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INTRODUCTION 

1 . Overview 

The ways in which a people describes i t s relationship 

to God suggests many things about its conception of God 

and its conception of i tself. The Jewi s h tradition reflects 

several different kinds of relationship to Cod. Sometimes 

that relationshjp is described i n political terms where 

God is the king and Israel is the subject. Other times 

the relationshjp is described in familial terms, with 

God as husband and Israel as wife or God as parent and 

Israel as child. The purpose of this discussion is to 

focus on t he latter r e lationship--God as parent and 

Israel as child as i t appears in the agg3<lah. 

There are several important questions tha t this 

enterprise must consider. What are the psychological and 

social implications of this metaphor of God's relationship 

to Israe l ? What is the nature of God's parenting? Is 

this a monolithically ~asculine image of parenting as 

it is commonly assumed to be? What do we learn about the 

Jewish imaBe of God through the vision of God as parent? 

The other side of t he metaphor suggests other sorts of 

questions. What is t he self ima ge of Israel that emer ges 

through its view o f itself as God ' s child? ls t he child 

status a static position or does the child Israel grow in 

its r elationship to its parent, Gocl? 

This discussion focuses on t he two sides of the 



parent-child r e lationship. I n order to set the r abbinic 

image of the relationship in its proper context:, a brief 

investi.gation of how the metaphor was used in the Bible 

begins the study. Then, in chapter one, the rabbinic 

image of God as parent is described. ln chapter t~o, the 

rabbinic image of Israel as child is explored. In the 

conclusion, attention is directed to the significance of 

this metaphor and t he ways it might differ from ot:her 

metaphors of God's relationship to Israel. 
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It is important to keep in mind that ~ny discussion 

of religious metaphor is, at its roots, a discussion of 

religious language . No metaphor can totally catch the 

comp lex phenomenon of religious imagination, no form of 

language can a<lequately describe the reli gious consciousness 

of a people . Any metaphor is, by definition, symbolic; i t 

describes through implicit comparison or analogy. 

The rabbinic use of the metaphor of God's relationship 

to Israel es parent•child relationship teaches that God 

acts toward Israel as if he were a parent. The Rabbis 

did not want to suggest that God was the biological 

parent of Israel, that God had in fact sired Israel or 

given birth to Israel TM s ",as a form of anthropomorphism 

unacceptable to t he Rabbis . 

Consider the passage from Kohelet Rabba 4 :8 : 

"There is One and there is not two." "There 
is One ."-·this is t he Holy One , Praised be 



Ile, as i t is said about him: "The Lord our 
God, the Lord is One . " (Deut . 6 :4) "There 
is no t two"--that i s , he has no partner in 
his world. ' 'Also he nas no child or 
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brother ." From where would he have a child? 
Rather , God l oved Israel and called them 
'children' as it says: "You a re chi l dren to 
the Lord your God ." (Deut. 14:1) And he 
called them brother s ' as it snys, "For the 
sake of my brothers and friends . '' (Ps . 1 22 : 8) 1 

This passage explains t hat God is unique ly Rpart in t he 

~orld . He has no partner , no spouse and no chi l dren . He 

has no fami l y at all. But God loved Israel and therefore 

called l s ra~l his 'chi ldren'. The appella t ion 'chi ldren', 

then , i s a sign o f God's l ove, The met aphor of God ' s 

r e l a t ionship to Isr ael as a parent-child rela tionship 

serves to describe the na t ure of God ' s l ove for Israel . 

It s uggest s a way of describing ~hat is in reality no t 

fully describable--the relationship of God to Israel and 

Israel to God. 

II. 1•1ethodol ogy 

The ma jor problem in any research in r abbinic 

litera t ur e is to find a way int o t he material , a proce6s t o 

retrieve the sources that deal with a particular issue. Many 

of the i ndexes co r abbinic l i terature are organized 

around key words, but the problem of this enterprise was 

to finJ a word t hat wou l d lead t o t he sources dealing wit h 

God as parent and Israel as child. First, the r eferences 

i n Gr oss ' Otzar haAggadah under Av and Banim u•v~not were 
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checke<l . U1,fortunat ely, most of t hese entries dea lt with 

human fathers and human children so they were not very 

useful. Next, the indexes to the English translations of 

the Midrash Rabba, Midr ash on Psalms , Pesikta de Rav Kahana 

and Pesikta Rabbati were checked for entries like God as 

father . From the texts that were suggested by thi s 

method, several biblical verses emerged rather consistently. 

These verses, and sever a l others that seemed to indicate 

the parent-child met aphor, ~ere tr.iced through Hcineman 's 

Torah haKetuva v'haMasora. 2 Several secondary source s 

suggested additional material: Moore's Judaism, Montefiore 

and Loewe's Rabbinic Anthology, Marmorstein's The Old 

Rabbinic Doctrine of God and Schechter's Aspects of Ra bbinic 

TheoloP.v . 

Ill. The Biblical Backgro~nd 

The image of God as father has its roots in pre • 

biblical sources. That God is the father of all humankind 

or of certain individuals is a common Near Eastern idea . 

Two major characteristics are illuminated by this ancient 

metaphor: first, that God has unconditional and i rrevocable 

authority, and second, that God is tender and loving. 3 

Bo th of these aspec t s of God as father are characteristic 

of the bibljcal i mage . God as father has absolute 

authority to order behavior and he expects obedience. 

Hear, 0 heavens, and give ear, 0 earth; 



for the Lord has spoken: "Sons I have 
reared and brought up, but they have 
r ebelled against me . The ox knows its 
owner, and the ass its master's crib; 
but Israel does not know, my peoplt 
does not understand." (lsa. 1:2-3) 

5 

The other aspect of the image is God as tender, loving father. 

As a father pities his children so the Lord 
pities those who fear him. (Ps. 103:13)5 

The image of God as father often carries with i t the 

sense of God as creator. 

ls he not your father who crrated youl who6 made you and established you? (Deut. ~2:6) 

The biblical image of God as father/creator differs from its 

Near Eastern background. The biblical God as father/creator 

is not the God as biological ancestor or progenitor that 

we find in Accadian or Sumnerian sources. 7 The biblical 

God is not described as having sired Israel or individual 
8 people . 

God is called 'father' in the Bible only fifteen 

t ime~ . 9 Five of those instances describe God as father to 

10 the king of lsr~cl. One describes Cod as father to the 

fatherless. 11 The ocher nine times GoJ is understood a s 

father to lsrael. 12 The relative paucity of occurences 

where GoJ is actually called ' fnther ' may explain why some 

., 
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Christian biblical scholars choose t o a r ~ue that che fat her• 

c hi l d image is rare.13 Their difficulty with the image 

seems either t o be a discomfort with any suggestion of 

God as the generative parent, or a suspicion, supported 

by their iueol ogy, that it was only i n t he !-lew Testament 

that t he image became fully developed. These argument s 

seem t o ignore t he fac t t hat the i mage of God as 

father ~xists mor e often th~n in t hose specific instances 

where God is ~c t ually called ' fa t her '. 

Before we turn to t ho se passages which describe the 

f a t her ing relationship of God without the use of t he term 

' fa t her ' , let us first examine those nine cases where God 

is actually described as fa t her of Israe l. All of t hose 

instances are found in prophet i c literature except 

Deuteronomy J2:6. There God as father is described as 

the creator of lsrael . In Isaiah 63:16 the woro ' fa t her ' 

appears t wice: 

For you are our father, thoueh Abraham does 
not know U 6 and Israel does not acknowledge 
u ~; you, 0 Lor d, a r e our f a t her, Jur ~~deemer 
of ol<l is your name . 

The context of t his p3ssage is a peti tion of Isaiah that God 

should have compassion on Israel. Central to his claim is 

that because God is Israe l ' s Cather, he should re store 

Isr ael to their forr.ier position as protected children. The 

petition continues with an acknowledgement of Israel's sins 
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which have caused God to hide f rom them. The n I saiah 

says: 
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Yet , C Lor d, you are our father; we are the 
clay and you are the potter; we are all the 
works of your hand. Be not exceedingly 
angry, 0 Lord, and remember not iniquity 
forever. Behold , consider, we are all your 
people. (Isa. 64: 8-9) 

It seems , then , tha t I s aiah understands God ' s parenting 

to imply that God should not maintain his anger agains t 

his children forever . One aspect of the biblical idea of 

God as f ather is , ther efore, that God as father should 

accept his chi ldren when they return to h im . The child' s 

sirl docs no t bre3-k the relationship with the fa t her. 

\.:e see t his again i n Jeremiah 3:4-~ . 

1-iave you not j ust cal led to me, " My [at her, 
you are the friend of my youch--wil l ~e be 
angry forever, will he be jndignant t o the 
end? '' Behold I you have spoken , but you 
have done all the evil that you could. 

Here I srae l i s described as i ma gining t ha t God ' s fathering 

relationship to them means t hat he cannot maintain his 

anger agains t thc-tn forever. 'l' his anticipated pr.otec ti.on 

suggest s t o Isr~cl that t hey will not he totally des t royed 

for their sins. These descriptions of Go<l a s f ;:i the r serve 

to point nut the discrepancy between I s r ael being God's 

chi ld Rnd yet icnor ing hi s will . 

• 
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In JeremiRh 3:19 God says to lsra~l! 

I thought how I would set you among my sons 
and Bive you a pleasant land, a heri t age mos t 
beauteous of all nations. And l t hought you 
would call me ' my father' and woul<l not turn 
from following me . 

Here we have an image of what God ' s fathering means to God 

according to the biblical author. It means that he has a 

speci al relations hi~ to one people to which he gives a 

special land and a special heritage. It also means he 

expects acknowledgment in that his children would obey 

him. The cont ext of this passage is t hat God is inviting 

Israel to repent; he wants to welcome them back after 

they have admitted their guilt . This passage suggests t hat 

as a father, God loves his children and wanes t o be 

compassionate to them. Note that the next verse turns to 

the relationship between God and Israel as a husband -wife 

relationship . !his image is a major one in the prophetic 

literature. We will discuss the <ltfferences between the 

parent - child image and t he husband -wi fe image in t he 

conclusion of the stuJy. 

God's parenting, then > implies t bat God has a special 

r e lationship with Israel which is based on love and a des ire 

for reunion with the penitent child . 

That God is Israel's father means that Israel has a 

special responsibility to God • 

..... 

• 



A son honors h is father, an<l a servant his 
master. If, then , I am a father , whe re is 
my honor? And if I arn a master, where is 
my fear? says the Lord of hosts to you • •• 
(Mal. 1: 6) 

And A3ain 1 in Malachi 2:10: 
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Have we not all one fa t her? Has not one God 
created us? Why then are we faithless to 
one another, profaning the covenant of our 
fache rs ? 

Israel's responsibility as child is to honor their father 

through being attentive to his commandments. 

We also sec proof of God ' s parenting even when the 

word 'father' is absent. For example: 

And you shall say to Pharoh: "Thus says the 
Lord : 'Israel is my first born son, and I say 
to you--Let my son go that he may serve me . " 
(Ex. 4: 22, 23) 

Goq chose Isrnel to be his f i rst born son from among all 

the peoples in the worl<l . ln the Bible God is, i o the 

creation stories and for t he first twenty generations, the 

universal God . The Bible then concentrates on God's relation 

to Israel, but it does not generally deny that God is, of 

course, the God of all humanity . One of the metaphors for 

this s pecial relationship bet ween God and Israel is the 

father-child relationship in which God chose Israel to be 

• 
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his son . I t is important to emphasize that God' s 

fatherhood reflects a historical choice ; it is not, as we 

pointed out above, a biologica l relationship. The 

historical referent for God's choice i s the lsraelice 

exper ience culmi nating in C:gypt and t he exodus f rom Egypt:. 

Another ex11mple of God's parenting without the 

'fa ther' word is Jeremiah 31:20: 

l s Ephraim my dear son? ls he my da r l ing 
child? For as often as l s peak against him, 
I do r emember him still. 

The biblical i mage -of God as father shows us tha t 

God loves Israel and expects lsrael to respond t o chat love 

by observing his c ommandments and doi ng his biddine . It 

a lso suggests tha t God wi ll be merciful and forgiving 

to his children when they sin . 

While mos t of the parent-chjld images be~ween God 

and I srael are father -child images, t here is at least one 

example where a mother-child i mage is used in r elation to 

God and Israel. I t is found in Isaiah 49:15: 

C1l., .-i \'10tnan for~et her suckling chn J , that 
s he should have no compassion on che s on of 
her womb? Even t hese may for get, yet I 
will not for get you . 

Here too. the dominant motif seems to be parent ~! love and 

compassion. 

■ 
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NOTES t 0 INtRODUCTION 

l. There ~re several clear examples in which God acts as 
a parent to Israel even though he is not their real 
father. This may be understood to reflect the symbolic 
qu.'.llity of God's parentini. One example, from Sh'rnot 
Rabba 46:6 describes Israel as an orphaned gi rl who is 
raised by 2 good man. When she is about to marr y, the 
scribe who is wrj t i ne her ketuba inquires 2s to her 
father 's name. She says to her guardian, "l know of 
no father but von. The one who raises the c h ild is 
called 'father' not the one who hegct~ the ch5ld ." 
~od, then , is the one who raises lsraPl, no r thP one who 
has be~otten !~rael. I t is b ecause of God '~ ¥cl~ as 
'raiser ' ( frc.N) thet he is cell ed 'fathe~•. 

o~varim Rabba 14 describes God as the one who 
car~d for the babi~s of Israel during the !srAel i te 
capti'Jity in EByrt. Here too God is calleu thP 
' licN ', the one who raises the child. { 'Jfict 1;,J) 

Both of these t exts seem to point t o thr notion 
that God's parenting is not to be taken literAlly to 
mean that he is the b egetter of Israel. Thjs 
dist incti on hetwcen the "literal nnd symbolic s1::nse of 
the parent - chi ld relAtionship is importAnt to kP~p in 
mind t hrou~.hou t the discnssion th:it fol l ows. Ev1,.:11 thou ~h 
God j s de.sct'i bc~d in parenting t ern1s, 'it seems c 11:'nr that 
the Ra bbis i ntend the metaphor t o be taken sy!+o l ically. 

2. Numbers 11:12; Deuteronomy 32:6,16; Isaiah ~ 0: i; 49:15; 
Ezekiel 16:4,7; Hosea 11: 1; Psalm 2:7. 

3. The first characteristic is commonly known, while the 
second is less expect ed. Rc~~rdine the second aspect, 
consider the Sumero•Accadian hymn called "Pray P.r to 
Every God": 

Remove my transgressions and I td 11 s t ng t ,,y praise . 
May thy hcar.t, like the hel\rt of a rea l mo t her 1 

be quieted toward me . Like a real mo t her .qnd 
A real fath er may it be quieted toward M~ . 

See Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern TPxts. Pri ne ·ton: 
Princeton U. Press 1969 p.J92. 

4 . cf. Mal. 1:6; Deut. 14: 1 ff. 

5. cf. Ps. 68:5. 

6. cf. I!t~ . 64:8; Mal. 2:10. 

7. See "Hymn t o the Moon God" i n Pritchard. op. c it. p.385. 

8. Even those i nstances i n the IH ble where God i 8 s·, i.d to ha ve 

---, 

■ 
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' begotten ' do not se~m to be intended as l i teral begettiog . 
S ~c Ps. 7: 7 fnr cxPmple. It Appears t o be an adopt ion 
forn1u l a . See De Vaux, Ancient lsr aP) . New Yor k: McGraw -
Hi 11 Book Co . 1961 p . 51 - 2 and J eremias , The Prnvers of 
Jesus . Studies in Bibl i cal Theology, Second Ser ies , 
Napclville, Ill: Alec R. Allenson, Inc . 1967 p . 11 . 

9 . Oeut. J2:6; 11 Sam . 7 :14; I Chr on . 17:J J; 22:1.iJ; 26 :6; 
Ps. 68:S; 89:26 ; Isa. 63:16 (twice); 64:8 ; Jer . J: 4; 
J :19; 31:9; Mal . 1: 6; 2:10 . 

10. II Sam. 7:14; I Chron. 17:lJ; 22 :10 ; ?6 :6; Ps . t:9 :26. 

11 . P s. 68: 5 • 

12 . The r cmaindc of exampl es. 

13. Sec De v~•Jx., op. cic. r . 51 .:rnd Vrie ?.N\,l l l llt 1inn of Ul.d 
Te~c1mcnt ThPnloov . Oxford: Dlockwe ll 1~58 p.14~ . 

14 . cf. Hos . 11: l , 3 , 8 . 

• 
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THE ! HAGE OF GOD A$ PARE:-fl' 

I. Introduction 

As we have seen,tbe image of God as parent and 

Israel as child exists in the Bibl e. Before we explore 

l3 

how the Rabbis use this metaphor , i t is useful to speculate 

on its psychological significance. The parent-chi l d 

relationship seems to carry with it a sense of closeness, 

security and love. This is highl ight ed in a passage f r om 

Pesikta Rabbati1: 

11Return, 0 I sr ael" It is like a pr ince who 
came before his father for judgment. They 
s;iid t o him: " Plead before your fa t her while 
he is still in his palace , before he sits 
on his dais and r eleases t he f ull force of his 
judgment on you. 11 So Hosea said to Israel: 
"Returnj O I srael, while your God ( 'i') 
God as udge) is the Lord ( ? ',1 [le God as 
fa ther ); return in repentance while he gives 
j udgment from his merciful aspect. Because 
t he Hol y One , Prai sed Be He is merciful, 
gracious and want s repentance before he lets 
forth t he full range of his anger upon you. " 

The contrast bet ween Go<l as parent ( i n t his case, fa t her) 

and God as judge suggests there is a t ension bet ween t he 

judgment al and merciful attitudes of God toward l sr ael. 

As a par ent, God is inclined t o be merciful towar d his child, 

Isre.el . This image of parental love must have been very 

comforting t o the people; during moments of security i t 

support ed them and during moments of suffering i t allowed 

t hem the comfort of believing that things might have been 

• 
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wor se ~er e i t not for thei~ parent's love. It is a 

met aphor t hat allows for a wide r ange of experience. The 

people understood parent-child relationships; it is an 

i 01a ge close to home . Parents love their children; they 

also punish them for wrong-doing . Pa rent s protect thei r 

childr en, but there are limits to t hat protecti on. Par ents 

also expect certai n things from t heir chi ldren . Therefore, 

any discussi on of the r abbinic image of Cod as paren~ 

needs t o be set in the context of what we know about t he 

r abbinic notion of the relati onship o f human parent s to 

thei r chi l dr e n . unly t hen can we u nderstand where the 

div i ne relation converges with and wher e it differs from 

t he human relationship. 

I t i s i nportant to note that the fa ther in this 

parable from l'esikta Rabhati is a royal father, the king. 

We learn, therefore, that kings judge their children, but 

we do not necessar i l y learn whet her non-royal fa t hers do. 

We find that God's relationship to Israel as a f a ther

child r e l a tion is described in terms of a king-chi ld 

rela tions hip i n roughl y hal f of our t ext s . Let u s keep 

this distinct ion i n mind, and after we have examined all 

the matcri oll \Je will speculate on the ways the comr:1on 

parenting metaphor i5 modi fied by the royal one. 

II. Co d as Father : The Benef i cient Aspect 

Let us begin by describing some evidence t hat the 

Rabbis saw the father-child relations hip in the interaction 
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bet.ween God ~1,rJ Israel. Co:r.mcnting on the verse "My 

beloved is mine and I am his", the Rabbis explain in Shir 

haShirim Rabba 3:34 "He is co me God and I am to Him a 

nation •••• He is to me a father, and I am to hir:1 a son." 

Their prooftext for these statements are, res pectively, 

"Because You are our father" (Is . 66: 16), "Because You 

a re to Israel as a father" (Jer. 31:9), ond "My first born 

son is Israel" (Ex. 4: 22), 1'You are children to God" 

( Oeut. 14:1) . Another example from Avodah Zarah Ja 

describes the other peoples coming before Go<l to ask him 

whether Israel fulfilled the whole Torah. When God begins 

to testify that they did, the other peoples say, "But a 

father cannot testify regarding his son". God then finds 

other witnesses, thereby acknowledging that he is indeed 

their father . We can see from this example that one element 

of the relationship of God as parent and Israel as child is 

the special relationship that God has to Israel as opposed 

to t he other nations. This contention is developed in 

the followjng example from Devar im Rabba 5:7. God is 

compar<?d to a king who had many sons but who loved the 

youngest best. He also had one orchard that he loved more 

t han all his other orchards. So he gave his favorite 

orchard to his favorite son. The youngest son is Israel 

and the orchard is law. The text continues with 

a discus s i on of Israel's responsibility to guarJ j 11 
which we will discuss in another context. The significant 

issue for us here is the assertion that while God has 
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other sons, the other nations , Israel is in a unique 

relationship with God because he is the favorite son. 

)6 

While other texts do describe God's relationship to the 

world in parent-child images, 2 our enterprise here is to 

concentrate on the rabbinic vision of God's relation t o 

I sr ael as it is depicted t hrough the parent-child mecaphor.
3 

The special status granted to Israel by virtue of 

God's position as father of lsrael is a commo n theme in the 

Midrash. In one case from Sh'mot Rabba J0:9 God is 

compared to a king who gives each of his l egions one 

slaughtered animal, while to his son Israel he shares that 

which he had prepared for himsel f . In another case from 

the s :rn(• source God g:i ves to each of his servant s one 

portion of food while to his son Israel he gives all kinds 

of food . We also fin<l a similar description in Shi r 

heShirim Rabba 1:16 where God as a king pours one glass of 

wine for each guest, but when it comes to hjs son he gives 

all the wine. An example from Pesikt a de Rav Kahana 26:9 

shows us the king's son busy wit:h the king's guests at. a 

public [cstival, but after the public part of the celebration, 

the king and his son, God and Israel rejoice t ogether alone. 

Another example of this special status from Sh' mot l,abba 

30:6 describes GoJ as a king with an orch~rd which he gives 

to his children when they r each maturity. Here Israel is 

contrasted with the other nations which receive nothing . 

In Shir haShirim Rabba 1:17, we have the image of God 

providing for his son Israel directly, while he provides 



for ochers only indirectly. in each of these examples, 

l~rael is contras:ed to other nations in 50 far as God is 

Israel's father. Whether the parable speaks of son vs . 

guest, son vs . legion or son vs. servant, the point is 

the same: God is Israel ' s father and therefore GoJ treats 

Israel differently from the way he treats other peoples . 

L7 

The Rabbis believed that it was important for God 

t hat he be called father and thereby honored by Israel. We 

s ee in Sh ' mot Rabba J2: 5 that it was so important t hat 

Go<l performed all the miracles aml all his mighty deeds 

only so that Isra~l should call him 'father' . 

We learn from all these examples that the ~~bbis 

do u se the father-cl1ild relationship as~ metaphor of God's 

relati onship to l 5rael. The i mp l icit and explicit 

implica t i on that jmmediately emerges frum chis 1."'(;.'l .:? t ionship 

is that Go<l has a special r elationship to Israe l , ro 

understand t he connotations of this speci~l relationship, 

we now need to turn to an investigation of the role :1um.:tn 

fathers have in relation to their children to <lctc:: r mine 

how this rclateJ to God in his father role. 

We know from the legal literature4 that Cathers are 

required to circumcize their sons , r edeem t hem, tea~h 

them Torah, find the~ a wi[e, teach them a trad~ , end some 

say , t each them to swim . Do we see God in his r o l e as 

father fulfilling these renponsibil ities to his son Israel? 

As one might predict, the image of God circumcizing 

Israel no•::here appea rs in our sampl e text s . Ou <? :night 



speculate that a descr iption of God as father making a 

covenant with Israel as son could be loosely interpreted 

as an act of circumcision, but it is difficult to argue 

t his point. We do, however, see God r edeeming Israel. 

l6 

In A.ggadct Ilereshi.t 5: 3 we learn that all Israel is preci ous 

to God as a first born son and t hat no natter how much 

Pharaoh might have asked for, God would have paid it to 

redeem Isr ael . Just as a father pays to redeem his first 

born son, God ~ould have paid to redeem his first born 

son. 

In Tanchuma Bamidbar 20, the Rabbis begin with the 

verse:D.S )I:))[; ~f'u. They picture God as saying to Israe l : 

"Because of loving you, l changed the measure of the 

world. I wrote in my Torah t hat the ass would be redeemed 

with the lamb, but I did not do this. Instead, I redeemed 

the lamb at the expense of the ass." This is a reference 

to Exodus J4:20: "The firstling of an ass you shall redeem 

with a lamb • . • 11 The lamb in our homily refers to I srael 

while the ass r efers to Egypt , anJ because God r edeemed 

Israel but did not redeem Egypt, it is as though God 

changed what he had written in Torah . l3oth of these examples 

are clearly connected to the redemption of the first 

born son. ln the fir s t case, t he connection is lnade because 

Israe l is called God's 'first born son•. The corn1<.:ccion 

in t he seconJ case is made clear because the bibi.cal text 

which serves as the point of departure is the text which is 

the basis for f Ail /''-1i). In both cases, God r edeems 



Israel because he loves him. So we l earn that one aspect 

of God's parenting i s redempt ion of his fi r s t born son, 

Israel . 
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In other cases, GoJ's redemption of I s rael i s 

un<lerstood to be a function of his role as protective 

father. These cases do not see lsrael as first born son, 

but rather as son or daughter. 5 One example of this from 

Pesikt s de Rav Kahana 12:11 describes God in t ern1s of a 

king whose son is captured. The king r escues his son 

and proclaims that from that moment: on, time wil l be 

reckoned from the moment of his son's ret.lempt ion. Here, 

too, the r edemption spoken of is the exodus from ~gypt. 

The royal metaphor here suggests additional po\.ic.r; not 

onl y i s the king powerful enough to redeem his son, but he 

also can r eorder the ca lendar to record the significance 

of that reJemption. God's power to r edeem, then, is a 

function of hi s power to prot:ect. An additional dimension 

of God's parenting, then is his ability to protect his 

cl1i l<l. 

Does God t each his son Israel Torah? The Rabbis 

answer to this question is emphatically yes. f'irst o f 

all, God gives Israel Torah because Israel is his child. 
6 In a text mentioned above, God is compar ed to a king who 

had an orchard which he tended because he was its keeper. 

When his children reached maturity, he g3ve it to his 

children, asking them to look after it just as he did. God 

prepared the Torah before t he creat ion , and when Israel 



r esponded , •~c will do and ~c will obey,' (Ex. 24:7) an 

indication that they had reached maturity, God gave 

the Torah t o t hem . As we pointed out above , this is 

contrasted t o the heathen peoples who only r ec~ived part 

10 

of the conunsn<lments. The image of the fa t her gi v ing the 

son an orchard is an important one, one that we see many 

places . lt suggests that a good fa t her no t only provides 

his child with fooJ, but a lso provides him with the 

mechanism t o grew his own food . An important aspect of 

parenting, t hen, lies in preparing the child t o assume some 

measure of autonomy and self - sufficiency. In this 

context, Torah is the analogue for the orchard. God ' s 

giving Israel Torah suggests that God gives Israel the 

mechanism co pr ovide for their own needs t hrough t he 

guidance offered in Torah . Torah therefore is under stood 

as a means to facilitate Israel's ability to provide for 

itself. 

ln Shir haShirim 2:26, Cod is compared to a king 

who dotes on his son, giving him everything that he asks 

for . When t he son says of precious s t ones 'Give me ! 11
, 

t he king responds, 'They are yours.• So when I s r ael said: 

(Ex . 15: 2) 1 ll' .11)1./J/ 'j~ ', the Rabbi s understand that Israel 

is reCJuesti ng j /"{ . What is .Sl't but Torah, the proof 

being the phrase /A • OJ~ [ .Sti '1)(Ps. 29: 2) which the Rabbis 

translat e as , 'The Lord will give Torah to his people.' 

It seems thnt part of being a father involves spoiling one's 

son a little , giving him everything he asks for . Here 



a gain, the ~oyal metaphor adds a different dimension; 

because the fa ther is the king, he has in his power to 

give his son precious stones . That a father spoils his 

son in this regard is a tribute to the father's love--he 

wants to m3ke his beloved son happy. 

In another example from Sh 'mot Rabba J0:9, God 
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is described as a king who provides for his son from that 

which he ha<l prepared for himself. This means t hat God 

explained each precept of Torah separately to Israel, 

explaini ng both the punishment for its transgression an<l the 

reward for its fulfillment . This understanding comes 

from the rabbinic rendering of the verse "His statutes an<l 

ordir.ances to Israel" to mean ch.1t God gave Israel God's 

own statutes and ordinances. A good fa t her, then, not only 

provides for his son , but gives something of himself as 

well. Other texts show God as a father giving all the 

Mitzvot t o I s rae18 or God in his fathering role urgi ng 

Israel to ob serve all the commanCJ:\cnt s just as a father 

cautions his chil d not to stumble a nd fall. The mitzvot 

here in Sh ' mot Rabba are understood as protection against 

stumbling , a metaphor for sinning. So a good father not 

only teaches his son Torah, but through this i nstruction 

gi ves him relip,ious and moral guidance as "'ell. Not only 

does Go<l give Israel all che mitzvot, but a lso ha gi ves 

them in a special intimate way . Shir haShirim Rabba 1:17 

t eaches tha t as a father feeds his son directly from his 

own mouth , God provides meat for Israel directly from his 



O\.l n mouth. The meat that CoJ gives Israel is wi sdom , 

knowledge and understanding. God gives t hese to Israel 

directly, mouth to mouth as it were. Part of God's 

function, then, of teaching Israel Torah also involves 

providing spiritual (ood; Torah is as important as food 

for sustenance. A good father t eaches hi s son Torah as 

these texts show and he teaches in such a way as to 

provide moral guidance, spiritual sustance and t hrough 

this inst ruction, he himself acts as a role model f or 

hi s son . 

?2 

A good father also provides for his son' s educat ion 

in a more general way . We learn from Pesikta de Rav 

Kahana 14:5 that just as a king gives his son to a tutor, 

God assigns Moses to be Israel ' s tutor. It is important 

to God that the education be conducted along certa in 

lines; t he tutor must never treat the son with disrespect, 

he mus t never call the son a 'moron'. We learn from thi s 

that part of the father' s role in educati ng the ~on is to 

endow hi m with a certain kind of self-respect, and his 

educati on ~hould encourage this development. Herc again , 

the roya l met aphor adds an important dimension , Un1y a 

king or a ver y wea lthy man would send his son t o l tutor, 

but we mi ght generalize from this to say that even a common 

man should provide for the general educational needs of 

his son. While one might speculate that it is only because 

the son in this homily is a prince that he is not t o be 

treat ed wich scorn , it seems plausible tha t self respect 
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is on~ universal goal of t he study of Torah. 

The image o f God as father teaching Israel Tor ah 

differs in certain ways from t-he human paradtgm o f a father 

teaching his son Torah. In an example mentioned above9 

God gives Israel as a king gives his most 

favorite orchard t o his favorite son. I t is not enough 

for Israel to simply t ak~ j ' -1 as c:1 ~o u might: !>imply 

s tu<ly the Tor ah which his father t eaches. Rat her, Israel 

has t o fulfil certain requi rements to just ify t he trust 

placed in him through the educational process . Israel 

must gua rd I ·, because through t his guarding, God is 

exal t ed . As l ong as Israel exalts God by c herishing 

/' 1 t God will do just ice and his holiness wil 1 

remni.n within Israel. As soon a s Israel guards justice 

and law , God will redeem Israel immediat e l y. lt ~e ems , 

t hen, that the proper re sul t of t he process of God t eaching 

Israel Torah is for Israel to cherish Torah and t he,eby 

exalt God. From Seder Eliahu Rabba 10:14 we discover 

tha t Israel shoulJ mode l himsel f after hi s f ather . God 

wi thho l ds nothing from hi s children, and l1e asks very 

little; only t hat just as God examines himself und finds 

his divine attribut es, he expects his c hildren t o f ind 

their proper human a t tri bute s . And t hese arc , from Psalm 

15: 2, to walk blamelessly, t o do r i ght a11u t o speal\. t ruth. 

