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Jordan Millstein
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Mekhilta d/Rabbi Ishmael: A Literary Commentary

This thesis involves a close literary and thematic analysis of
six (6) sections of material drawn from five different tractates
of the Mekhilta. The pieces chosen are taken from Pisha,

Parashah T and Parashah IY, Beshallah, Parashah VII, Shirta,

Parashah I, Vayasssa, Parashah I, and Shabbta, Parashah I.

Since almost all of the scholarly studies to date have only
examined small portions of the Mekhilta, it has been difficult to
come up with general conclusions about the nature of the
compilation. Only Jacob Neusner has examined the entire
document, but his broad analysis did not allow for a close
reading of the text. 1In an effort to analyze a chunk of the
Mekhilta text in depth with an eye to drawing conclusions about
its nature as a compilation, our author has studied some 70 pages
of textual material. This material, taken from diverse
tractates, represents a cross section of the Mekhilta text.

In his analysis of the six midrashic pieces, the author had four
specific goals in mind: (a) to analyze the text phrase by
phrase, line by line, paying close attention to its meaning, how
technical terms function, and the themes shaped in the textual
material; (b) to explain the connection between the midrash as it
develops and the biblical material upon which it is based; (c) to
gain an overview of the possible theme or themes, emphasized in
the particular piece; (d) to determine if the chunks of midrash
show any evidence of thematic shaping by the redactor(s) and how
that is achieved. Finally, the author wanted to compare the
results of his analysis of each individual piece in order to see
if the Mekhilta text as a whole shows any evidence of

redactorial shaping of any kind.

With these goals in mind, the author turned to the six Qieqeg and
analyzed them in depth, presenting his analysis in six individual
chapters. In each chapter, the author presents the reader with
the text divided into small thematic units, each one of which is
followed by analytic comments explicating the meaning,'structure
and hermeneutical devices present. Each text segment 1s numbered
by lines, and the author’s commentary below is referenced by the
line numbers. Notes are found at the bottom of each page and
often cite relevant comments of other scholars who have worked on
the material. :
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Although it is difficult at times to gain a very clear
understanding of the meaning and purpose of pieces of text, the
author has handled the selected material in a most intelligent
and often insightful manner. He frequently has a creative way of
raising from the text the poignant and substantive messages
present; since he has an excellent feel for the style and nature
of exegetic midrash. However, he not only presents the reader
with many such textual, analytic gems as he analyzes individual
passages and terms, but he is most creative in seeing the forest
and is not bogged down by the trees. At the end of each chapter,
he provides us with a thematic/structural overview of the
material which succeeds for the most part in demonstrating the
degree to which the material holds together and flows.

The author has clearly demonstrated that at least some thematic
shaping exists in each piece; and that the reader can sense some
degree of unity. Yet, each of the six pieces is shaped in a
different manner, with the midrash standing in a different
relationship to its focussed biblical text. For example, Pisha,
Parashah I develops a clear thematic treatment of the nature of
revelation and rabbinic leadership which has little to do with
Exodus 12:1. Contrastingly, in Vayassa, Parashah I, we find
three different exegetic threads placed in tension with one
another which also hold the midrash together from beginning to
end. These differences in style and shaping leads the author to
conclude that the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael is a kind of anthology
of pieces of traditions which were edited by different
individual, perhaps even in different locales. To be sure, the
pieces have certain themes in common, but much more work must be
done to see the extent to which the Mekhilta as a whole has a
unified thematic agenda, if any.

Mr. Millstein is to be highly commended for his insightful
textual analysis and the sense he has gained of the nature of the
Mekhilta as a compilation. His wonderful feel for how the
midrash works illuminates the textual material for the reader.

To be sure, much more could have been done; the author only
analyzed six pieces of text and it remains to be seen how his
conclusions would hold up as more of the compilation is closely
studied. Nevertheless, this thesis provides us with an excellent
prism through which to view one early exegetic midrash and to
better understand its nature and purpose. Even if the reader
could argue with particular points of the author’s analysis, the
overview that he has given to the reader is invaluable.

Refdpectful submitted,

Dr. Norman
Professor of Midrash

March 29, 1993
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INTRODUCTION

There is midrash and there is midrash. On the one hand, there is the midrash that
rabbis and scholars have pond:ered and pored over in the beis midrash for centuries. This
midrash is the genre of rabbinic literature which includes anthologies or compilations of
biblical exegesis, homilies, aggadah and halakhah, and constituting running
commentaries on specific books of the Bible.! This paper, a commentary on and literary
analysis of six pieces of midrashic text from the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael, is about this
kind of midrash.

But, there is the other kind of midrash, the more generic sense of midrash as an
activity or process. This type of midrash has been defined by the great scholar of the
Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael, Jacob Z. Lauterbach as:

a study of the Torah, requiring a thorough investigation of its contents, a

correct interpretation of the meaning of its words and deeper penetration

into the spirit and sense of its dicta with all their implications....?

This midrash goes back to the moment of the giving of the Torah or, as modern scholars
understand it, since the canonization of the Hebrew scriptures.” For, as soon as there

is an authoritative text there is a need to apply and interpret that text. The Bible itself

indicates that Ezra and others engaged in “midrash.” Ezra 7:10 states that Ezra "had set

'Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v. "Midrash," by Moshe D. Herr.
Jacob Z. Lauterbach, Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael (Philadelphia: The Jewish

Publication Society, 1949), vol. 1, p. xv.

3bid., p. xiii. Some scholars would argue that midrash goes back further than that,
defining midrash to include material from the Bible itself. See, e.g., R. Bloch,

"Midrash," Dictionnaire de la Bible, Suppl., Fasc. XXIX (Paris, 1957).



vi
his heart to seek (li’drosh) the Law of the Lord, and to do it and to teach in Israel

statutes and ordinances."™* The root of the word for Bzra’s activity [ @11, is the same
as the root for "midrash.” Ezra’s act of “seeking" out the meaning of the text is the
fundamental act of midrash. This paper is also about this kind of midrash, for in the
analysis of midrashic texts of the past one gains new access to and finds new meaning
in the Torah. It is my hope that this commentary will help others, like myself, who are
“seeking” Torah.

Interestingly, it this second definition of midrash which has most attracted
contemporary scholars. Starting with Renee Bloch, scholars in the post-World War 11
era turned away from the philological and anthological approach of the Wissenschaft des
Judentums and began to look at midrash in terms of its contemporizing function. That
is, midrash was looked at as any literature whose purpose was to interpret or reformulate
past oral or written traditions so they would be meaningful for the current believing
community. This change in approach led to an interest in synchronic studies of midrash
which traced traditions through time in order to elucidate the meanings given to a piece
of scripture during different historical periods.” Since then, many studies have examined
vertical slices of successive strata of rabbinic literature focusing on particular biblical

texts, characters or (rabbinic) concepts. But, much less has been done on the horizontal

‘Quoted in Lauterbach, ibid., p. xiv.

SJack N. Lightstone, "Form as Meaning in Halakhic Midrash,” Semeia 28 (1983),
p. 25.
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or synchronic plane. There are few systematic studies of individual rabbinic documents
that focus on their particular traits, that try to elucidate their message and approach to
scripture.®  The primary purpose of this study is to examine one document, the
Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael, along this synchronic plane. The Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael
is considered an exegetical midrash, being a verse by verse (even word by word)
interpretation. of the Book of Exodus. It explicates all of the text from Exod. 12:1
through Exod. 23:19. It also contains expositions on Exod. 31:12-17 and 35:1-3. It
excludes everything having to do with the Tabernacle.’

The Mekhilta is considered one of the tannaitic midrashim. It is so-called because
the tradents which are cited in the text are rabbis from the tannaitic period, the time of
the Mishna. However, estimates of the Mekhilta’s actual dating vary widely. Some
argue that the material was developed as early as the second century C.E. One study
claims it is a pseudopigraphic work from the eighth century.® Most recent scholars have

tended to regard the Mekhilta as a third or fourth century document.” The Mekhilta is

ibid., p. 27.
"Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v. "Mekhilta of R. Ishmael," by Moshe D. Herr.

'See Ben Zion Wacholder, "The Date of the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael,: HUCA 39
(1968), 117-144. Wacholder notes that it is the consensus of scholars (e.g., Zunz,
Friedmann, Hoffman, Bacher, LauterBach, Ginzburg, J.N. Epstein, Finkelstein) that the
Mekhilta reflects second century tannaitic halakhah (p. 117).

°See, e.g., Jacob Neusner, The Canonical History of Ideas (Atlanta, Georgia:
Scholars Press, 1990), p. 4.
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viii
placed among the halakhic midrashim, though, in fact, it contains more aggadic than

halakhic material,"

To date, there have been several studies which have examined the Mekhilta.
However, most only analyze small sections of it, often for the purpose of developing a
general theory of midrash. Gary Porton in Understanding Midrash, looks at one chapter
of Tractate Shabbta."" Judah Goldin examines the entirety of Tractate Shirta in his The
Song at the Sea.” Max Kadushin in A Conceptual Approach to the Mekilta presents
a commentary to portions of Tractate Pischa and Tractate Beshallach.”” Even Daniel

Boyarin’s extensive and insightful analysis in Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash
is taken largely from Tractate Va'yassa.™

Only Jacob Neusner's Mekhilta According to Rabbi Ishmae] examines the entire

document.'® Neusner analyzes the Mekhilta in terms of its rhetorical forms, its logic

'° auterbach, Mekilta, p. xviii-xix.

'Gary G. Porton, Understanding Midrash (Hoboken, New Jersey: Ktav Publishing
House, 1985).

12Judah Goldin, The Song at the Sea (New York: The Jewish Publication Society,
1990).

BMax Kadushin, A Conceptual Approach to the Mekilta (New York: The Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 1969).

“Daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Indiana: Indiana
University Press, 1990).

15Jacob Neusner, Mekhilta According to Rabbi Ishmael (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholar’s
Press, 1990),
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ix
and its topical program. He concludes that the Mekhilta is akin to a “scriptural

encyclopedia® of rabbinic Judaism. That is, the Mekhilta does not present any particular
proposition or argument. It has no program. Moreover, it is primarily exegetical in
nature and the composite of exegetical materials find cogency primarily through their
connection to a given verse of scripture. "Intelligibility begins - and ends - in that verse
and is accomplished by the amplification of the verse's contents.""* While the Mekhilta
expresses many of the ideas of rabbinic Judaism, the various ideas are not organized in
a way that amounts to a coherent, cogent whole.

Neusner’s approach is helpful and I have adopted some of his analytical categories
here. This paper also examines the midrashic material for rhetorical forms and logic,
as well as theme and argument. Moreover, my questions are similar to his. I, too, am
interested in finding out "does the document hand deliver a particular message and
viewpoint or does it serve merely as a repository for diverse, received materials?""
Is it one, coherent work or is it a hodgepodge of exegetical materials collected around
consecutive verses of scripture? What themes does the Mekhilta address? Is there one,
overriding theme? What logic and rhetorical forms does it employ? What is the
approach of this midrash to the biblical text?

However, Neusner’s analysis is almost too broad. By trying to encompass all of

“Neusner, Mekhilta, pp. 234-235.

"Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 231.
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the Mekhilta, the subtlety of midrashic expression is lost. Unlike Boyarin, Neusner does
not probe to find the deeper level of commonality in the material. In order to avoid this
problem, I have limited my commentary and analysis to six pieces of midrashic text.
However, those six pieces are taken from six different parashiyot and five different
tractates. Four of the pieces represent entire parashiyot, while the other two contain
substantial material for analysis. One is an halakhic piece from Tractate Shabbta.
Another is taken from Shirta, a midrash on the poetic Song of the Sea. Some 6f the
pieces represent commentary on but one verse; others comment on several verses. Thus,
there is some breadth to the analysis.

I have also adopted some of Boyarin’s "intertextual” approach to the midrash.
That is, I pay special attention in my commentary to the prooftexts that are cited. For
the midrashist(s) of the Mekhilta the primary source for understanding the Exodus text
was the Bible itself. However, Boyarin is not particularly interested in understanding the
Mekhilta as a document. His goal is to use materials from the Mekhilta in order to
demonstrate an overall approach to midrash.

In combining the approaches of Neusner and Boyarin I hope to achieve the
following:
1. To provide a line by line modem literary commentary to aid the educated lay person
or rabbi who is interested in studying the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael.
2. To systematically describe each piece of midrashic material in an overview at the end
of each chapter.

3. To explain how the midrash is connected to the biblical text upon which it is based.




xi

4. To determine if each individual piece shows evidence of shaping by a redactor or
redactors. If so, to further determine if there is a unity to the text and how it is
achieved.

5. To determine if the Mekhilta, as a whole, shows evidence of redactorial shaping

and/or unity. If so, to explain how this achieved.

e




CHAPTER ONE

TRACTATE PISCHA
PARASHAH ONE
(EXODUS 12:1)
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"The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt.* The entirety of Pischa,
parashah 1, is a commentary on this one verse, Exodus 12:1. On a p’shat level this
verse is quite straightforward, a mere prelude to the substantive information to come.!
However, from a midrashic perspective the verse raises certain questions that this
parashah addresses. For example, the verse states that God spoke to Moses and Aaron.
Why does God speak to both of them? Isn’t Moses the prophet and Aaron the
spokesman for Moses? Secondly, the text says that God spoke to them in the land of
Bgypt. Isn’t that obvious from the context of the material? This information seems
unnecessary. Thirdly, the verse begins va'yomer Adonai, "Adonai spoke," and ends

leimor, "saying.” The word leimor seems redundant. Why does the Torah put in this
additional word?

1. mR o

"I hear." This is the beginning of a midrashic form that structures the material from
line two through the first word on line five. The Shomei’a Ani form appears frequently
in the Mekhilta and can be outlined as follows:
a) Citation of biblical verse, usually the base-text.
b) Shomei’a ani - "From the preceding verse one might think that...."
c) K'she hu omer - "However, from the following verse (from elsewhere in the
Pentateuch) one draws a different (correct) conclusion...which is...."
d) Im ken mah talmud lomar - If this is true, why does the biblical text say...[the first
verse]?
e) Eilah m’lamed - Rather, it is to teach.... 1

In the Shomei'a Ani form a verse from elsewhere in the Pentateuch, in. this case
Exodus 6:28, is brought to correct a misconception that could arise from the application
of reason to the base text, Exodus 12:1. In order to derive the true, deeper meaning of
the base text, one must read the two verses together. There is an implicit message in the
use of this form. It says that the Bible must be read as one, integrated document, where
verses from any book or biblical context may be relevant to the understanding of a given
text.

L*prshat” refers to the plain sense meaning of a biblical text. In contrast, “d’rash”
refers to the more interpretive, "midrashic” meanings that are implied in or imputed to
a biblical text.

e v A A e wrw




1. Q"

*Divine word." This word and others based on the root [MS9], appear frequently in
this parashah. They refer to revelation by God to human beings in the form of spoken
words. Later in the parashah the midrash uses gilu'i Shekhinah (lines 53, 59, 62), a
related term that refers not only to dibbur, but to any sensory experience of God. Thus,
dibbur can be said to be a subset of gilu'i Shekhinah.*

Thematically, the midrash is using the base-text as a jumping-off point for a discussion

about revelation. In this particular section we find tension over who is eligible to receive
revelation, and who, in fact, receives it.

4-5. MY131% 59 1k R e man® 5o nen nen owiow

"Just as Moses was fit to receive God’s words, so, too, was Aaron fit to receive
God’s words.” The midrash goes out of its way to show, on the one hand, that Aaron
was as equally fit as Moses to receive revelation but, on the other hand, actually received
it on only rare occasions. It is possible that in analyzing the situation of Moses and
Aaron, the midrashist was reflecting a tension felt by the rabbis in their own day. As
latter day spokesmen for Moses® prophecy who did not receive divine revelation, it is not
far fetched to posit that the rabbis may have identified with Aaron. If this analogy is
intended, then this midrash comes to explain why the rabbis did not receive revelation.
It also comforts them with the notion that this lack of direct communication from God
does not mean that they were not worthy of it.

5. nen by Y1 ven

"For the sake of Moses’ honor.” If the rabbis identified themselves with Aaron, then
perhaps, the midrash is saying that they, too, are not receiving revelation because God
wants to protect the honor of Moses, That is, the revelation given to Moses (the Torah)
was not.to be superseded, but honored. This gives a positive spin to the fact that God
does not speak to them directly. Later in the midrash, this dearth of revelation will be
given a more negative connotation. |

Regardless of the applicability of this particular reading of the midrash, it is clear that
the effect of this midrash is to restrict the number of recipients of true revelation. This
midrash was:created and redacted-during.a period .of great religious, upheaval in the
Roman Empire, a time when others, including the growing Christian sects, were
proclaiming the revelation of new prophets. This midrash’s conservative impulse can be
understo‘od ag a reaction to these assertions.

5. PR
"You find." This one of several nudrashlc technical terms built on the root [RSH];
it introduces a conclusion or summary.

2Maut Kadushm Aﬁnmnﬂ&ﬁmmmmm (New York: The Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 1969), P.
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"Another thing." This technical term introduces another, additional interpretation of
the base-text. It may indicate that the material that follows was inserted by a redactor
at a later date than the prior material. Thematically, it is closely related to .the first
section in that both assert Aaron’s equality to Moses. This section expands on that
proposition, saying that Aaron was just as much Pharach’s "judge” and just as fearless
in his willingness to speak out against oppression. But, this section does pot say that
Aaron received revelation. Thus, the fact that one does not receive revelation does not
take away from one’s ability to lead. From the perspective of the rabbis one would say
that, like Aaron, they were privy to Moses’ revelation and, like Aaron, they themselves
did not receive revelation directly. But, also like Aaron, they were fit to be leaders of
the people.

7. = b

"Why is it said?" The midrashic form that begins with these words structures the
material in the passage above. The Lamah Ne’emar form is similar to Shomei'a Ani in
that it introduces a verse from elsewhere in the Bible to help interpret the base text. But,
instead of establishing the outside text as a corrective for a misconception arising from
the base text, it interprets the base-text as a corrective for a misconception arising from
the outside text! Literally and literarily Lamah Ne'emar and Shomei’a Ani are mirror
images of one and other. Their implicit message, however, is the same. One will be
mislead if one reads any given passage in isolation; the Bible must be read intertextually.
The Lamah Ne'emar form can be outlined as follows:
a) Citation of biblical verse, usually the base-text.
b) lamah ne’emar - “Why is this text written?"
c¢) U’fi she hu omer - “Because when one reads the following text taken from elsewhere
in the Bible....”
d) eyn li elah - "One would conclude that...."
€) ...minayin - "...What text leads one to conclude that what has just been stated is
correct?”
f) talmud lomar - "The Bible says...[the base-text].”

9. wpn
“Makes equal.” This technical term establishes that two subjects, which are in the
same verse, are of equal value or importance.

9-10. ..M.
'Iust as.. so, .* This technical term is used to describe the analogy between two
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points or subjects.
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"Rabbi says, ‘to Moses and Aaron’." A new tradent is cited and the base-text is
quoted again. This indicates that a third interpretation of the verse is introduced here.
The above segment should be seen as one literary unit. The unit includes a series of
verse pairs, each introduced by the term, k’yotzeh bo (see comment on this term, line 14,
below). Each verse within a given verse pair contains two things which also appear in
the other. However, the order in which these items appear in the second verse is the
opposite of how it appears in the first. Juxtaposed, the verses serve to refute the
proposition that whatever appears first in scripture is of greater importance. (Implicitly,
this midrash also reinforces the point made by the Shomei’'a Ani and Lamah Ne'emar
forms: no verse can be read in isolation; texts must be read in the contexts of other,
related biblical texts.) This type of series, where many similar examples are brought to
prove one proposition, is typical of the Mekhilta,?

In terms of the topical theme of the prior two sections, the main proposition of this
section represents a digression. The only part that is related to the prior sections is the
first example of the series, which states that Moses and Aaron are equal. It is reasonable
to posit, then, that the rest of the examples that follow that of Moses and Aaron represent
greirgh. That is, material that is "dragged" into the the text by a redactor because it is

3Jacob Neusner calls this a "propositional form" or "the propositional form and its
syllogistic argument.” In such a form, "a verse is cited, and then a question addressed
to that verse, followed by an answer, which bears in its wake secondary expansion. The
whole composition in each case in the composite rests upon the intersection of two
verses." Jacob Neusner, khilta Accordin Rabbi Ishmael (Atlanta, Georgia:
Scholars Press, 1988), pp. 57, 65.
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already _literarily connected to (part of the same textual unit as) material relevant to the
larger piece. The existence of such greirah, as well as the tightly structured nature of
this section, indicate that this might well be a later redactorial interpolation.

12. 2Ny
"l hear." See note on line 1, above.

12. NyRD 87 NN RPRS opn o

"That which is first in scripture is first in actuality." That which appears first in the
order of a verse is more important, or of greater value. The way that this concept is
worded, it seems to apply most exactly to the example of heaven and earth, taken from
the two verses from the first two chapters of Genesis. The word, ma‘aseh, often means
"creation” in rabbinic texts. Thus, the statement could read, "That which appears first
in scripture was created first." This may have been the original meaning of this

statement, whose meaning was later altered when the other examples were attached to
it. -

14, MW DR 13 K™D
"In like manner one interprets.” This is a midrashic technical term used to introduce

another case making the same general point. The word, omer, specifically indicates that
a verse from scripture is about to be cited.

18. 3MR 2wn KPR @R 5

"That which is first in scripture is more important than its companion.” There does
not appear to be any difference in meaning between this phrase and the parallel one
stated in the other examples. The word, ma’aseh, can also mean, "deeds.” Perhaps, the
midrash makes this change because the forefathers are being discussed and the midrashist
doesn’t want to imply that Abraham is not the most meritorious.
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26. O™NN PINRD

"In the land of Egypt.” This phrase from the base-text is repeated, perhaps to signal
that a change in topic occurs at this point. We move from a discussion of who is fit for
and who receives revelation, to where is it fit and where does revelation occur. Thus,
the location of the revelation in this verse - Egypt - is cited.

Interestingly, the section of the midrash quoted above is really a d’rash on the first
word of the phrase eretz mitzraim and the following few lines (31-32), quoted below, is
a d’rash on the second word. The section above discusses where in the land (of Egypt)
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revelation occurred, inside or outside the city. The section below begins with the
question of revelation occurring in Egypt, as opposed to Israel. The transition between
the two sections is very smooth, testimony to a strong redactorial hand at work.

26. 75 PN

"Outside the City." The stress of the midrash here on revelation occurring outside
the city, because the city is full of "abominations” and "idols,” could be related to the
historical situation after 70 C.E. At that time, many Gentiles were brought by the
Romans into Judean cities to live. At points, Jews were kept out of Jerusalem. The
population of the areas "outside the city" and "in the valley” was, relatively speaking,
more Jewish. Another possibility is that the midrash is elevating the Torah, received in

the wilderness by Moses, over competing revelations (e.g., Christian) received in urban
environs.

27, 5p

"A fortiori." If "x," the more difficult case, is true, then all the more so must "y"
be true. This extremely common rabbinic technical term has also been called "a minore
ad majus" or "a majore ad minus."* It is one of the 13 rabbinic middot, rules of
halakhic interpretation attributed to Rabbi Ishmael.’

In order to get the cited verse (Exod. 9:29), which discusses prayer not
revelation, to apply to the case of revelation, a kal va'chomer logic is employed. Prayer,
from the rabbinic perspective, is very common. Revelation is very uncommon.
Therefore, something which is d prerequisite for prayer - the kalah - must be a
prerequisite for revelation - the chamur. ‘

28. N1 "7
"It is a rule.” "It must be concluded logically that...."

*Lauterbach, Mekilta, v. 1, p. 4, n. 3.
SKadushin, Conceptual, p. 22.
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"Until the Land of Israel was chosen.” In terms of the redaction of this parashah,
the above section presents a parallel situation to the kodem b’mikra hu kodem b’ma’aseh
section above (lines 12-25). Both sections are unified literary pieces, with their own
dynamic and theme. In both cases, the only part of the piece truly relevant to the theme
of the broader piece is the first few lines. Here, these lines focus on the tension between
revelation inside and outside of the land of Israel, and employ the key word, dibrot. The
rest, it seems, is greirah.

Another observation about this section: the first and essential example has not
prooftext, while the others do. It could be that the first example was added by our

redactor to an existing piece and then the whole thing included so that it would buttress
the first line.

32. RY?

"Were excluded.” Much of rabbinic logic involves including things into a category
or excluding things from a category. The dynamic of the first few sections above, which
discuss who is eligible for revelation, is one of including things into a category. For
example, Aaron is made equal to Moses; he is put in the category of Moses as a potential
recipient of revelation. The sections that follow, which discuss where revelation can be
received and under what moral conditions, aim to exclude items from a category. In
placing these two dynamics back to back, the midrashist is saying that there is no quality
intrinsic to a person which makes him/her eligible to receive revelation. But, the Land
of Israel ig intrinsically more fit for the receipt of revelation.

32. MIXTRA 5D Wy

"All the other lands were excluded." Another contextual issue that may inform this
section of the midrash is that by the third-fourth centuries, Jews were leaving Eretz
Yisrael for Babylonia and elsewhere. The religious significance of living in the land is
reflected in this debate about revelation in and out of the land.
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34-35. o'W n*3
"Eternal House.” This term refers both to the Temple in Jerusalem.
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43, "IN 17 0NN DR

"If you say I'll give you the case of...(I can bring the contrary argument that...)."
The above text is clearly one literary unit up until the statement attributed to R. Elazar
ben Zaddok. It all deals with situations where revelation can occur outside of the Land.
The topical progression is:

a) If chutz la’aretz, then also z’khut avot.
b) If chutz la’aretz, and z’khut avot then also makom taharah shel mayim.

¢) If chutz la'aretz, first ba’aretz.

Language and terminology also serve to unify this section. The key word nidbar
appears numerous times here. Yesh omrim is used to introduce the latter two points. A
smooth transition between the latter two points makes this an even tighter section. The
first one ends with the quotation of Ezekiel 1:3, using it to prove that revelation occurs
near water. The second uses the same verse, focusing on the infinitive absolute ™"
", to indicate that God spoke twice - once in Israel and then outside.

44, "W iy a3 Sp

"A voice is heard in Ramah, etc." (Jeremiah 31:15-17).

This text is cited to support the notion that revelation was given because of z'chut avot
(merit of the ancestors). Here we have Rachel, one of the ancestral mothers, crying
about her children, for they are gone.® God immediately responds that she, Rachel
should stop crying because "there is a reward for your labor", that is, "they [her
children] shall return from the enemy’s land...the children shall return to their borders. "
(Jer. 31:16-17). Rachel suffers on account of her children and is rewarded with a spoken
promise that the children shall return from exile. That promise is prefaced with "Thus
said the Lord" and constitutes revelation of major import. The midrash is saying that the
revelation to Jeremiah is due to Rachel.

SLater in this parashah, God speaks of Ephraim as the child. I'm not sure if the
reference is to the exile of the Northern Kingdom or to Israel and Judah,
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This passage 1s a wonderful example of how the midrash creates new meaning by
juxtaposing texts from different places. The Jeremiah text establishes z’khw avor as a
basis for the revelation that the Israelites would return. It is then assumed that for the
Daniel and Ezekiel texts that follow, that z'khut avor also applies. Yet, these texts add
support for the additional notion that the revelation must occur "in a place of pure
water." The three texts, from three different books, are connected thematically, referring
to the return from exile and to revelation. Jeremiah witnessed the destruction and
prophesied redemption while in Israel. Ezekiel witnessed the (results of) destruction and
prophesied redemption to the exiles. Daniel also prophesied in the diaspora. But, here,
the texts become interdependent. One implies the other; without one, one cannot have
the other. Jeremiah leads to Daniel and to Ezekiel.

But, it is deeper, stil, than that. In creating this intertextual piece, the midrashist
draws on an already extant intertextual piece, the Jeremiah text. How can Rachel weep
for her children, if not by leaping over time? Jeremiah recontextualizes Rachel and the
midrashist here recontextualizes Jeremiah. The result is a collapse of time, where the
actions of the patriarchs directly bear on the exilic prophets and people, and, by
implication, on the writers’ time, too. This collapse of time is implicitly recognized
where Ezekiel’s hayo haya d’var Adonai becomes proof that revelation in Israel proper
establishes the basis for revelation outside the land.

The intertextuality works on still another level. The passage in Parashat Bo, upon
which this is a comment, discusses the Israelite exodus from Egypt and journey towards
the Land of Israel. These passages from the prophets discuss the return of Israel from
exile to the Land. The two redemptions are parallel events for the rabbis, a
demonstration by God of God's love for Israel. Moreover, the particular verse being
commented on refers to God speaking to a prophet (Moses) outside of the Land. Thus,
the issue raised in Exodus is dealt with by comparing it to verses from the prophets
which depict the same situation: God speaking to a prophet outside the land. Moreover,
by using these particular intertexts, the midrash places the stress on god’s continuing
relationship with Israel under the conditions of exile.

46. o™ o

"There are those that say.” Yesh omrim introduces an alternative viewpoint to those
already expressed. That viewpoint is stated and followed by shene’emar which
introduces a prooftext.

S1. W 11X 13 rpbR 20

"Rabbi Elazar ben Zaddok says.” The statement attributed to R. Elazar ben Zaddok
seems like it would have fit better in the discussion about revelation inside and outside
the city. It is out of place here in that the material preceding it is about revelation inside
and outside the Land and this theme continues right after R. Elazar’s statement.

e
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53. PSR e PRY »n

"You know that the Shekhinah is not revealed.” Two indicators that this begins a new
redactorial unit are the use of ha’Shekhina nigleit. instead of nidbar to refer to revelation
and Ll;e use of u’khtiv to introduce prooftexts, the first time this term is used in the
piece.

54, =MR3 T2D RSM

"Hasn’t it already been stated (in the Bible)?" This statement introduces a quote
which challenges a prior point. It is typical of exegetic midrashim in that it sets up a
dialectical tension between two poles. Jonah is depicted fleeing from the Land so that
God cannot speak to him. On the other hand, we have all of these verses which refer
to God being able to see or reach people wherever they go. This is the dynamic tension.

In this chunk of material, the pendulum has swung away from revelation being
possible outside of the land. It is striking that the midrash cites five texts in support of
the notion that God is present outside the Land. It is as if the author (or redactor) is
anxious that the point about revelation being impossible outside the Land not be
misconstrued. God is present and can act outside the Land of Israel. It is just that God
does not give revelation outside of God’s chosen place.

56. 3"
"It is written.” Technical term used to introduce a passage from scripture,

59. noba rursEn PRY Dpn PIRG XN 05 OR

"I will go outside the Land, where the Shekhinah is not revealed.” The midrash here
follows the same interpretation as Targum Jonathan, which says that Jonah fled from
prophesying in the name of God ("3INR7 OTPM ™9 RAWD). Jonah was aware that
God could find him outside of Israel. But, he was also aware that God does not speak
to human beings there. In fleeing from the Land, Jonah took a bold action in defense

’See comment on dibbur, line 1 for discussion of gilu’i Sh’khinah.
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of Israel. He feared that if the gentiles repented, God would find Israel guilty, for they
had not responded to message of God's prophets. In defense of Israel, he risked bringing

the wrath of god on himself. (See comment on line 60, below, for further explication
of Jonah's actions.)

59-60. S hk avnb ’o¢ on nwn® oaTp oung

"For the gentiles are close to repentance, and not to make Israel guilty." This
midrash may come out of a second or third century context, a period when the gentiles
(the Romans) were indeed flourishing and the Jews, post-Bar Kochba, were downtrodden.
Early Christians and Gnostics were busy converting the gentiles and claiming that the
Jews had betrayed God and had thus been defeated. The lionizing of Jonah in this
midrash seems to reflect the feeling of the midrashist - and, perhaps, the rabbis in
general - that 1) the detractors of the Jews were right about Israel’s sinfulness and their
defeat, but 2) nevertheless Israel must not be abandoned. Jonah’s helping the Ninevites

repent is analogous to a Jew abandoning Rabbinic Judaism and going to help the
Christians or Gnostics.

60. 1ap® Sun Youn

"They compared this in a mashal to a slave..." The mashal form is common in
aggadic literature, and is used occasionally in the Mekhilta. While it often sounds like
a fairy tale, it is really not a tale at all, but an analysis of a tale told in the Bible. The
mashal assigns a deep-structural description to the ambiguous or gapped narrative of the
Bible and, in so doing, gives the biblical narrative a clean ideological value.®

This mashal comes to resolve some problems in the Jonah narrative. How is it
possible that a human being who is a servant of God could imagine escaping from God?
In the mashal God is compared to a master who is a kohen, or priest, and Jonah to his
servant. The servant escapes his duties by going to a cemetery - compared to being
outside the Land - a place where a priest is not allowed to go.

What makes this mashal work is that it gives a concrete image of a human situation
where the master can see the servant, know where he is, yet not be able to command him
effectively. Similarly, Jonah has not escaped from God, only from his duty as a prophet.

The interesting upshot of the mashal however, is that the master threatens the Jewish
slave that he can be replaced by a Canaanite slave! The mashal ties this notion of God
replacing the messenger to the verse about God casting a great wind on the ocean (Jonah
1:4), a clever, psychological reading of the threat of the storm on Jonah’s boat. Thus,
it is an interpretation of the Jonah text. But, by introducing the Canaanite into the
mashal, it also becomes an interpretation of the prior midrashic text. The threat implicit
in the ¢ 'shuvah of the non-Jews is made manifest. It means that the Jews will be replaced
as God’s special servants.

SDaniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington, Indiana:
Indiana University Press, 1990). pp. 84-85.
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64. ... N S8R ™ (Jonah 1:4)

"But the Lord cast a mighty wind." It's possible that ruach (wind) is understood here
by the midrash as a hint or reference to prophecy.
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65. N DKL

_‘ "You find it said.” Jonah's behavior is used as a transition and the focus is shifted
g from Jonah as an example in the discussion of revelation inside and outside the Land to
k- Jonah as an example of one of three types of prophets and the impact of their actions
A upon their receipt of revelation. Now, its his behavior as a defender of the people of
Israel (as opposed to God) that is the focus, juxtaposed to Elijah (defender of God) and
Jeremiah (defender of both God and Israel). Specifically, it is the mashal, above, which
| effected the transition by shifting the focus to the reasons for Jonah's actions. It's a
o subtle, but compelling transition that helps make this a relatively tight, fluid piece.

65. ...an DR NSy

| "There are three types of prophets...” The above piece constitutes a single unit held
together by a paradigmatic structure. "There are three types of prophets” the midrash
tells us. The three types are delineated up front and then one example of each is given.

63. 121 T22Y IR 22

"Honor of the father and honor of the son." The relationship of God and Israel is
. often compared to father and son in rabbinic literature. What is interesting here is that
e the prophet is seen as standing astride this adversarial relationship and having to choose
which side to take. It seems to me that the characterization of the prophets in this way
is quite true to the Bible itself. The intertextual perspective of the midrashist allows him
b to bring these texts together to sharpen the picture and highlight this element of the
prophet’s role. In contrast to the section right before it, this unit sees revelation as very
much dependent upon the behavior of the prophet as opposed to location of the prophet
or his stature. The tension in this piece over the causes of revelation and prophecy is
48 quite apparent.
' Intuitively one would have expected the prophet who insists upon the honor of both

K
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father and son (Jeremiah) to be put last in the paradigm. Afterall, he is the ideal,
fulfilling both obligations and receiving additional revelation as a reward. It is possible
that this was originally the case and the piece was reworked by the redactor to fit into
the larger midrash.

While the midrash strives to bring out the tension between supporting the honor of
father and son its deepest empathy lies with the son. Loyalty to Israel, dying for Israel,
and Israel’s importance to the process of revelation are all elevated in this parashah.
Thus, Jonah is the crucial character, the one who exemplifies the values expressed later
in the midrash. By placing Jonah last in the order presented, a transition can be made -

via Rabbi Nathan's comment about Jonah's suicidal tendencies - to the discussion about
the willingness of our patriarchs and prophets to put their lives on the line for Israel.

It is worth noting that the rabbis of the Mekhilta offer very different views of Jonah
and Elijah than is traditional nowadays. For Jews today, Jonah is a lesser prophet, even
a fool. His childish behavior is a foil for the Ninevites and on Yom Kippur, for us, too.
For the rabbis of the Mekhilta (and of the rabbinic period, generally) Jonah is a noble
prophet who sought to protect Israel from embarrassment or worse. On the other hand,
Elijah is viewed in this text as a failure as a prophet. His zealousness for God and anger
at Israel lead God to "decommission” him. The rabbis may have seen in Elijah an
analogue to those in their day who, in their self-righteousness, abandoned Israel by
separating themselves from the community through sectarian or ascetic behavior. For
Jews today, Elijah is a noble, mystical figure - defender of the poor and harbinger of the
messiah.
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76. YA%Y TaR5 ROR v 950 8

"Jonah went in order to kill himself." The focus on Jonah’s actions allows the
midrash to make a smooth, momentary transition away from the revelation theme to
focus soleley on the obligations of the Jewish leader. Jonah’s willingness to die for
Israel is presented as model behavior. Yet, one cannot ignore that, as we saw in the last
section, his loyalty to Israel costs him God’s revelation. In order to protect Israel, he
must ignore the command of God, and fall out of God’s favor.

