too. 11 

The more practi.caJ. view bolds that only those who have manna, 

or eat the ~,erum~,h (those whose sustenance is provided;~elJ'm 

precisely that they may have the time to study) have the 

privilege of scholarship•'*' For how can a man be sitting and 

studying when he does not know where his food and drink and 
12 

raiment will come from?" Elaewhe:r.e, it is suggested that, 

to avoid complete neglj.gence of the To·rah by those who are 

occupied. with mundane affairs, the prophets instituted the 
l; 

reading of Torah on Sabbaths, Mondays, and Thursdaya • 

.Revelation. 

The question of revelation is not dealt with at 

length in the Meld.lta. We do find some inte1"'esting opinions, 

however. We have noted before that the rabbis believed re-
J.1+ 

velation to be impossible outside of Eretz Yisroel. Those 

instances when God was supposed to have revealed. Himself' in 

a foreign land (e.g., Babylonia and Egypt), are explained as 
15 

having been possible only because of ni°'lc n1::>~ • It is 

made clea.i~, too, that God reveals Himself only in a place 
16 

which is pure, and uncontrunin.ated by idolatry. 



l. 

Tbe sages express the belief that, in the case of 

every prophet fr•om Moses on, God revealed Himself .Q.nlz !2.;: _!;he 

sake of the people' and for no other reason. In this connec-
- -~· 1:>•ll;t 

tion, the Mekilta presenys an elegant illustration. Baruch 

had compla:tne~ that, whereas other• disciples of_ great prophets 

had shared in the Holy Spirit (prophecy), he had not .. God 

answers him saying: "Baruch son of Neriah! There ia no 

vineyard, what need is there of a fence'? There is no flock, 
17 

what need is the1"e of a shephe1"d'l" 

1rhe Mi tzwoth. 
--"" r" .... M _ _........,..._, 

One of the dominant themea in the homilies of the 

Mekilta is the importance of per.forming the ~itzwoth. The 

rabbis not only exhort the people,, 'but o:fter1 take the t:trn_e to 

explain why these religious aots were commanded and how they 

enrich the life of man. Issi b. Abihu ss:ys: "With every new 

mitzwoh that God. decrees to Israel,, He adds hol1nes~ to them." ___ .........,. 
Another sage submits the idea that the commandments were de

creed not because God needs these services of man, bu.t only 

to give man the opportunity of meriting a reward by f'u!fi111n.g 
19 

them. Similarly, R. Ishmael himself' questions the purpose 

of the m:ttzwoth , since it is impossible to conceive of God -·--
requiring the:m for His own glory. "It is only tha.t .man be• 

20 
comes beautiful .before Him in observ·ing the mitzwoth." It 

-llllP'a 'I' I .. ii ..... 

18 i1 

is even suggested that e. nian may achieve immortality by ob

serving the commandments. The stor1 is told of Joseph's ~offin 



being transported side l;y s:tde with the Holy Ark containing 

the two tablets. 1rbe nations ask Israel what is in the two 

oh;sts~ ... Th:which Israel replies that one contains the 

Eternal and the other is a coffin with a body in it. When 

asked what .one is doing next to the other, Isra(~l replies: 

"The one lying in the coffin has fulfi.lled all that which is 
21 

written upon that which lies in the Ark ... 

In the Mekilta,, we also find a variation of the 

famous rabbinic principles: i\ .... •;.-,s .J't">'")'(:' i'"'I' ~-I i i)/3.tt ...,..,..,.,,r' '"JN 

our midraah sa:ys: "If a man hearkens to one mitzwoh, he is --
given the opportunity to hearken ·t;o many. If' a man forgets 

22 
but one mitzw£E.., b.e will be led to forget many." Another 

familiar idea is expressedt in the inte1"'pretatiop of Exodus 

12.28. ·I :)f1f ,, the midrash says, ind:tea:bea that a reward 

is given for intending to perform a ~, as well as for 
23 

actually performing it. The people a:t.,e taught that the 

performance of these religious aots takes precedence over 

eve1 .. y other a.ct1 vi ty. "One should not be slow to perform e. 

religious duty. But if a m_it,zw_o1:, comes your way, do it 1mme-
2lt-

diately .. " And, ~·uat as it is important to observe the mitz ... 

~' so it is a serious matter to transgress any~· 

It not onl-y· constitutes a v:i.olation of the Tol!\11, but it also 
25 

leads 'bo the breaking of God's covenant with Israel. The t:J..tM.. 

ctu"rent attitude that men and women were not equally responsi-

" ble in the observance of mitzwoth is illustrated in the follow-

ing homily: "'Thus shalt thou say to the House of Jacob', 
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-- means tell the women th.a main things in a mi.ld tone. 