Here again we see t hat a eooJ f a ther serves as a role model 

for his son. 



The underlying motive for God ' s giving l srae:l Torah 

is God's love for Isracl- - Isracl has done nothing t o 

deserve it; Israel is simply God 's son so God loves him. 

And one expression of this lo,•e is t hat God provides 

Torah and t eaches i t. While we will discuss God's parental 

love in greater detail further on, let us give one las t 

example of the relationship between God's loving Israel 

and God' s giving Torah, In Shir haShi r im Rabba 2:27 God 

is conpared to a king whose son has been sick, When the 

son's t ut or suggests that t he t ine has arrived for the son 

t o go back to school, the king argues that the child is 

still sick, still pale . He wants to give his son a little 

extra time to relax and recuperate , to eat and drink and 

res t. God t ells the tutor, the angel s , that Israel is 

still sick f r om slavery. So God provides food and dri nk 

for them for three mont hs until they recover, and then he 

gives them Torah. A father, then, not only teaches his 

son Torah, but he also provides for those basic needs of 

hi s c hild that are prerequis i tes for his being able to 

l earn , 

Does God find Israel as wife? Most of our examples 

of God preparing a marriage for hi s child relate to the 
9 relationship between God as father and Torah as daught er , 

We do occasionally find a description of God preparing a 

marr iage for his son. In several occasions10 which we will 

discuss in J e t ai l below, Gou is compared to a father who 

builds and decorates a chuppah for his son. Elsewhere , in 

-



Pesikta de Rav Kahana 12:19 Cod i s Jescribc<l as a king 

who recognizes chat his son is ready to marry, but he does 

not have vessels for a wedding chest . The king rea lizes 

that if he waits to g ive his son a weJ<li ng until new wedding 

vessels can be prepared , that would delay his son' s 

happiness. On the other lrnnJ, if he only g ives his son 

old vessels, that would not be in the son 's honor. So 

he calls an artisan to repair the old vessels anJ mc1ke 

them appea r new. Similarly, when lsr3el came out o f Egypt, 

God wanted to give them the Torah. But there were blind, 

lame and deaf among them so that God wondered whether he 

should give the Torah which is perfect to this generation 

which was blemi shed . If God had waited for a new gener ation 

to grow up, he would liave been delaying Israel's nuptuals 

with Torah; if not, he would have given the perfect Torah 

co an imperfect blemished people. Instead, God healed 

all who were blemished and then gave Israel the Torah . 

In chis parable, the son and his trousseau are one entity , 

so to speak . Israel is God's marriageable son while t he 

blemished within Israel are the ol d vessels. The poi nt 

that emerges is that not only is it a father's responsibility 

to find a wife for his son, but also to make the necessary 

arrangements for a proper marriage befi tting the son' s 

honor to take place. It is important to notice that this 

is for the son's honor. We normally accuse parents of 

doing this for their own needs. 

Docs Go<l teach Israel a trade? We have many 



instances w~ere God provides for Israel, hut a clear vision 

of God teaching I~rael a trade does not seem to be a part 

of t he rabbinic conception of God as father. We do have one 

example from Pesikta de Rav Kahana 5:13 "here God 

<lelivers t o Israel certain kinds o f tools. Go<l is compared 

to a king, who, when his son reaches maturity, gives his 

son a t imepiece . This is a respons e to the biblical 

t ext "This month with be for you" (Ex . 12:2) which the 

Rabbis seem l.O unJerst.'.in<l as "The reckoni ng of time shall 

be up to you . 11 By Jelivcring this timepjcce to Israel, 

God gives Israel control over the calendar . The text 

continues with other examples . God is like a king with 

locked treasuries . When his son comes of age, t he king 

gives the son the keys and therefore some control over 

the treasuries. God is compared to a carpenter who gives 

his son carpentry tools when the son reaches maturity. And 

again, God 1s compared to a doctor who had a medicine 

cabinet fil led with medicine ~hich he delivered to his son 

when the latter came of age. It is probable that in each 

case, the tools delivered are connected to Torah, the mos t 

precious thinB which God has to give to his son I srael. But 

it is interesting that in certain of the examples, the 

specific things delivered relate to the t ools of a trade. 

This implies that one aspect of parenting is to give the 

child the tools by which he can fend for himself in the 

world . God, as a good father, gives these tools to Israel. 

Finally , does God teach Israel to swim? We have 



nowhere found specific reference to this final obligation 

of (ather to son. But then, not all the sages agree that 

this is part of a human father's responsibility. 

'l.1 

The legal obligations described above that a father 

has toward his sons show us only one aspect of t he father 

son relationship. The legal literature does not legislate 

the emotional quali ty of that relationship, nor does it 

describe the obligations t hat a father has t o his daughters 

or a rnot:her to her children.11 So now let us turn to 

t he non-legal relationship of parents to children to clarify 

the rabbinic image of God as parent. It is important to 

point out that one can have aggadic obligations which, while 

they a re not legal , are authoritative, as well as aggadic 

recommendations which are meant t o be taken seriously. 

We begin with a text from Pesikta <le Rav Kahana 19:4. 

Rabbi Shmuel said: "It is the way of a father 
to have compassion

1 
as it says 'Like a 

father has compassion on his children'. 
(Ps. 103 : 13) And it is the way of a mother 
to comfortl as it says: 'As one whom his 
mother comforts.• (Is . 66:13) The Holy une, 
Praised be He said: "I ~i 11 act like a father 
and I wil l act like a mother . I will act 
like a father: 'Like a father has compassior1 
on his children.• I will act like a mother: 
'As one whom his mother comforts.'" And 
God sai d: 1'Ii even I, am the one who comforts 
you." (1 s. 5 : 12) 

The Rabbis use the proof t ext from I saiah to prove that God 

act s as both father and mother . Their evi dence for this is 

that the word 1 ':)Jlc.', 'I', appears twice in the. v,:rse . 

Their translation would be: I am the f a t her .anJ ram the 
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mother who comforts Israel. We learn from this passage 

that just as human parents have compassion for and comfort 

their chi ldren, so also does God. Compassion and comforting 

would seem to be a function of loving. Just as human 

parents love their children, so also does God. We see 

from thjs that God's parenting is not passive; he does not 

simply love his children--he acts in such a way as to show 

compassion and to give comfort. Parenting, then, is an 

active relationship . 

Somewhat similar imagery is use in Seder Eliahu 

Rabba, Chapter 31. "l testify by heaven and earth that I 

sit and hope for them (Israel) more than a f ather for his 

son or a t.•:OtnAn for her daughter that t hey <lo tshuvsh, 

repentance, and fulfil my words." In this case, as in the 

above, God compares himself to both the paternal and the 

maternal parent . While the reason for his behavior is 

not explained, it seems clear that it is because God loves 

Israel that he hopes Israel will repent. By hoping that 

Israel does t s huvah and fulfils his words, God is hoping 

t hat his chil<l Israel will grow up to be a good person. So 

we see that the goal of parenting is to raise one's 

children to be good people. A good person is clearly one 

who observes God's comr..anJments and rep ents fer his sins . 

God's love for Israel, then, seems to be the 

dominant theme of the parent-child metaphor. Consider the 

following passage from Pesikta Rabbati 44. 



"Return{ 0 Israel, unto the Lord youi· God .• " 
(Hosea 4:2) It is like the son of a king 
who was far away from his father, the 
.iistance of one hundred days ' journey. His 
friends said to him: "Return unto your 
father." He said to them, ''I cannvt." His 
father sent word to him, saying , "Go Rs f ,9.r 
as yoJ are abl e according to your Hlrcngth, 
and l will go the rest of the way to @~et 
you." So the Ho ly One, Pra.u;ed be l. c.: said 
(to Israel): ''Return to me and l w1 U return 
to you." (Mal J:7) 

The i mage of a king moving f rom his place to go to meet 

his son is a very powerful one. The fact th~c t he parenting 

metaphor here is a royal one su ggests the tremendous 

significance of the father's love for the son . For who 

else would a king offer to leave hi s kingdom and embark 

on a journey to meet except one tha t he loves very nuch, 

his own son . A good parent, then, exert$ energy to take 

care of his child. Yet we also see that an aspect of 

parenting is to encourage tbe child to work to get what 

he wants. The king does not offer to go t o the place 

where his son is an bring him back. Instead , he encourages 

the son to <lo as much as he can, and his father will do the 

rest. Good parenting, then, involves a ba 13nce between 

protecting and comforting the child and encouraging the 

child to work for the satisfa~tion of his own needs. 

This iroa~c is sus t a ir1ed in another t ext coming from 
12 the same source. Beginning with the same biblical text, 

the Rabbis open by stating that even though God had no 

a lternative but to absent himself from Israel because of 

Israel's sins, he still says: 11 Behold, I will return." It 



is compared to the son of a king who became sick . The 

doctor said: "If he will take this medicine he will be 

cured." But the son was afraid to take the medicine . So 

bis father said t:o him "To prove t here is no danger, I 

will take some of your medicine." Similarly, God said to 

I s rael, "You are embarrassed to do tshuvnh, to return in 

repentance. Behold, I will return first." As it is 

written: "Behold, 1 will return." (Jer. J0:18) The 

powerful image of the royal father taking the first 

step is, a t it s roots, an image of love. This t ext 

points out that one way that a parent manifests that love 

for his child is by working toward healing him. ln this 

case, one might argue that the parent even takes r isks 

for his son; there sre inherent danger s in taking some 

of his son's medicine. The analogy between sickness and 

sinning is a very interesting one; Israel's sinning is 

described in terms of a sickness. And , li..ke a good father, 

God takes some risks to help his child become will again. 

This image is developed in a passage from Pesikta 
f I / I 

Rabbat:i 21. ln it, the wor<l JJ C. is described as the 

language of love. 13 It is like a king who had sent his 

son to a distant land where the son learned the language 

o f the country. When the son returned home, the king 

began to speak with him in the son's language. Similarly, 

when Israel was in Egypt, they learned the language, so 

when they s tood at Mr. Simai, God began to speak with them 

in Egyptian. the point is clear: God loved his son Israel 



so much that he began to speak in the language lsrael 

could understand. This t ext points out the fact tha t 

communication between parent and child is an important 

aspect of their relationship . A good parent not only 

speaks with his child, but he sees to it that his chi l d 

understands. 

This suggests that parenting involves a kind of 

self-limitation. The parent cannot always stand on his 

s tatus if he is to properly r aise his child. He needs to 

come down to the child's level, as it were. Even God 

imposes this kind of limit on himself, and it is through 

this self-limitation that his relationship with Israel is 

possible. 

n 

Communication is the theme of Shir haShirim Rabba 

(6:5). Beginning with the verse: "His speech was sweet .'' 

(Song of Songs 5:16), the Rabbis draw a parallel to a king 

who spoke against his son and frightened him so much that 

his soul fled. When the king saw this, he embraced his 

son and kissed him and said, "What's the matter? Aren't 

you my only son? Aren't I you father?" In the same way , 

when God begsn to speak to Israel e t Mt. Sinai~ immediately 

the souls' of Israel fled. The angels began to hug and 

kiss them and said: "Don't be afraid ~ 'You arc children 

to your God.' (Deut. 14 :1) God sweetened his words, 

saying, "Aren't you my children? I am your Go-0. You are 

my people, and you are beloved to me. 11 Even though a 

good parent mi ght become angry at his son and scold him , 
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he communicates t o his son t hat he still l oves him. In 

this parable, the very fact of t he parent•child relationship 

is taken as a sign of love. Because God loves his child, 

even though he scolds him he sweetens his scolding by 

proclaiming his parenthood. Parental cO!l'.munication serves 

several ends. Not only does a good parent communicate 

his love to his child, but also he communicates his 

displeasure when the child is bad in such a way that the 

child can deal with it. This communicAtion has a purpose-

to improve the child, not raercly to punish him . 14 

ln another example, this from Pesikta de Rav Kahana 

17, the Rabbis e>.-plain why God mentions Israel five times 

in Numbers 6 : 19 : ''And 1 have given the Levites as a gift 

to Aaron and his sons from among the people of Israel 

to do the service for the people of Israel at the t ent 

of meeting, and to make atonement for the people of 

Israel that there may be no plague among the people 

of Israel in case the people of Israel should come near 

the sanctuary." This cons tant mentioni ng of Israel is 

described as an expression of how much God loves Israel. 

lt is compared to a king who, after he had given his son 

to a tutor and had given the tutor specific instructions, 

still continueJ to a s k the tutor about his son. "Has my 

son eaten? Has my son had something to drink? Has my 

son gone to school?" In t he same way, God wants to mention 

Israel all of the time, which is an indication of how great 

is God' s parental love . This text points to the fact tha t 
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even in the royal metaphor, the king remains intimately 

involved with his son ' s life. A good parent provides for 

his son's education, but his involvement should not stop 

there. He should follow his son ' s progress to make sure 

that the child is receiving all that he needs. The 

constant mentioning of Israel ' s name is an indication that 

God is involved with the details of Israel's life. 

One of the most definitive descriptions of God's 

love for Israel is found in Pesikta de Rav Kahana 1:3.15 

While the context for this passage seems to be a polemic 

against Christianity,16 it is interesting for our purposes 

as a description of God's parental love. The text begins 

with the biblical verse Song of ~ongs 3:11: "With the 

crown that Solomon's mother crowned him on the <lay of his 

wedding." Since the Rabbis understand Song of Songs as 

a description of the love between God-•thc king of whom 

peace is his17-. represented in the biblical text as 

Solomon, a n<l Israel, the Rabbis must explain how God 

could have a mother. The explanation is found through 

a parabl e . It is compared to a king who so loved his 

daughter that he called h<:!r 'my sister.' At the beginning 

God loved Israel so much that he called her ' my uaur,hter' 

as we l earn from Psalm 45:11 : "Hear oh llougbt<:r nod consider." 

He loved her so that he could not help but call her 1my 

si3ter 1 a s we learn from ~ong ot ::iongs :>:2: "My sister , 

my beloved." He could not s top calling her loving names 

until he ha<l called her 'my mother', as it says: (I s . 51:4) 



"Listen to me, oh my people and give ear t o me, oh my 

nation." In this biblical ver se 'my nation' is writ.ten 

defectively• 1N fc.f-whi ch could be translated 'oh my 

mother'. So the rabbinic rereading of the initial biblical 

verse would be: "The crown with which he crowned himself 

by calling lsrael his mother." Her Cod's love for Israel 

is simultaneously described as the intense love a father 

has for his daughter and as the source of motivation for 

God's speaking of Israel as daughter. We lea rn from this 

that the intense love that a parent has for a child leads 

the parent to elevate his child , to find a means for 

expressing his love which in some senses even leads hi m 

t o raise the child to a status that demands honor and 

respect. A person is obliged to honor his mo ther; this 

text indicates that through loving his child, a parent also 

honors him. The metaphor is s triking; here we have a king 

who not only elevates his daughter t o the position where 

she has somewhat equal status, but also to a position 

where he honors her as well. 

We have seen in some general ways what a good parent 

does for his child. He t eaches, redcem~makes a marriage. 

communicates with, scolds, and honors his child, to name 

a fP-w o f the aspects of parenting t hat have ecnerged from 

our discussion. What else does a good parent Lio Loi- hi s 

child, and by ext ention . does God do for Israel? 

First, God protects I s rael. From Tanchum~, Ne tzavim 8, 

we learn that God guards Israel like a father guards his 



son. The proof !or this contenti on is the Psalm verse 

(121:4): ••He who guards lsrael neither s lumbers nor 

sleeps." In Mechilta, Beshallach on Exodus 14:19, God 

is compared to a man who is walking with his son in front 

of him. Robbers appear, intent on capturing the boy, so 

he puts his son behind him as a way of protecting him. 

Then a wolf comes out behind him, so he puts his son i n 

front of him. When both wolves and robbers confront him , 

he picks up his son. The boy complai ns of the sun's 

heat, so the father cover5 him with his cloak. When the 

son gets hungry, his father feeds him an<l when he gets 

thirsty, he gives his son something to drink. The Rabbis 

bring proof t exts to <lemonstrate how God protects Israel in 

the same ways. It is important to note how explicit the 

parenting activities have become in this example. A 

parent not only protects his son in genera l ways, but also 

in quite specific ways. He puts himself between his chil d 

and danger. He gives up h is own security to protect his 

child. He also feeds and provides drink for his son. 

In Pesikta Rabboti Jl we have a similar image. 

Here God is compared to a strong man who i s crossing a 

river with his son. The man holds his son's hand to 

prevent him from being swept away, a nd when the flood 

waters cover his son he continues to hold fast to his son. 

With the water over his head, the boy calls to his father, 

"It is no use for you to hold on to me if I am going to drown 

in t he water: Lift up your hand that I may stay a live: 11 
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Similarly, when David complained to God that the nations 

~ere drowning Israel, 18 Go<l lifted up his hand so Israel 

could survive. Parental protection, then, takes specific 

fonns. It requires in some instances a strong parent who 

exerts effort to protect his son from all manner of threats 

to him. 

A very different expression of protection is found 

in Mechilta, Bakodesh of Exodus 19:4. Beginning with the 

verse: "And how I bore you on eagles' wings", the Rabbis 

ask in what way eagles are different from other birds . 

All the other birds carry their young between their feet 

because they are afraid of the eagle which flies above 

them. The e~gle on the other hand is only afraid of the 

arrows of human beings, so it carries its yollng on its 

back. While this image carries with it certain difficulties 20 

it is clearly an image of protection. The rabbinic 

interpretation of the biblical verse woul<l seem t o ~e: I 

bore you on eagles• wings as a means of protectin~ you 

from harm. This image differs from our other examples of 

protection in that it is an a nimal i mage. It seems to 

suggest that one aspect of parental protection i~ ,,n 

almost instinctual sense tha t the parent must prot ec t 

its young bec,m s c the young are helpless to protec t 

themselves . Again we see the parent putting himself 

between his young anJ the source of danger; there is a 

price f or pl! renting and God c;in he counted on t o p~y it. 
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God also pr ovides for I s rael. We have s een many 

examples of the r a n3e of parental providing. Besides 

providing Torah, God also provides food, drink and the means 
21 for sustenance. A few oche~ examples o f this providence 

will suffice . ln Shir haShirim R~bba 7:5, God is compared 

to a king who had an o rchard which had a ll kinds of 

fruit which he gave to his son. 22 This is a motif we have 

seen mnny times before. 23 In each case, the point of the 

parable is to explain some aspect of God's bchavjor toward 

Israel, but it is i mportant t o notice the context of the 

parable. Since so often the setting shows us the father 

or the kine providing, we can learn from i t that God 

provides for lsrael. It is imporcant to r ecognize th3t 

t her e arc many levels of parental providing suggested here. 

On the most basic level, the parent provl<les food and 

drink to the hungry or thirsty child, thereby satisfying 

his basic immediate ne·eds . But we have also seen t ha t a 

good parent provides his child with the opportunity to 

eventually satisfy his own needs by giving him the training 

or the mechanism through which he can grow his own f ood 

or make his own living . So good psrcnting implies providing 

on a mul t i-level way. 

Up to this point we have described the bcnefici ent 

aspect of parenting. A good parent provides , protects, 

teaches, acts with compassion, comforts, and expresses 

his love through a r~nge of different interactions. But 

parents also scold, puni sh , judge and somet imes wj t hhol<l 



love from their children. ~hat are chc li mits to GoJ's 

providence and love? This ~uestion occupies a central 

place in the rabbinic discussion of God as parent. 

36 



111. The Punishing Aspect 

In our discussion up to this point, God's love for 

Israel is a eiven; love seems to be the sine qua non of the 

parentine relationship. But certainly there must be some 

limitR to the parent's love for his child. We get a hint 

about those limjts in the following passa~e from Pesikta 

Rahbati 26. The context of the passage is God's calling 

Jere~i e h to be a prophet. Jeremiah responds that he is not 

ahle t o go Oltt for th~ sake of Isr ael because he does not 

know anythi.ng. "because I am still a child." (Jer. 1:6) 

God answers him sayi n3, "It i.s because you are a child that 

I love you, P.S it is wd tten: "When Israel was a child then 

I loved him," (H;:,s. 11:1) because they had not yet tas ted 

t he taste of sin. When I redeemed Israel from E3ypt, I 

called him my child. When l chink o f the congregation of 

Israel with love, l think of it as a child, as it is said : 

'l remembP.r the devotion of your youth. 1 (Jet". 2: 2) '! 

This passage begins to suggest that this spontaneous 

parental l ove miehc bee in to change when the child sins. 

As a parent, God wants to prevent Israel from sj nning, so 

he provides a prophet to give )srael guidance. A ~ood 

p a rent, then, r.eco~ni zes tha t AS the child gi:·ows up his 

relationship co his parent will change a n<l hP. thcrfore 

provides a mechanism to remind the child not to <lo the 

wrong thing . 



Consider the passa~e f rom Sifre, Pisk~ 40, God 

is compared to a human king who had ~any sons and servants. 

They were sustained and supported under his control and the 

keys to his treasuries were in his power. When they did 

hi s will, he opened the treasuries and the~ ate and satisfied 

themselves; when they did not do his will, he locked the 

treasurie~ and they died of starvation. So also with 

Israel. When Israel does God I s will "The Lord wil 1 open to 

you his good treasury the heavens, to give the rain of 

your land in its season." (Deut. 28:12) When Israel does 

not do God's will, "and the anger of the Lord be kindled 

against you and he shut u, the heavens so that there be 

no r a in and the land yield no fruit and you perish quickly 

off the land which th~ Lord gives you.'' (Deut. 11:17) 

This statement focuses attention on the range of interaction 

which God manifests toward his son . Whether I srael is 

good or bad, God remains his father, but the quality of 

the relationship is affected by Israel's behavior. God not 

only loves his children, he also becomes angry at them . 

God's anger can be harsh--in this case they dje of starvation 

when they do not do their father's will. So p~rents not only 

provide for their children, but they sometimes withhold 

imrortant thi ngs from their childrr n as a way of instructing 

them as to the proper way to live. The threat of this kind 

of wjthholding is in itself an important element of parental 

discipline. 
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A simil.a r example c 9n be found in Eicha Rabbat:i l: l . 

Here God is compared to a king who had a son. When the 

son did his father ' s wi ll, the king dr essed him in fine 

clothes . fu1t when the son Jid no t do hls f ather's bidding , 

the kin?, dre~sed him in exiles' garments. When Israel 

does God' s will, God dresses him well , as it says: "I 

clothed you with richl y woven work ." (Ez. 16:10) And 

when I s rae l does not do God ' s wi ll , God dt"esses him in the 

clothes o f the exiled . The pr oof for this content ion is 

the rabbinic i nterpretati on of L~mentations l: 1 : i)~f,' i):) ' le. 

?~ ,\ . The Rabbis play on t he word • 'i 1 ~ ' and 

understand it as'1' 1i~ 'f~~: ' ga rments of the exiled.' So 

they woul<l t r anslat e the verse as "How she sits i n the 

garments of the exi led . 11 Thi.s text points out several 

important things . First , we see t hat a parent dresses 

his child. That we are confronted her e wi t h a royal parable 

adds an i mportant dimension. A king has t he power to dress 

the prince i n fine clothes; one might even argue that one 

reason to dress the pr ince up i s to show off the kine's 

weal th . So for a king to choose to dress his own son in 

r ags i s an indication of extreme pa rental disa?proval end 

nneer. Here a zain we see the t ension between the prov iding 

and wi thholdi n~ aspects of parentine . A parent provides to 

a goo<l child but wi.thhol <ls from a had child. Second , we see 

t ha t even when the par ent is most angry, even when the 

parent punishes, he r emains the parent. And even i f he 

only provides r .::tP,S to cover his son, Ile i s still providing 



somethin5 whjle withholding so~ething else . Even thous h 

God punishes Israel, he is still Israel's father. This 

constancy of the parenting relationship is a ~ey element 

i n the rabbi nic notion of God as parent . BPc~usc God is 

pArent, 1srae1 can always acknowledge his sins P-nd return 
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i n repentance and be elevated to his former stAtus as protected 

child. And because God is parent, even in the worst of 

situations, the child can take comfort in knowi ng that his 

father is s till there and i n some s ense still providin~ 

for him. The fact r emains that even ~s Israel sat in the 

clothes of the exiled, they were still sttt i ng jn clothes 

provided by their father. 

This contention is borne out in a VP~iety of other 

sources . Conslder a passage from the su~plement to Pesikta 

de Rav Kahana labeled' ,.O' )'1il Ji IIIC.J i>N'. The biblical 

starting point is: "The voice of tbem that wait for you , they 

lift up the voice." (Is. 52:8) 

Rahbi Akiba said: There are no~ who watt on 
your behalf except the prophets who wait for 
Israel's redemption. Even thouch the 
prophets rebuked Israel, they turned and 
brought eood news and comfort. It is like a 
king•~ daughter whose father appointed a 
euardian for her . When she did the king's 
will, s he was allowed self ~overnance. But 
when she r.ebelled, self eovernance was denied 
her. Stmilar l y, when Israe l did God's will, 
the prophets praised them a nd allowed them 
self governance. But when Israel rebelled, the 
prophets rebuked them. 

Here a gain we see the cons tancy of the parent-child rela tionship . 



£ven when Isnrn l rebels, s he is st i ll considered Goel ' s 

daughter. The text a lso point s out some interest"inz 

aspects of parenting . We see here, as we have seen before , 

tha t a parent provides for his child . The roya l me t aphor 

indicates tha t i n the c ase of a kine, he provides 11 ~uardian 

for his chi ldren . But here we see that the goal of 

parental pr ovidence or education seems to be t o encourage 

the child t o achieve a measure of aut onomy. This is perticula r ly 

i mpr essive in t hat the chi ld of the par abl e i s a daughter , 

and t he goal toward which s he is beine trained is sel f 

governance . Parental punishment , the n serves as a way 

to r edirect the child on the proper path t oward an 

int el l i gent,responsible autonomy. 

A similar theme emerges i.n Shir ha Shi r im Rabba 6: 6 . 

Here God i s compared to a king who had an orchard in which 

he planted all kinds of f rui ts and then gave the orchard 

to his son. When the son did the kini's b i dding, the 

king would f ind che best plant s in the world and pl ant them 

in his son' s orchard . ~1t when his son wou ld not do hi s 

b idding, the king would rip out the most beautiful plant 

in t he orchard. So when I srael does God's biddio~, God 

find s a rj ght eous person f r oro among the nations of the world 

l i ke Jet hro or Rachav and brings them to Isr~el. But 

when Isr ael does not do God's bidding , God takes a 

right eous person out of the midst of lsr~el. Again we see 

the tens ion between the providing aspect of parenting and 

the withholding aspect . The parent encour ~ees some ~easure 



of autonomy on the pRrt of t he child by providi.ne him the 

means to support himself end he rewards the son by 

helping him along i n the process. But when the child's 

independence 3e t s out of control in that he does not 

follow hts parent's wishes, the parent punishes by 

~ithholding the means by which the child can be i ndependent. 

Here again, both the providing and withholding aspects of 

parent i nR demonstrate that even while withholding, the 

par ent remain~ parent . Even when Israel is bad, God is 

still his f a ther. This ,oint is made clearly in Vayikra 

Rabba 10:2. Here God says to Isaiah: "My children are 

troublesome and rebellious. If you are willing to be 

insulted and beaten by them, you can be my messenger; if 

not, you cannot: be my messenger." From this we learn that 

even when Israel is rebellious, God thinks of t hem as his 

children. We a lso see that a proper parental response to 

bad children is to provide a mechanism to mediate their 

rebelliousnes s. It is because God is a good parent that 

he wants to s end a messenger to his children. A good 

p~rent instructs his children as to what is ri ght and 

wrong, and when they do wrong, tries to encourage them to 

s top , ~nd if they do not, he punishes them. 

There is some evidence that suggests the opposite 

conclusion, that God only sees himself as father when Israel 

behaves as son, tha t is. when Israel does God's will. While 

we will discuss this more completely from lsrael's perspective 

in the next ch~ptcr, i t is important to mention it in this 



context. A prim~ry statemcPt o( this t e nsion can be found 

in Baba Batra 10a. There we find a debate between Rabbi 

Akiba and Turnus Rufus, a non-Jewish critic . Turnus 

Rufus asked Robbi Akiba: "I f your God love ~ the poor, why 

doesn ' t he support them?11 Akiba' s response was tlla t the 

poor are important because by supporting th~n, we can be 

saved from Gehinom. Turnus Rufus argued that it was just 

the opposite. He offered a parable t o suppo rt his claim: 

It is l ike 3 king who was angry a t his sl~vc so he threw 

him int o prison and ordered that no one should feed llim or 

give him something to drink. lf a man were to feed him 

or offer him drink, the king would certainly be angry a t 

the man. llis pr oof that Israel are called slaves comes 

from Levi ticus 25 :55: "For to me the children of I s rael are 

slaves . 11 Rabbi A'<iba di sagr ee<l. He told another parable . 

lle compared God to a king who was angry at his son ancl 

therefore imprisoned him, ordering that no one should offer 

him food or drink. In this situation, if a man were co come 

and feed him, the king would really be happy and would senJ 

t he man a present . Akiba 's proof text for his contention 

that Israel Are cal.led children comes fro:n Deut eronomy 14:l: 

"You arc children of the Lord your God." Turnus Rufus 

resrond-:d t. he.t !sr;,el a~e called both childrE>n and slaves, 

children when they Jo God's will and slaves when t hey do 

not. He pointed out: 11 And now you a r e not doi.ng God ' s 

will." Akiba still disagree<l. He pointed to Isaiah 58:7 : 

11'Ihe fast that I r equire of yoll I i s it not t o ~ivn:-c> your 



brea d wi. t h th'? hungry a nd l,r j ng the homeJ.es s poor into 

your house?" The proof text indicates that because Jews 

are commande d to feed the huner y, God must want them to 

feed the poor just ~s the kine in the par able r eally 
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wanted someone t o feed h is son , from Aki b~ 's perspect ive, 

t~en . God reMains the father of Israel even if he is anr,ry 

with them for not obeying him. While i n this instance, the 

vi ew represented by Turnus Rufus is hPrc t o be refut ed, 

we do fi nd tha t his argument echoes throu3,h other passages . 

Consider the passage from Sh' ~ot Rahba 24:1 . 

Co!Ttll)ent i ng on the verse: "ls he not your father who acquired 

you? " (Deuc . 32:6) the R:\bbis ask a quest i on, If it says 

' your father' 1 why Jc-.,s i t say 'who acqui red you' as one 

rnight acquire 3 slave? The explana t ion offered is that when 

IsrAel does God 's will, God has mercy on them like a father 

on his children, Out when Israel does not do God's will , 
24 he rules them as though t hey were slaves . This t ext , 

then seems to come to the opposi t e conclusion to the one 

described a hove. lt seems to challenge our conte ntion of 

the constancy of the fatherine relationship. Additional 

evidence for this op?OSite v jewpoint c a n be found in 

Pesikta RRbb~ti 27: 

"Li s ten to your fa the r. '' ( Prov. 23:22) Your 
fathe r in heaven, of whom it was said, 'this 
is my God' who begot you and would treat 
you as an only child. 1{ you do not listen, 
He will treat yon as a slave. ''Do you thus 
reo11ite the Lord, 0 foolish and unwise people? 
Is he not your father who ocqui red you?" (Deut, 32: 6) 
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(The verse is he~e understood ~s: ls he not 
vour father? Be car~~•l or he will treat vou as one who acquired you.) When you do his' 
will, he is your father and you are his son. 
B11t if you do not do his will of your own 
choice he will force vou under threat of 
rain as though you we~e a slave, as it is 
said: "Is Israel a servant? ls he a home 
born slave?" (Jer. 2: 14) Therefore, listen 
to him and it will be well with you. Listen 
to your father. "Hear the word of the Lord, 
oh house of Jacob." (Jer. 2: 4) 

This iroaee of Israel as God's s lave when they do not do his 

will forces us to ask whether the slave motif ;s <l i fferent 

in substance from the son motif or only in form. It seems 

that God's treatment of slaves is not substantially 

different from his treatment of recalcitrAnt children, but 

the form is different and it is an important difference. The 

difference between owning a slave and beinc a parent is 

considerable. The end product of the relationship is 

different. The purpos.e of owning a slave is to have your 

wishes carried out regardless of what it mieht do to the slave. 