Could it be that the rabbis of the second and third century - those who composed the
Mekhilta or shaped its traditions - saw themselves as latter day Jonahs? Many offered
themselves for the sake of Israel, yet, they did not receive revelation.
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76-77. &7 S8 SBM WY BOR RN (Jonah 1:12)

"He said to them, 'Pick me up and cast me into the sea.’" (my translation). This
verse is brought as proof of Jonah's desire to kill himself rather than complete the task
God has set out for him, one which would endanger Israel. The key word in the verse

is sa’uni, which means "raise me up." Through his willingness to martyr himself for
Israel, Jonah is spiritually elevated.

77. RSV RDR |

“And thus you find." Introduces a case or series of cases demonstrating the same
proposition. This section is organized as a propositional form.’

77. Sh0 Sy ops VR DUREIMY MR

"That the ancestors and prophets gave their lives for Israel.” By grouping the avor
and ne’vi'im together, the midrash is making a statement about Jewish leadership in
general. Like Jonah, Moses and David, Jewish leaders must be willing to put their lives
on the line for Israel, even if Israel is sinful and deserving of punishment. Through
martyrdom the leader is spiritually elevated.'® Coming out of the milieu of the
Hadrianic persecutions or reflecting upon them as part of the corporate memory of the
rabbis, this text eulogizes the martyrs while advocating martyrdom as a model of
leadership.

78, MM RN N
"...what does the text say about it?" This introduces a prooftext that ties something
into the general principle stated prior to it.

78-79. ...ENREA RN OR AN (Exodus 32:32)

"Now if you will forgive their sin..." This prooftext cites Moses’ plea with God on
behalf of Israel after the incident of the golden calf. Moses asks God to take his life if
God cannot forgive Israel. The word, fissa, "forgive" based on the same root as sa’uni
in the Jonah text. In essence, Moses is saying to God, "either lift their sin from them
or raise me up in martyrdom.""

SHowever, this is not the same as Neusner’s "propositional form and its syllogisitic
argument.” (Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 65.) See note 3, above.

Interestingly, in other tractates of the Mekhilta, the term natan nefesh al, "gave
one’s life for," does not specifically refer to martyrdom but, rather, total commitment
to something (see Shabbta 1).

111t is not a long jump from the idea expressed here to the Christian notion that Jesus
died for the sins of humankind. Indeed, both ideas probably developed in Jewish circles
around the same time.
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' "Thus you find everywhere.” This introduces a general principle or a conclusion.
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"Saying. Go and tell..." The material that begins here and ends with the prooftext
e from Jeremiah 23:24 (line 90) represents a neat, coherent midrashic unit developed in
a fashion typical of the Mekhilta. The response to the redundant word leimor is framed
i as a debate between two tradents.”” R. Ishmael says that the repetition of the root
k- [71N] is intended to lend urgency or immediacy to God’s request. R. Eliezer says that

the word based on the root [R] is there to give an additional message to Moses, i.e.,
bring back word to me. Neither of these responses is a p'shat answer, though in typical
midrashic style, the simpler ("do it now") response is given first.

o
Pig
EEaERi s

s

Despite the fact that our midrash is explicating a different word - leimor, the primary
thematic line of the larger piece is continued. Another piece of the revelation puzzle is
being filled in: Are God’s messengers like human messengers? Do they need to return
5 to the sender with word of their actions? The answer is: sometimes they return and
3 sometimes they don’t, but God does not need them to return to know what they’ve done.
S

84. IR MYOR 29

"Rabbi Eliezer says.” R. Eliezer’s comment is placed after R. Ishmael’s because it
is really the "topic sentence” for this mini-unit and the larger unit, which includes all the
o material above. The issue for the second section is the necessity and significance of a
messenger returning to God with word of his mission. Three prooftexts are used to
5 support R. Eliezer’s point. It secems that one, and certainly two, would have been

12This form has been called a "dispute form." (Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 104.)
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enough. The piling on of the third, "...ha’tashlech b’rakim" is clearly a device to raise
a different point and develop the argument further. Indeed, the third prooftext is the
"weakest" of the three, since it doesn’t contain the word for "return.” Yet, it is precisely
because it doesn’t contain this word that it is used to prove that the messenger can report
back to God anywhere in the universe, as God is everywhere,

A similar midrashic technique was used in the section above about the prerequisites
for prophecy occurring outside the Land (lines 43-52). There, too, three prooftexts are
piled on in a row and the third is used as a springboard/prooftext for an additional point.
Ezekiel 1:3 is used first to support the notion that revelation outside the Land needs to
be "in a pure place of water,” and then to support the notion that revelation needs to be
given first in the Land and then outside.” In both these circumstances, the prooftexts
themselves are used as devices to effect a transition from one point to the next.

86. BT T2 MbEs 85 TSy

"Your messengers are not like human messengers.” Here we have a repetition of the
theme raised in the material about Jonah., There the issue was where one can receive
God’s message (inside and/or outside the Land). Here the question is whether the
messenger needs to return to God with a response and whether God can hear the
response no matter where the messenger is. While the Jonah material indicated that
revelation is received inside the Land the text here is emphatic that God can hear the
messengers response anywhere. The key root in this section is [N®&] - to send;
messenger.

87-88. W) 15 &P NS R5R (Job 38:35)

"Can you dispatch the lightning on a mission?" Again, imagery of nature is used to
demonstrate that the elements can be God’s messengers. In the Jonah section it was
wind. The point here, however, is different. As the midrash points out, the lightning,
God’s messenger, need not return to God to respond to God that it has done God’s
bidding. Anywhere that a messenger of God goes, it/he/she is in God’s presence.

90. "M NN AN

"Rabbi Yoshiah says.” The material attributed to R. Yoshiah, while a continuation
of the prior material, constitutes a separate literary unit. It is held together with a fairly
typical midrashic form. A proposition is laid out. Here, it is the statement of R.
Yoshiah that those messengers who deliver good news to Israel return to God with a
report, while those whose message is bad do not. Then, an example is given of each
type, with one or more prooftexts to back up the examples. We saw a similar exegetic
structure used in the section about the three types of prophets. What makes the two
distinct is that here there is one large prooftext to support the two categories delineated
and that prooftext is quoted before it is explained. In the section about the three types
of prophets the prooftexts come after the role of each character in the paradigm is

13The section about Elijah being dismissed as prophet also employs this technique.
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explained.

92-95. "W ORI DWAR MWW MM (Ezekiel 9:2-7)

"And six men entered, etc.” It is hard to ignore the fact that such a strikingly large
section from Ezekiel 9 is quoted in the midrash. Moreover, the Ezekiel text is itself
striking. The scene is Jerusalem right before the destruction of the First Temple. God
speaks to a group of men in the Temple, ordering one man clothed in linen to, literally,
mark a righteous remnant of Jerusalem's population for salvation. God orders the other
men to kill all the rest of the people. Our midrash points out that the linen clothed man -
the one executing the good decree - returns to report to God. Those who are
commanded to slay the sinful Israelites do not.

This midrashic section takes us back to the themes expressed earlier in the discussion
of Jonah and his defense of Israel, and the connection of Jewish leadership to the
willingness to die for Isracl. Both Ezekiel and Jonah (as well as the other
prophets/leaders mentioned) faced a crisis situation in Israel. This Ezekiel text
epitomizes that crisis: The people are sinful and God is about to execute severe
judgement upon Israel. The situation is dire. What are the leaders to do? There is no
doubt that the rabbis creating this midrash in the second - third century saw themselves
in Jonah and the other leaders who were God’s messengers at a time when Israel was
sinful and faced judgement. Like Ezekiel witnessing this nightmare they wanted to cry
out, "Ah, Lord God, are you going to annihilate all that is left in Israel, pouring out
Your fury upon Jerusalem?” (Ezekiel 9:8). Perhaps this is why the midrashist was
drawn to this biblical text.

In drawing the distinction that those who execute the evil decree on Israel do not
return to God and those that execute the salvific decree do, the midrashist echoes the
"defense of Israel" message given earlier, but takes it a bit further. Here, we find God
preferring the messenger who seeks to save a remnant of Israel, despite the fact that God
is simultaneously executing judgment against Israel through other messengers. The
midrash is subtly working through the deep, theological conflicts of the Jewish leader in
the rabbinic period.

T . -
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"Shimon ben Azzai says...Rabbi Akiva says...” This last unit begins as a debate
between R. Shimon b. Azzai and R. Akiva, who were colleagues.” The initial
statement (Ben Azzai’s) does not become the main subject of the unit. Rather, the
second statement of Akiva acts as a topic statement for the material in the rest of the
parashah. The same stylistic device is used above where R. Ishmael’s opener is ignored
and R. Eliezer’s follow-up statement becomes the topic sentence of the midrashic unit.
Unlike that unit, however, in this unit the rabbi making the initial statement - B. Azzai -
later returns to the debate to expand on the other’s point.

100-101. *1% MRRSHN YWk 55 1R WRS ™ (Deut. 2:16)

"When all the warriors among the people had died off." Akiva’s assertion is that God
spoke to Moses only when Isracl had merit. In the prooftext given here, Moses,
recounting the Israelite journey through the wilderness, notes that it was 38 years until
the whole generation of warriors had died off. They were characterized as sinful, unfit
to enter the Land, so "the hand of the Lord struck them" (v. 15). Verses 16-17
continue: "When all the warriors had died off, the Lord spoke to me, saying..."

“This is another example of the dispute form.
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According to the midrash this meant that for the 38 years that these sinful warriors lived

God did not speak to Moses.'"” When they died, God once again did so. Thus, the
merit of Israel determined whether God gave revelation to Moses.

101-102. 127 Sp mows X5R 29 2% Sy 3w R

"I am not arguing against the words of my teacher but merely adding to his words."
This kind of introduction to a response is typical of Ben Azzai in the midrash and no one
else. Perhaps this phrase is rooted in an actual conflict between the sages.

102-103. B30 55 g op X9K...7a%3 nwn oy 8%

"And it was not only with Moses...rather, it was with all the rest of the prophets.”
Ben Azzai adds that the principle that God only spoke to Moses when Israel merited it
held for the rest of Israel’s prophets, too. Two texts are brought to support this notion.
The first pictures Ezekiel (3:15-16) in the exile community in Babylonia, where he dwelt
in silence for seven days before the word of God came to him. The key word here is,
b’tokham, "among them" - the prophet needed to be among the people to receive
revelation. The second text, Jeremiah 42:7 also notes a wait - here, ten days - before
God speaks to the prophet. But, in this case we have an additional factor. Immediately
prior to this verse we find the army officers and people of Israel approaching Jeremiah
to intercede on their behalf, "for all this remnant.” They are very humble and swear to
do exactly as God instructs. In other words, they are meritorious and God speaks to
Jeremiah because of the people’s merit. Both of these are effective prooftexts,
combining the notions of exile, merit of the people, the prophets presence among the
people and God’s willingness to give revelation,

106. M0 J2 P23 KW AR 1

"So, t0o, you find with Barukh ben Neriah." To cinch the argument that a prophet’s
revelation is dependent upon the merit of Israel, the midrash moves neatly from the case
of Jeremiah to his disciple/scribe, Baruch ben Neriah. The p’shat of Jeremiah 45:2-3
is that Baruch is pained by the suffering of the exile. However, there is a tone of self-
pity in his "oy na li," as he complains against God for heaping distress on him. With
a small twist of language, the midrashist turns Baruch’s groaning into a complaint about
not receiving prophecy. Afterall, the midrash says, putting words in his mouth, "Why
should I be treated differently from other disciples of prophets,” like Elisha and Joshua,
who became prophets? Baruch’s complaining, "u’mnuchah lo matzati,” "and I have not
found rest," is actually about his not receiving prophecy. For the midrash says, "eyn
menucha elah nevugh,” “rest means none other than prophecy.”

113. 11 O "R N3 WX "N (Jeremiah 45:4-5)
"I am going to overthrow what I have built.” After a few simple prooftexts
connecting menuchah (rest) and nevuah (prophesy), the midrash takes us right back to

Their sin is noted in Deut. 1:34-36.
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the Jeremiah text for the powerful end of this entire piece. The text expresses God's
response, "I am going to overthrow what I have built and uproot what [ have planted -
this applies to the whole land. And do you expect great things for yourself? Don’t
expect them. For I am going to bring disaster upon all flesh - declares the Lord - but
I will at least grant you your life in all the places where you may go."” (Jer. 45:4-5).

The midrashist exploits the word for "great things" - gedolot - using the same twist
as above to make the subject prophecy: "eyn gedolot elah n’vuah,” "Great things means
none other than prophecy.” The prooftext is so fitting that this is the only midrashic play
necessary to make the message come through clearly. God rebukes Baruch for expecting
prophecy (certainly a "great thing") when God is bringing disaster on the people, which
is itself punishment for Israel’s sinfulness. If Israel does not have merit, there can be
no prophecy for the prophet. Israel must be what its supposed to be for the prophet to
do what he/she is supposed to do. Two sterling analogies express this: "Kerem eyn ken
siyyag lamah? Tzon eyn ken ro’eh lamah?" "There is no vineyard; why should there be
a fence? There are no sheep, why should there be a shepherd?" There can be no leaders
without followers; no prophecy without the Jewish community.

117. 550" uiey Nk 9% *nr

"But, I will at least grant you your life as booty.” Following the text out to its end,
Baruch is told that he should feel fortunate to have his life, given the situation in which
Israel finds itself. His life is sh’lal, booty from a war, (i.e., that which is left over from
disaster). In the case of Baruch, he lived at the time of the destruction of the First
Temple when so many died or were enslaved.

One can imagine that the rabbis of the second and third centuries living in the wake
of the Bar Kochba rebellion and Hadrianic persecutions identified strongly with Baruch
ben Neriah. The message that the midrashist was giving to the rabbis of his own time
hardly needs to be magnified, since the midrash was so well developed: there are many
obstacles to our receipt of revelation, but fundamental is the condition of the people we
are leading. They are sinful, exiled, punished, without merit. Though we must defend
their honor and even risk our lives to save a remnant of the people (against the onslaught
of competing religions; against God), we cannot expect to receive revelation - a gift that
comes to the prophet because of the merit of his people.
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OVERVIEW

Chapter one of Massekhta d'Pischa can be characterized as a tightly edited,
midrashic essay on the themes of revelation and Jewish leadership. While employing
various rhetorical forms and methods of logical reasoning, the redactor(s) manages to
weave together a continuous, coherent argument which responds to some of the troubling
questions that the rabbis faced in their struggle to make sense out of their situation as
Jewish leaders. What are the implications of the fact that they did not receive revelation
directly from God? What does it say about them as leaders and about Israel as a people?
Why is the Jewish people in exile, in a downtrodden state? How should we respond to
them? What does God want from us as leaders of this people? In responding to these
issues, the midrash develops its own internal dynamic which moves beyond the exegetical
mode of midrashic analysis. However, in going beyond the immediate base-text, Exodus
12:1, this parashah addresses some of the broader issues inherent in the biblical

narrative.

Form Technical Term

Over the 119 lines of text in this piece, many different rhetorical forms and
technical terms are used, but no particular one stands out. In the first part of the piece,
two sections - lines 2-5 and 12-25 - rely on the Shomei'a Ani form, the second section
using a more truncated version than the first. In between, lines 7-11 are structured by
the Lamah Ne'emar form. As noted below, these two forms are, in a sense, mirror

images of one and other. Interestingly, neither appear in the rest of the chapter.
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Perhaps, this is because both Shomei’a Ani and Lamah Ne’emar are used to juxtapose

verses from scripture, which here serve to include Moses and Aaron in the same
category. In fact, the technical term, hekesh, is used in line 9 to buttress the equality of
Moses and Aaron,

Beginning with line 26 and extending to line 52, the midrash seeks to exclude various
locales from the category of places suitable for revelation. It makes sense that this
change in dynamic within the midrash would lead to a change in the forms used. For
example, lines 31-42 are organized around the repeated use of ad she'lo
(nivch’rah)...ha’ya...k’sherah. Mi’'she’(nivch’rah)...yaiz'ah.... "Until (the following was
chosen)...this was included.... When (the following was chosen)...this was excluded....”
This is a particular type of propositional form. We aiso find other examples of
propositional forms in the piece, including lines 12-25, 65-75, 76-82 and 90-97. Two
of these are also paradigmatic structures, including the piece about the three types of
prophets (lines 65-75) and the two types of messengers (lines 90-97). There are also a
couple of examples of dispute forms, where the piece is built around a debate between
tradents (lines 83-90 and 102-105). To top it off, in lines 60-64 there is a wonderful
example of a mashal. In brief, this chapter sports a potpourri of midrashic rhetoric.

Similarly, we find an assortment of technical terms. In addition to shomei’a ani,
hekesh and lamah ne’emar, there is kal va’chomer (lines 27-29), k’yotzeh bo atah omer
and magid (both appear 4x, lines 12-25), v'khen atah motzeh (lines 77 and 106), ma hu
omer (lines 76-82), davar acher (line 7), etc. There does not appear to be any pattern

in the use of technical terms in this chapter.
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matic Flow Developmen

This piece is held together by the artful weaving of themes and texts into a
progressive argument. The themes of revelation and Jewish leadership, while distinct,
are developed by-and-large through the same material. This is done by drawing out
tensions within the material that address the two themes. A schematic summary of the
flow of the piece will help illuminate how this works and how the chapter coheres:

Lines 1-6: The piece begins with tension over whether Aaron, as well as Moses,
was fit to receive revelation. While he was fit, God rarely spoke to him, in order to
respect the honor of Moses. The point is that if one does not receive revelation, it
doesn’t mean one is personally unfit to receive it. In terms of Jewish leadership, the
leader is obligated to "defend the honor of Moses," perhaps by defending the Torah, his
revelation. There is also a sense that the top leader must be accorded great respect.

Lines 7-11: Tension over who is fit for revelation continues with the striking
assertion that Aaron was Moses’ equal with regard to other leadership skills and
activities, including his standing as "judge" of Pharaoh and his fearlessness. This
supports the position that Aaron was as fit as Moses to receive revelation. In terms of
leadership, we learn that the fact that one does not receive revelation does not take
anything away from one’s ability to lead. This isa ci'ucial statement for the rabbis, who
claimed to have inherited the mantle of Jewish leadership from the prophets, but did not
themselves receive revelation,

Lines 12-25: A challenge to Moses and Aaron’s equality is presented and refuted

here, using a rhetorical formula which deduces textual evidence of their equality. Lines
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14-25 are greirah, and do not advance the argument of the larger piece. However, these
lines do buttress the logic used within this section.

Lines 26-30: The topic shifts from who can receive revelation to where revelation
can be received. The tension is between revelation occurring inside a city or outside.
But this, in turn, reflects a tension over revelation occurring in a place where idolatry
is rampant (the cities, where most Romans lived), and the more Jewish countryside. The
midrash asserts that the "religious environment” of the countryside is more conducive to
revelation.

Lines 31-42: Continuing the tension over the proper religious environment for
revelation (a smooth thematic transition occurs here), the argument moves to the question
of whether revelation can occur outside of the Land of Israel. The assertion is that in
the past (e.g., in the time of Moses) it could happen outside the Land, but once the Land
of Israel was chosen, that became the sole place of revelation. Lines 32-42 are greirah.
It is worth noting that the same redactorial pattern is followed here as in lines 12-25.
The redactor brought these developed literary units into the larger piece without
jettisoning the less relevant parts. It is possible that in order to make these units tie in
to the larger piece, the relevant material was moved to the beginning of the unit.

Lines 43-52: Continuing the tension over whether revelation can occur outside
the Land, a challenge is brought that the prophets Jeremiah, Daniel and Ezekiel all
prophesied outside of Israel. This challenge is undercut by explaining that there were
mitigating circumstances in each case which allowed this to happen.

Lines 53-64: The example of Jonah is discussed. His actions demonstrate that
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revelation does not occur outside the Land. The tension between the absence of
revelation outside of Israel and the presence of God outside of Israel is developed here.
This tension is explicated through a mashal, lines 60-64. In addition, the mashal effects
a transition from Jonah as an example that revelation does not occur outside the Land to
Jonah as a model of Jewish leadership. Jonah flees from receiving God's revelation so
that he would not have to assist in the repentance of the non-Jews, letting Israel stand
condemned. The mashal adds that Jonah risked losing his standing as a prophet and
could be replaced by a non-Jew.

Lines 65-75: The revelation and leadership themes are brought together
powerfully here. Jonah continues to be a focus, but is now one of three types of
prophets. Through the examples of Jeremiah, Elijah and Jonah, the tension for the
Jewish leader between protecting the honor of God (who is Israel’s Judge) and protecting
the honor of Israel (who is sinful) is delineated. In terms of revelation, the role that the
action of the prophet himself plays in his receipt of revelation is brought out.

Lines 76-82: The focus on Jonah continues, allowing a smooth transition,
momentarily, away from the revelation theme to focus on the model leader’s willingness
to martyr himself for Israel. Those who are willing to sacrifice themselves for Israel,
despite Israel’s sinfulness, are lauded here.

Lines 83-97: The midrash returns to the thematic tension introduced in lines 53-
64, where a person can hear God and where God can be heard. Specifically, the midrash
points out that a messenger of God has no need to return to God to deliver a report of

his/her actions, since God is aware of the messenger anywhere that the messenger
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happens to be. Lines 90-97 use the same messenger motif to address the obligations of
Jewish leadership. God wants the messenger with good news for Israel to return, while
God does not want the messenger with the bad news for Israel to return. In essence,
God welcomes the messenger (read: rabbi, leader) whose purpose is to save a remnant
of Israel, despite the fact that God is executing judgement against Israel. The deep
tension for the leader between loyalty to Israel and God’s justice is brought out again,
as it was in lines 65-75. However, here we find that God actually loves the messenger
who is loyal to Israel more than the one who executes God’s judgement against her.
Lines 98-119: The final piece of the parashah brings together the leader’s role
as defender of Israel with the leader’s loss of revelation. Ultimately, the merit of the
people determines whether a prophet receives revelation. If the people are sinful, God
will not give their leader revelation.
The following propositions are expressed in this piece in order of development:
a) There is no relationship between the leader’s ability to lead and his/her receipt of
revelation,
b) Revelation occurs amongst Jews, in Israel, not outside; nevertheless, God is
everywhere.
¢) The Jewish leader must live with the tension between God’s just judgement against
sinful Israel and faithfulness to Israel.
d) Receipt of revelation depends upon the leader’s ability to honor both sides of the
tension.

e¢) The Jewish leader must remain loyal to Israel, even to the extent of risking his/her



28
life for the people; God actually prefers those who work for the salvation of the remnant

of Israel.

f) Such loyalty, however, means that the leader will not receive revelation, since
revelation is dependent on the merit of the people.

While this is not a modem-style essay, one can see that the flow of ideas in this
piece is fairly linear. Where they don’t exactly flow one to the next (e.g., from "b" to
"c"), the iiterary skill of the redactor helps to sew the pieces together. It is noteworthy
that at two different points some of the words from the base-text are reintroduced and
commented on exegetically, yet this does not break the flow of the piece or the focus on
the primary themes. In fact, these citations of the base-text (at lines 26 and 83) seem to
be used by the redactor to advance the argument of the piece. In line 26 it facilitates a
shift to the issue of where revelation may be received and in line 83 precipitates the

discussion about the return of the messenger.

lationshi iblical T
The biblical text does not dictate the themes and flow of this midrashic piece,
except in the sense that it serves as a jumping-off point for the discussion of the topic of
revelation. While questions arise from the midrashic reading of Exodus 12:1 which are
addressed in the essay, it cannot be said that this is primarily an exegetical piece.'® Of

the eleven sections of midrashic material above, only three can be said to be substantially

16See p. 1, comments on lines 1-2 for questions arising from a midrashic reading of
the base-text.
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exegetic in nature. Four contain no exegesis at all, while four others contain a minimal
amount of such commentary.

Not only is the exegetical content of this piece relatively minimal, but the
exegetical material that is included is less significant to the piece than the propositional,
topical material. Thus, for example, in the last two sections of the piece, leimor is
commented on only in a formal sense, as a jumping-off point for a topical discussion.
One might argue that the double use of the root [AX] sets the agenda for the piece,
which is about revelation. However, there are many verses which are written this way.
It is not unusual. In truth, this midrashic essay could have been linked to another
biblical text and worked just as effectively. Exod. 12:1 introduces a discussion of the
new year and the paschal sacrifice. These topics are not discussed in this piece of
midrash. Thus, the broader base-text seems to have no influence on the midrash.

However, it cannot be said that this midrash is completely unrelated to the base-
text. In a much broader, non-exegetical sense, this midrash addresses some of the issues
contained in the larger Exodus narrative. The Book of Exodus spends much time
discussing the role of Moses as a leader, his authority, his relationship to others and,
especially, the revelations he receives from God. Throughout the book God’s voice
thunders and Moses to God’s direct address. As leaders of Israel who did not receive
direct revelation, yet were protectors and interpreters of the revelation to Moses, they
must have felt a need to explain their status and the causes behind the lack of direct
communication from God. This need was particularly acute given the rise of competing

religions with claims to more current revelations. Similarly, the balancing act that Moses
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plays between a disobedient, sinful people and God must have resonated for the rabbis.

A simple verse, Exod. 12:1, serves as a prick which brings forth torrents of material

on these subjects.



e atenn e L e e -
I R, L T LAy DT P PL O T PE
S M S et s et

L ]

2

- PRI

e o S po (o Tr
P ] e A,

CHAPTER TWO

TRACTATE PISCHA
PARASHAH TWO
EXODUS 12:37-42

31



R e Rt L AT TR b
- Al b i s

S5

I N

32

2P S 2wy NG MY Bony NSO BonpIM SR M3 Wwon
" RN DR KA M0 AEnn S8 .or owsar om men Sg Sy Son noe
"W 2N PR 55 5p paxh nvm 1o ponen 85m 895 NP Nk S non Ox
Tom OnS 197 PRY PR R Y .M 5P &SN I L (B-Ri nYaY)
PR7° "3 WO Y AAND . 5nd W S5 mm Sp or oraw o S
;8 NIY) "o B B Sy monk KRy WY i EvpS N conrn

1. ANOO

"To Succoth.” Succoth was the second station that the Israelites reached during their
exodus journey. In addition to our base-text, Exodus 12:37, Succoth is mentioned in this
context again in Exodus 13:20, where the Torah says that Israel went from Succoth to
Etham which was on the edge of the wilderness. (The same Raamses to Succoth to

Etham trip is mentioned in Numbers 33:5-6.) All this occurs before Israel reaches the
Reed Sea.

1. Sn oy R

"One hundred sixty miles.” A mile is the equivalent of 2000 cubits.'! Text witnesses
disagree over the number of miles indicated by the midrash here.

1-2. NO"R BWRTR P
"A journey of 40 parasangs.” A parasang is a Persian mile.’> An average traveler

on foot covers about 10 parasangs a day.’ Thus, the midrash is indicating it would
normally be a four day journey.

2. Y 23R 5 nwn SU S bn

"Moses’ voice carried the distance of a forty day journey." According to the rabbis,
Egypt covered an area of 400 parasangs, a forty-day journey. Moses’ voice is pictured
going throughout the land of Egypt.* The midrash clearly sees this as a miracle, as the
next line says, "This need not surprise you.”" However, the purpose of this miracle is
obscure. This same statement, including the reference to the small dust, is in the Talmud
Yerushalmi.® There it is indicated that this miracle enabled Moses to instruct the
Israelites (who were living all over Egypt), regarding the slaughtering of the paschal

'Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targum, the Talmud Bavli and Yerushalmi and
Midrashic Literature, (New York: Pardes Publishing House, 1950), p. 773.

Ibid., p. 1233.

Lauterbach, Mekilta, vol. 1, p. 107, n. 1.
“Ibid.

5See Pesachim S.5, 32c.
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lamb.°

The midrashic material about Moses® voice, which begins here and ends with "I’kol
she’darko la’halokh,” seems to be an interpolation. Not only does it exist separately in
the Yerushalmi, but it is inserted between the statement about the distance of the
Israclites journey and the explanation of the miraculous speed of that journey.

As a result, the line of argument in this passage is confusing. The text moves without
transition from the distance the Israelites travelled to the distance Moses’ voice travelled
and back again. This should not be viewed as poor editing, however, but as the
deliberate juxtaposition of two traditions. Both discuss miracles which occurred around
the same time and which involved overcoming great distances. Both involve the number
forty. The redactor(s) is making the point that these traditions should not be seen as
isolated instances, but as part of a pattern of miracles occurring at the time of the
exodus.

3. o paRn 55 5p parh mm (Exodus 9:9)

"It shall become fine dust all over the land of Egypt.” This biblical text describes how
Moses initiated the plague of shekhin among the Egyptians. He threw the dust from a
kiln into the air, it spread over all Egypt and caused boils on people and cattle
throughout the land.

4, Sp

"A fortiori.” The reason for the kal va’chomer argument is that there is no prooftext
for the miracle cited that Moses’ voice carried 400 parasangs, across the land of Egypt.
Instead, the midrash finds a textual basis for saying that the dust carried that distance.
If dust, which doesn’t normally carry far, carried across Egypt, certainly a voice - which
carries easier than dust - could carry that far,

6. N 1N avps
"to fulfill what was written in the following text:..."

6. "3 *B1> SY DONR KXY (Exodus 19:4)

"I bore you on eagles’ wings." It seems that the entire passage above reflects the
viewpoint that the Exodus was even more "miraculous” than the biblical text itself states.
God is present for the rabbis in every piece of this event, even the banal statement that
the Israelites went from Raamses to Succoth. This journey, discussed in the base-text,
Exod. 12:37-42, reflects the "floating on air" fecling expressed in Exodus 19:4: *I bore
you on eagles’ wings and brought you to Me." The rabbis use the poetic imagery of this
additional text to elevate the ordinary statement in Exodus 12 to the height that they felt
was inherent in the base-text. This midrash is an excellent example of an "intertextual”
reading, whereby one biblical text is read through another.

One can also read "v’esah etkhem al kanfei nesharim” (Exodus 19:4) as a messianic

Kadushin, Conceptual, p. 155.
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reference to the future. It contains two future tense verbs. Perhaps the midrashist is

deliberately picking up on the future tense in the base text "WpOM," “"and you will
travel.”
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7-8. MPOR 137 21N YN PO .NOW

"“To Succoth.’ They were actually booths...the words of Rabbi Eliezer," The above
piece is a debate over how literally one should read "Sukkora." Rabbi Eliezer’s
involvement in such debates is typical of the Mekhilta,’

Here, various tradent’s opinions are presented consecutively in a dispute form.®
Rabbi Eliezer, reading "over-literally” says this means they actually came to booths. The
sages give the p’shat proving that Succoth was a place. R. Akiva gives a dramatic
midrashic reading, moving away from the literal reading of the verse. He finds in Isaiah
4:5-6 a usage of sukkah where it refers to the protection of a cloud and smoke by day
and a flaming fire by night. Then he extends this by bringing out its messianic
implication (seec comment below on line 10.) Finally, R. Nechemiah makes a
grammatical comment about the "heh" at the end of the word being like a "lamed " at the
beginning. It means "to.”

7-8. A0 PO) 3pYM (Gen. 33:17)
"Jacob journeyed on to Succoth.” Jacob went with his family to Succoth and built

succoth. Thus, there were actual succorh at Succoth.

8. ...NDR..TN
"There is no...except..." Specifically, this piece is characterized by the use of the

term "eyn...elah..." ("...can only mean...") in all of the comments except the last one,
attributed to R, Nechemiah.

"See below, Massekhta d’Va’'yassa, ch. 5.
'See p. 16, note 12.
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10. 1™ 21 o0 55 Sy » 831 (Isaiah 4:5-6)

“The Lord will create over the whole shrine and meeting place of Mt. Zion." In its
biblical context, this quote is a clear reference to the time of the messianic restoration
of Zion. The sukkah referred to here is a future one which will protect Zion in the
messianic times. However, it seems that the Isaiah text is itself a reference to the anan
(cloud) and esh (fire) that guided and protected Israel on their exodus journey. That
journey begins here, in the base-text. R. Akiva's comment is thus an intertextual reading

of the base-text in light of Isaiah 4:5-6, which itself is an intertextual reading of the text
of Exodus!

13. ™ ¥ MDY (Isaiah 35:10)

"And the ransomed of the Lord shall return." This text refers to the exiles returning
to Zion, underscoring the verse above. The midrash is drawing out the parailel between
the Exodus march of the Israelites from slavery to freedom from outside Israel to the
Land, with the return of the exiles to the Land and its restoration.

Both levels of this comment - the sukkah of God’s protection in the desert and the
sukkah of the future elevate this ordinary verse and make God’s presence more powerful.
Though it is a product of a d’rash, the feeling of God’s miraculous intervention is very
much part of the biblical fabric itself.
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16. @237 51 AR NN WD

" About 600,000 men on foot.” The midrash is highlighting the military motif implied
in the biblical base-text. The proof texts quoted - Song of Songs 3:7-8, Numbers 21:14
and Psalms 149:5-9 all contain war imagery. Within the biblical text, generally, there
is a sense of the moment of the Exodus as a wondrous victory brought by God the

warrior over Israel’s enemies, the Egyptians,

16-17. 3v20 D) DY by e N

"There is Solomon’s couch, encircled by sixty warriors.” A numerical connection
leads the author to use this verse. The Hebrews leaving Egypt are like Solomon’s retinue
of 60 soldiers, only Israel - God’s army - is 60 myriads (600,000). The King of Kings
has an army ten thousand times that of the temporal king. Numerical links were also
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emphasized in the first section of this piece.

In addition to the midrashic play on numbers there are also two plays on words that
should be noted. The base-text from Exodus speaks of 600,000 men, (by the masoretic
text) gevarim. In Hebrew it is spelled B33, The Song of Songs speaks of Solomon’s
sixty (by the Masoretic text) gibborim, "mighty men" or "soldiers.” But, it, too is
spelled @*3). Thus, the midrash justifies its reading of &3 in Exodus 12:37 as
gibborim. Similarly, Song of Songs 3:7 refers to Solomon’s bier as YW, mitato. The

midrash uses this to support its reading that the 600,000 soldiers were TR, matotav,
i.e., [God’s] tribes.’

17. You oburg n

“The One who possesses peace.* That is, God. This is an exegesis of the Hebrew
of Solomon, "Shlomo," which is read midrashically as "shalom shelo" ("his peace".)
In fact, "shlomo," spelled ¥2Y51, does mean "his peace.” This d’rash is thus playing on
the sound of the name. Meanwhile, both Solomon and God are actually in charge of a
cadre of military men. The midrashist is employing irony by using the euphemism "One
who possesses peace.”

19. » manSn "B03 0N 12 5P (Numbers 21:14)

"Therefore the Book of the Wars of the Lord." This Numbers passage is part of a
description of the Israelites itinerary as they marched and encamped at various sites. The
reference to "sefer milchamot Adonai” ("the Book of the Wars of the Lord") underscores
that these travels (including the initial one taking place in our base-text) were part of
God’s war, with Israel as God's foot soldiers.

19, "Wy o™on whY (Psalm 149:5-9)

"The righteous shall exult, etc." The Psalms text is a full scale exhortation of Israel
as God’s army, urging them on to exult in the glory of their victory and retribution upon
the nations. As we have seen with other texts in this parashah, many of the verbs are
in the future tense, lending them a messianic ring: "Ya’lozu chasidim b’khvod, y'ran’nu
al mishkevotam," "the righteous shall exult in glory, they will shout for joy on their
couches.” For the rabbinic contemporaries of the midrashist, this would hint at Israel’s
impending messianic victory over their Roman oppressors. The redemption from Egypt
was, for the rabbis, a paradigm for the redemption from Rome."

21, W MY 2%

"Rabbi Yonatan says." Rabbi Yonatan seems to have on his agenda to increase the
total size of the group leaving Egypt, saying the 600,000 did not include women,
children and old people. In his second statement he also offers the maximum number

%ibid., p. 159.
1®%Kadushin, Conceptual, p. 157.
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of non-Israelites - 360,000.

22. 27 37 N

"Moreover, a mixed multitude.” While the number of Israclite men is specified in
the verse, the number of the mixed multitude is not. The midrash feels compelled to fill
in that gap. To do so, the dispute form is used. Three tradents cite three different
numbers, but all are multiples of the key number, six. There were 60 in Solomon’s
retinue, 600,000 Israclite men leaving Egypt and 1,200,000, 2,400,000 or 3,600,000
non-Israelites in that group.

It is possible that this high number of non-Israelites reflects a positive attitude towards
non-Jews joining the community of Israel among the creator(s)/redactor(s) of this
midrash. On the other hand, the large numbers may reflect the rabbinic view that the
"mixed multitude” was responsible for causing Israel to sin in the wilderness.!" If the
prostletites outnumbered the original Israelites, then this argument holds more weight.

