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Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted by 

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 I and Parashah II, 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. In 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 pieces 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 herrneneutical devices present. Each text segment is 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.ha~dled the selected material in a most intelligent 
an~ ~ften insightful manner .. He frequently has a creative way of 
raising fr~m 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. 

March 29, 1993 

or. Norman 
Professor o 

submitted, 

. Cohen 
Mid rash 

t 

I 
' ' 

' ' 



MBKlilLTA D'RABBI ISHMAEL: A LITERARY COMMENTARY 

JORDAN MILLSTEIN 

Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of 
Requirements for Ordination 

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion 
Graduate Rabbinic Program 

New York, New York 

1993 
Referee: Dr. Norman Cohen 

THE KLAU LIBRARY 
HEBREW UNION COLLEGE 
JEWISH INST. OF RELIGION 

BROCKDALE CENTER 
1 WEST 4TH STREET 

NEW YORK, N.Y. 10012 



ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Ackrlowle<lgements •.......•.....•................•........•.•.•.•••...•...•.............. iii 

Intrcxluction ................................................................................. v 

Chapter 1, Pischa, Parashah One ....................................................... I 

Chapter 2, Pischa, Parashah Two ..................................................... 31 

Chapter 3, Beshallach, Parashah Seven .............................................. 56 

Chapter 4, Shirta, Parashah One ...................................................... 7 4 

Chapter 5, Vayassah, Parashah One ................................................. I 06 

Chapter 6, Shabbta, Parashah One ................................................... 127 

Conclusion ................................................................................ 152 

Bibliography ............................................................................... 17 I 

I 

---~1-1 



iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS AND DEDICATION 

There are several people whom I would like to thank for the help that they have 

rendered me in developing the ideas expressed here. First of all, my fellow students at 

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in New York who have been my 

teachers as well as students at the seminary. I would especially like to thank my 

classmates. I appreciate the growth I have shared with those who have been with me for 

three years in Israel and New York and, especially, those who have been with me the 

entire five years. In terms of this paper I owe a debt of gratitude to those who studied 

with me in Dr. Norman Cohen's class on "Mekhilta Midrashim." Many of the ideas 

expressed in this paper are theirs, but I regret being unable to quote them "b 'shem omro" 

because I did not record their names in my notebook along with their insights. 

I would like to thank all of the professors who have taught me during my years at 

the college. My greatest source of ideas and inspiration, however, has been Dr. Cohen. 

It is through him that I have been fortunate enough to fulfill Rabban Gamliel' s famous 

dictum from Pirke Avot (1: 16), waseh l'kha rav, w "find yourself a teacher." Not only 

has Dr. Cohen been my teacher, but he has also gone out of his way to be a chaver, a 

friend. There are few ideas in this paper that I can claim to be my own, for Dr. Cohen 

has, almost singlehandedly, shaped my view of midrash as well as the Mekhilta d'Rabbi 

Ishmael. It has all been to my benefit. 

Last and most important, I owe my deepest debt of gratitude to my wife, my 

friend, my classmate and teacher, Paula Feldstein. Not only did she tolerate my 

obsessiveness throughout the months that I worked on this thesis (and the years before 

l I 

I . 

' i . 

I 



iv 

that), but she assisted with much of the typing and processing of this document. Without 

her this thesis would not have been submitted. Paula has been by my side through all 

my journeys into exile and back, all the while teaching me to sing the song of 

redemption. This thesis is dedicated to her. 

: I i 
' I . 



v 

INTRODUCTION 

There is midrash and there is midrash. On the one hand, there is the midrash that 

rabbis and scholars have pondered 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. 1 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 .... 2 

This midrash goes back to the moment of the giving of the Torah or, as modem scholars 

understand it, since the canoni7.ation of the Hebrew scriptures. 3 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 

1Encyclo.pedia Judaica, s. v. •Midrash, • by Moshe D. Herr. 

2Jacob z. Lauterbach, Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael (Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society, 1949), vol. 1, p. xv. 

31bid., 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, • pictionnaire de la Bible, Suppl., Pase. XXIX (Paris, 1957). 
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his heart to seek (Ii 'drosh) the Law of the Lord, and to do it and to teach in Israel 

statutes and ordinances. •4 The root of the word for Ezra's activity ( !diiJ, 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 II 

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. 5 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 

4Quoted in Lauterbach, ibid., p. xiv. 

5Jack N. Lightstone, "Form as Meaning in Halakhic Midrash," Semeja 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. 6 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 Bxod. 12: 1 

through Bxod. 23:19. It also contains expositions on Bxod. 31:12-17 and 35:1-3. It 

excludes everything having to do with the Tabernacle. 7 

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. 8 Most recent scholars have 

tended to regard the Mekhilta as a third or fourth century document. 9 The Mekhilta is 

6ibid., p. 27. 

7Encyclo.pe<fia Judaica, s. v. "Mekhilta of R. Ishmael," by Moshe D. Herr. 

'See Ben Zion Wacholder, ·"The Date of the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael,: HVCA 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). 

9See, e.g., Jacob Neusner, The Canonical History of Ideas (Atlanta, Georgia: 
Scholars Press, 1990)~ p. 4. 
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placed among the halakhic midrashim, though, in fact, it contains more aggadic than 

halakhic material. 10 

To date, there have been several studies which have examined the Mekhilta. 

However, most only analyre small sections of it, often for the purpose of developing a 

general theory of midrash. Gary Porton in Understandine Mjdrash, looks at one chapter 

of Tractate Shabbta. 11 Judah Goldin examines the entirety of Tractate Shirta in his ~ 

Sone at the Sea. 12 Max Kadushin in A ConceJ)tual Approach to the Mekilta presents 

a commentary to portions of Tractate Pischa and Tractate Beshallach. 13 Even Daniel 

Boyarin 's extensive and insightful analysis in lntertextuality and the Readine of Mjdrash 

is taken largely from Tractate Ya'yassa. 14 

Only Jacob Neusner's Mekhilta Accordine to Rabbi Ishmael examines the entire 

document. 15 Neusner analyres the Mekhilta in terms of its rhetorical forms, its logic 

1°1..auterbach, Mekilta, p. xviii-xix. 

11Gary G. Porton, Understandine Midrasb (Hoboken, New Jersey: Ktav Publishing 
House, 1985). 

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

13Max Kadushin, A Conce,ptual Approach to the Mekilta (New York: The Jewish 
Theological Seminary of America, 1969). 

14Daniel Boyarin, lntertextuality and the Readine of Midrash (Indiana: Indiana 
University Press, 1990). 

15Jacob Neusner, Mekhilta Accordine to Rabbi Ishmael (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholar's 
Press, 1990). 
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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. •1ntelligibility begins - and ends - in that verse 

and is accomplished by the amplification of the verse's contents. "16 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?• 11 

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, 

ovemding 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 

16Neusner, Mekhilta, pp. 234-235. 

17Neusner, Mekhitta, 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 Shjrta, a midrash on the poetic Song of the Sea. Some of 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 coMected to the biblical text upon which it is based. 
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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. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

TRACTATE PISCHA 
PARASHAH ONE 
(EXODUS 12:1) 
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ntdc; i"Q•in mild ·'lM w'IU# • iDK; ~ yiac 1inM ., .. , nw '" " iDM"I 
(M:):i nw ) CMjD yiac nw "" " -oi a'I~ 'iM Y.1'\M Miii= . ,-i,-m':ii 
nlfic '" ir.ii; i'ID':in MD t~ CM • ,-ii-m; i"Q•in rm M':ii i"Q•in rm riw; 
;,;::» t,,iM rm -,= ni-oi; i,,;~ nldD mild clfi3 ic'x> "'" . ,-ii-m '", 

M ~»= Naill .ntdc ~ ii"Q~ 'lCD . 'ID» -o-u "' MD 'l!)Di .ni-oi; s 
• itdl:l'M 'Mid 'lCD n'IDipc ntd~c rin mimlfi ni-oin ;~c ,-i,iM 

1-2. iDM., ~ riao 1,,-m ., .. , nirm '",, iDM"I 
•Tue 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 'shal level this 
verse is quite straightforward, a mere prelude to the substantive information to come.1 

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 
Egypt. 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. 'lM »Dilfi 
"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.... , 

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. 

1•p•shal• 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. 
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1. ,'Q,, 

•oivine word.• This word and others based on the root ("Qi], 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 gllu'I Shekhlnah (lines 53, 59, 62), a 
related term that refers not only to dlbbur, but to any sensory experience of God. Thus, 
dibbur can be said to be a subset of gllu 'I Shekhinah. 2 

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. n,-o,; "'"!) liMM M'l"I ~ n,-o,; ;,;!) nu.to M'l'lll mid 
•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 ocatsions. 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. nldo ~ ,,'Q!) 'mo 
•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 
understood as a reaction to these assertions. 

5. naa02 
•vou find.• This one of several midrashic technical terms built on the root [MJD]; 

it introduces a conclusion or summary. 

: ~ ' .. .. \ 

2Mu.:lcadµ~hin, A ConCeJ>tual Awroacb to tbe Mekilta (New York: 
ThooiogfoalSeriiliiary of America; 1969); 'p. 1

36;· . . 
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MWD i,M " "V:lM"I 'ieiM M\"W '1Ji, . icMl mi, rtiiM i,Mi ~ i,M . ir'1M ~, 
rtiiM • runl:li, ri MUID Mi,M ,., t'M . (M:t n'IDUI) runl:li, crni,M ~ nMi 

TU>il:ii, l"i MUID MD . n;ci, ~iM Ul'pM rtiiM i,Mi MWD i,M icii, i'lr.li,n · l'lD 
i'l"Qi 'ieiM rtiiM ')M Mi' Mi,, i.-oi 'ieiM MWD MD .TUMDi, l"i rtiiM 'lM 10 

.Mi' M..,, 

7. TIM ~i 
•Another thing.• This te:chnical tenn 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 Pharaoh's •judge• and just as fearless 
in his willingness to speak out against oppression. But, this section does nm 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. 

1. icMl mi, 
"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 Slwmei'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 Slwmei'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) l'ji shtr hu omer - •Because when one reads the following text taken from elsewhere 
in the Bible .... • 
d) eyn Ii elah - •0ne would conclude that .... • 
e) .. . minayin - • ... What text leads one to conclude that what has just been stated is 
correct?• 
t) talmud lomar - "The Bible says ... [the base-text].• 

9. rpn 
•Makes equal.• This te:chnical te~ estm,lishes that two subjects, which are in the 

same verse, are of equal value or impartanee. 
. ~ ', 

9-10 .... ~.:.MD . 
•Just as ... sri, too .... • This te:chnical term is used to describe the analogy between two 
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points or subjects. 

. MrDl11D ci-ip Mi:i MiprD ci-ipM i,;:, ')M nr.nlli liMM .,M, Mllil:I .,M ir.iiM •::ii 
. Ml:> Ml l'.,"lplli CM')llilli ,,)1:1 . (l::> :i nir.illi) Mllir.ii liMM Mi:i ir.ii., ,,r.i.,n 

. (M:M n•IDM-0) fiMM nMi c•r.illiM MM C'M.,M M-0 M'WM-0 ir.iiM i\I'IM 'C Kli'::> 
C'M.,M tt nitun ci•::i ir.iii, i'lr.li,n . Mrol1~ ci-ip Hip~ ci-ipM i,;:, ')M nr.iilli 15 
'iOiM i'tnM 'C Kli'::> . Ml:> Ml l'.,"lplli eii•)!lilli i•ll:I . (i :::l M'fDM-0) C'l:lfDi fiM 

'l)M l1l:li!D . (i:) M'lr.llli) :lpl1' 'M.,Mi P.ru£' 'M.,M Cii-OM 'M.,M 1'::lM 'M.,M ~)M 
')Mi :lpsr •n•-o MM ·n~li ioii, i'lr.li,n . ii•:lnr.i :lillin M'lii Mipl:l:l oi-ipM i,;:, 

. ]'.,"lpfD lMIZi.,llilli i'll:I • (:ll:I :-ip Mip'i) Cii-OM 'M'-0 MM ')Mi pro£' 'M'-0 
ci-ip:i r,;:, ')M l11:1illi . (:l':::> M'lr.llli) 1l:IM Mi 1':lM MM i:l::> il:liM i\I'IM 'C Kli'::> 20 . () =~· Mip•i) iMi•n i':lMi 'lr.lM ld'M ioi., iir.i.,n . MrDl11D oi-ip MiM MiplD 

l:l :li,::>i l'U l::l PlliiM•i ir.iiM i\I'IM 'C Kli'::> .Ml:> Ml l'i,iplli Cll'l'lllifD i•)l:I 
. MiDPl:l:l ci-ip MiM MiplD ci-ipM i,;:, ')M Pl:lilli . (i :i• -0 il:l:l) • 'Ui i"O'IEI' 
.(::l'::l., i:lil:l::l) ''Ui l'U l::l n!DiM' 'l)pM M)'IEI' l::l :l.,::> 'M.,::l ir.ii., iir.i.,n 

· l'.,"lplli CIM')tDfD i•)l:I 25 

12 . liMM .,Mi MfDl:I .,M ir.iiM '::l i 
"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.3 

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 
greirah. 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, Mekhilta Accordin~ to 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. 'lM l'1~i!D 
"I hear. " See note on line l , above. 

12. ilfrlP~ ciip Miil Hip~ ciipil i,=> 
"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. ioiM MM 'Q ~i'::> 

"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. ii:ino ::ii!Dn Hip~ ciipil i,=> 
"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. 

Miil!D::> · 1'1::>il iiro Mi,M 'l.l'M iM 1~i, yin ioiM MM . ,i::>i, yin . C'~O fiM::i 
. ioni i,p C'i:ii Mi,ili .(to::>:to nio!D) ''l.li i'Pil nM 'n~::> n!Do i'i,M ioM'i ioiM 

Mi,tD Min l'i iionil i"Oi 1~i, fin Mi,M iltDO i,i,Cnil Mi, ;ii,pil ili,Cn CM Mi 
ilrl'MtD '£)" · 1~il iiro iop i:lil Mi, M 'lCOi . ,i::>i, fin Mi,M 'lr.l1' i:iil 

. .C'i,ii,'li C'Jip'ID i'IMi,O 30 

26. C'iJO fiM::i 
"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. 1-,:,i, rin 
"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. 

21. ioini ':ip 
"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. "4 It is one of the 13 rabbinic middot, rules of 
halakhic interpretation attributed to Rabbi Ishmael. s 

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 a prerequisite for prayer - the kalah - must be a 
prerequisite for revelation - the chamur . 

28. Mii1 ri 
"It is a rule." "It must be concluded logically that. ... " 

4Lauterbach, Mekilta, v. I, p. 4, n. 3. 

5Kadushin, Conceptual, p. 22. 

, ... - .... 
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~ M~llVl:l .rn-oii, niilV~ M'\JiMi1 i,~ i'i1 i,Miiti' fiM Mircli Mi,IV i11i 
i1i!V~ i,Miiti' fiM i,~ M'M C'i,IVii' Mircl Mi,ir; il1 . M'\JiMi1 i,~ '\Ml' i,Miiti' 
Mi,l1n lEl 1i, "il:l1Vi1 "il:lM)IV i,Miiti' fiM i,~ MMl' C'"IVii' MircllVl:l . nirctl:li, 
n~ ~l ""IV i11 .(i'-l':~' C'-Oi) ire' ilVM cip~ CM '~ ''Ui ,,n,i,,17 

.ru'~IVi, i1'iMi C'"IVii' M'M C'l:li,i17 35 
nMt • ui l,'~ " ~ '~ il:lM)IV C'"IV,,, rna' C'l:l"W M'~ ircllVl:l 

i,M,iti' "~ i'M lii1M ircl ""IV i11 .(i'-l':~i,p C'"M) ·ui i11 'il1 'Mn'Ul:l 
'lEI" M'M ci,w ni,1:1 M'-0 il:lM)IV i,Miiti' "~ '\Ml' liMM ircllVl:l . rui~i, C'iMi 

ci,i11 roi,~ n'-o i'inM i11iri,, ,i, i'IM'Mi il:liMi .(t>':n' -oi~) ·ui " 
,,, ircllVl:l .n'Ci,1:1i, C'iMi i,M,iti' i,~ i'M iii ircl Mi,IV i11 .{l':~ -oi~) 40 

iiii, ~i,l:ll:ll'\ lN i,Miiti' 'Mi,M " ~ n11ii, ~i, Mi,M il:lM)IV i,Miiti' i,~ '\Ml' 
.(M:l' ~"'Mi) i,Miiti' i,17 

31. i,Miiti' fiM Mircl Mi,IV i11i 
"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' as eh 
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. Ml' 
"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 is intrinsically more fit for the receipt of revelation. 

32. niJiMM i,~ '!Ml' 
"All the other lands were excluded." Another contextual issue that may infonn 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. C'tJ.,il7 n'::l 

"Eternal House." This term refers both to the Temple in Jerusalem. 

'i:lilu.t 'I:) i,17 ')M . fiM., ~in::i Ci-ir.ll7 ~ilu.t C'M'::lli'1 nM 'lM li ioMn CMi 
• i:ii l>Ou.tl Mi:l i,ip ir.>Mlu.t ni::iM n"Ot::i M.,M Ciir.>17 i::i il M., f-iM., rn&in::i cno17 

. (t~ ,, :Mi, n'oi') • i:ii 1'ninMi, nipn u.t'i • i:ii ~::ic ,.,ip 'l>ltJ " ioM re 45 
c,-,017 i::iil M., ni::iM n"Ot::ii yiM., rn&in::i Ciir.>17 i:lilu.t 'I:) i,17 ')M C'itJiM W'i 

.(::i:n "M'li) '"iM .,::liM .,17 'n"n 'lMi ir.>~ul C'IJ i,u,t ni,it!I cipc:l M.,M 
i::ii n'n n'n ioiMi .(i:' cu.t) i,p,n Min i,iiln iron ,, i,17 'n"n 'lMi ioiMi 

W'i .(l:M .,MptM') i::i:i iru .,17 C'iu.t:i r-uc lM::>n 'l·i::l l::l .,MptM' .,M " 
n'n . " i::ii n'n n'n ir.>Mlu.t fiM., rn&in '11Jl7 i:lili fiM::l ~17 i:lil C'itJiM 50 
'in iQiM pi ii l::l itl7.,M 'i . f 'iM., rn&in '11Jl7 "tl ilu.t n'n . r'iM::l '11Jl7 i:l ilu.t 

. nitd:i nl>p::inu.t i'ltJ . c::i:i :l i,Mptn') • i:ii nl>p::in i,M MJ cip iciM Min 

43. 'lM 1, icMn CMi 
"If you say I'll give you the case of ... (I can bring the contrary argument that ... ). 11 

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 chUJz la 'aretz, then also z 'khut avot. 
b) If chUJz la'aretz, and z'khUI avot then also makom taharah she/ mayim . 
c) If chuiz 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 n'n 
n'n, to indicate that God spoke twice - once in Israel and then outside. 

44. 'tii l>IJtDl Mi::l i,ip 
"A voice is heard in Ramah, etc. 11 (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.6 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. 

6Later 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 Md Judah. 
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This passage is a wonderful example of how the midrash creates new meaning by 
juxtaposing texts from different places. The Jeremiah text establishes z 'khur avot as a 
basis for the revelation that the Israelites would return. It is then assumed that for the 
Daniel and Erekiel texts that follow, that z'khur avot 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 Erekiel. 

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 Erekiel'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. C''iO~M W' 
"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. 

51. ir.l~M p~i:"£ l::l itlJ.,M '::li 
"Rabbi Elaz.ar 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. Elaz.ar's statement. 

----~ _ .. 
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'lEl"Q MrD'rD'in ni~i, l'1li' Cp'i "iOM)rD r'iM" ;a~ M'"D l'1l'::lrDM l'MrD 11in 
• 'lli iniio 1"M M)M 'iOM) ~::> Mi,M, . ni-o M'Li " 'lEl"Q '::li . (l :M rui') " 

.('-l:tai,p C'"i1n) ''lli 'lnln ,,, CID Cl ''lli inrli 'Ell:> MUlM ''lli C'QrD poM CM 55 
" 'l'1' C'lpQ i,::l:l :l'n::>i .(':i M'i::ll) riMM i,::l:l C'tatairlio MM " 'l'1' :l'n::>i 
i::l"' CM ''\li i,Qi::lM rDM~ iM:ll' CM ''lli i,iMrD:l iinn' CM .(l:ita '"rDQ) ''lli 

.(:l::>:ii, :li'M) ''lli n~i,l t'Mi 1rlin t'M iomi .(i-:l:ta oio11) ''lli ':lrD:l 
C':liip C''Uiirli M'"D l'1l'::lrDM l'MrD C~ riM" ;ain '" 1i,M rui' "iOM Mi,M 

'" M'i:lM "iOM . tr"O" M'MrD i:l1'i, i,u;Q ,i,u;Q . ':iMiu7' MM :l"M" Mi,rD tM rcirlini, 60 
C'l1'~ C'i:l1' '" rD' -oi ,i, iQM . 'iMM M:li, "i::l' ':li t'MrD C'lpQ nii:lpM M':l" 

C''Uiirli M'"ll l'1l':lrDM l'MrD C'lpQ riM" l'1lini, '" 1i,M rui' iDM 1:l . inm 
MJi~ t'n,i,u; '" rD' :M":lpM ,i, iQM . "Mitzl' MM :l"M" M"rD JM rcirlin~ C':liip 

. ci:M rui') C'M "" Mi,,,l nii i;'taM ,,, ioM)rli 1:l 

53. M'"ll l'1l':lrDM t'MrD Pin 
"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 the use of u 'khtiv to introduce prooftexts, the first time this term is used in the 
piece.7 

5 4. iQM) 'i:l:l Mi, Mi 
"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. :l'n::>i 
"It is written." Technical term used to introduce a passage from scripture. 