'And tell the sons of Israel', means be strict w:i.th the men." 
26 

(Of. Ex. 19.,3) 
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The Doctrines of Man 

1. Faith. 

According to the rabbis of the Mekilta, faith in 

God not only resulted in Israel's being chosen by Him as His 
l 

11 haililowed portion'', but faith will also bring about tb.e redemp-
2 

tion from the diaspora. The forefathers a.re recurrently 

cited as exemplarr.sof fa.1th. Thus,· we find that they displayed 

their faith in both God and Moses by following Moses into the 
3 

wilderness without question as to prov:tsions. And in similar 

vein, the m:tdrash asks how the Israelites could have obtained 

flutes and timbrels in the wilderness. (Of. Ex. 15.20} The 

answer is ths.t the righteous had brought them out of Egypt, 

having been con:t':i.dent tha:b God would work great deeds and that 
!~ 

they would sing His praises. "We find that as a rewarcl. for 

the faith wi.th which they believed, our forefathers were con

sidered wort;hy of having the Holy Spirit rest; upon them. He 
5 

keeps in remembrance the faith of the fathera. 11 In this 

oonn.ect:l.on, the midrash also states that to believe in the 

shepherd of Israel ( i.te religious leaders} is to believe in 

God Himself. And to speak against the shepherd of Israel$ is 
6 

to speak against God. 

Perhaps the sharpest homily on prayer is the admon:t

t:to:n which R. Eliezer b. Jacob presents as the word of God: 



"If you come to My House, I will come to your house. If' 

you do not come to My house, I will not come ·co your house." 

With this ce.11 to the synagogue as an introduction, let us 

proceed to examine a numbe:t' of passm.ges on prayer :t ta elf'. 

We have already mentioned the statement which interprets 

"Por sweet is Thy voice", etc. (Gant. 2.14) e.s meaning that 
. 8 

'7 

the voice is sweet in p.raze~. The midrashic rationalization 

of Israel's helplessness in the face of Roman arms, proposes 

some lofty spiri tuaJ. ideas. :B1or instance, "Just as the worm 

has only its mouth with which to smite the cedar, so Israel 
9 

has only prayer." Likewtse.- 11Eaau (Rome) prides himself' on 

his heritage (the sword). 'The hands are the ho.nds of Esau.' 

Isaac prides himself on his heritage, (prayer). 'The voice 
10 

is the voice of Jacob.•'' (Gen. 27 .22) 

The idea that everyone is equal when start~:tng be ... 

fore God in prayer or devotion is expressed: in the interpre .. 

tation to Exodus 15.1: "Moses and the children of Israel 

sang,," etc. Moses was equal to Israel, and Iara.el equal to 
11 

Moses in uttering ·the song." We find two other ideas in t;b.a 

Mekilta.,, which are familiar to us .from other midrashic col

lections. One is the famous aphorism: "The prayer of the 

righteous is short." And,, "There is a time to be brief in 
12 

pl'ayer and a time to be lengthy." The other principle is 

the.t one owes devotion ·t;o God whether wb.at He gives -you is 
: 13 

good or bad. 
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Closely akin to the doctrine of prayer in. the 

theoJ.ogy of the Mekilta., is the concept of' Repentance. 

Repentance, as we have seen in the chapter on God,, is made 

possible by the quality of me:r:•cy with which the Supreme 

Judge tempers His judgments. There are a number of passages 

whiah elucidate the idea. According to one preacher, the 

Torah makes forgiveness possible only-through :f'our thingst 

Chastisement (Ps. 89.33), ~ea~ (Isa. 22.14), the ~X ~ 

Atonement (!Jev. 16.30), and Repentance ( Jer. 3.14.). In 
.. t ··-

another place there is the suggesti.on that not only does 

God's mercy make repentance possible, but that repentance~ in 

turn, causes God to be m.erc:tful. So, when tl;J.e Mekil.ta asks 

why should God be so lenient ... _ the answer given. is: "Becau,se 
15 

of the power of repentance which is mighty." This power 

of repente.nce is illustrated 1n the f'ollovring analogy ... 

"There might be a great hero in a. country. However, once the ,\ 
! i 

arrow leaves his bow, he has not the power ·to recall it. It 
1

'

1 

,I 

is not so with the Creator of the World. When Israel fails 

to do His will, a decree is sent forth. If Israel repents, 
16 

however, He immediately makes it come b~ck." 