24, 511 goma W 1D MY (Genesis 15:14)

"In the end they shall go free with great wealth.” This is a reference back to the
Covenant Between the Pieces, where God tells Abram that his descendants will be slaves
for 400 years and then God will execute judgement on their oppressors. Abram is told
that when his descendants leave this foreign land they will leave with much wealth. Our
base text, Exodus 12:38, represents the fulfillment of that prophecy to Abram. One
would expect the midrash to bring in the Covenant Between the Pieces in discussing the
moment of Israel’s departure from Egypt. God’s plan announced in Genesis 15 has been
fulfilled and this meaning is brought out by the midrash.

ibid., p. 161.

vodt
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26. "0 P32 DX 1BRN

"They baked the dough, etc.”" The exodus, for the rabbis, is so redolent of the
messianic redemption that references to it are read in the text at every turn. Here, as in
other cases, it seems that they see verbs that use vav hahipukh - whose pshat meaning
is past tense - as if they don’t have the vav, making them future tense verbs. Va'yofu -
they baked - becomes yofs - they will bake. In the prooftext, yishbot is already a future
tense verb, and a natural hook for a d’rash about the time of the messiah,

26. "N

"This tells.” In the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Shimon, the equivalent term is melamed, "this
teaches."

27. X35 b

"The future to come." Standard rabbinic term for the time of the messiah. In other
contexts it may refer to the afterlife.

27. "1 051 oY | N ot (Hosea 7:4-5)

"Who ceases from stoking [the fire], the day of our King, etc." This prooftext is
difficult to understand. The references to baking in the future and leavening are
apparent. The midrashic reading seems to be, "They will stop the fire (of the oven) from
the making of the dough until leavening.” That is, the dough won’t leaven, on "the Day
of our King," i.e., the time of the messiah. The events of the exodus will occur once
again in the future.

29-30. on> nizpy 913 02, W W oein *5 iy X [ Kings 17:13)

"Make me a cake from it, etc...A great miracle was done for them." I Kings 17 is
the story of Elijah and the widow of Zariphath. The widow bakes Elijah a cake from the
last flour and oil that she has. God performs a miracle and the flour and il do not give
out until the drought has ended. The widow, her son and Elijah survive on this
miraculous food, just as the Israelites are depicted in this midrash surviving for 30 days
on the bread baked during their flight.

It is worth noting that this segment fits the pattern established at the beginning of the

BT
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parashah_: The flight from Egypt was a wondrous journey filled with miracles. Even
the seemingly banal or unmiraculous aspects are made into miracles by the midrash.

30. yan &n% g W

"Until the manna fell for them." By indicating that the matzah lasted until the manna
began to fall, the midrash links one miracle to the next, creating a “miracle upon
miracle” effect. It also shows how God was constantly watching out for Israel.

31, ovRRN AR DRYd OvISHD W D

"They had been driven out of Bgypt. I might have thought by them." There are two
different ways of understanding this depending on how one understands the word,
mei’aleihem. 1t may mean, "I might have thought the hurried nature of their exit from
Egypt was of their own accord. [But] the text says ‘and they couldn’t delay,’ [as they
were] being redeemed.” Though this is a bit obscure, it seems that the midrrash is
saying the rush is tied implicitly to the Divine who was redeeming them. From a
second-third century mindset, after Bar Kokhba, there may be an implicit message that
Israel should not take redemption into their own hands.

The second reading of the midrash is: "They had been driven out of Egypt. I might
have thought that they [the Egyptians] did it of their own accord. But, the text says,
'they could not tarry’ [until] they were redeemed [by God]." Still, the end of this
reading is awkward. The awkwardness is removed if one reads al instead of ad as the
Midrash Chakhamin manuscript does.'? Then the text reads, "'They could not tarry
because they were being redeemed [by God].""

32. ynb

"To announce.” The implicit question here is: why did God let Israel leave without
provisions? In order to demonstrate to the world the praiseworthiness of Israel. The
rabbis viewed some of the events of our sacred history as God's way of proving certain
things to the world. In this case, Israel demonstrates her worthiness to be redeemed.

32-33. ...10705 PREY VX RN A Tme KU

"That they didn’t say to Moses, "How can we go out into the desert...”" The midrash
takes it as being to Israel’s credit that they were willing to leave without provisions. It
demonstrates their faith in Moses (and God) that they would go into the desert under
these conditions. This piece must be seen in light of later tractates, where Israel’s faith
in Moses and God are discussed: in Massekhta d’B’shallah (ch. 3), where the nature of
Jewish faith is explored; Massekhta d’Shirta (ch. 4), where it reaches its height; and in
Massekhta d’Va'yassa (ch. 5), where Israel’s faith is tested. In fact, most of this
comment from "I’hodiah shivchan" through the first prooftext from Jeremiah 2 is found

121 auterbach, Mekilta, v.1, p. 110, apparatus.
3R adushin, Conceptual, pp. 164-165.
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in Massekhta d’Va’vassah, parashah one, almost word for word."

33. 0 VNANRA

"They believed in him." This should really be translated, "they trusted him."” The
object of their trust could be Moses, but must also mean God, for Moses’ ability to

provide for Israel in the desert came from God. The root [3N] refers to trust that God
will fulfill God’s end of the covenant."

34, O5URT MR DR TON (er. 2:2-3)

"Go and proclaim to Jerusalem." This prooftext is a very important text for the
rabbis and they use it as a basis for understanding Israel’s journey from Egypt to
Sinai.'* "Go proclaim to Jerusalem: Thus said the Lord: I accounted to your favor
the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride - how you followed Me in the
wilderness, in a land not sown. [Thus] Israel was holy to the Lord, the first fruits of His
harvest." The "[thus]" here is added to give the midrashic reading: Because of Israel’s
faithfulness in the wilderness God took them as God’s special people. Israel’s
faithfulness/faith in God (see ch. 3 on B'Shalach, parashah 7) is a condition for the
establishment of the covenant, as well as a condition of the covenant. The tension the
rabbis felt about whether or not Israel was devoted to God (reflecting their profound
ambivalence about Israel's faith in God in their own time) is in evidence in the very next
section,

2DY LTUY MR Y2IRY FuY ©Sr R NR 210D LW g va awim
WPRY XD (TR PPUNTD) Y PIRD DTN IR VDI D1TDY WN INN
DN3N 13 R A pRxy 5u &Y w g o 55N oo
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=R 550 ovanD M VIvRDY 8D (1 By PUERTD) MIN WD WNaN MM 40
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36. MM NR WO

"One text says..." This is a special midrashic form used when two verses contradict.
They must be harmonized because the rabbinic mindset sees the Torah as God’s word
and thus, every word as absolutely true. The form works as follows:

1. Katuv echad omer - "One text says..."

2. V’katuv echad omer - " Another text says..."

“Lauterbach, Mekilta, pp. 84-85.
15This idea developed in depth in the chapter on khta d’B’shall 7.

16But, it is only one of the intertextual readings of the Exodus and God's relationship
to Israel during this period. There is a completely contrary reading that Israel lacked
faith at that time. This tension is developed in chapter five below on Massekhta

d’Vayassa.
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3. Keytzad yit'kaimu shnei ketubim halalu? - "How can both these texts be correct?”
In this case there are actually three contradictory verses. The first verse (Exodus 12:40,
the base text) is harmonized with the second (Genesis 15:13) and then the second with
the third (Genesis 15:16).

36-37. MU DIRN Y3TR QNI VY DVAM... 0T DN Y3ORY [OY oy (Gen. 15:13)

"Four hundred thirty years...They shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred
years." The harmonizing of Genesis 15:13 with Exodus 12:40 is accomplished by
making the Covenant Between the Pieces the beginning of the 430 year period and
Isaac’s birth the beginning of the 400 year period. It is possible that the Covenant
Between the Pieces occurred 30 years before Isaac was born. Of course, this completely
twists the p’shat of both verses. The verses refer to years enslaved, not the number of
years from the time of Abraham and Isaac.

The point of the midrash, however, is not simply to resolve the contradiction in the
Torah. This midrash is delivering a message as to how time should be counted - not in
years of physical servitude - but in years of spiritual servitude, the time from promise
to redemption.

37. TOR W 02T MTN..OY MIRD PIOR BNW B DA (Gen. 15:13, 15:16)

"They shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years....And the fourth
generation shall return here.” The harmonizing of Genesis 15:13 with Genesis 15:16 is
different than the prior harmonization in that it represents the juxtaposition of two
contradictory promises, as opposed to the above where the conflict is between promise
and fulfillment of promise. Thus, 15:13 and 15:16 can be construed as two possible
outcomes, two options that God is proffering. If the Israclites repent they will be
brought out sooner, if not, then later. The implication is that the extent, if not the
existence of Israel’s slavery itself depended upon their actions. It seems that the rabbis
were making a point about their own situation as well. Their continued exile or
redemption was contingent on their actions. Only through repentance they can earn a
speedy redemption. This section can be contrasted with the prior section where Israel’s
trust in God and loyalty to the covenant was sure and where their exodus from slavery
occurred with no relation to their actions, only God’s.
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43. 7onn nnb wroy omen

"The passages that were written for King Ptolemey.” This refers to the Septuagint,
the translation of the Bible into Greek by the rabbis. The reason passages were changed
is that the rabbis felt the Bible would be misunderstood and lead to polemical charges
against Judaism unless emended. In effect, what the rabbis did was emend the text so
as to conform to their reading.

43. 10 PIRDY D PR

"In the land of Canaan and the land of Goshen." The base text is one of the verses
emended in the Septuagint. Instead of the Israelites spending 430 years "in Egypt,” "in
Canaan" and "in Goshen" are added. This conforms to the rabbis reading that the 430
years refers to the time from the Covenant Between the Pieces to the Exodus. Still, it
is unclear why "the land of Goshen" was added, since "in Egypt" was already in the
verse, It is possible that in the Septuagint the rabbis intended "in Egypt" to refer to
Abraham’s sojourn in Egypt, while "in Goshen" refers to the Israelite’s period of
slavery. In any event, the Septuagint, like the midrash, identifies the period of the
patriarchs with the period of slavery. It is as if the entire time that the promise is
unfulfilled is a time of servitude.

There is a version of this text in B.T, Megillah 9A-B."” There, our base-text is in
the middle of the unit, following this verse’s order of appearance in the Bible. It is clear
that this section was woven in by the redactor(s) of this parashah because the relevant
text is moved to the beginning of the piece. The rest of the references to the Septuagint
emendations are undoubtedly greirah, left in when this point was inserted. "

7] auterbach, Mekilta, v.1, p. 111, apparatus. See also, Kadushin, Conceptual, p.
170.

8See comment on line 12, p. 4-5, below for definition of greirah.
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53. W g oy ppn M

"At the end of the four hundred and thirtieth year." The midrash picks up on the
repetition in the biblical text about the 430 year stay and the statement that it was 430
years to the day: "And it was that very day.” (Exodus 12:41.) Once again we see here
the term “k’heref ayin," "a blink of an eye" used to describe God’s actions surrounding
the Exodus. The underlying point seems to be that God had a plan, God announced the
plan (to Abraham) and God executed the plan exactly. The midrash thus moves away
from the notion expressed in the "katuv echad omer" section that much of the control
over redemption lies in human hands.

54. 193 by nwnns

"On the 15th of Nisan." This piece employs a typical midrashic method in attributing
a bunch of major events to a single date. In other midrashim, several places or several
character are identified as one. Here, the 15th of Nisan, the date of the Exodus becomes
the date of the Covenant Between the Pieces (because it was the moment from which 430
years was counted); the date when Abraham and Sarah received the good news that they
would have a child together; and the date of Isaac’s birth (the moment from which 400
years was counted - see above.)

55. wa war ok S3r nagn oabn wa

"The ministering angels came to Abraham, our father, to give him the good news."
The midrashic text does not explain the attribution of the angels delivering the good news
to Abraham and Sarah to the 15th of Nissan. However, it seems to be based on Genesis
18:10 where the angels say that Sarah shall have a son when "I will return to you next
year."

It is interesting how, in this way, the midrash ties together God’s personal promise
of redemption to Abraham (that he will have a son) to the promise made to Abraham
about the future redemption of his descendants, the Jewish people (at the Covenant of the
Pieces) and its fulfillment (at the exodus). God, people and individual are all tied

together. :

56. B™N3N '3 AW AT

"The decree at the covenant between the pieces was decreed.” This line seems
awkward for two reasons. First, it repeats what was just stated and seems unnecessary.
Second, the prooftext "va'yihi miketz" is from Exodus 12:41, not Genesis 15. It seems
like there is an error in some of the manuscripts and Lauterbach followed that corruption.
Midrash Tanchuma and Midrash Seikhel Tov share an appealing reading in which this

redundant line is removed and replaced with, "b’chamishah asar b’nisan nig’alu,” "on

Iqui‘j_;i:
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the 15th of Nisan they were redeemed."” This simple statement closes the syllogism
and fits the prooftext.
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57. gn R0 PHR ™ M PIRax 7D W

"All the ranks of the Lord departed, etc. These are the ministering angels." The
midrash is responding to the Bible’s use of this unusual term to describe the Israelites
leaving Egypt: "fzivaot Adonai,” "Hosts of the Lord.” While in a biblical context the
term "hosts" may simply reflect the military imagery discussed above,” to the rabbis
the term suggests more than people. Following the usual rabbinic understanding, the
"Hosts of God" are interpreted to be the ministering angels.

58. Jar How X3 AR 1

"And thus you find that every time.” The comments on, "va'y'hi b’etzem ha'yom
hazeh" (Ex. 12:41) begin with an exegetic statement about ministering angels leaving
Egypt with Israel. But, then the midrash shifts to a long developed piece about the
Shekhinah accompanying Israel during its travails. As a unit, this section coheres quite
nicely and should be viewed as one, structured piece. In fact, this passage is also found

Lauterbach, Mekilta, p. 113, apparatus.
2See pp. 35-36.
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as a unit in Sifre Bamidbar, piska 84.%

The piece is built around three statements, which introduce the three main sections
that make up the piece:

1. (line 58) V’khen atah motzeh she kol z’'man she’Yisrael m’shuabadim kivyakhol
Shekhinah m’shuabedet imahem...u’kh'she’nig’alu...

And thus you find that all the time that Israel is enslaved it is as if the Shekhinah is
enslaved with them...and when they were redeemed [from Egypt]...."

2. (line 66) V’khen atah motzeh she’bekhol makom she’galu Yisrael kivyakhol Shekhinah
And thus you find that in all places that Israel was exiled it is as if the Shekhinah was
exiled with them."”

3. (line 71) U’kh’she’atidin lach’zor kivyakhol Shekhinah chozeret imahem
*And when in the future they will retumn it is as if the Shekhinah returns with them."

The three statements are written with similar language in order to create a recognizable

pattern for the piece. Seen together, the three cases amount to a very carefully

formulated syllogism or propositional form that makes one overarching point.”? That
point is that God shares Israel’s troubles and is there with Israel at all times, good and
bad.

Moreover, these three statements can be identified as the key building blocks of a
somewhat smaller piece that may represent an earlier layer of redaction.

1. V’khen atah motzeh she’khol zeman (line 58) through the end of the prooftext from

Exodus 24:10, U’k’etzem ha’shamayim !’tohar (line 59).

2. V’khen atah motzeh she’bekhol makom (line 66) through Eino omer khen elah shav

(line 73).

58. NmaYwn Yoy Svad

"It is as if the Shekhinah is enslaved." If God's angels left Egypt with the Israelites,
they must have been with them while they were enslaved. Hence, the inference that the
Shekhinah was enslaved with Israel, too. Of course, the ministering angels and the
Shekhinah are different entities, thus the connection here is not ideal. It seems that the
redactor wanted to include the long piece about the Shekhinah and this was the best
exegetic comment in the piece to which to attach it.

2K adushin, Conceptual, p. 185. Kadushin indicates that the Mekhilta borrowed this
piece from the Sifre. As evidence, he notes that in the Sifre, the term "v’khen atah
motzeh" works as it should, connecting this piece to prior material. Here, "these words
are superfluous.”

2acob Neusner calls this the "propositional form.” (See above, p. 5, n. 3.) A
similarly structured piece can be found in Massekhta d’Beshallah lines 11-13, 24-25
above. Neusner's definition of this form is somewhat unclear. I use the term to describe
any non-exegetical piece which includes several examples all pointing to the same
proposition or point.
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58-59. 'Y bR% "SR DR WM (Exodus 24:10)

"And they saw the God of Israel.” Finding textual proof for the Shekhinah's
enslavement with Israel is difficult. Here, the midrash pulls an enigmatic verse from the
scene at Sinai where Moses, Aaron and the 70 elders ascend the mountain to see the God
of Israel. This verse tells what they saw: "...under [God’s] feet there was the likeness
of a pavement of sapphire (k’'ma’aseh livnat ha’sappir)..." K’ma’aseh liv'nat is taken as
a reference to the Israelites’ making (ma'aseh) of bricks (leveinim) in Egypt.” Livnat
ha’sappir translates as "the sapphire brick," which is still enigmatic. Nevertheless, the
midrash seems to be picking up on Israel’s making bricks in Egypt and picturing God
doing the same labor along side them. There is a comment by R. Berechiah in the
Yerushalmi that along with the sapphire brick the elders saw implements of brick making
in their vision of God.”* Apparently, the rabbinic association with Ex. 24:10 connects
God with the making of bricks in Egypt.?

59. M omwn e, YR (Exod. 24:10)

"And when they were redeemed...’Like the very sky for purity.’” In addition to the
Shekhinah being present with Israel in slavery, She was present with them at the
redemption from Egypt. The prooftext makes no direct reference to redemption or the
Exodus. The tie in seems to be the word etzem, which is found in the base-text (Exod.
12:41). The Israclites were redeemed on the “erzem” of that day and on the "erzem " the
sky was clear.”

60. 98 > onay Y>3 (Isaiah 63:9)

"In ali their troubles [God] was troubled."” Isaiah 63:7 states "I will recount the kind
acts of the Lord" on behalf of Israel. This includes, "In all their troubles He was
troubled, and the angel of His presence delivered them...(63:9)." This text ties together
both the Shekhinah’s enslavement with Israel and the presence of angels at the Exodus,
when they were redeemed.

The root [17Y] is a key word in this midrashic piece. Here, the midrash plays on its
most common meaning, "affliction” or "trouble;” God shares in Israel’s affliction.
Later, it plays on its other meaning, "rival" (see below, comment on line 63).

60. 1R N IR :

"Whence [from what text] do we know of the trouble of the individual." Having
established God's presence with the People of Israel in slavery/affliction and in their
redemption from slavery, the midrash turns to establishing the same pattern for the
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%Succoth 4.4 (54C).

BLev. Rab. 23:8.

%K adushin, Conceptual pp. 186-187.
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enslaved/afflicted individual. The prooftexts are Ps. 91:15 and Gen. 39:20-21. The
Psa]ms text speaks of God being with an individual in distress and rescuing him. Joseph,
in

Genesis 39 is im.prisoned by Potiphar. But, God is with him, and causes the prison
warden to treat him well. This second prooftext may have been brought in because the
Psalms text does not depict the context of slavery/imprisonment directly.

62. WW NN 1)

"And so [the text] says." This term signals the reader that a text is coming which
will serve as an additional example of the same point.

63. YR DML A MBR (1T Sam. 7:23)

"For Your people...the nation and its God." This text is taken from a biblical passage
where King David is speaking to God, extolling God for redeeming Israel and doing
wonders for the people. The key to this prooftext is goyim v’elohav, which, in order to
understand the midrash, must be translated here as "the nation and its God." (This
translation is based on other manuscripts of the Masoretic Text.)” Thus, goyim
becomes Israel and the text is read by the midrash as a reference to God being redeemed
with Israel from Egypt. Moreover, it is God who redeems God - a bit of a conundrum
that requires explanation by the midrash.

63. 1) MYOR 29

"Rabbi Eliezer, etc." The midrash uses Rabbi Eliezer’s statement to make sense of
the notion that God redeemed Godself. Avodah zarah - more "alien god” than "idol
worship” - crossed the sea with Israel. The prooftext, from Zech. 10:11, is taken out
of its biblical context and read midrashically as, "a rival passed through the sea,” i.e.,
an idol or divine force opposing God. The implication seems to be that God redeemed
Godself by overcoming this rival.

67. bhny AnSy MY

"The Shekhinah went into exile with them." The argument moves from God
redeeming Godself from Egypt along with the Israelites, to God accompanying Israel into
exile when they are exiled. This is a concept known in rabbinic literature as "Sh’khinta
ba’galuta, ® “the Shekhinah in exile." Prooftexts are given for God in exile with Israel
in Egypt, Babylonia, Elam and Edom. In and of itself, this section on the Shekhinah
going into exile (lines 64-71) can stand as a propositional form, making its own point
with its own examples. As noted above, the larger literary unit, too, is a propositional
form.

67-68. B™NND... TYoN nNSBR (1 Sam. 2:27)
"I revealed myself...in Egypt." The prooftext for Egypt is a deliberate misreading

71 auterbach, Mekilta, vol. 1, p. 114, n. 4a.

il

ST

o



S e

T AL e T T Y T .

. e g

48

of the p'shat'. A man of God comes to the priest, Eli, and tells him that God revealed
Godself to his father’s house in Egypt. "Ha’niglah nigleit" is read by the midrash pot
as "I revealed myself," but as “I was exiled." The roots for both are identical [%3].

69. N523 nnSe oownd
"For your sake I sent to Babylon.” The prooftext for God's exile in Babylonia hinges
on a change of one vowel from the Masoretic text. Instead of "shilachsi,” "1 sent,” the

midrash reads "shulachti,” "1 was sent.” Thus, we have "For your sake I [God] was sent
to Babylon.™

71, NS PIMYYS)
"And when in the future [they] return.” This is the beginning of the third and final
section of the piece, in which we are told that the Shekhinah will return with Israel to

Zion at the time of the messiah. This last section is the nechemta, the words of hope and
comfort traditionally put at the end of a midrash.

73. N5 1a%n Nk (Song of Songs 4:8)

"Come with me, from Lebanon, my bride.” This prooftext is popular with the rabbis
and appears again in this paper in Beshalach, parashah 7, lines 24-25. The reading in
that case is that God is beckoning Israel, the bride, to come with God, and return from
Lebanon to the Land of Israel. Lebanon, in the Beshalach midrash, is symbolic of exile.
In this midrash the verse is also a metaphor for the return from exile. However, it is not
clear if the bride here is Israel or the Shekhinah, whose feminine gender fits the role (and
grammar) of a bride. Also, Lebanon here is the place from which the two were exiled
and to whence they are returning together. In both tractates, this prooftext is a powerful
statement of the nature of the relationship between God and Israel, and the promise of
the future.

MR P *37 737 Srand a2 R v om D o 5

m'R X35 °npY Sar 1BRY W W webr 27 o »S am b an

N SpaeS PR D A NEN M DWW YRN3 WPR MY *wna KOR 0ORD

mbrsm R NOR L0 m ADOR R A s L (-0 R oY) M
YRR DAY .3 PR SR MR 0 D3 BRION W3R DRNONYD DN NG 80

bxaizr So 1vwn S 3 555 oy L Mn "DER opni 120w R’

A3 WS o

76. »% R g "% (Exodus 12:42)

"“That was a night of vigil for the Lord." This last verse of the biblical narrative
section, seems to cry out for a messianic interpretation; it is perfect for a nechemta for
this parashah. The midrash delivers it, but in an unexpected way. In the first part of
the verse we have: Leyl shimurim hu I’Adonai, it was a night of watching for God."
In the second part, Hu ha'layla ha'zeh I'Adonai shimorim, “this night was one of
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watching for God." This is redundant, except the verse ends L'khol b'nai Yisrael
I'dorotam, "for all of Israel throughout the generations.”

Rabbi Joshua gives the expected messianic interpretation, "On [that night] they were
redeemed, and on [that night] in the future they will be redeemed.” He cites the second
half of the verse as his prooftext. Rabbi Eliezer counters that they were indeed redeemed
from Egypt on that night (15 Nissan), but the future redemption will come in the month
of Tishrei. His proof from Ps. 81:42 is a play on the words shofar and chodesh. The
pshat of the text is simply "blow the shofar for (any) new moon.” But, the shofar is
particularly associated with Tishrei and Rosh Hashanah. More importantly, [&] can
be read chadesh or chadash - renewal - and is a word associated with redemption.
According to tradition, the shofar will be sounded to herald the coming of the messiah.

Given R. Eliezer's interpretation, there remains the question of how to understand the
redundancy in Ex. 12:42, This is resolved by bringing us back to Abraham and the
Covenant Between the Pieces - the first significant event on 15 Nissan. Thus this
segment ties back into earlier sections of this parashah.”

81-82. 13 mNYnY ™8 SR o vn

"This tells us that all Israel must be watchful on it." Exodus 12:42 ends in an
elliptical manner. The prior section took this to refer to a night of watching for God;
but, the verse also can be read as a night of watching for Israel. This last midrashic
statement is also elliptical. It could refer to Israel needing to watch out, watch
themselves or be watched. Perhaps it is meant as a night of watching for the Messiah.

%See above lines 24-25, 36-41, 42-43, 53-56.
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OVERVIEW

Unlike the first chapter of Massekhta d'Pischa, Chapter fourteen is largely
exegetic in nature. Yet, the biblical base-text analyzed by the midrash is far more
substantive and compelling than the base-text in Chapter One. Exodus 12:37-42
describes the dramatic moment when Israel leaves Egypt and begins its exodus journey.
All of the events to this point in the Book of Exodus build up to this moment in the
narrative, giving it a heady, almost magical feeling. At the same time, this text takes
a step back from the scene, looking at the broad sweep of the entire period of slavery
and capturing the meaning of the moment for future generations of Israel.

Given such a powerful base-text, the purpose of the midrash in this chapter seems
to be twofold. First, it attempts to define and elevate the miraculous motif and euphoric
mood of the text. In other words, it responds to the moment in the narrative. Second,
it goes beyond the text, extending the Exodus moment in two directions in time: towards
the past, to the promise made to Abraham and towards the future, to the messianic
redemption. Thus, this parashah is held together by the flow of the biblical narrative

(what Neusner has called "the logic of fixed association"”), as well as by the themes
and motifs provided by the midrashic reading of the redactor(s) himself. Another way

of saying this is that the midrashist reads the base-text and provides the biblical intertext

through which the base-text is read.

PNeusner, Mekhilta, pp. 13-18.
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F Techni

Like the first chapter of this tractate, this parashah contains an assortment of
rhetorical forms and analytical terms. One of the rhetorical forms found frequently here
is the dispute form. Lines 7-15 contain the statements of four sages on the meaning of
the word sukkota in the base-text. Lines 22-23 has three sages’ estimations of the
number of (non-Jewish) people included in the ‘erev rav, "the mixed multitude.” Lines
76-82 feature a debate between two rabbis over the meaning of "That was a night vigil
for the Lord" (Exod. 12:42). While a few of the tradents are cited in more than one of
these disputes, there does not seem to be any pattern in the way that the attributions are
made. Propositional forms structure the material in lines 52-56 and 57-75. The
Shomei’a Ani form appears once (line 31) and there is one occurrence of the special form
that resolves conflicts between verses, katuv echad omer...katuv echad omer.... In brief,
there does not appear to be any particular pattern to the forms employed in this tractate.

The same can be said of the technical terms used. We find examples of kal
vachomer (line 4), mah...qf...(line 9), magid (lines 26, 53), mah hu omer (line 26),
v'khen atah motzeh (lines 27, 57, 66), k’yotzeh bo (line 43), etc. The terms and forms

are, by and large, similar to those found in the first chapter of this tractate.

lationghi Biblical T
The relationship between the midrashic and biblical material has been discussed
above. It was noted that this chapter is largely exegetical in nature. In fact, of the nine

sections of this parashah delineated above, six are heavily, if not entirely exegesis. The
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other three contain at least some exegesis. This can be compared to parashah one of this
tractate where only three of eleven sections were significantly exegetical in nature, while
four were partly exegesis. The impact of the biblical base-text is even greater in
parashah fourteen is even greater than these numbers indicate. The midrashic material
in the commentary above is broken up, as best as possible, into literary units based on
form and topical content. A glance at the various pieces reveals that each one begins
with a citation from the biblical base-text. In other words, transitions from one literary
unit to another occur only where there is a change in the base-text. Putting this and the
information in the chart together, it is reasonable to conclude that the biblical text has

a determinative impact on the shaping of the midrash in this parashah,

Topical Fl Thematic Devel

Perhaps, because of the important role that the base-text plays in the topical flow
of this midrash, the piece is not as tightly woven as the one at the. beginning of the
tractate nor is its argument as linear. Nevertheless, the redactor does display a coherent
approach to the text and develops certain overarching themes and motifs which build and
resonate from one literary unit to the next. For one, the midrash envisions the
miraculous workings of God in every detail of the Exodus drama. At the same time, this
miraculous redemption is cast in a religio-historical context. On the one hand, it is the
fulfillment of the promise made to Abraham at the Covenant Between the Pieces in
Genesis 15. On the other, it is the paradigm for the messianic redemption to come.

Certain motifs also resonate throughout the piece. For example, the concern and play
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with numbers, and the key terms, k’heref ayin ("In the blink of an eye"), atid lavo

("messianic future™) and kerz (“end [of time]"). Finally, it should be noted that a tension
exists in the piece between the role of human beings and the role of God in the
redemption. A brief look at the flow of the piece will demonstrate how these themes and
tensions are developed:

Lines 1-6: A pattern of miracles is revealed going beyond those overtly stated
in the text. Two miracles are woven together here: the swiftness with which Israel got
to Succoth (k’heref ayin) and the distance that Moses’ voice traveled (across all of
Egypt). The weave is effected through a play on the numbers 40 and 400. The magical,
euphoric feeling of the moment is expressed through the intertext, "I bore you on eagles
wings...(Exod. 19:4)."

Lines 7-15: In this exegetical dispute over the meaning of Succoth, Rabbi Eliezer
ties this journey to the one made by the patriarch Jacob, lending some historical
perspective. Rabbi Akiva looks in the opposite direction, towards the future, seeing
Succoth as the marvelous protection (again, the miracle theme) of the clouds of glory
over Mt. Zion during the time of the messiah (afid lavo). Through Isaiah 35:10 the
Exodus is compared to the messianic march of the exiles back to the Land of Israel.

Lines 16-25: The motif of Israel as God’s army, inherent in the base text, is
highlighted. Numerous plays on numbers accompany an exaggeration of the numbers
involved in the Exodus, all of which add to the grand, magical nature of the event. The
wealth that Israel carries out with them is contextualized as the fulfillment of the

Covenant Between the Pieces. Citation of Psalm 149 ties the military motif to the
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messianic redemption, perhaps a hint at the hoped for military victory over the Romans.

Thus we have both the fulfillment of the promise of the past in the redemption from
Egypt linked to the hoped for redemption of the future.

Lines 25-35: The base-text’s discussion of the baking of unleavened cakes is
turned into a messianic projection of such baking in the future. Moreover, miracle is
added to miracle, as it is revealed that these matzahs lasted the Israelites a month, until
the manna began to fall. The Israelites’ escape is pictured as God’s action, as opposed
to the result of an expulsion by the Egyptians or the will of Israel itself. Thus, God is
very much at the center of the redemption. Israel, for its part, is shown as a devoted,
trusting, youthful lover, faithfully following God into the desert (Jerem. 2:2-3).

Lines 36-41; A verse discussing the length of Israel’s slavery is juxtaposed with
verses containing contradictory information.  This juxtaposition leads to the
recontextualization of this time within the framework of the Covenant Between the
Pieces. Instead of slavery, the key unit of time is from promise to redemption - from
the Covenant Between the Pieces to the Exodus. In contrast to the prior section, Israel’s
role in their own redemption is brought out. It is Israel’s behavior - sin or repentance -

which determines the length of servitude. Thus, while Israel cannot take redemption
into its own hands, they can influence God to make it come sooner.

Lines 42-53: Through a discussion of changes in the biblical text made in the
writing of the Septuagint, the connection between the covenant with Abraham and the
time of redemption from slavery is reenforced. Most of this section is greirah.

Lines 52-56: The Covenant Between the Pieces, the announcement of Isaac’s
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birth, the birth of Isaac, and the moment of the exodus are all depicted as having

happened on the 15th of Nisan. Abraham’s individual redemption - the birth of his son -

is linked to the redemption of his later descendants, the people Israel. At the exact
moment when God promised that the slavery would end - the ketz - redemption came
immediately - k’heref ayin. In the tension between divine and human control of the
exodus, God’s control is emphasized here, as the Exodus is pictured as the exact
execution of God’s plan from the time of Abraham.

Lines 57-75: The depth of God’s involvement with Israel is brought out in a
discussion of how the Shekhinah accompanies Istael wherever they may be. The
Shekhinah was with them in slavery and at the exodus, and later in exile (Shekhinta
ba’galuta) and will return with Israel to the Land at the time of the messiah. Thus, the
messianic theme is once again emphasized, along with the motif of the mutual love of
God and Israel. Song of Songs 4:8 is quoted, "Come with Me from Lebanon, My
bride," echoing the imagery of
Jeremiah 2:2-3.

Lines 76-82: Through a dispute between Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Eliezer -
two sages often matched in the Mekhilta - various thematic elements are tied together.
The time of the future redemption is debated and tied to the time of the exodus by Rabbi
Yehoshua and to the Covenant Between the pieces by Rabbi Eliezer. The key words,

ketz and k’heref ayin, are used again to point out that when the time comes, God does

not delay redemption.
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PARASHAH SEVEN
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1. 172 "Znay ™ WnNRn

"They had faith in the Lord and [the Lord’s] servant, Moses.” The material in this
chapter represents all of the Mekhilta’'s commentary on this one bit of text, the second
half of Exodus 14:31. This verse is the last verse in Exodus 14, which describes the
dramatic salvation of Israel by God at the Reed Sea. As such, the faith of Israel
described in this verse is a response to those events. At the same time, the verse is
immediately followed by the Song at the Sea at the beginning of chapter 15. Thus, the
biblical base-text for the material below stands at a dramatic juncture in the biblical
narrative, the moment when Israel recognizes the miraculous salvation it has experienced
and is about to burst into song. This midrash is a response by the rabbis to that ecstatic
moment of faith,

1. ...0MR" s DR

"If they believed in Moses..." The above passage is clearly one, neat literary unit.
It is composed of a pair of exegetical comments, one on the base text and the other on
a related text brought in by the redactor. Each comment is structured identically,
employing the same technical terms in the same order. The only distinction is that God
and Moses are reversed in the first part of each comment. Thus, the two appear as
literary mirror images, making the entire point seem more convincing. This is an
excellent example of the Mekhilta’s ability to bring literary art and propositional logic
together, elevating them both.

1. wm 5

"A fortiori.” Reasoning from the lesser case to the greater case or reasoning from the
more difficult to the simpler case. (See Ch.1, p. 7, comment 27 above.) The term is
used twice in this section. First in line 1: If the people believed in Moses, kal
va’chomer they believed in God. (It’s easier to believe in God than Moses). Then in
line 3; If the people spoke against God, kal va’chomer, they spoke against Moses (since
Moses was God’s earthly representative).

1. 755 abx .
"Rather, it comes to teach you."” Since it was unnecessary to mention both God and

Moses, the simple meaning cannot be the whole point. Thus, the biblical verse is
actually there to make a different point.

2. I ANR 1D XD . .

*Similarly, you interpret..." The term k’yorzeh bo is commonly used in the Mekhilta
to introduce another example that makes a parallel point to the one already asserted.
Here, it makes clear what is apparent from reading the midrash: the two verses come




58

to support the same proposition.' That is, whatever attitude the people take towards
Moses, it is as if they are taking that attitude towards God. The leader of the people is
appointed by God and has God’s authority. The two cannot be separated.

In the context of the rabbinic period, it would be fair to say that the
writer/redactor was making a point about the nature of rabbinic authority using the
textual example of Moshe Rabbeynu. One cannot separate belief in and respect for God
from belief in and respect for the rabbis. This text may have come from the second or
thirdialcentury when concern for unity and the need to justify rabbinic authority was
crucial.
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5. manRRn A

"Great is the faith.” Beginning here and extending to the end of the tractate is one,
integrated piece of midrashic material, distinct from the material that precedes it in both
style and content. From a small exegetic piece on the divine authority of Jewish
leadership, we now move to a larger, topical essay on the nature of Israel’s faith and its
rewards. While the rest of the material in this chapter should be viewed as one literary
unit, I have divided it into sub-units along what I perceive to be redactorial seams. I
have done this both for the purpose of analysis and convenience.

The section of midrash delineated above serves as an introduction for the entire piece
and is mirrored at the end by a concluding section which repeats much of what is above
verbatim.  These two segments frame the piece and at the same time
introduce/underscore words based on the key roots [W] and [JR], including MR =08
("reward for faith") %9 nn"w
("rest upon”) and MY "song.”? 1 identify the introductory and concluding segments
as stemming from the same redactorial layer because of the parallel language and the use
of the term g'dolah ha’emunah/g'dolah amanah, which does not occur elsewhere in the
piece. Moreover, I separate this segment from the next chunk of material because the

section that follows is a larger, more developed one.

6. SR MY ngn Y IRl ™D WA (Exodus 14:31-15:1).
"They had faith in the Lord...Then Moses and the Israelites sang."

'Neusner refers to this as an "exegetical form with an implicit proposition.”