59. M'"ll l"\l~rDM l'MrD C'lpQ fiMi, ;ain '" 1i,M 
"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 (':llMMi cipio ,,, MQrD:l). 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 

7See comment on dibbur, line l 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. ,M,iD' nM ~"n' ""ID eii ;oilDni, C'~iip C'~MID 
"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. 
F.arly 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. i~p, ,ID~ ,,ID~ 
"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. 8 

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 t 'shuvah of the non-Jews is made manifest. It means that the Jews will be replaced 
as God's special servants. 

8Daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Readin~ of Midrash (Bloomington, Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 1990). pp. 84-85. 
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64 .... il.,,,l nii "'toil '", (Jonah l :4) 
•sut the Lord cast a mighty wind.• It's possible that ruach (wind) is understood here 

by the mid rash as a hint or reference to prophecy. 

i"C:> 11::in inMi .1::in i"C:>i :IMil i'C:> 11::iri inM . c,i C'M':ll ilrD.,rz.! ioiM r'IMlOl 65 
11::in n•ci• . ::iMii i"C:> 11::in M.,, 1::in i"C:> 11::in inMi .1::in i"C:> 11::in M.,, ::iMil 

. (:lQ:l il:>'M) nn.,o "" ilnM -u•ioi 'Ul1rDEI 'Unl iDMlrD l:lil i"C:>i :lMil i"C:> 
.(:ii,:,., il'Oi') Mil:> c•::ii c.-oi eii•i,11 910-u i'Url iDMlrz.! mM'Cl ni,El:>l "?'El" 

n'IM::iJ 'il.,M '"" 'l'IMl? Ml? ir.lMlrD l:lil i'C:> 11::in M.,, :IMil i"C:> 11::in "',,.,M 
''Ui yiii, ::iirz.! ,., ,,.,M " iDM"I .crz.! iQMl Mi .(':t!l' .M C':>M.,ll) ''Ui 70 

il.,,M ':IMll t!lElrD 1::i J)rzl''" nMi .,Mita' .,l1 ,.,ll., nrz.!cn 'rzllll 1::i Miil' riMi 
'rz.!ElM 'Mrz.! "'" i•nnn icii, iici,n l'MrD .(t~ "lt!l:t!l' crz.!) i•rinn M'::ili, nrz.!cn 

I -ui ni""C., rui• cr•i icMlrD ::iMii i"C:> J>::in M.,, 1::in i"C:> J):lr'I rui• . 1r'IM'Ql:l 
"'Oil r'l'lrD .(M:l CrD) icM., r'l'lrD ill,' "" '" "'Ci 'il'i ::i•n:> illl .(l:M rui•) 

. n•rz.l•.,ld ,lll1 "'Oil M.,, ,lll1 75 

65. iom roo&lll 
"You find it said." Jonah's behavior is used as a transition and the focus is shifted 

from Jonah as an example in the discussion of revelation inside and outside the Land to 
Jonah as an example of one of three types of prophets and the impact of their actions 
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 
subtle, but compelling transition that helps make this a relatively tight, fluid piece. 

65. . .. c,i C'M':ll ilrD.,rD 
"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. 

65. l:lil i"C:>i :IMil i'Q:> 
"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 
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 
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 
quite apparent. 

Intuitively one would have expected the prophet who insists upon the honor of both 
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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 suppoi:tlng 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 Yorn 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. 

'liMlli Cii''M iOM'i iotolli C'::l ,~1' nM i::iM., M.,M i'Ui' ,.,ii M., ioiM lnl ':Ii 
i,p CtDEll ~nl C'M'::llili n'l::iMi1lD ta~ ilnM l~i . (::!' :M i'Ui') C'i1 i,M 'l,.,'~ili 

illiM 1iEICQ M) 'lM l'M CMi cnM~n M!Dn CM M1'i . ioiM Miil M ;i!lio::i . .,M,ID' 
.(~:M' i::iio::i) ·~, liiil M) 'lliil ,., i11Di11 MM ~~ CMi .(:l.,:::l., n~lli) n::iro 

il.,M, 'n'i1'il '~lMi 'nM~n '~lM i'Uil C'il.,Mil .,M ,,, ioM'i . ioiM iM ,,,::i 80 
ta~ MM cipo .,~::i Mil .(i':i~ .::i .,M,Olli) ·~, ':I ,,, M) 'M iro11 M ltail 

. i,Miro' i,p CtDEll ~nl C'M'::llili n'l::iMil 

76. m1' i::iMi, Mi,M i'Ui' ,.,ii Mi, 
"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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7 6-77. C'ii i,M 'tli.,,t!li1i ,l'IM!U eii,.,M "iOM"'I (Jon ah l : 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. ta"ID MM l=>i 
"And thus you find.• Introduces a case or series of cases demonstrating the same 

proposition. This section is organired as a propositional form. 9 

77. i,MiW, i,p C!UE)l 'UN C,M,::lli1i n~Mi1!0 
"That the ancestors and prophets gave their lives for Israel." By grouping the avot 

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. 1° 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. i~'IM Mii1 M 
" ... what does the text say about it?" This introduces a proof text that ties something 

into the general principle stated prior to it. 

78-79 .... cnMt!ln Mtun CM nn11i (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, tissa, "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. "11 

9However, 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 tenn naran nefesh al, "gave 
one's life for," does not specifically refer to martyrdom but, rather, total commitment 
to something (see Shabbta l). 

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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81. MJ'\O nnM Ct>C i,:::i~ Mn 
"Thus you find everywhere." This introduces a general principle or a conclusion . 

.(ii,;,i, M'IO!li) ~ii ta'i ir.lM:l!li i,MllClli' ,~, ,~, i'C Cii'i,M i'IOMi ta i'IOMi, 
Clln ~, nM n!lic ~lli'i ir.lM:llli ~, ~'llini eii'"" i'\OMi HJ ioiM itll'"M ,~, 
~, ~'Ilic i'lm:l nopn i!liM C'i~n !li'Oi, lli'Mn runi ioiMi .(t!l:t!I' n'\Olli) ,, "" 85 

. cii i!D~ 'M,i,lli:::i "" ,,n,i,!li . 't1i 'Qi,,, C'P~ ni,wrui ir.l'\Mi . (M' :t!I "MP.TM') 
ni,u,nn """ .1:::i 'l:l'M 1'!'1,i,u, ~M eii'ni,,w i,iM iirni, l':::>~ cii i!D~ 'nii,w!li 

Mn . iioM,, 'Qi,,, """ ir.lM:I "" 'Oilli,, . (7"\":n'; ~i'M) ''\:Ii -oi,,, C'P~ 
"'IOM:llli M C"pi, . 1'Y1'"W 'l:l'!Dll c,,c'\Mi 1'lD" C'MJ~ t':::i"il"I lillli Ct>C ":::>~ 

ic'\M il'lliM' ,~, .(i:::>:l:::i il'Ci') ,, c~ ""Q 'lM fiMn nMi C'Clliil MM ""n 90 
i,1', i'lDi, c'i'tM l'Oiton i,1' i,M,ID' i,1' ni»ii n'Oit!I nii'tl itt1 cipcn!li:::i 

i,M,ID' 'il"M i"O:::ii ''\:Ii Cl'~ C'llilM illlilli rnni icM:l!li i'lD" C'i'TM l'M illliii 
'lt~ icM ii""", ''\:Ii ,'llil ,,~ i'Qll ,,i,M " ir.lM'i ~'n:::>i ~i-on ';l)Q il"1'l 

't1i ,Mi,Q, n'~il nM iMCt!I Cil'"" iCM'i 't1i C'llili ~, ni,iroi iiro lPT ''l:li 
t1ici, "" n»in i,1' iito~llli ,i,M .1nin'"lli i!D»i ,i;M iMJ' . (t-~ :to i,Mptn') 95 

rnni icM:illi inin'"lli i'trtii!li t1ici, ~iton i,1' niito~l!li nri tnin'"lli ii'trtii!li 
. ''\:Ii ~'lliC C'i~il !li-oi, lli'Mil 

83. . .. ir.l'\Mi HJ icMi, 
"Saying. Go and tell ... " The material that begins here and ends with the prooftext 

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 
as a debate between two tradents. 12 R. Ishmael says that the repetition of the root 
[iCM] is intended to lend urgency or immediacy to God's request. R. Eliezer says that 
the word based on the root [iCM] is there to give an additional message to Moses, i.e., 
bring back word to me. Neither of these responses is a p 'shaJ answer, though in typical 
midrashic style, the simpler ("do it now") response is given first. 

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 
to the sender with word of their actions? The answer is: sometimes they return and 
sometimes they don't, but God does not m them to return to know what they've done. 

84. iciM itll'"M ,~, 
"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 
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 
support R. Eliezer's point. It seems 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 'tash/ech b 'raldm" 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.13 In both these circumstances, the prooftexts 
themselves are used as devices to effect a transition from one point to the next. 

86. cii iiD::l 'nii,u;~ "" 1'nii,u; 
"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 cni,w] - to send; 
messenger. 

87-88. 'lli 'Oi,,, C'Pi::l ni,u;n """ (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. ir.>iM M'iDM' '::li 
"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. • ili C'~ C'rz1)M l"llZ11Z1 runi (Ezekiel 9: 2-7) 
"And six men entered, etc." It is hard to ignore the fact that such a strikingly large 

section from Erekiel 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 Israel. Both Ezekiel and Jonah (as well as the other 
prophets/leaders mentioned) faced a crisis situation in Israel. This Erekiel 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 Erekiel 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 talces 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. 

, ___ , .. 
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iDMi, "ie'IM tc,pP ":li . ir.ii, ~ PCW nnM!D i,-ip::l "iCMi, "ie'\M ,MlP l::l pPCID 
01''0 n,n!D n:ilD rtl'\O!Di C,IDi,w i,:;,ID . ~1' -oir.i M'Tl cr'l'Ct::llD eiii, i'\OMi M3 

·i:ii noni,r.in ,!DlM i,:;, '\On itt!M:;, 'i1"'1 ic~ID n!Dr.i Cl1 -oir.i n,n Mi, i,Miil, i,, 100 
::l ,!Dc:;, "),M ,MtP l::l liPr.ilD ":l i ir.lM . (t,-tt!) :::l C'"O i) i'\OMi, ,,M ,, "O ,,, 

i,ID 1n"Ct::l '\OP -oil i::l"::l nlDr.i Cl1 Mi,, . i'"t:li i,, 'rom Mi,M ,::l, ,-o, i,, 
ir.iMl!D . i,Miil, i,ID ln'Ct::l Mi,M Ci"iCP i::lil Mi, C,M,::llM i,:;, iMID Cl1 Mi,M i,Miil, 

,, -oi ,n,, c,r.i, nP::l!D ~pc ,ii,, ::l,~, .ccm c,r.ilDr.i c,r.i, nP::llD clD ::llDMi 
,il,Ci, i,M ,, -oi ,M"I C,C, niilP fpr.l 'iM ::l,n:;,i .(tt!>-'lt!):l i,Mptn,) 't:li 105 

nicM . C"lpr.lil 'l!:li, ClJiM il,ilfD il,il l:l ii-o::l MJ'\O MM 1:;,i . (t :::lr.l il,C,,) 
,lM ,n,ln!Dl .(l:M il,C,,) ·i:ii ":l'UCC ,, lt:I, ,, .,o, ,:;, ,, Ml ,,M 

nM !Delli PfD,,M .!Dipil nii ,,,, ilnilDi illDC nM !Dc!D PrDiil, .C,M,::llil ,,,r.i,nr.i 
,nl>l, . C,M,::llii ,,,r.ii,m ,n,ln!Dl M ,lMi . !Diipil nii ,,,, ilnilDi ,il,,M 

niin Ci,,,, n:ini "iCMlfD ilMi::ll M'M ilM'UC 1,M, .(CID) 'TIMJC M' mi:ir.ii ,nn:itc 110 
mi ir.iiMi .(it!l:::l .::l C,:;),r.l) PID,,M ,, in,,M nii ilrtl ir.iiMi .('Q:M, -oir.l::l) 
ir.iM ii:;) ,,,M ir.iMn ii:;) • i::l ,IDr.i c-ipr.in M ilMii tc . (::l :M, n,PID,) ,, nii ,,,, 
il,C,,) • i:ii IDp::ln i,M nii,iil ,, IDp::in ilnMi • i:ii oiiil ,lM ,n,l::l i!DM n:in ,, 

ilWP i!DM n,,,,lil i,:;, nM ,, Ml ilitlO ir.lMlfD ilMi::ll M'M n,,,,l 1,M, . (ii-, :M 
M,, nii'll:n n,,,,l ,, ili,lMi 1l1'Mi ,,M Mip ir.i'\Mi .(i:n .::l C,:;),r.l) PID,,M 115 

ill,,, 1:;, 1,M 1~ . M' l,,O 1:;, 1,M ci:;, il,il 1::i ,,"O . (l :l' n,r.i,,) cr'IP,, ''ID' 11DEll nM ,, ,Ml, . i:ii iw::i i,:;, 'M l"U>i M,::lr.l ,llM ,:;, . M ,ltlr.l . M' 
1,M!D ~'\O ilnM c-ipr.i i,:;,;:i Mil .(M:M n,o,,) CID ,,n i!DM nir.iipoil i,:;, ,, 

. i,Miil, i,!D ln'Qt::l Mi,M C,tclM C,M,::llM 

98 .... ioiM tc,pP ,::l, ... ioiM ,MlP l::l pvr.ilD 
"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. 14 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. ·i:ii noni,r.iil ,!DlM i,:;, '\On ilDM:;, ,n,, (Deut. 2:16) 
"When all the warriors among the people had died off." Akiva's assertion is that God 

spoke to Moses only when Israel 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 ... " 

14This is another example of the dispute form. 

Ill 'Plilll--.,. 
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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. u When they died, God once again did so. Thus, the 
merit of Israel determined whether God gave revelation to Moses. 

101-102. i'i:ii i,p '1'0'U:C Mi,M ':Ii 'i:ii i,p ::l'W~ 'l'M 
"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. Cl'M':1li't .,::> iM!d Cl1' M"" ... i:ii,:i i'tWD Cl1' Mi,, 
"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. i't'il l:1 iii:i:::i taiQ i'tr'IM t=>i 
"So, too, 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'shal 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 Ii,• 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 marzaJi," "and I have not 
found rest," is actually about his not receiving prophecy. For the midrash says, "eyn 
menucha elah nevuah," "rest means none other than prophecy." 

113. ''lli oiii't 'JM 'M'l:1 i!DM i'UM (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 

17heir 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 I 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. ':i':iw':i 1WE:l) nM 1'=' •nro 
"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 '/al, 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 para.shah addresses some of the broader issues inherent in the biblical 

narrative. 

Forms and Technical Terms 

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) ... yatz '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 also 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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Thematic Flow and Development 

·~ 
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 is a crucial statement for the rabbis, who 

claimed to h'ave 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 tum, 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, m Israel, not outside; nevertheless, God 1s 

everywhere. 

c) 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 

-• ... 1• .. ~ 
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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 modern-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 literary 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. 

Relationship to the Biblical Text 

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: l which are 

addressed in the essay, it cannot be said that this is primarily an exegetical piece.16 Of 

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

16See p. l, 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 fonnal sense, as a jumping-off point for a topical discussion. 

One might argue that the double use of the root [i~M] 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 

I 

I 
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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. 



CHAPTER TWO 

TRACT ATE PISCHA 
PARASHAH TWO 
EXODUS 12:37-42 
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C'lJ:liM 1'='M "'Q C'!U!Ui nMQ n"O'\O':i 00011io . T'U'QO OOQJrlD ':iMT "l:l 'WO"I 
,, iOM"I 'iD'IM Min ,,n Mnn ':iMi . Ci' C'l1:l iM ,i:ii'IQ i'llUO ':i!U i':i'I? i'='n . no"'IEI 
''lli C'~Q fiM ':i::> ':i11 p:lM':i n"i'li ''lli C=>'l!lM Mr,Q c::>':i 'IMp 1-,,iM i:iM'I MlUQ i:iM 

i':ini ii':in':i "Oii l'M!U p:lM CM Mi . ioni ':ip ~in ,.,,.,, . (~n:l!I n~!Ul 
';MifD, 'l:l il10l 1'11 ')iii::> . iii,ni, "Oii!U i,'I?; ioni i,p Qi' C'lJ~iM 1'='M 5 

.(i:l!I' nio!D) ''lli C'i!Ul 'Ell:> ';11 c::>nM MfDMi ir.>Ml!U M C"P' n'OO' OOQJMD 

1. l"ln::>O 

"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. ''Q C'!D!Di nMO 
"One hundred sixty miles." A mile is the equivalent of 2000 cubits.1 Text witnesses 

disagree over the number of miles indicated by the midrash here. 

1-2. noi!l C'l>:liM ,,i'IQ 
"A journey of 40 parasangs." A parasang is a Persian mile. 2 An average traveler 

on foot covers about 10 parasangs a day.3 Thus, the midrash is indicating it would 
normally be a four day journey. 

2. Ci' C'l>:liM 1'='M MtDQ i,u; ii,"? 1'='n 
"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.4 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. 5 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 Dictionruy of the Targum. the Talmud Bavli and Yerushalmi and 
Midrashic Literature. (New York: Pardes Publishing House, 1950), p. 773. 

21bid., p. 1233. 

3Lauterbach, Mekilta, vol. 1, p. 107, n. 1. 

41bid. 

5See Pesachim 5.5, 32c. 

I 
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lamb.6 

The midrashic material about Moses' voice, which begins here and ends with "l'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 
Israelites 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. C'~Q fiNit i,:;, i,31 ?:!Ni, it'l"li (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. iQini i,? 
"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. iQN.ltD M C"?" 
"to fulfill what was written in the following text: ... " 

6. C'itDl '!)l::> i,31 c::>nM NiDNi (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" feeling 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 

6Kadushin, Concwtual, 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 ·ivc'"I, • •and you will 
travel.• 

rec Miu» 'L~?Q"' M':l ," l:l'"I i'U1'Q'\O 1'0l :l?l1"1 iQMltU ''" tUQQ M'Q'\O .i'U1~'\0 
iQMltU Cl'?Q M"M M'Q'\O l'M Cl'iQ'\M Cl'~Mi • itl1'"M ':li 'i:li .(t':l" M'lUMi:l) 

':li .Cl'?Q n"Cic ~ Cl'?Q Cln'M M .(i:l" i:liQ:l) Cln'M:l ilM'"I M'CiCQ i11c'"I 
,,,~ in l'CQ "::> "l) " Mi:li iQMltU i"C::> 'lll1 M"M M'Cic l'M iQiM M:l'Pl1 10 

"~" M'i'U1 rcoi i'IEl'IM i"C::> "l) '::> ""'" M:lM" !UM T'llili coi' lll1 M'MipQ ,l), 
i'C'\Oi ioi" iic"n • l'lQ M:l" i'nl>" • i:ll1tU" M"M ,., l'M .(~i:i M'l1~) ClQi' 

C!UMi "11 Cl"il> MMW'i 'ili li:litU' " ,,,,!), ioiMi • (Cl!U M'l1tU') "~" M'i'1M 
MM '" 1rui in"nrn ,Q" 1'"UtU '!)" i'U1'Q'\O iQiM M'QMl ':li .(':"" M'l1tU') 

. 'l!)iC:l 15 

7-8. itl1'"M ':li 'i:li ... i'M tUQQ M'Q'\O .M'Cic 
"'To Succoth.' They were actually booths ... the words of Rabbi Elie:zer." The above 

piece is a debate over how literally one should read "Sukkota." Rabbi Elie:zer's 
involvement in such debates is typical of the Mekhilta.7 

Here, various tradent's opinions are presented consecutively in a dispute form. 8 

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 (see 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. Mn"Cio l>Ol :l?V'i (Gen. 33: 17) 
"Jacob journeyed on to Succoth." Jacob went with his family to Succoth and built 

succorh. Thus, there were actual succoth at Succoth. 

8 ... ·"""··· l'M "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. 

7See below, Massekhta d'Ya'yassa, ch. 5. 

8See p. 16, note 12. 
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10. l"::l iii ror.i .,::i .,l1 '" Mi::l' Osaiah 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. 'Q'fli' " ,,,,£), (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 parallel 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. 