Righteousness and Evil. --
If the rabbis were sometimes at a loss for a satis-

factory explanation of theodicy,, they were never inhibited -
in their pr~ise of the righteous and their denunciation of 

the wicked. Thus, when Rabbi is asked, "Who is greater, the 

'i 
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world or the righteous man 1 " he answers with.out hesH;ation: 
17 

"The righteous man." Thia same attitude is expressed in a 

Kal Va.homer which appears severa.l times with sligb:t va:riations. 
___.. .... _.. -· 
"If there is no joy before Him on high over the destr'uction 

of the wicked$ how much more is there no joy before Him over 

the destruction of the righbeous, one of whom is am important 
18 

as the whole world. 11 

Although they do not always promise an earthly re-

ward for the righteous, the sages emphasize the belief that 

God is ever aware of their deeds. . 11We find. that the names 

of the righteous and their deeds are revealed before God even 
19 

before they are born. ti And in this same connection we also 

f1.nd: "If with regard to meting out evil, which :ts of less 

importance, God makes public the evil deeds dona in secret; 

how much more should this be the rule with regard to meting 
20 

0\.1.t goof, which is of greater importance." 

Another signif'i.cant attitude concerning good and 

evil is the importance which the Meldl.ta attaches to moti vea. 

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

certain deed good or evil: the motive, the act itself, and 

the results. Of' these three, the midrash seems to at·tach 

greatest importance to the motive or intention; and the follow

ing passages will serve to illustrate the point. "Let the 

work of' saddling which our father Abra.ham aid :tn order to go 

and do the w:til of the Creator,, come and stand out againat the 

same work wht.ch Balaam the wicked did in order to go and 

I ., ,, 
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curse Israel. Let the work of harnessing the.chariot done 

by Joseph in order to go meet his father, come and stand out 

age.inst the same work which Pha:roah d1.d. in order to pursue 

Israel." Simi.larly, 0 Let the 'sword' and the 'hand' used 

by our father Abraham when he was about to sacrif1ee his eon, 

come and stand against the •sword' and the 'hand' used by 
21 

Pharoah in pu:risuing Israel." 

5. Reward and Punishment. 

The problem of reward and punishment was no less an - --Ill -
important issue in the days of the tannaim than it is to 

theologia:r.ls torle.y; and the Mekilta contains a. number of in

ter•esting attitudes on the subject. on the one hand, we 

find the statement that "once the angel is· given permission 

to destroy, he makes no d:1.st1nction between the righteous and 
22 

the wiclted. « But, in another place the midrash expresses 

the idea that he who is first to sin, :ts f'irst to be punished; 
23 

and he who is first to do good is first to be rewarded. 

The latter idea implies that the1"e is a distinction made on 

behalf' of the righteous; and ·this same att1 tude is expressed 

in more definite tex•ma when the midrash explains that the 

'.Egypt:t.ans sank in the Red Sea according to thei1" relat:t ve 

wickedness. "'11he wicked ones were tossed a.bout like straw .. 

(Pain prolonged). The intermediate sank like atones, and the 
. 2!1. 

good ones lik!e lead." The prevailing attitude, however, 

at least as far as this world is concerned 1 seems to be ex• 

I i ,: 
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pressed in the recurrent prover'b: Ir f''":!!!l/I it;::. :,?ti, t3~11e i'I~ ·~ 
15 

Mark Twain, in his fascinating story about "The 

Mysterious S"t;ranger", makes much of the observation that 

nature and dumb beasts, which are no·t supposeq to know any

thing of right and wrong, a.re often kinder and more admirable 

than man who is supposed to have a moral sense. Howeve1~, 

Mark' Twain was preceded in this notion some few oent'L'lries by 

the sages of the Mekilta. In illustrating how God employs 

natural forces as agents of punishment, the midrash says: 

11 It was fi ttj.ng tha·t the sea, which has no heart, but had a 

heart ascribed to it, should come and punish the Egyptians 

who had a heart, but subjected Israel to all manner of cruel ... 

t:tes. It was fitting for the te1 .. ebinth which has no heart, 

but which had a hea1 .. t ascribed to it, to come and pun:lsh 
26 

Absalom who had a heart.,, but who s:i.nned against his father. 11 

Closely relt\ted to questions of i ... eward 1:1.nd punish

ment, are the rabbinic doctrines proposed as explanations of 

suff er:1.ng in· human life. One opinion holds that hardship 

and suffering are merely a means of refining man n.nd testing 
27 

h:ls character. Another att1.tude explains ehastisementa as. 

one of the few means of obtaining heavenly pardon for one's 
28 

sins. Elaborating this point of view, the preacher says: 

"A. man shoiild rejoice in advers:1.ty more than in prosperity. 