(Neusner, Mekhilta, pp. 58, 66.)

The same framing occurs in a parallel piece in the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai, the only difference being that the Shimon piece does not include the v'chen atah
motzeh statement about Abraham in it’s introduction.

i
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The midrash reads Exodus 14:31 and 15:1 as one, continuous thought. Since the verses
are juxtaposed, midrashic reasoning allows that they must be connected. Moreover,
there is the obvious, intuitive connection between the euphoric faith that Israel felt at that
moment and the song into which they burst immediately thereafter. Using the root for
shir as the key to unlock the deeper meaning, the midrash asserts that, as a reward for
their faith, the spirit of God came to rest (shartah) upon Israel. This is what caused or
allowed them to sing the song (shir). Thus, this section establishes the connection
between Israel’s faith and their closeness to God, on the one hand, and the Song at the
Sea or singing in general, on the other.

RIN WD TIRRD DR 8K 15D Sapnn Sog v Ak UR an a0
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8. ...UM nmr an

"Rabbi Nechemiah says..." The statement attributed to Rabbi Nechemiah represents
a second redactorial layer. It is possible to lump this segment together with the prior
section for it is similar in language and rhetorical form. Both layers use b’skhar
ha’amanah she’he’eminu...sharta aleihem ruach ha'kodesh v'amru shirah," and cite the
same prooftext (the base text) in the same way. However, since the first and last
sections of the piece are so clearly parallel, it is more likely that these two pieces were
tacked onto the rest of the material by a later redactor who copied the language of the
section above.

As the piece comes down to us, this section serves as a fine link between the
introductory section, with its general statement about the reward for faith, and the next
section, which contains specific examples of the reward our ancestors earned for their
faith. In this section, we have a general statement about our ancestor’s faith.

8. MIBNRS nNX MR Yoy Sapnn B

"Anyone who takes upon him/herself one commandment with faith.” The notion of
faith expressed in the first section is undefined. The impression given is that it is Israel’s
faith alone which merits God’s presence. This is akin to the Christian idea that faith
alone leads to salvation. Here, R, Nechemiah’s statement defines faith in a very different
way. It introduces the notion that taking an action, doing a mitzvah, "with faith” is
crucial. It is this kind of "action-based” faith that leads God to reward our ancestors
with God’s presence among them at the Sea. The Christian view that faith alone leads
to salvation is opposed by Rabbi Nechemiah. Thus, a tension is brought out here
between faith as the belief in Adonai and Adonai’s powers (emunah) and faith as
manifested in deeds (amanah).

Indeed, the spelling of this word without the "vav" NN allows one to read it either
way. Jastrow indicates that amanah means "trust” as well as "faith.” Specifically, it
means "trust in the matter of contracts.” That is, one trusts that the other party will
follow through on his end of the contract. Interestingly, Jastrow notes that the Bavli uses
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amanah to discuss the trust one has that a marriage (contract) will be consummated (B.T.
Ketubot 19B).’

It should be noted that the midrash refers not to doing commandments generally with
faith, but to doing one commandment. Echoes of the same thought may be found in
Tractate Shabbta, where it is stated in the name of Rabbi that one who observes a single
Sabbath correctly is credited with having observed all the Sabbaths since the time of
creation.* This may reflect a rabbinic response to the Hadrianic or other persecutions
during Roman times which made it difficult for Jews to observe the commandments of
Torah fully. On the other hand, it may also represent a mystical notion of the power of
doing mitzvot with true faith. To do a commandment with true faith is so difficuit that
if one ever does even one correctly, it can change one’s universe.

To7a #5% xan oSwm n oSN PR WAk ERER G /5P R\ ANR 1D
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11, RS AN 1)

"Similarly, you find.” This section is characterized by the use of this technical term
to introduce two examples of the principle delineated in the prior section. V'chen atah
motzeh is typically used in the Mekhilta to introduce case examples of a principle or to
introduce a principle derived from case examples. In this section, the two examples are
developed using the same pattern:

1. V'chen atah motzeh she’lo

2. Case (Abraham inherits the world to come; Israel is redeemed from Egypt.)

3. Elah b’schar amanah she’he’emin

4. Prooftext
Therefore, I group them together as one redactorial layer. In fact, however, the same

exact form using the same terminology is found again later in the piece.’” There, the
case is the messianic return of the exiles being the reward for faith. At some point, prior
to the redaction of the current piece, this example was probably part of the same
midrashic piece, the same redactorial layer. Seen together, the three cases amount to a
very carefully formulated syllogism that makes one point.® That is, redemption comes
to the Jewish people - both personally and corporately - as a result of faith in God.

M. Jastrow, Dictionary of the Talmud, pp. 77-78.

‘See Massekhta d'Shabbta, parashah 1, lines 72-73, below.
5See below lines 24-25.

SUnder Neusner’s categorization this is a "propositional form." (Neusner, Mekhilta,
pp. 57-58. See Chapter 1, p. 5, n.3 above.)
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1. o
"Inherit.” This word has the same letters as "¢/ It is probably a word play.

12, °1) ™3 PARM

"And he believed in the Lord, etc.” Historically and literarily the first example of
emunah/amanah is Abraham, whose faith in God at the Covenant between the Pieces
(Gen. 15) is accounted to him as tzedakah (righteousness). Much of Christian tradition
holds that Abraham had faith in God before he ever did any mitzvot; the basis of his
reward was his faith in God.” However, it should be noted that the interpretation on
Genesis 15:6 for the rabbis is that it refers to the faith that Abraham demonstrated by
doing God’s commandments. The text states: "v’he’emin ba’Adonai va'yach’sh’veha lo
tz'dakah," "He believed in Adonai and jt was accounted him as righteousness.” The
rabbis don’t read "it" as referring to Abraham’s faith, but to his deeds, going to Canaan,
circumcision, etc.

The last example in the v’khen atah motzeh redactorial layer states that it is the
emunah/amanah of the exiles which will lead God to bring about the final redemption
and gather them back into the Land. What happened to Abraham, happened at the
Exodus, happened at the Reed Sea and ultimately will happen again when God brings
about the messianic redemption. In terms of our larger analysis, this redactorial layer
hearkens back to earlier sections of the Mekhilta where the same three central events are
linked in a chain (see Massekhta d'Pischa, parashah 14, lines 53-56, pp. 42-43
below.)
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14, TN R 1

"And so [the Bible] also says...and it says..." This section is distinguished by the use
of the term v'chen hu omer or simply, v’omer, to introduce textual material. In its pure
form, one would find this term used to introduce a series of verses without any
explication inserted between the verses. Here, there is some rabbinic explication woven
into the section. In any event, the use of v'chen hu omer and v'omer indicates that this
is a distinct unit from the material that proceeds it, which is characterized by the use of

"Romans 4:2-3; Galations 3:6-11.
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v'chen atah motzeh, as well as from the material that follows, which is characterized by
the use of u’ch’fiv to introduce textual material. Moreover, it is apparent from the fact
that this section departs from the clear historical paradigm of the prior piece and comes
in between two sections of that redactorial layer that this is a later redactorial insertion.

Given the tightness and power of the v’khen atah motzeh segment, it is natural to ask
why this material is inserted into it. My impression is that, while this material interrupts
the literary flow of the other section, it adds much to it in terms of theme and motif. I
would go so far as to posit that the web of verses which characterize this section weave

together the two parts of the piece that it interrupts: the Exodus from Bgypt and the
ingathering of the exiles.

14, * 80 DR (Psalms 31:24)

"The Lord guards the loyal.” This verse is a wonderful transition from the prior
section, which ended with the notion that Israel’s faith in God's promise of redemption
(Exodus 4) led to the redemption from Egypt. It expresses the notion that God protects
those who are emunim (have faith/are faithful, in this context, the Israelites), and God
punishes those who act arrogantly, namely, the Egyptians.

15. RN 7Mm PN (Exodus 17:12)

“Aaron and Hur supported.” Perhaps, in order to echo the importance of the faith
of the ancestors expressed in the prior section of the midrash, the author frames this
verse about Aaron and Hur with mazkir emunat avot, "[God] remembering the faith of
the ancestors." The verse itself begins to define the emunah of our ancestors more
clearly in terms of action than did the earlier verse about Abraham (Genesis 15:6). It
states that Moses’ "hands" (drash: Aaron and Hur’s hands) were emunah. Of all the
possible verses in the Tanach that describe the emunah of our ancestors, the midrashist
chose this action-centered verse! In light of this verse, one may read "mazkir emunat
avot® as meaning "God remembers the faith expressed through action of the ancestors”.
The particular action in this verse is Aaron and Hur supporting Moses’ hands. It is this
action which, midrashically, represents faith - their faith that their support of Moses
would lead to God’s intervention to save the Israelites. We find here an echo of the
primary verse va’yaaminu ba’Adonai u’b’Moshe avdo: Aaron and Hur believed in and
supported Moses as well as God. Finally, one cannot ignore the phrase "ad bo
ha’shemesh®. According to this phrase, the p 'shat probably means "until dusk.” But the
midrash sees Aaron and Hur’s actions as "emunah" through the night, which led to
Israel’s survival until the morning. This redemptive motif is developed by the verses that
follow.

15. 12 W Pz S i Mt (Psalm 118:20)

"This is the gateway to the Lord; the righteous shall enter through it." Psalm 118 is the
last psalm recited in the Hallel. It praises God for delivering us, who are lowly and
downtrodden. It also asks God for another (future) deliverance. This interpretation
allows it to serve wonderfully as connective tissue between the notion of redemption from

Egypt and the messianic redemption to come.
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But, even without the baggage of Psalm 118, this verse resonates deeply with the
burgeoning themes of this midrash. The gate to Adonai are the gates of tzeddek, the
gates of righteous action. The rzaddikim will enter the gates. The use of this
root [P1X¥] leads us to recall the faith of Abraham, which was accounted to him as
1zeddakah. After the speaker in this verse enters the gates, he will odeh Ya, he will
thank or confess [to] God. This notion will become more prominent in the verses that
follow. Meanwhile, the messianic implications of this verse are manifest. Pirchu
li is a jussive form, while the other key verbs are in the imperfect tense. The verse
looks towards the future with messianic expectations that the righteous will enter the

gates of Adonai. The exact nature of these gates, and their connection to emunah are
clarified in the verses that follow.

16. BNMR PYIX "1 RAN ™YY NND (Isaiah 26:2)

"Open the gates, and let a righteous nation enter, that keeps the faith.” As if to
reflect the fact that the word emunah/amanah is missing from the prior verse, the author
asks, "bi'vaalei emunah/amanah ma'hu omer?” The question is answered with the
quoting of Isaiah 26:2, which uses virtually the same words as Psalms 118:20.
However, it adds that the rzaddikim who will enter the gates of Adonai are shomer
emunim, those who keep emunah. Moreover, they are specifically defined in this verse
as a nation, i.e., Israel. Thus, we have moved in this section from the notion of God
generally guarding those with emunah (emunim notzer Adonai), to the particular notion
of Israel’s action-based faith leading to it’s messianic redemption by God. What has
been lost, momentarily, is the shir. This is brought back in through the preceding verse,
Isaiah 26:1, which clearly states that "On that day this song (shir) will be sung in the
Land of Judah...." Consequently, "Pitchu Shaarim..." is the song and the gates of
Adonai are, in fact, the gates of Jerusalem. In the messianic future, bayom hahu, the
baalei emunah/amanah (the goy tzaddik, Israel) will enter the gates of Jerusalem singing
of God’s y 'shuah (salvation) because (26:3) b 'cha batuach, they trusted in you (i.e., they
were emunim). In case you-missed this point, the author notes after this verse, "Through
this gate all ‘baalei emunah’ enter."

17-18. "1 % »5 mMin® 2w (Psalms 92:2-6)

"It is good to praise the Lord, to sing hymns, etc.” With this text we have reached
the climax of this section of the midrash. Here, not only do we have hints of the
messianic song to come, but the entire orchestra is playing! Virtually all of the key words
and motifs of this midrash are in this text: singing, thanking God (hodaa), chesed,
emunah, moming and night, deeds and the work of one’s hands.

The p’shat here is a celebration of God’s emunah in the night and chesed in the
morning, of God making us happy with God’s deeds, the work of God’s hands. But, by
this point in midrash we know that we must read it also as our faith, our trust, our
deeds, the work of our hands in the night. This is what will bring God’s Presence to us
and lead us to sing the messianic song in the moming. God’s emunah/amanah and our
emunah/amanah go hand in hand. One cannot work without the other. This is the very

essence of our covenant.
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Once again, the redactor spells this out for us in his own words: "What causes us to
arrive at this joy?...only the reward for the faith our ancestors had in this world, which
is completely night.® This world is the night, while the next world is the moming. Is
the next world the individual olam habah or the collective messianic salvation? Perhaps,
for the author, it is both. Moreover, it is the emunah/amanah of our ancestors that lets
us merit the olam habah, not our own emunah/amanah. Indeed, this represents the

classical rabbinic theology that we have no merit and deserve the olam habah on the
basis of the merit of our ancestors.

21. WARM BONSR ™2 VMR (I Chronicles 20:20).

"Trust firmly in the Lord your God and you will stand firm." All the themes and
motifs having blossomed in the above text from Psalms, this text comes to hammer home
the point. In this verse, the word emunah/amanah is front and center. The
emunah/amanah of the Israelites in God will lead God to reciprocate by giving Israel the
power to stand firm (emunah) and be victorious. If we have emunah/amanah with God,
God will have emunah/amanah with us, Moreover, this text clearly echoes the primary
text by including "faith® in God’s prophets alongside "faith” in God. Finally, we have
here singers extolling God in song, exclaiming "hodu la’Adonai," echoing the motif
expressed earlier in this section.®

MY ADWMND PYINY DNV (N R W) MRS KON TrY M 2N
(13 W) oMK M3 ETpab BN 2 (73 PPaN)

22-23. ...2MD)... 20030

"It is written...and it is written...and it is written.” This section includes three
verses, all of which are introduced with the term u’'chtiv. However, there is a fourth
verse that begins u’khtiv, which comes after the next section, the last v’khen atah motzeh
example. It seems likely that these four verses introduced by u'khtiv were originally one
piece and represent the same redactorial layer. In the parallel section in the Mekhilta
d’Rabbi Shimon, this piece contains four verses, though there they are introduced by the
term v'omer. Moreover, in the M’khilta d’Rabbi Shimon the four verses are grouped
together following (not before) the last v'chen atah motzeh. One could explain the
rearranging of the verses in the Ishmael piece, perhaps, as an attempt to increase the
power of the ein ha'galuyot mitkansot line, by placing it closer to the end of the overall

piece.

22. ' romnb 8bn ' " (Jeremiah 5:3).
"O Lord, don’t your eyes look for faith." This text notes that God wants our

emunah. 1t fits in quite nicely after the quote from II Chronicles about Yehoshafat,

l’Intcre.stingly, this text plays a prominent role in the Massekhta d’Shirta text
examined in the next chapter.
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almost as a prooftext for the paradigm outlined there.

22, N TOWMNRa PTY (Habbakuk 2:4)

"The righteous man is rewarded with life for his fidelity.” This text resonates with
the messianic notions discussed in the prior sections. The tzaddik will live through
(because of) his emunah.’ This may be taken to mean that God will help the rzaddik
survive the night because of his emunah, or more concretely, the tzaddik will be
resurrected because of his emunah. This second interpretation should be given great
weight in light of the beginning of the verse which can be read as saying that the
arrogant will not stand upright (yashra) with their souls in them. If we understand this
verse to be discussing the resurrection of the tzaddikim at the time of the messiah, then
it is the perfect introduction to the last v’chen atah motzeh about the ingathering of

exiles. For, the final redemption and ingathering will include the resurrected dead as
well as the ingathering of the living,

23. RamR 127 ™pab BN (Lamentations 3:23)

"They are renewed every moming; great is Your faith." (my transiation). After the
verse from Habbakuk, the verse from Lamentations refocuses the key motifs and
expectations on God. Indeed, we read, God’s chesed and rachamim have not ended. In
the morning it will be renewed because of God's great emunah. That is, God will keep
up God’s side of the covenant if we keep ours.

12250 DR ik Nk D@3 ROR MIEDHE MDD NN PRY RV ADN 19
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24, R8N NN 1

"Similarly, you find." This chunk of material was most likely originally part of the
section discussed earlier (lines 11-13), where it formed the third of three examples
introduced by v’khen atah motzeh. (see comment on v’khen atah motzeh, line 11). It
may have been moved later in the piece because its particular theme - the ingathering of
the exiles - fits better after all of the redemption related texts in the prior two sections.
Moreover, the prooftext from Song of Songs and the text from Hosea that follows it both
employ wedding imagery, making the end of the piece more coherant and powerful.

24-25, TanR WRM N9 15N PR (Song of Songs 4:8).

"From Lebanon come with me; from Lebanon, my bride, with me! Trip down from
Amana’s peak." One could not find a more fitting prooftext for this piece than this text
from Song of Songs. The rabbis understood Song of Songs as a poem about the love
between God and Israel. Here, God, the groom, is calling to Israel, the bride to come
from Lebanon’s peaks. That is, retum from exile. The ingathering of the exiles is

*The key verbs in this verse are, of course, in the imperfect tense.
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depicted as a reconciliation between bride and groom.

But, the reference runs deeper, extending to the individual words of the verse. The
word tashuri comes from [W)], meaning "look" or “gaze.” Specifically, to look into
the future. Of course the Amana in this reading is not a mountain, but faith. Thus, God
is telling Israel, "Look from the height of faith." What can be seen from such heights?
The return of the exiles, the final redemption. Even this, though, has several layers of

meaning. For, this "vision of faith" also describes the scene at the Reed Sea where

Israel has reached the peak of faith and is about to sing their vision. And what can be
closer to vision [7WJ] than song [1*%]?

(35-RD:3 pum) TR % Pz W 25w S TR 2o

26. TOMNRD S TR ' 25w S TR 2N (Hosea 2:21-22).

"It is written, I will espouse you forever...And I will espouse you with faithfulness. "
This verse has been separated from its original chunk by the redactor. As mentioned
above, it was in all likelihood, part of the series of quotes introduced by u’kriv. It is
placed after the last v'ken atah motzeh case in order to tie it directly to the verse from
Song of Songs (above). Both employ wedding imagery, but in contrast to the Song of
Song verse, where Israel is looking with faith, here God is acting with faith, The two
verses, like the faithfulness of God and the faithfulness of Israel, must go together. In
addition to this powerful imagery, this verse adds another word play on the root
[""%]. That is arastikh [2°R], which also picks up on tasuri [WW/] and
R,

BRYSY MROY VRRAE FOMR DOPaY 8N [T NG M MBS monkn A /D
bRTEY v2Y N Y IR 1I2Y DYDY YD VAR WY 1Y IR PR A
(20 2'5nn) MO 1 Y373 VIARM T RN 11 .10 DNIA AN DR

27. TOARN AT RN

"Great indeed, is faith." The word ha essentially means, "here comes a conclusion.”
It is a shortened form of ha lamadnu. The only significant distinction between the
introduction and conclusion of the piece is the last line, which is a quote from Psalm
106. This verse is a perfect ending to the midrash, directly linking emunah/amanah to
the future, messianic shir.

In order to see just how fitting it is, one must understand the content of Psalm 106.
This psalm contains a review of Israel’s history or, more specifically, Israel’s sins
through history: the rebellion at the Sea of Reeds, the worship of the calf at Hon:eb,
Israel’s complaining, its worship of Baal Peor and idol worship in the Land. Each time
God punishes them by bringing enemies upon them, and then hearkens to their cry of
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anguish and delivers them. The psalm ends with a plea for deliverance from exile:
v'kabtzeinu min ha’goyim. Thus, this psalm spans the same historical time as our
midrash. Moreover, verse 12, which the is quoted in the midrash, specifically refers to
the very moment at the Sea of Reeds where Israel saw God’s deeds and had emunah!
Va'yaaminu bi'devarav, yashiru t"hilato (Psalm 106: 12) refers to "va ‘yaaiminu ba’Adonai
u'b’Moshe avdo, az yashir Moshe u'vnei Yisrael® (Exodus 14:31-15:1). In Exodus,
Israel had emunah in God, but in the psaim they had emunah in his devarim, that is,
God’s commandments. In sum, it is the emunah demonstrated by doing God's
commandments which will bring about the messianic shir.
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OVERVIEW
The midrashic material in this chapter represents all of the commentary in the

Mekhilta on the second half of Exodus 14:31, va-ya’aminu ba’Adonai u’v’Moshe avdo. .
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Consequently, it is presented together in the midrash, despite the fact that it contains two
distinct pieces. First, we have a brief, four line exegetical comment that artfully presents

the proposition that in his relationship with the people, Moses must be identified with

God. Whatever attitude the people have towards Moses, it is tantamount to the attitude !
they must have towards God. This is followed by an extensive midrashic essay - 25 lines
in all - on the nature of faith, its impact on the relationship between God and Israel, and {
on Israel’s experience. This section bears the mark of a strong redactorial hand. It is i
tightly woven and well conceived from beginning to end, both in terms of form and ,
content. Before shifting focus to the dynamics of this wonderfully woven, intensely . ‘
interconnected essay, it is important to note that there is no significant interaction or 1
relationship between the two pieces. They are placed side by side, as far as I can tell, ”
solely by the "logic of fixed association."'® That is, they are both comments on the

same text, so they are "naturally" grouped together. But, the redactor does not appear

to integrate them on any other level."! (The remainder of this discussion focuses on the

emunah/amanah piece.)

®Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 13. |

"y is possible, though, that an examination of the entirety of parashah 14 would
reveal a line of argument in which both of these segments are linked.
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Unlike the other pieces analyzed in this paper, it is possible to posit a theory of
the redactorial development of the essay. In the emunah/amanah piece the redactor has
sewn together a number of different layers of material, each of which is unique in form
and style. Lines 5-7 and 26-29 are parallel units that act as introduction and conclusion,
respectively. In terms of form, they are exegetical comments on the base-text that
present a proposition, which serves as the general proposition for the entire piece
(she’b’skhar amanah she'he’eminu Yisrael ba'Adonai shartah aleihem ruach ha’kodesh
v'amru shirah). They bracket the essay and serve as an exegetical link to the text of
exodus. In all likelihood they were the last sections incll;ded by a redactor because there
would be no reason for such bracketing to be used unless the other material already
formed a coherent piece.

Lines 8-10 contain the only statement in this piece attributed to a sage. It, too,
is an exegetical comment on the base-text offering a more focused variation on the same
proposition. OQutside of its current setting in this midrash, this segment could easily
stand alone as a comment on the verse at hand. In fact, this kind of exegetical comment
attributed to a sage is quite typical of the Mekhilta. For these reasons, it is likely that
this was one of the earliest, if not the earliest, section of the midrashic piece.

This is followed by what Jacob Neusner has termed a "propositional form," a
series of cases that amount to a "very carefully formalized syllogism." This syllogism

makes one overarching point, historicizing the proposition in the prior section. Each

Neusner, Mekhilta, pp. 57-58.
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case in the syllogism is introduced by the term, v’khen atah motzeh. As noted above,

Hind

]

this redactorial layer originally contained three examples, which taken as a whole could

T R A L A T e e

easily stand alone as a small piece on the role of faith in attaining redemption. The third

‘-‘6‘ .

was moved by the redactor to lines 24-25. It seems that this section was also one of the ;
first to be included by a redactor. The fact that the third example is split off may well
be evidence that the material inserted between the first two and the third examples
represent later interpolation. 1 would posit, further, that it follows so well on the prior
section, expanding and developing the proposition about our ancestor’s faith, that it was
probably the second section to be included. Lines 14-21 contain a tightly woven

series of verses, all but one of which include the key word, emunah/amanah. Each verse

is introduced with the term, v'khen hu omer, ma hu omer, or simply, v'omer. A few |

words of commentary connect these verses to one another. This is followed by a second

series of verses (lines 22-23) that contain the word emunah/amanah, all of which are I

introduced by the word, u’khtiv. No other words come between the verses here.

However, one of the verses originally included in this set is split off and moved below

to line 26. These two redactorial layers were probably later interpolations, as they don’t

|

i

. . !
include the base-text or any exegetical comment that link them directly to the base-text. E
Moreover, I would suggest that the u’khtiv section was included first because of the close ;
|

|

association of the fourth verse in this series to the prooftext in third v'khen atah motzeh

example and because the piece as a whole would still be quite effective even if the v'khen ]

hu omer section were removed.
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Key Words and Phrases

This midrash is unusual in the number of words and phrases repeated throughout
the piece and the degree to which they are repeated. In reading this midrash it seems
that virtually every word and phrase in the piece repeats an earlier word or phrase. In
fact, an analysis of the language of this piece reveals that this perception accurately
reflects the content of it:

Number of times repeated Key phrase, word or root
2 aRRn A
7 VARG ONR DY

4 Mg VIR @pn ma oYty g

12 IR
15 [A"Y]
31 [nR]
3 [Py
3 [
2 [on]

This data is striking, particularly when one considers that the piece only contains 29 lines
of text! None of the other pieces examined in this paper employ word repetition as
stylistic and thematic device to anywhere near the degree that it is used here. This data
reveals the extent of the interconnectedness of the various elements of the piece, not just
within, but between the various sections and layers. The redactor(s) could hardly have

been more skillful in choosing his midrashic sections in order to create the effect of a

b
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unified, flowing whole. Moreover, one can see what this midrash is about merely by

looking at this list. Fundamentally it is about emunah/amangh, faith, and its

expression/source in shir, song.

Thematic Flow and Style

The connections in theme and motif across the several sectiong are prevalent and
powerful, forming an integrated whole. At the same time, the style and ordering of the
material create a flow so compelling that this midrashic essay resembles a musical
sonata. The pun here, of course, is intended. Responding to a moment of song, writing
about song, the midrashist uses his literary skills to develop a piece that resembles song.
The material in the midrash having already been analyzed thematically in detail above,
a brief look at the flow of material will suffice in making this clear.

The opening of the piece is grand, g ‘dolah ha’amanah!, "so great is faith before
the One who Spoke and the World Came to Be that the spirit of holiness descended upon
them and they sang a song.” This theme is repeated in many guises throughout the
piece, like variations on a theme in a symphony. We move from this general notion to
the more specific notion of our ancestors receiving a reward for faith demonstrated
through mitzvah. From there, the theme is broken down further into specific examples
of our ancestor’s receiving redemption/the world to come as a reward for their faith in
act. The parallel between singing and redemption is thus drawn out. From there we
move to the two consecutive series of verses, all based on the root of emunah/amanah.

These sections develop the themes of faith, song and redemption (the messianic shir).
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However, the impact is as much affective as cognitive. With each new verse piled on
the last, the messianic imagery grows and grows. Fewer and fewer words come between
verses as the pace quickens to a breathless intensity. By the time we reach the u'khtiv
section, all of the instruments of the messianic orchestra are playing, reaching a
crescendo. The feeling is euphoric. Then, the last v’khen atah motzeh example is
reached and the pace is deliberately slowed so that the reader can focus on the content
of the midrash, on the messianic return of the exiles. The wedding imagery, the analogy
of God and Israel to bride and groom returning to each other, is brought out. A
passionate tone of longing is reflected in these verses, as the reader looks with the eyes
of the midrash from the peak of amanah, the height of faith, towards the messianic time.
This is the climax of the piece. From there the midrash moves to the last section, the
denouement, which offers a repetition of the introductory section with the addition of the

historical lesson of Psalm 106, a summation of the piece.
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CHAPTER FOUR
TRACTATE SHIRTA
PARASHAH ONE
EXODUS 15
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1. 8% npb  om wEs o

"There are times that the word, az, refers to the past and there are times that it refers
to the future to come.” The simple (pshar) reading of the Song at the Sea' is that it
refers to an event that occurred in the past, namely, the miracle at the Reed Sea.
However, certain elements in the Biblical text of the Song at the Sea point to a song that
will occur in the future. For example, many verbs in this passage are in the imperfect
tense, including the verb, yashir, above. Thus, one reading of az yashir Moshe is "then
Moses will sing.” The Biblical text under consideration is ambiguous; from a midrashic
perspective it can refer to the past or the future. The word az, meaning "then," contains
a similar ambiguity. It is sometimes used in verses that discuss past events and
sometimes it indicates that an event is to occur in the future. This tension, or ambiguity,
is developed in the midrash above.

1. xa% e
"In the future to come.” This phrase refers to the time of the messiah.

1-4. 22pg® o8 mn....0pdH w o

"There are times when the word az refers to the past....These texts [just cited] refer
to the past.” The first set of texts cited in the midrash serve as prooftexts for the use of
az in the context of past events.

At the same time, these texts resonate thematically with the Song at the Sea. Genesis
4:26 speaks of the first time people began to address God by name. A significant portion
of the Song at the Sea is also addressed directly to Adongi. Exodus 4:26 is the
mysterious scene where Tzipporah circumcizes either her husband or her son in order to
save them from death. Like the parting of the Reed Sea, this scene is a moment of
salvation at the beginning of a perilous journey. In Numbers 21:17 Israel sings to the
well in the desert in order to get water. This text echoes the water and song motifs of

1See Judah Goldin, The Song at the Sea (New York, NY: The Jewish Publication
Society, 1990), p. 2 for an explanation of the translation of
D' D" as the "Song at the Sea” and not the *Song of the Sea.”

1
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the Song at the Sea, as well as the salvation theme. Indeed, the language of the first part
of this verse closely resembles that of Exod. 15:1. Numbers 21:17 says, “az yashir
Yisrael et ha'shirah ha’zot...." Moreover, the verse continues, "...ali v'er enu lah."
The word enu is based on the same root [F0Y] as ra’an in Exod. 15:21, *Va'taan la’hem
Miryam...." Joshua 10:12-13 contains Joshua’s "song" asking God to make the sun to
stand still so Israel can complete a victory over the Amorites. The text indicates that this
is recorded in the "Book of Yashar," which is taken by the midrash to mean the "Book
of Song." Yashar and shir" (song) are seen as linguistically related. I Chron. 15:2 and
I Kings 8:12 refer to separate instances in which the ark of the covenant is transported,

accompanied by a ceremonial march and song. Marching and singing are part of the
incident at the Reed Sea.

1-5. %35 np5 HR....xa% TRys w v

"There are times when az refers to the future to come....These texts [just cited] refer
to the future to come." The second set of texts serve as prooftexts for the use of az in
contexts were a future time, namely, the messianic age, is described. But, at the same
time, these texts like those before them, resonate with the Song at the Sea. One can say
that this midrash expresses the notion that the Song at the Sea was an event in the past
which also is a model for the song that will be sung at the time of the final redemption.

Texts from Isaiah are quite prominent in the redactor’s vision of the "messianic shir.”
Four texts from Isaiah are cited consecutively, moving backwards through the book.
Isaiah 60:5 discusses the future messianic time. However, it reads like a description of
the events at the Reed Sea! "The hordes of the sea will be overturned on you. The
soldiers of the nations will come to you" (my translation). Similarly, Isaiah 58:8 could
be part of the messianic song: "Then shall your light burst forth like the dawn and your
healing spring up quickly. Your Vindicator shall march before you. The presence of
the Lord shall be your rear guard.” Here, too, we have a clear echo of the events at the
Reed Sea, where God’s presence in the pillar of cloud and pillar of fire lead Israel
forward and then stand as a rear guard between them and the Egyptians. Like Isaiah
58:8, Isaiah 35:6 is bursting with messianic imagery: "Then the lame shall leap like a
deer and the tongue of the dumb shall shout aloud; for waters shall burst forth in the
desert, streams in the wilderness.” Once again we have the water motif, so much a
symbol of redemption. The "shouting” here can be seen (in this context as a prooftext)
as a reference to the singing at the sea. This prophecy of redemption continues in 35:8-
9: "And a highway shall appear there which shall be called the Sacred Way. No one
unclean shall pass along it but it shall be for them [for his people]....But the redeemed
shall walk it and the ransomed of the Lord shall return...” One feels an echo here of the
fantastic march through the Sea of Reeds on the magic highway that appeared between
the walls of water. In the future a similar march will occur, where God’s people shall
return to Israel.

After the Isaiah texts, the redactor adds in Jeremiah 31:13. This text, too, refers to
the messianic age. At the same time, the line, "then the maidens dance gaily," is a
reference to the dance of Miriam and the women at the Sea (Exod. 15:21-22). Psalm
126 is practically a summary of the Song of the sea experience, projected into the future.
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It includes direct rt?ferences to songs of joy in response to God's redemption and the
response of the nations: "When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion - we were like
dreamers - Our mouths shall be filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy.

Then shall they say among the nations, "The Lord has done great things for them. The
Lord will do great things for us and we shall rejoice.’™ (Psalm 126:2ff).

8. 21

Ral:zobi Judah the Prince. B.T, Sanhedrip 91b attributes the same statement to Rabbi
Meir.

8. 1N wm

"We find that the (Torah) text teaches.” This is a technical term introducing a
conclusion.

9. NTNN 12 NN DYAN

"The resurrection of the dead is from the Torah." Historically speaking, the
resurrection at the time of the messiah is a rabbinic notion. That is, it is part of the oral
Torah. Here, Rabbi is arguing that it is actually indicated in the written Torah (the
Bible). Rabbi reasons that the verb shir is deliberately put in the future tense in order
to tell us about the resurrection. Reading literally, the phrase, az yashir Moshe, says,
"Moses will sing,” in the future. Since he is dead, he will have to be resurrected in
order to do so. ’

It is possible that Rabbi has tapped into a deeper meaning in the biblical story of the
Reed Sea. On a metaphorical level one can say that the Israelites’ walk down into the
sea and their emergence from the deep is symbolic of death and resurrection.’

DT VARG Ndwa nwnd PORY SRAm s S nn Srabr 10y nen 10
SRt 5o 00 N mein MWRY v SRl 1Y Agn AR 131

10. SR 3y g (Exod. 15:1)

"Moses and the Children of Israel.” The midrash is responding to the unnecessary
use of Moses’ name here. Afterall, isn’t Moses one of the Children of Israel? This
midrash wants to know what the inclusion of Moses’ name means with regard to the way
the song was sung and the nature of the relationship between Moses and Israel at that
moment.

10. fwnD 1"owe Snam Sxas S nen
"Moses is equal to Israel and Israel equal to Moses.” At that moment of song Moses

2Goldin, Song, p. 66.

3Dr. Norman Cohen, lecture, 11/91.
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and Israel were equal. This can be taken as a description of the actual singing - neither
was louder than the other and/or they harmonized together as one. Extending this to a
social level, the midrash may be saying that at that "high® moment of song the division
between leader and follower was blurred. To use current parlance, the people were
empowered and it wasn’t clear who was leading whom. On a religious level, Moses’
relationship with God was usually closer than that of amcha, the ordinary people.
During the Song at the Sea each was equally close to the Holy One.

11. "NR 729

"Another thing." The use of this term sometimes indicates that the material that
follows is an addition by a later redactor. Here, the point that follows contrasts with the
one preceding it and seems to bring out the tension in the verse rather than go off in a
different direction. Thus, it is not clear that a later redactor is involved.

11. 9%n
"Tells.” This is a technical term meaning that the preceding text/point indicates the
following....

11. S8 53 70 nvY ngn

"Moses sang a song before all of Israel.” Instead of indicating that Moses and Israel
were equal at the time of singing, the midrash is suggesting that Moses is mentioned
specifically by the Torah because his singing stood out from Israel’s. Maybe Moses and
Israel were singing "against" (neged) each other, i.e., there was tension between the
leader and community over who should lead. Or, perhaps, he sang it "before" them and
Israel followed. Another possibility is that this phrase means that the singing was
antiphonal. First Moses sand and then Israel responded. "K'neged" could mean any of
these things.
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12. DRI YR DR (Exod. 15:1)

"This song.” By isolating this phrase the midrash is pointing to the fact that the
Torah says that Israel sang "this song" and not another song. (The Torah could simply
have said that Israel sang "a song"). The implication is that there are other songs that
Israel has sung. This is the lacuna upon which the midrashist hangs his list of Israel’s
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ten "greatest hits."* The songs are listed in chronological order. This type of
enumeration list is typical of midrashic texts.

12-13. D™3N3 *WARY MOWNAn

"The first vsvhich was said in Egypt." Many other sources mention a song that was
sung by Adarp However, Adam was not part of Israel and to have included his song
would have given the piece a universalistic tone that is not intended by the redactor.

13. ‘W an gpnn 55 b e uin (s, 30:29)

"For you there shall be singing as on a night when a festival is hallowed.” In its
biblical context, this verse refers to a song that will be sung in the messianic future. At
the same time, the description of the singing in this verse is reminiscent of the biblical
celebration of Sukkot. The verse continues, "...there shall be rejoicing as when they
march with flute, with timbrels, and with lyres to the rock of Israel on the Mount of the
Lord." Mishnah Sykkah 5:4 describes the scene on the Temple Mount during the
celebration of Sukkot in the Second Temple period. It featured a march with singing,
dancing and the playing of musical instruments - including the sounding of the shofar,
a messianic symbol.