The end product of parenting is to raise a good child who 

wil l do the pBrent's wil l because that will is the ri eht thing 

to do. The poi nt of encouragine a son t o do what i s right 

is that it is R part of his moral education. 

While there is , therefore, evidence to support the 

clairn that God is father to Israel only so lone as Israel 

performs God's will, it seems that the wei8ht of material 

indicates that the dominant motif is the opposite--that God 

is always father and Israel is always child. The ~ajorlty 



of the sourc ~s n,njnt~in t hnt. while r.oJ ;n hi~ f~ theri ng 

role does become angry at his child, i t is the nn?,er of a 

f3ther t owar d A bad child which has as its goal the 

r edi r ect i on of t he bad chi ld ' s priori t ies . 

Con5ider a passage f r om Pesikt~ Rabba t i 2~/JO :2. 
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Here God i s compared to a king who l oved hi s son and therefore 

ir.ade him 11 ~ol <leu necklace which he hune ar ound his son 's 

neck. The n th(' son a ngered the father , so t he kine 

r ipped th e neckl ace f r om h is son ' s neck And inst Pa<l, put 

c hains around his feet. The necklace is the l ett ers of 

Tor ah which God made into a necklace for Israel. 25 When 

Israel abandor.ed Tor2h, Go<l rearranged the letters so 

that they ~ould symbolize punis h~ent in t he acr ostic of 

parenta1 providi n~ ;rnd withholdin P,. . l n ('?.ch of th•;:;e 

parental interact ions, t he r e i s a pur pos~ . The kin~ gives 

the precious necklac e so the child will understand it s 

import ance> $'lO rl when the c hi 1 d does not underst:md, the 

kin3 t akes i t aw;\y and l n punishm<!nt r eplt1ces it w:i th 

chains. Through thj s punishment, t he child j_s intended to 

learn what to value . Again we see the addi t ional dimension 

that the r oyal me t aphor offer s . Because the f ather i s a k i n g , 

he hcls within h"i.s !)Ower to give a tremendously valuable 

necklace . When h is son ~huses i t, the king as the power to 

throw his son in chains . 

The Rabbi s believPd that even as God puni s hed Israel, 

he continued to ojsrl ay his paterna l l ove . Thi ~ is clear 



from Pesikta R~bba ti 23:1. 

"Reme!l'ber the Sabbath to keep it holy." 
(Ex . 20:8) nere it is written 'R eme~ber' 

11~J and there (in Deut. 1S:12)'Guard 
or 'Take care' ,tNl. Rabbi Yudan and 
Rabbi Abu said in the name of Rabbi Simon 
ben Lakish: ! tis like a p~rable of a king 
who sent his son to the stor e after he had 
given hi.ma coin and a flask. The boy broke 
the flask and lost the coin. His father pulled 
his e~r and plucked his ha~r. And then he 
gave him another cojn and flask a second time~ 
saying, "Take care that you do not l ose 
these as you lost the others . Similarly, 
after Israel lost the conL~a ndmcrtt beginning 

~1::,j in the wilderness, God gave them 
the one be3inning )/Nl. Therefore it 
says ) 1 ::,..5 ~g Exodus and ) /Ni in 
Deuteronomy . 

The interesting aspect of this text is the nature of parental 

punishment descr ibed here. God as father entrusts something 

of value to his son. When Israel misuses it, God punished 

them--but gently--and then returns a thing of e~ual value. 

The purpose of t he punishment is t o impress on the child 

the need to t ake care of the thing of value. So one 

purpose of punishment is education; the parent must teach 

the child that he must pay att ention to certain t hings. The 

fact that the father gives the child these va luable thines 

a second time is an indication that the purpose of :mnishment 

is to educate the child to change his behavior . 

The purpose of parental punishment was an i mportant 

issue to the Rabbis; i t was a way for them to deal with 

the issue of t heodicy. A passage fro~ Siphre 7327 

suggests two explanations of the pur pose of parental punishment 
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H.:ibl>i Elic2ec hen Yaa'<ov s ,d d : "It is wdtt e n: 'For the 

Lord r eproves him who h~ l oves like a fathe r the son in 

whom he deli g hts .' (Prov. 3: 12) He int erpre ts this to mean 

that s,1ffet:"ing this parent a l r eproo f causes a son to 

cause his f ather ctelight. Tl\e implic~ti on of this statement 

seems to be that runishment encourages the chU<.I t o be good. 

Rabbi Heir, on the other hand , s tarts with another ver se : 

"Know the n in your heart tha t as a tTlan disciplines his 

son, t he Lo r d you GoJ disciplines you." (Deut . 8 :5) He argues 

tha t people k now how bad th~ ir deecls huv'? hc~n <1nd the 

su(f ering •:hey mP.ri t fo r t he sed ousness of t heir offense s . 

Rabbi Mei r's claim, t hen, is that God does not give I s r a el 

t he p unish.~<'nt i t deserves . The r eason for th i s r.Ps trai.nt 

seems to be God' s par ental love . 

The n .r s t opinion j ~ mirrored in another :,a.<1sa~e 

from Yalkut Shimoni. 28 

"Take the r od ." (i~umher s J 7: 17) Thi s i s 
wh At j_s writ t en: "FonU shness is hound up in 
the heart of a c hil<l . 11 (Prov. 22 : 15) This 
i s Isr ael, as it says: "When Isr ael was a 
chi lu, then I 1-oved him and 1 bro1Jght him 
out of Ec>ypt Rn<l ca lle<l h irn f\\Y son.'' (llos. 11:1) 
They angered God all the time. And wha t will 
cause thPTn t o he far from foolishness? "But 
the rod of corr ection shall drive i t f Ar 
from h im." ( Prov. 21.: 15) Therefore , God said 
to Moses : "They a re r ebellious . This chi.ld 
sins and needs the scr i be to hi t him Rnd 
hr.i n p_ him to life. So it is written : 11Tc\ke 
t he r o<l . " 

God puni s hes Isra el , accor ding to this view, t o br ing 

Israel l ife. It s eems that wha t is really bein ~ s.~ id is 

I 



that when Israel is punished, t hey r epent, and therefor e 

merit continued lif e . A some,.,hat s imjlar i dea can be 

found jn Eicha Rabbati 1:60 . Beginning wjth the verse, 

"Zion s tretched ou ther hand," (Lam. 1:16) the situation 
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i s COl"lpared to a king who had a son who:-n he s truck. When 

the king hit his son, t he son admitted tha t he had s inned. 

Each t ime he was hi t , t he son admitted his gu ilt, until 

finally he spread out his whole hand for punishment. God 

punished Zi on until she a lso spread out her who le hand. 

Here the funct ion of punishment seems to be to cause the 

child to admit hi.s guilt. So suffering f!lakes the chi.ld 

more a ttentive to doing what i s r ieht. 

The second opi nion, that o f Rabbi Meir, is that God 

tones down hi s punishing out of his parent~l love. This 

concept r epr esents a fundamental idea i n the rabbinic 

not ion of God as father . 

We have learned, then, that there are two aspects 

to parental punishment. The purpose of par ent al puois~~ent 

seems to be tha t t hrough punishment, the ch i ld acknowledges 

his sins and r epents . The end result of this process is 

that t he child becomes a bette r person. The second 

aspect of parental punishment does not descri be itsspu~ose 

but r ather i t s quali t y. Parent a l punishment is considerably 

less ha r s h than the sin of the child mer its . Because the 

parent loves his child , he puni shes more gently than the 

child deserves . It: is clear that this notion of punishment 

is an aspect of r abbi nic orientation t o theod5cy, The 
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suff erj nr, th8 t the peop1 e of Israel underP,o c.qn bP <.> xy> l r-d.ned 

in terms of their father God punishing them. On the one 

hand, the people can believe that their suffering is for their 

own good . It causes them to exaMine thetnse lves for the 

cause of the p1tnishn ent-•their sinning--and jt causes them 

to repent from their sinnin~. On the other hand, there 

is a certain comfort in understanding that their sufferi.n~ 

is more eentl e than that they really deserve to receive . 

Their sense that God is their fnther hPlps the~ 9ut their 

suffering into~ use~tl perspective. 

That God's position as father puts limit s to his 

manner of punishi ng Israel emerges from Sh ' mot Rabba 

46 : 4. A psrRhl e is told of a senat or whose ~ons gnt mixed 

lip with hitd com'l')~ny so he threw them out. When the r.ons 

found themselves in trouble they asked so~e im~ortant 

people to intercede wi th their father on their behalf . The 

senator asked t he itnportant reople on whose behalf they 

were pleading for mercy and they responded: "For you1· 

sons, thRt you should be r econciled with them ." He repl:i ed 

that he had no sons, that their mother was a harlot when 

she bore them . But t he imrortant people argued with htm 

sayinr , "You cannot deny tllem . Everyone knows tha t they are 

your sons. They rPsemhle you!'' The senator in the parable 

is God and the important people are the prophets. The 

children ~re israel who became :involved with idol worship. 

God said: "They are nut rny children; whPn they do my wi 11 

they are my children, but when they do not , they are not!" 



The prophets ,ff~ues with God, "They are youl:" chi l.dren. 

Everyone knows i t~ 'All who see them shal l ackno"-'ledge 

them, that they are a people whom the Lord hns blessed.' 

(Is . 61:9) Just as i t is the way of a fRther to guard 

hi $ son , even thoueh he sin, so must you be merciful to 

them because you ar e their facher." 

This las t s t a tement is very enlighteni ng . lt 

would a l mo s t seem t ha t God ha s no alternati.ve but to be merciful 

to Israel bcc ~use of the nature of their rel a tionship--God 

is their father . By acce~tin3 the prophetic dictt1m , God 

acknowledges that he is Israel's fa ther and that he must 

take them back when they return in repentance a nd they 

beg for forgi veness . Here t he prophets know what b~in~ a 

eood par ent me;.ns; they have to remind God . 

An int eresting aspect of this text is t he comparison 

between God and a sena tor. One might arg•Je t hat a 

senator is either a gentile or certainly a very assimilated 

Jew. It is very uncotm1on to fi nd God compared to this 

kind of a per son. We also see in thi s t ext a very realistic 

picture of what a par ent might say at t he height of his 

~nger at his childr en . While i t might be uncharact eris tic 

t o compare God to a parent who i n his an~cr makes a 

s t a t e~ent t ha t begs to be r efuted, it ls possible CQ 

specul ate tha t because God's analogue in the pa r able is 

the gentile or as similated sena tor, it was easier for the 

Rabbi s to r 11t words in hi s mouth thnt demanded r etutP. t ion. 

Again, her e the prophet s t each God what i t meens Lu he a 



good parent. Notice how God plays the opposite r ole in 

the following two cases. 

st. 

In Pesach5m 87 a&b, God t e l ls Hose~ . "Your childr e n 

have sinned." Hosea should have responded, "But they are 

you children, favored chi ldren, the chi l dr en of Abr aham, 

I sa.ac and J acob! 11 Instead he responded 11Master of the 

Universe, the whole world is yours! Choose another nation!'' 

God wes upset with Hosea ' s response, so he t o ld Hosea 

t o take a harlot for a wife end have children. If Hosea 

would be ready to send his children away, then God would 

~end Israel away. When the time came that God t o l d Hosea 

to leave hts wife, he pleaded, "How can I do that ? I have 

children with her~" God r esponded , "If you cannot leave 

your wife who is a har lot and your children who are offspring 

of harlotry so that you don•t even know jf they a r e yours, 

how do you expect me to leave Israel, my favored childr en?" 

Hosea realized his s in, and plead~d on behal f o f Israel 

before God. 

This t ext is a fascin~ting examp l e of the constancy 

of the parenti ng rela tionship. God does not want to give 

Isr ael up even though they a re bad. He wants Hosea to 

ple~d for them ~o as to justify his continuing relationshi p 

wj th t hem . He wants to be merciful t o them . In t his 

ex.!!"lple, as o?posed to the one a bove, it is God who 

understands wh~t being a parent means; Hosea doesn't , until 

he too becomes a f~ ther. In t he pr evious text, God wanted 



to give up on his p~renting role while here Hosea wants 

him to. After Hosea becomes a fa ther, he understAnds the 

constancy of his love for hjs childr en, even though they 

are of doubtful paternity . I t seems that the text makes 
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a disti nct jon between marr i a ge bonds and par ent-child 

bonds. Hosea is u nabl e t o give up his wife because of his 

chil dr en . We ~re lef t with the impressio n that he could 

h Ave p,iv<'n her up h A<l there been no chil drc-n. So while 

marriaee bonds seem t o b e hreakablc , ~ar ent-child honds art> 

con::;tant. 

A similar exRmple is found in Shabbat 60b. 

11R.-1 hbi Sh.rriuel bAr Nac hrrtnni se id in t he name 
of Rnbh1 Yonathan: As ft 1s wri tten: 'For 
you are our f~ther t hou~h Abr ghnm does not 
acknowl edge us and Israe l does not know us; 
you oh Lord a re our fa t hPr i our r ecieemPr of 
old j s yoi.rr name.' (Is. 63: 6) In the f uture 
t o come , God will s~y to Abr aham: ' Your 
children have s t nned .' He si\id before him, 
' Mnster of the Universe, dPs troy the~ for the 
holiness of your n2me. 1 God said , ' If I say 
to J~cob who hAd troubl e wi t h his own 
children, perhaps he 'l4i 11 heR for !"ler.cy for 
t hPm. God ~aid to J acob, 'Your chil ~r en have 
sinned .' He said, 'Mnst er of t he univer se, 
destroy thetn for the holjness of your name .' 
God sa id, 'The r e is no r e8son jn old men and 
no counsel in chi.ldren : ' He t hen s ::itd t o 
Isaac, "Your children h,we s i nnPd. ' Isaac 
responded , ' MRster of th~ Univ~r ~e, n~ children , 
not yo11r chj ld r en? At the hour \.'hen they 
stood befor e you at Mt. Si na i and sa id, •~e 
will do and we will l lst en', you ca ll rd them 
'My fi r s t bor n son.' (Ex . 4: 22) But now , my 
children, not your children? And how much 
have they s jnncd? How m~ny years ~r~ in A 

man 's li fe? Tnke away t wenty for which you 
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do not pun ish , 79 th<:.'t"E' ilre fi..f t:y r <"f1':Ji.nin~ . 
Take away twent y - five , for the ni ghts a r e 
occu?ied with ~leep1ne , you are left with 
twenty-five . Take away twelve and a ha lf 
for prayinB, e a ting a nd personal cleanliness, 
;,.re yon are lef t with t°Wclve a nd a hnlf . lf 
you wi.11 suff e r that, BOod; i f not, consi der 
hRlf on me and ha lf ~n you. If you want t o 
say 'It shoul d l ll be on me ' , I have offered 
~ysel{ as~ sacrifice before you. The people 
I sra~l open a nd say to Isa~c, 'Becau se you 
are our fat her.' I saac responds to Israel, 
'Instead of rr~tsing me, prRise God.' Isaac 
showed them God with thei r own ~ve s and 
t h~y lifted up their eyes and said, ' You , oh 
Lord, a,-e our father, our r edeemer of old is 
your name." 

Here t oo t he theme is the constancy of the fathering 

relationshi p . God wants Israel ' s sin to be ne gotjated down 

so he c ~n l J t l1ten t hei r punishment. God wants t o be merciful 

t ow~rd lsrael because, on the most fundamental level, i t 

is the way of a father t o be merciful toward his children. 

Here, as above , God knows what it means t o be a f ather. So 

also does lsa~c. Abraham 2nd J a cob no not understand l ike 

Hosea in the t ext above. A basic attribute of a p ar ent 

i s be ing merciful cowar d h is child and this c ondi t ions the 

way the parent punishes . 

A classic s tatement of this t heme c a n be found in 

Pesikta de Rav Kahana 9:5. There God is des cribed a s 

prepari nr to ar~ue wi th lsroel. This makes t he othe~ na t ions 

8lad bec ause t hey a r e convinced tha t God wi ll obliter ~te 

Israe l f r om t he world. When God r ealizes thP other nation's 

gl ee, he decides t o turn hi s ca s e B8Rins t I s r ael into an 

occasion for ~ood wi 11. So God s a id: "Thou eh your s i ns e re 



' t!'I s-carlPt thov shtc ll he white as sn,, \.sl . 11 (Is. 1 : 18 ) Thf> 
l • 

other nations were astonished because there was no fierce 

reproach. Thc•y concluded, therefore: 11He has come to do 

nothing hnt be i ndulgent with his children. 11 This text 

shows us God bf>in~ merciful to his children, hut it ~dds 
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a new dinen sion to our image of parenting- - God takes into 

consideration 'wha t the nei ehbor s think' . It appears that 

the motivati0n for God's merciful behavior tow~rd Isra e l js 

not only thnt he is being indulgent with hi~ chi ldr e n, but 

also becRuse he want:s to ma1<e a !)Oi nt to the o ther nations. 

The messa?,e he wishes t o convey is that I srael .n-~ hi s 

children. 

The se t Pxt fortify our dPscription of the 5econd 

~spec t o r par~nta l punishment: b~cause t he parent lo~es hi s 

chilJren, he puni shes more ~ently that tht? chHd1·e n deserve . 

Parenta l punisl1ment then is cate~orically d ifferent. from 

objective punishment. In the text above, I sracl seems t o b;:we 

!"lerited destruct1 u11, or so the other natic-ns would arglJe , 

but inst ead God chooses to be i ndul g<'nt with his chil dr en . 

they do not recejve a punishment that they deserve. 

We s ec this ag:iin i n Midrash on Psalms 9:4. The verse: 

,. I ~r [y II 

/\ IN ) J >J j}/ is understoo<.I t o nH.'An : A psal m on 

30 the dea th <• L .:ct ~no • Th(' Rahhi s i nterpret it tn mean: O.n 

the <h•ath th~t a. f n t.la:' r dccr e<'s for his son, but af t er the 

son returns in repentance, t he father whitens his sins. 

They ar e playinp., on the word 
1 

/ ;i[' which can he translated as 

'white'. The son he re is Israel, the fath~r of course, God. 
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Goci kno,.·s thflt Isr~el ' s si n c; meri t the decr<?e o f df'ath. 

but he lightens their sins when they r epent, making possible 

j more gentle punishment , This text seems to indicate that 

an aspect of t he parentins rol e includes judeing the son 

and ult trnatcly deterroinin~ that the son ' s si ns merit his 

death . But as we pointed out above , parenting implies being 

merciful toward the child, and therefore punishinR him in 

a manner which is less harsh than he deserves. 

The p2 renting role, then, ser~s t o demRnd the 

reduct i on of the child ' s puni.sh_"Oent. Consider this passar,e 

from Pcsikt~ Rabbati 44. A parable is cold concerning a 

prince whose friend says to him, "In the future your fathe'C' 

will smite yn1,. He wil l imprison you and deliver you to 

slaves. And afterwards, you will rerent and he will r eceive 

you, If you listen t o me and repent first, he wi ll 

receive you before all the punishment." So Hosea said to 

Israel: "In the future God will smite you. 31 Af t erwards 

you wil l come to him and plead with him . Listen to me 

and repent first. so that he will not punish you . " This 

text adds a new d imensi on to our discussion about parent al 

punishment. Here the e~phasis is not on the t endency 

of the pnrent to lighten his son1 s punish.~ent but rather the 

r espon~i hi lity of t he son to encourage his parent to be 

lenient, that is, the respons1bility of the son to repent. 

and t herefore to enable the parent to avoid punishing him. 

Here we see the two aspects of parental punishment merged. 

By anticipati ng the punishment , the child may repent, 
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there by fulf:f l lin!: the purrose of parent.-'ll punishment. And 

t his enables the parent to reduce his punishment, fulfilli ng 

the second aspect of t he nature of parental pun ishment. 

Another text f r om the smne ~ource makes a r elated 

point. 

''Return, Ob I srael •11 I t is said of the 
prophets Hosea a nd Elij~h that they were 
cruel. God forbid ! They were no t cruel . 
Would a cruel per son save oth~rs7 To what 
is i t corn!)ared? 'fo a prince whom the king 
judged to deserve dea t h by burnin~. What 
did the as sociate do? He s~ id to the king , 
"Keep him in prison , stl'r VP h5 tll and then bur n 
him. " He thoueht to himself t o delay the 
executi on until the king ' s anr,er would turn. 
Siwi l a rly , when Elijah saw lsr~el to astray 
after Ahab, he said: 1'lt i s bP.tt cr that t here 
he three years of f~mine r a ther tha n they 
fa ll into t he pi t of destn1ction . 11 It w;,s 
frorn lovC' th~t: F.li.j~h did this. 11 

While the text does no t explain exactly wl~ the k ing 's anBer 

\Jill aba t e, it seems probable t hat the i m~li cation is tha t 

a father cannot sustain the intens i t y of his ~nger against 

his son over an extended period of time . The prince deser ves 

t o be burnt to death; ins tead he suffer~ j~pr isonment ~nd 

s tarvat ion. I t seems im~o r t ant in this text that t he f a thPr 

is a kinr, . We do not see clear examples of a common fathe r 

sent~ncinP, h i ~ s on to die; t.hnt power w~c;: only in t:he h;,nc:ls 

of t he kine . So t he royal met aphor en~bles a l evel of 

intensj ty to be l ent to the par ent in~ ro l e. A king does 

have t he power t o or der his own son ' s death. In this case 

i t seems as thou~h he would hAve carried t h~ough wi th his 
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threat hnd the a ~sociBte not intervened . Rut it is equally 

possible to srs~e t hat t he associate was playin~ off t he 

unstated parental concern of t he kin~, knowjn~ t nat he 

r eally would not he abl l? t o i rronedi 2.tely c arry throu~h with 

his son' s execution . Israel as well deser ves tot~l 

destructi o n ; i nstead , through the i ntercessjon of Elij ah 

~l ayin~ on God's unstated pa r ent al concern lsroel receives 

only three yP~r s of fami ne. Aeain we see t hat while 

a father punl shPs hi s son, the punishment is considerabl y 

less th,m that which the child deserves. A par ent can 

become angry but it is not his normal state. When his normal 

s tate returns, he loves and for gives . 

This is demonstr~ted in a passage from Eicha RabbAti 

4:15. The Rabb~s ask why Psal~ 79:1 begins a song of Asaph , 

when it continues: "Oh God, the heathens have come i nto 

your i nherit ance ." Ins tead they argue , i t should read 'the 

crying of Asaph' or ' the dirge of Asaph' or perhaps the 

'lament of Asapn'. To explain this seemi ng contradiction, 

they tell a pa rable . It is li ke a king who made a c huppah 

for his son. He plastered it and decorat ed i t, a nd then 

his son got i nvolved with bad company . Immediately the kine 

went up t o t he chuppah and tore i t down , rtpp ing the 

curtains P.nd br eaki ng the reeds . The t uto r took a broken 

piece of rod and be8an to pl ay on i t. They said to him, "The 

kinP, has j ust destroyed his son' s chuppah and you sit t here 

playing . Why?" He r esponded , " I am p layin~ b P.cause the king 

took out his an~er o n the son's chuppah but not on his son." 
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Sitttila rl y thP.y asked Asaph > "C:oci des tt'oyed his Te'!'~le yet 

you sit there and make mus:i c ?" He unswe r cd, "I si.ng 

because God poured out hi s anger on wood and ston1Js nnd not 

on Israel!" 

Thi s r~ssa ge g i ves one the impre ssion thnt t he 

re.:tson God took out hi. s anger on the Temple r.a ther than on 

Israel is because I s rael is his s on. While his son might 

h:we rleserved des truc tion, t he pare nt ' s p r ocliv i t y to lesser, 

hi s a nger pr ovided ;mother outlet f or th~ ~n~«>r. tha t the 

father hPr c i s a king suge e Rt s th~ s~cci 2 l ~ua l jty of t he 

father ' s love. One might expect that a kin~ would order 

his slaves to build his son's chuppah, hu t his l ov e for hi s 

son v 2 s so ~r Pa t tha t he c nrrierl out his r csron qi bility t o 

r rep~r c for his snn' s weddin~ h im!'!C'l f . 

We see the l essening o f parental a nge r a gain i n t he 

passaee di s cuss ed ~bove from Aggadat Berash i t 5: 3. There 

we are told t ha t God would have des troye d I s ra e l whe n 

they made the golden calf but Moses i nterc eded by r 0mindi n~ 

God o f h j s promis e to Abr aham. God' s pr omi st-- t o Ahr a ha!n t 

t lwn, j s one reason that Gou ,foes no t e xecute hj s -1ne~r on 
I\ ( ' ' 

Isr a el . But ~nother r eason is given a s we ll: .'vie. /"n i)t~/c. Jed 
''.£>'1c>Jc ·[ "''( 1~i) '' : ,Nlc.Jt .•~• ()' 1JN /c.u,i ? rtNfi 

" l wj l] no t " ):cc1 1t e y,, y a nger . " (Ho s. 11 : 9) Why ? B,·c :1~se 

l s t:ac l is my o nl y s <>n, as it s a ys:"Efra i rn i s a p,·ec i ous s on 

t o me . " (Jer. J :19) 

The f qther -chi lrl rel a t ionshi p, t h~n, set s the s t a ~e 

for tbe les s Pn in~ of puni s hment, lt a l so e n~hl es the 
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parent to hP PH~ily r pc onci l ~d w5th th~ snn . Thi ~ iA clPa r 

from MeC"bilta Oeshallach 4 on Vf'rse 14:1 5 . Th.-. cnntPxt 

is a discussion of why God split the sea for Israe l . Several 

snlutions a r e offered: to f 11 J f i l hj s promise t o .\hrahRfll, 

because of th<" nicr i t o f Abra ham :mo heca11se of the rnerjt or 
observing ci r cumci s ion. CoM~enting o n the s ituat i o n o f 

Ho ses ' p l eadi ng before God t o save the peop l e, Rahhi 

Abshalom the Elder offer s a par ahle. It i s compared to a 

r.,an who is an et"Y at his son so he t hrows him out of his house,_ 

His frie nd comes to beg the man to allow his son to return . 

The man r es~onds: "You are only askjne [or TT'Y son, but I 

am already reconciled wi th him . II Similarly r.od said t o 

Moses, "Why are you pl eading regardine my children? 1 aii, 

:½lre:~cJy reconciled ...:ith them. 11 32 

Her c jt s eerns tha t aJmost a s soon as the f ;i ther 

becomes angry a t hi s son, he is reconci l ed with him. So 

parental a n~er is contro lled through the ease of reconciliation. 

~1ose s ' t ask is not t o convince God to t ilke I s r ael back 

because God ha s already for ?,iven them, but r a ther to lead 

them forward. 

We have descr i bed the na ture of par ental punishment 

as i t emer ges through t hese examples. l t s purpose is 

ultimately to educat e the child as to what is ri ~h t and what 

i s wron~ and t o c a u s e h i m t o c han~e hj s beh~vior. It s 

style is to be mor e gentle tha n the sins of the chi l d merit. 

But we have also been discussing a correlary to parental 

puni shment:-•parental anger. Punishing is a respons e to the 

child' s wrong doing ; anger is a n aspect of t hat r esponse . 
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We have pointed out that at the he i~ht of his <ln~er, a 

person mi~ht throw his child out of the hoD ge, but we have 

seen how parental aneer hAs a tendency to abate over time. 

In this last text, we have seen that sometimes the anger 

disa~pates almost lmmediAtely. The Rabbis recognized 

that even while parents love their children, they could gee 

int ensely angry at. them, b•.Jt a r,ood parent learns to 

moder~te hls anger or work it out on an object other than 

his child. 

Several other different kinds of images eweree in the 

context of parental anger. One appears in Aep.adat Berashit 

5:1. ThPre i.t s~ys: "Just as a man•s son, if he sins 

while he is a little baby, t he father will not disc~rd him 

because he is little. But j f he is erown :rnd acts with 

knowledP;e , if he sins his father will discard him." 

Likewise with Israel. If they sin accidentally, God 

remember s that they are but a little chi ld. The impli cation 

of this s tatc~ent is that because Israel is R lit t le chi ld, 

they are not responsible for their actions and therefore 

thPir father will not punish them. The text is AS 

i nteresting for what it leaves out as for wha t it includes. 

The human p~rallel describes not only the prot ection of the 

lit.tle child but the punishment o f th<' ~r O"-'" up child . Yet 

in connection wi th Israel, only its status as a baby is 

described. Surely t here must be the intention t o su~ReSt tha t 

as Israel hecomes an adult nnd thereforP. responsible for 

his ac t ionR, God's relationship t o him chan3.es as floes the 
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k i nd of respo~se to I~r~el ' s sin. We ~ i ll discuss thi9 

below in Ch~,ter Two, but it is interestine to note that 

this text does not nrticulate thi~ theme i n relationship 

to Israel. We learn from this that it is difficult 

t o be anery at your child if the chjld is~ bahy. 

A different image can be found in Devarim Rabba 

7:11 . R~(lecting on the death of Moses, GoJ t ells a parable. 

! tis l ike~ kin~ who had a son who was alwRys making hi s 

f3thrr s o an~ry that h~ wanted to k ill hjs son. ~~ch 

t ime, thP boy 1 5 mother would intercede for the son and the 

boy would be Raved. When the mother died, the kint cried 

not only fryr his wife, but also for hi s son who now would 

have no on~ t o rrotect him. The ~ocher in the parable i s 

Mose~ who continually intercedPd with God o n behalf of 

lsrael. This parable su~g~sts, contrary t o many others, that 

Cod needs someone to intercede on behalf of Israel bec~use 

God js afraid of the extent of his own ao~er a t his son 

Israel, It is also interesting j n that it descrjbes the 

different role of mother a nd father in relationship to the 

child. Here the ~other j s pictured as the protective 

parent actin~ to calm her husband down. Good parenting . it 

seems, pr ovide~ a balance between anger and protection. 

Another t ext , thi s from Sh 'mot Rabba 30:5, shows us 

that the observance of the commandments help to assua~e God's 

anBer. 

"'You shall not afflict any widow or fatherles s 
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child. 1 (Ex. 12: 21) Rahhi Jo~e ~., jd: Why 
does God love orphans nnd wido~s? Because 
their eyes are raised to none but Him , as 
j t says: "A father. of the fatherless , and 
a judee of the widows ." (Ps. 66:6) hence 
he who robs them is like one who robs God, 
their father in heaven, who becomes incensed 
:ieainst him, ns it says" ' My wr:tth shall wax 
hot. and I will kill you. ' (Ex . 22:23) It. 
can be compared to A princess who sinned 
against her fa ther and was driven from home, 
leaving her children with her father; 
whenever he looked upon them, he imagjned his 
daughter stood before him, with the r esul t 
that. he woul d punish anyone who dared touch 
them. Israel likewise was in Zion, where God 
dwelt jn their midst, as i.t sAys: "This is 
my r es t i ng place for ever." (Ps. 1.32:14) When 
they sinned, he thrust them away, while Zion 
too cast her children on them as it savs: "We 
a re become orphans and fatheriess, our ~others 
are as widows." (Lam. 5:J) When h" beholds 
Israel fulfilling commandments, he repents of 
what he has done to Zion and tries t o find 
5n~e r•deemin~ feature in hPr, as it s3ys: 
"I return unto Zion , a nd will dwell in the midst 
of Jerusalem." (Zech . 8:J) 

It seems that the widow of the parable is Zion, an<l her 

children, for the purposes of the bi blical text~ arc IsrAel . 

Israel ' s observance of t he mitzvot encourages God t o 

reevaluate his anger toward Zion and therefore toward them . 

Here it is God in his father i ne role who is predisposed to 

protect lsr a~l because Israel r eminds him o f Zion , his 

d~uch ter. A~qin we see tha t 80od rarentin~ involves a 

halencc h•cween An~cr a nd protection . We also sec th3t the 

child, in this case the grandchildren , have a responsibility 

to bring about thi s mediation--throu~h observing t he father's 

com."1a nd!\w nt ~. 