For even if he lives in affluence all his life, it does not 

"i 
I ,, 



mean that his si~s have been forgiven.. Wha~ brings for-
29 

givenesa? Suffe~l" The familiar doctrine that human 

suffering may be.regarded as l . ..,,o• , is expressed 

in two statements attributed to R. Jose b .. R. Judah and H. 
•I 

Simon b .. Yo'J;uai. The former said: Preoioua are chastisements 

f'or the name of .God rests upon him to whom they come .. " Th~ 

latter applied the idea to Israel specifically. "Precious 

are chastisements for only through them was Israel given the 

three good glfts which other nations covet: Torah, Eretz 
;o 

Yisroel, and the world to come." It is to be noted that 

there is one cons·t;ant factor in all of these varying ration

alizations of human su.ff'ering, i.e., that chastisements are a. 
__.,__. , ... I''! I ...... "fwi.i~ --- -

We find nothing in the Mekilta concerning the 

rabbinic concept of' dualism in the human personality -- the 
' 

notion of the Yetzer. 1.rhere is one passage, hovrever' which 

infers that, in the final reckon:i.ng before God, a man is re

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

na'l:iure, rather the who~. man,, is held responsible for the 

quality of his life. The idea is illustrated in a rather ex

tended but skillfully constructed parable in which a king 

employs a blind man and a cripple to guard his orchard. The 
' 

two of them, tempted by the fru1 t ,_ devise a means of obtain-

ing it. The lame one rides on the shoulders of his blind com-



panion, and together ·they are able to do what neither could 

accomplish alone. Whan the king, howevex•,, discovers the 

act, each protests :tnnocence on the bas:ts of his incapacita

tion. The king sees through the ruse and holds both respon

sible. So when God judges a man, nhe places the soul in the 
3J. 

body and judges them as one." ( ·.f.t1or another novel approach 

to this same idea, see a similar midra.sh found in Leviticus 

Rabbah,, IV. Here the soul is held more responsible than ·the 

body, because it is the ~which is expected to know the 

difference between right; and wrong). 

8. Freedom of Will. ------
The doctrine of free will in the Mekilta complies --

with the general rabbinic compromise that freedom of will is 

given to man, but with certain limitations. This compromise 

is necessary in order to avoid a serious conflict with the 

doctrines concernin.g predete:mn1:n&tion and God's omni$c1.ence. 

Thus, the Mekilta state·s that God ga.ve man the choice of two 

ways ...... the way of life and the way of death. Since iqan 

chose the way of deai~h, it is· inferred that he also relin ... 
32 

quished some of ~is freedom. In another place the midrash 

declares that once a man wills ·t;o perform a mitzwoh, he will 

be led to perform others whether he wills it or not. And 

if he deliberately neglects a mi tzwoh, he will be led to ne-· --
glect othe1~ things whether he wills it or not. The inference,, 

then, is that freedom of. will is given to man; but once a man 
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33 
chooses a certain way, he is compelled to follow that course. 

The Mekil ta,, the1~afore, teaches that t;he fate of 

man is determined both by factors within his cont:11ol and 

factors bey'ond his oontr.ol.. The factors which are beyond 

the powers of man are implied in a homily which lists seven 

things, the knowledge of which is hidden from men: the day 

of death, the day of comfort, the depths of judgment, what 

can be turned to profit, or what is in the heart of a fellow 

man; when the K:l.ngdom of David wilJ. be restored, or when the 
34 

evil kingdom will be uprooted., 

The rabbinic doctrine of the sanctity of life is 

often based on the belief that man \Vas created in the image of 

God. Ih the Mek:tl·ca, we find two other reasons for regarding 

:bhe life of man as something sac:red. When God commanded Moses 

to warn the people against coming too close to Mount Sinai 

during the giving of the Law, the midrash explains that God 

ss.1.d: "Every one of them that might .be taken a.way is to me 
35 

as valuable as the whole work o:f' creation." A more ingen-

uous illustration is baaed on the arrangement of the command~ 

ments as they were engraved upon the two tablets ..... five on 

one side_. and five on the other. The commandment concerning 

God is opposite the one concerning murder. Therefore, if 
' 