However, the rabbis did not understand Isaiah 30:29 to be referring to a Sukkot
celebration. Rather, they saw it as a reference to "Pesach Mizraim," the (Passover)
festival observed by the Israelites on the night preceding their deliverance from Egypt.®
Therefore, the midrashic text uses this as a prooftext for the Israclite song sung in Egypt.
Thinking diachronically, it makes sense that the rabbis would associate the singing in Isa.
30:29 with Pesach rather than Sukkot, since both singing (in the form of Hallel) and
messianic deliverance (the story of the exodus) were associated in their minds with
Pesach and not Sukkot.’

In any event, it should be noted that Isa. 30:29 is an ideal verse for bringing out the
tension in the Torah text between the Song at the Sea in the past and the messianic song
of the future. It clearly employs a future tense verb to describe the song, ha'shir y "hiyeh
(will be) lakhem." One can say that this first song in Egypt will be, one day, the last.®

“The "ten songs” is a tradition often found in aggadic literature. See Targum Song
of Songs 1:1; Aggadat Shir 1:10 and 2:29 on the Song of Abraham; Makiri Is. 5:37 and

Ps. 96, 111 (Ginsburg, Legends, vol. V1, p. 11, n. §9).

SSee, e.g., Bereshit Rabba 18:4; Pesikta d’Rav Kahana 4, 34a;
Pesikta Rabati 14, 59b.

SLauterbach, Mekilta, p. 2, n. 1. See B.T. Pesahim 95b and Bereshit Rabba 6:3.
Dr. Norman Cohen, lecture, 11/20/91
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18. QUV™3N 13 PIDY AN WM (Judg. 5:1 ff)
"Deborah and Barak son of Abinoam sang.” This is the beginning of the Song of
Deborah. The themes of victory and God’s redemption are very much integral to this

S(;lg as they are to the Song at the Sea. Moreover, note the future tense form of shir,
W,

19. DRM AN ™29 DR »H M 2™ @ Sam. 22:1 ff)
"David addressed the words of this song to the Lord.” Again, we have the theme of

salvation. David is described in this text composing a song to Adonai after God saved
him from his enemies and Saul.
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21, W2 ™M M

"Was it David who built it?" At this juncture we find a long interpolation into the
midrash about the ten songs. The theme of this redactorial insertion is that those who
give their life (nefesh) for something find it named for them. The first figure discussed
is King David, for whom (according to this midrash) the Temple is named.

The preceding text, Psalm 30:1, serves as the jumping off point for the interpolation.
The Psalm states that it is a song for the dedication of the House (i.e. the Temple). The
rabbis reason that it must have been composed by Solomon, since he is the king who
dedicated the Temple. However, the verse says, "a song of the dedication of the House
to David." The verse is syntactically awkward and David’s place in it unclear. The
midrashic section which begins here understands the text as saying that it is David’s
House. This ambiguity in the biblical text is developed in this section. The other aspect
of the verse which is ambiguous is the word, bayit, house. Bayit, can refer to the
Temple, but as with "house,” it can refer to the royal dynasty, the "House of David."
This ambiguity is also developed.’

22-23. Yoy wey 7 N RS
"Since he was willing to give his soul for it." The phrase "natan nefesh al® also
appears in Tractate Pischa, parashah one. There, it seems to mean "willing to give your

%See comment on line 25-26 below for further explication.
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life for. However, the prooftext given in this piece, Psalm 132:1-6, does not
characterize David as dying for Israel. Rather, it discusses David's vow, his "undying”
commitment to building the Temple. This is an important distinction. Thus, we must
understand this term as embracing both elements: a total commitment to a cause and/or
a willingness to be martyred for it. From the passage here and the passage in Pischa it
is clear that this willingness to give all is very important to the redactor(s) of the

Mekhilta. It entitles one to leadership in the community and to having one’s name
attached to central fixtures in it.

wl0

23-24. 1D WY 5o Rk M M O (Psalm 132:1-6)

"0 Lord, remember in David's favor his extreme self-denial...." The first part of this
psalm urges God to remember David’s extreme dedication and sacrifice for the purpose
of finding an abode for God. It serves as a clear prooftext for the notion that the Temple
is named for David because of his willingness to give his soul for it.

The second part of the psalm, however, reflects the other notion of bayit, i.e., royal

"house.” The psalm seems to be written from the perspective of Solomon: "Your
priests are clothed in triumph; Your loyal ones sing for joy. For thé¢ sake of Your
servant David do not reject your annointed one. The Lord swore to David a firm oath
that He will not renounce, ‘One of your own issue I will set upon your throne.’
(Ps. 132:9-10)." Here, the bayit that is named for David is the Davidic monarchical
house. According to the psalm, the reward for David's commitment to building a house
for God is that God will, in turn, maintain his royal house. From the rabbinic
perspective, this this psalm carries a messianic subtext, since the messiah will be an issue
of the house of David. Perhaps, this is one of the reasons that the redactor chose to
include this piece in the larger midrash.

25-26. 1 N2 ARA NP (1 Kings 12:16)

"Now, look to your own House, O David!" The dual meaning of bayit is manifest
here. In the pshat of this verse it refers to David’s monarchical house, specifically to
Rehoboam, David’s grandson. But, midrashically, it refers to both meanings of bayir.
There is also an irony in the use of this text on the heels of Psalm 132. The psalm refers
to an oath that God made to put David’s issue on the throne "to the end of time”
(132:12), while in this text from Kings most of Israel is repudiating the Davidic House.

%See p. 14, line 78, and comment on the same, p. 15. The same phrase can also be
found in Tractate Shabbta, lines 77-80.
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27. RSV OR 1)

"And thus you find." This is a fairly typical use of this technical term. Here it
introduces a general principle related to the case preceding it which, in turn, is to be
followed by additional cases that address the same principle.

The theme of the section that begins here is similar to that of the David piece. Both
discuss the question of giving your soul for something and having it named for you.
Here, the subject is Moses, as opposed to David. While, both are clearly redactorial
insertions into the 10 songs midrash, it seems that this piece about Moses is an even later
interpolation than the David section. The David piece is directly linked to a prooftext
cited in the 10 songs midrash. The Moses piece does not contain such link. Rather, it
ties in quite niceley with the David segment.

The insertion of the Moses material by the Mekhilta’s redactor may be due to the fact
that it addresses the tension in the Song of the Sea - and the rest of this midrashic
parashah - about Moses as a leader and the leader/community relationship generally.
This interpolation grants Moses the right to the mantle of leadership on the grounds of
his commitment to Torah, Israel and justice. "Moshe Rabbeinu" eamns his stripes for the
same commitments that the rabbis felt they earned theirs.

The Moses piece is quite extensive, but retains a tight structure. "V’khen atah
motzeh" introduces the principle that anything for which a person gives his soul is called
by his name, which is followed by a statement that in the case of Moses there were three
such things. Each of the three examples are developed in the exact same way, using the

|
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following rhetorical structure:
a) Introductory statement/proposition

vz 5 PRIPN "x" Sy wim
b) R followed by a text indicating that "x" was called by Moses’ name,
c) Objection is raised saying *x" belongs to God and is called by God's name.
d) N followed by prooftext for objection in "c”.

e) Counter-objection, in the form of a question about why the text in “b" is written:
7"b" MRS WD M AN

f) Answer given confirming proposition "a."

g) Question demanding a prooftext to support proposition "a,” phrased as:
".x" 50 wp g vEn 1om

h) v followed by two or three prooftexts for proposition "a”.

1) Concluding statement confirming "a:"
e 5p W) "x" Sy wie o Bb a0

32, ‘WY Y op oY M (Ex. 34:28)

"And he was there with God...." The text states that Moses was on the mountain
with God forty days and nights without drinking or eating while he wrote down the ten
commandments. The sense of "natan nafsho” here seems to be both physical and
emotional. Moses’ ascetic behavior may well have been seen a as a great virtue by the
rabbis who engaged in forms of physical self-denial (e.g. fasting) themselves. At the
same time, spending forty days on the mountain showed tremendous emotional
commitment.

38-39. o503 N AR BR ®¥M Sum onn omva M (Ex. 2:11)

"It happened when Moses grew up that he went out to his brethren and saw them in
their chains” (my translation). The sense of natan nafsho in this text is twofold. In a
literal, physical sense Moses risked his life by going out and killing the Egyptian
taskmaster. But, the midrash begins its quote one verse before that action, where Moses
is depicted seeing his brothers in their chains. The sense of natan nafsho there is that
his heart went out to his people. He identified with their pain and responded to it."
It should be noted that both from the biblical and rabbinic perspective, Moses’ response
to Israel is one of the reasons that God chooses him to be the leader of Israel."

'Shemot Rabba 1:32 elaborates on Moses’ emotional response in Ex 2:11: "What
is the meaning of ‘and he saw’? He looked upon their burdens and wept, saying, ‘Woe
is me for you; would that I could die for you, for there is no labor more strenuous than

handling clay.’”

12A ¢ Shemot Rabba 1:32 continues, "...The Holy One of Blessing said to him, ‘You
have put aside your own work and gone to share the troubles of Israel, behaving like a
brother toward them. So, too, will I leave those on high and speak only to you.'"

it Ilm!'“&ﬁ:,‘!}‘f




40. T"MIVENIVINTMAIN

"Justice/the judges." Lauterbach translates 1""7 as “justice,” and
1" as "judges.” However, in order to make sense out of the midrashic text, he
translates B2 first as "judges” and later as "justice.”"® The
Munich manuscript uses |*7 instead B in the later case, so the meaning, "justice,"
is clear.'* Vatican 299 manuscript reads only ™ for “judges.”® Whatever the
original words were, I think the point is clear. Moses gave his soul for the sake of
justice and therefore judges or judical institutions are named for him.

41, ‘W 7 1D DWW DBBY (Deut. 16:18)
"You shall appoint magistrates and officials...." The midrash is reading the word

I’cha in an overly literal way. It is as if God is telling Moses personally, "You shall
give yourself (/'cha) judges and officials...."

44, ‘WY "GN DV RN (Ex. 2:13-17)

"He went out the next day...." This is the second of three incidents that occurred
while Moses was a young man which the Torah recounts in Exodus, chapter two. All
three incidents show Moses’ concern for justice. In the first incident he comes to the
defense of a fellow Hebrew who was being unjustly beaten by an Egyptian. In the text
cited here, he sees two Israclites fighting, determines which one is in the wrong and tries
to intervene on behalf of the victim. He discovers that his killing of the taskmaster is
known and he is forced to flee for his life, The third incident occurs after he has fled
to Midian. There he comes to the aid of Jethro's daughters who have unjustly been
denied access to a watering hole by some Midianite shepherds. In sum, Moses
demonstrates that he is willing to act for the sake of justice, regardless of the identity of
the victim, even to the extent of risking his life. Through his deep, abiding commitment
and willingness to put his life on the line, Moses gave his soul for justice.

46-47. N Y AD M

This is a wonderful double entendre. "3 "™ refers both to Moses having "fled”
(barakh) "from [Pharoah’s] judges" (me'dayanin) and to the "Midianite® (midyanim)
shepherds whom he caused to "flee” from the well. "8l B%™1 means he "returned"”
(chazar) to Israel to be a judge or leader of "judges” (dayanim).

47. S op YReY NEY Y nPIX (Deut. 33:21)

"He executed the Lord’s judgements and His decisions for Israel." On the pshat
level this is part of Moses’ blessing of the tribe of Gad. However, this is an ambiguous
text. In fact, the New JPS translation notes that the meaning of the Hebrew here is

13] auterbach, Mekhilta, v. 2, p. 4-5.
“Ibid, p. 4.
'5Goldin, Song, p. 72.
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uncertain. " .l\.didrashically, it can be translated as, "[Moses] did the Lord's justice
[therefore] his judges/law are with (im) Israel." Thus, Israel’s law/judges are considered
as Moses’because Moses did according to God's justice.
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49. BRI

"Jehoshaphat.” He was the fourth King of Judah (873 - 849 BCE). His father was
Asa, who put an end to the strife between the northern and southern kingdoms.
Jehoshaphat’s reign roughly coincided with that of Ahab in Isracl.'” Unlike Ahab,
however, the Bible regards him as having been a righteous king, one of the best of
Judah.

49. ‘W BYR S» pyM (1 Chron. 20:21)

"After taking counsel with the people...." The verse continues, “...he stationed
singers to the Lord extolling the One majestic in holiness as they went forth ahead of the
vanguard, saying ‘Praise the Lord, for His steadfast love is eternal’.” This is the "Song
of Jehoshaphat," which takes place in the context of a march into battle of Judah’s
troops. However, this is no ordinary battle. Judah is beleagured, facing an attack by
a large force of Moabites, Ammonites and others. Jehoshaphat turns to God for help,
addressing a long public prayer to God in the Temple (19:5-13). He also declares a
public fast. In the midst of the crowd in the Temple, the spirit of the Lord falls on one
Jahaziel, son of Zechariah, who prophesies to the people to march down into the wadi
to meet the enemy, but not to be afraid, "for the battle is God’s, not yours." (20:15).
Following these directions, Jehoshaphat leads the people forth the next morning. While
they are marching and singing, God causes Israel’s enemies to turn against each other.
By the time the people of Judah arrive, the enemy is already dead. God has wrought a
miracle, defeating Israel’s enemies for them. . Then "the terror of God seized all the
kingdoms of the lands" (20:29) and the kingdom of Jehoshaphat lived in peace.

There are significant parallels here to the Song at the Sea. In both cases Israel was

'Tﬂﬂﬁl(_h, P- 332'

"peter Calvocoressi, Who's Who In The Bible, (Middlesex England: Viking, 1987)
p. 98.
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in dire stmits,. facipg an enemy much more powerful than she. Israel looked to God for
help and received it in a miraculous form. The enemy was wiped out by God and Israel

saved without a battle. Surrounding peoples are filled with a dread of Israel and her
God. Moreover, song plays a prominent role in both events.

49-50. BYN S PY™ (I Chron. 20:21)

"After taking counsel with the people...." The masoretic text says
"Bun SR POM" instead of, "BYN g ." The midrash here (both Lauterbach and
Horowitz/Rabin) also has "‘"'7 TN WMWY where the masoretic text has "D Ny
"5 ¥WN."  This distinction amounts to the ditinction between Jehoshaphat
singing alone/leading ("1Y) or the singers singing as a group (3" WWY). Once again,
the midrash, using WY, is expressing tension between leader and group in the context
of song.

50-51. nany mn

"Why is this different..." A technical term, similar to what we find in the the four
questions in the Passover Haggadah. This is early midrashic language.

51-52. 1en 255 D »5 1mn

In most of the songs of praise that begin "™ YMN" in the Bible continue with the
words "3 '2." This common form was undoubtedly sung by the rabbis whenever they
recited Hallel. The absence of "2% 2" is, thus, jarring. It seems to imply an absence
of goodness in God. In this midrash it is taken to indicate a lack of MA@, happiness,
before God in heaven because of the death that has fallen upon Israel’s enemies. This
midrash is similar in theme to the one where God rebukes Israel for celebrating at the
Song at the Sea saying, "My creatures are dying and you sing praises?”

54-55. 191 £%wn Yoo D kg opraxn Sy

"One righteous person is as important as the entire world." See above, "nnS ot
SR0im SR> 3w nne. Ttis not clear to me if the midrashist has in mind a particular
person who is righteous or is simply bringing this in as greirah.” In the context of
Hadrianic persecutions (if this is the context of this midrash) the statement that God cares
for the wicked, oppressor of Israel is quite a statement. Perhaps, there was a need to
add something to give comfort to the righteous who were suffering.”

N, Cohen, lecture, November 25, 1991.
See ch. 1, p. 5-6 for definition of "greirah. "

2N. Cohen, lecture, November 25, 1991.
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57-58. map) WS MWTP Tapd mein So

"All of the songs of the past were written using the feminine form. "
That is, they were called "N""0,", while the messianic song will be in the masculine,
""" (It should be noted that this is not completely accurate. If one glances at the 10
songs listed here, some are called "@.")

58-59. =2wd...n5" napnY oo

"Just as the female gives birth, so the salvations of the past were followed by
enslavement.” The midrash is comparing birth to a moment of salvation or redemption,
an apt comparison. Birth is one of those moments of song. But, after birth there is a
return to subjugation (shiabud). Is it that the midrashist is calling a woman’s daily life
"subjugation"? Maybe. Certainly, the rabbis recognized childbirth as something painful.
On the other hand, it may simply be the imagery of giving birth to something. An
"ordinary salvation" gives birth to another period of subjugation for the people. This is
the view of Jewish history presented by this midrash. Similarly, in ordinary
circumstances poetry must give way to prose.?! The song of the future redemption,
however, will be male because it won’t give birth to anything but itself. It will be
permanent. Another way of looking at it is to say that implicit in the birthing process,
as glorious as it is, is labor. In the moment of shirah, there is still the seed of the
ordinary, the shiabud.

60. M3t 5 DR WM R 1oNRE (Jer. 30:6)

"Ask and see: Surely males do not bear young..." In addition to acting as a
prooftext, this verse from Jeremiah 30 injects the messianic energy contained in this
prophetic text: "For the days are coming - declares the Lord - when I will restore the
fortunes of My people Israel and Judah, said the Lord; and I will bring them back to the
land that I gave their fathers...” (Jerem. 30:3). The image in Jeremiah 30:6 is .that.of
men reacting to the terror preceding the redemption by putting their hands on their loins
"like a woman in labor."

2The movement in this parasha from prose to poetry and back to prose is discussed
in the "overview" section at the end of this chapter.
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63. 0T W25 MR kS MR MY

“They said it (i.e., the song) to God and they did not say it to flesh and blood."
There is no doubt that a major theme of Shirta and the Song at the Sea is that all victory,
all salvation comes from God. God is the Warrior responsible for the victory at the sea
and all others. Therefore, all praise must go to God. Throughout history men have
boasted of their power and glory; from Pharoah to Saddam Hussein. Near BEastern
history is riddled with windbags. Praise of such "flesh and blood" is unwarranted.?

63-65. ‘1) DN FUNYMN...DWN TUNSMY (I Sam. 18:6-7)

"...the women of all the towns of Israel came out singing and dancing with timbrels,
shouting and sistrums. And the women who were dancing responded and sang...." This
prooftext depicts the women of Israel singing praises to David and Saul when the two
return from battle. Again, we have a parallel to the Song at the Sea. Here, Israel has
just won a victory and the women are dancing and singing in celebration. Even the word
used to describe the women’s actions, va’raaneinah ("they responded”), comes from the
same root as va’taan in Exod 15:21 ("Miriam responded”). However, here a negative
twist is given to the women’s singing in I Sam. 18. They sang their praises to David and
Saul, who are flesh and blood. In the Song at the Sea the praises are sung to God, who
truly deserves them.
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66. NS 1aRN

"And they said saying." (Exod. 15:1, my trans.) The redundancy here is wh:_n
sparks the rabbis’ responses. Specifically, the doubling of [VaN] suggests to the rabbis
a doubling of speech in the song.

Rabbi Nehemiah suggests that the song was sung like the "Sh’ma.” Scholars today
believe that in the rabbinic period the Sh’ma was declared antiphonally, like a modem

“Goldin, Song, pp. 31-32.
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"responsive reading.” The shaliach tzibbur (service leader) would say.or chant "Hear
O Israel, Adonai is our God, Adonai is one.” The kahal (congregation) would respond,
"Blessed is [God’s] glorious kingdom forever and ever."®

Rabbi Eliezer suggests a form of antiphonal singing whereby Moses would sing half
of a verse and Israel would respond by repeating the half-verse Moses said and then
completing the verse with him. This is also a type of doubling, suggested by the text.

Rabbi Akiva suggests that the song was sung like the Hallel. Perhaps this seemed
fitting because Hallel is a song of praise to God, celebrating God's actions in history on
behalf of Israel - a rabbinic liturgical version of the Song at the Sea. It has been
suggested that during the rabbinic period the Hallel was sung much like it often is today.
The leader would sing the verses of the song and the group would sing a refrain. Here
AR TR YD S R would likely be the refrain,

It should be noted that this section picks up the theme of the nature of leadership and
the relationship of leader and community. In the Hallel described above, the leader has
much more power and the community’s response is less creative and important. In R.
Nehemiah’s song the people have much more independence, singing their own words -
they are equals (shakul) to the leader.

66. Sxa Sy nne dpn A

"The holy spirit rested on Israel." This wording is quite similar to what we found
in the piece from B’shalach analyzed in the last chapter. There we found, "sharta
aleihem ruach ha’kodesh v’amru shirah," which also referred to the holy spirit resting
on Israel when they sang the Song at the Sea. The similarity suggests that some of the
same redactors were involved in both pieces.

68-69. ...1™10 HRAEM...AMB N e

"Moses would begin...and Israel would respond...." Three examples are used to
demonstrate R. Eliezer's idea of how the song was sung. However, it seems that more
is going on here than the making of an intellectual point. In reading this passage on gets
an inkling of the repetition and rhythm of the song as R. Eliezer understood it. The
message of this section, then, is delivered affectively through the "feel” of the words,
as well as cognitively. The musicality of the material in this parashah intensifies from
here through the next few chunks of text.
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74. .m0 TR nhv e v

BDhr. Lawrence Hoffman, lecture, 2/22/90.

%N. Cohen, lecture, Nov. 27, 1991.
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"It is proper to [ascribe] greatness to Adonai, to [ascribe] mightiness...." The verse
states, "I will sing to Adonai, for [Adonai] is highly exalted® (Exod. 15:1). In terms of
cognitive content, this midrashic comment brings out the causal connection implicit in
the verse between God’s greatness and our praise of God. That is, the verse is teaching
us that since God is exalted, it is proper that we should respond by declaring and
expounding on this exaltedness. It is no accident, then, that this piece sounds like a
prayer and that the prooftext is part of our Torah service. Indeed, much of the Jewish
worship service - particularly the prayers or praise - was developed during the period
when the Mekhilta was redacted.

This comment is, in effect, a poetic doxology - a prayer, if you will - based on the
words of I Chronicles 29:11. Judah Goldin has versified it in translation:

I will sing unto the Lord, for He is exalted:
In-the-Lord greatness is-comely
In-the-Lord power  is-comely
In-the-Lord glory, victory and majesty are comely™
The flow of verse is even more rhythmic in the original Hebrew:

nom R S
nM: M Yo
MMM AR, DOREON AR YO

In this one line there is a rhythm fostered by the repetition of descriptive nouns and
the word na'eh. There may also be visual poetic game being played out with the word
"N, " which looks like "NR)." However, the prooftext here is so well known that it is
unnecessary. It is an indication that the redactor has not completely left the intellectual,
exegetical mode of writing.

BDr. Lawrence Hoffman, lecture, 2/22/90. Current theories about the development
of much of our worship service - the Amidah and the Shma and its blessings - may
actually be helpful in understanding how the Mekhilta was composed. Dr. Hoffman,
among others, argues that during the Tannaitic period the basic th.emes and orc.ler of the
service were developed, but the specific words were not concretized at that time. We
can posit, similarly, that traditions surrounding the text of Exodus were repeated and
taught in various forms before they were written down.and ﬁnally redactqd in the
Amoraic period. Furthermore, comments in the Mekhx}ta comparing the singing ot:
the Song at the Sea to the Shma and Hallel, and the doxologlcal. style suggested by szbbl
Eliezer, invite a comparison between the poetic writing in Shirta and th.e more ancient
prayers in our worship service (e.g. Bar’chu, Shma, K’dusha etc.). In this study we can
only make note of the connection.

%Goldin, The Song, p. 80.
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76. BN W3 Pon

"A king of flesh and blood." The use of this phrase in a midrash is typical of a
mashal. That is, we expect to find here a schematic story which explicates the Biblical
“text by "assigning a deep-structural description to the elliptic narrative of the Torah... n2l
However, this comment is missing the usual introduction of a mashal form, "mashal I"."
It seems that the redactor realized that this schematic story is not an ordinary mashal.
Instead of the usual direct analogy between the "king of flesh and blood” and God, we
have a deliberate contrast established. All of the praises given to the human king are
false flattery. However, the praises given to God in the Song at the Sea are true, In
effect, we have here a "negative mashal.”

It is helpful to try and look at this diachronically. By the time the Mekhilta d’Rabbi
Ishmael was redacted the Jews had long lived under Roman rule. The scene described
here of a king entering a province and all who approach him heap flattering phrases upon
him was all to familiar to them. To those oppressed by this human ruler, this must have
been grating and degrading. Surely, these tyranical, pompous emperors did not deserve

T'Boyarin, p. 85. For a fascinating analysis of the nature and function of mashal in
the midrash, see Boyarin, pp. 80-92.
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this praise. Meanwhile, the rabbis spent much time in worship of the King of Kings,
where similar words were uttered in praise of Adonai, their "Lord." It is not hard to
imagine that on some level they felt a tension or anxiety regarding their own words of
prayer. Were their words praise false flattery like those uttered to the emperor? Is it
possible that outsiders, who didn’t believe in their God, construed them as such? It is
natural that the Song of the Sea, a Biblical hymn in praise of God, would arouse this
tension in the writer(s)/redactor(s), leading to the creation of this "negative mashal.”

77. @R ®5R VR Mo e

"That he is mighty, while he is in fact weak." In keeping with the biblical text, "I
will sing unto God...," the poetic, rhythmic quality of this midrash is evident. Here we
have a littany of oppositional meanings that can be versified in the following manner:
"that-he-is mighty  but-he-is only (a) weakling
that-he-is rich but-he-is only (a) pauper...
that-he-is just
that-he-is trustworthy..."?®

79. ...0%WA M Vang 1 San

"But, the One Who Spoke and the World Came Into Being...." What we have here
is clearly a shaped piece. The "king of flesh and blood” section preceding this statement
lists 6 flattering characteristics, which are rejected for the mortal king. What follows is
a littany of the exact same attributes which, when applied to God, are enthusiastically
embraced. Each of the attributes are supported by a number of prooftexts. The first
four attributes are supported by either four or five (or six) prooftexts, while the last two
attributes are followed by three and two prooftexts, respectively.” It has been argued
that the first 4 attributes should have 5 prooftexts each.®® For the sake of poetic
symmetry it would be nice if this were true. However, I cannot draw such a conclusion
from the printed editions that I looked at:

Lauterbach Hor/Rab Goldin
T2 4 4 4
N 5 5 5
Qon 4 5 5
1M 5 6 5
]'nﬁ 3 3 3
1N 2 2 2

%Goldin, The Song, pp. 81-82.

®Different manuscript traditions beneath the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael have differing |
numbers of prooftexts for each of the first 4 attributes, ranging from 4 to 6. B

2y Norman Cohen, lecture, 11/27/91. -
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Interestingly, the pattern shown here mirrors the pattern established in the "king of
flesh and blood" section above. There we have four consecutive longer statements and
then two shorter statements after them. Thus, there is a clear, thythmic pattern
established, which is then repeated in a different form (using prooftexts) when the pattern
is applied to God. It is worth noting, too, that a similar pattern is employed in the prior
comment on "Ashirah I’Adonai ki ga’oh.” In that comment there are three (not four)
longer phrases followed by two shorter ones. This gives the midrash almost a breathless
quality associated with an up-tempo song.*

But, the pattern runs even deeper, embracing the sources of the prooftexts as well as
their number. An analysis of the prooftexts for the first four attributes reveals that
verses are cited in the order: 1, Torah; 2, Ketuvim, then 3, Neviim.”

T=Torah K=Ketuvim N=Neviim

Lauterbach

" "y oon 1”M9
T Deut T Deut K Proverbs T Exodus
K Psalms K Psalms K Job T Deut.
N Isaiah K Psaims K Proverbs K Psalms
N Jer. N Hagai K Daniel K Psalms
N Ezek. K Daniel

Horowitz/Rabi
pi=t ey oon =2y

T Deut. T Deut. K Proverbs T Exodus

K Psalms K Psaims KJob K Psalms (an insert)
N Isaiah K Psalms K Proverbs T Deut.

N Jer. N Hagai K Daniel K Psalms

N Ezek. K Psalms
K Daniel

One can see that each attribute does not have prooftexts from all 3 sections of Tanach,

3IN. Cohen, lecture, December 2, 1991.

3This analysis was suggested by Dr. Norman Cohen, lecture, 11/27/91. The only
exception can be found in the Horowitz/Rabin edition where under }3R9 a Psalms text
precedes one from Deuteronomy. However, this verse has been inserted by

Horowitz/Rabin in this position and their apparatus indicates that the verse is missing
from several manuscripts.
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but the order is maintained in each case.” Beyond that, it is hard to find particular
significance in these texts, either in the books or content of the particular verses cited.
Rather, what is important is the rhythmic pattern which gives the feel of a song. Each
statement of praise to God is punctuated with the base text, "Ashirah I'Adonai." Not
only does this come across as a musical refrain, but the refrain, "I will sing unto God, "
telegraphs the message to the reader that this is meant to be a song. One can go so far
as to say that what we have here follows the "Hallel" pattern described above.*

97. MM AXIM NIRERM MM R S 8°

"Thus, it is proper to [ascribe] to Adonai might, glory, victory and majesty.” The
word "R7" is used to introduce a conclusive statement. The statement itself, however,
reaches back to the comment before the "king of flesh and blood" parable. In essence,
it summarizes that midrashic comment and not the one to which it is appended here. The
attributes of God in the two pieces are completely different. While we might assume that
this is a redactorial blunder, it would be fair to give the redactor - who organized this
ingenious "musical” piece - the benefit of the doubt. I would argue that the redactor
recognized the rhythmic and thematic similarity between the two pieces and placed this
conclusion here deliberatley to tie the two sections together into a musical whole.

PRip 13 YD WY DIWD PO MW RGN RN NN R D N
a5 YD MIRAY MER M WY 12T BT 0D P OR T T S
DR RN 1Y 5T KW TND XN TR DWDR TR (2R ©Yonn) 1 JPon 100
RN MM 1Y .00 gp PD3T RS KN MR (325 £ET) BIp MBI KA
BYTRY M8 YT TR XN DY (MR DOAN) ! P DNOR VD PR MW
FOTIRD PR UNRY W EMWID PPV W W 1B OND WRY W W
OB-RVN U0 "W D MR YR TR W 3 oo vy I W oian

98. DD PRI XN M AR

"] will sing to Adonai’ for [Adonai] is beautiful...and there are none comparable to
[Adonai].” This section seems to be addressing the tension between God who is beyond
compare, beyond the hosts of heaven and God who is as close to us as a lover. The
phrase, "ashira I’Adonai ki ga’oh ga’ah,” itself raises this tension. For, how can I sing
to one who is so transcendant, so exalted? Psalm 89:7-9 and Deut. 33:2 both place God

“The 4 prooftexts for BSN are from Ketuvim; three of the four are from the "wisdom
literature" of the Bible.

MGee comment on MRS TR, line 66.
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among the heavenly hosts, but elevate God above the others. (Like "mi khamokhah® in
the Song at the Sea itself). This elevation is read and extended by the midrash through
micro analysis of the words "NWR3%" and "RON." "DIRDY," "myriads,” is understood as
"5 ‘N2’ T2 R MW" *God is the ensign among His host.* "RDR" is read as its
Aramaic meaning, "sign.” Thus, God is a sign, "UMp M2371," "apart from the holy
myriads.” Not only is God among the hosts of heaven; God is above even these hosts.

The text from Song of Songs creates the opposite effect from the Psalms and
Deuteronomy texts. God is so close as to be Israel’s lover. God’s physical attributes
can be described in detail. Or perhaps, like the medieval mystics the point is that God
is described as so physically astounding that God is indescribable.

In terms of theme, it should be noted that the leader-follower tension is brought up
again in terms of God’s relationship to the hosts of heaven. This tension parallels the
tension in this parshah about Moses’ leadership role and his relationship to the people.
However, this theme is secondary in this section to the relationship between God and
people and our ability to effectively praise a God who is both so far and so near.

In terms of form, the musical flow is broken in the middle of the section as the
midrash retumns to a cognitive, analytical mode of explication. Still, the musicality
remains in the first line and in the beauty of the texts chosen. Also, it is important to
note the texts here taken from Psalms and Song of Songs. These intertexts are
themselves "songs.” Thus the song theme is maintained, with one song commenting on
the other.
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105. ... *>*5an oy 29 . .
"Rabbi Yossi the Galilean says...." In terms of form, the midrash continues to move

away from the poetic/song style and move back towards the more typically'r F.ognitive
exegetical style. A verse is presented containing two words that need deﬁpxhon. Th.e
opinions of two rabbis are cited regarding these words and a p{ooftex.t is quoted in
support of each definition. A third rabbi is cited who m?kes a similar point to the first,
then a final "cap” statement is made, extending the point even further. We could be

reading a beraita from the Talmud! .
In terms of content, the midrash has now moved completely away from the question
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of how the song was sung.” The question here seems to be: who sang the Song at the
Sea? The simple answer is that the Torah says "Az yashir Moshe u’Vnei Yisrael," so it
was Moses and Israel who sang the song.* But, what are the parameters of "Israel?"
An intertext from Psalms is brought (8:3), "From the mouths of infants (o!’lim) and
sucklings (yonkim) You have founded strength on account of your foes, to put an end to
enemy and be avenged.” The redactor(s) has interpreted the vengeance here to refer to
the events at the Reed Sea and that which comes out of the mouths of ol’lim and yonkim
to be the Song at the Sea.”’

The statements by R. Yossi and Rabbi differ only on who are
ol'lim? R. Yossi says they are fetuses and Rabbi says they are children old enough to
be out on the street. It seems to be R. Yossi’s opinion which most interests the redactor,
for he cites R. Meir as saying ubarim (embryos) in their mothers’ wombs opened their
mouths and sang the song to God.

Why make the argument that fetuses sang the Song at the Sea? It goes beyond the
point that an additional miracle occurred. For one, it ties the crossing of the Reed Sea
in with the notion of actual birth, This was the birth of Isracl. More importantly, it
makes the statement that future generations sang the Song - future generations of Israel.
Thus, time boundaries are broken and we once again look towards the singing of the
future - the messianic shir. As if to emphasize this timelessness and breaking of typical
human boundaries, the parashah concludes with the statment that the ministering angels
also sang the song. Thus, the redactor, in saving this section to the end of the parashah,
gives us a
nechemta,

SIndeed, it is no accident that at the point when the content of the midrash moves
away from the form of the Song at the Sea the midrash itself moves away from the form

of song.

%One could argue that this passage should have been tied to that text and not »5
MYN. My own sense is that this would have created a problem for the flow of the piece
as a whole, since it would have meant injecting a new theme in the middle of a different
section. Thematically, this section fits better here, at the end of the parasha. (see below)

3 say this was the redactor’s interpretation, because it is not clear from R. Yossi’s
statement alone that it refers to the Song at the Sea. That tie-in is made below. ("Elu
velu patchu pihem v’amru shirah,” "Both of these opened their mouths and sang a

song.")

M



97
OVERVIEW

Massekhta d’Shirta is the Mekhilta’s midrash on the Song at the Sea,
perhaps the greatest of the biblical songs or poems. The midrash responds to this
biblical text with its own unique blend of thematic commentary and evocative
poetry. Like the first chapter of Massekhta d'Pischa, the first chapter of Shirta
is couched as a midrash on but one verse from the Torah: "Then Moses and the
Israelites sang this song to the Lord. They said: I will sing to the Lord, for He
has triumphed gloriously...(Exodus 15:1)." However, the midrash in this chapter
responds to the moment in the text much more so than the midrash from Chapter
One of Pischa. This chapter is largely concerned with the Song itself: how was
it sung; who sang it; what historical, biblical context should we place it in; what
is its content; how should it be understood. At the same time, the midrash
demonstrates a concern over the relationship between leader and followers, which
amounts to a secondary, though related, theme. But, most importantly, this
chapter of Shirta is about the tension between prose and poetry; between analysis
and song; between the prosaic parts of life and those rare moments of exaltation;

between oppression and redemption.

Form and Style
In other tractates of the Mekhilta the forms and style employed by the

midrash play a role in expressing the message of the piece. We saw in

Massekhta d’Beshallach, in the midrashic piece immediately preceding this piece
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from Shirta, how the use of rhythm and repetition brought out the moment of

euphoric faith that the Israelites felt right before they sang at the sea. We shall

see below, that the dispute form is used in Chapter One of Va'yassa to help

express the different readings of the text inherent in the midrash. However,

nowhere is the medium the message more than in Shirta. It has already been

suggested that this midrash explicates song with song and a detailed analysis of

the rhythm and poetry of that midrashic song is given in the commentary above.