'lrll!ll:I run ir.iMlld i,M111:1tri' ~, ..-oi M'C'i Cl'ldld ci..-olii ,.,l, ..,.,M n'IMl:I !did:> 
,i,u; cii.,IDMID '1:1 i,u; hr.I run .(n-t:l ld"nld) ·ui :l~O Cl'i'Cl Cl'ldld nr.ii,u;i,u; 

ld"nld) ·ui nr.ini,r.i ,,1:1,i,1:1 :lin '""" cii,-o i,i.ir 'i'Cll:I Cl'i'Cl M'C'i Cl'ldld 
·ui Cl'i'CM ""l1' :l'n::>i .(i':M::i 'i:lil:l:l) '" nir.ini,r.i i!lC:l ir.iM' 1::i .,l1 .(Clld 

:l 'lrl:> to!l!Dl:I ere n'fDl1., 'u' ci,i'::ii,r.i ,,ci.i, • u' nr.ip2 n'w11i, • u' ';i. n~r.i,, 20 
,:l., ir.iiM 1ro'' ':l, .Cl'ltopi '1t!l Cl'ldlr.i ,:l., ·'lt!lr.i ,:l., .c=-n:tor.ip ci'.,M) ·u, 

':li . i,Ml11:1W' ':li ''i:li M'C'i Cl'ifl.ll1i MMl:I ''ll' .:li :lil1 Clli .Cl'lpn '1t!l Cl'ldll:I 
.M'Q', Cl'WlDi n'Ml:I u;i,u; il:l'M 1rui' ':l, .M'C', Cl'l1:liMi Cl'nMl:I ir.iiM M:l'Pl1 

'M::l' t::i 'iMM' 'll':lM Clii'i:lMi, Cl"lpl:ln il:IM Clii'i,l1 . iMl:I i:l::> rupr.i ip:li tM::li 
.:lMn ')0::1 lM.,1:11:1 'lM Cl'~r.11:1 tMM'::i' Cll1 .(i':ito M'ldM-0) .,,,l ld"0-0 25 

16. Cl'-Oln '"li ')i,M M'Ml:I !did:> 
"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. :l':lC Cl'i'Ql C'lDW nr.ii,u;i,u; hr.I ruM 
"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 ~n 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~. The Song of Songs speaks of Solomon's 
sixty (by the Masoretic text) gibborim, "mighty men" or "soldiers." But, it, too is 
spelled C'i:ll. Thus, the midrash justifies its reading of C'i:ll in Exodus 12:37 as 
gibborim. Similarly, Song of Songs 3:7 refers to Solomon's bier as NQ, mitato. The 
midrash uses this to support its reading that the 600,000 soldiers were '\N!IQ, matotav, 
i.e., [God's] tribes. 9 

17. ~.,Id c~i,!dnttJ 'Q 

"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 io~i,!d, 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. "n'IQM.,Q iEIO:l iQM' 1:::> i,31(Numbers21:14) 
"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. ''U~ C'i'OM ~t.,1'' (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. 10 

21. iQ~M lnl~' ':li 
"Rabbi Yonatan says." Rabbi Yonatan seems to have on his agenda to increase the 

total sire 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 

9ibid., p. 159. 

1°Kadushin, Concwtual, p. 157. 
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of non-Israelites - 360,000. 

22. :li :liP Cli 
•Moreover, a mixed multitude.• While the number of Israelite 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 Israelite 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. 11 If the 
prostletites outnumbered the original Israelites, then this argument holds more weight. 

24. i,,,l lzi'O-O iMJ' l~ 'inMi (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. 

11ibid., p. 161. 
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. ,.,Mnltf iJJ l"aQ'lni, "?'!)OM Mi,i MO'l1ii nM "l!Ui,w i'lO . ''\l'I p:cn nM 'IElM"I 
'"lli "ll~.,Q Ci' '"lli i'JJQ n'Oltf' "ICiM M\i M .tc., i'rU>':i aa-.o MM l~, 
rui,~Mn C'ii11itf rui11i iDM:iltf min M.,M n"lliJJ l'" . n"lliJJ . (M-i :t JJ!li'lii) 

. (l':t' .M C'~'Q) ruilliM"O l"\lto? l"\lil> C!liQ ,, 'U7l11M ~mi . (::l':i .,MptM') 
· lQM c,,., ,,,ui i11 Ci' Cl'ltfi,w ru~ ,.,~Mltf m-.r"O c,ii, ni'l1l .,,,l Ol 30 

. ,.,Mnlli i11 MMnn., ,.,~, M.,, ~,., i-.oi,n .Clii''M 'lM JJQiltf .c~~ illii"ll ~ 
"llM 1M'M n!liQ., i"ICM Mi,w . .,MT i,w tr-out JJ'iin., ,c,,., *' M., ni:.c Cl, 

Cii''J>i .MltfQ 'inM ~i,ni 'Q "ll'OMii Mi,M ,,,., ni:.c "lli'::l rMi "OiQi, l'lai' 
,.,~l ~ii noi . (::l :::l n'Qi'l '"lli iDM., ci,w,,, 'lttc nMipi ,,.,n ni,::lp::l ltfi'IElQ 

.(l:::l Clltf) '"lli ,,., .,MT ltfip . ~ i,31 35 

2 6. • "lli p~::ln nM 'IElM'i 
"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 tum. Here, as in 
other cases, it seems that they see verbs that use vav hahipukh - whose pshal meaning 
is past tense - as if they don't have the vav, making them future tense verbs. Va 'yofu -
they baked - becomes yofu - 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. i'lQ 
"This tells." In the Mekhilta d'Rabbi Shimon, the equivalent term is melamed, "this 

teaches." 

21. tc., i'n1'i, 
"The future to come." Standard rabbinic term for the time of the messiah. In other 

contexts it may refer to the afterlife. 

27. '"lli "ll~i,Q Ci' '"lli i'1'Q n"Olli' (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. c,ii, niDJJl .,,,l Ol. .. "lli ruiJJ cltfQ ,., 'i'l1 1M (I 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 oil 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 b~ead baked during their flight. 

It is worth noting that this segment fits the pattern established at the beginning of the 
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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. 1Ci1 eiii, ii'ui ip 
"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. Ci,,.,M 'lM l1Ciui Cl~QQ ildi'll ~ 
"They had been driven out of Egypt. I might have thought by them.• There are two 

different ways of understanding this depending on how one understands the word, 
mei'aleihem. It 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. 12 Then the text reads, "'They could not tarry 
because they were being redeemed. [by God]. "13 

32. l1',,i1., 
"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 .... ~ici, l'tai' 'llM 1M'i1 i1WQi, iicM Mi,u; 
"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'sballah (ch. 3), where the nature of 
Jewish faith is explored; Massekhta d'Shirta (ch. 4), where it reaches its height; and in 
Massekhta d'Ya'yassa (ch. 5), where Israel's faith is tested. In fact, most of this 
comment from "l'hodiah shivchan" through the first prooftext from Jeremiah 2 is found 

12Lauterbach, Mekilta, v.l, p. 110, apparatus. 

13Kadushin, Conce.ptual. pp. 164-165. 
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in Massekhta d'Ya'yassah, parashah one, almost word for word. 14 

3 3 . 'Q 'll'CMM 
"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 (lCM] refers to trust that God 
will fulfill God's end of the covenant. 15 

34. Cl'"lrilli' 'lUQ Mipi ,,i,M (Jer. 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 
S. . 16 "G 1 . J sa1 Th · 1mu. o proc rum to eru em: us srud 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. 

:l'lrOi .illrD niMc V:liMi ru!D Cl'lri"ld ic'IM inM :l'lrO . ''lli i,M,fD' 'l:l :lldici 
ic"pn' ,~,::> .(i':it0 n'IDMi:l) ruld niM lJ:liM cn'IM 'lllJi ciii:ll>i ic'IM inM 

. Cl'iron l':l nitl nit» p~' ,i,'ll Mi,ID ,, ruui Cl'lri"ld . ,i,i,n Cl':lin::> 'lid 
ic'IM inM :lin::>i rull7 niM lJ:liM cniM 'lll>i ciii:llJ'I ic'IM inM :l'lrO iD'IM ':li 
iDM . '""M Cl':l'lrO 'lW '\Q"pn' ,~,::> .(ttll CllD n'lriMi:l) illM "Oiiri' 'lJ':li ,,,, 40 

. Cl'llri" Cl"M'll 'lM '"" CIMi n,,,,i, Cl"M'll 'lM M:lildn l'fDilJ CIM M'lii 1'i:l ldiipn 

36. iciM inM :lin::> 
"One text says ... " This is a special midrashic form used when two verses contradict. 

They must be harmonii.ed 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'kaluv echad omer - "Another text says ... " 

141..auterbach, Mekilta, pp. 84-85. 

15This idea developed in depth in the chapter on Mesekhta d'B'sha}lach 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'Yayassa. 
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3. KeylUld 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 harmoni.7.ed with the second (Genesis 15: 13) and then the second with 
the third (Genesis 15: 16). 

36-37. rufd n~MQ l1::1iM cn~M ~11~ ci~i::iJn ... ru!D n'IMQ l1::1iM~ rufd ci'Uli,w (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. run 'O~lD' 'l>'::li i~it .. rutli nmo l1:liM cnm ~11~ ci~i::i11~ (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 Israelites 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~ 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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P:liMi illld Cl'ldi,w lrU'll fiM:>i 1m f.iM?i Cl'-ae:l ~Id' "WIM .,MT ~ :imi 
Cl'M"M ,., ~ro ~ MJi':> . ,.,r.IM 'r.l.,n., ~rold ~,M 11:1 iMM Mt .illld n'\M 

,,:iipli i:>t .(~:M Clld) nir.ii:ii Cl.,J:i CliM MfDPM .(M:M n'ldMi:I) .n'ldMi:i Mi:! 
i'QM . (:i ::i n'ldMi:i) 'P':ildii ci':I n~lfi'i 'ldldM ci':I .,=>,, . c:i :n CIW) iMi:i 45 

.(:l':M' n'rUMi:I) M':iiip:i Mild p~ni .(t:M' n'ldMi:I) Clnl:lld Clld M.,:iMi MiiM 
nMi 'U'lrUM nM Mldr.I Mp'i .(i:t0r.i n'ldMi:I) Oi:IM iipp Cll'\Ji:li iild 'll91ii tmM:i ':> 

('lt!l:ttO -oi~) 'nMfDl Ciir.i irm iir.in Mi, .(:>:i nir.ild) ciiM MfD'll .,, ci:i~,,, i'l:I 
'n''IJ Mi, ildM .(tO':i Cl'i:ii) Cl'r.IPM ~., ,,Mi,., ClniM 1'M.,M " p"1i iu.IM 

,., ~ro 1=>i .(i:M' M'ip'i) Cl'i,liii ni'i>:.& nMi .(l:r Cl'i:ii) ci:ii>" nir.i~ 50 
P:liMi illld Cl'ld"ld lrU'll yiaci lPl:i fiM:ii Cl~O:l ~Id' "WIM .,MT ~ :ildir.ii 

.illld n'\M 

43. ,.,r.iM 'r.ii,ni, i:irold Cl'i:iiM 
"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. 1w'll riM:ii p>l=> riM:ii 
"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. Me~illah 9A-B.17 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. 18 

17Lauterbach, Mekilta, v .1, p. 111, apparatus. See also, Kadushin, Conce,ptual, p. 
170. 

18See comment on line 12, p. 4-5, below for definition of greirah. 
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· l'l> "liro Cl"lpOM l::l::lJ) Ma, f pn l>'liirD li'::>OrD i'lO . ''\:Ii MlrD Cl'rD'rD f pO 'M'i 
lC>':C ilDJ> nroon:i .Cl~n l'::l 'l:l'::lM CLii::lM Cll1 i:ii'l lC'l:l ilDJ> nrDOM:l 

. pro&' ,.,ti lC':C ilDJ> nroon:i . ,,;:;ii, 'll'::IM Clli'QM .,JM niu.tn '::>M.,O ilO 55 

. Cla,'Oa, inM fp . f pO 'M'i ir.lM)rD Cl,,n::in 1'::1 niu nitll lC':C ilDJ> nrDOM:l 

53. ''lli MlrD Cl'rD'rD rpo '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 tenn •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 "kaluv echad omer" section that much of the control 
over redemption lies in human hands. 

54. lC'l::I ilDJ> i1rDOM:l 
"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, se".eral 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. ,,;:ii, 'll'::IM ci.ii:iM .,JM ni!Dn '::>M.,O iM::i 
"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). Ood, people and individual are all tied 
together. 

56. Cl'iron 1'::1 nitl nit» 
"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 Tanchyma and Mjdrash Seikbel Toy share an appealing reading in which this 
redundant line is removed and replaced with, •b'chamishah asar b'nisan nig'alu," "on 



44 

the 15th of Nisan they were redeemed. "19 This simple statement closes the syllogism 
and fits the prooftext. 

~'Ir.I MM 1~' . ni!Dn ~Mi,o ,.,M . "ll' " n'\2C~ i,:i '\MJ' ntn Cl''n CJJJ:l 'M" 
'i1"M M '"," "'lr.l~ID Q,"1QJ1 ni:lJJ,tDQ Ml~tD .,'Q~ 1',:lJ1,tDQ .,MTID 1ot .,:>ID 
(':i~ n'lr.llD) iii~., Cl'QtDM ml>:>' io'" M'lii M ,.,Mllub' . ·~, ,,.,l, nnn' .,Mita' 

· l'lO i'n' ni:i • ,~,~ ni:i M.,M ,., l'M .(tO:lo M'JJ!d') i:£ ,., cni:£ i,:i:l "'Ir.I'"' 60 
'liM np'I'\ "'Ir.I'"' .(~:~ C'.,M) Mi:Q ~lM m 'liilJ1M' 'lM°ip' io,., ,'lr.l.,n 

iQ'" M'lii 1=>' .(te-~:t!li, n'IDM-0) ')O'' M " 'M"I io'" M'lii M' . 'ti' ')O'' 
iQ'" itJ1'"M ':li .(l:>:t.:l i,M'lr.ltD) ''""M' Cl''ll ~ 1., n'ic iujM 1011 'lElO 
. Mt Mt'M' . (M' :' M'i:>t) ni:i Cl':l -0" "'lr.IMltD ~ .,M,fU' Cll1 M-OJ1 nit ni~J1 

. 'iQ'Mi, iWC'M 'M :l'lr'O M°ipQ Mi,Oi,M io'" M:l'pl1 ':li .l"O'O i,; 'Ir.Ii,~ Mt 65 
,.,lid Cl'?O .,~:lid ta'lr.I M J:>' . n'iC 1~J1 C'?OM 'lei, i,MiiD' ,,OM i,'Q':l:> 

ni,llM io~ut Ci"mJ1 Ml':>W i\n~ Cl'li:£0i, ,i,l .Cli"mJ1 ;ini,l Ml'~W ~':l:> i,MifU' 
Ml':>W Mi,l i,:l:li, '~ .(t~::l .M i,M'lr.IW) Cl~ Cln''M:l 1':lM n':l i,M 'n'i,ll 

Ml':>W nn.,l Cl"'l>" ,.,l .(i':lO M'J1W') n~:l 'M"ID Cl:>lJ1Q., io~ut Q,"1QJ1 
CIMJ1 Ml':>W nn.,l Cl,,M., ,.,l .(n.,:coo M'Oi') Cl"'J1:l 'MO:> 'MW' io~ut Ci"mJ1 70 

Ml':>W "'Q':l:> i"n" l'i'nJJID:>' .(M:lO M'JJ!d') ''ll' Cl,,M M:l nt 'Q io~ID 
1'i1"M " :l'WM' .(l:., Cl'-Oi) ''ll' 1n~ut M 1'M"M " :lW' "'lr.l~ut Q,"1QJ1 ninn 

'::>' .(t:i W"MID) ""~ l'll:l.,Q 'nM "'Ir.I'"' .:l~ M.,M 1=> ,Q,M 'll'M 1n~ut nM 
Mi,M l'll:l.,Q 'nM iQ,., i'lr.li,n M .Mi,W M'M l'll:li,i, M.,M, .MM:l M'M l'll:li,0 

. Cl'"'J1 l'll:li,i, nM' 'lM 'll'i,~ l'll:li,Q nM' '~M "'Q':l:> 75 

57. niutn ':>Mi,o '"" 'll' " n'M:lJ i,:i 'ta' 
"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: •wvaot Adonai, • "Hosts of the Lord.• While in a biblical context the 
term "hosts" may simply reflect the military imagery discussed above,20 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. 1ot i,:iut ~'o MM 1=>' 
"And thus you find that every time." The comments on, "va'y'hi b'etzem ha'yom 

hauh" (Ex. 12:41) begin with an exegetic statement about ministering angels leaving 
Egypt with Israel. But, then the midrash shif'.ts 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 

19Lauterbach, Mekilta, p. 113, apparatus. 

:ZOSee pp. 35-36. 

I ' ' -~·:...,ltd,.' ; 'JI 



45 

as a unit in Sifre Bamidbar, pjsJca 84.21 

The piece is built around three statements, which introduce the three main sections 
that make up the piece: 
1. (line 58) V'khen atah motuh she 'kol z 'man she 'Yisrael m 'shuabadim ldvyalchol 

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 motuh she'bekhol makom she'galu Yisrael ldvyaklwl 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 ldvyakho/ Shekhinah clwzeret imahem 
•And when in the future they will return 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.22 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 motz.eh she'khol zeman (line 58) through the end of the prooftext from 
Exodus 24:10, U'k'etum ha'shamayim l'tohar (line 59). 
2. V'khen atah motz.eh she 'beklwl makom (line 66) through Eino omer khen e/ah shav 
(line 73). 

5 8. ni:::i»i!Dr.i Ml'::>W i,'l::>':::I::> 
"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. 

21Kadushin, Con@lltual, 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 
motz.eh" works as it should, connecting this piece to prior material. Here, "these words 
are superfluous." 

22Jacob 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. ''l:li .,MT 'il.,M nM iMi,, (Exodus 24: 10) 
"And they saw the God of Israel.• Finding textual proof for the Sheliliinah'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 livnaJ ha'sappir) ... • K'ma'aseh liv'nat is taken as 
a reference to the Israelites' making (ma 'aseh) of bricks (leveinim) in Egypt.23 LivnaJ 
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. 24 Apparently, the rabbinic association with Ex. 24: 10 connects 
God with the making of bricks in Egypt.25 

59. init!l., Cl'~rDn Cl~U>::>t .. ,.,MDID::>i (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 Israelites were redeemed on the •etzem• of that day and on the •erzem• the 
sky was clear. 26 

60. ~ ,., en~ i,::>:i (Isaiah 63:9) 
"In all 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 [M~] 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. l'l~ i'n' n~ _ 
"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 

23Lauterbach, Mekilta, p. 113, n. 4. 

24Succoth 4.4 ()4Cl. 

25Lev. Rab. 23:8. 

~ushin, Coneej>tual pp. 186-187. 
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enslaved/afflicted individual. The prooftexts are Ps. 91:15 and Gen. 39:20-21. The 
Psalms text speaks of God being with an individual in distress and rescuing him. Joseph, 
in 

Genesis 39 is imprisoned 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. iQ'\M RiM t=>i 
"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. i'ii':iMi Cl"l:I ... -,Cl> 'ml:l (II 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'e/ohav, 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.)27 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. 'ili itl>'':iM ~i 
"Rabbi Elierer, etc." The midrash uses Rabbi Eliezer's statement to make sense of 

the notion that God redeemed Godself. Avodah wrah - 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. Cnl:ll1 M':il Ml'::llli 
"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 'khinla 
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. Cl'~~ ... 'n'':ill n':illil (I Sam. 2:27) 
"I revealed myself .. .in Egypt." The prooftext for Egypt is a deliberate misreading 

27Lauterbach, Mekilta, vol. 1, p. 114, n. 4a. 
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of the p'shal. 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 nigleir• is read by the midrash DQ1 
as ·1 revealed myself,• but as •1 was exiled.• The roots for both are identical [n.,l]. 

69. ni,= 'Mi,w ~ll1r.li, 
•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 •shilachli, • •1 sent,• the 
midrash reads •shulachli, • •1 was sent.• Thus, we have •For your sake I [God] was sent 
to Babylon." 

11. iitn., t'i'rl»!D~i 
•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 nechemra, the words of hope and 
comfort traditionally put at the end of a midrash. 

73. ni,~ l~i,r.I 'M (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 1, lines 24-25. The reading in 
that case is that God is beckoning Israel, the bride, to come with God, and return .fmm 
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. 

ir.iMl!D 111Ziin' ':li '-Ci i,Mln., t'i'n» i:ii ,.,tm i:i .'"lli ,,., Min C'i'lr.l!D .,,., 
Cll'M M:l., i'nl1., .,:lM ,.,Ml) i:i ir.im itl1,.,M ':li . Cl'i'lr.l!D ,,., ntn n.,,.,n Min 

Min i,11ifl1'" pn '~ .no 'lCr.I .'"lli i?Ji!D !Din:i i»~n ir.iMl!D ,,!Dro M.,M C'"Mll 
n.,,.,n Min M.,M . ,,., ntn n.,,.,n Min ir.ii., ,'IQ,n nci .(T'\-i :MEI Cl'.,M) ''Ui 

fpn l1'ln!D~i . 1'l:l MM .,M"ll 'lM ntn ni,'i,:l lli-CM "ll':lM CM-CM., cipr.in ir.IMtD 80 
.,M,fll' .,~ID ,,m . .,M,fll' 'l:l .,~., Cl'i'lr.l!D · l'l1 .,,~ ,.,,£)M cipr.in l:l~'l1 M., 

. 'Q ir.in!Dn' l'=>'~ 

76. ,,., Min C'i'lr.l!D .,,., (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 nechemla for 
this parashah. The midrash delivers it, but in an unexpected way. In the first part of 
the verse we have: Ley/ shimurim hu l'Adonai, "it was a night of watching for God." 
In the second part, Hu ha'layla ha'zeh l'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 
/'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 Eliez.er 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, [!din] 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. Eliez.er'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. 28 

81-82. 'O ion!DM., Cl'=>'~ .,M,fD' i,::i1z1 ,,le 
"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. 