one commits murder, it is a.s if he desecrated the divine 
36 

image .. 
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10. ~tologz~ 

There are many references in the Mekilta to future 

redemption, to the Messiah, and to 

only a few passages are of significance or interest. To 

Rabbi, for instance, is attributed the deduction of resur

rection of the dead from Scripture itself. His reasoning is 

based on the use of' the imperfect ra:ther than the perfect 

'~ tense in Exodus 15.1 ( 1't! '.S&: ) • H. Eliezar inter-

prets Psalm 81..J+ as indicating tha:l:J the future redempt:ton will 

occur on Rosh Hodesh Tishri (Rosh Ha.shonah), rather than Erev 
38 

Pesach. This redemption, however, will not be universal; 

and among those for whom there will be no redemption are the 
39 

heathen nati?ns. In still another passage the inference is 

made that many rewards are not to be t ound i.n this world, but 
40 

in the world to come. 
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£I~~12 Relationships 

The Mek11·ta does not deal with the theme of 

leadership, pe!_ ~· A number of passages, however, reflect 

opinions on the subject and were unquestionably intended as 

lessons of contemporary significance. For instance, the role 

of the wise leader in times of crisis is exemplified by 

Moses who rallied and pac~.~~ the child1"en of Israel at the 
l 

:Red Sea. Using the p1~ophets as examples, the haggadist 

determines that there a.re thl"ee kinds of religious leaders. 

One is zer:.tlous for the honor due the father (God) as well as 

the honor due ·t;he son. (the people), exemplified by «Jeremiah 

( r.,am. 3 .1+2). 'l1he second is zealous for the honor due Godj) 

but not fol' ·bhe honor (welfare) of the people. (E11.jah in 

I Ki. 19.10). r.rhe le.st, is conce1"ned a.bout the people with-
2 

out being concerned about God (Jonah 1.3, 3.1). It goes 

without saying that the rabbis regard Jeremiah as the proper 

model for religious leadership. 

Responsible and authorit;ati va leadership should be 

gi veil only to those who have proven themselves dese1 .. ving 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 to deserve to rule over them. He then proceeded to 

build walls 11 to bring in a wa:ber supply, and to flght their 
3 

battles. Only then did they accept him as '!::heir king. 



'' , 

' ,i. 

' ' 
' 

2. Justice and Peace. ttu .... __ 

In the Mekilta we find that the ideal of human 

justice is modelled closely after the oonoept of divine 

justice. In fact, the midrash makes the explicit declara

t:ton tha:t to render a true judgme11t is tantamount to having 
4 

been a co-worker wi·bh God in the crea:b:'lon of the world. 

Another general statement emphasizes the positive aspect of 

justice. In brief, it is a mitzvroh to refrain from commit

ting an injustice, but it is a far greater ~ to actually 
5 

execute justice. It is interest1.ng ·co note what punishment 

the rabbis foresaw for those who pervert justice, the punish

ment, of course, to be administered by heaven, not by man .. 
I' 

One of three things happens to the man who perverts justice: 

his mind will beoome confused with respect to Torah (know

ledge of right and wrong), he will become dependent upon 
6 

charity, or his eyesight will be impaired. 

In a passage which deals more specifically with 

the administration of' justice, the Mekil'ta implies that each 

case must be judged on its O\m merits, without personal regard 

or prejudice. If, the ease involves two men, one pious and 

one w1.cked by reputation, one should not decide the· case 

against the wicked man simply on the basis of his previous 
7 

reputation. Elsewhere, it is taught that, in their sphere, 

the legal ordi:p.e.nces which expedite the administration of 

justice, are as important· as the lofty ethical and moral 

commandments of the Torah. For if there is soma litigation 
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between two men, there is always ill-will between them. 

But when the case is decided f'or them (justly), peace may 
8 

be restored between them. 

Just:i.ce, then, ia regarded as the basis for lasting 

peace. The ideal of peace is epitomized in the following 

illustration: The stones of the altar do not speak nor hear 

nor see. Yet because ·t;hey serve to establish peace between 

Israel·and God, He commanded that no tool should be lifted 

against them.. How much the more wil~ He protect from harm 

the one who establishes peace qetween man and his fellow, 

between husband and wif'e, beyween city and city, or between 
9 

nation and nation. 