In order to understand the full message implicit in the style of this piece,

however, it is helpful to take a broader look at its dynamic:

Lines

1-9

10-11

12-20

21-26

27-48

Base-text
az yashir moshe

"Then sang Moses"

moshe u’v’nei Yisrael

"Moses and Israel”

et ha’shirah ha'zot

Form and Style
Propositional form based on
exegetic comment;

Prosaic style but with
rhythmic citation of verses
Propositional form based on
exegetic comment;

Prosaic style

Enumeration list;

Prosaic style

Propositional form;

Prosaic style

Propositional form




49-55

56-62

63-65

66-73

74-75

76-97

08-104

l’Adonai

"to the Lord"

va’yomru leimor
"They said"

ashira I’Adonai ki ga'oh
*I will sing to the
Lord, for He has
triumphed”

ashira 1’Adonai ki
ga’oh ga’ah

"I will sing to the
Lord, for He has
triumphed gloriously”
ashira 1'Adonai

"I will sing to the
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with syllogistic argument;
Prosaic style
Propositional form;
Prosaic style
Propositional form;
Prosaic style

Proposition based on
exegetic comment;
Prosaic style

Dispute form,;

Prosaic style

Poetic verse;

Rhythmic repetition of God’s

name and adjectives of praise

mashal as’cognitive spring-
board for poetic verse, then
rhythmic series of verses in

set pattern; Poetic style

Poetic verse and propositional

form; rhythmic poetry breaks
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Lord" down into prose
105-114 Dispute form;

Prosaic style

A quick glance down the "form and style" column reveals that the material
in the first half to two-thirds of the piece is prosaic and largely propositional in
form. In other words, it resembles what we ﬁn(; in much of the Mekhilta,
including the sections below from Massekhta d’Pischa. Following this material
there are several sections written in a markedly poetic style, more rhythmic and
patterned even than the material in the piece below from B’shallach. This, in
turn, is followed by a section that begins poetically and then shifts into a more
prosaic mode. The last section is thoroughly prosaic, resembling a-talmudic
debate in form and style. The flow, then, is from a series of prosaic pieces, to
a burst of poetic material, and then, more slowly, back down to prose.

It is not far fetched to say that the flow of this parashah mimics the flow
of events during the latter stages of the crossing of the Reed Sea. The Israelites
spend many hours trudging through the mud in the midst of the sea, worried
about their survival. They finally reach the other side, the sea closes on the
Egyptians, and they suddenly realize the true extent of the miracle wrought by
God. Overcome with a euphoric, passionate faith in God and Moses, they burst
into song. After a period of singing, in different forms, they grow tired and

begin to look forward, towards the difficult journey into the desert that awaits

THE KLAU LIBRARY
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them. The song and poetry dissolve back into prose.

The placement of the citations from the base-text support the assertion that
the redactor was following a deliberate plan in developing this piece. Az yashir
moshe u'v'nei yisrael et ha’shirah ha'zot I'Adonai® ("Then Moses and the
Israclites sang this song to the Lord. They said...") is not actually part of the
song, but merely the introduction to it. It is not poetry, but prose. The poetry
or song begins with "ashira I’Adonai ki ga’oh ga’ah” ("I will sing to the Lord,
for He has triumphed gloriously.") Looking down the "base-text" and "form and
style” columns it is apparent that the sections of midrashic poetry only begin at
the exact point at which the biblical poetry begins. This cannot be an accident.
Moreover, the final section, which returns to prose, is not directly linked to a
particular phrase of the base-text, thus its prosaic style does not violate this
pattern.

There is a more particular pattern within the midrashic poetic material
itself, which seems to follow the same structure as the piece as a whole. We saw
above that the rhythmic pattern of all three poetic-style midrashic pieces involved
several long phrases or long series of verses, followed by a few words uttered in
a staccato fashion or a few Shorter series of verses.”® In essence, each is
characterized by a powerful burst of poetry, which is sustained for a while, and
then breaks down into smaller units of expression before disappearing altogether.

Interestingly, the biblical base-text is cited in a way that matches this pattern.

38gea comment on line 79.
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The first poetic burst of midrashic material comes after the citation ashira

I’Adonai ki ga’oh. The second and largest of the pieces of poetic material follows
ashira I’'Adonai ki ga'oh ga’ah. The last section which contains a bit of poetry
then fades into prose follows a short repetition of ashira I’Adonai. It seems
unlikely that this pattern was followed by chance. In fact, I would venture to say
that the integration of form and style in this piece so as to express the emotional

essence of the biblical moment can only be the work of a single, brilliant

redactor.

Topical Flow and Thematic Development

This is the only piece of the six analyzed in this paper in which the topical
flow or argument is less important than the dynamics of form and style. Still, it
is worth a brief look at the development of themes in the material:

Lines 1-9: This section functions as an introduction. Stylistically, it is
almost a combination of prose and poetry. Thematically, it defines how one
should read the Song at the Sea. It should be understood simultaneously as an
event of the past and a paradigm for the messianic song of the future.

Lines 10-11: These lines discuss the relationship of leader and follower
within the singing of the song. The tension is between whether the song made
them equal or whether Moses remained the leader during this ecstatic moment of
song.

Lines 12-20: The Song at the Sea is placed in the context of the Ten
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Songs of Jewish history. The tension is whether there were ten songs or one

song. Are these various moments of salvation the same or different? Past,
present and future are all united in the Song.

Lines 21-26: An interpolation into the 10 songs midrash discusses the
Temple being named for King David because he gave his soul for it. Thus, the
leadership theme is addressed from a different angle. Still, we have lost the focus
on song and this comes across as a digression.

Lines 27-48: The digression continues with another (or, possibly, the
same) interpolation. The focus now is on Moses and the several things for which
he gave his soul that are called by his name.

Lines 49-55: The midrash returns to the 10 songs tradition with a
discussion of the 9th song, the Song of Jehoshaphat. The value of life is asserted
here, that of those who are wicked and, even mdre, the life of the righteous who
are the "foundation of the world.” Again, this is a bit of a digression.

Lines 56-62: The theme of the messianic shir, first expressed in lines 1-9,
is developed here. This last song will be different from all the others because it
will not be followed by a period of oppression. Itis "male," in that it does not
give birth to something else, while the other songs were "female.”

Lines 63-65: The midrash shifts from the 10 songs tradition to the Song
at the Sea itself. Here, the focus is on to whom the song was sung, namely, to

God and not to any human being.

Lines 66-73: Here, the question is how the Song was sung. Was it done

M
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like the Shma? the Hallel? Was there a leader or not? Was it sung

antiphonally? As in lines 10-11, the issue of the relationship between leader and
followers is prominent.

Lines 74-75: In this first poetic section, God's greatness and majesty is
celebrated.

Lines 76-97: It is asserted that Adonai is the only one worthy of such
praise; other kings are pompous imposters. A long poetic piece develops six of
God’s attributes through supporting verses: might, wealth, wisdom, mercy,
justice, and loyalty.

Lines 98-104: No one can be compared to God. Adonai is far above the
others in the array of heaven.

Lines 105-114: The question of who sang the song is addressed with the
assertion that children and those yet to be born sang the Song at the Sea. In other

words, future generations of Israel participate in the Song.

Looking at this summary it is apparent that the redactor of the first chapter
of Shirta was more concerned with the clarity and tightness of form than with
weaving the material into a. logical argument. The particular foci - the
characteristics of the Song at the Sea, the messianic shir, the exigencies of
leadership and the leader-follower relationship - are not blended together into a
coherent whole. Rather, each theme seems to emerge, then disappear, only to

reemerge later.  Particularly problematic in terms of flow is the extensive
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interpolation on the topic of things being named for a someone who gives their
soul for them. It does not seem to be related in any significant way to the Song

at the Sea or the other topics raised in the midrash.

‘Illllmﬂ-"i




CHAPTER FIVE

TRACTATE VA’YASSA
PARASHAH ONE
EXODUS 15:22-25
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"They traveled three days, etc.” Tractate VaYassa begins at the point right after the
Song of the Sea. Moses leads Isracl away from the Reed Sea into the desert of Shur.
The first half of Exodus 15:20, which describes this, elicits several pages of comments
in the Mekhilta. The second half of the verse is quoted and commented upon here. The
Israclites went three days in the desert and did not find water.

1-2, .M MOR Y39, N v 730

"Rabbi Yehoshua says... Rabbi Eliezer says..." Tractate VaYassa is characterized
by a series of contrasting statements in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Hananiah and
Rabbi Eliezer Ha'Modai.! This is the second pair of comments by these tradents in the
tractate. Rabbi Yehoshua says the Torah text should be understood at face value. The
Israclites have walked 3 days in the desert and it is not unusual that one would not find
water in the desert. Rabbi Eliezer counters rhetorically, "Wasn't there water beneath the
feet of the Israelites? The land is but floating on top of the water." In other words, the
situation is not so straightforward as R. Yehoshua reads it. Perhaps Israel could have
found water had they looked. It seems that R. Eliezer is implying a failure here on
Israel’s part. Note that Eliezer responds to the text on a drash level in contrast to R.
Yehoshua’s p’shat. This is typical of the two tradents in the Mekhilta.

34. 15 ™D

*In order to tire them [Israel] out.” The infinitive, /’yag‘an, implies a subject causing
Israel to be in this situation, i.e., God. R. Eliezer reads that God created this initial
difficulty for Israel deliberately while, as noted above, Israel fails to respond (by looking
at their feet). The other Mekhhilta on Exodus, Mekhilta d’Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai,
contains a parallel to this VaYassa piece. There, instead of R. Eliezer saying k'dei
I'vag’an, he says k'dei I’'nasotan, "in order to test them.” Indeed, this is R.. Eliezer's
reading in the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael, too, as is apparent at the end of the piece. The
Mekhilta d’Rabbi Shimon version makes clear right away what becomes apparent later
in the Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael.

'As noted in prior chapters, scholars call the thetorical form used here, the "dispute
form.” It consists of "The statement of a question or problem, followed by opinions of
two or more authorities..." (Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 104.)

" Piap——-
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"Others say: water which Israel took from between the clefts.” Other rabbis are cited
here, who give a third reading of the text. They say Israel had collected water between
the clefts of the rocks at the Red Sea. But, after three days in the desert it ran out. It
is worth noting that this reading is linked to a midrash quot'ed earlier in the Mekhilta
(Beshalach 5), regarding God’s actions at the Reed Sea, "He extracted for them sweet
water from the salt water, as it is said: "He brought streams also out of the rock and
caused waters to run down like rivers’. (Psalm 78:16)."* This verse from Psalm 78
does indeed refer to the Reed Sea. Thus, there is a basis in the Bible for the view that
Israel could have taken fresh water with them into the desert. This midrash may also be
read as a metaphor for the change in Israel’s emotional and spiritual state. The
experience at the Sea was a euphoric one, a "spiritual high." After three days walking
in the desert the high had worn off. The spiritual "water" which they took from the sea
ran out.

6. Bp™ aha.,.NOY BRI

"Their nobles sent their servants for water; they came to the cisterns and they found
no water. They returned, their vessels empty.” This prooftext refers to a time of
drought in Judah. It is used here, most likely, because it contains the Hebrew, lo matzu
mayim, and a reference to vessels empty of water.
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8. DI wMn . - o
"Interpreters of r’shumot.” Lauterbach calls these midrashists, "allegonsts.
Boyarin argues that there is no evidence that the term rashum means allegory and that
"most of the interpretations cited in the name of this group have no allegorical eleme:nts
whatsoever." He claims that the term means "the interpreters of sealed texts,” i.e.

’f auterbach, Mekhilta v.1, p. 224, lines 11-13.
3bid., vol. 2, p. 89, line 73.
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cruces or obscgrities.‘ Boyarin is correct in that the interpretation given by the dorshei
r'shumot here is not purely allegorical. In fact, there are textual bases for reading the
Marah incident as a story about Israel learning Torah.’

Rather, what we have here is mashal. In contrast to an allegory, a mashal form "is
created...out of other scriptural materials having a more or less explicit reference to the
narrative at hand."® That is to say that the midrashic reading of the water here as Torah

is a "legitimate” midrashic reading, no more far-fetched than the readings of R. Eliezer
and R. Yehoshua. It is not a "symbolic* reading.

9. M5 WY w18 5> MmN NG (Tsaiah 51:1)

"As it is said, 'All who are thirst come for water...’" Isaiah 51:2-3 continues, "Give
heed to Me, and you shall enjoy choice food nd enjoy the richest viands. Incline your
ear and come to Me; Hearken and you shall be revived.” In essence, this text compares
people in need of water to people in need of God’s commandments, i.e., Torah. It is
really Torah of which this verse speaks when it says, "water."

Both the comparison (mashal) of water to Torah and the disastrous results of Israel
being separated from water/Torah occur elsewhere in the Mekhhilta. At the beginning
of tractate Amalek we have: "Then came Amalek: R. Joshua and R. Eleazer Hisma say:
This verse is to be taken in an allegorical sense and explained in connection with the
passage in Job where it is said: "Can the rush shoot up without mire? Can the reed
grass grow without water?" (Job 8:11). Is it possible for the rush to grow without mire
and without water, or is it possible for the reed grass to exist without water? So also is
it impossible for Israel to exist unless they busy themselves with the words of the Torah.
And because they separated themselves from the Torah the enemy came upon them."
This comment in the Mekhilta comes as a way of explaining the connection between
Amalek’s attack and the incident that precedes it - Israel’s near rebellion against Moses
for the lack of water at Refidim. The parallels to Mara are clear. The comment of
dorshei r'shumot on the lack of water must read as a dearth of Torah. When Israel
separates themselves from the study of Torah they complain and rebel against God and
Moses. The parallel can be extended further if we include the thread of this midrash on
the Marah incident which says that God punished Israel there.

10. v 925 .
"Therefore they rebelled.” Possible reference or play on marah, one meaning of
which is "to rebel.” In terms of the flow of the midrash, this comment bridges the gap

‘Daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington, Indiana:
Indiana Univ. Press, 1990), p. 143, n. 7.

'See below comments on Va'yoreihu and sham sam lo chok u’mishpat.
*Boyarin, [ntertextuality, p. 84.
"Lauterbach, Mekhilta, v. 2, p. 135.
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between R. Eliezer’s comment that water was right beneath the feet of Israel and the
verbalization of their lack of faith in the form of complaints against Moses and God.
having been away from water, i.e. Torah, for three days, Israel lost their faith in God
and Moses. Hence, they rebelled in the form of complaining to Moses.
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""They came to Marah.” Rabbi Yehoshua says...Rabbi Eliezer says..." Rabbi
Yehoshua indicates that Israel actually went to three places at that time, while R. Elazar
Ha’Moda’i says that it was only one place. One could conclude from this pairing of
statements that R. Yehoshua and R. Elazar Ha’Moda’i have reversed roles here, with R.
Elazar giving a p’shat comment and R. Yehoshua the drash. Indeed, R. Yehoshua’s
comment seems to be a drash on the fact that the place Marah appears three times in this
verse.

The fact that R. Yehoshua has gone beyond the pshat in this comment gives us an
indication that he has another agenda here. That is, he has a particular reading of the
Marah story. R. Yehoshua reads the wilderness period as the one of God's honeymoon
with the Jewish people. When the biblical text secems to contradict this view, he
interprets this contradiction away. Here, R. Yehoshua is saying that Israel was
disappointed three times in their search for water, coming three times to Bitter Springs.
In so doing, R. Yehoshua is minimizing, if not justifying, their complaint, what shall we
drink? Boyarin rejects the division of readings into pshat and drash, seeing both as
rooted in the Torah. The text is ambivalent about Israel during this period; the midrash
brings this out by giving it two distinct voices, Yehoshua and Eliezer.® For R.
Yehoshua Israel’s complaints at Marah were merely a natural response to a dl.fﬁcult
situation, the lack of water. R. Eliezer, on the other hand, reads Israel’s complaints as
indicative of a deep character flaw in Israel. They fundameqtally lacked faith in God’s
ability to provide. As soon as a problem appeared on t!le horizon, Israel began to doubt
God’s power and Moses’ leadership. The pshat in this verse - that they came to one
place and were disappointed but once - supports R. Eliezer’s view. Thus, he emphasizes
the pshat,

1S, .aW *LTV0N TMESR Y37, g "3 W nen S apn m o
"And the people grumbled against Moses...Rabbi Yehoshua says...Rabbi Eliezer

“Boyarin, w’ p' 61'
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Ha'Modai says...” The term that the Torah uses to describe Israel’s response, va'yilonu
("they grumbled") is a negative way of describing their question - ma nishteh?, ("what
shall we drink?"). This naturally follows R. Eliezer's reading and he amplifies the
negative nature of Israel’s behavior by saying that they were accustomed to complaining
against Moses. 1t is as if the lack of water wasn’t the real reason for the complaint.
Rather, Israel was looking for a reason to complain - and not just against Moses, but
against God. R. Eliezer hangs his interpretation on the word leimor ("saying"). There
is no need for this word in the text. R. Eliezer takes leimor to mean that the Israelites
told Moses to go "tell" God their complaint. For R. Eliezer this is but more evidence
of Israel’s rebellious, fundamentally unfaithful nature.

In contrast, R. Yehoshua minimizes the negative implied by the word va'yilonu. It is
true Israel did wrong, but their sin was not fundamental to their nature. Their error was
that they should have voiced their complaint to their immediate leaders (i.e. go through
the system) instead of going directly to Moses and God in an angry manner.
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19. 53p% p oprsn PRY o B
"From this [verse we learn that] the righteous do not have difficulty receiving..."
This statement is somewhat difficult to decipher. The word '7:?‘7 can be read !’kabel
("to receive™) or likbol ("to complain”). Moreover, fzadikim ("righteous ones") can
refer to Israel, Moses or God. It would go against the grain of the Midrash to read
Israel as the rzadikim, since even R. Yehoshua sees them as having committed a sin in
this case. God could be the fzadik who doesn’t have difficulty receiving Israel’s
complaints or Moses’ prayers. But, the following states, “the prayers of the righteous
are short.” This indicates that the zadik is the one praying, i.e. Moses. Of the
remaining possibilities - 1) It isn’t difficult for Moses to complain or 2) It isn’t difficult
for Moses to receive - the latter is the better reading. It seems that, in h_ght of Israel’s
cantankerous behavior the question is: Why does Moses rgspond by praying to Go.d on
their behalf? One might have expected him to get angry with them. But,_ as a tzadtk' he
is more tolerant and is able to receive Israel’s message without being reactive and lashing

out. -

19. 9271 *BH o
"fccordingly." Lauterbach translates this as "by the way," which is indicative of the




112

fact that tl;e mater_ial .which follows appears to be a digression from the mainline of the
argument.” That is, it adds nothing to our understanding of the nature of the incident
at Marah, nor does it address the major themes and tension of the piece.

20. ...7m5%5na nyn

"There once was a disciple...” It's possible that this material is included here because
of its association with R. Eliezer and the base text’s reference to Moses crying out to
God (the prooftexts here involve Moses). The theme addressed in this piece is the
relationship between the length of prayer and its efficacy. The lesson is that both long
and short prayers can be effective and appropriate, depending upon the situation. The
form used in this section - one can call it the "ma’aseh form" - is common in aggadic
midrash. However, it is not so commonly found in the Mekhilta. Typically, the

ma’aseh or “incident" related, concerns something that happened to a sage. A moral is
usually drawn from the story.
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27. Y2 » N
"The Lord showed him a piece of wood.” Two textual problems jump out at the
reader of this verse, both of which are tackled in the material that follows. The use of
the word Y here to mean "he showed him" is quite surprising in this context.
Typically, while this word means "show," it refers to verbal instruction and not the kind
of pointing out that seems to be going on in the biblical story.'® It comes from the root
[7"], meaning "to teach” or "instruct”, as well as "to show."” From this root we get,
for example, """ and, not inconsequentially "NMN." The more appropriate word
for this particular context would have been "WWRI, which comes from [NT], "to
see,” Thus, it would mean "He caused him to see." The Torah’s use of WM
indicates that more than a pshat reading may have been intended by the biblical author(s)
himself.
The second problem is the efz, the tree or wood. What kind of wood could turn bitter
waters into sweet? What is it about this tree that facilitated the miracle at Marah?
Moreover, God can work a miracle through any means. Why a tree and at bitter waters?

’Lauterbach, Mekilta, vol. 2, p.91.
"“Boyarin, Intertextuality, p. 59
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In terms of form, we have in this section (and continuing into the next) a more
extensive version of the "dispute form" that has dominated the material presented from
this parashah." A series of statements by tradents are cited, all addressing the same
question. Many different answers are given which cannot be added together to make one
coherent view. Rather, some of the statements can be grouped together to form one
proposition or reading of the biblical text, while others can be understood as supporting
a contrasting proposition. In this section three readings of the biblical text emerge: R.
Yehoshua’s, R. Eliezer’s and the "Torah" reading of R. Shimon ben Yochai and the
Dorshei R’shumot. These are explicated below.

27. MOR 139,02 Y30

These two tradents respond to the second question noted above. As usual, they give
contrasting interpretations. Yehoshua says it was a willow branch. This makes some
logical sense, since a willow grows by the water and is a "sweet" tree. Something sweet
might reasonably be used to neutralize something bitter. R. Eliezar gives what seems
to be a less than reasonable answer. He says that the branch was from an olive tree
because "there is not tree more bitter than the olive tree.” How can a bitter branch make
bitter waters sweet? This is discussed in the next chunk of midrashic material.

It is apparent from R. Eliezer's statement alone, however, that he is thinking on a
level far beyond the p’shat. We already know that R. Eliezer sees the Israelites as a
thoroughly sinful group, lacking in faith. It is not too far of a leap to see the bitter,
undrinkable waters as a metaphor for the People themselves. Indeed, although this text
does not directly refer to it, there is a reading of verse 23, "ki marim hem," which says
that this refers to the People. This interpretation is buttressed by the fact that
B3 can also mean "rebellious,” based on the root [N712]. Indeed, this is R. Eliezer’s
reading of Israel in this story.” The Israelites were made "bitter” by sin and lack of
faith and rebelled, just as the waters were bitter. This seems to be the reading which
informs R. Eliezer's suggestion of the olive tree. 'A chronically sinful people is in need
of punishment by God: bitter medicine for a bitter illness."”

R. Yehoshua, if we wish to read his statement on the same level, does not see any
need for bitter medicine. On the contrary, if Israel’s sin was a minor one related to their
desperate situation, a salve would be most appropriate. God should help them through
their difficulties.

28. ...ANp 12 wehn 030

See note 1.
gee comment above on I’khakh mar’du.

Beee comment on noten davar ha’m’chabel, below.
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"Rabbi Joshua the Bald.” Lauterbach calls "3By1n", "ivy", which is bitter.'
Boyarin calls it "oleander,” which is both bitter and a deadly poison.' The "other"
rabbis (B™ R O™NR) mention roots of a fig or pomegranate tree. These are also,
in all likelihood, bitter. The particular symbolism involved with these trees is unknown.

In general, though, all these other readings which concretize the tree seem to follow R.
Eliezer, rather than R. Yehoshua.

29, ..OW DI ... N R Q% W WM 12 ]wmﬂ ~n

"Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai says: a word from the Torah...Dorshei R’shumot say...."
As noted above, the awkwardness of the Torah’s use of
MM raises a flag which points towards a double meaning. For the rabbis of the
midrash this other meaning is to be found in other parts of the Bible.

In this case the intertext is brought to light in the comment attributed to R. Shimon
ben Yochai. He cites Proverbs 4:4; "He instructed me
(*3"™) and said to me, 'Let your mind hold onto my words; keep my commandments
and you will live.” It is then developed further in the comment by the Dorshei
R’shumot, who tie the tree to Torah with the verse, "Eitz chayim hi la’'machazikim bah"
(Prov 3:8). Later, in a comment on the last verse of the Marah story, ani Adonai
rofekhah, Proverbs 3:8 is cited ("It will be a cure for your body, a tonic for your
bones.") The fact that several verses from the same section of Proverbs are cited in this
midrash cannot be viewed as happenstance. Rather, they amount to a tradition of
interpreting the Marah story - resolving its difficulties and ungrammaticalities - in light
of Proverbs. This is the intertextual basis for Shimon ben Yochai’s and Dorshei
R’shumot’s reading of Marah as being about the teaching of Torah to Israel."
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“Lauterbach, Mekilta, v.2, p- 92.
“Boyarin, Intertextuality, p. 62.
Tbid., pp. 64-65.

BRI |'||"l 'lq”‘“wi




115

"Rabban Shimon b. Gamliel says.” R. Shimon b. Gamliel’s comment employs what
has been called "a classic formula of paradigmatic midrash.”!” A series of cases or
incidents are listed which have similar features and are linked by 13 XX or another
term meaning "similarly.” These cases are brought for the purpose of proving a
theological or philosophical truth." This may also be classified as a "propositional *
form with a syllogistic argument."”

In any event, this difference in form from the material that precedes it makes it likely
that this piece is a later redactional insertion. While Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel’s name
makes the piece appear part of the list of tradents statements in the above “dispute form",
it is appended at the end of the list after "Dorshei R’shumot.” In the list of comments
on va'yelkhu shloshet yamim ba'midbar (above), Dorshei R’shumot appeared last.
Moreover, it may be noted that R. Gamliel's comment makes no direct reference to the
base-text, nor to eirz or yoreihu. Thus, it is not exegetical like the other comments.
Rather, it is an extension of R. Eliezer’s reading.

36-37. © 13 Mipy® *>...5aman wn v

Three times this statement is repeated, "He puts a thing that spoils into a thing that
has been spoiled, so as to perform a miracle [nes].” We can say that the spoiled thing
is a metaphor both for the water and for Israel. "Bitter medicine" something that spoils
(i.e. the olive or other bitter tree) is applied to that which is spoiled and a miracle
occurs. It becomes sweet; it is healed.

37. 'W) AMRD 0527 WY MY VRN (Isaiah 38:21)

"Isaiah said, ’Let them take a cake of figs.’" This text refers to Isaiah’s advice to
King Hezekiah to apply a cake of figs to his (Hezekiah’s) rash in order to heal it. Our
midrash notes, "Doesn’t a cake of figs cause living flesh to rot?" Apparently, this was
a notion held in rabbinic times. In any event, Hezekiah's flesh does not rot; rather, it
heals. Thus, it proves the proposition that God heals the bitter with the bitter, the thing
that is spoiled with the thing that spoils. ' .

But, if we go further behind the scenes we find that something else has occurred.
Hezekiah had fallen ill and was told by Isaiah that God said he would die. Hezekiah
responds by praying to God with all his heart, and God agrees to let him live another 1§
years and "I will also rescue you and this city from the hands of the king of Assyria.
In other words, Jerusalem and the people of Judah will be saved because of Hez.:eklah’s
prayer. What had caused Hezekiah’s prayer was his intense illness and s:uffenng, the
michabel. This overcame his (presumed) sinfulness as well as that of his people. }t
resulted in a nes, a miraculous recovery for him and a miraculous redemption for his

people from the Assyrians.

Yibid. p. 63.
®Ibid. p. 63.
SNeusner, Mekhilta, p. 65.
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40. ...N5n og MU oRn K8V SN M (I Kings 2:21)

"He went to the spring and threw salt into it..." In this case the paradoxical cure of
the spoiled by the thing that spoils is explicit. The prophet Elisha is in Jericho and the
men of the town come to him because the water in the town’s spring is bad. Elisha
responds by asking them for a dish of salt. He throws the salt in the spring and the
water becomes drinkable or “healed.”

Interestingly, there are verbal echoes in the Elisha story which indicate it is an
imitation of the Marah incident. In both cases we find va'yashlekh ("and he threw") and
the word built on the root for healing [R&%]). This midrashic reading may, in fact, be

a wgnderfully subtle reading of the Biblical intertext between II Kings 2 and Exodus
15.
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43. omn S8 75un

"He threw it into the water." The midrash comments on this that the people of Israel
prayed and pleaded with God, as a child would with a parent, to forgive their sin of
complaining about the lack of water. Consequently, this is followed by va'yims’ku
ha’'mayim, "the water became sweet." How is this a comment on va'yishlach el
ha’mayim? The midrashic reading here seems to be based on the lack of explicit subject
and object in this phrase, allowing one to read, "And {Israel] threw [itself] down [in the
matter of] the water.?! That is, Israel prayed for forgiveness, leading God to perform
a miracle. Within the midrash Israel’s prayer echoes Hezekiah’s prayer and Moses’
prayer. The midrash may also be drawing on the rabbinic sense of water as a
mechanism of t'shuvah, repentance. Water as spiritual purifying agent was a basic
element of culture in the rabbinic period. Thus, water here may be a symbol of
repentance.

MBoyarin, Intertextuality, p. 63. Boyarin argues that the key case for understanding
this para}cfligmatic midrash is not the text about King Hezekiah, but l.':‘lisha’s "healing"” gf
the water at Jericho. However, Boyarin misses the role that Hezeklah.’s prayer p}ays in
his healing and, consequently, misses the crucial role of this text in .devc.alopmg the
argument of the larger midrash. The Hezekiah case must be seen in light of the

midrashic comment on va’yashlekh el ha’mayim.

Abid, p. 144, n.15.
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46. D'ON PN

"The water became sweet." R. Yehoshua says that the waters were bitter only
momentarily and then became sweet. R. Eliezer states that the waters were bitter from
their beginning. This further develops the metaphor of Israel being compared to the
bitter waters. Indeed, Israel complained (was bitter) and then repented (became sweet).
For R. Yehoshua, Israel’s sin was a single incident; they are fundamentally good or

sweet. For R. Eliezer, Israel has been sinful from their beginning; they are basically
bitter.

47, g pin > ov o

"There he made for them a law and an ordinance.” (my translation). What kind of
laws are appropriate for a fundamentally sinful people? R. Eliezer indicates that God
gave them the laws regarding sexual offenses, robbery, fines and injuries. These are the
kinds of laws needed to control sinners. They are, in essence, a form of punishment.
R. Yehoshua says that he gave them the laws regarding Shabbat and honoring parents.
These are laws appropriate for people who are essentially good, to help them live a
better, more ethical life.

There are traditions in the Talmud that the two items mentioned by R. Yehoshua were
given at Marah.2 There is also a tradition that civil laws were given at Marah® and
this verse is given as a prooftext.”
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51. o) B .
"There [God] put them to the test.” There are numerous meanings to the root [0%].

It can mean miracle, flag or experience. Here the tradents play on two other meanings:

2B T, Sanhedrin 66b, B,T. Shabbat 87b.
B.T. Sanhedrin 66b.

%1bid, p. 145, n. 17.
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to test, and to raise up. R. Yehoshua uses a homonym nir ("nasah”) to say that this
means, "there He raised them up greatly [or, for greatness].” Elezar Ha’Modai' counters
that the interpretation of "nasah" as "raising up to greatness” depends on a 'sin’ in
"nasah™, but here we have 'samech’. Thus, the phrase means that “ha’makom" (the
place, Marah, and God) tested Israel. Marah was a place of testing for Israel, a trial
created by God.” What was this test? According to what we have described above,
it is apparent that it was a test of Israel’s faith. After not having water for three days,
would Israel forget what God had done for them at the Reed Sea? Or would they have

faith that God would provide? It seems that they failed the test, and consequently, they
are sinful and must be given "bitter medicine. "

51-52. 1SN ERT DR Y 10 MR R (1T Kings 25:27)

"King Evil-Merodach lifted...the head of Jehoiachin.” This prooftext taken from the
very end of II Kings, refers to the freeing of the imprisoned (and exiled) King Jehoiachin
of Judah by King Evil-Merodach of Babylon. According to II Kings 28-30, Evil-
Merodach released Jehoiachin from prison, spoke kindly to him, gave him a throne above
those of other kinds in (captivity) in Babylon, removed his prison garments and gave him
a regular allotment of food for the rest of his life.

This fits what we have said thus far about R. Yehoshua’s understanding of God's
actions at Marah. God freed them from a desperate situation, provided for their physical
needs (here, water), and treated them well by giving them the laws of Shabbat and
honoring one’s parents. Those who are suffering should not be punished, but treated
mercifully and raised up out of their downtrodden state. For R. Yehoshua Marah is a
continuation of the miraculous providence shown Israel at the sea, a continuation of the
honeymoon that was the period after the exodus.

52. Wm0 M2 WD DR RO (Numbers 4:22).

"Take the census of the Gershonites.” The second prooftext refers to the census taken
of the Gershonite clan at the beginning of Parashat Naso. The purpose of this census is
to prepare this clan for special service to the Tabernacle. This, too, can be understood
as a "raising up.” It is a raising up into God’s service, an honor. One could say then
that R. Yehoshua saw this event at Marah as one that helped raise Israel up to the level
of being God’s special servant. In this sense, it is a step forward on the road to Sinai,
where Israel will officially receive the Torah and become God’s servant.

Bn Mekhilta d’Rabbi Shimon a statement attributed to R. Eliezfer which m_akes this
point about testing is placed at the outset of the piece. The Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael
places it only at the end, allowing the tension in the piece to build to this point.
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OVERVIEW
Redaction

Our midrashic essay from Va'Yassa is built upon the dialogue between R.
Yehoshua and R. Eliezer Ha’Moda'i, like a car is built upon its chassis. Almost all of
the Biblical texts explicated in the piece, with two exceptions, are commentéd on both
by Yehoshua and Eliezer. Moreover, the comments of these rabbis are framed so that
each time they are quoted, they are quoted consecutively, with Yehoshua quoted first,
followed by Eliezer Ha’Modai. Sometimes, the statements of these rabbis are left as the
only exegesis of a given phrase. At other points substantial material is inserted after
them. A telltale sign that this other material more than likely represents later redactorial
accretion is the use of the phrase "acherim omrim or "yesh omrim" to introduce it. In
other cases, the additions seem to be small pieces in and of themselves, such as the
"ma’aseh b’talmid" segment and the "davar ha’michabel” segment (comment by R.
Gamliel). This latter section stands out because of its unique propositional form,
rhythmic style and its introduction by the term "k'yotzeh bo."

Some of the redactorial accretions do not truly add much to the piece and, one
may argue, make this piece less tight than the "emunah/amanah” piece from Beshalach.
For example, the pair of “ma’aseh b’talmid" anecdotes seem to have their own message
and constitute a digression from the larger text. The comment attributed to R. Shimon
ben Yochai while quite important to the larger piece, seems out of place and undermines
the flow of the argument. It would fit much better immediately before the comment

made by the Dorshei R’shumot as they are part of the same approach to the text. There
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is a parallel piece in the Mekilta de Rabbi Shimon which leaves out R. Shimon’s

statement and, consequently, is much tighter.

In any event, the large section of text commenting on "va'yorehu efz" seems to
consist of at least three, possibly four layers. The first is the R. Yehoshua and R.
Eliezer statements. The second includes the comments of the rabbis that follow about
the nature of the tree, ending with the Dorshei R’shumot. I include this as a separate
section for two reasons. First, this is the pattern followed in the comments on "va’yelchu -
shloshet yamim..." where they build from the two rabbis and end with the Dorshei
R’shumot. Secondly, the section that follows the Dorshei R’shumot (beginning with R.
Shimon ben Gamliel) is stylistically unique, repeating the same statement three times,
sandwiched around two prooftexts. Thirdly, the third subsection retums in theme to the
comment of R. Eliezar Ha’'Moda'i. The olive tree, the bitter tree, is the "m’chabel”, the
thing that spoils or ruins. The mitchabel is the water which is already spoiled. Cne
might consider breaking the second section into two sub-layers, based on the distinct
midrashic reading of R. Shimon b. Yochai and the Dorshei R’shumot. They alone
among the rabbis cited here embrace the interpretation that the Marah incident is about

the impact of Torah on Israel. Moreover, of the tradents cited in this middle section,

they are the only two who employ proofiexts in their exegesis.

Tensi Relati i ibli X
One can look at this midrashic piece as a collage of independently coherent

readings of the Marah incident, pulled together by a final redactor who, through some
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skillful adding and editing, produced a distinct reading of his won. The differing distinct

readings make this piece unique among the six in this paper. In order to discuss these
readings, a different analytical approach is taken in this overview than the others.

One can identify three midrashic readings within the piece: R. Yehoshua's, R.
Eliezer Ha’Moda'i’s/R. Gamliel’s and that of the Dorshei R’shumot/R. Shimon b.
Yochai. Bach of these readings of the Marah incident employ and/or are generated by
biblical intertexts distinct from the others. They bring out different themes, with
differing implications for life in the rabbinic period and beyond. Thus, there is a
constant, discernable tension within the piece. Nevertheless, the vision and skill of the
final redactor brings these competing readings together so that the end result is a
harmonious, albeit anxious, whole with an overriding point.

What allows for these differing readings is the fact that the Biblical text of the
Marah incident (Exodus 15:22-26) is often ambiguous, with many gaps and
inconsistencies. It has already been discussed in the commentary that certain key words
which stand out in the text have dual meanings. The word root (1] stands out due to
its ponderous multiple usage in Exodus 15:23.% It means "bitter," but can also mean
"rebellious.” The word ™AMN" stands out because of its unusual usage in Exodus
1525, It means "he showed him," but usually in the context of giving instructions or
commandments, not, in the context of pointing out an object. It is based on the same

root as the word M.

Beyond the specific words used, there are unexplained oddities. Why throw a

%Boyarin p. 60.
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tree branch in the water to make it sweet? What is it about that tree that made this

miracle? Also in verse 25, what law is the text talking about? The giving of a law here
seems like a non-sequitur. What is the meaning of "0} B"? If it means God tested
Israel, what was the test? Each of the three midrashic readings in the Mekhilta piece
provide strong solutions to these textual problems. R. Yehoshua saw the wildemess
period as one of God’s honeymoon with Israel, a time when Israel was faithful to God
and God’s acts of love for Israel were unbounded. We can say that R. Yehoshua reads
Marah as part of a progressive development from the exodus to Sinai, where the
betrothed couple move closer to each other as they get closer to marriage. Israel’s
complaints to Moses and God during this period are not to be viewed as a pattern, but
as specific, understandable responses to specific situations. Thus, for example, when the
Torah says that Israel complained (va 'yilonu), R. Yehoshua diverges from the pshat in
order to undermine any indication that this complaint was evidence of Israel’s
rebelliousness or lack of faith. In saying that the problem with Israel’s complaint is that
it was made to the wrong people, R. Yehoshua implies that the complaint itself was
justified.