28See above lines 24-25, 36-41, 42-43, 53-56. 
l: 
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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. 

~eusner, Mekhilta, pp. 13-18. 
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Forms and Technical Terms 

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 arah 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. 

Relationship to the Biblical Text 

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 Flow and Thematic Development 

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 c·1n the blink of an eye•), arid /avo 

(•messianic future•) and ketz (•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, •1 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 (arid 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 

. j 
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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 talce 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 emdus are all depicted as having 

happened on the 15th of Nisan. Abraham's individual redem1itioo - the birth of his son -

is linked to the redemption of bis later «l g eudants, the people Israel. At the exact 

moment when God promised thal the ~ would eod - the tell - redemption came 

immediately - k 'here/ ayin. In the b:Dsioo between divine and bnman control of the 

exodus, God's control is e1111msiml 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 Shekbinah aca-111.anies Israel wbeieva they may be. The 

Shekhinah was with them in ~ and at the exodus. and later in exile (Shekhima 

ba 'galuta) and will return with Israel to the Land at the time of the mesruth. Thus, the 

messianic theme is once again cophaiiml, along with the mo6f of the mutual love of 

God and Israel. Song of Songs 4:8 is quoted, •eome with Me from Lebanon, My 

bride," echoing the imagery of 

Jeremiah 2:2-3. 

Lines 76-82: Through a dispute between Rabbi Yeboshua and Rabbi Eliezer -

two sages often matched in the Methilta - various thematic elerrlmts are tied together. 

The time of the future redemption is debarrxl and tied to the time of the exodus by Rabbi 

Yehoshua and to the Covenant Between the pieces by Rabbi Bierer. 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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"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 recognii.es 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. ... 'll'l:IMM MID~ CIM 
"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. ioini i,p 
"A fortiori." Reasoning from the lesser case to the greater case or reasoning from the 

more difficult to the simpler case. (See Ch. l, p. 7, comment 27 above.) The term is 
used twice in this section. First in line 1: If the people believeP 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 'clwmer, they spoke against Moses (since 
Moses was God's earthly representative). 
1. ,,1:1.,., M.,M 

"Rather it comes to teach you." Since it was unnecessary to mention both God and 
Moses, th~ simple meaning cannot be the whole point. Thus, the biblical verse is 
actually there to make a different point. 

2. Y.liM MM ~ tai'~ 
"Similarly, you interpret ... " The term k'yotzeh 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 
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to sup~rt. the ~e proposi~on. 1 That is, whatever attitude the people take towards 
Moses, it 1s 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 
third century when concern for unity and the need to justify rabbinic authority was 
crucial. 

~ .,M,Ul' 'l'CMi\ltl i\lCM i!iltl~ltl cbw,i l"l'm icM!tl 'C 'mi, l"llCMii ni,iil 5 
nltlc ,,ID' tM • 'lli "~ 'll'CM"I io~ltl ni'ltl iicMi ltlipn nii eii''P Miul 

. ''li .,M,Ul' ,~, 

5. i\lCMii ni,iil 
"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 [iltl] and £1CH], including i\lCM -QUI 
("reward for faith") i,p Milt! 
("rest upon") and ni'tU "song. "2 I 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'emunahlg'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. i,M,Ul' 'l~i nltlc i'tU' tH ''llUI ~ 'l'CH"I (Exodus 14:31-15:1). 
"They had faith in the Lord ... Then Moses and the Israelites sang." 

1Neusner refers to this as an "exegetical form with an implicit proposition." 
(Neusner, Mekhilta, pp. 58, 66.) 

2The 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 arah 
motuh statement about Abraham in it's introduction. 
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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. 

Kij'\ 'Mi:> i'UCtQ MM M'3C ,,.,l) .,:lpcn .,:>ID iDiK MM 'J'lll iDiK M'llru ':li 
nnirai i::>t 'll'CMj'\fD i'UCMM i::>fu:lfD 'll'Mi:ltQ 'll~C t::>rD raipj'\ nii ,,.,l) j'\ifdnfd 
.,MiUl' 'l:li MfDll i'fD' tM ''lli ":l 'll'llM'°I icM:ifd j'\,'fD iicMi lfiipn nii c,,,.,l) 10 

8 .... illiK j'\'Cnl ':li 
"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. i'UCtQ nnM j'\'31l ,,.,l) ~pCj'\ .,::> 
"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" i'UCM 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).3 

It should be noted that the mid.rash refers not to doing commandments generally with 
faith, but to doing ~ 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. 4 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 difficult that 
if one ever does even one correctly, it can change one's universe. 

"'CiD:::i """ ten ci,'Wm nm c~n nM 'll':IM c.i-oM !di' M~ aa'IC nnM 1=>i ,.,M» M.,rz.f la'IC nnM r-ii .(i:"@ n'U#M-0) ''lli ~ l'OMm io~111 l'CMnrz.f ru~M 
.(M.,:i n'IC!U) Olm l~M'i ~~rz.f il'~Mnlfi ru~M i::>fD:::i """ c~~ .,M,fD' 

11. ~'IC MM l=>i 
"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 mah 
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 mah 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. 5 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. 6 That is, redemption comes 
to the Jewish people - both personally and corporately - as a result of faith in God. 

3M. Jastrow, Dictionacy of the Talmud, pp. 77-78. 

4See Massekhta d'Shabbta, parashah 1, lines 72-73, below. 

5See below lines 24-25. 

6under 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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11. llii' 
"Inherit." This word has the same letters as i'lll. It is probably a word play. 

12. 'Ui ~ l'OMMi 
"And he believed in the Lord, etc." Historically and literarily the first example of 

emunahlamanah is Abraham, whose faith in God at the Covenant between the Pieces 
(Gen. 15) is accounted to him as tffl:lakah (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. 7 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 it 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 aJah motzeh redactorial layer states that it is the 
emunahlamanah 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.) 

icmi n'QM nl'\CM i':>tr.i (i:>:M., Cl'.,Mn) " "UU Cl'l'ICM iD'\M M\i 1=>i 
(:>:n'p C'.,Mn) 'O ~' Cl'p'ii ,,., i11!lln nt .(:l':t' n'\Clll) •ui 'Or.in ,~, 1uiMi 15 

.(:l:'O M'Plli') C'l'ICM ir.i'WI p'i~ ·u M:l,, c,,pu; inn£1 ir.im inr.i rur.iM '"P:l:l 
ir.ii:1i, icri,, ,,., n,,,,,., :l'lt:l io'IM M\i 1=>i -o l'Ol:>l rur.iM ,i,p::i .,:> rnn -u>llln 
.(l-M::l~ Cl'.,Mn) ·ui 'lnMfD '=> •ui nii;,i,::i iruir.i~ iion }P:l:l ,,li,., fl'"P 

ntn ci,ip::i U'n'QM U'J:>Miilll MlQM ~fD:l "'" it MMfD ,,,i; M:l., u., Clil 'J:l 
ir.iiM toEl!Din' 1=>i n,.,,.,::i iru'\CMi iicn ip::i:i i'lni, ir.iMl i=>" n,.,,., ,.,"Olli 20 

.(:>::> :l"'Mi) in,.,ini i'M':ll:l U'J:IMM UJ:>Mni Cl:>'M"M ":l U'J:IMM CIP., 

14. il:l'\Mt .. ir.i'IM Min l=>i 
"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 

7Romans 4:2-3; Galations 3:6-11. 
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v 'chen at ah '!'°';'!h, ~ well as from the material that follows, which is characterized by 
the us: of u ~h nv to introduce textual material. Moreover, it is apparent from the fact 
~at this section d~ from the clear historical paradigm of the prior piece and comes 
m 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 characteril.e this section weave 
together the two parts of the piece that it interrupts: the Exodus from Egypt and the 
ingathering of the exiles. 

14. "~'ll Cl'lv.IM (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. 'QQn ,,n, 1,iiiM, (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 maildr 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 "maildr emunat 
avot" as meaning "God remembers the faith expressed throueh 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. 'Q ~· Cl'p'i:£ ,,., i111lin nt (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 
burgeonin.g themes of this midrash. The gate to Adonai are the gates of tzeddek, the 
gates of nghteous action. The tuuldikim will enter the gates. The use of this 
root [pi~) leads us to recall the faith of Abraham, which was accounted to him as 
tzeddakah. 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. Pitchu 
Ii 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. Cl'l'ICM P',~ ''U' tc,, Cl,,111d '\MEI (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 emunahlamanah is missing from the prior verse, the author 
asks, "bi 'vaalei emunahlamanah ma 'hu ometl" 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 tzaddildm 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 no11.er Adona1), 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 emunahlamanah (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. ''U' 'Y.lt.,, ,,., n,,,n., ::l't!I (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, morning and night, deeds and the work of one's hands. 

The p'shal 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 morning. God's emunahlamanah and our 
emunahlamanah 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 morning. Is 
the next world the individual olam habah or the collective messianic salvation? Perhaps, 
for the author, it is both. Moreover, it is the emunahlamanah of our ancestors that lets 
us merit the olam habah, not our own emunahlamanah. 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. tlCMni CC'M"M "!I tl'CMi., (II 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 emunahlamanah is front and center. The 
emunahlamanah 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 emunahlamanah with God, 
God will have emunahlamanah 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 •ho<Ju la'Adonai," echoing the motif 
expressed earlier in this section.8 

M'M' W'lr.IK!I p'i~n !l'roi .(l:M l'l'Ci') •tii Ml"lr.IM" M"M 1'l'l7 " !l'roi 
.(~:l i'O'M) 1nl'lr.IM :i::ii Cl'if>!I" Cl'ldin !l'roi .(i:::i p'lp!IM) 

22-23 .... ::i'rot .. ::i'rot .. ::i'roi 
•1t is written ... and it is written ... and it is written! This section includes three 

verses, all of which are introduced with the term u'chliv. However, there is a fourth 
verse that begins u'khtil', which comes after the next section, the last v'khen alah 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 alah motz.eh. 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. 'tii Ml"lr.lMi, Mi,M 1'l'l7 " (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, 

'Interestingly, 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. M'M' w~~ p'iJi (Habbalruk 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 tz.addik will live through 
(because of) his emunah. 9 This may be taken to mean that God will help the llilddik 
survive the night because of his emunah, or more concretely, the 11.ilddik 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 llilddildm at the time of the messiah, then 
it is the perfect introduction to the last v'chen a1ah 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. 1N'lQM ~, Cl'ip~r, Cl'lz.!in (Lamentations 3:23) 
"They are renewed every morning; great is Your faith." (my translation). After the 

verse from Habbalruk, 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. 

1u~r,o 'MM io~lz.! i'UOM ~iD~ "'" n'cl:,,no nii'Ml1 ni''ll'I l'MID MJ'lQ i1M 1:,,i 
.(n:i ID"l'llD) i'UOM lz.!Mio ,,,lz.!n 'M~n 1~'0 'nM M':i:,, 25 

24. MJio i1M 1:,,i 
"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 alah motzeh. (see comment on v'khen alah 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. 
Moreove~, 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. i'UOM tliMiO ,,ilz.!n ... l'li,:,, l~;o 'nM (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, return from exile. The ingathering of the exiles is 

9"fhe 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 [iWi], meaning •1ook• or •gaze ... Specifically, to look into 
~e fu~ure. 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 whe~
Israel has reached the peak of faith and is about to sing their vision. And what can be 
closer to vision [iWi] than song [i'ui]? 

.(::l>M:):::l lJ!z.iirt) ;oicto ,, 1'MiuiMi ''lli c,,11, ,, 1'MiuiMi ::l'~, 

26. i'OiQM::l ' ' 1'Miu-mi ''lli ci,i11i, '' 1'Miu-mi ::l'~, (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 'ktiv. It is 
placed after the last v'ken arah 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 
[i'ui]. That is arastikh [iuiMJ, which also picks up on tasuri [iiui] and 
WMi. 

Cii''l1 Miui 'll'OMMW i'OiQM ~iu:::iw ci,i11n T't'rti iQMW 'O 'l!l' i'OOMM ni,i-u MM 
i,M,iu' 'l:::ii nwo i'W' TM ii:::i11 nwe::li ~ 'll'OM"I iotew ni'w iioMi wipn nii 
.(::l':ip C'~) ini,nn ii'W' ,,i::l,::l 'll'OM"I "'IJ:liM Min 1:ii . ,,, nMlM ni'WM MM 

2 7. i'OCMM ni,iil Mii 
"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 emunahlamanah 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 Horeb, 
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 Yrsrae/• (Exodus 14:31-15:1). In Exodus, 
Israel had emunah in God, but in the psalm 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. 

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 

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 ~at there is no significant interaction or 

relationship between the two pieces. They are placed side by side, as far as I can tell, 

solely by the "logic of fixed association. "10 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. 11 (The remainder of this discussion focuses on the 

emunahlamanah piece.) 

1°Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 13. 

11It 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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Rhetorical Forms. Technical Terms and Redaction 

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 shanah aleihem ruach ha'kodesh 

v'amru shirah). They bracket the essay and serve as an exegetical ~ink to the text of 

exodus. In all likelihood they were the last sections included 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. Outside 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 nvery carefully fonnalired syllogism. "12 This syllogism 

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

12Neusner, Mekhilta, pp. 57-58. 
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case in the syllogism is introduced by the term, v'khen arah motzeh. As noted above, 

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

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

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. I 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 emunahlamanah, all of which are 

introduced by the word, u'khliv. 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 

include the base-text or any exegetical comment that link them directly to the base-text. 

Moreover, I would suggest that the u 'khliv 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 

7 ~'OMiilli i'UQM "i:)fD:l!D 

4 ni'lli iiQMi wiipn nii eii,.,D nniw 

12 i'OQM 

15 [i"lli] 

31 [lQM) 

3 cpiJJ 

3 [ilJlli] 

2 cion) 

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 bis midrasbic sections in order to create the effect of a 
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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 emunahlamanah, faith, and its 

expression/source in shir, song. 

Thematic Flow and Style 

The connections in theme and motif across the several section.:i 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 'khliv 

section, all of the instruments of the messianic orchestra are playing, reaching a 

crescendo. The feeling is euphoric. Then, the last v'khen a1ah motuh 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 

TRACT A TE SHIRT A 
PARASHAH ONE 

EXODUS 15:1 
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"CW:l "'1'" i,n'lii '" .M:li, i•rwi, fM !d"I i:ll>W" fM Id' .nwo i•!d' fM 
.(M:'lt!I n'ID!d) n!do i'T tM .('C:i n'IQW) c•oi 1nn nioM tM .('C:i 'i:l) 

iii iDM fM .(:l':' l>IZi'lii') l>WiM' i:li' fM .(t":IC i:liD:l) i,Mifzr i'T tM 
i•nvi, fM Id' • i:ll>!d" '"" 'iii .(:l':n .M C'::>"D) no~ "'!QM fM .(:l:'lt!I .M '"Mi) 

li,i• tM .(n:ru c!d) ii~ i!d::> vp::i• tM .(n:o M'l>W') ni,iri 'Mi'n tM M:li, s 
.(~':Mi, n•oi•) ri"'lrO nown tM .(n:ni, c!d) rnnpr:in tM .(i:ni, Cid) nor:i "'ac 

'"" ,,_,i .(~:'Op ~M) " "'ilii c~ i""IQM' fM ... 'll'EI pinw ""Q' fM 
1•ioi, 'll':l&Dl .n!do i•!Zi' tM """ ~'r'C 1'" n!do "WI tM io~ '=li .M:li, i•rwi, 

. m'lnn 10 c•Mn n"M 

l. M:l" i•nvi, fM !d"I i:ll>W" fM W' 
"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 (pshal) reading of the Song at the Sea1 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. 

l. M:li, i•nvi, 
"In the future to come." This phrase refers to the time of the messiah. 

1-4. ~l>!di, ,i,M •in .... i:ll>Wi, tM W' 
"There are times when the word az refers to the past. ... These texts Oust 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 Adonai. Exodus 4:26 is the 
mysterious scene where Tzipporah circumci7.es 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 Son~ at the Sea (New York, NY: The Jewish Publication 
Society, 1990), p. 2 for an explanation of the translation of 
C'M ni•!d as the "Song at the Sea" and not the •son~ of the Sea.• 
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the S?ng 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'wt .... • Moreover, the verse continues, • ... ali v'er enu /ah." 
The word enu is based on the same root [i\ll>) as ta'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 smr• (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. tc., i'nP., ~.,M .... tc., i'nP., lM W' 
"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. 

.1' 

I I 

" 

I I 

11 

I I 

11 

I 
' I 

I 

II 
I' 
I 

1 
i 
i 
I 

l I 

I 
I 
11 



77 

It includes direct references 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. ~, 

Rabbi Judah the Prince. B.T. Sanhedrin 91b attributes the same statement to Rabbi 
Meir.2 

8. 1',0' ~'~o:I 
•we find that the (Torah) text teaches.• This is a technical tenn introducing a 

conclusion. 

9. nini 10 C'MT'I n"nn 
"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.3 

. T'li'ID ,,OMID ill>ID:l MID~ 1'.,'lplD i,Mifu"l i,MiiD'~ i,'lp!D n!Do . i,Mifu' '~' il!DO 10 
,.,M,fu' .,~ ixi~ rti'ID illDO ioMID ,~ . .,M,iD' 'l:l' n!Do inM i:li 

10. i,Mifu' 'l:l' T'llDO (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. Mui~ l'''lf'ID i,Mifu"I i,MiiD~ ''lf'ID T'llDO 
"Moses is equal to Israel and Israel equal to Moses." At that moment of song Moses 

2Goldin, SWI&, 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 
w~ louder than th~ other and/or they hannoniz.ed 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 mncha, the ordinary people. 
During the Song at the Sea each was equally close to the Holy One. 

11. '"V'\M i:l i 
•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. ,,lO 
"Tells." This is a technical. term meaning that the preceding text/point indicates the 

following .... 

11 . "MiiD• "::> il:I!) Mi•ld ilrDl:I il:IM 
"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. 

N,ldMii'I • 17"1 n,i•ld ildP M"T'I, • M'T'I MM Mi•ld '=>, . nMti"I Mi'rDT'I nM 
• (t!l::> :" T'l'PrD') '"ll, lM ldipnM "'"::> c::>" T'l'T'I' i•ldM il:IMlrD Cl'~~ T'lil:IMlrD 

. T'lrDl:I i'rD' tM il:IMlrD Cl'T'I i,p Mil:!Mlld T'l"lrDT'I 
.(t':M::> ~i~) "MifD• i•ld' tM il:IMlrD iacM "p T'lil:IMlld n'rD'"rDT'I 15 

.(i::>:Mi, Cl'~i) '"ll, :l'lrQi, ilrDl:I n,"::>::> 'ii,, il:IMlrD T'lrDl:I il:IM!d nP':liM 
• (:l' :' PtD\i') '"ll, "" PID'lii' ~ ,, tM il:IMlld W\,, il:IM!d n•ld•r.in,i 

.(M:T'I Cl't!lEl,ld) CIP"ll':lM l:l p~, ilii:li ildn, il:IMlld p~, Mii:li ,il:IM!d n•ldldil 
.:l ~'ll:lld) nMtil Mi'rDT'I .-oi nM "" ,,, ~,,, ir.iMlld ,,, il:IM!d n'P':lrDT'I 

.(M:" Cl'"M) ,,," n':lT'I n::>"lln i•ld i'll:ltl:I il:IMlrD M"ld il:IM!d n'l'l:lrDT'I .(M::l::> 20 

12 . nMtT'I Mi'rDT'I nM (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. •4 The songs are listed in chronological order. This type of 
enumeration list is typical of midrashic texts. 

12-13. c~~ nic~iz.t ro,ldMiii 
•The first which was said in Egypt.• Many other sources mention a song that was 

sung by Adam5 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. ''Ui lM iz.tipn,i .,,.,;:, c;:,i, M'M' i'lz.tl"I (Isa. 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 Sukkah 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. 6 

Therefore, the midrashic text uses this as a prooftext for the Israelite 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. 7 

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. 8 

4The "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, I..e~ends, vol. VI, p. 11, n. 59). 

5See, e.g., Bereshit Rabba 18:4; Pesikta d'Rav Kahana 4, 34a; 
Pesikta Rabati 14, 59b. 

6Lauterbach, Mekilta, p. 2, n. 1. See B. T. Pesabim 95b and Bereshit Rabba 6:3. 

7Dr. Norman Cohen, lecture, 11/20/91 
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18. tnro':IM l~ p-oi ili~i i!Dni (Judg. 5:1 ff.) 
"Deborah and Barak so~ 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 
song as they are to the Song at the Sea. Moreover, note the future tense form of shir, 
i!Dn. 