3. Parents. 

Respect for one's parents was regarded by the sages 

as one of the greatest mitzwoth. Indeed_, they taught ·chat in 

the sight of God, to honor one's parents is equal to honoring 

Him; and to show disrespect for them is equal to blaspheming 
10 

Him. Nor should one parent be shown any less respect than 
11 

the other. Rabbi observed that a man may honor his father 

more than his mother because she wins him over with persuasive 

words. Or a man may :f'ea:t:' his father more than his mother 

because it is a man 1 s father who teaches him Torah. To Pl"e"" 

vent this unseemly distinction be"J;ween pne rs paren·lia, Torah 

mentions the mother first in one verse, but mentions the 
12 

father first in another. 
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Just as the child has certain responsibilities 

toward his parents,, so the parents have a responsibility 

toward their children. Most of the parents' duties, accord ... 

ing to the Mekilta, are of an educational nature, for a man's 

first duty is.to teach his son Torah. Other duties mentioned 

are practical enough, i.e., arrange a proper marriage,, teach 
-

a child how to swim, and teach him the essentials of good 

citizenship ( 7'.J 1 ~/f ~it• )., 
13 

Parents also have the important responsibility of 

preparing their children,, from ea1"1ly childhood, for the good 

life. Even :J.f the ehild :ts too young to comprehend all that 

he hears and sees ( as in the case of the children who wei"'e 

brought by their parents to witness the acceptance of the 

Law), the parent who does so fulfills the will of God and 
14 

merits an additional reward. 

Respect for Others. 
---"""~- --- ~----

Respeo~ for one 1 s· fellow-man is one of the ·basic 

princ:tples of human relationships. One homily compares it 

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

God commended tha',h they be treated with respect. How much 

the more;.130 should one have respect f'or a fellow-lp.an, who is 
15 

made ·1n t°he image of' God. Similarly, if a man welcomes 

his fellow-man, it is considered as if he had welcomed the 
' 16 . 

Divine Presence. Proper respect is especially becoming in 

the case of a teacher and his students. Not only should the 



-77-

teacher hold his pupil as dear as he holds himself, but 

respect for one's teacher should be as dear 'l:;o one aa the 
17 

fear of heaven. rt foll_ows, too, that one should be care ... 

ful to show respect for his colleaguej One who at-temp·lrn to 

embairass his colleague for his own aggrandizement is regarded 
18 

as a speaker of falsehoods. In a negative sense, the 

principle of respecting one's associates is epitomized in 

R. Nathan's statement: r"'\~fl~ l;\">lflc.J) fie fat /011' 
19 

In this connection, one of the preachers mani

fests an<lunusual understanding of human psyeholog·.r when he 

makes the following observation: "It is in the na·bure of a 

human being to be more revered by those who are at a distance 
20 

than by those who are close to him." 
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The Good Lif'e ---
l. Labor. 

Rabl)in.1c literature~ generally, exalts the concept 

of honest labor. In the Mekilt;a Phis attitude is reflected 

i.n. a passage attributed to R. Meir. Commenting on the ordin ... 

a.noes pertaining to restitution for damages, he points out 

that for an ox, which performs labor, ·the payment is fi vef'old. 

In the case of a sheep:,. which does not perform labor, the 

payment is merely fourfold. This, he concludes, is to teach 
1 

how highly labor is regarded by the Creator. Indeed, without 

labor and effort, a man loses much of the bounty o:f.l provi-
__,,,,_,_ ---
denoe. 1rhis idea is illustrated by the story of' a man who 

inhe1•its a plot o:f' uncultivated land and sells it for a. pit

tance. He realizes his great· loss only after he discovers 

that the buyer has irrigated the land,, and planted trees and 
2 

ga1"dens. A practical suggestion is introduced in a. statement 

of derech eretz, wh1.c.h advises that the proper conduct for a 

man who takes 111, is to rest from work until he is thoroughly 

cured. .7' I kQ)"t f "-Q)t, t JH(."> J.J\J{ ) • 
3 

There ar·e a number of midrash:bn in the Mek1lta 

which not on~y emphas1.ze the value of a good reputation, but 

also point out the special privileges which attach themselves 

to a. man of great repute. The sages aay that; a man, for the 
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sake of his reputation, should not associate with a wicked 
4 

man -- not even for the purpose of teaching hint Torah. 

This regard for one's good name is exemplified by the pure

minded of ~Terusalem, of whom it is said. that they would never 

go to a banquet or never sign a document unless they knew 
5 

with whom they would be a.ssoc:I.ating. Among h:l.s four para-

mourit vir·tues, R. Eliezer ha-Ka.ppor mentions being above 
6 

suspicion of innnorality and tale-bearing. 