Our major contentjon, borne ou t by the rn~Jorjty of 
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out· ~oul.'c:es , is chat the r e is a con-;t :,ncy to t lw r ,n-N'lt -

child r elat ionship of God a nd Ts~ael . We turn t o one more 

text co Jocument this , Shir ha Shirim Rnhba 8:14 . The 

Rabbis he8i. n wi th t he t ext: 11Hy vj nryards, my very ovm , j s 

for t'T'yself . 11 (Song of Sones 8: 1 2) It i~ l iken<>•·\ t<> a k ing 

who is angry a t his son so he delivers him to his Rl ~ve 

fo't' punishment. After the s lave h eat s him, he tri e s t o 

convince him not to list en to his fathe r. The son responds, 

"You f ool ~ lt i s hP.cau se I didn 1 t listen to my fatlwr th:1 t 

1 alil hl't"e in the f ir.s t place ~" U .kewise, wh(:' n lsrac:l' s 

s ins caused the 1'emple to be destroyed and their being 

exile<l, Nebuchadnezzar t old them not to li~ten to the Torah 

of their fat h~r, but insteAd to worshi p j riols . Israel 

re~lie<l : "You fool! !t i.s because we wo,:- shiuped ido l s 

that we a r e here in the f:i.rst place . " At that moment 

God said, ' My vineyard belongs to me. ' The thrust of this 

parable is that Israel, God's children, belong t o God and 

no on~ else. This text emphasiPes the pur ?os e of p~rental 

punishment--the son in thi s p4rable unders t~nds why he is 

be ing punished and has learn~d not to repent his mis t ake. 

There is a sens~ in which a child r eally comes to he his 

parent's child totall y when he underst~nds the purrnse of 

hfs rarrnt's punjshfl'ent . 

A cor olla ry of the theme of the constancy of the 

father -child relationship is that God wants to be acknowledged 

as father. Jn Pesikta de Rav Kahana 3, r.od is compar ed to 

a man who carries his child to market and buys him everything 

he wants. When his son asks someone , "Where is my father?" 
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the fnthcr r,ets ancry ancl <lroos him . This t ext c1Jrls a new 

djmension t o our understand5ng of par ent i ng . Not only 

does a parent provide for his c hild, but he wants to be 

acknowled~ed ~s the provider . we s ee this ngAin in 

Pesikt a Rabbati 21 where God is com,arcd t o a ki n~ whose 

.son is horn while he is awAy. When the king r eturns , his 

son eoes to ,1 receptton for him and asks of the other hieh 

officials, ".~re you my fa t her ?" The king says t o him , 

"Why do yo11 lnnk at these others? You have no r-rofi t from 

them. I am your father . 11 So , again, an aspecti.np, of 

parenti ng is t o provide to the child , to enable hjm to 

profit i n some w~y because of the parent-child r elat ions hip . 

The p8rental r e wArd for providing for th e child is the 

acknowle<l~emP.nt a nd impli clt l y the t hanks t hat shoul d come 

f r om the child . On a very ba s ic l evel, the parent want s hjs 

love f or his child to be returned. 

Anothrr examp le, from Sh ' mot Rabba 46:1 , raise s a n 

important connected roint. Children oft en only ~cknowle<lge 

their parent when they a r e in tro1tble. It descrj hes a 

par able of t he son of a doctor who Crtll s ~ ~uack rloctor 

' my father '. But when the son gets sick , he c alls his 

real f ather t o t~ke care of hi m. Hi s fa ther, j~ s p ite of 

hi s a nr,cr a t hi!: ~on for acknowled?,in& a c;•rnck Jocrnr as 

f a ther, i mmediately fee ls merciful toward h1 s son ,ind 80es 

to him . Bnt he says to hi s son, "You only t"ecogni ze Cle as 

your fathPr i n t imes o( tro11hl l'. 11 Ev('n in t imC?.s of a nger, 

~ parent f ee l s merc iful t ownrd h ts child. We see t h ? t one 
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cause of pArcnta l anger i s the l ac k of 2cknowl ~d ~e~~nt 

from the chJld. Similarly, Israel onl y pck nowleJee s 
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God when Israe l is in trouble . Even though God realizes 

t his and it angers him, he still r~~ponds when Israel is 

in troubl~. PArental l ove seeros to he th~ stronger force 

in the s t~1egle between love and anger . This position, 

however, is contested in Sh'mot Rabba 46:5. Here God s ays 

to Israel: "You only call me father when you are in 

trouble, but I dn not want to show myself AS fa t her to those 

who cio no t dn my wi 11 ." In thj s 1 .. s t te>< t • C:od s eems to 

be des cribing a view of parenting which suig~s ts the t 

children have t o earn their parent's concern. Whether 

or not Gori w~nts t o show himself as father t o those who 

do no t do hi s ~ill, it seems that it most cas e s he does. 

The p~rental procUvity to r esoond to thP child ' s needs 

seem to be s tronger than the 1:ati onal experience of only 

responding when he is acknowledged as parent . ARain, we 

have described how parental response carrjes with a range of 

different behavior from comfort to punishment. But the 

desired end result in each experience seems to be a better, 

more r espnns ihle child. 
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IV. Some Cunflictine Aspects 

The fin8l image thAt supports our cl a im of the 

constancy of God's fatheri~ g relAtionship i5 thP i ~~~e of 

God mournjn~ over his dead child. The c1~ssic st e t ement 

of chis iTT'aP,e can he found in Eicha Rabba ri l: l. n In it 

God asks the 3ngels how~ human king mourns. As they outli ne 

eech mourning cu~tom, God says that he will do thP. same . 

While th~ text never specifies for whom Go<i is ~ournjnr_, , 

the im:>licati on j s clenrly that he· is mo•n:ni np. fu1· bii; 

l 'J d Th i f G . I • l · b 1 34 d c11 _ • e p cture o ou turning over 11s eu an 

walking without shoes35 and fina lly, si tting a) onP a nd 

cryi no_ is r\ very oowerful j,Mge. The effect of ii- is t o 

ernphnsjze God ' s fn thering r elat ionship in perhaps its most 

fun<l~ment al di~ensions, mournjn~ over his dead child . 

A simi lar i mage emer~cs in the Petikta to Eicha 

Rabbati 2. There the Rabbis co~pare God to a king who h~s 

twelve sons. Two die, but he consoles himself with the 

other t en . Eventually they all die, and he is left rnournine 

for them. The final proof t ext is Lamentations 1 : 1, 

i nterpreted to r ead, "How he sits solitary~" 

the im~se is clarified in another text from the 

S ?.flie source . l6 Here God is compared ton ki ng who had two 

sons. lie became an.~r y at the fi rst, so he heat him and 

exiled him, sayjng "Woe unto him that he js banished from 

such comfort!" Then lw became angry at the second , and 

again he beat him and exiled him. This time he said, "It is 

my faul t . I must have broup,ht them up badly~ 11 When God 



exiled the 1'Pn Tri bes, God 5 qi ri, "Woe to th e:n thot they 

strnyed from me ." (llos . 7: 13) But when he exiled Judah 
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.and llenj;tm5n, God sr1id, "Woe is me for mv hurt. " (Jer, 10:19) 

This S011rcc> shows us an im~,or tant movemr-nt --first the 

exi le is descr ibed as totally Israel's fault, hut then God 

accepts some responsjoj lity for it becausP. he raised nis 

children h.qd ly. Here we see God j n his fathering role 

punishing his sons, fee l ing responsible for their '"ongdoing , 

and fin~lly mis~jn~them when they are eonP, The 1~r1~e of 

God s h~rin~ rPsponsihi lity f o r hi~ sons ' trans~ressions 

is a powerful fnthering image, 

This text is differ ent from the fi r s t two i n that 

it is cle:•rly r.o<:l who exi l <>d his chi] clren. Th~ other t exts 

speak of the kin~ •s children dying, hut the r c-spc,n::; i bility 

for their de,:1tb is not attributed to the father. Her e 

the father ' <: punjshing of h is children is sev ere, leading 

him to exi l e them. We also le,'3rn an jmportant thine ~bnu t 

parenting froM this exam~le, Ul t iw~tely, the pnrent is 

r esponsible for the wc\y t he child ~rows up or at least the 

p:n-ent l: ~ke~ the t'e~ponsibilHy upon hi fTl:<:Plf . Jsrael's 

si.nni n P, reflects hRck to God's i.nadt><Juacy a~ a father . r.od 

h imself a<.lmits 111 'TlUSt have bro11~ht them up badly~•• 

J n Petikt -1 of Eicha Rahba t i 24, we see God in the s a:rie 

c i rcumstance . Het·e he s:Jid to the angels, "Let u~ go 

and see whnt the enemi es have <lone to my house. When God 

saw the Temple, he bP.gan to cry Anc.l said, "\J<"'e to me for the 

sake of my house!" My children, where arc they? I warne<l 
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thern, hut they d j d no t r ep .. nt ," Tht>n God cr:,f'l'l~~ r ed hj \Tl ~elf 

to e ~an whnti~ only son , f 0 r whom h~ had built a chuppah , 

died under the chuppah . The image of God comparinc 

h imself to a father in this ultimate s tate o f l o ss over 

his son descrihes his fa thering relationshi~ co the exiled 

Israel . The text continues with Cod telling the an~el s 

t o go and call Abr~harn , Isa~c. Jacob and Moses bec~use 

they all know how t o c r y. That God ca n experience this 

r l'ofound senst- of loss is a tribute to his r ole as fRther. 

It is interestin~ to point out t h~t God's calling 

Abraham, Is~ac and Jacob and gatheri ng the aneels s eems to 

be a way of c rea tinr, a communi ty to help him mourn. Just 

as a hu"1an p;irent mourns for his child wjthin a community, 

God seerns to need a community t o help hjm m0t1rn . 

Here :1P,aln, whil e it i s obviously God who Allowed 

the Temple t o be dPstroyed and the people exiled, i t i s not 

emphasized in the text. The parable describes a king ' s 

son who dies under the chup~nh, not who j~ killed by his 

fa t her. In the next example, the f ather i s described as 

responsible for the son's death . 

Finally , i t is i nteres t in& t o note in passjn~ that in 

this example as i n several other s already discussed, the 

Templ e js <lescri be d as a chuppah . God, therefore, provides 

for the m~r ri ~e e of his son by causing t he Te~ple t o be 

built. 

We s ee t his aeain in the Petikta t o Eicha Rabbati 2. 37 

"Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said, ' I t is cot"lpared 
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to a kin~ who h~d two sons. H~ became angry 
at the first so he t ook a s t ick and beRt him 
until he writhed in a~ony and died. Then 
he began to mourn ov<.'r him. lie became 1m 5ry 
at the second so he took~ stick Rnd beat 
hil'l untfl he writed in agony And died . He 
said, 'NO'.., J don't have the s trength to mourn 
over them, so call the mo11rnin~ women to 
mourn over them. ' When the Te n Tri bes were 
exiled, he began to mourn, 'Hear this word 
which I t ake up over you i n l amentBti nn, oh 
house of lsi::'ael.' (Arno::1 5: 1) When Judah and 
Benjamin were exiled, God s aid, as i t ~ere, 
' Now l no longer have stren~th to mo111:n over 
them, as it is written: 'Thus says the Lord o f 
Host s: Con~ider and c a ll for thP ~nurninr women 
t o come; send for the ski.1 1ful women t o come; 
1 Pt thel'l hurr y ;md wai l over ,, s thAt 011r. evf's 
will nm over with tears /lnd our pve J ids r ush 
with w~ter. For a sound of waj\ing is heard 
f r om Zion: How we Are ruineJ! We a r e shamed 
hPcause we have left the land because thev 
hove cast Jown our dwellin~s .' ' Over th~' 
is not wr i tten hc't"e , r /\ thP.~, ' ovPr us '-•mi ne 
.:rnn theirs . 'Their e,.,Ps f ilJ with t f'M:s ' is 
no t wri tt.en here, rat.her ' our. eyes ' - - mi.OP 
i\n<l theirs . 'Their eyeli<.Jq ni!'lh wit h 1-\'c! ter' 
i s not wrjtten hPre, rather , ' 011r eyel ids' -
rrd.ne a nc.J thej rs •11 

The sienifi cant idea t hat comes out of t hi s pass~ge is that 

God not only mourns ovE:r his children but he mourns f o r 

b 5mself . In a sense, God seems to die wjth hi s children . 

Even thou?.h ft is God who pu11ishes anJ r.oct who exiles, he 

empathizes wi th his children ' s exjle t o the point of sh11rin?., 

their pain. Bein~ a parent. i nvolves a c ertain identifi cation 

wi th oar ' s chj l <l, in evi l 2s in good. It js perfectly 

clenr from thi s tha t God ' s fAthering relat i onshi~ with 

Israel is a con s tAnt relationship tha t does no t end when 

the child I s r~el is hAd; lns t end it is maj ntained even after 

thP chil d is exiled and symbolically dead . 
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in thi.s example is that the father himself l<.i lls hj s sons . 

Wni. le the hnman parallel is exile and not <leath, the 

imaee in the p;arr1blE: o f the kin~ kilUng his own sons 

j ndi cates how seriousl y the R:-thhi.s understood th"! 

punishment of exile . That God seems t o <l i e with hi. s 

children after he exiled them, or symbolically ki.lled them, 

misht su~~cst for a rarent to he so ~n~ry at hjs chi ld as 

to kill him i.s to somehow kill himself -'lS well, I f 

parents ;:ire ultimately re sr,on!-ihle f t~>~ tht- w;,iy the i r 

children turn out, as we saw above, thC?n chiluren so bad 

as to deserve death carries the implicatjon thstt the 

parents a l s o Jje with thelr children . 

lkr~chot J:l conveys a similar iclea. Tnl~ c ontPxt 

of the passap,e is God ' s lamenting the destruction of the 

TeMple . 

11 /\t the time when Israel enters syna~oeues and 
hou, cs of study and respond, ' Hay his great 
name be blessed', The Holy One , Praised b~ 
He nods his head and says: Happy is t he kine 
who is t husly pr aised in his house . Woe 
to the father who exi led his children and 
woe to the chil<lren who were exiled from 
the table of t:h~jr fa ther." 

Here agai n we see the connection hetween the child's exile 

and the ffther ' s sense of loss. Gorl seems to shAre Israel's 

pain i n some w.:Jy . Both the exiled child and the father 

who exiles deserve pi t y . God has not forsaken Israel at 

all even though he has punished them. Instead he reacts like 

a father bereft of hi s son. 



Elsewhere in Eicha RabbRti (J: 7) we have annthPr 

example of God miss i ng h i_s c hild Israel, Here Gorl j s 

compared to a king who went out to b~ttle wi th his sons 
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on his s ide . They quarrel ed, so the next day the kinR wenc 

out to hate le al one. He sa i d, 11\fould th~t rny sons would 

be with me even thou3h we quarrel~" In a similar way, at 

the tifl'e when Israel goes out to battle r.od is wi th then, 

But whPn they a nger God , he does not go wi th them an<l 

t hey lose the battle And }P,We the l and, Even t hou~h :i t 

is because God d id not fi e ht on t heir side t hat Israel 

was exi led, God still says, •~ould that Israel were with 

me even choue h they anger me . 1138 Ag Ri.n we see th'? constancy 

of the father-child r el a t ionship . Even though Isr ael angers 

God .?.nd f.o<l f in~l l y puni shes Isr ae l ~evereJy , r.oct s t j ll 

misses his son, wishes they were t ogether and ultim"'tely s till 

loves him. 

V. Conclu s ion 

It i. 5 obv j ous f rorri t he di.scussi on of r.od moll r ninc 

for hi s exileci chilc.Jr1? n tha t the Rabb5s unders tood that 

God's fa ther in~ ro le i n relationshi p to lsrael was not 

always a plt>asa nt role . Whi l e t he com.moo thread in all of 

God I s f.1thQri ng :is lc>ve , t.hc 1 ovt sornetirnes is rnan i fes t 

throueh punishrnent or expressed as the love for a dead chi ld . 

A classjc stat ement of the <lifficulty of God' ! fathe rine 

is found i n Si>dl"r F.1 i.ahu Zutl'l, Chn?ter. S. The text h egins 
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with wh~t s~cms tJ bP n ki nJ o f fnlk wisJnm ~l1ich n~s~rts 

that until a man is married a nd has children, he i s happy, 

without sadnPss or si ghi ng , an<l he llas satisf;ic t jon i n his 

home . But. when he ~arr i l:'S anJ Im ::; chj lJren and h j 'i 

children <lo not beh~ve properly, he no loneer h;:is !""'SCP of 

mi nd. The text then turns to God. "So have we <lon~ to the 

One who U t,h t s up our eyes ! Unt i 1 he created man nn the 

earth he h;iJ peace of mind. From the thr1e ht> cre;iteJ !ll-'!n 

on t:hP (aO-'\rth, they ;,necred him, Like childrPn, Lhl'y 

made their fa ther impatient wi th their ways And thPi r 

deeds. They caused sadness and si ghinp to enter hi s heart, 

as it \.'ere, and he h?.s no contentment j n the whole ,,,orld ." 

The tPxt goe!'i o,, to document how I sr;1t>l worshi !l:' '-'d j dols 

P.nJ An ~ered God. The overall impression thot on"? :?.ets fro;n 

the text is chat beine a father is not an easy !"rorosit Jon, 

and all the more so if your child is IsrAel. 

The R ahbi s balanced chis sense r,f the di. ffi culty 

of the f~t heri ng role wi th~ posi tive sens~ of the ~elationship 

between God a~ father and Israel as son. For example, 

Sh ' mot Rabba J4:4 , cotm1enting on the verse "They shall make 

an Rrk" (ex. 25: 10) attempts to ex-plain the phrase "And 

let them make me a sanctuary that 1 may dwell i n their midst." 

(Ex . 25:8) After ~ssertin~ that Israel js God's children 

and God js I s rael' s father, the texts points out tha t it is 

an honor for the children to be with thei r father and it 

is an honor to the father to be with the children . Proof 

for this st8tement is found in Proverbs 17:6, "Children' s 
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children are the crown of ol<l men and the ~lory 0f children 

are thei r fathers." Therefore, we a re t old, they are 

to build a house for the father that he 11'\BY come a nd dwell 

with his son~. This house, of course, is the sanctuary , 

Another exaMple which focuses on honor can be founJ in 

the MaKilta, p;ska Chapter l. 

" You ,.,u l find that there ~et;e three t ypes 
of prorhet s. One jnsisted upon the honor 
ciue to father ~swell as t he honor c:lue to 
the ~on; one insisted on the honor due t he 
fRther buc not the honor due to the son; and 
one insist ed on the honor due the son but 
not due the father." 

The first case refers t o the prophet Jerenii ah. By his 

s tatemept "We hlc!ve transeressed and have rebelled; you 

have not pardonned" (Lar,, . J:42) the Rabbis jnterpret that 

he admi t s Israe l deserved t o be punished And yet is ar gui ng 

that God oueht to have pardonned them. By ~dmitt ing Israel 

de~erve<l to be punished he is takin~ God's side and 

cher-efore honoring God; by ar~uing that God ou~ht t o have 

pardonned 1sr~e l, he ,s ta~ine I srael ' s ~ide and therefore 

honorine the son . The t ext ~oes on to say t hat because 

he honored thefll hoth. his prophecy was doub l ed . 1'hc second 

case r efers to Elij~h. Abn1Jt. hiM it is s~i.d , " AT'ld, he 

said, " i have been jealous for the Lord of hosts for the 

children of Israel have forsaken your covenant ••• " (I 

Kings 19 :10) This indicates to the Rabbis that he w~s 

only i nteresteJ in r.od's honCJr , not that of Ii:.rAel.. God's 
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rPsr,0•1sP to thj<; is to in(o1·r,, F:lijnh thP.t hP is rv 1'" :l1 t-ased 

with his prophecy. The proof ce~t for this i, I Kin8S 

19 :15-16 where Elijah ' s appointin3 a new prophet to take 

h is pl;\ce is \\ere unJerstood as evjdPnce of hi e; fallin g 

fn>tl" God ' -. fllvor. The th5.r J c:1st? r efer s to Jon-th. It is 

sei<l, "l:k1t. Jon;th r ose ,,p to flP.e unto Ta,:shis h from the 

presence of the Lord. " (Jonah l:J) This is understood to 

reflec t his concern f or I~rael but not his concern for 

Goel. !..ate~ it is written: " t\nd the word of the l;--, •·<.1 C~r!\e 

to J onah tlw ~ecClnd tjmc." (jbid. J:l) The t ext C •l "' 1 n•Jes 

hv pointing out tha t while Go d spoke to hi m A st:>comt time, 

he d i d not speak with him a third ti m~ . Thi.s 5 s 11nders toocl 

ns a c;i ~n nf di. c;r, l e~sure that JonRh was not a ttPnti,·e to 

the hcHwr of tbe f,'ltht>r . 

Se,,era l i nter~sti n g thj ngs emt-q~e from rh i s i- ext. 

The first i s thnt Elijah seems to be penalized more than 

Jonah, indicatin3 the regard ascribed to the honor of 

the son, lsr ael, Whi le both are cleRrly neeat ivel y compared 

to JP.remiRh who jnsjsted upo n the honor due to hot h fa t her 

and son, focusin ~ 0n honor due the f a th e~ es orrosPrl t o that 

due the son S~<'•ns to be mor~ wr.on e, th:m fnc11si n ~ OP the s 0n 

ri$ opposed to th~ f P.ther. Per.h1Jps the mnst im;'ot·t:!'lt 

imaee th(lt emer~l?S from t hi s tfc'x t i s the sense th,H: the 

father-son reV?ti 0nship of r.od and lsr >iel dem<1110-; tha t both 

be honoced. Th e jm~lication ultimately s~~m~ to be that 

they both have a responsibility to honor the otnet"'; Israel 

must honor God :ts father 1Jnd God f'lllSt honor lsraei ::is son , 
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And al l othPrs ~rus t equAlly Acknowl~J~e ~n~ honor ~nd and 

Israel. 

In thi s discussion of honoring f Ather and son as 
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in our earlier discussion, the imAge of God as parent i s 

fun<lamentally ~i-ounded in God ' s love . l t is becAt1 S1? God 

loves Israel that God could reward a J cr em5ah for argu ing 

with him t o p ArJon Israel. It is because God loves I srael 

tha t he would punish an EliJ<ih for not beinr. a ttPntive to 

his son's honor. i\,,d i t is h '"'cause he lov<>s IsrP.el that he 

coul<l reward a Jonah for honoring Israel ev<>n th011~h he 

does not honor God. It is because God loves IsrRel that 

he acts as a human fa the r would toward his chi l d. It 

i s because hP l oves Israel that he puniAhes lsr~el in t he 

way n fa t her punishes hi s child . (;o<.J ' q r <"' lation to I srAel 

as a parent-child rela tion i s, then , rnos t fundament ally, 

an exrression of God ' s l ove. 

Before w~ conclude our d:iscussion of God as fa ther, 

we need to return to an issue whi.ch ha s el'Tlerr,ed th\"ough 

the discuss i on: the differenc e betweP-n the kine- child 

j ma~e ;md the f-,th~r -ch il<i 5M.qee. lt wou l d se<>in rh1t these 

are •JPr y tliffer ent images and therefore dj ffen~nc l.hi.ngs are 

bei O!?. s ::d d about Go<l and I~a·.iel when e ach one i s 11~e-d . But 

i ns t c>Ad "'C fi.nd that t he choi cc:> 0£ irn"lp,e seems to be a 

rather arbi trary one . For exRmple , i n Eicha Rahbat l 1:60 the r e 

is an i maee of a kin~. who s trikes his son, whi.le i.n Midrash 

on Psalms 78:9 , ~od is al 5o co~rarcrl to .q man who s tri ~es his 

son. Jt does s N.'IT' , however , that once thE> cho;c .-? of :i111:!ge 
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is inarle , Ct•rt ;:i in difft>rentldnds of ima ?-.<?-ry foll()w . The 

kine -child ~e t aphor allows for a w5Je range of irnni es 

expr essin~ pnw~r and wealth. The ki n~ f a ther has ~he 

wealth t:o ~i ve his ch51 d vin~ya rJs o r ~o1,J necklac, .. ~ or 

to J rl.•Ss hi s c hild i n rich rannents. Th~ kjn~ (1:i1 hQr has 

the power t o ~o ioto battl e to r escu e hi s child, to Jistri.bute 

foo J to his l e ,c:ions a nd to sentenc e his son to he> burnt 

to d e ath . Whil,, the co•m.on fa the r aJ~o p rovides fnL· his 

son am1 hns rnwer to protect a nd p1.1ni s h h j s i-n n, j t is clear 

tha t the form t hcse acti vie i es t a:<e wi 11 h<> les c. ~r :rntl j 0s e 

than wjth his k ins l y counterpart. So, for example , i n 

Pesi k t ;i de Rav Kahana 3, the r e is a n ina~e of a ma1, who 

c a r d c::. h j s f:O n on his shou lders to t he market pJ ACP . 

Evci:-~·th i n~ t h~t. t:lw son wants, h i s fathe r buys f or hkn . Compare 

this to the passaee i n Siphre 40 where a klng op~ns his 

treasuri es for hi~ sons. We would not expect a k in~ t o 

take hi ~ son t o market; neither would we expect any but a 

rich man or~ king t.o have treasuries which he could o~tin 

for bis sons . 

l n cert ain cases, however, even these distinctions 

break down. Pesikta Rahbati 2J:l describes a king who sent 

hii-. son to the store with a coin and R flask. We 1,ormally 

would not t ht nk of a prince go ing t o the s t ore to do a n 

errand for hi s father. 

On the whole, then, the re does not seem to be a 

functional nifference between the metarhor of God as kinf, 

father and God as common father. There does seem t o be a 
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literar y rlif[erence between the ma t 3~hor s , howeve~ . All of 

the t ext s tha t describe God as king Cather. i ntroduce thei r 

comparison by MeAns of a JeN. a par abl e . The common 

introduct ion is: ' to wha t is it compared? To a k jn~ who 

had a son . •• ' The text s that speak of GoJ Rs father 

someti mes employ this parable form but often us~ more 

strai&ht f.orw11rd description. For exnmple, Yalkut Shimoni 

on lsaiah 51 rc-a<ls: '' I t is t he way of a father co he merciful 

and the wny of another t o comforc ... r.od ~Rid: I will act 

as fa ther and mother . •• " Or, from Tanch1Jma Net zavim 8: 

"He (God) guards l$r::1e l like a father guqrd the son." 

If t here is i n fact no f unct ional difference bet ween 

t he kine - son i ma~e and t he father - s on i mage , why di d the 

Rabbis employ both? The k1ne j~a ge s eems to reflect an 

attempt on the pa rt of the Rabbi s to elevate the image 

of God as father t o the mos t unique k ind of father that they 

knew, the king. When God as fa ther is not described as 

king father, he i s often described as a person wj th special 

skil l. such a s a doctor or an artisan or a very s trong man . 

On t he other h.tml, the use of col'l'!'Tlon father 5rnnees describes 

an experience that cuts across c lass lines and that all 

people can i Jentify with, 

It i 5 vrry possibl e that the siRnificAnce of the 

differ ence between God as kjng fa ther and f.od AS c ommon 

f.tther is to be found in the l i terary structure ot the 

Nidr ash, It would be interesti,np, to determine which sa~es 

spoke in terms of king-son anc..l whi ch in t<>rms of t a ther-son 
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to discover wh ... thPr the d; { ferc?nc<.> i ~ one pf l i t:er.:n:y 

for m reflect i n~ different historicRl periods or diff:erent 

teoeraphic Rl atea~. But tha t is the matPri~l for a noth~r 

study . 

VI . God RS Mocher 

Do the R~hhjs <lescrihe God as moth(>r to Isr~el? Tt 

5 ~ not s 11-r~ri si n ~ to discOVPt' tbst tbj '3 ii,; not a domi tlRnt. 

t heme in r abbinic lj tera t ur ~ . We hqve ~lrP ~<ly neen RPVPrsl 

examples where God is described as bot h father and mother 

to Israe1 39 but the image of GnJ as primaril y the m,cerna l 

We do hav~ several ex~mples which sug~est the imnee 

of God as mother. Al thou3h th~s e Are inco~pl ete re ferences 

they are worthy of a ttent ion. The firs t i s the pas s age from 

Shir heShir im R~bba 8: 1: 

"J "-'Ould lead yo11 and bdng ym1 i nto the hous e 
of MY mother." (Song of Son~s 8:2) l wi l l 
l ead you from the up~rr r e3ions i nto the 
lower re!?) ons. "I will h'l"i n~ you to tile house 
nf rny mo ther." Thi.s :i s Si n ~i . Rabbi 
[h>rcchi ~h SP..i.<l: Why j s Si_nai cal led th~ house 
of mv mothf'r? Becau~e there (Is r v.el) became 
li k P- a new bo rn child . 11 

The pRssage is r athPr complex. The f irst sentence is eenerally 

understood to ref.er to God ' s brinsin8 the Torah into the 

world . It is the second par t that is mos t intere~t ing to 

us. Apparently, it i s lsr11e1 1.1ho says to God "I wi.11 b,in~ 



you to the h <Ht SP of my mother.. " I( Si n ,,ii is tho? hnnse o f 

' my mother', then who is the mother? It seems that Sinai 

is God ' s house , so by extens5on, God mu s t be I srae1 ' s 

mother, If the exper 5P.nc e at Sinai is under s t ood met aphorically 

as the experi e nce o f Israel ' s bir th , 11 h e cA11 ~e tlier P lsrael 

beca!!le ljke a new born ch jld", the unstated e lement seems 

to b e God es the mother who facilitates t ha t birth. If 

0ur interpretation is correct, we lrarn one asp~c t of 

God as m~tPr n~l r ~r ent is t0 be t he ~round from whtch the 

people Isr ae l are born. This a naloey is a l so sug~esced i.n 

a nother i ncomplete mPtaplv>1: , t hat. of Sh i r haShi r :i m kabba 

7: 1.. Co.,1ment i.n?, on the ver.se: " Your navel is a r1.11111c1cd 

bowl" (Son,•~ of Son~s 7:2) t h •t Rabbis interpret n-1vcl as t he 

Sanht!~h:-5n . "Just l'IS an embryo, all the t:! rne t hat. i t is 

i n i t s mo ther's ¥nmb cannot survive without i t s umbiljcal 

co rd> nP.ither c a n Israel do auythiHg without the Sanhedri n." 

Here ~~a in, plll't of t he mPtaphor seems tn be mi ::s i ll': . If 

l sra~l i~ t he embryo a nd the Sanhe<lrin is the u~b i 1 1 c a l 

cor d, in whose wo~h are they located? It seems pl ausible 

to a r gu e that t his is a r eference to God ' s womb, and 

thereforP., God is the mot her. The a nalogy agai n su~3ests 

that God :is the 111aternal p;;rent provides the environ-nenc f or 

Isr ae l t o h'? horn end to develop . Her urrihi tical c on.J, t.hc 

Sanhedrin, is pm; t o[ lier, which provides the growing fetus 

the necessary l:ife support t o be bor n . So God as mother 

provides to l5rael t hat which js necessary t o ernerp,e as a 

child. 