19. nMlil ili'ldil ~, nM ,,., iii ~,,, (II 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. 

'M Cl'::l.,O) iili,::>,, M'~il nM Mi,!D l~,, iQMltD ~ Mi,!D Mi,ili ~ iii '::Ii 
'El" """ .(M:., Cl'.,iln) ,,,., M'~il n::>'lln ,,ID i'\OtQ "'IQ,., ,'IO.,n Mi .(i':i 

nM ,,,., " ii::>t "'IO'\M M'Li t::>i . '\OtD i,17 M"lpl in~i, ,,.,11 ilDEll iii lnltD 
MJOM i11 ''lli 'M'~ .,ii~ ~M CIM ~p11n i'~M; iil ,,., 11~tDl i!DM irl'lll1 .,:::> 
ilrll1 "'\OiM Miil M .("t-M ~i,p Cl'.,iln) ''lli ilni!)~ M'lll10tD illil ''lli ,,., Cl'lpO 25 
. '\OlD i,11 M"'lpl ,,.,11 i!Dt1l iii lnltD 'El" Mil .(?~:~' 'M Cl'::>.,O) iii 1M':I ilMi 

21. ml~ ,,, '::Ii 
•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. Baylt, 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. 9 

22-23. ,,.,11 i!DEll ,,, lnllD 'El" 
"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 

9See comment on line 25-26 below for further explication. 
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life for. "10 However, the prooftext given in this piece, Psalm 132: 1-6, does not 
charac.terize David.~ dying for Israel. Rather, it discusses David's vow, his "undying" 
comnutment 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. 

23-24. 'i!)~ 'lrlilJ1 .,!) M ,~,., " i'Ot (Psalm 132: 1-6) 
"O 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 the 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 tum, 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. ,~, in':l i\Mi MD (I Kings 12: 16) 
"Now, look to your own House, 0 David!" The dual meaning of bayit is manifest 

here. In the pshal of this verse it refers to David's monarchical house, specifically to 
Rehoboam, David's grandson. But, midrashically, it refers to both meanings of bayit. 
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. 

1°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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C'i:li Mldi,w . 'IOld i,i> M}Pl ,,.,i> 'l!Dm 1n'll ciMld i:li i,::>ld 1a'IO ilnM 1=>' 
'IOld .,i> Mipl' riini i;i> 'ld!ll 1ru . m i,i> 'IM"\Pl' eii''i> ,ldEll illdo 1ru 

iQMlld M'l'I C'l'l.,M nim "'ii' .(::l::>:l '::>M.,O) ,,::llJ illdO nim 'i:>T iQMlld 
illdo nim "'°'' i'IOi,n nr.i Mii .(M:~ C'.,M) ldm n::l'ldo nr.i'on " nim 30 

l=>'l'I '=>' • 'IO!d i,lJ nM"'lpl il''lJ 'llDEll lnlld 'El' Mi,M .(::l::>:l '::>M.,O) 'i::llJ 
.(~:,., n'IO!d) ''ll' " ClJ cld 'ii,, ic~ld .mmri i,i> 'ldm 1ruw 'll'30 

i,lJ 'llDEll lnlld 'Eli, Mii .(t!l!t!I C'i:Si) ''ll' C'' C'lJ::liM iil::l ::lldM' "'°'"' 
,., icMlld 'IO!d i,i> 'IMipn .,Mila' i,i> 'llD!ll iru . m i,i> Mipl mmil 

in'ru' ,oi> c,,, icMlld CM " ClJ "'ii' .(r:::l' n'IO!d) . -,oi> nnld '=> ,, 35 "°' .(~:,., i,MP,tM') ''ll' ili,M " ClJ c,ii, i'IO~ iQ'IM' .(to::>:to C'i:li) 
.,M,fa' ;i> 'l!Dm 1ruia 'El" """ .(t:::l; nm) -,oi> nnld '~ ,, ,., io,; ,'IO.,n 
c,iii c~~ 'ii'' icMlld . ;Mila' i,i> 'l!Dm 1ruia 'll'31l l~'l'I '=>' . 'IOld i,i> 'IM"'ipl 

.(::l'-M':::l n'IO!d} ''ll' ii:>' ii:> 1El,, ::l'M::>' cn,i;::lO::l M,,, ''MM '" la'' illdO .,,l,, 
'IM"'lpl' l'l'iil i,lJ 'ldEll lnl . 'IOld i,lJ 'IM"'lpl i,Mifa' i,lJ 'ldEll lnlld 'El" Mii 40 
M.,il, .(M':Tto C'i::li) ''ll' ,., ]M C'it!l'ld' C't!IEl'ld io~ld 'IOld i,lJ C'l'iil 

io,., ,'IO.,n "°' . (t' :M Cid) "'ii C'il""' toElldOil ':) iDMlld "'ii C'il'"' t!IElldOil 
l~'il '::>' . 'IOld i,lJ l'l"iil 'IM"'lpl C'l'iil i,lJ 'ldEll lnlld 'Eli, Mi,M . ,., lM 

iDM'' "'°'"' .' 'll' 'lldil C''::l la'' ic~ld · l'l'iil i,lJ 'id Ell ]nlld 'll'30 
l'iO lil=>i,, ::l'M=>' . ''ll' nlJiEl i>old,, ::l'n::l' . 'll'i,lJ t!IEl'ld' ild W'Mr, -,Old '0 45 

l'l"io .(t'-l':::l n'IO!d) .c,ld'"ll,, C'l>,,il ~,, ::l'n::>' . ''ll' n'll::l i>::lld 
Mii .(~:l., C'i::li) .,M,iD' Cl1 ''t!IElldO' iliDlJ " npi3 . itM l'l",'' Mi::l 

. 'IO!d .,lJ l'l"iil 'IM"'lpl l'l'iil .,lJ 'ldEll lnlld 'El' 

27. la'IO ilnM 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" earns 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 Olah 
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 

"IOul a,, nM"'lpli •x• a,, W!l'l lnl 
b) iotc!d 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) ~Id followed by prooftext for objection in •c•. 
e) Counter-objection, in the form of a question about why the text in •b• is written: 
?"b• iDMa, i'IDi,n MC MM 
f) Answer given confirming proposition "a." 
g) Question demanding a prooftext to support proposition "a," phrased as: 

". x. .,, i!d!)l lnlrU ~':ll:l l~'M ~, 
h) ~Id followed by two or three prooftexts for proposition "a". 
i) Concluding statement confirming "a:• 

'ID!d .,, i~ipl "x" .,, i!dEll lnl!d 'Ela, Mil 

32. ·~i " Cl) Cl!d 'ii', (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. cni.,~o~ M,,, i'nM a,M ta'i .,,l"I eii,i Cl'r.I'~ 'M'i (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. 11 

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.12 

11Shemot 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.'" 

12As 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.'" 
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40. 1'l'ii1/Cl'l',i1/l'l"il'\ 
•Justice/the judges.• Lauterbach translates l'l'i as •justice,• and 

l'l"i as •judges.• However, in order to make sense out of the midrashic text, he 
translates Cl'l'i first as •judges• and later as •justice. •11 The 
Munich manuscript uses l'il'\ instead Cl'l'i in the later case so the meaning ·J· ustice • 
• 14 • • ' ' ' 
IS clear. Vatican 299 manuscnpt reads only r~,,, for •judges .• u 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. 'i:ii i" 1nn C'it!!i!d'I Cl't0Eli!d (Deut. 16: 18) 
"You shall appoint magistrates and officials .... • The midrash is reading the word 

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

44. • i:ii 'l!dl'\ ci'::i aa,, (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 Israelites 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. 

46-41. itn l'l","' n~ l'l"iQ 
This is a wonderful double entendre. n~ l'l"iQ 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. itn Cl'l"i;i means he "returned" 
(chazar) to Israel to be a judge or leader of "judges" (dayanim). 

47. ;MifD' QlJ ''nD!dCi n!dl1 " npi:it (Deut. 33:21) 
"He executed the Lord's judgements and His decisions for Israel." On the pshal 

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 

13Lauterbach, Mekhilta, v. 2, p. 4-5. 

14Ibid, p. 4. 

15Goldin, Sone, p. 72. 
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uncertain.
16 

• ~drashically, it .can. be translate.cl as, "[Moses] did the Lord's justice 
[therefore] his Judges/law are with (1m) Israel.• Thus, Israel's law/judges are considered 
as Moses'because Moses did according to God's justice. 

Cl"'""°~ ,,., Cl'iiwjr.i ir.ilM Cll>M .,, fl>~,, ir.i~ID l!l!llD'\M' ir.iM!D M'l>'!Dnn 
no~ .(ac:::> :l"'Mi) ~ion c':iw':i ~ "'=' ~i'Li ir.i,.~ ''ll~ !dip niin:l 50 

~i~n ir.i~ nim!D n~'i'Li ':i::>:l!D . mm!D n~'i'Li,i ':i::>r.i ~' n'i'Li M'lnlDl 
. ~ion c':i~J>':i ~ ,,., ~i'Li ir.i,. M'Li tac~ ~ion c~':i ~ :l"lt!I ~ "'=' 

lM'J:I ':IJ> CM . Cl'J>lDi ':lid ti:lM ':IJ> Cl~ir.i:l ~'lEl':i nMiD M'M M':i ':i~':l::> M':IM 
c':iwn ':I:>:> '='~ID inMID C'p'iin ':IJ> ir.i~~ ':Ip c~ir.i:l nMiD nn'M "" C'J>!Di ':lid 

• (n::> :' '';!DC) c':i~J> i'°' p'ii~ ir.i~ID ~i,~ 55 

49. l!l!llD~M' 
"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 Israel. 17 Unlike Ahab, 
however, the Bible regards him as having been a righteous king, one of the best of 
Judah. 

49. ''ll~ CJ>n ':IJ> fl>~'~ (II 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 tum 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 seiud 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 

'6Tanakh, p. 332. 

17Peter Calvocoressi, Who's Wbo In The Bible, (Middlesex England: Viking, 1987) 
p. 98. 
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in dire straits, facing 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. Cll>i"I "l> flTl"I (II Chron. 20:21) 
"After taking counsel with the people .... • TQe masoretic text says 

"Cll>i"I "" fl>i"I" instead of "Cll>i"I .,l>, • The midrash here (both Lauterbach and 
Horowitz/Rabin) also has ·~ ,,,,, T.liMi" where the masoretic text has •ci,-,ciMi 

"" iiii"I." This distinction amounts to the dltlnction between Jehoshaphat 
singing alone/leading (T.liMi) or the singers singing as a group (l:l'iDiMi). Once again, 
the midrash, using T.liMi, is expressing tension between leader and group in the context 
of song. 

50-51. n'ln!Dl M 
"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. 18 

51-52. iion ci"'l>" ~ "" iiii"I 
In most of the songs of praise that begin """ iiii"I" in the Bible continue with the 

words ":lit!I '::>." This common form was undoubtedly sung by the rabbis whenever they 
recited Hallel. The absence of ":lit!! ~" is, thus, jarring. It seems to imply an absence 
of goodness in God. In this midrash it is taken to indicate a lack of MCfu, 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. '"i:i ci"ivi"I "::>::> "t>!D inM!D Cl'p'i!&i"I "l1 
"One righteous person is as important as the entire world." See above, "i"lfD~ Cl'"'lpfD 

"Mifu'i "Mifu':> "t>!D iltDC" . It is not clear to me if the midrashist has in mind a particular 
person who is righteous or is simply bringing this in as greirah. 19 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.20 

18N. Cohen, lecture, November 25, 1991. 

19See ch. 1, p. 5-6 for definition of "greirah. • 

~.Cohen, lecture, November 25, 1991. 
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.('::lo n•11!d•) yiMii rape 'ln':inn !din i•!d w, ii•!d ioMl!d M::l':i i'rll1':i n,,'fal1M 
nii•!dn 5:> .(M:l!lop ci"='nn> ci•i•on ':inp::i '!n':inn !din i•!d ,,., ii•!d io'\Mi 

ll"l'iMM i'M i"'C11!d nwi!Vni '? ni':ii• i'Opln!d cld:> .i'Opl li!d':i::i n'IMiip i"'Cw 
"'Qt l'lldi,:l MMiip -,:>':i . i'Ql1!d M'iMM rM ni'l"!':i Mi'rll1M Ml1'11dnn ':i::lM . i'Ql1!d 

-,:> ,.,,, -otn l'M!d Clld:> .(i:':i M'Oi') "'Qt ,.,,, CIM '\Mii Ml i':iM!d iDMl!d 60 
rwwn ":l 11!d'll ':iMift!' iDMl!d i'Q11!d M'inM Mir M':i M::i':i ni·rwn· l"!l1i!dni 

.(r:no n•111d') Cl'O':i'W 

57-58. M:lpl 1i!d':i:l n'IMiip i"'C11!d nii'ldn ':i:> 
"All of the songs of the past were written using the feminine form." 

That is, they were called "ni•!d;, while the messianic song will be in the masculine, 
•i•!d." (It should be noted that this is not completely accurate. If one glances at the 10 
songs listed here, some are called "i•!d. ") 

58-59. i"C11!d ... nii,,, n::ipln!d ci!d:> 
"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 1Q somethin~. An 
"ordinary salvation" gives birth to another period of subjugation for the people. This is 
the view of Jewish history presented by this mid rash. Similarly, in ordinary 
circumstances poetry must give way to prose. 21 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. -Ot ,.,,, CM '\Mii Ml i':iH!d (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." 

21The 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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.,!)Q C'W)M ruMJn' 1""" ~Id m ,C,, iW::l., mioM ""' "''iQM ,,., . ,,., 
ntinfDon C'!d)M ru')SJn' io~' "U' i,~111 Mipi, n,i,mn' ,,Id., i,MiW' 'il1 

.Ci' iU7::l., M''iOM ""' mioM ,,., ltC .,::lM .(l-,:M' .M .,M'IQ!d) ''ll' 65 

63. oi' i!D::l., M''iOM Mi,, M''iOM ,,., 
•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 Eastern 
history is riddled with windbags. Praise of such "flesh and blood• is unwarranted.22 

63-65. ''ll' Cl'W)M ru')lJMt .. C'W)M ruMJn' (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'taaneinah ("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. 

':C:> ni'!d Cl'~~ ''"' i,MifD' i,1' ni!d !dipn n,, io~ M'ON '::li . ioMi, 'io"'' 
C'~'" ''m c,i,,,.,1' ni!d !dipn n,, io~ tc'p1' '::li .SJo!d nM 1,,t' 1nw ciM 

M'M l"l!dQ ~~ 'Min l::l ill>'"" '::li . .,.,l"li, nM l'Miti 1nw ciM ':C=> l"li'!d 
iD'M' M'\D l"l'l"I l"IWQ . 'IQlJ l'iD'll' ''iMM }'lW i,MifD"I l"l.,M Cl'i::l i::l M'\D 
M~ ':> W, l"li'!dM 'IQlJ r~'ll'I ''iMM l')W .,MifD"I l"I~ M~ ':> ,,., Mi'!dM 70 

1')'1' .,M,fD"I l"I' nion 'llJ ~~' M'ID l"l'l"I l"IWQ . C'::l Mi ~!),,, o'~ l"I~ 
~'"' nn'ID l"l'l"I n!do . M1''11i'" ,., 'l"l"I M' n~n 'l1' 'I01' l'iD'll' ,,,nM 

. 'IQ!d " Mni,o W'M " 'IQlJ l'iD'll' ''iMM 1')'1' i,MifD"I MM.,Q W'M " 

66. ioMi, '~M"I 
"And they said saying." (Exod. 15: 1, my trans.) The redundancy here is what 

sparks the rabbis' responses. Specifically, the doubling of [iOM] 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 

22Goldin, Son~, pp. 31-32. 
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"responsive reading.• The shaliach tzibbur (service leader) would say .or chant "Hear 
0 Israel, Adonai is our God, Adonai is one.• The kahal (congregation) would respond, 
"Blessed is [God's] glorious kingdom forever and ever. •23 

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 
MMl MMl ~ "'" ni'WM would likely be the refrain.14 

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. "MilD' "' nni!d !diipn nii 
"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. . . · l'liS> "Mi!D'i ... M'm M'M Mid~ 
"Moses would begin ... and Israel would respond .... " Th~ examples are used to 

demonstrate R. Eliei.er'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. 

~ni niM!lnii nMl ""' ni~l MMl ""' n"iil nMl "'" .nMl ~ "'" ni'IDM 
. iiniii rwni niM!)nni n~iln "' i" ~'IM ,,, t=>i . iiniii 75 

23Dr. Lawrence Hoffman, lecture, 2/22/90. 

14N. Cohen, lecture, Nov. 27, 1991. 
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"It is p~per. to [ascribe] greatness to Adonai, to [ascribe] mightiness .... " The verse 
sta~ •. "I will smg to. Ad~nai, f?r [Adonai] is highly exalted• (Exod. 15: l). In tenns of 
cognitive content, this m1drashic 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.25 

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 comely26 

The flow of verse is even more rhythmic in the original Hebrew: 

i'l.,,,l i'1Ml ,,., 
Mi'Cl i'1Ml ,,., 

iiruii MJlin , niMElnn MMl ,,., 

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 
"i'1Ml," which looks like "i'1Ml." 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. 

25Dr. 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 themes and order 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 fonns before they were written down and finally redacted in the 
Amoraic period. Furthennore, comments in the Mekhilta comparing the singing of 
the Song at the Sea to the Shma and Hallel, and the doxological style suggested by Rabbi 
E1iezer, invite a comparison between the poetic writing in Shirta and the 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. 

26Goldin, The Son~, p. 80. 
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'~" l'Oi,pc i,::>n ''l"I' iU'ioi, Ol::>llli ci' ~ ,i,c . i'OO i'OO '=> "" ni'lrlM 
ld!lt!I """ 'U'M' ccn M'\iilli 'll1 """ 'U'M' i'llil1 M'\ii!d lli"n """ 'U'M' i'Ql M'\iilrl 

n'ion i,::io MM 'Q l'"' lOMl M'\iilli 1", M'\iild ,,t::>M """ 'U'M' 'lOni "'"Id 
""" .1::i 'U'M ci,'l>n l"l'i'1' iDM!d 'Q "::lM . ,., l'E>'lM i,::in """ . '""" 

.(t':' c~i) ''U' Mi'llm i"Olii .,,ill, ""', icMllli i'Cl "'"Id ,,., ni'lrlM 80 
ac&' ,~ " ic'"' .(n:i::> c,i,nn) Mni,o i"Ol " i"On ntl1 " io'IM' 

l"li'O= 'y.llrl i,,il, MM i,,il " 11Q::> 1'MQ io'"' .(l':::lQ l"l'l>lli') ''U' 
"U'I ci~lrll"I '1'l"I"" ,,., 1n icMlid i'llil1 M'\iilrl "" m'lrlM . <' :' n~i') 

C'l"I '" ilrlM T.l'IM' .(M:i::i ~l'U'I) ''ll'I l"IM'"Q' fiMii "" iQ'IM' .(i':' i:roi) 
~ 1" T.l'IM' .(n:::l ~> ''U' ::lmii ,.,, "P::ll"I ,i, io'IM' .(l"l:l"IJ Cid) ''U' 85 

io' M::>M::l " T.IMllrl ci::in M'\iilrl ,,., ni'lliM .(i:M' i,MptM') ''U' ;un ,i, nwmn 
'=> io'"' .(l':l' ::l''M) ''ll'I ni"Ol' M=>n '°l1 io'"' .(t!l':l ,i,llio) fiM 
""'li) ''U' l'C'::ini, MM:>n ::l'l"I' io'IM' .(,:::l ,.,!do) ''U' M::in 1n' " 

l'MQ cn'Oi,Q i,::>::l' C''Ul"I 'O::>M i,::i::l '::> ''U' C"Ul"I ,.,Q 1Mi" Mi, 'C .(M::>:::l 
''ll' l'lln' ci,n, "" " " ioMllrl 1cni "'"Id "" ni'lliM . (t :' l"l'Oi') im 90 

" i'oni i"Ot io'"' .(Mi,:, C'-Ci) ''U' " c~i "" '=> io'"' .(':,., n'°lrl) 
"" T.l'IM' .(t!l:Mp cld) ''U' ''CMi' i,::>i, " ::l~ iQ'IM' ,(,:l"I::> C'"i'U'I) 'U' 
':I T.IMllrl 1", M'\iilli "" Mi'lliM . (t!l:t!I "M'li) n~'"Ol"I' C'Onin 'U'M"M 

C'"l'U'I) ''U' i,M nil>::l ::l~ C'l"l"l1 iD'IM' .(t':M C'-Ci) M'\ii C'l"li,Mi, t!IEIWQl"I 
M'\i.,ld "" Mi'lliM .(i :::li, C'i::li) ''U' '"l1E> C'Ql i"IJl"I iQ'M' .(M:::lEI 95 

.(i:::li, Cid) ''U' iU'°M i,M iQ'M' .(t!l:t Cid} ''U' 10Mll"I i,Mii iQMlld 10Ml . ,,n,,, rwn' n~nii' iii"Olii MMl nt; Mn 

76. Cl,, iio::l 1"0 
"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 ... "27 

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 

27Boyarirt, 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 p~se: Meanwhile, the rabbis spent much time in worship of the King of Kings, 
where Stmdar 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. !di,n Mi,M 'l:l'Mi i'Ol M'lii!d 
•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 ... "28 

79. . .. ci,wn i1'm ~Mid '~ i,::iM 
"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.29 

It has been argued 
that the first 4 attributes should have 5 prooftexts each.30 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: 

IAuterbach Hor/Rab Goldin 

ii::il 4 4 4 

,,!dl1 5 5 5 

ccn 4 5 5 

l~ni 5 6 5 

l", 3 3 3 

l~Ml 2 2 2 

28Goldin, The Song, pp. 81-82. 