With regard to the :r·ewa.rds of a good reputation., 

R. Jose says: ''It is not the place which hono:r.a the man, 
'7 

but the man which honors the place." And in another place 

it is observed that if a man devotes himself to anything with 

his whole soul, it is named after him (his reputation becomes 
8 

inseparably asaoo1a ted with it).. The idea of n_o:I?]:e!3 .. re .S> ... bl_i~e 

is illustrated in a midraah a.bout Moses, who appealed to God 

for permission to enter Eretz Yisroel,, even if he had to 

enter as an ordi.nary man, and not. as a great leader. God 

replies: "A King cannot enter as an ordinary man. 11 
9 

With regard to honesty, the Mek:tlta says it not 

only wins ~ respect and admiration for a man, but ha is 
10 

also regarded a.a one who had fulf':tlled the whole Torah. ---
·And who is most likely to be an honest man? One who disdains 

his material' wealth; for if he disdains his own wealth, it 

is logical to assume that he will not covet the wealth of 
I 
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According to the rabbis, the first purpose of a 

man's wealth is to provide his sustenance. The greatest 

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

giving charity. Almsgiving was regarded as one of the means 
12 

by which a man could atone for his sins.. Moreover, a man 

of means who pe.g.'lil:aea 'be neglects his oblige.tio11.e to the poor, 
13 

mo.y, in. the end, become poor himself,. In the administra ... 

tion. of' charity, the rabbis adduce the principle that a man's 

first obligation is ·to those closest to him -- his relatives 

before others, his own ·townspeople before stx•angers, and his 
14 

own people (Israel) before the gentile. 

Besides P 1 ~o~ J\tf~~ ~ the rabbis also mention 

P'J\N JV\l~p as virtuous acts wlllieh 

every man should perf'orm. And in. fulf'ill:l.ng the.se mitzwotl:~,, 

a man is exhorted not onl·y to act according to I'~" .n·H(. , . 15 
bu'b also to go l'q" Si'1Jtl../V P'J~f. To conclude this 

section, we cite a passage which teaches the principle of 

imitatio dei. in human behaviour • 1'Abbe. Saul says: Be like 
... _ .. ..,--

Him. Just as He is gracious and merciful, be thou also gra-
16 

c:l.oua and merciful. 1·1 
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Midre.shim of Oe1•emonial 

an.d Historical Significance. 
--- • 1$MF" ~ ... .--- I$ fOIWbo I'll& • ... ,,_,,.._.:i 

Ceremonies. 
"'""""'t:o111 ., ti-

Although the Mek1lta contains many passages dealing 

with the festivals and religious ceremonials, most of them 

are of a halaehic nature, and we need not deal with them 

here. Nevertheless, there are a few midrashim in this con

nection which do have homiletical signif'ioanoe. Of spec:lal 

interest is a passage which reflects the general attitude of 

the rabbis toward changes in the ceremonial life of the 

Jewish community • It is an attitude based on a sound prin-

oiple. The midrs.sh observed that any ceremony or institution, 

to which Israel wa.s wholly devoted, b.a.s been preserved, But 

those to which Israel has not been devoted,, have fallen into 

disuse and oblivion. Thus the Sabbath, circumcision,, study 

of Torah, ritual bath, etc., have been preserved,, while the 

Temple, civil courts, the sabbatical year, and the jubilee 
1. 

year have disappeared .. 

The other ceremonial mklrashim which are of interest 

to us, deal w:t th the Sabbath. The holiness of the Sabba:l:;h 

in this world is compa1"ed to the ho11.nesa of the world to 
2 

come. And one who observes this holy Sabbath is kept far 
3 

from sin • .(Of. Isa. 56.2). Another int;eresting pa.ssage 1.n-

fers from the behaviour of the pillar of cloud. and the p:l.llar 
#.rt 

of fire which led Israel ·!:;hrough the wilderness, that proper ... 

i' 
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custoin on ~ _?habba.th is to kindle the lights while 1 t is 

still daylight. In this way there is no danger of there 

being an interim during which Israel will have neH;her the 
1.1. 

cloud nor the fire to lend them. 

2. Midrashim of Historical Significance. ---...,JI.- - ~~~ ------
Like e.ny other work of this nature, the homilies 

of the Mekilta, ~ S.~.l:J:~!.9:~, reflect the conditions and the 

historical background of the day. rrhere are a number of 

mid1"ashim, however, which are of particular impor·bance in ·bhis 

connection, since they contain Sither direct or :t:mpl:l.ed re

ferences ·to .~Pe.?!:£..~.2. events which oocured during the tanna-

i tic per:i.od. Many of. these passages have been. t;rea.:t;ed from 

an histor:tcal point of view by L. A. Rosenthal, in an article 

entitled "Einiges f.lber d:te Agada in der Mekilte..U, appea1~1ng 

in a volume of Semitic atudies in memol"Y of A .. Kohut. Some 

of Hosenthe.l's hypotheses, concerning the background of these 

midrashim, seem to be rather tenuous; others make sound 

sense. 