We a l s o f j n <l some c learer exc:1Mpl e · nf C:od dc ~cd bed 

i n maternal images . One, taken from the Petikta of 

Eicha Rabbati 20, beg j ns, 1'1 have watched ovP.r you and J 

will be like ;1 h i. rd}' (Ps. 10 ?. :7) " Go<l said : I hn\·r> watched 

and I cause my Shekhina t0 clwel t in the T("mp 1 fl fo r ever. 11 

Then i t continues: 

11 T wi ll he l ike a bit'tl." Wh~t i s this bird? 
Wh Pn yo11 takP hPr youn °., 5hP s i t. i-; ,'11one. 
S i 1,dl a rly, Goo c; ,1jd, ''I h-:lve h11rned my house , 
<.l 0 s troyeri my d .ty, ~nJ exi J NI ny chi l dr"n 
~mon~ the pa~,<ms a nd I sj t Pl l a 10m> - -',.Joe~ 

The i mf!ge of God s ittine alone P.nd mourning the d c- s truction 

of. the T ~p)e c1nJ thP exjle of ! s r EJel i.s ;:i f 11<;i l i .:ir on~. 40 

What 5. s i 1np'1rr <1 nt he r e is t:ha t God is d«> 5c riberi t:hr.n11~h thP 

compari snn to th•" mother b i.rel as a m'3te rn-i l parent. ln 

a sense we a re confronted with twn opposit e ima ees , The 

first i s tha t of a mother bi 1·<l whose ynun~~ are st1,i<:n f r om 

he r anJ she j s clesol~te . The secontl is tha t of a !')<1r ent 

who acti vPly exi leJ his/her childrC'n an<l ye t i s de ~o late . 

l s r ae l ;1nrl t:hc one f r om who!Yl his/her young were t 3kl.!n 

reflects the comp l c xi ty of the R;:ihh i ~ •trnlr>,stnndi n~ o( 

maternal par (>nt th:i t e!l'eries hcl:e j~ almost one t hat su~eest s 

she c~nnot ad~qua t e ly protPct her youn~ from bein3 ~tolcn 

fro!'l h(: r ; j t .is a cnnsfde rabl y more passive imaf,(~ of- par,?nt i n~ 



tlvrn t:lie o n{' which eriet· t .cs i n Pcsi I< t.<!h to Ei ch.i Rahheti 

2, for example. God as mother, chen, seems to cat."ry with 

jt 1 e ss of a S f"n i.e of po'!'erfu l control tlv~n God a s 

f athe'C' jn t he same context. 

On two occ as ions , t he l< ahhis ui,;e the verse f rom I saish 

49 :15 " Can a woman for ~et her sucki ng child tha t s he 

should no t have compassion on the son of her womb? " to 

describe ~od ' s relationsh ip to Israel. The first one, Pesikta 

Rahbat j n 4 l rea d s: 

"Then Zion s,d d: The Lot'd h~s fors aken me." 
(Is . 49: 14) What is written above? "Sing, 
0 Heavens , and be joyful, 0 ea~th ••. for 
the Lor<l has co~forted his p~o,le and ha s 
c ornpP.ssion on his a ffl 5ctPu ." (Is. 49:lJ) 
Wht.?n Zion s e.w th3t 'hi s ?eoplc ' an<l 'h:i s 
:1 f f Ucteu ' were mentioned, b•1t Zion .::.nd 
Jerusa lem we re not mentioned, s he beenn 
to sav "The Lord has forsaken me the Lor d 
has forgotten me~" Immediately God answered 
her: "Just as a woman cannot forP,et her 
sucking chil d, so I c annot for P,et you : 11 

"Can a woman forget her sucking chjld that 
she should not have compassion on the son 
of her womb?" Zion then E1slcen: How i s it 
pos sihle? There is no end t o the evi ls I 
have Jone . I causeJ your holy Temple to he 
rlestroyed and I killed the prophets . Rabbi 
Jlerechiah Berabbi the Pr iest SJiid: The Holy 
Onei Praised by He said: I will forget your 
evi deeds and not f orget yotJr !?,OOd deeds. 
"These I will forget, but 'Anochi' I will 
not for~et . 11 Your sayin~ (of the golden 
~-~1 f) "The se are your Gods , o l ,;r e.el" (Ex. 
32 : L..) I have gor e.o tt(:-n but (your r esponse to) 
''1 81"'\ the Lord your Cod" (F.x . 20: 2) I wi ll 
not for~e t . 

While God is not pr i tt1ari_ly de~cribed in tems o f feminine 

imaees here, r.od uses a cornpari son to a !J1other who c a nnot 

.. 
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forget hr~ child to his /her r elat ionship to Zinn. The 

significance o f the mate rnal ima ge seems to be th~t there 

is a special bond of love between a mothe r an<l a child 

wh i ch makes it {~possible for t he mother not to hav@ 

conipass~on on he r child. The n::ttnrf> of ma t e rnal parent i.ne 

here is t he dominating influence of maternal love t hat 

enables the mother co overlook the bad and only remember 

the ~ooJ. Fnthers l ove thei r chi l dren too, but here 

throueh the Met aphor of mother love, tht> i m~eP is mor e 

:intense. 

The second one , f rom Beracho t J2b, is very simil ar. 

Ther e, when the c OffiITlunity of I srael said t o God, 11You have 

f.o rp,otten me ," C.o<l responds , " Can a woman f or eet her 

sucld n3 child?11 ThP Rahbi s :,lay on the word 'lldi't'wh!ch in 

t he bibl ical text is transl3ted as ' sucki n° chi ld' and 

reinterpret it t o mean 'sacri f ices '. So God is in effect 

s,gyi.ng , "C~n I for ~et the secri fic es you m-3ue to me in t he 

wi 1 d~rness? " The text cont inues very mnch U ke the earlier 

one , with God for 3etting t he people' s response to t he 

eo ldcn calf but r cmember i ne the jr response at Sinei . Again, 

the bihlical i ma~e sug!:',ests that the na t ure of maternal 

rarentine i s tha t t hP. mother loves h ~r c hjl<l jn a wost 

intens e m~nner hec~11se o( the ir ~hysical rPla tionshi!' , an<l 

that thi s love al~ost forc es the mother to ha ve compassion 

o n her c hild . •~ther-love is seen i n much o f Western 

culture as overr idin3 al l el s e , even ju~tice . I t is 

i nte r esti n~ th~t the r abb,ni r. re5nter-pr etat jon of thi. s 

I 



on<I that phys i c:tl of(ed n~ ~Htstains God I s cnmp~ssi rm towar.d 

lsrRel . Taken together, these texts su~gest tha t maternal 

love is unhrc~kable And i n n certain sense , i ndiscrimin~nt . 

It does not 1Mtter what the child does; the mother cannot 

forget the child that she s uckled . 

Already we see some very basic difference s in the 

image of r.0<1 -'!Smother from that of God as father. The 

maternal imA~e s a re r oot ed in the physical relati o ns hip 

between mnther and child. God '~ mHtern~l relnt ionshi p tn 

lsrae l i s described in terms of bcin~ a womb (C'r IsrRel 

or suckling Israel . These explicit ~hysicnl images are 

missing from t he r a bbinic Jescripti on of God as father. 

We s ee this c l early in Pesiktn de RAV Kahnna 1 2: 2. 

"He del i vPred me (dt·ew out (or me) hecause 
he deli r,hted in me.'' (Ps . 18: 20) Rabbi 
Yachanan said: She drew out her breast to 
give me Torah . " 

The pRssage seems to mean: God drew out the Torah for me 

as a mother dr~ws out her breast f or her child. This is 

a fascina tin~ i maee . Aga in we see the image of God nursin~ 

Israel; the milk tha t is prov{ded is Torah. God as mother 

s1Js tains and nourishes her child I s r ael with Tox:-ah . We 

see a new im~ee of God's nourishing here--not only does 

God provide nourisl~ent for Israel and not only does God 

provide for Israel from what belongs to God42--but God 

pr ovides from her body, as it were. Torah is God's milk . 

I 



A~ain we see the close rhysical connection i nvo lverl i n 

the ima~e of God as mother. 

We hAve a r eflection of this imaee in t he opening 

rassage of Berashit Rabb3. 

"Rabhi Hos hiA the GreRt ope ned: "Then l 
was by him as a nursU np, ;tnd I was daily 
all deli ght." (Prov. 8 :J0) Wha t is Amo n? 
' A tutor! ' Covered! 'Hidden : And some 
say, 1 r.1:e.1t.' ' A-non mectns 'tuto r'. Even 
as you r ead in t he scriptures: As an 

11i/C carrit>d the sucklin.g child." 
( Num. 1 ! : 12) 

67 

The word ' /N1t' in the Number s ve r se seems t o mean 'nursins 

fother '. Thi s i s a diffic1Jlt text to an;ily?.e becifus e i t 

is expre$St'<l in R kind of shorthand. l.Sut it seems that 

we a r e pres~nted here with t he image of God carryjns the 

nursin g Israel . Here we have a view of God describing him 

in A ma sculine term - I N'/c.·doing what we would describe as 

a mA ternal thi n e --carryin~ c1 child who i.s n11rs1nr . Again 

it is a physjcal imae e--i t suir,ests C.od nursi.ne Israel. 

Th~c i t i..s de-scribed in a maticuUne wrn·d might s u <?gt•st that 

the rabbj s s~.w men as en pal, le of 1wrsj n:.,. ch:i l<lren or tlrnt 

1 sr:1 <? l in hl"' l h ,... ,,flc,, tine ~rHl fem1 n i n(.' , rrnterna 1 ·111 ,i l"la ternal 

n11rsi n ~, p-rotecti n~ M\d nouri shj n~. 

found in Midrce .-. h on Psalns 20 :1 . . 



11 F,1r the ler1drq·; a p-;<"lin nf n~v id . ThP Lor d 
vi ll ;1nswer vt,u in t he rl;iv of. tro11hl e , 11 (Ps. 
20 :1-2) £1s<~,.,here Scd ptnr.e s~y s : ' 'HP will call 
O P rn<> and 1 wi. ll answer h iU1: I wj]l he with 
hi ri, in tt"onble. 11 ( Ps . 91 : 15) Th e llo1~ One, 
rr:d.sr--d he He s ai rl : Wht?n tro11h l e c0nws U!)n:1 
th,, ch il ur<'-n o-f lsr ,::,cl ~nd t·hev c~l l on me , ~ , 
l Pt.: th P!11 but s hA re m~• •: 1 ory with t h•••11 1\nd l \.Ji] 1 
an~wer thefTI i n1nwdi:it~l y , ~" it s ,y c, 1 " lie shal l 
C-'ill 11non !!le a nd I will a n ~wer him. " \.:h3t 
is "H.'ant by"! will be with him in t t"ouhlc"? 
RAbbi Y11tlR.n said: It i s c omr-ared to a rree ne.nt 
wornRn who was aner y with he r mot he r. Even 
a s the woman was gi vi n P, hi rt h, she ro.ide her 
mot her ~o up jnto nn uppPr ch~<nhcr. Ant\ 
~., the \..'Oll'!Hl hP-low ~.r o 7tn»d 1.1i th paj n, the 
"!lnt h -er abo•.•c, he.n:in~ i-ier voic,,, 1•1·,):,ned with 
h':'r. The nej ohhors ;isved: " Wh;-, t i-: vo11r nattt r t
th:1t you are c'r yin?,? A.re yo, , r,ivi n _~·b:i r th wj th 
h e r ? '' She answered : My daur,ht e r is in pain. 
Hnw can I bee r her cries? I am groanin~ 
wi th her ( or my dau~hter• ~ ~n~uish is a l s o 
Mine ." Similarly, \••h~n the Te-nple w;ts 
de<. t r oyc-d I R c;o11nd of WP.Pri no ;,nd Wni 1 i n .o, was 
he~rd in the who l e w0rld, as it is said : " In 
t ha t di'ly the Lord, thP God o t hos ts, called 
tn weepi.n3 and Mm,rninf .. " (J-.. 22:l?) 
Thereupon th~ angel ~ asked: C~n s uch thin~s 
be i n your ,resence? Isn 't it writt en of you: 
~lory and Honor are i n his p res ence; str ength 
Rn<l eladncs s a re in hi s pl •1ce." (Chron . 16:27) 
God r epljeJ: ls my Te~pl e nor de~troy~<l, my 
c hildren thro~n in chains ; s houldn' t T be in 
;rn o11 ish? J c; it not writtPn: "I will he with 
hi ~ in anguish"? (Ps. 91:1) 

Here the image o f God is t he ima ge of the moth.,.,:- upstai.rs, 

who, Rlthou~h she has bef'n thrown out hy he r daugher , cannot 

he l p bltt empathi zc wit h her cl :mthter' -; pain . The childbi rth 

iMa~P in Pn -; ntcrest i 113 one . Al tho11fb thf' text does not 

say i t expli cit l y, we a re given the fee l io~ that one 

reason the Mother em~hathizes so completel1 with the 

d ID1ghter is thRt s he unders tnad~ the pain complct ~l y 

becaus e slle once e xperie nced it her s elf. Simila rJy, God 



exreri e ncf?s tht> pai.n o f t h" PXi le. ! t ~~<,r,1s that the proper 

answer to the nei ghbors' ~ue s tion js: it i s the na ture 

of the mother to exper i ence the daur..hter ' s p11in. The imaee 

of the materna l par ent t h~n 5s ~or e tha n nne who 

emp?. thiz.Ps with the dRughter; jt js rathPr one who experiences 

the same pAin. God a s mother shares Isr ael's an~uish . 

While this i s not an image of physical c0nnectedness as 

in the mothe r nursing or the mother ~ivin~ birth . it is 

closel y connected to i t - -God as ~othPr h~re rloP~ no~ give 

bi r.th, but she s ha res her <lal,ghter ' s l abor paf.n 5 . i\t the 

ti me we would mos t expect dis tance between the moth@r and 

daught e r--a t ime when the daughter WRS ane r y a t her 

mothe r--the 111,iternal bond is too c ln,;e to sev~r., The 

r abbinic jrn;,.~p of Gr>d as mother sug~.e sts .1 c o 11n~c ti1Jn 

betwee n God and Israel which canno t be broken . 

The rabbin ic image of God as mother to Isr eel> 

t herefor e , sugee '- t s sever'il things . Firs t• Gnd i ~ 1:n e 

~round out wh jch IsrRel develo;1s . God provides the necessary 

in3r edients fo r Israel to be born an<.! t:o (l't·ow 1.1!:l. God 

rrovides milk (Torah) for su ~tenBnce , the SRnh~rlrin to 

nn11rish Isr.:tr l . Sec0ntl. the p1;ocess of God ' s P,; ,., i r.r., i.1.ti:L:~ 

t o l s rael cre.::i tes A relat ionship whi.c h c:m neve r h <! b roken . 

Bec?use ~nd P~~~ri~nced th~ rrofnund rhyslcRl cJoseness t n 

Israel, that closPness implies t he abili t y to experience Israel ' s 

an~uis h. No Mattel." what Israel mjeht rlo to God , God ' s love 

chat is a resu l t of her mater nal e~rerienc~ can n~ver he 

challen3<:.>d . Thjru , Gnu ' s 11,atc~rnal i 1111H•, c ;~ not an h'1P.~e 
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c,f 0verpower i11~ :,r otection. r.od a s rnoth t?r <:,<\nnot prevent 

her c h5. l d rPn fr.om hd ng t a k en from h e>r . f.od, it seerns , 

r annot prrvent Israel fro~ si nnine a nd t herefore Merit i n~ 

exi le . But the ma ternnl lovC' does no t end when t he 

c h i l dren are e xile~; i nstc~J God sitf f orlorn ~jthout her 

c t, i. 1 d re n . 

q () 

The M.ltern~l image of God deepens the metaphor of 

God•s pRrrntin~. As a father, God provjdes. protects , 

teaches :!til l ;1 un i shes his c hi J cJ. As a mothe r, Go J provi de '{ 

the neces sary envi r onment for her chjld tu ~row .and 

develop. A~ father , God l oves his childre n hut the l ove 

has a certain e l ement o f dis t ance . Tl1e father jud~es his 

child ;rnJ someti m~s ~uni shes hi~ c hi 1 d quite lrnrsh ty . The 

mothet'.' does not have tha t distance frnm he r child . 

Because of the phys ical experience of giv i ng birth to her 

child, t he mother is intiMatel y co nnec ted wlth t he chi l d . 

Tha t connectj on creAtes an intense l ove t hat c ~nno t he 

challcnp,P.<l. 



I ... 

1 . Pcsikta Rnbba t i 44 

2 . Bere~hit k~hba 27:7 
Re1·esh i t Rahba 26: 6 
Mi dr a $h on Psat~s 1:11 
Sh ' niot R;1hh<t 30: f'") 

91 

J. Sanhedri n 102b and i t s p ~ral l el passa g~ Berachot 35b . These 
ar e examr l e~ of t ext s wh5ch see God -'l S f a ther and 
Kenesset 1sr.ael a s ino t her t o individual Isr ael ites . Ollr 
c oncer n is to conc~ntra t e on God ' s pc1 r e nta \ r e l ~t ionsh i p 
t o collcct 5v~ lsr~el . 

G Ki d chrnhin 29a 

S. Shi r haS hi r im Rabba 1 and 2:JJ 

6 . Sh' ~o t Rabba 30:6 

7 . Discussed in Cha pter Two . 

S . Sh'111ot Rabb;i 30 : 9 and Shir haShi r im Rabbc1 1:17 

9 . For a di sc11 ssi o n of God as f a t her and Tor nh c!S d.:m!:ht<'r _. 
see Wins t on, NarriaBP. Unpuhlished m~nuscrj pt , Hebrew 
Union Coll ege Librar y . 

10 . Ei cha Rabbati 4: 16 and Bereshi t Rabha 28 : 6 

1 1 . The l c~nl obl igat ion s o f a f ather to~ daueht er or a mothe r 
t o he r c hildren a r e no t spell ed out in much d<>ta51. See 
Ge r ar d, Cl,51dren in t he Aggadah. Unpubl ished mR nu scrip t , 
Hebr ew Union Col lege Libr ary. 

12 . Pes tktA RAhha t i 44 

13 . 11 rtJ/C. 11 '-Illi ch i s her e understood ::lS an Ep:yp t jan word . 

14 . Ther e is a par~l l e l t ext appear ing in the sAme sourc e 2: 7 

15. ThPrP ~re rarnllel r~~s~~es in Sh ' ~o t R~bb~ 52:4 and 
Shi r haShiri ~ Rahha 3 : 11. 

16. See Ba~ck 11Ha~(>lldAh a n<l Chri.sti.;:in noc t r i ne'' . Hehrew 
Union Co1 i e ge A;,-n11a1 Vol. 23 , 1950-51, 

17 . Shlomo is 11nde rstood t o ref er tn the ki n ?, of whw,, r,e:tce 
i s hi_ s : II I I fJ ~ I I' t ,H , f d N j) II 



18 . lsa. 17:1 1; ~:7; Ps . 69: 3 

19. neut. 32: 40 

20 . Wl,~t ls the refPrPnt for the Rrrows of man? Wh~t is 
God ~f r nid of? It ~e~rnc; th~t th~ i~por tRnt point hPre 
; s th;:it Gnd t akes uron hi mself t.he <lane,4:r- thctt is 
di r ect~d ~tainst his chi)dr-Pn . 

2l . Sh ' ~ot RPhhA 30:7; Shir haShirim 1:17; Sh ' ~nt R~bba 30:6 

7.2 . The tey t roes o n to descdbe that all Go{l want s in return 
is t.h~t l s r,1el shoul d bring the fj r st frujt s to h i m. 

23 . Sh ' •n0 t Rn.b h:l J0:6; Shir ht'!Shi ri rn R;ihb~ n:n; Shi.r h r1Shirj fTl 
R::ibb,, 7: 'l 

, .:. . Th" t ex t· cont -i n11 t•s: "Jlls t ;ic; ~ ~ l ~VP -:,_,,.,_, cs hi c; f"ast r: r 
,,:h"ther he 1 ikPs it or not, s o Israel dof!s Cod ' s hi<lJin3 , 
P i ther \./i 1 U ne ly or unwi 11 in?.l y." 

? (1, ~ -r " ~l \•5nl a t Pd tlw first Sc1hh~th cornmand,nent h y c a thei-ing 
i,i,nna o n the S.ihb.<ith. 

~ [ I J n .,.dc. 

28 . c.eOA :/e, wj th par al lt?l in Ya lk\1t Shirnon i o '/\.I\ : ~ . 
29 . This i_s <1 ref1.•t·ence to Numhcrs 14: 2Q in which r.oJ tlocs not 

puni -;h t'hos<' yo11n~er th11n t "-'enty who iJccrp t t he report: 
of th~ <.pit•S • 

. n . Hoso;i 5: 10 

32. The 1-r xt c1>n t im1 f•S: "Spenk unt o t hi.> chj}dren of isrc'\el 
th~t thPy ~n forward . " (Ex. 14:15) 

)] . Tl er ~ i ~ a r1 r ~llel passze e in Eicha Rahb:tti J: ?5 . 

't4. Thi s j ~ a r<>f.,t"<" nce to D:in5el 7:9 . 

35. Thi s i$ "'rt•f<•r- ,, qc p t o i~HChllln l : \ , The hibl-ic.tl vet:'se 
spe;iks of the cl o uds .1s dust on God ' s [et.>t, there by 
suggPstin~ to the Rahbi s tha t hew· s b~refoot . 

J6 . Eich:-l R~ h h,1ti , Pet i k t-'-l 1 . 

37 . ThPrP is .A r~n~l l el ras .. ~r.e j n Pes ilr.t .i dP R,w K;1hana 19:4 . 



L 

9 I 

19. PesiktA de Rav Kahana 19:4 nnd Seder EliAbtJ R~bh.;:i 31 

4n. Ex:i.r,,p les of thi!'> irn~~e can be found in Eicha R:ihbatl 1:1 
8nd the Petikta to E i cha R;lhb?.ti 2 . 

42. Sh ' TT'ot RAbh a 30:9. 



94 

ISRAEL AS Cl1l LD 

I . Introduc b on 

A c l assic s t ntemenc of Ts rPe l ' s ~tRt11c ~s Gnd ' q ch ild 

1. s f911nd in Avot 3:1.4.: 

R ~hh5 Aki.ha used t o say : "How he l nveri is ma n 
t:hr1c h e was created i n r.od I s i mar,e . Hnw mu~h 
'llor~ h e- loved t:hat j t. wns 3nn •J•JnCf>d t a him 
that hew~~ cr~Rted i n Gocl's imn~e '. How 
h1?1n"ed i~ Jsr..:\el th:=-t tht>v a n" ca11 Pd r.oct' $ 

chi ldrc>n. How rn11ch r1or b("lnv<><l thr!t j ~ w ,1 5 

nnnouncf'<l to them that ~h<>v .:>l"P cn11•: cl r.nd' ~ 
ch i Jdr.en as i t <:avs: ' You ~ai:c childr,-.11 to th<:> , . 
Lord vo11 God.' (OPut. 14:1) How b ~l nved is 
J sr.1el tha t l'rPci ous tool w:i s g,iven t0 them. 
How much more h,:,loved tlrn t i t was .:in,rn11nc ed 
t n t he•n t:ha t t.he precio1Js t oo l with wh ich l he 
1,•f)t" °l. d v•::1s c r ~;1ted was ~ i v.-,n to t h f:>1•1, "" i t 
j s wr i t t e n: 'For I have :3i ven you -"' ~n, 1,I 
d0ctrine; do not fors-'lke rny Tor.3h . ' 11 ( ? rov. 4: 2) 

This s t a t ement tells us sever a l i mportant things. First , we 

learn tha t the foct tha t l s r.ae l is ca l.Jed ' God ' s children ' 

is a n indicn t ion of God's lnve for them, Second , ~nethe r 

mani f estation o f tha t l ove is that they a r e given Torah. 

Third , we l eilrn th;1t t hi s love ism3de known t o lsr t1el; Isr ael 

is conscious of i ts pos5 t ion as God's child . We l earn that 

Jsrl'lel is in a src•cial posiri.on; not only :ire t h e y c,·eated 

in r.o<l ' s irn.,r,e by virtue of th~ fac t tha t they Pre .,,,bsurned 

under the ca t egory of lvi/c, but t hey are in a speci.al 

rel a tio nshi p to God in tha t they are call ed 'God's c hi ldren'. 

So the child s t atus d i s tine,uislie<l them from other peo!)le. 

While we discussed th~ notio n tha t Israel has a special 



status by vi rtllf" of the fac t tha t it is dcscr1 Ot"d ~s God ' s 

child above, it is important t o pay more attention to i t 

here . ln PPsikta de Rav Kah~na 28:9 , God i s descrihPrl as 
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.:t kinp, who has ~ eel ebn~tion. For seven chys of thf' fc.-c,ti va l , 

the kins • ~ son W8S i nvolved with the suest" · After the seven 

days , the Id n g said to his son: "I know that for all the 

days of the festival you were busy with the ~uests. Now 

vou and I wi l l cel.ehr:ite one cJ;:iy ourselves. '' The l<i n<> ' , 

contjptH?d bv telling hjs son th~t hc_> did nnt rec:11il·.-. 1n11ch 

from hi m for their s pecial f<>stiv,il , only one chjcken and one 

l ite r of mer1c. Here we see thnt Israel ' s position as son 

separates and <listin~uishes him from the other natj nns . It 

enahles him to ~h~re a speci~l inti m~cy with GoJ ~~ ~~njfcs t 

throu~h th.-.ir prfvA te celebrRtjon. But it also indic~t~s th~t 

the status as son c~rries with i t certain expectations. The 

son has the responsi bility to busy himself with the klng ' s guests, 

which here ~re reference to the special sacrifices thRt Israel 

m11st hdng for the o ther nations on the fpstiv,:il of Sukkot. 1 

The son also bas a specific r espons ibi lity t n his f Ather --in 

t.hi s c;1se to hrin~i h-t s own s~cri fi C<'s As hi s fat lwr n.:quested. 

We St-P thf> two-~j tied n.'!ture o f thP spP.c5.a1 status of 

Israel ns son a~ain in nevarim Ra hha 5:2 . Israeli~ here 

n~cause h .i.s thP favorite , r.0c1 ~iv<• .<: him his favodte 

an ore ha-rd seern~ t o i mrily that th o.-> son has th<-' r c:>sro nsjhj 1 i ty 

t o tend the o r cli;.i r d; t ln:011g h t <'nrline it we 1oi ~:.ht i nw.r.i.ne rh:'lt 
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whnt hie; father has 3iven hi~. ln th is c.1 s t• the n•f .-, rence is 

made c l ear; nf a ll thrtt God has creat ed hP loves ' the l zw ' 

hPst, ~H> h 1• ~::ivr:- it to lhP. !)""1l:·'1 P bP 1,.w(', thf' lw'-t. Bv 

vi rt •.1 P n f r- 11 t" , ;t • ·c i 11 ~ t:,::1 t t' s J -. r ;:i P 1 h" .; <1 s c: , n, 
1 

1 ~ r-, ~· l h .:> , 

t he rPsp,1ns i hi.] i ty to ~ua r<l the law, and t o the ext<mt that 

l .c;r ael z\1,:n·.ts th<' l <'!w , r.ocl is exalted. In so far ac; r.od is 

"X:tlt <>d thrnu-~l·, 1sr:.Pl 1
~ eoarding the lAw , God ,,•ill do ju~Uce 

.1nd hi-; holine,!> w i ll dwel l wi Lhir. lc::t·,1Pl. Ac. r.cwr, ;•; J ,: ,· ~c- 1 

••: t ilrd-- .\11<;ticp ~nil th1• lclW, r.nd \,.'ill r p,lp.,,, thPf"l cnr•rl~tt.•ly . 

,\s it i.s S-'id: "Thus says t he Lor d: Ket.'p justice' and do 

i·i ghtco11sncss, for soon my sa l vation will come and ,, y 

d e liver;inc" lw rr•vi> ,l •-: ·1 , " The> p0i nt: of r- h,, t t>vt" i-. f-i•rd li,"lr; 

! s r a t•l ' ..; S)."' <'i;,l 'itr1l11~, in t" his Ccl~f> '1S YC'il'11 !'.P.~t ,11.J r~vo t"it1.• 

sun , i ,: :i n ~fJ.i>ctinn of r.oct ' s love . And a]ong with rhis 

s~P.c ial stntus co~es special res~onsihility: to do j•t~tly and 

to unho lJ the J~w . If we t ;ike seriouc;ly the ;malo~;y to 

t,•ndin~ tlw o rcharJ, thPn t endjn~ the l aw seeTT1s to i rpr, l y that 

l~r~el develnp9 the m~ans to rrovide for itself . In this 

CRSt' , b ,•ca 11 s~ thP st:.n-tine po i nt for the t Px t js thtt h5blical 

verse: " You shal 1 Appoi.nt j u d ~es :rn<l officers j n Rll your 

t owns which the Lord your God ~j ves you , accordi n 1~ CQ your 

t rihcs; anrl the~ c;halJ jud~E> tlw pco!"l(' with rir_hteous 

judp_ment . '' ~Dellt, 16:18) we sP.e that God ' s r,ift of the law 

does enrtble Tsr~~l to c.ultivate ju~tice aroonr, 5ts own people. 

Isr ael becomes r <>sponsih]P. t o j u dr.e itsel f. 

Thr orch;ird imogP AppeArs agAin in Shir haShi r im Rabba 7 : 5 . 



that hi s resronsibility to the king is tQ d~liver the first 

f r uits of the orchard so that the king c~n t8ste them . In 

o similar w~y, lsrnPl ' s respons ibility to Cod ls to hri n~ him 

thrir first: horn sons and tn 530 11p to Jen1s :1 l tc•m duri n~ the> 

festivals with all the mal es to show them to God, The 

.:inaloey bet ween t he first fr11its of thP orchard and the first 

male children is dei'\r; hoth essentially belo113 to r.od, Atain 

we see thP d,rnl n:ir-11re of Israr>l I s stAtus :ts son; r h"Y ar e 

~i. v"n s r,Pcial favors --th<> orchard, thci r. o,,.m c hi 1 dren, anti 

they are ~iven special responsibil i t y . 

In Pesikta de Rav Kahana 21:3 we a~;dn .. , ee tl1P. special 

r. t atus of 1 srael vis :, vi. c; the other Ol'-lti ons. 

11For with you is t he fountai n of life; i n your 
Hr.h t do we see l ie.h t _., (Ps, 36:10) Resh 
Lakish said: It is l ike o ki ng who h~d 
a son. When the kine invi t ed euests, he said 
to his son: My son , do you want to dine with 
the ~uests? Th~ ~nswer w;:is: No , Th~n the king 
-'l!':ked: Wjth whom do you want to di.ne? The son 
a nswP.red : With you . Similarly, God s~id t o 
Israel: My children, do ynu wiRh to d5 nP with 
the nntion!<? They answPt"ed: MRster of the 
Uriverse, "Incline no t my he:irt t o Any evil 
thi n£, to ~nthe-:- P,lt>!ini ngs of wickedness ." 
(Ps. i41 :4) God said: Js it becau~e th~y are 
gleaninps that you Jo not want to dj ne wjth 
them? They s~id : M~ster of the Uni.verse, "Let 
f\'e nn t ea t even of their cJ(>ljc,1cies ." (ihi<i) 
We tin not Pven w~nt cle)icio11 s a nd hPautjful 
r n rr-ion r- ,')f th~jn; , \./h :•t clo wP "-' 'mt? 

2
nelicious 

a nd ePnerous portions which ;:irP your s. 

The king ' K son is clear ly in~ different p~sjtion from t hat of 

the eue:..t!§ . Uy virtue o f his relationship t o the kin~, he 
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with the kin~ throu3h an intimate settin~ , e.<1tin13 ::1 l one with 

him. I t is :i.r,pnrent from th€' text that eati np, wj th thE' ~uests 

would imply ., dimi.nj c;hin!~ of Lhrtt intj 1,,nrp relationship; the 

Ps alr,c; text roints out t hc1t e..itin l;'._ the font.I of thP other 

nAtions i s a klnd of wickedness. Isr~el es God's son is fed 

by God jn R settine thrlt acknowled~es the ~recial relationship 

that Israel has to God . Israel chooses to ac~nnwledee t his 

sr<'ci~ l re l a tinnship with God not hec3use the f ond o [ the nlhcr 

n:"ltion s i s not de lici ous, hut becausP it i ~ not from r.od i!'l 

the srtrrH? sense that they want their po1·ti,,n tC' he. Being 

son here roean ~ that they are provided for from that which 

djstjnP,llish<>S them from othP.r peoples. Rec~nse thE> (nod nf the 

other n~tions i s Associated with wickednes s , Isr~el's cho ice 

to acknowledge his sonship and separate hjMself from the 

o ther ncltjons i~ a moral choice. 