~ifferent 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: 

:Jaor. 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 blcxxr section above. There we have four consecutive longer statements and 
then two shorter statements after them. Thus, there is a clear, rhythmic 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 l'Adonai Id 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. 31 

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.32 

T=Torah K=Ketuvim N=Neviim 
Lauterbach 

i'Cl 
T Deut 
K Psalms 
N Isaiah 
N Jer. 

i•fLIJ> 
T Deut 
K Psalms 

K Psalms 
N Hagai 

N Ezek. 

Horowitz/Rabin 
i'Cl i•fLI J) 

T Deut. T Deut. 
K Psalms K Psalms 
N Isaiah K Psalms 
N Jer. N Hagai 

N Ezek. 

c:in 11~ni 
K Proverbs T Exodus 

K Job T Deut. 
K Proverbs K Psalms 
K Daniel K Psalms 

K Daniel 

c:in 11~ni 
K Proverbs T Exodus 

K Job K Psalms (an insert) 
K Proverbs T Deut. 
K Daniel K Psalms 

K Psalms 
K Daniel 

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

31N. Cohen, lecture, December 2, 1991. 

32This analysis was suggested by Dr. Norman Cohen, lecture, 11127/91. The only 
exception can be found in the Horowitz/Rabin edition where under 11~ni a Psalms text 
precedes one from Deuteronomy. However, ~s .verse has been in~~ .by 
Horowitz/Rabin in this position and their apparatus 1nd1cates that the verse 1s m1ssmg 

from several manuscripts. 
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but the order is maintained in each case. 33 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 •Ha11e1• pattern descnbed above.34 

97. ,,,,,,, ro&lm niMElnni nimi rw W, atii 

"Thus, it is proper to [ascribe] to Adonai might, glory, victory and majesty: The 
word •atii• 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 summari7.es 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. 

pniD:i 'C ~ ir.IMllri 'CiJJ:::> 1'J1, n:iildc M'Lilri iiin Minld nMl M\ild ,,, ni'lriM 

im ':::> n'IM:IJ 'n'M "' ir.iiMi n:ii Cl'lriiip iio:i fiJJl i,M icmi ''Ui "' iiJJ' 
ir.iiM Min 1:::>i . ,,Id tQJ iin:i M\i nm .nm:iJ inc .(t!lt:t!IEI Cl',Mn) "' l'OM 100 

Min iii 1:::>i . ,,Id !dip n'Q:ii iin:i M'Li niM .(:i:li, ci'i:li) !dip ni:i:iir.i MMi 
ciiiMi nJ 'iii iciM M'Li l:::li .(M:'IEI Cl',Mn) ''Ui "' Cl'n'tc 1ic:::l l'M ir.l'IM 

roiiJJ:::> ,,.,n, ir.iiMi ''Ui Cl'li':::> i'l'J1 iciMi ''Ui ?El Cln:::l WMi ir.iiMi ''Ui 
.(~M':n lri'illri) ''Ui iDiD 'i'IDJJ i'pild ir.iiMi ''Ui :int "''~ ~·i' icmi ''Ui cfD'Qn 

' 

98. 'CiJJ:::> l'Mt .. ilMl Miil!D "'' ni'lDM 
"'I 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 Id 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 

33The 4 prooftexts for Cl:::ln are from Ketuvim; three of the four are from the "wisdom 
literature" of the Bible. 

34See comment on icMi, iir.iM"I, line 66 . 
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among the heavenly hosts, but elevate God above the others. (Like •mJ khamokhah• in 
the Song at the Sea itself). This elevation is read and extended by the midrash through 
micro analysis of the words ·n~J· and •MM.• ·n~J. • •myriads,• is understood as 
.,i,w ·~J' im M\i 'M'\M'. • •God is the ensign among His host.• •MM• is read as its 
Aramaic meaning, •sign.• Thus, God is a sign, •lfiip n'O::iir.>, • •apa{l 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 returns 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. 

Cl'.,nn) "' nio' Cl'Pl''' Cl'""" 'EiC ir.>'\M M'n 'in io'\M ,.,,.,ln '0'' •:ii 105 
M., Cl'"""~ M'MM M., 1m .,El~ '\M ir.>MllD 10M 'l>~ID ,.,M Cl'""" .(l:n 

'Pl''' Cl'""'' 'IElOM ioMllD lOM 'ilDo Cl'Pl''ld ,i,M Cl'Pl'' .(lt!l:l ::i''M) ,,M '\Mi 
f'M .,.,,, n'~n., ir.>MllD r~ID ,.,M Cl'""'' ir.>'\M ':ii . (Tt!l:::i .,M,') Cl'ild 

lOM .,,ID i,l>ID ,i,M Cl'Pl'' .(i:i i'O'M) cini, ,.,MID Cl'""'' ir.l'\M' .(~:t!l l'l'Oi') 
Mi'tU ,,QM' Clii'El 'MEI ,.,M, ,i,M . (CllD i,M,') Cl'ilD 'Pl''' Cl'""'' 'IEIOM ir.>MllD 110 

10M 'l>~ID l'i::l'l> ')M ir.1'\M i'M ~i . ''U' ,,i; Mi'IDM ir.!MllD Cl'lpOl'I 'Eli, 
Cl'.,M) ''U' Cl'l'li,M 'Oi::I n,i,np~ ir.>MllD Cl'lpOl'I 'lEli, Mi'ID 'ir.>M' }l'l'I) 'IMEl 

nilDn ~M.,Q ')M M.,M Cl'lpOl'I 'lEl., Mi'UI iir.>M ,:l.,:l .,Milo' Mi;, .(l~:no 
. (:l :n CllD} Cl'OIDl'I .,, . ,,,l'I nln ilDM fiMii .,~::i -,CID ,,,M no '\ll,,M ,, ir.>MllD 

105. . .. io'\M ,.,,.,li, 'O'' •:ii 
"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 cognitive 
exegetical style. A verse is presented ~ntaining two words that need defi~ition. ~e 
opinions of two rabbis are cited regarding these words and a prooftext 1s quoted m 
support of each definition. A third rabbi is cited who makes 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 

. ' 

I I , 

I : 
i 
' 
i 
I ' 
' 
. ' i : 

-~~-~ .... ,, 11-""l'i'l'"'i ""'1'!"111 '""'' '1'1'11 --~~-..,.,.,,· . ~· _l 1111:~ 

,, ' 
I 
I 

' 



96 

of how the song was sung.35 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.36 But, what are the parameters of "Israel?" 
An intertext from Psalms is brought (8:3), "From the mouths of infants (o/'/im) and 
sucklings (yonldm) 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 yonldm 
to be the Song at the Sea. 37 

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 Israel. 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. 

35Indeed, 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. 

36Qne could argue that this passage should have been tied to that text and not.,,., 
Mi'IDM. 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) 

37I say this was the redactor's interpretation, because it i_s ~ot.clear from R. Yo!si's 
statement alone that it refers to the Song at the Sea. That tie-m is made below. ( Elu 
v'elu patchu pihem v'amru shirah, • •Both of these opened their mouths and sang a 
song.") 

____ ...,,...,...,..,, ........ ,,.., .... , ............ , ... , .... , --""llfl"""l--•: ... ,,,,11~ 
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OVERVIEW 

Massekhta d'Sbjrta is the Mekhilta's midrasb 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 Sbirta 

is couched as a midrasb 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 

bas triumphed gloriously ... (Exodus 15: 1)." However, the midrasb 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'Besba.llach, in the midrashic piece immediately preceding this piece 

9 

'1 
,, I 

'.I ,, 

: 
I ' 
I 

-~-......,....,,Tl"""""!I'~'"""""""'~~· . I . • :;;;: ;;r Ii 11 Ii iii ililiii iii I ii !!Iliff .. ~ 



98 

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 Ya'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 Base-text Form and Style 

1-9 az yashir moshe Propositional form based on 

"Then sang Moses" exegetic comment; 

Prosaic style but with 

rhythmic citation of verses 

10-11 moshe u 'v'nei Yisrael Propositional form based on 

"Moses and Israel" exegetic comment; 

Prosaic style 

12-20 et ha 'shirah ha 'wt Enumeration list; 

Prosaic style 

21-26 Propositional form; 

Prosaic style 

27-48 Propositional form 
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with syllogistic argument; 

Prosaic style 

49-55 Propositional form; 

Prosaic style 

56-62 Propositional form; 

Prosaic style 

63-65 l'Adonai Proposition based on 

"to the Lord" exegetic comment; 

Prosaic style 

66-73 va 'yomru leimor Dispute form; 

"They said" Prosaic style 

74-75 ashira l'Adonai Id ga 'oh Poetic verse; i ' 
:1 I 

"I will sing to the Rhythmic repetition of God's 
:i I 

Lord, for He has name and adjectives of praise 

triumphed" 

76-97 ashira I 'Adonai Id mashal as1 cognitive spring-

ga'oh ga'ah board for poetic verse, then 

"I will sing to the rhythmic series of verses in 

Lord, for He has set pattern; Poetic style 

triumphed gloriously" 

98-104 ashira l'Adonai Poetic verse and propositional 
I ' 
' ' 

"I will sing to the fonn; rhythmic poetry breaks I : 
' ' I , 
I 
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Lord" down into prose 

105-114 Dispute fonn; 

Prosaic style 

A quick glance down the "fonn and style" column reveals that the material 

in the first half to two-thirds of the piece is prosaic and largely propositional in 

• fonn. In other words, it resembles what we find 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 

tum, 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 fonn 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 fonns, they grow tired and 

begin to look forward, towards the difficult journey into the desert that awaits 
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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 l'Adonai" ("Then Moses and the 

Israelites 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 l'Adonai Id ga'oh ga'ah" ("I will sing to the Lord, 

for He has triumphed gloriously.") Looking down the "base-text" and "fonn 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 th~ 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 fewShorter series of verses.
38 

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. 

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

l'Adonai Id ga 'oh. The second and largest of the pieces of poetic material follows 

ashira l 'Adonai Id ga 'oh ga 'ah. The last section which contains a bit of poetry 

then fades into prose follows a short repetition of ashira l'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. 

TQpical Flow and Thematic DevelQpment 

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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Soogs of Jewish history. The tension is whether there were ten songs or one 

mug. Are these various moments of salvation the same or different? Past, 

prcscot 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 

oo soog 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 IO songs tradition with a 

discnmon of the 9th song, the Song of Jehoshaphat. The value of life is asserted 

here, that of those who are wicked and, even more, 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 ·I-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. It is "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 IO 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 hm1l the Song was sung. Was it done 
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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~ 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 

' ' 

' ' I I 

" ' ' 

i 

' ' ' 

i 
I . 
I I . ________ llmll!..._ ___ ~::;;.." 



105 

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. 

H · ' , I I ' "'"' . Ill 
,,,-~4 ill FIMI 111rm•ti 11 ~ 

. _I ,, 



CHAPTER FIVE 

TRACTATE VA'YASSA 
PARASHAH ONE 
EXODUS 15:22-25 

106 

, I 



107 

itMM ~, . "UnCIZ1::> :iD'\M m,, ~, .cm '\MJr.I M.,, ~,~ Cl'C' n!Z1i,u, i::l.,"I 
~IZ1 Cl'CT'1 .,l1 M.,M nm i'U'M yiat,, . i'i'1 .,MT ,.,~, nnn Cl'Dii M.,1"1, :io'\M 

'i::> M.,M .Cl'C ~Q Mi,i ., .. n MC Mil .(i:ii,p Cl'.,iln) Cl'CM i,17 fiMil l1piii, 
.111~,., 

l. ''Ui Cl'C' ntdi,td i::l.,"I 
"They traveled three days, etc." Tractate VaYassa begins at the point right after the 

Song of the Sea. Moses leads Israel 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 
Israelites went three days in the desert and did not find water. 

1-2 .... iciM itl1'i,M ~i ... iD'\M l11Z1iil' ~i 
"Rabbi Yehoshua says ... Rabbi Elierer says ... " Ti:actate VaYassa is characterized 

by a series of contrasting statements in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Hananiah and 
Rabbi Elierer Ha'Modai. 1 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 
Israelites have walked 3 days in the desert and it is not unusual that one would not find 
water in the desert. Rabbi Elierer 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. Elierer is implying a failure here on 
Israel's part. Note that Elierer responds to the text on a drash level in contrast to R. 
Yehoshua's p'shal. This is typical of the two tradents in the Mekhilta. 

3-4. 1l1l'" ,,::> . 
"In order to tire them [Israel] out." The infinitive, l 'yag 'an, implies a subject causing 

Israel to be in this situation, i.e., God. R. Elierer 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. Elierer saying k'dei 
l'yag 'an, he says k'dei l'nasotan, "in order to test them." Indeed, this is R. Elierer'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. 

1As noted in prior chapters, scholars call the rhetorical form used here, the .. ~ispute 
form." It consists of "The statement of a question or problem, followed by opm1ons of 
two or more authorities ... " (Neusner, Mekbilta, p. 104.) 
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ilD Mii . l"WID M'IM:l li"ID 'IC~ Cl'itlii l'=ID i,MT i~llD C"D :C'iD'\M C'iMM 5 
c,i,,'J1::& 'In~ Ci'M'iMi 'iDMllD l'll1:1 '\M::&D Mi, m:i::i ')MID . C'D 'IM::&D Mi,i ,. n 

.(l:i' i"l'Di') Clp,, c,i,i,:i 'CID C'D 'IM::&C Mi, C':ll ':il1 'IM:l C'C':i 

5. C'itlii l'::ill i,Miirr ii,tolrli C'D :C''iD'IM Cl'iMM 
"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 quofud 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). •2 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. cp'i eii,i,:i ... ini,rli cn'i'iMi 
"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. 

nim '-0,i, l'lci .c'c' i':ilDllllD nim '-Oi iM::&c "' :iicM nicirlii 'IDiii 
ill.f~rd ''EJ" , (M:i"ll i"l'J1rD') C'C':i i:ii, MD::& i,:i 'ii"I iDMlrD . C'~ C''irdc li"lrD 
i'n'rli C'M'=ilni C'lptn il'pnii "?'D' . iiio i:i' C'll' nrlii,rli nim '-Oic 10 

~ID inM' l'P'0£)1l, n::ilD::i ,,,ip • i:&':I Mi"I . 'rD'CM::ii 'llD::i M::irli::i nim ,,,ip 
. n::irli ::iil>::i l'P'opci 'rD'llM=i l'iipi 'l1'::i-oi 'rD'i,rli::i 1'P'0£)Ci 'lrli::i l'iipi 

8. n'\CilDi 'rliiii 
"Interpreters of r'shwnot." Lauterbach calls these midrashists, "allegorists. "3 

Boyarin argues that there is no evidence that the tenn rashum means allegory and that 
"most of the interpretations cited in the name of this group have no allegorical elements 
whatsoever." He claims that the tenn means "the interpreters of sealed texts," i.e. 

21..auterbach, Mekhilta v.1, p. 224, lines 11-13. 

31bid., vol. 2, p. 89, line 73. 

, '''r1 nr• "" •1111~1aww11ua111 ;;;11A&ili&LLILAIZEZCCQ ELLA! 

,i 

' ' i ' 

.I ,j 



109 

cruces or obscurities. 
4 

Boyarin is correct in that the interpretation given by the dorshei 
r'shwnot 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. "6 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. C'C' 'Oi, M~ i,::i ,,M :ic~ld (Isaiah 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. "7 

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. ~iio i::i' 
"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 

4Daniel Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Readjn~ of Mjdrash (Bloomington, Indiana: 
Indiana Univ. Press, 1990), p. 143, n. 7. 

'See below comments on Va'yoreihu and sham sam lo chok u'mishpat. 

6Boyarin, Intertextuality, p. 84. 

7Lauterbach, Mekbilta, v. 2, p. 135. 
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between R. Eliezer's comment that water was right beneath the feet of Israel and the 
ve~ali7.ation of their lack of faith in the fonn 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 fonn of complaining to Moses. 

"iQMltU T'Wtd M'llC .,MT 'Ile n~ipl:I ntd~., :"iQ'\M »td'L,, ~, .nnio 'Ile,, 
. i:ii,:i irm Cl'lpD., """ 'llC "" :io'\M 'Pi'!Dii itP.,M ~, .nnio 'IM'O,, .,,,l:i ,.,°',., ""~ Cll't., rm :ii:i'IM m,, ~, . '"U' ntdo i,p Cll1l'1 ~.,,, 15 

~, .Mtdo .,JJ M'Pin 'i:ii 'ican ,,m """ .nntdl M "iQM., M.,nn ci,i:itd 
.MtdO i,p M'lrln 'i:ii Cl'"iQ'IM n''M ~ ''M ri'°" :iD'IM 'Pi~M itP.,M 

.nntdl m ioMi, iDMl -pi, .m"Om 'El.,:> "'" 'ioM i:ii,:i Mtdo i,p ""' 

13. . .. io'M 'Pi'°M itP.,M '!ii ... iD'IM Ptd'L,, ~i .nnio 'Ile'' 
"'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 'shal 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 pshal 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 seems 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 pshal 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. 8 For R. 
Yehoshua Israel's complaints at Marah were merely a natural response to a difficult 
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 fundamentally lacked faith in God's 
ability to provide. As soon as a problem appeared on the horizon, Israel began to doubt 
God's power and Moses' leadership. The pshal in this verse - that they came to one 
place and were disappointed but once - supports R. Eliezer's view. Thus, he emphasizes 
the pshal. 

15 .... io'M 'Pi'°M irpi,M ':1) ... iD'IM Ptd'Li' ~i ''U' MtUO i,p CIJJM 'U,.,,, 
"And the people grumbled against Moses ... Rabbi Yehoshua says ... Rabbi Eliezer 

8Boyarin, Intertexua1ity, p. 61. 
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~a'Modai says .. ;" .The tenn. that the Torah uses to describe Israel's response, va'yilonu 
( they grum.bled") is a ?egative way of describing their question - ma nishleh?, ("what 
shall .we dnnk? ). Thi~ natu~ly 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. It 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 
~ainst God. R .. Eliez.er ~angs his interpretation on the word leimor ("saying•). There 
1s no need for this word 1n the text. R. Eliez.er takes leimor to mean that the Israelites 
told Moses to go •te11 • God their complaint. For R. Eliez.er this is but more evidence 
of Israel's rebellious, fundamentally unfaithful nature. 

In contrast, R. Yehoshua minimiz.es 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. 

io"-) MM ~,, ''lJ' . "-)::ip"-) l'llip Cl'P'iJn l'MID 1tco . ''lli " 'M pPJ"I 
-a'pi itJJ''M ~, ~'lJ' i::lJJ!d inM ,,o;n::i nwJJo . niJp Cl'p'iin n';rJn!d 20 

-a'p M' t1iii, ioM . nt Min liJP con ,,o"-)n ,,,JJ ci,,oiM i'Mi . i'n'Oi::l::l 
i'o"-)n::i nw110 ::ii!D .(~':::l' i::liD::l) n"-) ~ MrJi ~ 'M io~!d n!doo ini' nt 

n'Mi 'U'::li ,,,,o"-)n ,, iioM . i'n'Oi::l::l 1'iMni itll''M '::li ''lJ' i::lJJ!d inM 
ioM . nt Min 1:iiMo ~n i'o"-)n ,,,JJ l'iOiM i'ni . i'n'Oi::l:l i'iMn!d ~,,'lJ 
''lli cii'n Cl'll:liM nM " ~p"-) "-)~nMi io~ID n!Doo ini' nt i'iMn M' t1ii"-) 25 

. ,,,Mn' nll!d ID', iJp"-) nJJID W' ioiM n'MID .(n:>:t!l Cl'i::li) 

19. "-):lpi, l'llip Cl'p'i3n l'MID 1tco 
"From this [verse we learn that] the righteous do not have difficulty receiving ... " 

This statement is somewhat difficult to decipher. The word "-):lp"-) can be read l'kabel 
("to receive") or likbol ("to complain"). Moreover, lUUlikim ("righteous ones") can 
refer to Israel, Moses or God. It would go against the grain of the Midrash to read 
Israel as the 11.lldikim, since even R. Yehoshua sees them as having committed a sin in 
this case. God could be the 11.lldik 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 lUUlik 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 light of Israel's 
cantankerous behavior the question is: Why does Moses respond by praying to God on 
their behalf? One might have expected him to get angry with them. But, as a lUUlik he 
is more tolerant and is able to receive Israel's message without being reactive and lashing 
out. .. 
19. -pii ''lJ' 

"Accordingly." Lauterbach translates this as "by the way," which is indicative of the 
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fact that the material which follows appears to be a digression from the mainline of the 
argument. 9 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. . .. ,,~i,ro nw11~ 
"There once was a disciple ... " It's possible that this material is included bere 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. 