Those midra.ahim which deal with the bones of Joseph 

and with bu1 .. :ta.l, suggest to Rosenthal a subtle reference to 

the martyrs who died ln the Bar Cochba rebellion, a.nd to 
5 

whom the Romans refused proper burial. The two passages 

which spe.ak of the Israelites who perished during the three 

days of darkness, may well have been a homiletical denuncia

tion of t;hoae who refused to support the Bar Cochba rebellion .. 
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Rosenthal, evidently, infers from the midrash that those who 

died in the darkness were those who did not wish to follow 
6 

Moses out of bondage into freedom. 1rhe midraah which explains 

the circuit;ous route through the wilderness is assigned by 

Rosenthal to the post ... Bar Cochba period, and is said to be a 

rat:i.onalization of the failure of' the rebellion to bring re-
7 

dempt:ton from 'bhe Roman yoke. In another place the Mekj.lta. 

says: "When I (God) smite the Land of Egypt, there will be 
' . 8 

no plague upon you. But there will be at some future time." 

The concluding sta:bement of this passage is clearly an attempt 

to explain the perseout;ion under Rome, even though w·e may not 

be able to assign.it to any specific event. 

There are a number of midrashim which refer speci-

f':tcally to the destruction of the 1rempJ.a., The prevailing 

attitude of' the rabbis is epi'l;omized in the following illus

tration: "It is compa:r.a.ble to :robbers who entered the palace 

of a king, despoiled his property, killed his royal household 

and destroyed his palace. Afte:ra some time, however, the.king 

sat in judgment upon them. Some he :l.mprisoned, some he exe

cuted. He then reinhabited::his pa.lace, and tb.eJ:•eaf·ter his 
9 

reign was recognized in the world. 11 The first part of this 

analogy alearay reflects the events of 70 A. D .. 

One of the most direct references to Rome is found 

in a statement by R .. Simon b. Gamaliel: "Come and see the 

wealth an.d greatness of this wicked empire. Not one of its 

numerous leg1.ons is idle, for all of them are running about 
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10 
day ~11d night,. 0 Actual conditions wh:Lob e~1sted under the 

ty~annioe.l su~ve1llanGe of nt:.'l:tneUl go.ve::rir1o~ahlp a.ire spe~1fieal• 

ly 111uatr~t$d ~n two othet' p~u;aag&Eb on~ prenehG:t" had e·x

pla:I:tH~d ·that God Uimaelf led Ist'a&.l. thliough the wild,et"neea 

in o,;rder to tee.eh the .nat1ona to bold. I a~a:el 1n 1d~gb :regard. 

n11o'b on:.t:v do they nl)t ~eep.aot Isva.e·l 0
, $tttya be, tt~atben:~ th&f 

ll 
put th~ l ~.rael.itea to d.eath !n a1"1 maimer of ert:i.el wa1~h" 

The aeoond pst:tt:i~ge (temonat~tes theaa C&:tuel m.ethode Gf. e:atecu• 

ti.on entplt~yed b·, RGme!J On& aee~1 tl't re·11ow•Is:J:11aelito a11d aakiu 

. thf~'b';'I al"'e ~:vou be1ng diitGapttat~d'l" 'n"BeQn.use, I e1rcn.lm:OiEH~d my 

:u~ waa the ·u$ua.1 bmlb1 t et the a:no:ient p:re1,;u)h~~s, 

wb.oae wo~ka we have berim J:1$V'.1ew1ng, to conolud.e their horn:1lie1t1 

anrl their e:Kht1~ta.t.ione w1th £t wo~cl of' hope. r~et ut11 follow 

the!~ example in oonolt\dint~ tb~.s, theslHh ~'fihG follow.:t.ng inter .... 

p~ete.tlon of the 1r1a!11ty11ed Ak1ba ~· 1s bta nH~~1aea.ge of hope to 

the generation that \Jo~~ the 1oke or nomt1.n hegemonyt "Su\lcoth 

he'.t"e m0ans alouds of g1ot7 • .~·,,.so far I lt:now on11 about the 

paa.t. How a.bout the .ftlt'lJ:!?e? Sa~ipture ar~ryat 'And the ransomed 
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