Jn what ways are lsraPl distinguished from 0ther nation s? 
3 We le~rn from PesiktR de Rav Kahana 1:3 throu~h a play on 

wort.ls that l ~rae1 are sons Jistinguished to God through 

circumcision , thP prohi hiti on ae,ai nst shi:i_vj ng the ccrners ()f 

the beard, ~nd the weRrinA of tsitsit ,
4 It i q in the nature 

of a son to he different to the father than other peoplP. In 

1sn1el • ., ca o.;e, t his im:>lies t hat lsrap \ IMS thp responsi.bi.lit.y 

to distinguish him~elf from o ther peo~lPs to merit h ~ine call~d 

'son ' . ThP path for this responsibil5t y to be rP~li ?Pd is, 

ohvi onsly, throur ,h flhservi n~ Mitzvot . The'><' lire ::i l 1 '.'isi bJ.e 
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sons . 

OthPr ~vidence that the special status as son involves 

;i relig ious clhiiens;on can b e fmtnd jn S hj_r ha Shirirn R~hba 1. 

There , l sraP} is talking to the other nations and ~a ys of 

themselves: to what can we be compared? To a prince who went 

out to thP <lumpinB e rounds of the city an,J the sun hea t 

down and dcn·lt~1wd hi s face . He reentered the city <:!;vi with 

·"' l i. tt le bit o f washi ne , he ,.,As hed the dnrknes!I off hi s bo<ly 

~nd h js former beauty was restnred. Simil~rly, I s r Ae l says : 

''The 1o1or ship of idols might have tanned us, but you were 

fa l s e even in the wombs of your mothers! When you wrYe still 

j n you ~o t her's wo,"lb~ , you worshipped idols . How? \-'hen 

A wom.:l n w::ts pregnc1nt, she would enter ;:i hP.Athen tem;'l e ~nrl 

worship and her son 1nside her would do the same !" 

Bec.:iuse Isrciel is God ' s son , t he quality of hi s 

s i nn i ng is diff erent from that of other n~tions. His sin, 

desc-ribed i n the parable metap\io-rically as beine tnnn£>d by 

t he sun, washes off. The other nations, by virtue of 

by :neAns of the t erm 1 J~d/lJ' su~!?.est s that the-i..r sin 

c rm bP. ' "1hitenrd 1
, nn actio n th r~ t wv h~' 'f' seen thr1t God as 

f~th e r oft,,n cioe~ fo-r hi s son. HPr e the so11 noes j t h iMS<>l.f, 

hut it i s cJ.e ,n· thRt he can wh i t.c:.>n h'i. s sins bec;:iu~c.: l,c, is 

Go<l's son . Sn Israel's bein~ God ' n son i mplies two things: 

tha t thf>y ;1r,, di ff ere;1t f r om othe r rw•"lpl es ~nd th~t tbej r 
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5t i s ... ,1rfac<' "nd oc:casjonal, hence rep;;n1bl". l'hejr essent i-':l l 

s tatus, thpjr fnTin~r beauty which cAn be restored t hrou e h 

repent,rnce , is the j r c lose r'::'1. a tions hi p with t heir fa the r. 

Isra el i.~ intiM;tte l y Hnked wj t h r.o d hv this fATT'd]j;iJ ti P . 

WP Sf'" this aec3jn jn Tanch•1n1a 58: 19, In thib casP we 

have ;in exan1ple of a man whose son serveJ hi m i n 3 ladness . 

The s on served his f a th~r i n gladn ess because he k new that 

k new , tha t if hP up se t the m;rn, he woulci he an.~ry .1 t the slave 

r espo nsi bj 1 i ty to serve his C~thcr, hut t h.-. c;u.<i l j ty of t h?.. t 

servi ce is c ondi tioned hy the recor.n j ti o n of t he fathl'r ' s love . 

Js r Relmith t sin n li ttle , but God wjl\ Po t hecnme an~ry at 

nf sma l l trans~r e Hsions. 

"Th(' Lord j 5 to me to help f"P. " (Pc_; , 116 : 7) 
To wha t is it compnred? To t he child r e n of 
a Man whom they br5ne to the dais for 
j udgment, ancl they a r e fri 1:hte ned ll.bout t he 
j 11 d emPnt. They sr1i rl to the chi luren: Do11 1 t 
hE> a fr aid of the j 11d?;'nent; inst e,qd ~t ,~\?net hen 
~onr he;,l'.'ts . S i. rn.i larly, Isr ae l in t:he f11 ture 
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, . .; l J st:i11d ahn11t In h,~ _i lld <>.e d ; n f1-ont of God a r. ·1 
they wi 11 hf' ,lfra id nf tlw j11d r,rnent . Th<-
,1nl"'elc; will s ::ov t o t hPm: non ' t bP. nfr:>id nf 
th~ j 1.1dgment . 'non ' t you r Pco~ni ze the j udge? 
He is .'J fe> J low townsmctn , ;1s j t sP.y:-: " He 
shall h,tild rnv citv and set rnv ~yj les freP , 11 

(ls . 45:11) Th<>y rc>turnt•d :o,nd ~~jrl tn thPr, : 
non ' t h'? a fr~i cl of the .i 1.td::'.,ment: . non '•· you 
n •c o r ni ?e the j11,l~P? He i,i:; yn11r r el:11·j,_,c, , ~s 
it c;.1ys : ''The chi ldrf'n of l s r a,:, J P.r~ ~ p ~ople 
n!.r-r to hin-" ( r<' lateu t o him) (Ps , }48: 14) 
An<l m<1r<> thnn t h,r-, hP i <1 y0, 1r brotht:-r, n s i t 
s ,,.vs: ''For t he s"lk~ of mv h1·nthe r ~n:I fdend." 
(P~ . 122:8) AnJ wore t h~n th1t, hw i ~ your 
f .~thC'r, "!Sit ; 1v~ : 1'l s br nol yo,n· ;- .. , ,• h er wh o 
rtcqu irr>ci you~" (J).,ut . J?:6) 

The deve l opment in th js passe~e is "i~nific~nt . God is f irst 

described a• Israel ' s nei ghhor , then as Israel ' s rela tive, 

then AS hrc..>ther, and l-1q tly, ' and morP th:1n t lut 1 , ~s God ' s 

fA the~. lf'l'l1ed j,Ately we see how si~ni fjc.1nt the st.'.! t u c; of 

child is in ter ms bein~ protPc.:ed; it i~ consider~hly 

more important than any of these other CHte~ories. What is 

the natur e of the protection? It s e ems t hAt If Isr.1el is 

:>fr a i d of t:he judr.mr:-nt, they 1T1us t havP. dnn,, som<!th'i ,,~ to h e 

nfraid of--thcy ar,par ent ly hav e sinned, B11 t hcc~us<> they are 

God ' s children , they hnve no nee d to fenr. Whjl e th~ tex t 

does not S ,"y whethe r i n fac t t hey r ecei'le no pun ishment or 8 

Jighter puni s hment than they de <.e rve, the poi nt is c]ec1r: 

they are p r otected fr.0111 the jud~ent they Jf'sPrVP. by "trtue 

of t heit· ~t ntuc; P.5 God ' s chHt.l r cn . lt is inr:ercs tin" to point 

ou t here th«t part of the r o le of being ' ch5 ld ' sec~s to 

involve bein~ jud~c rt hy the fa t her, Hote that thi s iq not a 

kj ne -child pa r ,, hl e; i.t is a r e'?,u l a r fa th c>r-chHd t'el ationshjn 



punishment for faili n gs an<l c hildren stand under thei r 

ju<lement. But chi ldren h:?vP some rro tection ae;\inst: normal 

children cnahlt•s them to preferential treetroPnt. We see 

this i n L~mentations Rabhrt 1:38 . The re Israel co~plains 

011t t l-\eir b10ori like w~ter r c,H111d abou t .Jt•rus~l em, and there 

was none to bury theM. 11 This, Isr .<1el complains to r.od, is 

not accorcl in3 to your law . They ~o on t o poj nt out th~t the 

<.'ctrth swal lowe,l "n the f.c,ypt j a n s 5 anri t his cnnsti tut es . - . 

children , .1nd they foe l that this is unju~t. Their 

e:xpP. r :i encP of th ,;,>rnsPlves is that they see themst> l •,..._ in~ 

!ipedal re)ation~hip to God which sho11Jd "'nob le th<>·., to SOl'\e 

hi:' djff.erent f r oni t:h ~ Eeyp ti an-;: who a n• described in the text 

:ts ' ,rnses'. Thev ;ire r.od's c hil dren , :ind they arP d"1m11ncting 

that r.od <'!cknowlPriee th~t. ! f Gori lmri e:; the E~yrti ;:,ns , they 

Israel ttnd "\nothE-r n <1 tion --lsrc1Ql are c::i ll ecl ' chiJdn:n '; 

Es yp t ians cnl l e<l ' ::isses '. w~ al~o see the expect~tiun of a 

s~~cin) kiod of trP@tment . Implici tly, lsrAel i~ q~yi ng to 
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must bury our dead for we are your children! 

What is the imaee of Isr.ctel as child which has emerged 

up to th5s roi nt? First, t ht> f;:ict nf Isra e l' :i ~ t a t us ni; 

<;ad ' s child i .s ::in ind'ica tjon of r.0<1 1 S 1 OVP f or I s rPPl. Second , 

that l ove is transl~t ed in a variet y of ways . IsraPl 

exper iences God ' s l ove in tha t the y receive Torah, sus tenance , 

find the 1'T1<'rl ns to provide for themselves . God' s love e n:ibles 

1 s r-'l.<> l t ,, th<> !"t"Otf.>cti on tha t childre n i- f>cei vf.> . Hy virt ue C'lf 

thei r chilu status, they are not ~iven the [11l l punishment ~ 

a nd they are not punished t o the extent that they deserve 

to be . They are al ~o physically protected hy God . We saw 

this abovr
7 

in Pesjkt a Rabbatj 31 wher.e lsrae1 wn ~ co~pared to 

R boy who w~s crossjng a river with hjs father . When the 

waters threat ened t o drown him , even ho lding on to hi s fat her's 

ha nd was not ~nouc h to save him, so he yelled to his father 

"Lift up your hsrnd." The son was saved. Simi l arly, T)avid 

cried to God : "The nations are drownin~ 11s!" so God lifted his 

hand a nd they were saved . Isr~el is protected in another 

way ;is well. God rrovi dt!s i.ntt!rme di.!ries to interce de on his 

son ' s bphalf. This i s clear from T~nchuma , Hi~~inu 2 . Moses 

:, leads for J sraP.1 hPfo re Goel, ;incl whe n he j ~ about to ui e, he 

Pri:·<1 n~Ps oth er i.n ternwdi ;iri es t o i nter cecJe o n th<:>i r b €'half. 

Israel needs in ter mediari es and God proviJeti them. Israel 

said to Jsai11h, "Eve n thou~h God called us his children, our 

~oul s fl e<l when he spol<t? to us a t Sj n:ii ." Thev a s ked hi m to 
~ 

do whAt Moses d; rl nnd he thei. r i nt-e rmf'd i At:y . The c .-•):t: j s 
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s tatus ,.,,oul<i seem to i !'lply that tlH•y clid 111Jt ne ed :m 

.i nterrnC<.lir1ry; th.?t thE-_' coulrl cnr,1!'llmi cotP wi th t hPir r~ t he r 

cii rectl y. It Sf'P!TIS , however, th~ t th '.:'y r'h or,:-i• tn 1,:i,,,, ;111 

c hildren, he !' r nvides tha t 5nt el:'P1edi -'!ry . So t h<> i r s t :itus 

reflecte d ;n thrir status as child js their l"!"'rci ,l1 

104 

c,) nui tinn. Bt-1.::rn sc.• of this spec5 al s t nt11:,;, thl•y ,q I •:n t.>Ypect 

sreci al t r<'a t111,~nt from the ir f a thPr. 

c a rries with it special res~ons ibiljty . Thev are ey,, pcted 
; ' 

t lJ ser ve thej r f:it h e r, thro11!!h s;icri f i c ,.,s , thn.,1t~h }ij zvot, 

;ind thr0 11g h 11si n r the ei ft s tha t God hc1 s !:j ven them to pt·ovi.de 

Israe l' s position as child . Israel war ts God to Jw~ll wjth 

t hem b eca• t s<'! i t is P.n honor for chi l drPn to be wj th their 

C::ither. So WP lf'::i rn i 11 Exocl11<; RAbha .14:48 th~t Jsr~•·l builds 



105 

chi 1 dt"~n . Clu t of 1 OVP t lw chi 1 drt>r, c r ea t e n rl .~c " f o r th<> l r 

father; l>llt of lovt" the father dwells in t h.i t place Lo he 

wi t h h is chi ldren . 
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l!. lsrAel a~ Pt·ohl em Ghi] cl 

As we indjcated above, one jmplication of the child 

status of Isrnel is that IsrAel has special r~sponsihilities 

to their [athPr. The Rabbis ~ere acut~ly awa r e that l sr~el 

ufte n did not fulfil their responsihilitiec; to their fa ther, 

and therefore were baJ children. The noti o n that Israel has 

been a b q<l child or a problem child is of major i mportance 

in interpreting the image of Israel as child. 

lt seens tha t the proclivity to be bnd is pa=t nf the 

condition of beins a child, according to the Rabbis. "Beine 

bad" mostly centers around i gnoring the "-'; shes of the parent 

or makin~ the parent an8ry. We h~ve seen this in the Yalkut 

Shimoni t ext ,,,entioneJ above . 9 Commentine on the Proverbs 

ve,:-se: "Foolishness >stied up in the heart of a ch U t.1" 

(Prov. 22:15) the child is understood to refer to !sr~el 

because I s r~el is al~ays making God angry . lt would seem from 

thi s that foolishness is the natural condjtion of the child, 

that children naturally do thines which rnake thei r par ents 

angry. Accordine to the text, the child needs to he punished 

in order to he , r orerly directed And eventually to live a 

eooJ lifo. Their father provides for their punish"" r-,1,t , a s 

i.·e discusc;c<l nhove, and bec "l 11 s t- thP eoal of that runi Sh!:!1ent. is 

t· () r <'or.icmt their l iff• i.n the prorer direcr-ion, Wt? c·,n say 

that th~ puni ~hmenL i s a punishMent which c omes fro!', their 

father's love . Th@ i.tllportant point to emphAsi.ze hP>:P js that 

f.ool i shne~s and rrbe ) l i_on, terms for cloi n ~ t h.1t "Id ch wi l 1. 
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child . Tl,is natur a l condition sue~est s th Rt the c hi lo, 

almost hy defin:it.ir.>n, needs puni shment to point out the ri.eht 

c hil. d n P.P<l . .; his p;i rPnt for mnr<1l instY11ctJ o n. 

Rebellion on t he part of I s r ael mean c; i ~nor5n~ Go<l's 

c ommand~ents . We see this in Exo~us Rahh~ 30 : 5: 

11R ahhj S.ln111e l .says : Thr> Ho ly ( , flt>, ~ r,ii s<>rl h~ 
HP., ~ave inj11ct i on~ havi n r. hol.h a li :",hter and 
, 1 M/J!"e ~f'ri.011s side . Fo r ex :·,,,,r-1", ' H-.? who 
; :-,1i t ~ s hie; f :ith~r • . C.od sai d : 11 If H.1rn, tht> 
f,1ther o f C1rnaan, who did not ~rrii t e but on] y 
lnnked (Rt hi s father) wns condefTln('d to s]Avery , 
h0th h im and his desct>n<lan ts, how much more s o 
hP who h t.,th c11rsei:: anci srni ti:'~ ? To whom <.loes 
this rt>f Pl:? To the Tf'n Tri hes who refused 
t:o h ea1· th~ voke 0f God S<' SP11nr1ched h c ;:irnp ;1 n<l 
cRnture<l the~ . It is 1,kP R ~in~ who h,~ t e n 
,;()\ ~ t-h:\t r ebelle<i a~:tins t hi fl1 ;l;;d 1wlJ-ifi ecl his 
e di c t·s , so he s td. cl to them: ' <\~ you have 
nullifif'd my cdjc t s, I wi.11 call they fly to 
t ak e ven~~Ance on you. ' Si mi l arly , the ten 
t rj bes rebelled against God and disree:\ rded the 
Torah, ~s j t says: ' They have deniPd the Lord 
a nd said: It is not He . ' (Jer. 5:12) there God 
h r n·1:,ht the f l y as it says : ' Tlv•t the L0r d s ha ll 
hiss for t he fl y .' Os~ . 7: Hl) --thi s js Sennacherib . 
When Isr ae l disrcr ~rdP <l the commandment s , i t is 
~s if th~y curse their parent s , for God 1 s 
0 11r father., as i t s.qys: ' H11t now, () Ll1rd, You 
are ou r father' (Isa. 64:7) a nd the Tor;!.h i s 
ou~ ~other for it sAys: 1 Fn~R4ke not the 
t"nc h ing ot yOln· TT'Ot her.' (Prov . 1: 8) S he 
bro11::,,ht 11s Hp at Si_nai , as j t; si:tys: 'I have 
ta11~ht you i n t he way of w.i.s<lom. ' (Prov . _4:11) 

For Tsrarl t o disreg,1r d God ' s comrnt?nd:nents 5s al(llos t Lo curse 

their parents, God and Tor ah . It is interesting to note that 

Tor ah here has th~ st a t u s of I s rael's fllOthe r because Torah 

broueht Israel 11 p . Since Torah ts giv en by r.od, God a cts as 

mothe r. throu8h the Torah thnt: God h3s given. Cursin3 one' s 



p i':\rent s is 11 very S(•r ioui; of f l'"'n11e , ~~ th ':' text ~oints out. 

Israe l is punished severely fo r thj s offense; they a re 

c nptured by a f orei gn ruler. The punishment for being a 
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had child , for i pnorinr, the f at her ' s c ofl'lf11and~~nts and t he 

mother' s t eAchin?S , i s a severe on~ . Th~ j uxtaposition of t he 

r oyal imaee of parent ing in t he par Rhl e an<l tile general 

command agains t cursj ng one ' s p arents in t he conclusion is 

i nteres tin~ . In the pArahle, the kine ' s edicts are i3nored 

by his son . So , with the tot~l power of~ kin~ , he cal l s 

upon a foreign ruler t o c~pture hi s sons . The secon~ jma~e 

is a more simple st;:itement: to disre~ard the commandments is 

t o c urse you r fathe r and mother . 

C11r~ jn<- Onf" 1 '> parent s and i gnor i ng thP. cornmAnclment s 

~re clos ely r@l~t e d in t he image of I s rae l as child . The fac t 

that I s rael does no t acknowledr,e thei r fa the r is ;:i cornmon 

correlary of th e ' probl em chi ld' motif. We see t his Most 

clear ly in the beginning of the third chapt er o[ Pesikta de 

Rav Kahana: 

" R~hhi.. Levi SAid: Whnt pa r::ihle ar!"' l j PS to 
Isr ae l ? The parabl e of a men who h2d ~ son 
\,/horn he PlRced on his shouldPr ~nd t nok to 
the mark~t. When th~ son saw s om~thi n~ he 
w,•nt:erl, hP said tc., his f:ither: ' Bu;-7 it for 
m<>,' nnd hi s fa t her bour,ht i t . Thi s happened 
o n,• , t wo , t hr,..e ti111Ps. The n th<> son s 11, ,i somPone 
whnr, h e ::3,;kPri : 'HRve v,m ~PPn '"v father? ' The 
mu n sa:i d to hi:- son : ·, You fool . , Y0u are on my 
sho t1 l <lcrs ! Everything you w.etnt I buy f or you, 
yet y 0u SAY to thi s man, ' Have you seen my 
f;-it h E:r !' WhAt 1lj_cJ the fa thPr do? lif" threw 
h-i •~ ,;nn f r om bi c: '-houlclp r ::; ;,pil ~ cln ;• r, :, •e and 
h i t t-hf:! son. Si riilarly, whrn l~r;,c_, l c·i,,,e out. 
n[ F.:~ypt, the Jin) y One P11comp~S$C'd t h r;.- with 



•;<.•v , .. 11 t.: 1111,ds nf ;-,lr'l r y , A$ ir i:,, '4:1 id : 'lit• 
,·nci r,·l <?d h i 11,, 110 ~r11·(, ,l (,)r hi m.' (n,-u i-. 
i t. :1 0) The-y ;i ::; ~ed fnr 111 r111 11.t , h e gi>V'' it; for 
q11~il , h ~ 1:av e it. •\flPr hr l'JlV<' :i l l Lh;.at 
tlwv ;isk,•,J thev bf' 11 jn t-n t hink a nd s;:1iJ: ' Is 

-6 , • tJ 

t ltp Lor.I n-n~1nr, u ~ c, ,· nnt. : ' (f.x 17:7) T lw lloly 
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On•' :~:iirl t o th i:.,, : 'You w11ntl,•r wh e Lli P r J cw, 
: ""011 0 vn11 nr 110 1-? A~ v( ♦ 1 1 1 i ,,.,, I w i 11 rn., ~e 
y , ,11 A·cl<no,,: led c,r- 1'11' ' l1~1·e i ,::: ;i d t, 1' t-n h;ltt vou'' 
•\qcl who w~ s ti{e d o~? ,\ rn:.i lt>k f or ._it s ·?vs: - • 

I • • .,. 

(1 n Lh e next v e r sr?) 'The n c,w,e Ama. l,:>l< .' 
TlwrPfort> i t is s;iid: ' Remer1her.' (ne,1 t . 25 :17 ) 

h1: doe:; no t ~cknm,,1cdE,e his fc?. the r . Jn t hi s te>·t , h P seems 

to t akt~ fC1r !::t· ,·rntNI tha t all of his n eeds wi 11 be Mt:r, but 

hP doe s not kn0 w who is ~roviding for the~ . He annprs his 

the pnnfs limen l: i s to force t hE" chi l tl to reco~.n i ~e whCI hi~ 

fa t her is c\nc.J what his fa t her has done for hh1. On his o"vin , 

t he son can no t Jo much . He vnes to merkPt bec~use he js -· 
c~rricd the n > hy hi, s f a ther; Israel comes ou r of E~.yrt 

h e c a use of Gort ' !: e ffort s·. ~vprvlhino he WRnts hi s fath~r . _, 

huys for him; a ll of Isr Rel' s needs are provided for by God . 

The condj tjon of childhood seems to i1-ryply that alone the 

child is helpless; he needs h is father t o provide ! o r him 

i n evf!ry s cn~e . The r.esponsibU i t y that comes with thnt 

condition i s to acknowle<l~e the one who i s ~rovidin~- - the 

fa t her. 

Thi s i s ernrhasi zed in Pesikta Rabba ti 21. l O Here 

Isr Hel is compAre <l to a prince who WAS born while hjs father 



w.'lS out of the country. Aftf'r 111;iny Yl"'~ r,:;, the ki n ~ c:ime 

bRck and he l d a recept ion. Tl,e son went t o t he r ec ept ion 

looking for hjs fathe r. When the son saw a Juke he stared 

Rt h im ; when he RAW A ~overnor , he s t ~red nt hi~ , R~y i n~ 

11n 

each t i~e : This i s h~'. Th i s js he ! The kin~ wntched h i rn and 

said, 11My so n , why do you l ook at the s e? You h~ve no henefit 

from t hem'. You a re my son and I am your fAther! '' Similarly, 

when nod c~me Jown on Nt. Si na i , Israel looke J at t he angel 

r."lbri Pl ·""d Michael srty in8, ' This i s HP! Thi '- i ~ He '.' r,od 

s a i d t o I srael, "Why ll,e you looki ng At them'? Yo11 h~v~ n() 

r rofi t from them'. You are my chi l dren anJ T am you Li t her ! " 

Israe l he r e clearly does not rccogni ~e their (~ ther. 

Evc~y import ant per son s eems tn be t h~i r father. The r oyal 

i111a ~e is espcdnl ly powerful here ; their fnt her is tlw k inf! , 

the mo s t powerful per son in the kin~dorn, yet the son can no t 

cl i s tineui s h him from lesser official s , the duke a nd t he 

p,over11or. The mos t si5ni f i cant element o f the passage is 

that i t t e lls u s that t o be a son mea ns to ~et Rome ~ind 

of pro f it from the f a ther. In a royal ima~e , the ~otenti3l 

p rofit i s enor mous ; the son s t a nds in line to inherit all the 

ki ng ' s wea lth . To be God ' s so n a l so mean s the rrofjt js 

e normous; Isr~f'l is ah0l1t t o rPcei.ve r.od ' s P,rea t e s t trE>n s ure •• 

the Ton~h . On<> othe t· i Mportan t {' l ewent which t~rner_Pes from 

the t ext is t he f act t hA t ev en though the son' s fRther, the 

king , was ~bsent during much of hj s s r owine ur, , he still had 

~ father who rres umably provided for him in a b senti n. The 

f ~ct thAt the son d i d no t r eco~nize hi s f a the r doeA n0 t mean 
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a lone. Si milarly, a l l the time I s r ael was in Eeypt , to 

follow the metnphor, r.od was still thPir f a ther. Alheit an 

Abs ent one ~erh~p~. So thPv h~rl he~n prntect~d a nd !"rovidPd 

fo r a ll al on g . 

Connecte d t0 t he i mportant notion tha t Israel does 

not RlwAys reco~ni~e ~oJ. is the idea that Isrnel only 

r eco~nj ? es r.od ~s thei r f a t her .... 1hPn they a r e ·in t,:-011hle. 

o f r.o<l , i t j ~ i ""!"'orta nt to l ank a t them Bf / tin from Israe l' s 

vantage ro i nt, The clear.est example js from f,')(odu s Rahba 

46: 4. Th,~re Israel is compared to the s o n of a <loctor who 

i mme di a t e l y ~ft f'r the hoy hecome s ill, he c~ll s hi s own 

f ather to help hi m. When the son sees that he i s r eally 

in trouble, he reco~njzes that he needs hi s father. We learn 

( rom this chat while under us l1al drcums t ances the son 

bel ieves h~ c a n funct i on without his father, he rPally cannot; 

sons need their fAthers even when they re~1se to acknowledge 

thnt need. In the case of the doctor, the son needs the 

~k ill tha t onl v his r eR l f a ther can provide. Jsrael called 

11 i dols 'my fathf>r 1 , but when they perct>i ve thernsel ves j n 

.,erio,, s tro11hle, they c;;i ll God. This text Als o points out 

that even while the s on has not shown h i s father proper 

respect, he sent counts on his father to be with him in tfo1e 

of trouble. This is an extraordin~ry image o f parental forgiveness. 

In Exodus Rabba 46:5, the same phe nomenon occurs • .!he re God 



ll 2 

cofl'lpl-'ins t.o lsnH'l. th,•t thr>v ,rn)y :Jcknowie(l3 P h i,-; :,c; father. 

when they ar£> i n trouhle. But h«:>re GoJ tPlls them th1t he 

wjl l only show himself ~s fathPr to those who do hi~ will. 

Even thoueh Go,l ' s r~sronse is different in thesp t~n PX~~ples , 

the rea lity of IsrAe l' s perceptinn is th~ ~nme. In hnth 

cases ls~3~ l onlv acknowledPes God when t h~v arP 5n trouble. 
, • - 4' 

As son , tbei r. ori ent:tt ion is to i r,nore thej r father 11ntil they 

need hi m. 

"'1ith the \'ersP " A son honors h5s fathe r ;ind :i s,..rv;,nt hi s 

1T1aster 1
11 (Mal. 1:6) God complains that I sn~el ha s n P.ithcr 

honorPd hi!', as thei r fa ther nor feared ld m as their 11,:ister . 

~ath~r, o nl~• ,,·t, ,..n they see tlwn,s elv~:,; in tr,1uble do r:hev call 

God tlwj r f .,th"r. It i s c;ui tP clP.<1 r th,'.lt ;:i ~on Iv~; rhe 

responsihi J ity to honor his f a the>r; by only acknm-:l <!d"ing 

God in t i rie of trouble, IsrRi? l is most cPrtainly no :: honor, ng 

their f<'lther . ThP t ex t po; nt s to a very j rnport;lnt i .s -;11e 

" n the d isc11.ss,on of Israel ;is a rrohJ ern child . Jf l '>r3el 

does no t ackn0wl .,,i~<-' God a s the:i r f;it hf'r, ,,d 1 l r.od continue 

to ncknowlcci~e lsr;iel ns h is child? Jn this tE-xt, Israel i s 

nei t ht•r hehfl'-'; n f, rrc•~wt"ly As ;i chj J cl - - th Py do n c:-L honor thej r 

relatjon toGnu , ~,rn ::inJ s l:ive. 

!f J~r:\el i s l•·t<l , <ln they Jose the stat11s nf son? This 

is the rnoc;t <.er i nus r:11estinn "in t-he ..-nti t " P di ~c,::,;~i 1111 of 

1-.r at>l ,~ .son. l r ••' 1f ,1nswPr i 11 the :iffinw1 t i vP, 1·111 n the child 



the ntgatjv~, the> n wh~tever l $rael <.Joc s , t hPy re!Tl~i.n God's 

chi J d, an<l t:hcr1?[ or; P. c o ntj n11 e to reap t h P he1wf it o f rhat 

''Th ,• n • j ~ a di.sn1 1t e between Ahaw ~nd R;,1.,ba 
over how to i nt~rpret t he vers e/: "You ar e 
~ons ... 11 (neut. 14: 1) That is ,,,;:int eel f o r. 
what W:-!.S ti'lu Pht: "You ~rP. so,,-; nf t h •• 1Jord 
y0ln · ,"";od. ,. ,-:;ilPn y011 h f!?IHt-.'<" n <; -;on ,;, y,J11 i'l t"t' 
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c;:i1 i ed s o ns; if yon <lo not b eh.!y,.- as sons, you 
-~ ,- 0 not c :,l,J ed r.on.!": th ic; ic; R~hhi Jurl;i.h 1 s 
v i C''" · n;ihhi MP. i r sntc.l: In l,oth c~s e s vou are 
ca) 1 e:•d ~ons for it is said: "they Are -
S')tti.sh chiidren" (Jer . 4:22) a nJ it is a l so 
.said: "They at'e ch:11 rlren i.n whom there j s no 
f1.j t \-.11

• (P,eut. '3 2 : 20) It is al s0 srii cl, " A 
"'t•t •rl of r•vjl d f'\PJ:'S, sons th"lt: deAl c11rrurtJ.y, 11 

(I <>:~ . 1:4) and 5t is als o s ;:; id: 11 ,'lrirl ·i t sh;i ll 
en•.,~ tn :1as s Lhi'lt, in the pl ace wh"n' it w;:is 
s;:i i d ,,nt:0 the•Y!, 'You are no t "'Y p<.>0p 1 P ' , it sh'i t l 
he s3j d •mto them , 'You are the sons of the 
J.ivinp, God. "Why Rl l this acidi.boncll q11otations? 
S hou l d you n•;1ly, they are only called sons when 
they :n:-e foolish, hut not when t hey l 'lck faith, 
then co111e and hO?At': ' Thev at'~ sons :in whom t here 
is no fAi th.' And shoul~ you say , whPn they 
h :we no f;:dth tht!y Rre Clll 1.ed sons h11t nut when 
they e~ve idols, then come ~nd hear: ' a seed 
of evil doers, sons t hat ac t corrupt ly . ' And 
should you say, they are ~ons that .qct corrupt l y, 
h ltt no t good sons , then coMe And h <><!t' : 1 And j t 
shRll c ome to pR~S that, in the ?lnce vhere it 
w;is .;;air! unto them, you ar~ not my J)enr•l e, jt 
s h ,111 hf' sai ct unt" them, you are th f'! s crns of 
t h P l i vi. n g God • " 

For Rabbi Ju<lllh, Israel ls only called sons when th ~y behave 

RS s ons, th;:it is, when they are obed i ent to their father. 