:ir.iiM '11i~n itl1i,M ~i .i'QilJ i,w fl1 Mt :T.l'IM 111D'Li' '::li . fl1 " "Liii'i 
i,u; f 11 Mt :ir.iiM nnip l::l lJIDin' '::l, . n't~ ini' T.I ,., l'MlD n't i,u; f 11 Mt 
" ,n,,,, ir.i~ID ,nMin niinn 1~ i::ii ir.i'IM 'Mni' t=i ti11~1D '::li . 'l!)iiin 

''Ui ,., T.IM'i 'lii'i T.l~ID l'~l1~ .lM,,,, Mi,M l~ ::l'~ l'M inMi'i . fl1 30 
ip'11i ruMn ip'11 Cl'T.liM ID'i .oiinp i,u; r11 nt T.l'IM 1ro ':ii .(i:i '"ID~) 

M'M Cl"M fl1 T.l~ID f 11~ ,i,u;~u; niin 'i::li inMin iir.iM n~,u;i 'IDiii · l~i 
.(n':l CllD) i'O Cl'P'tMi, 

21. r11 " inii'i 
"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 ,n,,, 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 .10 It comes from the root 
[i"li'], meaning "to teach" or "instruct", as well as "to show." From this root we get, 
for example, "Mi~" and, not inconsequentially "niin." The more appropriate word 
for this particular context would have been "'LiMi'i", which comes from [MMi], "to 
see." Thus, it would mean "He caused him to see." The Torah's use of inii,, 
indicates that more than a pshal reading may have been intended by the biblical author(s) 
himself. 

The second problem is the etz, 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? ' . 

'i..auterbach, Mekilta, vol. 2, p.91. 

1°Boyarin, Intertextua)ity, p. 59. 
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In .tenns o.f form, w~ ~ave 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. 11 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 fonn 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'shwnot. These are explicated below. 

27. itJJ''M ':li ... JJ!Din' ~i 
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, "Id marim hem,• which says 
that this refers to the People. This interpretation is buttressed by the fact that 
C''iO can also mean "rebellious," based on the root [nic]. Indeed, this is R. Eliezer's 
reading of Israel in this story .12 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 
infonns 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. 13 

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. 

11See note 1. 

12See comment above on l'khakh mar'du. 

13see comment on noten davar ha 'm 'chabel, below. 
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"Rabbi Joshua the Bald.• Lauterbach calls "'lEliiiii•, "ivy", which is bitter. 14 

Boyarin calls it "oleander," which is both bitter and a deadly poison. 15 The "other• 
rabbis (Cl'iciM Cl,,,,M) 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 .... iD'IM n'IDitz#i 'IZ#iii ..• m'\r'lii 10 "Oi iD'IM 'Mi' p 1wotz# ~, · 
"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 
inii"I 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 
('li'i) 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 lsrael.16 

'::>iio Cl'lpD i,IZ# l'=>ii l'!Dimo l"IQ!:) MMii t0 :io'IM ""'"Dl l:l 1iJ>otz# l:li 
l=> 'll'M Cl.,'WT'I T'l'T'I, iDMtD 'Q .,:lM iDT'I nM M!)iQ p'U"IO:l ciii iw:l . ciii iw:l 35 
i,:lnnltD i:li 1'U"I., .,:lMT'I "Qi lM'll . iJ'::> Mii . ioii nM MDiD MiT'I iQ:l Mi,M 

Cl'lM ni,:li 'IMtD' iii'J>tD' -mM"I io'IM MnM 'Q M~n'::> .ol 'Q niwJ>., ,,=> 
MiT'I i'O Cl'lM ni,:li ,,.,, lM'll T'lnMtD=> 'M iw:l M.,T'I, . (M::> :n., T'l'l>tD'} ''lli 

MJi'=> .ol 'Q niwJ>., ,,=> i,:lmlD "Qi ,'U"I., .,:lMT'I i:li 1n'll . iJ'=> ttii .niol 
Cl'Q" 'rlMDi ,, iDM T'I!:) iDM'i ni,o CltD ,.,tD"I Cl'DT'I MJ'IQ .,M MJ"I iD'IM l"lnM 'Q 40 

ciii i'o ni,o tl"l:l 1n'll MnMID 1i'=> Cl'El'T'I Cl'lli ,,M, • (M::>::l . :l Cl'::>.,o) T'li,ttii 
.ol 'Q niwJ>' 'i::> i,:lmtz# "Qi 1'U"I., .,:lMT'I i:li 1n'll . iJ'=> MM · l'niol 

34. ioiM .,M,.,Ql l:l l'WDtD l:li 

141..auterbach, Me)dJta, v. 2, p. 92. 

15Boyarin, Intertextuality, p. 62. 

16Ibid., pp. 64-65. 
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"Rabban Shimon b. ~amliel says." R. Shimon b. Gamliel's comment employs what 
has been called •a classic formula of paradigmatic midrash: 17 A series of cases or 
incidents are listed which have similar features and are linked by "O aai~ or another 
term meaning "similarly." These cases are brought for the purpose of proving a 
theological or philosophical truth. 11 This may also be classified as a "propositional • 
form with a syllogistic argument. 19 

In any event, this difference in fonn 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 •norshei 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 eitz or yoreihu. Thus, it is not exegetical like ihe other comments. 
Rather, it is an extension of R. Eliezer's reading. 

36-37. Ol 'C nifDJ>; 'i::> ... ;::incn ""Ci 1nil 
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. 'ili Cl'lMn n;::ii '!Mid' iii'l>W' 9\CM,, (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 wa_s 
a notion held in rabbinic times. In any event, Hezekiah's flesh does not rot; rather, 1t 
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 15 
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 Hezekiah's 
prayer. What 

1

had caused Hezekiah's prayer was his intense illness and suffering, the 
michabel. This overcame his (presumed) sinfulness as well as that of his people. It 
resulted in a nes, a miraculous recovery for him and a miraculous redemption for his 

people from the Assyrians. 

17ibid. p. 63. 

181bid. p. 63. 

19Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 65. 
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40 .... M1'1~ cal M~"I tl'Cl'1 aav.i '" ta"! (II Kings 2:21) 
•He. went to the ~pring and threw salt into it. .. • In this case the paradoxical cure of 

the spoiled by the thmg that spoils is explicit. The prophet Elisha is in Jericho and the 
men of the to~ come to him ~use 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 [MEii]. This midrashic reading may, in fact, be 
a wonderfully subtle reading of the Biblical intertext between II Kings 2 and Exodus 
15. 20 

• 

C'CID::i!D 1l'1'::lM '~Eli, rii~M~ l'~~nM i,MiiD' ~'ii C'icm C'iMM . C'Cl'1 '" 1~'~ 
~'~El' C'ic~M~ . 'Ci '~El' iim M'\Ji!D ,,c,ro~ ~'::lM 'lEl' 1~nm M'\Ji!D 1::i::i 

. C'Cl'1 .,, 'llCJrlnl!D 1'l£l' 'llM~n ci,~, ~ 'll'Qi 45 

43. C'Cil i,M 1'1D'~ 
"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'yimt'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.21 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. 

:WSOyarin, Intertextuality, p. 63. Boyarin argues that the key case for understanding 
this paradigmatic midrash is not the text about King Herekiah, but Elisha's "healing• of 
the water at Jericho. However, Boyarin misses the role that Hezekiah's prayer plays in 
his healing and, consequently, misses the crucial role of this text in .dev~loping the 
argument of the larger midrash. The Herekiah case must be seen m hght of the 
midrashic comment on va 'yashlekh el ha 'mayim. 

211bid, p. 144, n.15. 
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'J7i"r.IM itJ7.,M ~i . 'lpMl'I MJ7ID ''IJ.,. ''l"ll C'-v:I :-.C'IM J7ID'\Ji' ~, . C'r.lM 'lpM'' 
pn . t)CIDl:l' pn ,., CID CllD . C'r.lJ7'1J 'llD c•r.i,i C'r.lM ~ID cni,nm ''" C'-.C ir.l'IM 

:-.C'IM 'J7i"ar.lJi itJ7.,M ~, .J7ID'\J,, ~, ~i CM' :lM i'O':> Mt tlc!Dr.l' n::ilDM m 
'"" tlclDr.i' .(.,:n' M"'lp"I) n'OJ7'\nM n'lpm n'\U7J7 'ni,::ii, -.c~ID n,.,, ,.,M pn 

. n,i,::in Ti' n'olp 'l'i' l'Ol'IM 'l'i 50 

46. C'r.lM 'lpM"I 
•Tue water became sweet.• R. Y ehoshua says that the water~ 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. Elierer, Israel has been sinful from their beginning; they are basically 
bitter. 

4 7. t)EllDl:l' P'" ,., CID CllD 
•There he made for them a law and an ordinance." (my translation). What kind of 

laws are appropriate for a fundamentally sinful people? R. Elierer 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. 22 There is also a tradition that civil laws were given at Marah

23 
and 

this verse is given as a prooftext. 2A 

''ll' 1i'-.c "''M Mfz1l ic~ID J7ID'M' ~, •i::ii Mi,,il ,., MfDl ~ID JMOl CID' 
.(:l~:i -,:ii~) l'IDil 'l::1 IDMi nM Mfz1l "ie'M' .(Q:~ .:l C'~i,~) l'~''M' IDMi nM 

::i•ro M., 1~' l'ID:l M.,M M"l.,n lil'M M.,,il M.,M, 'J7i"r.IM itl7.,M •:ii ,., -.CM 
• .,M,W' nM C~M MOl CtD . 'MOl c1z1, "" n M MM . ~o::i M.,M 

51. 'MOl CID' 
"There [God] put them to the test." There are numerous meanings to the root [~'l]. 

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

22B.T. Sanheclrin 66b, B.T. Shabbat 87b. 

23B.T. Sanheclrin 66b. 

2Albid, p. 145, n. 17. 
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to test, and to raise up. R. Yehoshua uses a homonym Mfrll ( "nasah 1 to say that this 
means, •there He raised them up greatly [or, for greatness].• Elez.ar Ha'Modai' counters 
that the interpretation of •nasa1z• as •raising up to greatness• depends on a 'sin' in 
•nasah•, but here we have 'samech'. Thus, the phrase means that •ha'maJcom• (the 
place, Marah, and God) tested Israel. Marah was a place of testing for Israel a trial 
created by God. 25 What was this test? According to what we have described

1 

above 
it is apparent that it was a test of Israel's faith. After not having water for three days

1

, 

w?uld Israel forget what ~od 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. l'~"IM' !dMi nM 'il~ ii~ir.i "''IM Mftll (II 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. l~ID""ll '~ !dMi nM MfDl (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. 11 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. 

25In Mekhilta d'Rabbi Shimon a statement attributed to R. Eliezer which makes this 
point about testing is placed at the outset ~f ~e piece: The M~khilta d:Rab~i Ishmael 
places it only at the end, allowing the tension m the piece to build to this pomt. 

·'· : ....... _, ,-_,;- .. ,;., .. 
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OVERVIEW 

Redaction 

Our midrashic essay from Va'Yassa is built upon the dialogue between R. 

Yehoshua and R. Elie7.er 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 commented on both 

by Yehoshua and Elie7.er. 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'michabeJ• 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 "emunahlamanah" 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 

l 
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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 e11.• 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 returns in theme to the 

comment of R. Eliei.ar 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. One 

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 prooftexts in their exegesis. 

Themes. Tensions and Relationship to the Biblical Text 

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. Each 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, discemable 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 (ir.l] stands out due to 

its ponderous multiple usage in Exodus 15:23.26 It means "bitter," but can also mean 

"rebellious." The word "\,,,,,.. stands out because of its unusual usage in Exodus 

15:25. It m~s "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 ni'ln. 

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

USoyarin 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 •'\iiOl cu;~·7 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 wilderness 

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 '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 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. Elierer to give a strong reading, 

one which is antithetical to R. Yehoshua's. Wherever R. Yehoshua accentuates the 

positive, R. Eliez.er 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. Elierer 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. Elierer's reading further. He 

brings in the intertexts upon which this reading is based, the Elisha and Herekiah stories. 

In developing this reading, R. Elierer places Marah in a different context from 

R. Yehoshua. For R. Elierer 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. wTI 

The third, distinct reading of the Marah text is supplied together by the Dorshei 

R'shumot and R. Shimon 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 

TIBoyarin, lntectextuality, 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: 

"They went three 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.'" 28 

Boyarin' s isolation of the "Torah reading" embedded in this mid rash 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 Garnliel 's finely honed 

"davar hamechabe/• 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 

281bid, p. 66. 
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we find that it is not the figs which heal Hezekiah. Rather, its 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 ('lDEl~ ic ':ilJ). 
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 I had such great bitterness (ic '' ic c,i,u;i, run): 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 (forah 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 
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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 tum towards God 

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

fl\ I J;;;,.u.•,,-auk+·Uh*'UVJP 
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. ~i,wn ,,, '='» M':ii 1M':ic ,,, ':il1 "" . nldc "" ,, ir.lM'i 1 
T'CM':iD ':i::> l'llz7J1n "" -.CiM M'\iild 'I:)" . '"IDMl nc':i . ii'\Dldn 'M'lrOlrl MM 1" 

cilrlc ll'llrl ~, .rcM':iD CIWD eiild Cl~, """ '" 1'" .(':::> M'ID!d) 
. n'Clrl cilrlc lnld c'i:i i M'::ln':i ii'ID!dn 'n'V"Clrl MM 1" ':i· n · l')D n"Cld 

1. nldc "" " -.CM.,, 
"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 

1

is 
add~sing Moses directly here, with no intermediary. 1 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 

2. ii'IDwn 'nin::ilrl nM 1" 
"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. . .. ir.iiM Minlrl 'El" . icte no':i 
"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.
3 

In the lamah 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'emat'l (Why is "x" said) 

di~1s<iioo of the 1 At the beginning of Pischa, parsha 1, there was an extensive 
relationship of the prophet to the Divine. See p. , above. 

2Here, I follow Jacob Neusner who states, "The simple commentary form is famili~ 
in Mekhilta Attributed to Rabbi Ishmael, in which a verse, or an element o~ a verse, is 
cited, and then a very few words explain the meaning of that verse." (Mekh1lta, p. 30.) 

3This seems to be what Neusner labels the "redactional-harmonistic form." He 
identifies this form as follows: "why is this passage n~~? follo~e? by. another verse 
or treatment of the same subject ending with a proposition that distinguishes one case 
from the other and shows that the Torah had to cover both." (Mekhilta, P· 112.) 

--
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2. I '.ft she 'hu omer •y ." (Because the Torah text says •y .") 
3. Eyn Ii elah •A.• ([From which] I know only •A.•) 
4. •a• minayin? (From which [verse) does one know •e?") 
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 

129 

In this case the midrash asks, •Why does the Torah state, 'Nevertheless, you must 
keep my Sabbaths, •7• The answer is that in another place (Exod. 20: 10) the Torah 
sta~, "You shall not do any work (m'/akhah)." This second verse only specifies not 
domg 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 'vut).4 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.5 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.
6 

The only difference is that Exod. 23: 13 replaces Exod. 31: 12 in the midr¥hic text. This 
raises two possible conclusions about the relationship between the two tractates. Either 
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. 

4According to M. Jastrow's Dictionazy of the Talmu?, sh'~ refers to, "an 
occupation on the Sabbath and Festivals forbidden by the rabbis as being out of harmony 
with the celebration of the day." Th~ are activities not covered by the injunction 

against m 'lakhah. 

5Gary G. Porton, Understandin~ Rabbinic Midrash: Text and Commentazy 
(Hoboken, NJ: Ktav Publishing House, 1985), p. 63. 

6Lauterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 180, lines 9-13. 
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iii:l 1•:ii,nc ac•pJJ ":lii n.,tJJ 1:::i irJJi,M ":lii i,MJJclli• •:ii n"i"I i:::i::i s 
""Mllili eii'iMM l'=ii;M ,,,,,JJ 1:::i itJJ"M ":li ~ 'U:l "MJJQ!li"I iion •ii,i 
i,MJJC!d' ':li ruJn .rc!tln nM nni•!tl !Um mp•Di, 1~0 .eii•mi, it ni,Mlli 

.nr noi .(M::l:i niclli) ''lli :lllii ~c· nirm:i CM ir.i'\M Miii .,n ioMi 
CM noi . ioini i,p C'i:li ,,,,, Jiiiii, ac M\illi pDO :l~" ac M\illi pDO 

rcllin nM nnii M"i"I .,n ru•:i!tln nM npi,oci fiMii nM Mt!IC!li c•ci ni:i•Dlli 1 o 
ioMi M""ltJJ l:l irJJi,M ":li rum .n:::illin nM nni•!tl !Um nip'D" ir.iini i,p 

ir.iini i,p roizln nM nnii ciiM ~ i'i::l'M inM """ ru•Mlli ni,•c cM nci 
. 'Mitl lM=i ')M 'Mi'C 1i,ni, nc M:llli ciipcc ii, iicM . ')'lln i,:i -mllii, 

ioini i,p rolli nnii M•nizl ni'CJJn nM nn•:iti nnii ciM ic'\M ac•pJJ ":li 
')M ir.>m Miiilli:i "V:l'\M .i,,i,11, •oi• ":li .rcllin nM nni•!tl !Um nip'EI" 15 

MM l'Mlli nirclli !li"I rcw MM!li nm:::illi Id' . pi,n 1" iiollin 'nin:llli nM 
':I rollin nM cnir.illii ic'\M Min .,n ioiM M'OlC l:l 1i»clli ':li . rcilli 

ioiM 1ro ':li . rcllii, 1•iioc CnM t•Mi niioc rclli c::i&; .c::ii, M"i"I !tlip 
cniiiii, rcllin nM niiDJJi, rcllin nM i,MiiD• 'l:l iir.illii ir.i'\M Min •in 

. il:liii nirclli iiclli•i nnM rclli i•i,JJ i,i,n 20 

5. . .. n•itJJ l:l itJJi,M ':lii i,Mlli' ':l'!"I il'il i:::i::i 
"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.7 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 lislunoru. 8 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 need only 
note that the Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 85a-b, contains the same material, albeit with 

• 
7This is Neusner's terminolog)ll According to Neusner, a "composite of sayings by 

sages on a single proposition" is "made up of saying~ - X says, or S~d X - foll~~ed by 
diverse ways of saying the same thing or of developmg the. ~e po~nt. What Joms ~e 
whole are [l] shared theme focused upon [2] a single pro~s1tion, resting on the authonty 
of not Scripture but [3] named sages.• (Neusner, Mekhllta, P· 66.) 

8Porton, Understandini:, p. 61. 
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some differences in the statements and the order of the sages included.9 

8. :w,i aclC' n~ CIM 
•If the thief is found while tunneling.• This biblical law, taken from 

Exod. 2~: l, 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. 10 

9. :niiir, IQ Miilld pl)O :lillr, IQ M'liild pl)O 
. "Where i~ is un~lear whether he came to steal or whether he came to kill.• One may 

strike and kill an mtruder 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 ne/esh (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 ne/esh. One might assume that killing would not be allowed on 
Shabbat, but the Torah (in Exod. 22: l) says that in this case it is allowed. 

9-11. n:lldi\ MM Mi'ID ldEll M'lp'El" "IC'\Mi r,p ... C'Ci M'C'Elld CM Mi 
"If shedding blood, which defiles the land and causes the Shekhinah to leave, 

overrides the laws of Shabbat, how much more so should [an act done in order] to save 
a life override [the laws of] Shabbat. • Rabbi Ishmael uses /cal va'chomer reasoning in 
order to draw this conclusion. 

12. . .. i\"'C CIM Mi 
"If circumcision .... • A bris is done on the eighth day even if that day is Shabbat, 

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 Shabbat, how much 
more so pikuach nefesh, which involves the entire body. This, too, is /cal va'chomer 
reasoning. 

13. 'Mii:l tte ')M 'Mii:l t"M" MC meld Cl'lpCC ,r, i"IC~ . . . . 
"They said to him: following the logic you used, JUSt as m that situation [it only 

applies in the case of] certainty, so here, too, [it applies only in the case of] certainty.• 
It is not altogether clear who "they" are making this statement. But, one can suppose 

'\vhile Ben Zion Wacholder might argue that the Mekhilta borrowed this material 
from the Bavli, there is no evidence that this is the case. In fact! Wacholder.would have 
to account for the movement of the material from Babylonia to Palestine and the 
willingness of the Mekhilta's redactors to alter the Bavli ~xt See Ben Zion Wacholder, 
"The Date of the Mekilta De-Rabbi Ishmael,• Hebrew Union Colleee Annual 39 (1968), 

117-144. 

1°Lauterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 198, note 2. 

.. 
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it refers to the other rabbis in the narrative. These other rabbis criticize Rabb' El 
ben Azariah' s ~o~ical reasoning in support of pikuach nefesh overriding Shabb~t. ;;: 
sa~ that the bns is a bad ca_se upon which to hinge the argument. For, in the case of a 
bns one can only perfonn it on Shabbat if one is totally certain that the birth occurred 
~ight da~s before. I! the ch~ld. 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 
~~nned on Shabbat. 11 ~rguing a fortiori (kal va 'chomer) one ends up with the 
pos1tton that one can only vtolate 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 ..... m':si nn,, CIM T.I~ tc'PJJ ~, 
•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'tzichah) 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.