It is important to note that this *honeymoon” reading has support in the Biblical
intertext; Hosea 2:16 (" Assuredly, I will speak coaxingly to her and lead her through the
wilderness and speak to her tenderly.”) and Jeremiah 2:2 ("Thus said the Lord 'l
accounted to your favor the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride - How you
followed me in the wilderness, in a land now sown.’") Given the elliptical ambiguous

nature of the Marah text R. Yehoshua finds ample intertextual basis for reading the story
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as he does.

The ambiguity of the Biblical text also allows R. Eliezer to give a strong reading,
one which is antithetical to R. Yehoshua’s. Wherever R. Yehoshua accentuates the
positive, R. Eliezer accentuates the negative. Israel’s 3 days without finding water
should not be seen as a period of helpless suffering, but one of laziness, of failure to
search adequately and provide for themselves. Instead of mitigating Israel’s complaint,
R. Eliezer underscores and expands it. It wasn’t just a single response to a given
situation but a chronic carping, which is evidence of a lack of faith in God. Israel’s
bitter attitude begets a bitter response from God. God points to the bitter olive tree as
medicine for the bitter waters. R. Gamliel develops R. Eliezer’s reading further. He
brings in the intertexts upon which this reading is based, the Elisha and Hezekiah stories.

In developing this reading, R. Eliezer places Marah in a different context from
R. Yehoshua. For R. Eliezer it must be seen as one of a series of rebellious actions by
Israel in the desert. Similar scenes happen with the manah, with the quail, and with
water again in Numbers 20 and 21. There are numerous other intertexts that support this
view of the desert period (indeed, this is the more common view), such as Deuteronomy
9:24 "You have been rebellious against the Lord since the day I knew you."”

The third, distinct reading of the Marah text is supplied together by the Dorshei
R’shumot and R. Shimen b. Yochai. The key word in the biblical text that triggers this
reading is vayoreihu which, as stated above is usually used in relation to Torah

instruction. But, if that is not the only basis for this reading, as noted above the midrash

TBoyarin, Intertextuality, p- 76.
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cites several verses from Proverbs in this piece, making clear that there is significant
intertextual support for it. Daniel Boyarin has summarized this reading as follows:

"Thgy went t.hree days in the desert and they did not find water=Torah

(as in the Isaiah verse), and the came to Marah, but they could not drink

water (study Torah) in Mara, because they were rebellious,. Moses

prayed and God taught him a word of Torah, which is a “tree of life," and

the bitter waters (rebellious, Torah-less people) became sweet. There,

indeed, He gave them law and ordinance, and there He tested them,

saying 'If you keep the Torah which I have, this day, given you, then I

will not place upon you any more plagues like the plagues of Egypt, for

the words of Torah that I give you are healing for you and prevent you

from being rebellious and requiring chastisement.’” 2

Boyarin’s isolation of the "Torah reading” embedded in this midrash is quite
insightful. Moreover, his argument that the midrash as a whole brings out various
readings already extant in the text and intertext is very much on target. However, he
doesn’t go far enough past these individual readings to see the shaping and message of
the final redactor. Specifically, he does not discuss the crucial midrashic comment on
va'yashekh el ha’'mayim, in which "others say” (perhaps the redactor himself), that Israel
was at that moment admitting their sin of complaining about the water. That is, Israel
was repenting. This comment, seems to be linked thematically to the prior section,
Rabbi Gamliel’s finely honed
"davar hamechabel” piece. In fact, it underscores a crucial element of the intertext
Gamliel brings from Isaiah 38. In this intertext Isaiah "treats” King Hezekiah's illness
with a cake of figs, interpreted by the midrash .as something that spoil which

miraculously heals something spoiled. Hezekiah, is cured. But, earlier, in Isaiah 38:2-6

BIbid, p. 66.
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we find that it is not the figs which heal Hezekiah. Rather, it s God. moreover, God's

healing comes as a response to Hezekiah's prayer. Isaiah delivers God’s message to
Hezekiah that he was going to die, "Thereupon Hezekiah turned his fact to the wall and
prayed to the Lord." (Isaiah 38:2) God hears his prayer and adds 15 years to Hezekiah’s
life.

The parallel to Israel’s prayer and God’s response at Marah is clear. However,
the relationship of Isaiah 38 to the Marah incident, goes further. After he is healed,
Hezekiah writes a poem in which he says,

"What can I say? He promised me, and it is He who has wrought it. All

my sleep has fled because of the bitterness of my soul ("BY T V).

My Lord, for all that and despite it my life breath is revived. You have

restored me to health and revived me. Truly, it was for my own good

that T had such great bitterness (W * =n 024> MM): You save my

life from the pit of destruction, for You have cast behind Your back all

my offenses." (Isaiah 38:15-17).

This intertext sets the dynamic of the final version of the midrash in order. God brings
about the lack of water (Torah at Marah, "He it is who has wrought it"). This causes
(R. Yehoshua's view) or brings out of Israel (R. Eliezer’s view) their bitter soul.
Because of Israel’s bitterness (R. Yehoshua) or despite it (R. Eliezer) God gives them
water/Torah. This revives them and restores them to health. The crucial element is that
the bitterness is for their own good because it causes them to repent and then their
offense is forgiven. Without the mechanism of repentance the healing cannot take place.
This must have been a very powerful message for those living at the time the

Mekhilta was redacted. The rabbis interpreted the destruction of the Temple and the

suffering of exile as evidence of Israel’s sinfulness. Was this sinfulness a fundamental

mysmeas ., d |
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character flaw or was it merely a temporary phase in the history of the people? This is

the subject of the tension between R. Yehoshua and R. Eliezer. Perhaps, it was the
result of not studying and following Torah, as R. Shimon and the Dorshei Rishumot
believe. Roman rule was often harsh. Can we look to God to sweeten our lot (R.
Yehoshua) or is this bitter medicine that we must suffer as the result of our sinfulness
(R. Eliezer)? Perhaps we should look to Torah as the source of sweetness in our lives
(R. Shimon/Dorshei R’shumot). In any event, this bitterness must spur us to repent, for
it is repentance that will lead God to forgive us and heal us. This is the position of R.
Gamliel and the final redactor. In truth, it is a timeless message about dealing with the
bitterness that is part of the human condition, we all must face. We must look at how
we are contributing to our bitterness (R. Eliezer), but maintain faith and hope in God’s
providence to heal us. We must look to the Torah as our guide and turn towards God

in repentance and prayer. Then, we may be healed.
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CHAPTER SIX

TRACTATE SHABBTA
PARASHAH ONE
EXODUS 31:12-17
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"Adonai spoke to Moses." The verse continues, "v’atah daber el B’nei Yisrael
leimor." There is no need for the Torah to specify that God said to Moses, "atah,"
("you"). The midrash takes this redundancy as a special indication that God is
addressing Moses directly here, with no intermediary.! In this way the midrash draws
attention to the Source of the laws that are to be discussed in this tractate: Adonai and

no other. In terms of form, this is a simple, exegetical comment, fairly typical of the
Mekhilta.’

2. "AZn TINY NN N

"Nevertheless, you must keep my Sabbaths.” The major point of the biblical text is
stated here at the outset: "Keep My Sabbaths.” The midrash, however, assumes that
nothing in the Torah is redundant. Thus, it must face the issue of what makes this
statement different from the one already made on the subject earlier in the Book of
Exodus. The method of midrashic analysis employed here is explained below. In terms
of content, the midrash establishes two fundaments of what it means to "Keep My
Sabbaths.” God wants us to avoid m’lakhah (work) and activities that interfere with
sh'vut (rest), which are not covered by the prohibition on m'lakhah.

2. ..UR R opS e b

"Why is this [text] stated? Because [the Bible in another place] says.” This is the
beginning of a rhetorical formula which I will refer to as the "lamah ne’emar” form.?
In the Jamah ne’emar form the base text is read as the solution to or clarification of a
misconception that could arise from a reading of a related text from elsewhere in the
Bible. It can be outlined as follows:
1. "x" lamah ne’emar? (Why is "x" said)

1At the beginning of Pischa, parsha 1, there was an extensive discussion of the
relationship of the prophet to the Divine. See p. , above.

Here, I follow Jacob Neusner who states, "The simple commentary form is familiz'ar
in Mekhilta Attributed to Rabbi Ishmael, in which a verse, or an elf,ment of. a verse, is
cited, and then a very few words explain the meaning of that verse. (Mekhilta, p. 30.)

] " ional- istic form.," He
*This seems to be what Neusner labels the "redactional-harmonistic :
identifies this form as follows: "why is this passage nee'df:d? follm.we.d by‘ another verse
or treatment of the same subject, ending with a proposntlon"that dlsu_ngmsheslone case
from the other and shows that the Torah had to cover both.” (Mekhilta, p. 112.)
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2. l'fi she’hu omer "y." (Because the Torah text says "y.")
3. Eynli elah "A." ([From which] I know only "A.")

4, "B" minayin? (From which [verse] does one know "B?")
5. Talmud lomar "x." ([That’s why] the Torah says "x.")

x = base text y = related text from elsewhere in Bible

A = halakhic statement B = complementary halakhic statement to A
A + B = correct halakhic notion

In this case the midrash asks, "Why does the Torah state, ‘Nevertheless, you must
keep my Sabbaths,’?" The answer is that in another place (Exod. 20:10) the Torah
states, "You shall not do any work (m'lakhah).” This second verse only specifies not
doing work on Shabbat. It does not indicate that one should also refrain from any
activity which might take away from the restfulness of the day (sh 'vus).* We only learn
this second point from the base text, Exod. 31:12. -

The use of the lamah ne’emar form here may be a response to the word, akh, in the
base text. There is a school of rabbinic exegesis which focuses on particles, conjunctions
and other easily glossed over words as a primary basis for interpreting biblical texts.
The word, akh, in this view is seen as a "limiting" particle. That is, it limits the phrase
it introduces to only certain cases. Following this line of reasoning, akh et Shabtotai
tishmoru, does not mean, "Nevertheless, you must keep my Sabbaths." Rather, it means
to prescribe certain limited types of Sabbath observance. The midrashist defines those
as activities that must be avoided because they would detract from the restfulness of the
day. Since this verse only covers a limited part of Shabbat observance, and not the
injunction against work, there must be another verse which makes that point and to which
the base text is complimentary. Exodus 20:10, since it points specifically to m’lakhah,
fits the bill.

It is interesting to note that this midrashic comment on akh et Shabtotai tishmoru is
contained word for word in tractate Kaspa, parsha four as a comment on Exod. 23: 13
The only difference is that Exod. 23:13 replaces Exod. 31:12 in the midrashic text. This
raises two possible conclusions about the relationship between the two tractates. E:}her
one borrowed from the other or they both took material from the same source. Neither
rules out that the possibility that the same redactor inserted the comment in both places.

‘According to M. Jastrow’s Dictionary of the Talmud, sh'vut refers to, "an
occupation on the Sabbath and Festivals, forbidden by the rabbis as being out of harmony

with the celebration of the day.” These are activities not covered by the injunction
against m’lakhah.

Gary G. Porton, ine Rabbinic Midrash; T
(Hoboken, NJ: Ktav Publishing House, 1985), p. 63.

‘Lauterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 180, lines 9-13.




130

T2 195N RIPY 3 MY 13 WSR3 Sxpng a0 am WD S
APREN QAR 15N D 13 SR 39 Y2 ws Sromem 2on WS
SRUNZ® *29 MO .NOWN DR ANY UEY PR 1 .ameb R

U L(RIDD NI "1 30N XYM NN R YR RN TN TN
DR 7Y .M 5p ™37 M .Y R R pBo awb X3 XN pEO

NOYN DR M7 R0 10N DR RR50m Pn Dt aneng omn e 10
WY NP )3 MR 39 Fopd .Magn DR Y o mpeh am Bp
M Sp nawn Dk AmT R S R NR ROR R S BR
SRS IRO MR N 1505 o nkad o B Tk yen 5 Wb
M Sp mag AN RN ATASYA DX AMMEY AMT OR W R3PY 137

NR N RS WIR Y55 o 37 .nawn DR nRd e MpRY 1S

AOR RY DNDY @M Y NG mnag @Y .pbn R Y IEn mnsy DY

"> MZR KR ENEY TR RN N TR ROM |3 0 12N o

TN N3 137 .nagS on ook X Amon had oo .eob wn up

EMTT® nawn PR Mipdh nagn Nk SRR N3 VEEY YW RN N
20 MY waEm Rk mog wop 5N 20

5. .7 13 RSN 3 Srogt van A oD

"Once, Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah....” This is the beginning of
a separate interpolation into the midrashic text. The interpolation takes the form of a list
of statements by sages on a single proposition.” The proposition, in this case, is not
proven by the sages’ statements, but assumed by them to be true. They take for granted
that the duty to save a life overrides restrictions on work and other activities on Shabbat.
The point of each rabbi’s statement is to derive a basis for this exception. They employ
various hermeneutic methods to arrive at the same point, including kal va’chomer and
chelek, and employ a number of verses from other parts of the Torah.

Interestingly, one verse that is not cited in the pericope is the base-text itself, akh et
shabtotai tishmoru.® Indeed, this midrashic interpolation is not clearly linked to the
base-text at all. Its insertion here by the redactor is most likely based on its topical
connection to the prior midrashic material, That piece discusses restrictions on work and
activities that take away from rest on Shabbat. Here, a crucial exception to these
restrictions is discusses, i.e. violating Shabbat in order to save a life. If there were any
question about this being a separate, distinct piece inserted by a redactor,.one nwfi oqu
note that the Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 85a-b, contains the same material, albeit with

"This is Neusner’s terminologys According to Neusner, a 'comp95ite of sayings by
sages on a single proposition” is *made up of saying§ - X says, or Sgld X- follf)\yed by
diverse ways of saying the same thing or of developing the. same pox.nt. What joins t:he
whole are [1] shared theme focused upon [2] a single proposition, resting on the authority
of not Scripture but [3] named sages.” (Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 66.)

*Porton, Understanding, p. 61.
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some differences in the statements and the order of the sages included.’

8. QN RI* ”MNNNS DNR

“If the thief is found while tunneling.” This biblical law, taken from
Exod. 22:1, does not make any reference to Shabbat. The midrash presumes that this

law, which allows one to strike and kill an intruder without guilt, applies on Shabbat as
well as weekdays. '

9. MIND X3 XY PEO 3WD N3 XY PEO

"Where it is unclear whether he came to steal or whether he came to kill." One may
strike and kill an intruder even though one is unsure whether his intent is to kill or
merely to steal. If the intruder’s intent is to kill, then this is a clear case of self-defense.
An act of self-defense against murder is pikuach nefesh (saving a life), and clearly
allowable on Shabbat. But, if the intruder’s intent is to steal and one kills him, this act
goes beyond pikuach nefesh. One might assume that killing would not be allowed on
Shabbat, but the Torah (in Exod. 22:1) says that in this case it is allowed.

9-11. Nawn hX ATy we Mpeh M Sp...omn noeY ok i

"If shedding blood, which defiles the land and causes the Shekhinah to leave,
overrides the laws of Shabbat, how much more so shouid [an act done in order] to save
a life override [the laws of] Shabbat.” Rabbi Ishmael uses kal va'chomer reasoning in
order to draw this conclusion.

12, ...n5Mm oR "

“If circumcision...." A bris is done on the eighth day even if that day i§ Shabbe'lt,
despite the fact that cutting violates Shabbat. R. Eleazar reasons that if doing a bris,
which involves [saving] only one part of the body, is allowed on Shgbbat, h0\’v much
more so pikuach nefesh, which involves the entire body. This, too, is kal va’chomer
reasoning.

13. TS 1RO M R (5n5 7 Y PR VIR o
"They said to him: following the logic you used, just as in that situation [15 onl?‘r

applies in the case of] certainty, so here, t00, (it apPlies only in the case of] certainty.

It is not altogether clear who "they" are making this statement. But, one can suppose

"While Ben Zion Wacholder might argue that the Mekhilta borrowed this material
from the Bavli, there is no evidence that this is the case. In factr Wacholder.woulddha:;l/e
to account for the movement of the material from pabyloma to Pal.cstme and the
willingness of the Mekhilta’s redactors to alter the Bavh t?.xt See Ben Zion \\;e;chf;cégr,
“The Date of the Mekilta De-Rabbi Ishmael,” Hebrew Union College Annual 39 (1968),
117-144,

19 auterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 198, note 2.
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it refers t.o the other rabbis in the narrative. These other rabbis criticize Rabbi Eleazar
ben Azariah’s _logical reasoning in support of pikuach nefesh overriding Shabbat. They
say that the bris is a bad case upon which to hinge the argument. For, in the case of a
bris one can only perform it on Shabbat if one is totally certain that the birth occurred
eight days before. If the child was born at twilight on Friday or Saturday evening - that
is, one is not certain that it is actually Shabbat - then the circumcision may not be
performed on Shabbat.' Arguing a fortiori (kal va’chomer) one ends up with the
position that one can only violate Shabbat to save a life if one is certain that the life
would be saved. This places undo limitations on the obligation of pikuach nefesh.

14, ....A'37 M DR W RpD A7

"Rabbi Akiva says: if [punishment for] murder overrides...." Rabbi Akiva’s
statement employs a more complex variation on the kal va’chomer reasoning that we saw
above. According to Exodus 21:14, if someone who schemes treacherously to murder
another seeks haven at God’s altar, one may take him from the altar (a place of shelter
for one who kills by accident) and put him to death. The midrash here extends this to
mean that one may even interrupt the cultic service in the Temple in Jerusalem to bring
a murderer to justice. Thus, punishment for murder (r'rzichah) overrides the Temple
service (avodah). At the same time, Rabbi Akiva notes, the Temple service overrides
Shabbat. That is, the offerings in the Temple are done on Shabbat as well as weekdays,
even though offering sacrifices requires activity which breaks the Sabbath laws. By the
"transitive property,” Rabbi Akiva concludes that punishment for murder overrides
Shabbat. Now, if one can punish a murderer on Shabbat, how much more so (kal
va’chomer) can one save a life on Shabbat.

Interestingly, in Tractate Nezikin, parsha 4, there is an extended debate on whether
punishing a murderer sets aside Shabbat that runs along the same lines.” _However, in
this parsha Rabbi Akiva is not mentioned and his logic is rejected. This dlff.erence may
indicate that different redactors, with different approaches to similar material, worked
on the two tractates.

15. ...]'Rg MRS &M N nnNg mnoY ©° PR ... AR 5o o1 37

*Rabbi Yossi the Galilean says: When the text says akh et shabtotai tishmoru the
word akh implies a distinction. There are those Sabbaths when you rest and there are
those on which you don’t rest.” In the comment on line 2 abfove the role of akh as a
limiting or exclusionary particle was discussed. The halakhic technical term for the
principle operating in these cases is chelek. While the same verse 1§’exphcated here as
above, the result is different and somewhat ambiguous. Rabb} .Yosm_ 3 state.ment, take.n
at face value, means that there are some Sabbaths where (he injunction against wo.rk is
not observed’. For obvious reasons, this understanding is problematic. The printed

1] auterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 198, note 3.
1 auterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 38, lines 74 ff.
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editions of the Mekhilta substitute the following for R. Yossi's comment: yesh shabatot
She'afah dﬂChﬂh vlyeSh ShabGIOf She'atah shove‘.’ (emphaSiS added) .Lhere are those
Sabbaths that one overrides and those Sabbaths when one rests.” This tumns R. Yossi's
statement into one which is more restrictive about pikuach nefesh than those attributed
to the other sages. There are certain Sabbaths when one disregards Sabbath laws to save
a life and some when one does not. Which ones? This is not clarified.

18. nag®> on ank N AMon nag asb

“The Sabbath is delivered over to you; you are not delivered over to the Sabbath."
In this context, this means that one should not sacrifice people’s lives because of the
Sabbath. Rather one should set aside the laws of Shabbat to save a life. This point is
derived from the Toraitic phrase, ki kodesh hi lakhem, ("for it is holy to you"), which
is understood here as, "for it is holy for you.""

A tension about the purpose and nature of Shabbat, which has been lurking behind
this interpolation about pikuach nefesh, is brought out into the open with this statement.
God has commanded Israel to keep God's Sabbaths. No work may be done, nor
anything that interferes with rest. This focus on God’s demands seems to create some
anxiety for the redactor(s), who quickly shift the discussion to the question of overriding
God's commandments in order to save human life. Here, Rabbi Shimon ben Menassiah's
statement goes so far as to assert that the Sabbath is for "you,” that is, for people, and
not only for God. People should not be harmed because of the requirements of Shabbat,
established by God.

20. 290 MNSY vagm DNk naw Yo Son

"One should profane one Sabbath so that [another person] may observe many
Sabbaths.” The key word in the verse is I'dorotam, "for generations.” According to this
interpretation, Exod. 31:16 means "the Children of Israel must keep the Sabbath and
make it possible for generations to keep the Sabbath”™ by preserving a life who will
continue to keep the Sabbaths.

The human side of the God-human tension within the Shabbat laws is again asserted
here. Rabbi Natan’s statement goes so far as to openly claim that the Sabbath may be
profaned in order to save a human being. However, the argument is utilitarian in natqre:
a person may be saved so that more Sabbaths may be observed, i.e. the goal of saving
the life is to increase total Sabbath observance in the world. Thus, God’s desire for
more observance of "My" Shabbat is brought back into the midrash through the pack
door. This last of the tradents’ statements can be seen as an attempt to harmonize the
God-human tension within Shabbat.

3Rabbi Shimon’s statement is very similar to one attributed to Jesus in Mark 2:27,
"The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.” However, there is no
reason to believe either comment is dependent upon the othef. @oMn, Lmd_mm%g,
p. 63). Rather, it implies that this was a relatively common idea in certain circles in the

early centuries of the first millennium, C.E.

| |




134

DWW MUK 219 K9 DO M R R D

DS 1 nvg ooy
NN PRV POWR DR SR M3 Y IR R BY WR Tnd hpee

NPT 1D U 03 ROR DR KD .npnb Sn vneing e mevd @R 19BN 25

22, ...V N R DN O

"For it is a sign between Me and you...." The chunk of text above is characterized
by two consecutive simple exegetical comments followed by a lamah ne’emar form, 1
have lumped them together because they are all concerned with the question, "for whom
is the Shabbat intended?” Who needs to observe the Sabbath laws discussed above in the
midrash? The answer is: Israel, throughout all her generations, excluding those who
don’t have the capacity to understand the observances. Thus, these three comments are
not disconnected exegetical remarks, but amount to what Neusner calls, an "exegetical
form with an implicit proposition."* At the same time, this chunk of text bears a
topical relation to the material that precedes it. The prior material focused on the
fundaments of Shabbat observance and the God-human tension behind it. Here the

midrash addresses which human beings need to observe Shabbat - those who are included
and those who are excluded.

24, .8 b .nyb

"“To know.’ Why is this said?..." This is the second of five examples of the lamah
ne'emar form in this parsha. (See comment #2 for how this form works). The cheresh
(deaf person), shoteh (mentally deficient person), and katan (minor) are excluded from
the requirement to observe the Sabbath because they cannot be expected to understand
the laws.
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26. .30 oowh .oowpn M t; e word (o come...
"“That I the Lord have consecrated you' 10T
The midrash wants to know what it means that God makes Israel holy. Moreover, why

“Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 66.
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state it. here? The. word lfogiesh is understood in the sense of "setting aside” or
“elevating.” Israel is set aside/elevated for the world to come, just as Shabbat is set

aside/elevated in this world. Israel and shabbat are linked in their special relationship
to God.

26. 1R’ WM

"We have found t.his teaches.” This is a midrashic technical term along the lines of
v'khen atah motzeh, introducing a conclusion from the prior statement or a related case.

27. xan o5Wn nYvp pan

"A reflection of the holiness of the world to come." Assuming an early date for
Mekhilta we have here an early statement of the now long-standing tradition that Shabbat
is a fraction or glimpse of the world to come. Note the subtle flow in the midrashic
material. First, Shabbat was depicted as existing for Israel’s sake (in contrast to being
for God or for the other nations). Then, Israel is declared set aside for the world to
come. Now, the Sabbath is pictured as a piece of the world to come. Thus, the Sabbath
is set aside for Israel and Israel for the Sabbath. The & 'dushah of the Sabbath and Israel
are inextricably intertwined.

27. nay You o5pS nogn o> v A (Psalm 92:1)

"‘A psalm. A song; for the sabbath day.’ For the world that is entirely Shabbat.”
The rabbinic baggage on this psalm, which is traditionally sung during kabbalat shabbat,
is that it speaks of the world to come.” The psalm is quoted extensively in the piece
from Tractate B’shalach, parsha 7, analyzed earlier in this paper. There, I explicated
the psalm’s references to the world to come in detail. The associations here are so
powerful that this line in the midrash should be seen as the climax of the parsha to this

point.

20, ... N0 12 ]wmﬁ v g RN .. NawR DR ontRe o

"‘You shall keep the Sabbath’...This is [the text] about which Rabbi Shlmon.ben
Menassiah said...." This type of cross-referencing and repetition occurs several times
in this parsha. However, it should not been seen solely as a cross-referen.ce. In !.hlS
context the comment has a somewhat different meaning than when it was cited earlier.
As part of the composite of sages’ sayings above, Rabbi Mt‘:nass'iah's statement meant
that a person should not be allowed to die in order to avoid wolanng.the Sabbath or, on
a deeper level, the Sabbath is for people, not simply for God. _Sandwmhed here between
two comments about the holiness of Shabbat and what it means for Israel, R.
Menassiah’s statement refers to what Shabbat adds to Israel.

30. % XN WP D

15Rashi’s comment on this verse is, “It [psalm 92] is said on the Sabbathsand it
speaks about the world to come, which is entirely Shabbat.

PEop ey oy .HTI;FW:.:"; e
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"For it is holy for you." The exegetical comment on this verse viel iti
that follows closely on the heels of R. Menassiah’s comment, namelyy, Etﬂse 15;;):318::132
holiness to Israel.” 1In a colorful, mini-homily the midrash explains that the way that
Shabbat adds holiness to Israel is that it makes Israel God's witnesses. By not working
on Shabbat, Israel proclaims that God created the world in six days and rested on the
seventh. This midrash sheds light on Israel’s relationship to the Holy One and the
Shabbat’s role in that relationship. At the same time, it once again brings out the subtle

tension between Shabbat being for Israel (adding to Israel’s holiness) or for God (bearing
witness to God’s creation).

30. "R
"Tells.” This is a midrashic technical term typical of the Mekhilta,

nawn ova moRdn Awn 5o xng e5 nkd S .y nn b5 35
»5 nag A o U0 . oong RS NN upng gny e Do
5p AR W KOR D PR (D nand) orbR S non 85 bk
s Ao S L pan nSon noxbn Sy M e .avn noRn
TR »5 naw pvagn om S"nung K5 NMmR Vg B ey

IR 37 137 1A 5593 nbon nr xeant ¥k now b nbn pRe 40
" DR DPNE SN M IR AR B AT 30 .ER 30
ub5m Swn PR Spar w85 .naun pi Sxaie 155m SR
mbbrn Y AR ek e ma b Sn nSo nk Som nnspn
Y D

35. oy mn oM

"One who profanes it shall be put to death.” This section contains two distinct
comments, one attributed to Rabbi Achi and the other to Rabbi Yehudah ben Bathyrah.
Literarily, the two comments are linked by the redactor by placing the two tradents“’s
names back to back, as well as by the fact that they are comments on the same verse.
Thematically, both are concemed with the time encompassed by Shabbat, the time
necessary for a violation to occur, and the fairness of the law requiring punishment.
Together they make the statement: day and night, every moment, Shgbbat must be
observed. Those who violate this injunction have been duly warned and will be properly

punished. o .
In terms of the flow of the parsha, this section moves us from the earlier discussion

1 linking of comments based solely on the fact that they are
feSporl:Iszlslstr(‘)e:h:al s;:n;h tixt, " thge logical cogency of fixed association.” Under the. logic
of fixed association, "distinct facts or setences Of thoughts are l!eld utogeth.er without
actually joining into sequential and coherent p{oposilions of any kind." While moﬁr‘n
Westerners might reject this as a form of logic at all, Neusner asserts that the kr;‘l is
accepted it and used it frequently in putting documents together. (Neusner, Mekhiita,

p. 13)
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of who needs to observe Shabbat (including the legal limitations and theological
implications of who is to observe) to when Shabbat needs to be observed. It moves us
from the kedushah that Shabbat observance adds to Israel, to the punishment that must
be exacted from Israel for chilul shabbar (profaning of Shabbat). On the up side,

keeping Shabbat leads to the world to come. But on the down side, violating the Shabbat
leads to death. This is another tension raised by this parsha.

35, ..M R RS Ry b

Rabbi Achi’s comment is one, continuous, tightly edited piece. It is a more complex
version of the lamah ne’emar form we saw above.!” The verse in need of correction
is introduced after the base text, followed by the problem it raises that needs correction
(onesh shmanu azharah lo shamanu). However, instead of bringing the base text to
resolve the problem, the redactor introduces a third verse from elsewhere in scripture.
This resolves the initial problem but, simultaneously raises another (onesh v’azhara al
m’lekhet ha'lailah minayin). The base text is then brought to resolve that problem, but
the initial problem is then applied to the base text. That, in tumn, is resolved by the
introduction of a fourth text. The result is four text to prove four points: one verse to
indicate punishment for violation of the Sabbath in the daytime, and another to do so for
the nighttime; one verse to warn a potential perpetrator of a violation during the daytime,
and another to indicate a warning for the nighttime.

While the structure works, it would have been literarily more appealing had the
redactor brought the base-text in last in the sequence of verses. It seems that the reason
that the midrash was formulated in this way is that it was borrowed from Tractate
Ba’chodesh, parasha 7. Indeed, the pericope is laid out identically in both tractates.
However, it works better in Ba’chodesh because there it is a comment on Exod. 20:10.
This verse appears second and fourth in the pericope (the only one to appear tw.ice?,
filling the role usually filled by the base-text in a lamah ne’emar formula. .That Is, it
resolves the problem raised by the verse introduced from elsewhere in the Bible. In its
setting in Ba’chodesh 7, the piece is, in effect, a "double". lamah ne’emar form. If the
pericope wasn’t borrowed outright from Ba’chodesh, then it undoubtably came the same
source.

3536, ong N5 NATIR Vong gy MAY Y3 RSN OY3 NSNS PR 52
"“Whoever does work on the sabbath day shall be put to death.’ We have- heard the
punishment; we have not heard the waming.” The lamah ne’emar fpnn t]}at introduces
this verse tells us that there will be something with this verse that will be incomplete or
need correction, The midrash picks out the fact that it speaks of Pun!shment for working
on the Sabbath (death), but it does not give a warning. That is, 1t does not state the

"Neusner would call this a full scale "propositional form." (Neusner,  Mekhiky,
p. 57))

18] auterbach, Mekilta, v. 2, p. 254, lines 80-89.
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prohipition. The u.axt introducgd, Exodus 20:10, does state the prohibition, in effect,
standing as a warning flag earlier in the Torah. Interestingly, the base-text could not
have been brought here to resolve this problem because it does not contain such a

warning. This may be why the redactor did not use an ordinary lamah ne’ f
altered the midrashic text found in Ba’chodesh 7. ary emar form nor

37-38) @1 TORSA 5 N n 85K Y5 R

"I have only punishment and wamning on work during the day.” The verses cited,

Exod. 31:15 and 20:10 contain the word, yom, which is read by the midrash exclusively,
indicating "day" and not "night."

40. n>on ok R1an5 #OK N D nbn g

The verse cited, Exod. 20:10, says v’'yom ha’shvi'i shabbat ("the seventh day [is the]
Sabbath"). The midrash sees this as a potential redundancy and says that the word
"shabbat” is there to add the night to the "seventh day."
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45. monbn 3 nien 5o

"Whoever does work on it." The midrash has already discussed who must observe
Shabbat and when it must be observed. Now, we have section that describes some of
the details concerning what must be observed. Specifically, we 'have two comments on
the question of what constitutes mlakhah (work) and what punishments are applied to
one who engages in it on Shabbat. The comments respond to two consecutive phrases
in the second half of verse 31:14. _

The first comment defines m’lakhah as a complete act of work done at one time. If
part of it is done in the morning and part of the evening, it doe§n't count as work. 'I"he
lacuna that this comment hangs on is the word bah (“on it"), which seems to"add nothing
to the verse. The pshat on the word bah is that "on it" means "on Shabbat.” However,
if this were the case, then the word would be unnecessary. We already know that the
verse is about Shabbat. Therefore, "on it" is taken to mean "on the moment that the

work is initiated," i.e. at one time.
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49. XTI ¥R AhNON

"That person shall be cut off.” Here, the midrash is compelled to resolv
contradiction in the biblical text. The very same verse sayf,e "He wmr:f:ngriyt iﬁﬁ
be put to death” and “whoever does work on it that person shall be cut off." In order
to explicate the resolution, the lamah ne’emar form is employed. This is somewhat
unusual in that this form is usually used in situations where there is a related verse
elsewhere in the Bible. Here the related phrase is part of the same verse!

The comment differentiates between one who "profanes” the Sabbath and one who
“does work on it." The person who profanes is one who flagrantly violates the Sabbath
before (two) witnesses. This person gets the death penalty. The person who "does
work" on Shabbat is defined as someone who flagrantly violates the law but does so in
private. That person is subject to punishment of karet ("cutting off"). Some scholars
have understood this punishment to refer to a person’s life being cut short through divine
intervention.' However, it more likely means divine excision of the soul.

50. "M
"Flagrantly violates.” This refers to acting in a premeditated fashion to ‘do evil.”

50. @Y PRINA

"The presence of witnesses.” This refers to the legal warning, by witnesses, given
to the offender immediately before committing the offense.” Thus, to receive the death
penalty, one must not only violate the Sabbath in the presence of two witnesses, one must
do so despite their warning against it beforehand.

52. KPP 37 07 ATM XN 73

"“That soul.’ One who flagrantly violates - the words of Rabbi Akiva.” The word
ha’hi in the biblical text is unnecessary. This statement attributed to R. Akiva seems to
be responding to the definitiveness of the language by saying that the soul must be
definitively meizidah, wilfully evil.

52. oou nawy .Y 2R

The midrash is noting that Israel will be more at peace, more whole, w!len the
perpetrator is removed from among her.2 This could apply whether the punishment
is physical death or excision of the soul from that of the people. In case of the latter,
it would mean that the person would not be resurrected at the end of time.

*Porton, Understanding, p. 66.
Wyastrow, Digctionary, p. 391.
Uibid, p. 371.

ZPorton, Understanding, p- 66.
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54, MORSH Ny oMY MY

"Six days may work be done." The prior section discussed what constitutes an act
of work which violates the Sabbath and the punishments that befall those individuals who
commit such violations. Here, we move from individual reward and punishment to the
reward and punishment of Israel as a whole for Shabbat observance or lack thereof. This
is a natural transition, one which is abetted by the last word of the prior verse, ameiha
("its people,” [i.e., Israel]).

The following proposition is outlined in this pericope: If Israel follows God’s will,
they will prosper and be the ruling class; others will do their work for them. If they fail
to do God’s will, not only will they have to do their own work, they will have to do the
work of their enemies. This can be read against the backdrop of the Exodus, whereby
Israel was freed because of their faith in God, demonstrated through mitzvot.” The
burden of doing the work of their enemies was lifted from them. It can also be read
against the backdrop of 2nd-4th century Palestine, when the Mekhilta was probably
composed. The rabbis would have understood their suffering under the burdens imposed
upon them by Rome as doing the work of their enemies as well as their own. Moreover,
they understood their suffering to be the result of having disobeyed God’s will.

54-56. ...B"M0 W WNPD® R0 TR NN ATDL.IMIR INNR N2

This form appears in other places in the Mekhilta, including the passage on u 'moshav
B’nai Yisrael in Pischa 14, which was discussed above. This form is used to introduce
two verses on the same subject that seem to contradict. It asks the question, how can
they both be maintained as true (since the Torah cannot contradict itself)? Here, the
contradiction between the verses is not so easily discemed. The .base-tf.xt says tha.t in
six days all work will be done (yei’aseh). The verb is in a passive voice; the s!zbject
doing the work is undefined. In the verse brought in by the redactor, Exod. 20:9, it says
that shall do all your work. .