Rabbi Meir ,:n:gi._1P.~ that thi s is n0t tr11 P ; Isr.aeJ. i s c.111.ed sons 

no mat t ~r wh~ t thP.y do , whPther Chey ?re foolish, lPckin g in 
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fai t h o r cocru;> t . The• st;tkP c; i n this c ont r over sy are V"!ry 

hl' oh Wl1at s e~s t n be Rt i ssue i~ lsr ac l 1 s pos i t5 on v ii:: a vis ,., . 
God. For Nahhi Juda h, I srael c a n so disrupt that rela tionshi.p 

tha t thPy l ose their protected statu s and , hy implicBtion. 

Go<l ' s love. For Ra hhj Meir, nothing they CM\ do "-'i 11 

challenee the pdm~cy o( thejr r e latinnsbi !1 to God a s th:tt of 

a son to a fathe r . It i s important to poi nt ou t tha t the 

text o nl y i::peaks about whAt Israel is calle <l, no t what they are 

in f act. lt ii:: a s11htle <l istinction, but tl r -?~l on<' . A~ain 

we Rre r e~inded of th..- i mpor t:rnce nf ~Y'f'hol i c l~np.ll~~.e in tb~ 

~elat5onshi r o( I s r~el to Gou . 

Thi s <leb~te continues in other sources . ~e find 

e$ S'?nt j a l 1 ::, the same a r eument he tween Rahhi Meir ~nd Rabbi 

Juda h in S i.phr1- 1 33. The re as ahove, Rabbi. Mei r'~ po s ition 

seems t o he t hr> rnort.• convincjn~. In th e J crus.,l""l T;i l ,....ucl, 

Ch~pter l, Ha l ocha 6, I s r ael i s call ed ~on when they do God ' s 

will, but wht' n they do not. do God ' s wi 11 t h"Y ar e no t called 

son. Bu t from Siphre l37 t we l earn tha t the '!erse t r orn 

Deuter o nomy 32: 20 "They Rre chi l dren i n wh(')m there is no 

f a ith'' r,r ovc~ that they a r e chjldren of God ev~n when they h,we 

no fai t h. In Mi rlrash T~nnAim o n ~eu t e r onnmy 14:1 , BAbbj 

Mei r Hays: " neloved j_:,; lsr ae l f or whethe r. they do God 's wi ll 

or not thf>y ,1 1·E> still called chi ldre n. " When Isr ael does 

hy pointing out tha t whil e the an3e ls are ~l so cal led Gnd's 

12 c hildren , I srae l i s s t j_l l in a preferred position becaus e 

they a re c nll ed God ' s ' fi r st born son•. 13 Thj ~ t Pxt makes 

jt qui te cl~or tha t Israel' s position a s God' s son is an 
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to be ~ood ~nns becaus e throu~h <lo inR Gorl' s wi l l th~y uni f y 

his nA~e. God wi l l bP angr y ~this chj\dre n if they ~o not 

do his wi ll, but thev Rre h i s childr en non t he le~s . S i f r ~ , i n 

l 4 .::i no ther pl r.c e , r ~cords more of the d~h."lte hetwPen Ra hhi 

Judah 11nd Rabbi Mt.d r. CoflllTient i ng on the v e rse fro1t'\ DPuteronomy 

32 : 19, ''The Lord saw it and s purned thern , becaus e of the 

rrovoca t:j on o f hi $ sons and daughters ," Rahh"i Mt:.> ir ~'1id : 

nll the r,-,nr ~ s o when they do no t a n r.;Pr hi m~" 

This tension is focuse d even more clearly i n t he son/ 

s l a ve c o n t r a st th~t we discu s sed in ChApter Gne. The deba te 

betwee n R?.h hi Ak i b~, R~bbi Meir' s t each t?r. ::m o the gent i le 

Turnus Rufu :, in R:1ha Batra 101:l center s around Turnu s Ru fu s • 

clAim t hPt when I s r ae l is eood they are c a lled sons a nd whe n 

I srael i s ha d they are called slaves . Rabbi Ak i b P rount er s 

b y ar~ui nP, that I srael is alway s called son . In Pesikta 

R'lhhat i 27, we lE>nrn t ha t jf I s r a e l <loes (;nd' s "' i l l , t.od will 

treat h j m ;,r, an onl y c hild, hut j f they do no t do r.oo 's wi ll,. 

C.od wjll trc ~t them like a s l ::ive . FurthPr , we J. e ;1rn tha t i f 

I s rael do(' i-: not do Go cl ' s wj J. J. o f the jr own choice , he will 

f orce t hem to dn i t as thoueh t hey were a sl Ave . Fr~~ Exadus 

Ra b b a ?.~ : J, \'1 P lcu n:n t: hat j f lst·ael is worthy, r.o d i ~ the :i r 

f a ther. If they do God ' s will, he ~511 clo theirs . And, 

similRr t o the t ext a hove , we a re told he re that i f I srael 

does God ' s will, t hey will he treated 2s a son, whi le if they 

J o not, they ~ j \ l be tre Rtcd as a slavP . Just as a ~lave does 



ll6 

h i s master ' s wi 11 \.•llether hC' 1 ,i__('s it or nor , sn I~r:1 •• l w511 

do God's will 1.Jhether they like it or not . 

ThP.f.e last two examples see!Tl to surpo r t the posi t ion 

"Jvanced by Turnu s Ruf11s ~s opposed tn t h a t o f H:1hhi Aldh~. 

While wP. see th:1t then• i,s evi<lencP fni: the c1;rnt nt. i "''' that 

lsr.aPl j s only r.o<l ' s chil<l as lons as t hey IH.'hav<.> as children 

should , it still se<>rns that t he wei ~ht of op ini on s,1:1 .e>est s 

that Isn,,.l i s ~\wnys Go<l ' r. ch i ld. Th('re>fnr"', when l:-r~el is 

1' 1tni s hmE>nt t hat i s mPted out hy a [ath~t· t{1 his child . 

th<:y ht' tre,\ted l ike non - chil u1·en . 

l sr.-,el as a ~0n who can be so hatlly punished and seei n3 Israel 

as a s1~ve . If r.Nl can let h is childrC'n r;tarve to <lerth , of 
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out to his chDd; it is a n=tthe1· unic;ue position. Mo~ t oLher 

examples show the chi lJ hejn~ o::ever.ely !)llld~heJ , hut ther~ 

"''e see tha t father!'l can he ha rsh. But al.thoueh r.od lets 

indivi dua l J e w$ st~rve he does not do so to the who le people . 

A diff erent exmnplf> j s f nund in Ej ch., Rahhc>ti. 1: 1. 

T !H•re Isr;, el j o:: compa rE><l t o the son of I" kin~. Wlv~n the son 

is good , tb" ldnp, cirec;~es him in he-'lutiful garine nts, hllt 

\ 1hen he ii; had, the ki ng dresses him in the garments of the 

•.-xi 1 ed. Whi 1, ., the -:-'Ll ni shrncnt is s e vere , i t !'-Ct>IT'S clear that 

it j s only ,, t"<>mr-onn~y condition wh ich can 1w ch-"'nf.<:d as soon 

F."'phasi 2eJ rr'tther than punishment. 1 n hoth thP Sr..> , .. ~~-";' les, 

we a~ain ~PP that it i..s the conJi tjon of the son Lu b ,· 

depen<lPnt on the fa ther . All the more dependent in the roya l 

r e lat5crnshin WP h"'lv1;> described here . The son feeds hil"C'self 

throue,h that which the father provjtle s; the son is dressed 

j n the clothes that the father pr ovides for him . I n the r oya l 

relationc;hir, thio:: clependenc~ i-. rnore exaer,erated; the 

~rince can aspi rP to he dressed in 'richly woven work115 , 

in ' purp1<> f>Prrric nt~ • C't"' ' crnhroidered C;trMent s . • 16 For him 

to end op with the rng s of exjled gannents reflects t he ext reme 

d5 spleasurf> of his royal father. In both these examples it is 

important to note that the ~on brings c\hout hi s own runishment . 

There is 110 sense wh~tsoever of the fatht>r, the kin~, J,e jn~ 
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seems, <lid not do his father's biddine and therefore has 

earned thpse punishments. 

"H e htls CJ.i5t d n"1n fro!Tl heave n to earth the 
,;;p)P.nrlor of JsrP-el. " (Larn . 2:1) RAhbi Huna 
~nd R~hbi ,cha in the name of R~bhj Hanina 
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t:he son of Rabbi Ahahu. It is like <1 kin~. who 
had e. s on who criPd, so the ki n ~ pickr>d hi!"! 
ll~ ~nrl :~1, t: hiti1 on his l:lr,. Th ~ b0y cont inupc-f 
to cr.y, c;o the kin r, beJcl h-iM in hi ~ -'!.r"'" · The 
son continued to cry, so the kin~ p11t h i m on hj s 
~ ho,11 dt>rs . ThP bov MPSSPd 0:1 hirn nnrl ; .,.,mt-cli.atPlv 
th 0 f~thei- threw him t o the gr-011nil. A,,.J the · 
throwing Jown wAs not like the l ifting up! 
The 1 i fti fl\?, up w:i s very P,t"l'ldua l, wh :i l f' the 
throwi n~ down was a ll qt once! Si.mi 1 ;irl y, 1

' l\nd 
1 t ~u p_ht F.phr~ i r,1 to w ;1ll< , tAl<i n ~ thP111 hy t.hP.i r 
<lr!11~ . 11 ~Hos . 11:J) >\ncl, ;;iftPr t t'at , ''T wU. l 
,,,,, l< P En h r:1 i n, r i rJ r, 11 (here uT1d r-rs tno d :> c; I 
\,til l c'"'rry E~hraj .:,)

0

(1-l~c:. 10 :1 1) 1\nd, ;-ifter 
r-hat , "H P. ha s c3st down fr.o m l\l:3 vPn t o e:>.rth 
the c.pl endor of Israel." 

k in~ , pj ck.s h ir, up ro comfort hi.m. That: thi s is a royal 

!);n·able rn~l<es it mo1·e s i_gni. f i c <:lnt. Who ,• l sc> woulJ a kinr, 

~j_ck u p j n hi:- <H•m r1 r P1!-: but 1) :1P lw l n•1P <l ver y much, his own 

chi l d; ht> cri,•~ and cries and r efuses to be comfnrt:f'rl. And, 

to P.dd i.n:w) t tn i nj 11ry , he almc;es hi.s own father. There are 

hmi.ts to t hf? f :1thcr' ~ pat lence , so he tln--o,,·s his ~on on the 



.-.ncl tlwy t oo "-'f'T"P thrown down. Thrott<>,h this t're~t11,Pnt, the 

s 0 n learns th~t he c a n not ab11se his fathPr . $0 t ht> 

runishre nt of: the son h~s .::i p u rpose; the son lenrns n,)t to 

abuse h js (ather' A love. 

In Shir h~Shi rim Rabh:1 8: tt., w ~ sel:' t'h • :-'llt·rose of 

punishtoC'nt. There Israel is com;rnr ed to a kine ' s son who 
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is deliverf'd o ver to A slave for puni sh.ment. When the slave 

tel ls tlie pri nee in the niddlc> Df h5 s h N \ti iir him that: he 

shoulcl no 1 o n0e r li sten to his fat he r, tht> !')ri.nct.' i ·esnon<l~ : 

"Yo11 foo l~ It i <; h~cause I di e\ not 1 i.sten to my fr1th<:r th l¾t 

I Bf'l here in tlw fi.rs t place: 11 When the Ternp l e Wf\S dest r oyed 

an<l I:-n~el ,_,as exjlc>d as a r esult of tl,e ir sins , j~(.-lrnchadnez?.ar 

to ld tlt,.,rn m1t c- o li s tPn to r.orJ ' s Tor~h :-t nd j nstP:~d r- n wor~hip 

the i ma ~es he hn d rn::iclr, . lsr :H• 1 resr,onded: " Yo11 f oo 1 '. It i s 

because we wor shjpred idols in the first place that we were 

puni shed!" 

So the chiJ<l undct"i.tands why he is heinl; p1tni. 5hed , He 

~<lmi t s hjs ! Uil t . We a re left with t he ~ense that in the 

future, the ch i ld will have learned tha t he should ohey his 

fa ther. We Al so see tha t the re is a di(ference hetw~en sinn in~ 

and refusin~ t o ._\cknowled3e one's sinf ulness . It seems t ha t 

the r efusal to Aclrnowlcd5e on,::, ' ~ sj ni\1l n<.>ss is the wo re seri.ous 

off e n i;e . 

MidrRsh on Ps~lms 78:9 point s out that I s rael lon gs for 

God's control, 

11 And thou~h they ~till again tr"i.e<l God , th~v 
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s c-t hcmncl ,;; f o r the Holv ( ln c- of I srae l . " 
(Ps . 78:40) Rnhhi Hanina s nid: I t i s li k e a 
~an who said, ' I myse l f wi l l strike my son' . 
SiMilAr ly , I srael ~Ai d t o the Holy One , Prai se d 
h e He: ' Mas t er ot t he Uni ver se , don ' t g ive u s 
to ~ human h e jn~ t o r ule us. ln~t ead , you 
j ttdr,e 11<; . Thus , 'They s e t bo•J nd,; fo r the 11Qly 
011 F o f l s !"a (> l I f"l e a n s J s r 171 l o nr.P<.l f o r t h e 
control o f the Holy On e . 

Not o n ly Jo we lea1·n f r ow t his t h a t ch j ldr e n nee<l contro l , 

bu t we a ! s 0 l e;:a r n th.~t a t 1 e ;ist in t he ca~ L' o f 1 s r a el, t hey 

T here is~ sen s e ( rnm t hi s l Ps t that Isr aP l r ecoc ni 7CS tha t 

the p lln i s hfl'l('nt t h at they will t~e t from God i s diffe rent f r om 

tha t whi ch t hey r.ece i ,·e f r om hll!'1an n1lPr«. . Pe rh<'tp s what i s 

pl in j slunent t h a t c orr.es (rom l ove . 

1Je have l e a r ned se,.1er :i l i mpo r t ant t·h i nf,s fr<1m t ld c; 

mater ial ; t ~ke1l t o e c t her, we can u nde r s t a nd I srae l ' s s e l f 

i 111.?~e ~ -- the c hi l J o f r.ou . F i r s t, i t is 111 thE> n a lure o f .:i 

c h i l d t o r e:,c>l a ~ai nsl: hjs f c1t her , th;i t i s , l C' he had . Chi l drf>n 

nee d co nl.. · c. ] • The y nP. e<l !1 u ni s lw~e n t in onlt>r t o ,jj r <> c t th r rn 

Whl'n t he ,·h i J cl i-; b:1rl , · .. -t-, .. n he di ~r eg~n ls h is par en t , lw i n 

out Lo hi rn . To h e ~ chHJ !'lt' :ln s to p ro(jt f r o,n t h e f c>t~e1.· , 

;in<l y ,•t th e c h i ld i s n (ten spni l (•J nnd re f1 tSEc' S lo a cknowlede e 

h i s Jt1:-' en<.ienc y o n h j s fa t her . ,\ s o n of t e n r ecogni :> C? :- h i s 

[ :.1 t h~t" v nly i n ( i 1nrs CJ [ t 1;nuble , nnd \-:hi l t> )t i s t h~ s on ' s 
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him . FlnaJ.ly, the st.;ttus of chi ld is an unconditional status~ 

it is <liffic11lt to point to ;inytllio~. wbjch cPn ulti 111 .1tel:' 

chilJ . Sti l l~ thet'e nre Units to "''hc?r- thf> f;~ther wiJ ] 

accept, anJ h is r,unishing the child is tak~n for grante<l . 

Be seein '!, themselves as Go<l's chjlJ, then , Israel 

fir s t of a ll is Rffirnin~ their sen s@ ~hat t h~j r r~l~tionship 

1 :--r;tt.>l rec11~ni 7<'S i:hot their s uffedng is hr.011~ht aho•J t by 

t hei r own r ebellion aeai nst their father an t! thej r failur e 

t o acknnwledee hi~ except i n times of trouhle. They a l so 

r <t'.CO~ni ? e r:h.,1 t:hey hnve r.es pomd bil i ti es towa rd God ~ t o 

obey hi r-i .qnd t o honor him. Finally, they recor,ni ze that 

ultimatelv al l that thev rec~ive come frorri C';od anJ that without 
# • 

him they have no identity. 
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IJ t . lsracl ... ~ i1·wr.htf'r 

In the previous sections of t his cha pt~r~ I s r ael is 

3 enclet:' tp,•m lil<.P. ' chi l d ' nr ' children'. Wr> now turn to th0se 

occasions wher P Israel j5 Jescr 5hcJ as a f~1ale c h ild , a 

<lau~hter of GoJ. 

Th<> c1e~rest: exnmple o f the rliff~rencl? hetw@en the 

io Shir hPShiri m R,hba \ :17. 

"R!lhhi 13erechi ah i n the name of Rabbi Shmuel 
ha r N~chman said: Isra Pl is co~r~red to a 
fpmn le. WhRt is n f~m~l e? One who i nherits 
f lllP tPnt h n f he r f~ther ' s nror'ertv and 1>oes 
Ol\ t . So 1 ~r aC>1 i nhE'ri tN! t h e lan~i of t hP 
st>ven n ~it i o n e, which j s onp t enth of t he sevent v 
n~tinns . Bec~use Israel inherited like 8 · 
f em"le. they sa i d 'shira' (song) in the fe!'l1in5ne, 
~~ it i s s aid: "Then Moses anJ the peo, le of 
I s rae l s;.ing th i. s sone ( shira 7ot) t o the Lord • •• " 
(Ex. 15:l) But in the future to come thev will 
inherit in th@ future like a ~ale who inh~rits 
n ll the p r o,erty of his father. So 5t is 
written : "From the P::l.S t side to the wes t, Judah 
0 ne portion, Pan, one oorti.on, Asher, one 
por.ti.on

1 
and so on for each one . 11 (paraphrase 

o f E?. 48:lff .) They speak ill the masculine, 
as it is s aid: ' 'S i n~ 1tnto thf' Lord a new song 
(!>hjr hadash) . '.' (Ps. 9A:)) ' Shira' is not 
wrj t ten here but ' s hi ,.. ' is . 11 

Several thi nfs em~r ee f rom thi 5 t e~t . Firs t, we l eHrn t ha t 

children inherit from their fathers. Second, we learn that 

sons i.nherit more than daughters. An implication of t his 

second point s e ems to be tha t s ons ~re more value d than 

daughters . It would s~em therefore tha t whe n ls~ael is 



<lescrihed i\ S ' •k•u~.l1ter ' , her rel ? ti onshi r to her fn t h~· t" i s 

differ ent from those occasion~ when Isra el i s described as 

s on. We mi ~ht s us~ect that her description as daue hter 
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j ndica t e s ~ position o f less v alue or At 1 e<1s t l ess c,ta t us 

in this worlrl th.1n those t imes when lsr:.e1 is de s crjbed as 

s on . The transformat ion suege s te<l i n the pa~sag~ is 

interes tjng; in t hic; world Isn=,el interac t s with God as 

d.:\uehter , h11t in the f11tu r e ls,:ae l will int e 1· .,c t "dth God as 

~on. Thi~ ..;eerri:-; to in,P r ::t· e A view o f rleve lnprncnt l'l1'd 

nroerf'SS. 

What are t h e irn!)lications of vi e,.,i n ~ I s r;l e l c>s 

<laught e r? Shir haShirim R~bba 2:27 s u~ges ts some interesting 

posib5litie~. The r a rabl e tol<l herr i ~ r~ther pecu l i~r. God 

j s c ornnar ed tc., .1 klnn who ha s ?.n only da11~hter who"'"' conversation 

he loves t o he~r. So the ki n~ organi z~s a publi c spnrts 

Pvent where he has hi s daughter attacked . She bt>gins to cry, 

"F.n the-r 
1 

save .,,e~ ' ' lie says t o her, " J f 1 d i dn ' t: d,.) thi s to 

you, yol1 w011l d no t have ca ll ~d out to mC' ~11 So t bP R~hbis 

,inderst~~rl th~t i[ Is~ae l wa s no t orprPss ed in Epypt 1 they 

t, 1oo lrl neVl' r have c a llc•d out to Cod . n11 t r.nd hParc.l Ll•~i. r. 

p r .-1y.,.1·s in E.'? :'Pl and so he hrou ght th<>-n out . The ~u r.~es tj on 

th .:t t God :n- r:in1•t>rl J <;r ~c-l 's s 11 f f e r in~ in E~ypt j s a wny to 

('Y.p\<1jn t h.d,,- c;11 ff,,:, r- ~. ; ir· ~c>t'vc•s a-; •' hyperbolic th etHHcy . 

J:; it siP,nj f i c,,nt t:lvit the ch il d in the pa rable is a dauJ:hter? 

()n e rni ght ~t'guc th:it t· he t:hi. ld here j s parti c·ular ly vu1 nerahle . 

She <l0e~ Pl")t ' ' "• n .itt ••rnpt t 0 f i :~bt hack . He r onl :1 ,·,..course i s 

t o appe;il to h l:' r f a th1: r . Evt>n t bou~h lhe who l e ~'itwi t i on 



vuln~r~ble . w\., fld ~ht c0nclndc> f r o;,1 Lhi :_:: •then, I h ,1t t'he iw,3~e 

of l s r ':!C'l as J ;wr_hL c r in li cat es « :--osit i i'>n ,-,f wc•.:1kn<' ':l:S . It 

l\.1 hear hl'r tc1ll<, which sur!?,ests tha t s h e j :; v<1lui:,d, Instt"ad, 

Playine 

' ' on th,, ,,,o rd r'.l\ '>Ji which in th" hih1 ic:il t f' 'l(t r.i P , nH ' I h?ve 

con1;1ared yn~•' , tlw R.:ibhj s tran s late ' l h.'.J"t' qui P l: Pd ;'Oll ' o r 

'I have told you t o b id si l e nt . ' Herv 1 sntel i s co• ,rnre d to 

the <l;wghtl"r of a k i n g who is captur~d. a nrl At the m<Jmr:nt 

tha t her f at her i~ re~Jy to r~~cue he r, s he ~otion s ro h e r 

c..'\p t ors t ha t slw wi l1 follow them. He r f.,tht>r says: "Don ' t 

Israe l s i :,,n.l ls t0 thv F.:~yptians th:it ~he helonr~ t o t· hem, God 

s ay s , " Oo ~•)u think 1 c.1n't re~c 11 e you? ne ~tt il't ~" The 

bibl i.ca l proo f text cone luJes: "The Lord 1,,jl 1 fi ght for you 

:md you s hall h o 1d your pe.1ce . " (Ex . 14:4) He r e too I s rael 

seerns partic11J.~'t'ly vulnerablP, Not only is she not r a pable 

o f defPndin8 hP't'self , but she also seems to l1 nvP little faith 
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in her tetblc'r ' s nhi 1 i ty to r i?sc11P hE-r . Whi 1 f ! WP h~ve s een 

Israel as son in a posi tion of havinz littl e faith a nd bein~ 

totally dependent on his father, there seems to be an 

escalation of Israel ' s vulnernbi).ity jn these d~u ghter im-1~es, 

. .\s daughter Israe l seems to have no , ower on her own; jt does 

not even occur to her to try to rrotect herself . Aeain, she 

is protected by her father. 

In Shir hRShirim Rabba 6:18, Israel js com?ared t o the 

<lau~htPr of a ki ng who was working in the field s . When the 

king passed by an<l reco~ni 2ed her, he sent someon~ t0 take her 

from the fields and brin3 her back in a carriage. When her 

f'dends s.'.?w thi s, they were astonished and said, "Yesterday 

yon ,.,ere worldn~ in the fields and today you ~;t in a carriaee 

with the kine ~ 11 She responded, "J u s t as you <\re astonished 

about me, I mn astonished about myself~" Si.mi.larly, when 

l~rael wns in Ep.ypt they worked with straw and br5cks and 

they were loathed and scorned by the Egyptians, But when 

they were made free people and redeemed and maJe primates of 

Rll who enter thP world, the other nations were astonished 

11nd SRi d, 1'Yesterday y ou worked with str~w 8nd brick s and 

to<lay you are free and th<.> prim-'¼te s of the world ~ 11 ,\nd Israel 

s aicf to theM, 11J11st a s you arc s 11rpris,1d, RO are we~•• This 

to know tlrnt shP is God' s d;mghtE?r; she i.s 8S surpr i sed about 

her chanee in stRtus as th<.> other nations are . Whpn we compare 

this to Pesi kta Rahbat-t 21 , discussed above, 18 where the 

kin5 ' s son knows that he is a prince hut does not rPCOBnize 



does not P.V"n know t hat she j s a pri ncess. The te,,rrr, ~ i. n 

i n j ti1.-1te :my kind of change . Ff•rhap s t;'IOS t int<? r t--:;tin~ i s the 

fac:t t b~t her ri ght f•Jl status a<; t he kinP, ' s dau?,hter enables 

lit'"' rn c; i t; <:ln i <i 1, n ••.· t r t>-ne> 1 y i "'!'Orta nt (Jll" . 

I n Pe~ii<t;i <k R~v Kah~11:1 0 1\0)nl) ~ 1//c.J 'il),J, 1,•hi ch 

19 
i.•P. h ave rli scu ':i5<.> d ahove , Isr::1P l is comp-'lre<l to a lcin8 ' s 

daught'-r fn r whom her f ather 3ppointP.<l ~ ?.11;:irdi an. When 

her. Whe n l s ra\'!l d iu God ' s wjll, t h e !'r oplH.'t:s rt·ai ::ied her, 

hu t when I sr:\e l rebe l led, the orophets rebu ked her.. Thj s 

t<:xt i.s r c>!"lj n j sc.Pn t of .111 the father-son text~ ,..,,~ ,n •;c us sed 

;~hove whcr~ C.Qrl r•ini sh"'s hi s s on wh£>n he dnt:-s not oh.,.~ h is 

father ' s wjll. Ljke thE>se others , he,P a1ain we see t he 

s eems to be t o encoLtrage t he e i rl to be able to govern h e r sel f . 

The goal of t his e ducAtional r el~tions hip is some k i n rl of 

au t onomy . The e ir\ child l s Pxpect e d t o be able t o mRke 

choices hers~l f a nd to c hoose t o Qbe y her f a ther. Th~ function 
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of thi. s c•1lt1c~ti o n • Lbr " , ; s r.•or~ l autonomy . Tbjs 1 ••• .. .1 start 1 in~ 

image of the developme11t 0f a 8 it'l child because we do not 

expect j t. She j s rx-pected to ~t'ow up from her pos :i t:i on as 

!"i:tssive c hil d into ;.\ position nf mor"" l choi c P . 

Th <.' noti o n of developmPnt here is the thernP o f 

Shir haShirim Rabba 3: 1.5. 20 'while mor .:>l d,~vel.opment ; s the 

topic of the n ext section> we will discuss th i s t e xt i n this 

context b c>c-;i11se lsr-'f'l i.s <lescrihcd "'s ::i dauehter. 

"ll,. madP hirnself a palan-::~ii n." ( Son~ o r Son~.s J :9) 
R;1hbi ,'77aric1h in the n:1me of R,ibbi Ju.l.1h ben Simon 
i nterrreted the verse as a pplyinR to thQ 
t.ahernac:1P.. ' A palanquin": thi s r efr.?r s to the 
t abPrn<lc 1 e . S a iJ R a hbj Judah hen 11 lai : 1 t 
i ~ ?. S j f r\ ki.n ~ h rid a yo1111~ rJAuphte,· , Pnd 
h e fnre s he ~rew un ;.\nd re~ched m3turitv he 
1J~ed to see.,her i~ the TP~ r kPt and spe :1": to her 
i n puhl i c, jn an c1 ll eyw:,y or 1 co\lrtyo r d . 
Aftf'r she grew n p a nd r e ached matm:i ty, the k:i n~ 
~ai<l, " lt i s not h c co'1line for rny Jau:-,hter that 
l sho11l J speak with her in ruhl j c. M;ik e her 
thf't"e fo t'e a p:wj \lion ;:ind whf'n I n e <'d t o spP"lk 
"1ith her 1 wj l l do :~o withi n the p a-vi JU on." 
So it i s written: "When I s r c> Pl w;is :i c hi.ld, 
th<'n l 1 oved hi~. 11 (llo:c:. \ 1:)) In Ev vp t the , . , 
r~rMelitPs s ~w ~od in the nren, as 5t 5s s a id: 
"for the Lord wi 11 p?.s s t hrl1t11: h r.:o sr,,i tE> the 
f:~ypti a 11 5 . " (Ex. l2:23) At thE> R .. · d S t• 0 , thf?y 
"'i.'1· ' him in t:hf' Oi' ,:,n, 'l<i jt -; ,9ys : 11 /,nd Israel 
~ '.'!W the :~re..: t w,1r.k (ljt <• r.qlly ' ha nd ' ), " (E,-;. 
14: '\l ) and the chil<lrPn p o int N I t 0 hi ...., with the.' 
fin~,.•r a nd said: "Th j s is roy r.c·I e Pc.11 \.,U l. 
t~ lorify hi rl' . 11 (Ex . 15: '.?) At: Si nai they s nw him 
f t•c- e t:o f ii c " , ;i s i t s,i y s: 11 1\nd t, .. !=~ i ci : The Lnrd 
c·w,• fr .,•n Sinwi ." ( OPllt, n : ?) lk1t ;,l ft t' '.:" 
1 •: ,- ,,., l lrnJ :,lond 1,.-, ( ,w ,,, l·lt· . ~ i nai :111 .l 1·c-cPi veJ 
1 h<• T n1·:1 h .•n tl ~ ::i.111, "All t-hE> L<it'd I,';!,; •;;,rJl< \.!11 we 
\>'i ll do and ,,·i: ,.,ill ohe~ 11 ( Ex . 24:7) ,~'IHi t hr-;y 
h :, J hPCOIT'IE' cornr-l c- t e ly r.0d ' •; r vopl e , r-- h i- llo )y 
( ~11 ,.,, , PPdse d ht> :t e , '- t1i d: ' Tt is no t h,•comi11t 
rn1· mv n~l~n l c- t liat l c:hn11lol F,n e::ik with the m in 
(· h,• 1)pr, ;, . 'Le i: tlu•m t-!H~'r1.•10 1·,.' rn ::1kc- f Q'r ,.,.., ;i 

l ;:1 h pi•n!ic l.e> :~nd \ ,ht: t1L•v 1•1· 1 t ·\.,~U i r e t o .,pe a k wiLh 



• !,,",' , I ,-h ·i l 1 , . ., ,, :,:c "" th t· h, ,♦ 1 1 r n •·1 t· l1r• "' i d ::; t 
"r l'ht-' r- ·•bc t: n:;i: l t• . 11 S o j t 'i:v .;; ; 11 T\11t \-1h ,:,n 
i·f,, <: t• .S wc-nt i n bL•fo r e the l...rn·cl· t h~l h e- 'Yli [.h t 
s1•1c a l< \,·i th h im , e tc." (Ex. ·1,~:'.34) 
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t"elati oos h i !-' ...., ; th h e r ch.:>n~•-·~ . Puberty is cl,1.1rl y ;:i l'le ta:-,hot' 

When s he be c0mes m.-it1trP , her r<'la t ionshi p to he, f.r1th t•r becomes 

rnore limited , but i n '.?. certain sen se , mor e..> inti.m-1te . I t is 

in puhl i c ; o n <> ""'"Sf' ~ r h:it that :ni ?.,ht bP c-nn-.tru ed 11 :.. .;orne how 

sexually in;,r:-propri a t~. Her r el ati o rl shir 1-'ith h iM mu s t be more 

de fin~d. The sienificant thing to note, how Pver, iq thRt 

ac; da11~ht c r, she can speak with her royal f.'!ther. Wlw n it 

<;c>tt i ne . We see the sped a l ness o f thei r t' e lati on--hi r; the 

facility f o r th~ir c ommunicRt ion ~ u s t b~ est~hlishe•J, so in 

the parable , tb e kin~ has a ;,o·,i.11 io11 huilt f ot' tbe f'){!) ress 

pnrpo s e of C'nab li nr. t h:it col'Tlfnunicatioo. Simila rly, G()u has 

l s r ael hu-i l d him <l t:13be rnacl <> t o en~bl e th(' i r c oTT1rn1111 i c~tion 

to con tinue. The status of d Au ~hter, the n, invol ves~ 

c l oseness 1,,1itb the father and a sense tb2 t comnunic~ t ion 

b e t ween d~u ~ht e r Pnd f a the~ is a n j~port~nt asprct o f the 
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for commun :i cat; on is ,rovlded for by her father. 

The i mag e of I s rael as <lau ghter, then , su!~e~ts 

several th in~.s . Fjl;"s t , we SP.f' that there 'lrf' dj f.fe'l'.'l'nces 

hPtween Isr~el ;,s daueht er and Israel as S <ln . As da11ghter, 

,,,hile she does inherit from her father, H: is a p~1·tia l kind 

o f inher:it-ing. A.s son , Israel inherits a ll the :,ropPrty of 

his f ~th <2' l*. Y<.-t i n hoth cases, Israel is -;1rovidE-d fn~ by their 

father . In both cases Israel is p rot ected. Yet in the case 

nf the dau Rhter, there is some sense of Pxtreme ,~lnerability; 

I s rael se~~s somPwhn t ~or e passive as dau~hter th~n ns son. 

?.utonomy; she i s tr;iined to l ,:,arn to choose to oh£>y lwr 

father. Fin~lly, we ~ee that the unrlerpinnin~ of bo th Israel 

llS d;iu~htpt• and Israel as son i ~ God ' s 1 ove (nr hi ~ child. 

There is~ rec0s nition that c oo~unication is an i mro~tant 

r•11?anc; to tha t <?nd. Recause I s r a<> l ::is ::i dm~~hter j s b e loved 

tn r.od, Gori w~nts t11 f)3cil i tate co,m1unicati.on with lv>r , 

r-n be r a<lic<>ll y Jiff0r<>nt from th,'lt or I~ral' l ass,..,,, 

i:tre the same. 
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The imac~ of chi l rl carries wilhin i t the f act that the 

what s t a~e does Israe l become a n adult? ThP r Pl~tionship 

hetwe1•n 11 huma n parPnt and a chi t d changes ~s the chi.lJ ~ n >-w6 

We hAve nlre~dy seen many exampl es of Isr ael ~s a 

child a t differPnt s t aReS of deve lopment . We saw Israel a s an 

i nLrnt in Sh-i r h:!Sbiri m Hahbn fl: 1.. The sec -:rnr:I text is 

In this case , th~ giving of the Law I t he act throu8h whj ch 

1 s r ae l was trc-t n sf Ot'llle<l from ~ rabbl e of \lnConnect ed i ndi vi duals 

into a r"ople, w~ s like a day of birth for l9 rae l. Accor<li11~,. 

tu thi s t ext, it ~ .. •as i:hrour,h r eceivin c; the l .1w that l s r ~Pl 

cemP to li fE, . 

Rec aus e 1Rr ae1 i" an infant, h~ is tr~~ced i n a spec ial 

way. 

11 \,Jlwn ! :c; r~ <> l w:i s a child, t hen J l C'lvt-d h i m." 
(H0s. ll:l) This is what the Scripture sAys: 
"And he said to hi m hefore the eyes of all 
I c;r-;1e l: Be s trone, ancl of good co1.1t·age ." (Deut . 
:n: 7) And Moses s;_\i d ( to Joshua ): The people 
t hat 1 de l iver to you a r e s t il l baby EO~ts; 
thev are st5ll infants . Do not be strjct with 
the~ about whut they do because even their 
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M:1s t c-r is 11ot .ct .- ic t wjt li ,.h""' "lh1mt wht!t th .-.v 
<lo. Thns i.t j g s ~icl: "When Tsr~el w"' s ~ child, 
the n I loved h jrri ~nd I c a lled him out of 
E3 ypt ' !Tly son' . " Rabhi J11dah said: l don ' t 
hc1ve t his perTTli ssi on bttt I clo h ,:we f'Pnn i ss j o n 
t o ent"r t hem in the si rl~ of t he s hf>r, h,;,r.d ' s 
te nt . Zl Yo\1 find that wh <.•n th<>y st oo;I hy the 
~e;'I , the y rebel 1 ~J, as it j c; s:d d: "The;r rehel led 
;it the sea, ~t th e Red Sea . " (Ps . 106:7) Thf' 
an~e ls said: ''They rehelled .'ind a 11 ~ered you and 
ye t you ::t r.e qujet! 11 God s a id to th"'m , ''They 
ilre chi ldren! You s houlJn ' t he s td ct wi t h 
chi J dren! What j s the wav o f ~ l1;1hv? He 
r ol"'P. ~ out dirtv f rom his ~o tl1Pr ' ~ wo1'1h :i n d they 
w:ic;h hi m. II Even JsraeJ. "! w~shed off ymtr 
b1c,od (rnrn you -'? nd :rnnointNi yon with r>i l. J 
~ l othf>d vou with emb,·oidered c l oth !tnd o;h oo yo u 
w i t h le~r~h c r. 11 22 

Because they a re still children, they are to be treated gently . 

Rv e n GQJ Jops not h Pcome ~n~r~ at thPm for thei r tra ns~re ss ions 

hecRu :;c• -it is e x~<'Ct<?cl that. chj l<lren wi 11 rn;1ke mi s t Aki:> s . It 

i s in t he n ature of a baby to be <lirty anJ to need ":.ishin.~ ; 

i t is in the nature n( a b Aby to trans~r e~s a n d t o 111:!e tl 

centle a tt e nt i on. 

In what ,,ny are the peo~l"' sti 11 ch5 l drf'n? T h is i ~ 

versi0n 1 , '>E:.'Ct inn 17 . "In t lrn t h Qur Hn<3e>S said i-o J nshu;i : 

' j oshua, th i c: pPop1.e whi c;h I nm hanJi n ~. nv,•\." t o VOii - , no t gr)a t s 

hut kids I hnnd nver to you , no t ~hre :-, hut 1 [111101; 1 h ~nd o,rc>r 

to yciu, r o,· th1•V h ,'l \ ' <' no t ypt h ;i ti l'll lCh prac t ii..: , , in t h<> 

C0fi')l] t.::\lld•'l t-11l: :;; ;, n,.l t h ,•y :41• C' not yet: ''..n~ t s c1nd ~ hPc?p • II ,\ c h i.l.J, 

t hen, j 8 o n, • who dnPS no t h 1 VC' ;' r .:ict j ce in the c omr,1a nthient s , 

who does not knnw how t o fol lnw ~h'c' r u 1 PS . This i s consona nt 
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another s<>vr., s t n h(' thr>ir ,· ~1 ~tionship to t h C> Law ~rn J tn the 

5: 1 • Then:.• wP 11:c•arn that: "When a mnn' s :;Qq is ;:in j nLmt, i f 

he :;in s , hi::: f a lh\.•t· Jo1:s not discarJ him h ec;i11 ::;~ h<" ic; littl e ; 

ou t that r ~r:i e l is s till a l>ahy. Cle~ir1y, ltow(>ver , t he 

implicatio11 Js : ~t some point Israel wlll ~rnw up e nd have 

th<.• ahility to re ;:u-:n.n and then I s r ael ' s sine:. wi1 1 be a serious 

111a t t e r. 

\J e s ee thi s ng?.in jn Cx()dus Rabba 43 : 9 . 

" •• , Pho:,1 v0u b ::f" c.' broup,ht out of T:he l c-,nJ o f 
F._oypt." (E>: . 3t: l2) 'rl\1y i-; th ,,., eoin~ out o f 
F:f,ypt r;11.•1~ti o n€'d h<->re? R11hhi. ,\vin in thP 
n ·,flin nf R11hhi_ Si,no n l>Pn Yr•ho 1·1;1drik scd cl: To 
••·ti-q - c:1n t hi ~ he c ornpc1t'ed? 'fl1 ;:i kinR who h.id 
•1 hnn·\.•P f i t- 1 d . Ht- s ,=1j J t o the- tcn:'.!nt f~ r 'Tl~r: 
Go ~nd c ultivate t hi s anJ ~n~e it int o ~n 
o r c hard . The farmer went and cultivated it 
n nd planteJ an orchai;-J . The o rd1<\rcl ~rew 1rnci 
he rnaJe wine whjch sout"ed. When the kinr. saw 
tht't the wine h.::id sO\tJ"t.>d , he s.njd to the 
f:1 r rer: C.o ;:inJ c11t j t d«>wn! Wh.:it do l nef'c.l 
wi t h a n orcha rd thnt moke~ vinegar ? The farmer 
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,.,..._pnt'ldPd: !-Ty !.,, , ·,t I< i 11 ~ , h n,.i 1111 1<..' h :, r odqce car,ie 
from the orcha rd b efore it PYiR r ~d? And now 
you want tn cut it down? IC you say : because 
it produced ::;our wine, :it j s bec1rnse it j s 
voun~ that it p r oduced vinr eP,.r instea d of 
~oori ,,ii nc . Si.mi_i ... rly, when T~n1el di d th<> 
!':-,me Jecd, God w-'lnt<.'d tn dest r oy thPm. But 
Moses S-3 i<..i: Ma~ tP-r of th .. UnivPrse , didn 't you 
hrin ~ theM from F.e,ypt, fro'1'1 P.. plac<> of idol 
worship? And now they a r.c y0ung , ~sit js 
s .'.ti.d: ''When Isr ae l wAs a chi J_d , then I loved 
hjm ," (Hos , 11:1) Be patient a little and go 
wi. th thPm and t hey wil 1 do goocJ deeds he for e 
yo,.1 . Bu t Hoses besoueht the Lord his God and 
~a id: t o Lord, why doe s yout" wrath hurn hot 
?f,~inst your rf'ople whom you h;,ve ht:ou~ht forth 
out of the lanri of Egy~t with ~re~r pnwer ~nd 
~n n11t s tretched arm? Why fihould the Er,y:,t:i ans 
~:?Y, 'With evi1 i ntent he hrou ?,ht theT'l forth, 
to s lay t hem • •• • Turn from your fiercP. wrath 
tJnd r epent of this evil aeainst your peop le . 11 

(Ex. 32 :11-1 2) Rabbi Hanina bar Aba said: Le t 
there be regr et b efore you . God said t o 
Moses: What you s ~y--r~pen t of this e v il a gAins t 
ym,r pe0?le--hy your life 1 wU 1 1 a~ "it is S:lid: 
'' !~nd the Lon! re>pP.nte<l of thP f>V , l whj c h h e 
tho11~ht t o do to hi s r-eople. 11 (Ibjd. i ? :14) 

It is intere .:; tin3 t o notice here t ha t i t is Moses who remin ds 

God what R rArent is supposed to do , God is An~ry and wants 

to destroy lst"itt:-1 b ecause of their sins , b,,c Mose-; points out 

that the reop1P 11re s t ill chilrlren a nd a~ childr en they should 

with ther" ;i nd t o bP. wi rh theni unU l they le~rn to do 1-:ood 

deeds. Jast ;.,s one sho11ld e»pPct that th e first crors frop1 a 

n Pw fi P.1<l wi l l. yi Pl<l s011r \11i n<', d,.. f',1~ from ;1 chjltl i.dlJ not 

be ~ood deeds . 

ln Shi.r h~Shi.ri m RabbP 8:8 we have the irna~e of Israel 

as A gir l child , althoueh no t npce~s~rily as God's ri~uehter. 

Corn_'ilentine o n th~ v e r c;e "We h ;w"? ~ 1 i t tl e sj s tt?r" (Son~ of Sones 
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It conU 11uPs: "Wk,t is a little ,me? CnE> thnt all tha t he 

does yo11 do nut hit him, why ? Beca use b e js Jj ttle . Shni1arly, 

consi<le r .1hly diff1:rent from L1 1,• others in that Jsr-ae l ' s sins 

~re wa$l)ed .1wny hy Yorn Kipriur . But a8ain we hav;, t he sense 

r:hat hecauo;<> l'-r!'\el i s a chilrl, his .;i n s dn nt) t mr>r it· the 

no di f fi culty i.n s wi tchi.n~ the sex o f tht:> chnd a l mnst 

;i rbitr ari l y . 

f.yodus 1 2!6 . 

''And you shall \<.eep it unti l thJ? (our tPf'11th 
day of the same rnonth. 11 Why di <l th e scri.pture 
requ 5re the r~rchase of t he p8sch~l l 1mh t o 
t~ke p l nce four days he for c jts slaughter? 
R ~bbi Matj a ben Her e s h u sed tn .c;ay : Beholrl it 
se1ys: " Now when 1 p assPd by yo\! ancJ lonked u pnn 
you and heholoi, the timQ ,,,n_,._ the ti fl'e of l ove ." 
(F.7. . 16:8) This "'~~os the ti rn~ h~~ ?rriven 
few the folfjl l n,ent of t hi:> nath which the H0lv 
0n,,, Pr ctised b P liP., had Sl"Orn 11nto Abrah;lm, to 
r!0UvPr his ch51dr<>n. But ~s yet they had no 
rr>li 0 i r,11s dutjes t o per.form by which to mer i t 
r edr.)mpt ion , ;i~ it further says: "Your hreasts 
WPt·e f2shio ned nnd y,,11t' h .:dr i,,,., e;rown , yet you 
were n ~k e d ancJ bare" (ibi rl) wbi ch means h :-n:e 
of any rel j P,ious tl e,~ds . Therefore the lloly One, 
Prai seo he He, ?..ssignPtl thern two tlu ties , the 
rl11 t y of the pA schal sr1crif:i ce a nd the duty o f 
drcul"lcision , which thf'y should per form so as 
t o be \-.ror thy of r f>clempti.on. For thus it i.s s?.id : 
" Ancl when I pac;"ed b y you and :<:aw yo\1 wall.owin e 



jn Y" m.- b l ood, I sa i d to yo11
1 

ln yom· h1 noJ, 
l i ve~" (ihid 6) And aeai n i t i s s.-du: ' As 
[or you a lso, hec-9use of the blood of the 
cnvena nt I s en t fo rth your pri son ers ou t of 
the rit from whe rei n thf'rc js 110 wPter. 11 
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(Z<>ch Q: l l) Fo r t his re3son, Se ri pturP r ec;ui r t'.'rl 
th~ t th <.> f)ttrch ai:,1- f' of thP pasclH1l ~ ~ 1rih take 
r l"C4' fou r day s h efor e it~ s);i1111,hter. Fo r- one 
c--, nno t obtai n rew~rcJ s t>xce:,:,t f o1· dt>ecl s . 11 

The issue hein~ aJdre ~secJ here i.s: why was l srael r- cde<>med 

from E~.ypt? Did I srael merit ,·edempt i on hy '-0!'14" ~cti o n or did 

Gou g r a tuitouslv chuost> to r ed~em Isr ,wl? Th i._ s~c t ion ar~11e~ 

th.?t 1sn~el did nothing co !Tl<"dt red11m!)tion , The t iMe 

came whe n Go J h c1 d promised to ful fj l h is o a th to ~\braham to 

purcha s in~ of t h e !)-3Sch:c11 l amh a nd ci r curnd Hi on. llv <loi n~ 

':hese co'i!Jllan<lr.ents , l s r.ael woul ,J he worthy of redE'"':'' it111. 

This E-xpl a i ns why Sc-ri!) t1J r •' rC'qt ti re<l the p11rc h.:i s P nf t h(! r>aschal 
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In Shi r h c1Shi r i in R-'l bh<!, 

In m ,111CIH•r 

1.' Xpl anat i on ,>( thP. vPrsc-: " And she h<l<l no h r <>~ s l s ''- - t hat mean:. 

i11 $hjr h:tS hirj111 R,3hba J0:6 , God ii. cn!0 par.ed to a 

kj ng who had an orch~r<l which h<1 l<e;>t . Whl·n his children came 

of ae,e , b ,~ e,::ive it to them, j nstructi n~ them to ~•.i tn·d 5 t as 

,.esr,onJ<:d 11\fo wi1 1 do a nd we ...,i l 1 obey", Gotl ~!lve t hu;, the 

I n other words , 

•.,·hen they ~f.rf:' .-.d r·n f ol low th•~ Ton~h, they 1:eachc>d :wc;tud t y . 

Thi s i.ma~e end c he>s the i TT'aee ,..-here 1 :,rael came to J j fp a t 

person Pt Sjnai. 

In the Shir haShi.ri m R;:ihba t e:v.t that we clisctJ s ~cd above , 25 

(3 : 15) we seE' the s~rne i ma~<' . WlH.•I\ Israel sa td ' we •,•il l do and 

we wi l l obey ' , thPy became a c o~pl e tP pcoplr , an 

• 



Before I s ~nel rPRChPd matur·ty, bef~re thPy hec~fT\P a complete 

people , Cod would talk to them in puhlic, but after they 

reached maturity, God had them build a tabernacle so he 

could speak with them in a rnann(>r befjtt ine theil· statu s . 

The thrust of thjs homily seefr\s to be that ;i fT\.qture na tion 

needs a for-malized s tructure, the tabernacle, to ins ure a 

continuinB r elationship with God . There i s still an inti macy 

hetween God a nd th<> 11t)"1 m.:ttLtre Israel, hut jt is ;in inti macy 

mediRted hy l~w. 

In concl11sion, 1-:e see t hat there i c: a vic;5_on nf 

development implied in the i ma~e of I s r ael as child . The child 

Israel be~in~ as an infant who cannot take responsibility 

fo r hi msE>l (. As thP child gr u1-1s up, his rC'l::iti o n ~hi"!) with 

his p:it•pnt ch;1 n~es. At f i.rst , the p,n-ent 1 ~ 1. e ni ent· with 

him because he is still a child. As the child er ows, he is 

expected to observe the parent's commandments, and the 

implication is that jf I.he child fRils to ohsE>rv~ the corrimandments, 

the pnrenr vi.11 no lon1~e r be 3entlt> wit h him . The tlominant 

i ma~e rba t emerges is t hat the child Israel is mature when 

he is C:J;:' ~h lP o f oh~ervin~ the mit z"ot. M-. t,n: ity. then, 

c0ns i s t ~ of oh~c>r vi.n~ th,. l iit zvo t. 
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1. The t<>xt cnntin•.1c~: "As Rabhi Pbineh~s s;d J: All thosP 
seventv ~LI 11.ocks which I sr;1 ... l of fer dll'd nr, Sukkot o n hPhal ( 
of the· ea\·th'~ spvcntv n1ti, ,ns are' offered s0 the wor1 cl 
wil l not he tl~rop111ated bf'l.'.ulJSt> of th•.•m (in !"lll;-.h,,1'!nt [or 
their sins.)" 

2 . Thr• \.10,d 'Al f-[r I i s S0'1H?ti r,,cs translM: <.'d I tn h<! OCCU!'ied 
in deeJs ' but we read with firaurle 'f\1J[t' --' eleanin g s '. 

J . Thct'."c js 3 r:.1rallel passa1: t- in Sh'r1ot Rahha 52:4. 

4. Th11 \,JIJ\"d :-l :1y C OlllP !-> ft~om So n ~ or: Son!'S J:11: 1'('3.A IJ~ i)j'/()f'nJ
1 /c..3 

whj r h is intf'1·~ret1.•d :1 ~ / 'J '' JN i) ,(;l ' J~. 

, E>- . 1 5 : l 2 

WP <; ee rh i ~ ~ ~~st i n in P~s i k t a R.:;ibhat i It/, :rnd Mi dra.sh o n 
Psalms 9:~ . 

7. ;)i!-';CllSSCcl in Ch, 1, p. J5 

q frw•1 Y.11 !,q t Shi ~ nn j co(,.A :/l wi th <' rw r;il 1 P l 
0 f'A./\ :~, \lic;cuss t: rl HbO\' I! in Ch

0

• 1, r' . 

10. Oiscussf:'d ahov._, in Ch . l, r. 67 . 

l l . J er • 2 : 27 

12. Job 1 : 6 

lJ. 1-;x. 4:32 

15 . E?. . 1.6:lfJ 

:,:1ss-:1., ·•! in 
50 . 

16 . ThesP :lrP tc>nii;;; ,,,hich c1re t!mnlnverl in tlw discussion in 
F.ichA Rabhatj l: l. , , 

( ,. 
1 7. The Mi d r r,c;h wl"\ rk~ on r hf' b:> si s ot .~ 1,1or<.l play .''1t.Al'II 61l)C,' ti-?(:'\ 

hecnrrcs ' /AI.JC[e,[ 11kut 11
• 

16. Dir.cussed in Ch • . 2, p . 67 

19. Discuss~d in Ch . l, p . 42 

?O . Thji; text h-1 s c;eve,·;,1 r:ir?J. Jel s : Y:111<ur:- Sh5ruon i 'ttot=k,md 
lc)t'A..I' :~ j Il ' midbAr R<\bba l?:4 :-tnd Pesikt-i de Rav Kahana 2. 

,, 

• 
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?1. Thj s i<J ;> ('ql \ f l ! C: ino in•;IOf'. f1·0M t\~ra ll e l r> ,"S S:!<>es i t ~eE-n•S 
to h~ a ~efl're n; e to So;,,. or Sano~ l : 8 . ' · · 

~ .., 

22 . This text is from Y.:\lkut Shir!'nni .S .:>)'A :~ • It has sever al 
par.llJel s : rwo t de R::!v N1' t :1n 1:17; S1phrP, Netzavim 31: 
Ya l kt1t Shi TPo ni /cN ~,1\./\ : /c ;,ind J .:> ~A:~ S jrhre B'riidh;ir 

t'l ' 'di' .:lnd G"d ~ Sh ' ,.,,o t R~hha14; T;,nclw ... ,a , Pi nchas and 
Shi r h;\Sbi r b n Rahh?. l. 

2J . Shir haShi dm Rahb~ 8 

24 . Shi r haShirim Ra bbn 8 :1 

25 . Di s c usst-d i n Ch. ,, p. 127. 
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The m<.>t1t:1hor of God as parent anti 1sr.ael as chi.ld 

'-·nables the f! a hhi s t o expres s t ~,10 h~si c t·ensions in t h e God

I srael rel~tion ship. The first reflects the t Pnsion in 

God's rel;i tjons h i p to l~'t':te l. ; the c;ec ontl, th,:. t e n !'l ion i n 

I srael ' s rel~tjonship to God. 

The m~jor image of God ' s parenting which we h~ve found 

jn the a i~,a.rl1h js God .1 s fnther. Like human fat.h e r s , r.nd 

loves hi~ children and exprP.sses that love h:,, r rot E>cti ng , 

11rovidi.ng for, teaching and u l titT1ately e nahUn~ hi s ch.HJ to 

develop into a responsible person. But, as with human 

fnthers , God expect s certain things from his children. He 

expect s t o hP nbeyeJ, acknowleJ3eJ and honorE.' d . \.Jhen the 

chfl d j s b a d a nd does not fli l f il his r e spon s i hi U ti c s, r.o cl 

punishes him . A father's punishm~nt ls teliologicRl; 5ts 

purpose is not only to punish but also to instruc t the chi ld 

in the ri 3ht way to ltve . 

God is :t l so desc ribed in mothering jma~P.s . Li k E> 

human mother~ . God loves hPr children in a n intense , nll 

encompassing way. No matter what a chil<I doe~, Recording to 

the Rabbis, a mo ther will continue to love her child. So we 

~e e two po )Ps i n th~ ~are nt:>l ima e~ of GoJ- - father love which 

i !> s im11 ltr>neou~!.y flro1 <-C li\"1· P.nd d •.>ni-,ndinJ;, ~nJ n,other love 

whjch is accepting and all-embracing . 

How cRn onP God at the s2me tiwe b~ fnther and mothe~ 

r-," lsrc1el? It s~t•m" c-l<;>a i- tint thi s i n!e ~e is ;, 1:,, f ,-c tion of 



be totally father , anll therefore for ever punb1hi11r, h 5s child 

lsrael, Isra el r.ould not lw ~u ~t:c=d r, ed . lf r.nd "'t"n~ r:otally 

...,other , and tlwr'-!ftJ't'I? f 0 r Pvt>r lovjn~ find acceptin~ h,•r child, 

Jsn::E'l wou ld l1"'Nl. JE>'lt·11 fr o1,1 his mist~k<'c; . Sn tlH•re "'lU'it 

he a mov<'rnent het~1P<?n the two polPs o f the di;ilectjc . One 

cou1 J areuP thc1t the fath et" i m;ige of God Already refl ec ts 

;-,~ 11·11ch :, c:; lhf> chi ld dr• .. erv••s; Ids l1) vl" 11,('di;,t , ~ hi-, :-11nishi111• . • 

P,ut a (atlw r • ~ luve SPt>111:-; t o he tt-1io1 "1tr i c ;iJ; l ln• l.'.'1.? is ;rn 

e l l'"1C\lt i O Iii~ rrovi dj ne, nrotcctj OB, tp;ich i n~ t hat 'iU!~P,ests 

t h :•t t 11L':-. l Jrt: !l• t· ;in~ tnw.:l rd an <'lld . Thi <l 1-•nd is t lw ch i tu' s 

child . fiolh of th'-'•;t-• ;isp cts of ;1::irt>nti 111: ;lt"e cruci a l to the 

irn?ee of r.od cl'j p~n•nt . Tlw d i;i lecti c natur£• o f tht J:~c1 g e 

t.-ncibles God to h e• derrw nd j n e yet l ovinr, , :,11nishin~ yt·t pt:Ol:Pct;"~ , 

cha 11 ,•nu i rlf' Vpt c:omr l\t·t i nl' 
.. .,> ,., • ' """ . 

The Sl'C•>ntl Len-.ion ilJllminc1tcJ hy the pn ,·~nt -ch ild 

lll<.' ttlphor j ~ j 11 SUll'C S1-' n:,e tht- orposj tv :-i Jc,, 0 f l ho:? first onp , 

It r Pl::1tC!S to thl:" i ma:-,<> o ( Isr;i~l a~ child , 0n lht o n e hand , 

I h r- ,-11 i 1 <I neC>d-.; tn h P :•rotected and r1rov i dPd r 0r l wc:i1 1s(-' lw 

c- ·1nnot t:~k ,· c.;11· ,, nf h irn -.; t-lf . r,n t:lw n •: h 1?1· :,11nd , j , is in tht

n.:it u n • o f c1 chi 1 d t o f, t·ow up e.nJ bccomt• SPl f - ~1Jpport j ,,~ . 

Ther efore, r-1 t tht same t ime tht1 L a gooJ p iffent rrln d des (or 

his chilli , h<> ~hou l .J a lso e11crn 1rae,e thP child to 1 •'"ten lo 
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provj<Jp fo r h i'l'c;t>lf . 

l s Is r,'3 Pl r e -illy e xpecLc..•d t o gr o1,1 up a nJ become a n 

:1uto norno11 s r "'r,o ra? Fr om I s r~e l ' ~ !"'Pr s ne cti •1 e , 1 he ~0el of 

c h j l dh,_,od i ~ to h\'Co111e ~n 0.1111 c . Frnn'l C:od' s pPr s;:,ect , Ye , 

I s r;ie1 1,11 11 a lwr•ys h e bi.s c h i\d . Ilnth o f t hese a r e 

si mult ,rn ,.ou s ly poss :i ble b e c a u se of the dial ectic n.3ture of 

the aeead.-ih. l s racl moves toward adult r espo nsihility in 

t he c o11ti?Yt nf his r e l~tioni::hi p w'i t h h i s p"!r<'nt . He nee<l s 

p r t, tec t i ,)n M ~ lw n e t' d !.- to lea rn t o 7 r o t ec t hi m:.:<> 1 r~ h • nne ci-; 

:i11ton0111y r1 s he needs h i s p~rent ' i- e.u i da n c e. 

The pa r e nt - child image encourages us to see thP relation ship 

bet we en God a ~J ! ~r ael as ~ovi n e between the t wo poles of the 

d i:11<:c,tj c . C:od i~ mo t he1.· a nd f a ther in r e l 2. ti o n t o Isr.-iel; 

I:n:~el i.i-; chiltl a nd clev e lopi11r, .-:idolt in rf'l.Rt ion shi p to God . 

How doe s the irna~e of God as pnrent unJ J s r~e l as 

child diff er from the image of God as hushan<l ant! Isr~el as 

wife ? Perhaps the wRj nr differe nce i s that ma rri?~e is ~ 

contractu~ 1 rel :.i ti onsh ip whi1 e the part>nt -child hnnd i s a mort" 

r ri m;? r_v r e l:iti o ns h5p. Faithf ulne ss i s the core i ssu f' of the 

111c1rri P.e_e rnet aphor. WhPn the \ i f e l sr;:\<> l i 5 unfR i t h f 11l, she 

hecomes estran~P1I f r om ht>r hush a nJ. While the Pe~~dnh nev e~ 

srye;:iks 0 f h ~r :1 <= l,pj n11 i-n fRc t divorced, the ro s,; ihil-i ty a lw4'ys 

Pv.is t s i-h.:t: h •, t· i•, fi rlr>lit)' will l e-'! d r:o t lw cori•r l e t <> ,)i s!,0 ] 1Jt ion 

of the m~r ri ~~E:1 bo nd. The pnn •nt-chilJ r e lations hin cannot 

be disso lved; th !.! r C'.1lit y o f r1o ther-medj -'!te J father 1 ewe i s 

i t s cotlst ,m c.:y . Wh;t t· e v er I s r:i r• l_ doi:-s , Gerl r rm;:iins l;l i..; p,etrent . 



HP !T'~;' lw p11ni i.lwd vt> ry h,,n:h 1 y , b11t it: is 11 J ti rr'Ht l-1 y t. lw 

punjshmf.'>nt l)f "rc1ren t , des i p,ned to het te r the cbjld . 

.I\ second J i fference in the~e t wo i n1;,i i~,"'s l ie,; 5" the 

14 ') 

f~ct th;it t hp ;11rPnt· - ch:i. lJ irn"! '.:'.,•-· ;t]lows fn r mo•1t=n11•nt b e tween 

ma le :l'nd fem.'!.1.P i.mar.e-; . God is 11111 th t>r <11 \<l f:-ither ; Israe l is 

~on and da u~hter. The fluidity of the rncisc~tl i.ne and femini ne 

5m~ges ellows f ~ r an int e rplay of diffrrent roles a nd emotions. 

J n the hush~nd - ,,d fP i m~~e, r.od ~l.<iy$ a rri:aqc11line rnl<• to a 

ft-"'l i nin e r:t,·tnc>i: . 

Tl,e cnm,n, n thn1 <, t of thc,se j rn;i'.-:e>S r.13 1 ~tes t;n t hr• i r 

s tructurR l simi l arities . 

role to a wea~er IsrAel. 

In both cases , God plays th~ dominant 

Power u lt imately lies , f o r the 

R:!hbi-,, jn thf' fat-lH•r i'lnd jn t he husb:iPrl, 

lt \•·0,,1l<l he : in inter.esr·jn~ enterpr i ~,~ t o <?)(.J•·1ine the 

n~gadic rnat@ria l th~ t relate~ to t he r a nge of diffcrPnt 

r~milial me tAphor s which describe God' s r e l a tion~hip to I s r ael 

in onli:>r to hettPr ,lefj n e thf" i r similariti ec; 1nd uiffi:•rences. 

It seems cle ar th~t one> cannot aclcquat,•ly e ><:-,lon· onr-> 

wc t a,hor w5t hout seeing i t i n the full cont ext in which it was 

5(- t. 

Our 'itwt''- ti r.,:l tion h-'l$ yielded S<)flw -int l't"estine result s , 

I t shoulu 'H'OSili7P l l S to the cor1r l exity 0( the i maet• of God. 

Cnd js not mnno1 i thic ,1lly l'~:::i~c1.1 Urie jn thP. Jewish tr~dition; 

r.od moves back a nJ fort h throu Bh the r ange of int E>r nct ion that 

we wou ld cofll•nnnly l abPl as paternal ;:ind ma t ernal. It s hould 

':' ncour a3e us t n n ~ex11mine ou1· noti.nns o f rnascu l init y ,3nd 

fPmininity, of mothPri ng n nd fathPring . 
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