Tﬁ‘:e is a mess:ge implicit in this form: no two Verses contradict. Rather,
seemingly contradictory verses need to be juxtaposed so that the deeper, mtemtﬁalmfl
meaning can be derived. When this is done it 1s clear that the verses actually
complement each other. (In the present case, they are revealed to be flip sides of the

“See chapter three on Massekhta d’Beshallach.
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same coin.) The Torah is, in fact, an integrated whole.
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62. 5 ¢ NNSY MY paTn oY

"But on the seventh day there shall be a sabbath of complete rest, holy to the Lord.*
This section returns to the theme discussed earlier, the tension between the role of God
and the role of human beings vis-a-vis Shabbat. FEarlier we read, lakhem shabbat
m'surah ("Shabbat is given over to you"). Here we read, la’shem shabbat m'surah
("Shabbat is given over to God"). The fact that the focus has shifted back to God can
be attributed to the base-text, which refers to Shabbat as "holy to the Lord." That shift

is played out through the setting up of a contrast between the beit din establishing the
dates of festivals and God establishing the days of Shabbat.

62. 5*n...5w... e b

This piece represents another example of the lamah ne’emar paradigm. One small
difference from what we saw earlier is that instead of ein li elah or shomei'ah ani
following the verse introduced by lamah ne’emar, the term yachol is used. Yachol
functions here very much the same way as shomeah ani, introducing an incorrect
conclusion which requires correction by the base text.

63-64. ... >...0 oEd
"Just as...s0 t00..." Functions the same way as ma...df....

63-64. 11 nvab AMon MWW NP o |

"The sanctification of the festivals is handed over to the beit din.” The humar.l beit
din determines the dates of rosh chodesh which, in turn, fixes the dates of the.: festivals.
In this sense, human beings control the festivals, as Lev'23:4 szt4ates: asher tikr'u otam
b’moadam, "which you shall proctaim them in their set times.™" In contrast, according
to this midrash, the dates of Shabbat are in God’s hands; Shabbat is not under the

i it din i i Lev. 23:4, The word otam
%The authority of the beit din is derived from the text :)f : :
("them,” i.e. the festivals) is read midrashically as asem (*you"). Thus, the rabb:s rh?a:
asher tikr'u atem - [These are the festivals of the Lord, the holy convo?auons] whic
you will proclaim." The human beif din proclaims the dates of the festivals.

[ 3
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authority of the beit din. Rather, it falls when God dictates, at sunset every seventh

day.” As the base-text says, u'vayom hashvi'i h I'Ado
ify (k'd’ : +-kodes nai. Th
sanctify (k'd’sh) the Sabbath belongs to God (/’Adonai). e power (o

66. 1M nawn N8 ohvagh

"You shall keep the Sabbath, etc.” Above (line 17),
as a basis for saying that the Shabbat is given over to human beings. Indeed, the verse
continues ki kodesh hi lakhem, “for it is holy for you.” In a clever and subtle manner
this verse is brought back here to support the exact opposite point! The fact that botl;
sections use the term m’surah ("given over” or “"under the control”) in the same manner
indicates that this is the work of the redactor who has intentionally recontextualized the
verse to emphasize the God-human tension in the midrash. Part of this play is that the

redactor leaves out the end of the verse in the midrashic text so that the opposing
meaning won't be undermined.

this verse (Exod. 31:14), is used
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67. ragn Nk MippS nawn nr SxaEr 23 Y

"The Israelite people shall keep the sabbath, observing the sabbath....” The dialectic
once again shifts back towards the human influence over Shabbat. The trigger for the
shift is the verse itself, which juxtaposes Israel keeping the Sabbath with making (la’asor)
the Sabbath. Rabbi Elazar ben Peruta’s comment addresses this shift most directly:
"Anyone who keeps the Sabbath is given the credit as if he made the Sabbath.” But,
other comments here have the same orientation. Rabbi Natan’s statement allows a person
to violate the Sabbath in order to save a life. Rabbi's comment asserts that if a person
observes one Shabbat correctly he/she is given the credit as if he/she observed all of the
Sabbaths from the time of creation until the resurrection. .All .of these comments place
a tremendous amount of power over Shabbat and its meaning in human han(.ls. o

The related theme of the above material is only one of the reasons that I identified it
as one literary unit. The piece is characterized by a series of statements which are

%This issue is discussed in the B.T, Baba Batra 121a.
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attributed to various tradents, which distinguished it from the material around it.®® The

bz.ase-versc is 'rep&ted at the very end of the section, creating a "book-end effect.”
Finally, Rabbi Elazar's and Rabbi's comments employ the same form back to back.

67. ... VW TN 27 N N

*This is what Rabbi Natan used to say.” Another cross-reference/ repetition. Both
of the statements attributed to rabbis which are quoted twice in this parsha are introduced

with the words zeh hu she 'hayah...omer, "this what.. used to say," the second time they
are quoted.”

69. Yo YD h™ang a9

"The thing through which the covenant is made.” The midrash is reading the base
text la’asot et ha'shabbat as la’asot al haShabbat, "to do on Shabbat.” The midrash is
playing here on the literal meaning of lichrot brit, "to cut a covenant.,” It says that what
can be done on Shabbat is "the thing through which the covenant is cut,” i.e.
circumcision.

70. ... WM *2...827D 12 MR 29
"Rabbi Elazar b. Peruta...Rabbi says...." These two comments use parallel forms:
W X" 29
*B" Yoxo vhp ohyn "A" N AR IR
"base text” AN
Thematically, the comment by R. Elazar b. Peruta can be contrasted to the comment
above on u’vayom ha'shvi’i shabbat shabbaton kodesh | 'Adonai. R. Elazar credits Israel
with "making" the Sabbath, while the earlier comment saw the Sabbath as purely of

God’s making.

71. oo 15 oo
It is accredited to him as if."

This seems {0 be a reasonably good example of what Neusner calls "a composite
of sayings of sages on a single proposition.” (Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 59.) Dr. Neusner,
however, might object that these statements do not rqally have a single pr0posu:1on(.I
While they are more diverse than the examples he gives, these statements are hel

together by more than just "the logic of fixed association.”

Understanding rton claims that this phrase may indicate that
_Porton, 8 ge of the phrase in such a

that this a midrashic term

these are well-known sayings. It seems to me that the usa
particular manner is more than enough evidence 10 argue
indicating that the saying was quoted earlier.
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75. BYWR DWW Y 3 8 Shee o v

"‘Between Me and the Children of Israel." And not between Me and the nations of
the earth.” The same comment is made above on ki of he beyni u’b’'neychem.
However, the comment serves a different purpose in this context. Here, it can be seen
as an introduction to this section of text, which focuses on why Israel has the Sabbath.

The first answer, given here, is that God gave it to Israel as part of the covenant that
God made with Israel and not with the rest of the nations.

77. 10 (obs SRk wn

"Israel gave their souls for them.” In other places in the Mekhilta this phrase means
"willing to give their lives for."® Here, I believe it means, "were totally devoted to."
For, it is hard to argue that Israel did not give it's life for the Temple. Yet, this midrash
says lo natnu Yisrael nafshan aleyhen in reference to it.

This phrase reverberates through both poles of the God-human tension within Shabbat.
On the one hand, this piece is saying that anything that Israel was really devoted to
remained among them (lit: was kept in their hands). Control of Shabbat has been in
Israel’s hands all along. On the other hand, this piece could be saying that anything that
Israel was willing to die for was kept among them. Once again, we have Israe} m’surah
I’shabbat, given over to - willing to sacrifice themselves for - Shabbat.. There is also fhe
question of who is causing the Sabbath to remain among Israel. Is it Israel’s devotion
alone, or is it God rewarding Israel for her devotion? Ultimately, the message must be
that it is both. Power over Shabbat must be shared between God and Israel just as the
covenant is shared between them, Afterall, as the base-text says, Shabbat is the sign of
the covenant (ot hi I’olam).

%See above, Pischa 1.

!
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81. "W oM N o

“For in s'u? days, et.c." This last section is clearly designed as a nechemta. The
parsha ends with a flourish which is both comforting and uplifting. God’s administration
of justice never stops. Note the subtle switch played by the redactor. To this point all

of the extensive discussion of rest on Shabbat has focused on Israel’s rest. Here, the
focus shifts to God's rest.

81. N0 hognnn Ny

“[God] ceased from the thought of work.” This may be a response to the rabbinic
aversion to seeing God act as human beings do. However, it may also be teaching a
lesson that people, like God, should not even think about work on Shabbat. This idea
is raised in the BaChodesh 7 in a comment on "Six days shall you labor and do all you
work": davar acher: shavat memachshevat avodah, " Another interpretation: Rest even
from the thought of labor.” Here, the reference is to people not thinking about work.

81-82. WEM SN P p MR W
Vayinafash refers to resting from the work of creation, but not from administering
justice.® This notion can be found in Bereshit Rabba, parashah 11, paragraph 10:

07 15 RoNbEn (3:3 RIW)NORSH ban nav 1w 2
..o3n morbEn KDY ovpgan RoNSn RS nad N5
"For on it [God] rested from all [God's] labors (Gen. 2:3)"
[God] rested from the work of [creating God’s] world. [God] didn’t
rest from the work of the wicked, nor from the work of the righteous.

B auterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 205, note 9.

e Y

Sl T e
RS i

e

LA
gLy Ol :.rl:‘f-
HE wwTmiT

n Rt e T




146
OVERVIEW

At first glance this parsha from tractate Shabbta appears to be a collection of
random comments about Shabbat, a hodgepodge of rhetorical forms and propositions
which respond to the biblical text but have little to do with one and other. In fact, there

is subtle, but definite coherence to this parsha. The consistency of form, thematic

tension and topical flow all bear witness to a skillful redactorial hand.

Part of the reason why the material in this parsha appears choppy is that a number
of different rhetorical forms and technical terms are used in the piece. There are
numerous examples of simple exegetical comments spread throughout the piece, as well
as few more elaborate exegetical comments that contain propositions and/or prooftexts.*
There are a few other more particular propositional forms, including kamuv echad
omer...katuv echad omer... (lines 54-62) and a v'khen atah motzeh elaboration on an
exegetical comment (lines 74-80). Kal va’chomer logic is employed frequently early in
the parsha, particularly in the composite of sages’ sayings on pikuach nefesh. However,
it is not used much later in the piece. The term, magid, typical of the Mekahilta, is used
twice. A new term, chelek, is also found here.

However, one particular form appears so many times throughout the piece that

it can be considered characteristic of it. That is, the lamah ne‘emar form, or as Neusner

found on lines 1, 22, 23, 52, 53,75, and76.

30g; ical comments are :
Simple exegetica’ ¢o found on lines 26-28, 45-48 and 74-80.

More complex exegetical comments are
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calls it, the "redactional/harmonistic form."*' This form is employed on five separate

occasions in the course of the parsha, from beginning to end, and accounts for more than
twenty percent of the midrashic text. It is not found nearly as often in any of the other
parshiyot that 1 have examined. Even if it is common in other halakhic portions of the
Mekhilta, the extent to which it is employed here indicates the selective activity of one
redactor or a discipleship circle.

Moreover, the heavy use of lamah ne’emar is indicative of a particular vision of
the biblical text. This form asserts that in order to understand one text on a given point,
another text from elsewhere in the canon must be juxtaposed with it. Together the texts
are explicated so that each text tells only part of the story, or gives part of the law on
the issue at hand. For example, in Exod. 31:13, the word, la'da’at, must be understood
in the context of Exod. 31:15, v’shamru b’nei yisrael et ha’shabbat (lines 24-25). The
latter verse could be misconstrued to the effect that every single individual in Israel must
observe the Sabbath. The word la’da’ar comes to tell us that the deaf person, the
mentally incompetent and minors are excluded from this obligation. Of course, this rule
could have been derived from scripture in a different fashion. That this form was chosen

shows that the redactor of Shabbta was intent on teaching that the Torah must be seen

as an integrated whole.

Shabbta breaks the biblical text of Exod. 31:12-17 into many small fragments and

3'Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 112.
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few fragments receive the kind of extensive commentary that we have seen in the other

parshiot. Add to that the fact that the midrashic material is quite prosaic in style and it
is clear why the flow of this piece is nowhere near as smooth as Va'yassa 1, let alone
B’shalach 7. Nevertheless, there is a discernable, organized flow of topics in this piece,
as well as one overriding thematic tension which virtually every chunk of text addresses
in what amounts to a dialectical progression. In order to visualize this flow it is helpful
to review the piece in a schematic fashion, presenting the chunks of text as units. The
topical coherence of each unit will not be discussed here as, I believe, they were
established in the commentary.

a) Lines 1-4:

- Identifies God as authority for the text

- Establishes purpose of the section: "Keep My Shabbat;" focus is on God’s

demands

- Defines keeping Shabbat in terms of restrictions on m'lachah and activities that :

i

interfere with sh’vit. q{

b) Lines 5-20 ;
L

- Moves from restrictions on Shabbat activities to exception to those restrictions, ’i

i.e., pikuach nefesh. '“

- Reacts to God’s restrictions by carving out human space;
assertion that the Sabbath is for "you," i.e., people ‘
¢) Lines 22-25 |

- Moves from Shabbat restrictions to who needs to observe them ';;:;
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- Defines focus on human beings in terms of Israel and covenant

d) Lines 26-34

- Explains in what way Shabbat is for Israel’s sake

- Shabbat helps elevate Israel to the world to come

- Identifies what Israel gets from Shabbat as k’dushah

- But, Shabbat makes Israel witness for God; hence, Shabbat is for God
e) Lines 35-44

- Moves from who to when Shabbat needs to be observed: day and night, every
moment

- Moves from focus on kedushah to focus on chilul, from what is added to Israel
to what can be exacted from them as punishment
f) Lines 45-54

- Moves from when to what specifically is m'lakhah for which one is punished
(complete activity at one time)

- Discusses nature and requisites for punishment of violators

- God reenters as punisher of one who violates privately
g) Lines 54-61

- Extension of reward/punishment theme from individuals to Isracl as a group,
from specific situations to cosmic, historical ramifications
h) Lines 62-66

- Tension over Shabbat for God or human beings swings back to God; la’Shem,

e -t
P R I R e -
R L T et I T e

]
i T

S L L L
-{v__-g_.

3 N
Tl
A Yo S

e
g s mg
R

el
o N3
A




150
shabbat m’surah

i) Lines 67-74

- God-human tension swings back to control of people over Shabbat *Anyone who
keeps the Sabbath is given credit as if he/she made the Sabbath.”
j) Lines 75-80

- God-human tension brought to its climactic extreme; human beings have control

if we are willing to give our souls for Shabbat; but, is it God who has control as the one

rewarding us?
k) Lines 81-84
- Nechemta saying that God will not rest from maintaining justice; also a response

to Israel’s sacrifice, i.e., it will be worth it.

One can see in the above summary that there are three thematic lines of argument
that hold this Shabbta piece together. One is the topical flow from what the section is
about - what needs to be observed on Shabbat - to who needs to observe it, to when and
then back to more detail on what. Within that discussion are the ramifications of
observing or not observing the strictures. Here, the text flows from rewards to
punishments, to an historical principle of reward and punishment for Israel as a whole.
Thirdly, there is the tension over the control and purpose of Shabbat. Is Shabbat for
God's sake or for the sake of human beings? In order to reveal this tension, the redactor
has spun a spiralling dialectic that rises in intensity through the piece, ending in a climax

about Israel giving its soul for the Sabbath. This is by far the most compelling of the
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themes in the piece and the one that holds it together from beginning to end.

Neusner asserts that the only thing holding this piece together is the "logic of

fixed association.”*? That is, the comments in the midrash relate to the biblical base-

text but not to each other in any significant way. As we have seen, this analysis is

s

incorrect. Itis true that, in large measure, the comments in this piece are linked to the

i are s

P R IR LY )
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base text. The order of the arguments presented may even have been suggested by the
verses in that text. However, Shabbta, at least the longer of its two parshior, presents

a coherent, well-constructed topical essay on the law and spiritual meaning of Shabbat. i

2Neusner, Mekhilta, pp. 173-174. Neusner describes Sh.abbta as follows, ;‘:‘h;:
melange of materials exhibits no clear order or program, being nr(t)]t1 an esc?;));d e ﬂ‘
exposition but an assembly of materials on a given topic, set forth in a o
Scripture’s statements concerning that topic.” (Mekhilta, p. 173.)
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CONCLUSION

Having examined midrashic pieces from six chapters and
five different tractates of the Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael it is
now possible to return to the original questions posited in
the introduction to this paper: Does this midrashic work show
evidence of shaping by one or more redactorial hands? Does
the material appear to be deliberately compiled with a
particular purpose in mind or is it merely, as Neusner arques,
a "scriptural encyclopedia of Judaism,"!collecting midrashic
material on particular verses with literal regard for creating
a coherent whole? On the other hand, if there is evidence of
coherence, is it a result of a particular reading of the text
of Exodus? In order to answer these questions for the
Mekhilta as a whole, one must first answer them for the
smaller pieces that make up this compilation. For, if there
is no significant evidence of shaping within the individual
units, it is unlikely that there was a redactorial attempt to
create a coherent work out of the whole.

It is apparent from the overview of each chapter that the
six pieces demonstrate at least some shaping by a redactorial
hand and a certain degree of internal unity. Clearly, some
are more tightly woven than others. For example, the various

chunks of midrashic material in Chapter Fourteen of Massekhta

d'Pischa do not come together as a coherent whole to the

lNeusner, Mekhilta, Pp. xi.
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degree that one finds in Chapter One of the same tractate.

Nevertheless, as argqued above, Chapter Fourteen does

demonstrate a certain amount internal interconnection and

thematic cogency.

At the same time, each of the pieces from the various
tractates is shaped differently and bears a somewhat different
relationship to the biblical base-text from the others.

Chapter One of Massekhta d'Pischa develops a number of clear

propositions surrounding the themes of revelation and the
exigencies of Jewish leadership. Smooth transitions connect
one section of this piece to the next, creating a topical flow
that is almost essay-like in character. Few, 1if any,
digressions interrupt this flow. The tight coherence of this
parashah is particularly striking given its length; it is the
longest of the pieces analyzed in this paper. Moreover, this
piece delivers one, cogent message: Revelation only comes to
a leader of Israel in the Land of Israel and by the merit of
the People of Israel. Since the people are sinful, there can
be no prophecy for the leader. Nevertheless, the leader must
stand by his people and not abandon them in the face of God's
terrible judgement against them.

This message cannot be said to be a reading of the base-
text for this piece, Exod. 12:1, and the material is largely
non-exegetic in nature. Still, the issues of leadership and
revelation are part and parcel of the Book of Exodus and, on

that broader level, one can say that there is some connection
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between the themes of Exodus and the midrash in this parashah.

The tie to Exodus and the biblical base-text (12:37-42)
is much more intimate in Chapter Fourteen of Pischa. 1In fact,
the primary purposes of the piece seems to be 1) to capture
the magical feeling of the moment of departure from Egypt, the
subject of the base-text; and 2) to collapse that moment in
time through intertextual reading, linking it to the moment
when Abraham is told of his and his people's future and to the
moment of the future redemption. This strong reading of the
base-text appears repeatedly throughout the chapter and serves
as the main link holding this piece together. Thus, although
it is largely exegetical, the chapter obtains a modicum of
unity beyond the logic of fixed association, beyond the mere
tie to verses that happen to appear consecutively. Moreover,
since there are cogent themes uniting the piece, it is
possible for certain key words (k'heref ayin, atid lavo, ketz)
and tensions (between the role of God and human beings in
bringing on redemption) to resonate through it. This, too, is
evidence of redactorial shaping.

There is little doubt about the presence of a redactorial
hand behind the material from Massekhta d'Beshallach. The
discussion about amana/emunah is an exquisite example of the
bringing together of form and content to address one,
compelling theme: So powerful is faith rooted in deeds that
through its merit the spirit of God descends upon Israel and

they sing a song - the Song at the Sea and the song of the
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messianic redemption. This piece isg very much an exegetical

response to Exod. 14:31-15:1. ("They had faith in the Lord

and His servant Moses. Then Moses and the Israelites sang

this song to the Lord.") It is also an intertextual reading

of that verse. The midrash cites moments in other biblical

texts - from Genesis to Isaiah to Song of Songs - where faith

leads to the reward of redemption.

However, like the piece from Chapter One of Pischa its
cohesiveness does not derive solely from the verse cited.
Though it is clearly a reading of the dramatic moment right
before Israel sings the Song of the Sea, it could stand as a
self-contained piece even outside of this midrashic
compilation. It presents a cogent argument, beginning with an
introduction that lays out the proposition stated above,
moving to how this proposition was fulfilled for Israel's
ancestors and then to how it will be fulfilled in the future.
The piece culminates with a vision of the return of the exiles
to the Land and Israel to her marriage to God. Then, a
conclusion is added for good measure. The form and style of
the piece also contribute greatly to its message. It has the
texture of a musical piece, including the rhythmic repetition
of key words and phrases, and the rapid citation of verses,
which build to a crescendo at the key moment of messianic
fulfillment.

This piece from Beshallach may be the most skillfully

redacted of the six discussed in the paper. However, it is
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also the shortest. Moreover, I deliberately included a

snippet of material before the emunah/amanah piece which

explicates the same biblical verse. There was no apparent

connection between this exegetical comment and the longer

piece that follows. Thus, had the parashah been analyzed in

its entirety, it is quite possible that it would have been far
less coherent than the emunah/amanah piece alone.

Like the emunah/amanah piece, style and structure play a
large role in the cohesiveness and impact of Chapter One of
Massekhta d'Shirta. However, as I noted above (p. 99), for
shirta even more than Beshallach, the medium is the message.
The first half to two thirds of the parashah is written in a
prosaic style, much like the sections we saw from Pischa,
though not nearly as well-argued or well-edited as Chapter One
of that tractate. This is followed by a few tightly-
structured sections written in a poetic style. In his book on
shirta, Judah Goldin casts these sections in the form of verse
and it seems entirely a.ppr:opriat:e.2 After these sections,
the poetry of th'e piece breaks down until the last section is,
once again, entirely prosaic in style.

As I noted in the overview to this parashah it seems that
this pattern expresses a sense of the moment of the Song at
the Sea, including the "prosaic" period leading up to it, the

song itself and the prosaic period that, by necessity,

2Goldin, Sondg, pp. 80-84.
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followed as Israel turned to the desert.?® In fact, this is

the universal pattern for all moments of "song" in a person's

or peoples' 1life - 1long periods of ordinary, work-a-day

experience, punctuated by rare, powerful moments of redemptive
celebration.

Interestingly, the pattern within the individual poetic
sections of the midrash and - more striking - in the way that
the base-text 1is cited within the piece fits the overall
pattern of the piece. Words from the base-text are repeated,
the longest phrase introducing the largest chunk of poetry and
the shortest phrase at the point where the poetry dissipates
into prose. We can say that the redactor of Chapter One of
shirta shaped the base-text so that he could shape the chapter
to capture the dynamic of the moment of song. It seems that
the relationship between the biblical text and the midrash is
far more complex than the question of whether the material is
exegetic or if intertexts are cited. Through form and content
the redactor(s) of this piece in shirta and the piece that
proceeds it in Beshallach both shape and express the biblical
moment of song.

It is not the moment of harmony, but the moment of
cacophony that is expressed in Massekhta d'Vayassa.
Appropriately, in this tractate we find three different,
dissonant voices, each with its own, unique reading of the

incident at Marah. Equally appropriate, the rhetorical

Isee p. 101.
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dispute form is used in order to present these differing

readings. The comprehensiveness of each of the readings, the
fitting use of the dispute form, and the way in which the
readings are pulled together, indicate a significant degree of
redactorial shaping.

Two of the readings are diametrically opposed to one
another, those of Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Eliezer. Rabbi
Yehoshua sees Israel in an essentially positive light, a group
whose faith in God and Moses was essentially intact.
Therefore, he is sympathetic to their waterless plight in the
desert and sees their complaint as a reasonable reaction to an
unreasonable sjituation. A forthcoming response from God,
"sweet medicine," i.e., a willow tree, was appropriate to
neutralize the bitterness. God gave Israel "sweet" laws, like
"keep the Sabbath," at that time. In other words, God gave
Israel a 1ift when they were down (”nisahu" with a "sin").

Rabbi Eljezer sees Israel as having been essentially
unfaithful to God and rebellious towards Moses. They could
have found water had they made a real effort to look, but they
preferred to complain. Israel's complaining was evidence of
their essentially bitter nature and bitter people need "bitter
medicine." Thus, God used an olive tree and gave Israel laws
such as the laws against incest, appropriate for hard core
sinners.

I referred to the third reading, that of the Dorshei

R'shumot and Rabbi Shimon, as the wrorah reading." Israel
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went three days in the desert and couldn't find water, which

really means Torah. Without Torah they came to Marah and

became rebellious (based on the same root as Marah). Moses
prayed to God, who did not literally show him a tree, but

taught (a proper reading of the word for "show") him Torah,

which is the "tree of life." The bitter waters, i.e., the

bitter people who lacked Torah, became sweet. Thﬁs, as is

evident, Gb‘d\giwe Israel laws (Torah) at Marah and tested them
by saying, "If you keep the Torah which I have given you this
day...(Exod. 15:26)."

Each of these readings is coherent in and of itself; each
resolves the gaps in the text; and each is based on intertexts
from other parts of the Bible. In constant tension throughout
the piece, these three readings, nevertheless, hold the piece
together.

Moreover, these three readings are themselves united into
a whole by a fourth reading, which appears near the end of thé
piece. The crux of this reading is an interpretation of
nva'yashlech el ha'mayim” ("[He] threw [(it) int6 the water")
which says that Israel threw themselves down at the water,
i.e., they repented. Having represented actual water, faith,
and Torah, "water" now becomes a metaphor for t'shuvah. It is
Israel's turning to God which causes God to turn to them and
provide sweet water to drink. This fourth reading can be
understood as an intertextual reading of the Marah- Fincident

through 1Isaiah 38. Thus, this reading, too, has an
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intertextual basis. The repentance~forgiveness paradigm works

for all three of the other readings and, hence, acts as a cap

on the incident which binds all of them together into a whole.

But, even without this neat wrapping, the piece is entirely

coherent as three readings of the Marah incident.

Like Massekhta d'Va'yassa Chapter One of Masekhta
d'Shabbta exhibits a dynamic of internal tension,

However, it
is shaped quite differently from the full-scale dispute form
of Va'Yassah. In fact, on the surface, this chapter does not
appear to be cohesive on any level. Like Chapter Fourteen of
Pischa the text of this midrash is marked by numerous
citations of the base-text and its comments are even briefer
on the whole than that chapter. Thus, there is a choppiness
throughout the piece which makes it resemble a medieval
commentary on the Bible.

However, this surface appearance is deceiving. In fact,
there is a well-developed topical flow that lends structure to
the various exegetic comments and gives the piece an essay-
like quality. On the one hand, the piece moves logically from
what needs to be observed on Shabbat, to who needs to observe
it, to when, and then back to more detail on what needs to be
observed. There is also a topical flow from rewards for
proper observance to punishments for violators, then to an
historical principle for the people as a whole regarding the

greater punishments and rewards for Sabbath observance.

Finally, the tension over the control and purpose of Shabbat,
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whether it is God or human beings, pervades the entire piece.

This tension develops in a dialectical fashion which gives the

overall piece a particular dynamic. Thus, while this chapter

of Shabbta is largely exegetical, it demonstrates a reading of
the base-text and a redactorial shaping of that reading that
goes far beyond the logic of fixed association.

In addition, the repeated use of the lamah ne'’'emar form
in the piece is testimony to the existence of a particular
redactorial approach and attitude towards the base-text. This
form delivers a clear methodological message: the base-text
must not be looked at in isolation; the Bible must be read as

an integrated whole.

The Mekhilta A'Rabbi Ishmael: An Overview

Given the unity evident in each of the six midrashic
pieces analyzed in this paper, the possibility that a similar
coherence exists in the Mekhilta as a whole must be
considered. In order to investigate this last question,
material from the various tractates will be compared within
categories that have been established and used throughout the

paper. However, one need recognize that these are not the
h

only possible categories for analysis. More creative and

rigorous work needs to be done in order to facilitate a more

effective approach to this question.
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Is there any significant commonality in logic or rhetoric
among the various tractates? It seems that this is, in fact,
the case. Throughout the Mekhilta we find certain terms
appearing over and over again: kal va'chomer, lamah ne'emar,
shomei'ah ani, v'khen atah motzeh, v'khen hu omer, k'yotzeh bo
(atah omer), magid, ma...af..., eyn...elah..., v'onmer,
u'khtiv, davar acher and a few others. Granted, not all of
the terms appear in all of the pieces that have been examined.
However, the fact that the various tractates seem to share a
significant amount of rhetoric and logic cannot be ignored.
It indicates that the redactor or redactors of the various
tractates were close enough culturally to share the same
language of argumentation.

In order to know how significant this shared language is
in terms of the redaction of the Mekhilta, one would need to
1) conduct a more exacting and exhaustive survey of all of the
rhetorical forms and technical terms in the Mekhilta, using a
larger sampling of text than was used in this paper and 2)
compare the results of that analysis to similar analyses of

other midrashim, particularly the other halakhic midrashim

considered to have come from the same milieu. Without this

information one cannot claim that the commonality observed in

the material analyzed here demonstrates that there was a

particular redactor or discipleship circle behind the entire

Mekhilta.
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Key Words and Word Plays

Several of the pieces contain particular words or word
roots which appear in a number of places within the piece,
helping to bring out the themes and unify the material.
Often, these words are subject to particular word plays.

In
the first chapter of Pischa the word dibbur and the root [dbr]

serve as a thread throughout the material. In chapter
fourteen of that tractate, brit beyn ha'b'tarim, ketz and atid
lavo are present in different portions of the midrash, though
not to the same degree as dibbur in the first chapter. The
most extensive use of key words and word plays is found in the
emunah/amanah piece in Beshallach. There, many phrases and
words are repeated, but the most important roots are {amn] and
[s'r). They are subject to numerous word plays which unite
the themes of faith, trust, song, vision and God's presence.
similarly, word plays are crucial in the piece from Va'yassa.
There we find plays on [yrh], which points to "Torah" as well
as "showing," and [mr'] which unites people, place and
attitude with a single word.

While these key words and word plays are significant
within their respective pieces, not all the tractates examined
used this device. More importantly, no particular key word or
word play is used in more than one of the tractates. Thus, no

evidence of a single redactorial hand arises out of this

category of analysis.




164
structure and Style

In all of the pieces examined structure and/or style play

a crucial role in making them a coherent whole. Chapter One

of Pischa exhibits a clear topical flow with tight

transitions, which makes it essay-like in character. The
emunah/amanah piece is even tighter in this regard. It also
demonstrates a song-like dynamic, with verses piled on verses,
key words upon key words, in a directed, rhythmic flow. Song-
like style is, of course, characteristic of Shirta. Essay-
like style is, to a significant extent, characteristic of
chapter one of Shabbta. The dispute form is characteristic of
parts of Shabbta, but is fundamental to the piece from Chapter
One of Va'yassa. In brief, similarities exist in structure
and style between some of the pieces. However, there is no
one form, style or structure characteristic of all the pieces.
one can conclude that whatever unity may exist within the

Mekhilta as a whole does not derive from a commonality of

style and structure, at least as I have used these terms in

this paper.
Relationship to the Biblical Text

This is a difficult category to assess given the
subtleties and particularities of the relationship in each
piece. Nevertheless, certain generalizations can be made.
Most of the pieces, with the exception of Chapter One of

Pischa, can be described as readings of the base-text. These
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pieces give expression to the particular moments in the Exodus

narrative to which they are attached. Thus, on a certain

level, it can be said that the biblical base-text determines

the themes of the midrashic material.

However, even Chapter Fourteen of Pischa and Chapter One
of Shabbta, the pieces with the greatest preponderance of
exegetical material, present very strong readings of the base-
text. These readings do not merely comment on the biblical
text, but define its meaning in a way that cannot be predicted
based solely on the base-text itself. In what way, for
example, does Exodus 31:13-17 express the notion that the
Sabbath is a glimpse or piece of the world to come? It does
not, except with the vision of the midrashist who provides
that notion out of his own thinking and world-view. Moreover,

we saw above that the redactor of Shirta, for example, clearly

determined the way that the base-text was cited in that
midrash. The redactor fixed the base-text to fit the schema
of the midrash, the exact opposite of the "logic of fixed
association," which Neusner claims is the primary adhesive in
the Mekhilta.

Another factor is that almost all of these readings are
intertextual in nature. It is hard to say in a particular
instance whether the author(s)/redactor(s) are reading the
The

base-text or are more concerned with the intertext!

readings of texts with messianic themes are particularly

powerful and, in certain cases, tend to overwhelm the base-
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text. For example, the traveling to Succoth and the baking of

matzahs in Exodus 12 become forecasts of the messianic

redemption in Pischa Chapter Fourteen. 1In projecting the

moment of redemption at the Exodus into the future,

the
writer(s) /redactor(s) introduces new texts that he has
selected to give the base-text a particular meaning. To say

that the messianic meaning is inherent in the passage from
Exodus 12 is to separate reader from text in a way that is
impossible. Are the midrashic pieces on the Song at the Sea
about the messianic shir or about the historical event? The
truth of the matter is that the two cannot be separated. This
is one of the main points of these midrashim. 1In brief, one
cannot deny the role of the midrashic reader by claiming, as
Neusner does, that the Mekhilta "appeals to scripture for
information and relies on scripture to organize that
information."® Rather, the midrashist, through his 'strong
reading of the biblical text and intertext, shapes both the
information and organization of the midrash as much or more

than does the text itself.

Themes

"Theme" is a very broad word. For the purpose of this

analysis it is helpful to distinguish a theme which is a

particular argument or proposition and a theme that is a

broader topic or reading of the text. For  example, in

4Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 235.
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Chapter One of pPischa two broad topics are addressed

revelation and Jewish leadership. Revelation is not discussed

in any significant sense in other tractates. However, there

are a number other places where leadership is discussed.

Chapter One of Pischa posits several propositions regarding

leadership, including: one does not need to receive

revelation to be a good Jewish leader; the Jewish leader will
not receive revelation as long as the people are sinful and do
not merit it; but, the Jewish leader must stand by Israel
despite its sinfulness. It is a sub-topic of this third
point, that a Jewish leader must be willing to give his/her
life for the people, which is related to points in other
tractates. In Shirta we find, that for which a Jewish leader
is willing to give his/her life is named after him/her. 1In
Shabbta we find that whenever Israel was willing to give its
life for something it continued to exist in her midst,
including Shabbat. Thus, there is a commonality of
proposition between these pieces based on the particular
notion of natan nefesh al (despite the differences in angle
evident here). Willingness to give one's life for the people,
for Shabbat, for whatever is important is an imperative for
the Jewish leader.

Shirta also deals with the relationship between leader
and followers, as does Chapter one of Pischa. Howevex, they
address the topic in different ways. In Shirta the issue is

the dissolution of boundaries between leader and follower
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In Pischa the issue ig the

dependence of the leader on the merit of the followers in

during the moment of redemption.

order to get revelation. While there is a broad commonality

in topic, there is no common proposition posed by the two
pieces.

Perhaps, the most powerful theme held in common by some
of the pieces is the midrashic reading of the Exodus
experience as a paradigm for the redemption to come. 1In
Pischa Chapter Fourteen the moment of leaving Egypt is also
the moment of the future redemption. 1In Beshallach faith
through deeds leads to the Exodus and to the future time of
the messiah. Both are moments of song. The beginning of
Shirta clearly defines the Song at the Sea as simultaneously
an event of the past and future. Still, even this powerful
reading is part and parcel of only three of the six pieces
examined here. (If we broaden the theme further to include
any discussion of the world to come, Shabbta would also be
included.)

Given the limitations inherent in an examination of only
six pieces of text, it seems that no overall theme unites the
six pieces. Rather, several themes seem to reverberate
through two or three of the pieces. Song is a central theme
in B'Shallach and Shirta. Faith, or the lack of it, is
addressed by B'Shallach and Va'yassa. Israel's sinfulriess is
crucial in Pischa 1 and ya'yassa. Thus, there are times when

one can discern a broad theme that may have been woven by a
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redactorial hand into the various tractates and there are

times when a more specific theme or motif appears in more than

one tractate. But, there is also enough difference in the

ways in which these themes are presented in the various
tractates to leave doubt as to whether the interconnections
represent a deliberate shaping.

In sum, we have seen a significant deqgree of shaping
within the individual pieces examined in this paper. There is
little doubt, based on the analyses of each piece or parashah,
that they were consciously shaped by a redactor(s) or series
of redactors. At the same time, the differences in the method
of shaping and thematic development lead one to belie\.;e that
the Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael is an anthology of edited pieces.
These pieces seem to have been sewn together by a redactor or
group of redactors who exercised some degree of selectivity in
choosing the material for the compilation. Whether the final
redactor(s) wanted to make a particular point or set of
points, or whether the choices for the anthology were merely
made out of a particular world view cannot be determined from
the amount of material analyzed in this paper. Further in-
depth analysis must be done in order to determine what other

commonalities, if any, exist within and between tractates.

Moreover, comparative work needs to be done. Using this

kind of in-depth analysis, would we find a similar kind of

shaping in Sifre Bamidbar, seen by scholars as coming out of

a similar milieu as the Mekhilta? what kind of relationship
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exists among the nine tractates of Sifra? To what degree i
8

Akivaite material shaped in the same ways as the Mekhilta and
other Ishmaelite material? Studies need to be done which both

examine the full breadth of midrashic compilations while, at
!

the same time, conduct the kind of detailed, intertextual

analysis necessary to understand the dynamics of individual

passages.
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