12 
However, in 

this parsha Rabbi Akiva is not mentioned and his logic is rejected. This difference may 
indicate that different redactors, with different approaches to similar material, worked 

on the two tractates. 

15 ... · l'MtD nirc!D u;,, ro,u; nnMlri n~lri ul' pi,n 1M ... ir.i,M ,.,,.,ln 'O,~ '::li 
"Rabbi Yossi the Galilean says: When the text says akh et shabtotai tishmoru the 

word akh implies a distinction. There are those Sabb~ths when you rest and there are 
those on which you don't rest.• In the comment on line 2 a~ove the. role of akh as a 
limiting or exclusionary particle was discussed. The halakh1c ~hmcal. tenn for the 
principle operating in these cases is chelek. While the same ~erse ·~.explicated here as 
above the result is different and somewhat ambiguous. Rabbi Yoss1 s statement, taken 
at fa~ value means that there are some Sabbaths where the injunction against wo.rk is 
not observ~. For obvious reasons, this understanding is problematic. The pnnted 

111...auterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 198, note 3. 

121...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 shabaJot 
she'arah docheh v'yesh shabaJot she'aJah shover, (emphasis added) •there are those 
Sabbaths that one overrides and those Sabbaths when one rests.• This turns 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. n::lldi, l'iio~ CM l'Mi niic~ n::lld =' 
•Tue 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, Id kodesh hi lakhem, (•for it is holy to you•), which 
is understood here as, •for it is holy for you. •13 

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. ~in nin::lld iicld,, nnM n::lld ,,,, i,i,n 
"One should profane one Sabbath so that (another person] may observe many 

Sabbaths." The key word in the verse is l'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 nature: 
a person may be saved so that more Sabbaths may be observed, i.e. the g'!'11 of ~ving 
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 ~ack 
door. This last of the tradents' statements can be seen as an attempt to harmoruze the 
God-human tension within Shabbat. 

1JRabbi Shimon• s statement is very similar to one attributed to Jesus in Mark ~:27, 
"The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath." However, there 1~ no 
reason to believe either comment is dependent upon the othe~. ~orton, pn~erstanpm~, 
p. 63). Rather, it implies that this was a relatively common idea m certain circles m the 
early centuries of the first millennium, C.E. 

-
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.ci,wn M'\C'24 ~, ')':l "", .CC')':l, ')':l M'M M'24 ':> 
.niiiii, -oin :nru'lz.! .cc'niiiii, 

'lM PCW rolz.!n nM "MT ~ iiolz.!i ""i.l'24 Miiilz.! '£)" . ""i.lM) i'\C" . nPii, 
. nPi 'Q lD'lD '~ """ 'M""i.lM "" . nPii, "" n . Pelz.!~ l~P, il~ilz.! lz.!in ,i,'CM 25 

22 ..... CQ'l':1, 'l':i M'M nm ':1 
•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 /amah ne'emar form. I 
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 
fonn with an implicit proposition. "14 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. .. . icMl i'ICi, . nPii, 
"'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 kalan (minor) are excluded from 
the requirement to observe the Sabbath because they cannot be expected to understand 
the laws. 

26 .... M=iit ci,,,,i, .~lz.!'ipc " ')M ~ • 
"'That I the Lord have consecrated you' for the world to come .... 

The midrash wants to know what it means that God makes Israel holy. Moreover, why 

14Neusner, Mekhilta, p. 66. 

-
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state it here? The word ko<jesh is understood in the sense f • tu· "d • 
• 1 tin" • I 1 · ·de/ o se ng asi e or 
e. eva g. ~rae . is set asi elevated for the world to come, just as Shabbat is set 

asidGe/odelevated m this world. Israel and shabbat are linked in their special relationship 
to . 

26. rir.i., 'll'3~ 
, "We have found ~s teac~es. • This is. a midrashic technical tenn along the lines of 

v khen arah motuh, mtroducmg a conclusion from the prior statement or a related case. 

21. ten cii,i11n nlliiip l'l11:1 
•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 k'dushah of the Sabbath and Israel 
are inextricably intertwined. 

27. rolli ,.,'l:llli cii,,le'i, routn Cl,,., i'ui i'ICtO (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. 15 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. 

29 ..... ir.i'IM M'C~r.i l:l 1i11olli ':li il'MrD Miil ilt. .. routn nH cniouti 
"'You shall keep the Sabbath' ... This is [the text] about which Rabbi Shimon hen 

Menassiah said .... " This type of cross-referencing and repetition occurs several timC:S 
in this parsha. However, it should not been seen solely as a cross-reference. In this 
context the comment has a somewhat different meaning than when it was cited earlier. 
As part of the composite of sages' sayings above, Rabbi Menassiah's statement meant 
that a person should not be allowed to die in order to avoid violating.the Sabbath or, on 
a deeper level, the Sabbath is for people, not simply for God. ~andwiched here between 
two comments about the holiness of Shabbat and what it means for Israel, R. 
Menassiah' s statement refers to what Shabbat &Ms to Israel. 

15Rashi's comment on this verse is, "It [psalm 92] is said on the 
speaks about the world to come, which is entirely Shabbat." 

" 

Sabbaths and it 
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"For it is holy for you.• The exegetical comment on this ve · · · 
that follows closely on the heels of R. Menassiah's com t rsel y1~lds a proposition 

h lin I l 
• men , name y, the Sabbath adds 

o ess to srae . In a colorful mini-homily the midrash l · th th 
Shabbat adds holiness to Israel is fuat it makes Israel God' ~xtnp ams Bat e way 1!1at 

Shabba I l · s wi esses. y not working 
on t, .srae. proclaims th~t God created the world in six days and rested on the 
seventh., This. nudrash s~ecls ~1ght on Israel's relationship to the Holy One and the 
Sh~bat s role in that relati?nship. At the same time, it once again brings out the subtle 
te?sion between Shabb~t bemg for Israel (adding to Israel's holiness) or for God (bearin 
witness to God's creation). g 
30. i'lD 

"Tells.• This is a midrashic technical term typical of the Mekhilta. 

routn cn':i l"CM1'1~ nfzn»n i,::i io'IM Mil"llD 'J:J' . iDM) noi, .Mi' n'\C n'i,i,no 35 
,,., rout '1'':i!Dn ci"I ,. n . 'll1'C!D "' nintM 'll1'CID !Dli1' Mi' n'\C 

'l1 nintMi rDlW "'" ,., l'M .(':::I rl'\CrD) M::iM'C '::i nfD1'n "' 1'n'M 
rl'\D n'''no '"n · l'lC n-;'i,n n::iM'C ':l1' nintMi !Dli1' .Cli'n n::iM'C 

1'n'M ,,, ro!D '1'':1rDn ci"I '"n . 'lll1CrD "' nintM 'll1'CrD rDlW .Mi' 
'nM ':ii 'i:ii nintM i,i,::i:i n'''n nM M':ini, "'" n:i!D icii, i'\Ci,n l'MrD 40 

'il1 nM 'IEl'pn!D Cl''lln ,,Mi :ioiM ni'n:i 1:i niin' ':ii .n'rDM' '::li::l 
'll''m ''Min l'iDiM ,1',fD' in' "'ID . n:i!Dl"I nM 'M°Wl' ii,i,ni ,M,fD' 

n'''no 1'l1 .,,;o i''J:JM .Mi' nic n'''no '"n ni,'l::i nM i,i,ru ~pc 
.Mi' nic 

35. Mi' rl'\D n'''M 
"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 hen Bathyrah. 
Literarily, the two comments are linkecl by the redactor by placing the two tradents' 
names back to back, as well as by the fact that they are comments on the same verse.

16 

Thematically, both are concemecl with the time encompassecl 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, Shabbat must be 
observed. Those who violate this injunction have been duly wamecl and will be properly 

punished. 
In tenns of the flow of the parsha, this section moves us from the earlier discussion 

16Neusner calls the linking of comments basecl solely on the fact that they are 
responses to the same text, • the logical cogency of fixecl association." Under the. logic 
of fixed association, "distinct facts or sentences or thoughts are held together without 
actually joining into sequential and coherent p~opositions of any kind." While moder_n 
Westerners might reject this as a form of logic at all, Neusner asserts that the ra~bis 
accepted it and usecl it frequently in putting documents together. (Neusner, Mekh1lta, 

p. 13.) 

-
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?f ~. needs to o~serve Shabbat (including the legal limitations and theological 
1mplicatlons of who is to observe) to Y!'.hm Shabbat needs to be observed. It moves us 
from the kedushah that Shabba~ observance adds to Israel, to the punishment that must 
be e~acted from Israel for chilul shabbaJ (profaning of Shabbat). On the up side, 
keepmg Shabbat l~s. 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. .. . "ID'IM M'lii!d ~,, . "iCMl Mi, 
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.17 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 tum, 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. 18 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 twice), 
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. 

35-36. ~PO!d "" niiltM ~po!d !dliP .Mi' n'lr.I rctt!il ci'::l i'OM"O iliDiPil ,,::> 
"'Whoever does work on the sabbath day shall be put to death.' We have heard the 

punishment; we have not heard the warning." The I~ ne'emar f?rm ~at introduces 
this verse tells us that there will be something with this verse that ~111 be mcompletc: or 
need correction. The midrash picks out the fact that it speaks of ~un~shment for working 
on the Sabbath (death), but it does not give a warning. That is, it does not state the 

17Neusner would call this a full scale "propositional form." (Neusner, 

p. 57.) 

181..auterbach, Mekilta, v. 2, p. 254, lines 80-89. 
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prohibition. The text introduced Exodus 20.10 
standing as a warning flag earlie; in the Torctlt ' ~': s~te the prohibition, in effect, 
have been brought here to resolve this bl· restm~ly, the base-text .could not 

. Thi pro em because it does not contain such a 
warmng. s may be why the redactor did not use an ordinary lamah ne' ~ 
altered the rnidrashic text found in Ba'chodesh 7. emar orm nor 

37-~8) cii'i1 rcM'"~ :11 ni,itMi IZllW M"M ,., 1'" 
I ha~e only pu~shment .and warning on work during the day.• The verses cited, 

Exod.31.15and20.10containtheword yom whichisreadbythe "d h 1 · 1 
indicating •day" and not •night.• ' ' m1 ras exc us1ve y, 

40. M"'"M nM .M'::lM" M"M n:l!ZI ici" i'\O"n l'MIZI 
The verse cited, Exod. 20: 10, says v'yom ha'shvi'i shabbaJ ("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." 

nnM n'\M ::lrQIZI ,,M . ni~ i"QM"l:I M::l i1!Dl1'IZI i11 . i"QM"l:I M::l n!Di11n "::> '::> 45 
l'::l inM t!lini ri'in!Zl::l inM t!lvi liNIZI m C'::li11n l'::l nnM nmi n'in!Zl::l 

M!Dl1'IZI i11 M::lM"l:I M::l n!Dil1M ~ '::> "" n .::l"M MM' 'lM l11:1i!ZI C'::lilm 
. Mi~ M::>M"l:I 

Mi' n'ID M'""nr.i M'Li!ZI ''t:J" . il:IMl M" . M'r.111 ::l"lpl:I M'Mii !Zl't:JlM Mi::>li 
,.n · l'll:I m11 l'::l" 'U"::l i'll:IM .Cl'il1 nMirlM::l i'll:IM """ '" l'M 50 

• "lml1 l'::l" 'U'::l i'll:IM nM M'::lM" Mi::>li 
.M::l'pl1 "::li 'i::li Mi'tl:I .M'Mii IZl't:Jlil .MpO't:JM M"M Mi::>M l'M .Mi::>li 

.cii"IZI mm m11 ::lipr.i 

45. M::>M"Q M::l M!DWM "::> '::> 
"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 m'lakhah (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 doesn't count as work. The 
lacuna that this comment hangs on is the word bah c•on it"), which seems to add nothing 
to the verse. The pshal 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. M'lU., ir>mn T'ln"t)l'I 

"That person shall be cut off.• Here, the midrash is compelled to resolve a very clear 
contradiction in the biblical text. The very same verse says, "He who profanes it shall 
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 fonn 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) wiblesses. 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. 19 However, it more likely means divine excision of the soul. 

50. i'tr.I 
"Flagrantly violates.• This refers to acting in a premeditated fashion to 'do evil.20 

50. Cl'il1 Mini-, 
"The presence of witnesses.• This refers to the legal warning, by witnesses, given 

to the offender immediately before committing the offense. 21 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. tc'pl1 ,~, ,~, ni'tr.I .M'iUi rz.!Elli1 . . " 
•'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. c,i,ir,1 nr.i»' • 7'1'1:1» ~ipr.i 
The midrash is noting that Israel will be more at peace, more whole, w~en the 

perpetrator is removed from among her.22 This could apply whether the punishment 
is physical death or excision of the soul from that of the people. In ~ of the latter• 
it would mean that the person would not be resurrected at the end of time. 

19l>orton, Understandjn~. p. 66. 

20Jastrow, Dictionazy, p. 39 l. 

21ibid. p. 371. 

22Porton, Understandin~, p. 66. 

____;_ ______________ ........,...-
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:i~i rcM.,C Mir1P' C'C' nlUW -O'IM inM :!'In:) .l'CM.,C l'lir1P' c•c• rwra 
ic"pn• ~~ .(t!I:~ nicrzJ) ~Mi,c .,~ n'irlin i"1:111n C'c• nrara ic'IM inM 55 
. rcM''1:> M~P' c•c• nrara cipc i,ra 'll'lJi t'irlil' i,Miirl'rzJ~ . ,.,.,M c•:im 'lra 

'l:ii CQ)MJ il'ii C.,t iicin -O'IM M\i pi Cl'i/'IM ., • .,11 n'ir1l1l l~M.,C 
C"P.C ~ il~i 1'ir1il1 l'M i,Mi~~i .(M:MO l'l'lJ!U') ~'C~i ~~M ~l ""°' .1~11 ,,, i,11 n'ir11'l t~Mi,c . ~Mi,c .,~ n•ir1in i"C11n c•c• nrara 

'ili ,~"\M nM ni:i11i -,CM)rzj ti• .,11 n'ir11') C.,,,M ~M.,C ,.,'ElM """ iilJ 60 
.(MC:M:) C'i:ii) 

54. ~M.,C M~P' Cl'C' nulra 
•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. 23 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 .... ci·:i~ 'lid ic"pn• iJ·~ ... iciM inM :imi. .. iciM inM :im 
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, ~e 
contradiction between the verses is not so easily discerned. The base-text says that m 
six days all work will be done (yei'aseh). The v~rb is in a passive voice; the s~bject 
doing the work is undefined. In the verse brought m by the redactor, Exod. 20:9, it says 
that ~ shall do all your work. . 

There is a message implicit in this form: no two verses contradict: Rather, 
seemingly contradictory verses need to be juxtaposed so that the deeper, mtertextual 
meaning can be derived. When this is done it is clear that the ~e~ actually 
complement each other. (In the present case, they are revealed to be fhp sides of the 

23See chapter three on Massekhta d'Beshallach. 

-
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same coin.) The Torah is, in fact, an integrated whole. 

62. ,,, !dip l'lrO!d n:lld 'l>'::lldn Cli'::li 
. •aut ~n 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. Earlier we read, /akhem shabbaJ 
m 'surah (•Shabbat is given over to you"). Here we read, la 'shem shabbaJ 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. i,·n ... "~' ... icMl Mi, 
This piece represents another example of the /amah ne'emar paradigm. One small 

difference from what we saw earlier is that instead of ein Ii 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 .... ~ ... Id Clu.I::> 
"Just as ... so too ... • Functions the same way as ma ... qf. ... 

63-64. 1', n'::l" niioo nii1na nraiip . . .. . 
"The sanctification of the festivals is handed over to the belt din. The human belt 

din determines the dates of rosh chodesh which, in tum, fixes the dates of the festivals. 
In this sense human beings control the festivals, as Lev 23:4 states: asher tikr'u otam 
b 'moadam, ;which you shall proclaim them in their set times. "24 In co?trast, according 
to this midrash, the dates of Shabbat are in God's hands; Shabbat ts not under the 

~e authority of the beit din is derived from the text of Lev. 23: 4. The wo~ otam 
("them,. i.e. the festivals) is read midrashically as arem c•you"). Thus, th~ rabb!s ~ 
asher tikr'u arem _ [These are the festivals of the Lord, the holy conv~ttons] which 
you will proclaim.• The human beil din proclaims the dates of the festivals. 

··- -I 
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authority of the beit din. Rather it falls when God d' tales 
da " A th base- ' 1c , at sunset every seventh 

Y·. s. , e text says, u'vayom hashvi'i ... /codesh /'Adona/ 
sanctify (k d sh) the Sabbath belongs to God (l'AdoTUll). · The power to 

66. • "ll'I rollii'I nM cniClli'I 
•yo~ shall kec:i> the Sabbath, etc.• Above (line 17), this verse (Exod. 31: 14), is used 

as a basis for saying that the Shabbat is given over to human beings Indeed th . Id l.A,IAfth hi lALLA- • I e verse 
~nttnues . iwuc.>. 1U1Uia11, •for it is holy for you.• In a clever and subtle manner 
this .verse 1s brought ~k here .to support the exact opposite point! The fact that both 
~~ons use the .te?D m surah ( given over• or •under the control•) in the same manner 
indicates that thi.s 1s the work of the redactor who has intentionally recontextuaHzed 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. 

:iD'\M )N ~i i'l'i'IW Mii'I i'lt .n:lrUi'I nM n'IU.!JJ~ n:lrUi'I nM ~M.,il1' 'l::i iiortli 
nM nifa»' iD'IM it»'~M ~., .iQ.,,., nmlli im'rtl ,,::> nnM row ,,,» i,~n 

. i'l''Q . ,, ,,,M, . ,, Mi"'C M''"Ci'IW '"C., c~i» n''"C en,.,,.,, n:lrUi'I 
n:lllii'I nM iDirtl M'liilli 'C ~::> 'iQiM i'lnM l'le 'iOiM M~"'I!) t::i .,,JJ,M ~., 70 

nM nifa»' rollii'I nM i,M.,fr1' 'l::i iiortli io~rtl . rortli'I i'lfr1JJ ,~~ ,,,» C'~JJc 
Cl''l)Q rupro MM row UC M'liirtl 'C ~:>Ill 'iQiM i'lnM l'lr.> 'iQiM ':Ii . n:lWi'I 

. Cl'Mi'I i'n'lli i» 'IQ''ll) i'l·::ipi'I M'"Clli Cl'l'C nmllii'I '::> 'iO'W ,~~ ,,,» . en,.,,,, rollii'I nM niiDv~ rollii'I nM i,M.,il1' 'l::i iiowi io~lli 

67. rollii'I nM nifa»' rollii'I nM ~M.,fr1' 'l::i iiortli 
"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 'asot) 
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~s. . . 

The related theme of the above material is only one of the reasons that I identified 1t 
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 12la. 
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attributed to various tradents, which distinguished it from the material around it.26 The 
base-verse is repeated at the very end of the section, creating a •book-end effect.• 
Finally, Rabbi Ela7.ar's and Rabbi's comments employ the same form back to back. 

67 .... iQ'IM tN ~i M'ii!d M~i MT 
•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. 27 

69. ,., nnii;) n.-on!d -oi · 
•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 QD. 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 .... iQ'IM '::li ... Mt!liD l::l itl1.,M '::li 
"Rabbi Ela7.ar b. Peruta ... Rabbi says .... • These two comments use parallel fonns: 

ir.im ·x· ~, 
•a• ,.,~ ,,.,l1 C'.,l10 "A" ir.iiM MM l'lO 

•base text• iQMlrD 
Thematically, the comment by R. Elaw b. Peruta can be c:ontrasted to the ".°mment 

above on u 'vayom ha 'shvi 'i shabbat shabbaton kodesh l 'Adonal. R. Elai.ar credits Israel 
with "making" the Sabbath, while the earlier comment saw the Sabbath as purely of 
God's making. 

71. ,.,~ ,,.,l> Cl'.,l>O 
•1t is accredited to him as if.• 

unus seems to be a reasonably good example of what N_eusner calls "a composite 
of sayings of sages on a single proposition.• (Neusner, Mekhilta, P· ~9.) Dr. Ne~s?er, 
however, might object that these statements do not ~y have a single proposi~o~d 
While they are more diverse than the examples ~e ~iv~, these statements are e 
together by more than just "the logic of fixed association. 

21Porton Understandjn~. p. 67. Porton claims that this phrase may ind~cate thhat 
• . me that the usage of the phrase 1n sue a 

these are well-known sayings. It seems to.d to argue that this a midrashic term 
particular manner is more than enough ~VI ence 
indicating that the saying was quoted earher. 

-
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.ci,um n'\C'M ~' ~ ""' .i,MT ~ l':l' 'l':l 75 
':>Ill MJ'\C M 1=>' .Cl"'W" "MTC n~::i n:llUT'I rat!r.1 ,'lD ,Cli,'Wi, M'M n'" 
'UN Mi,w "tli' "tli i,:>, li':l 'IC"pru 1JM11 ~m i,H-,tn 'IW!r.I -oi' -oi 

na,~~' nim i"IOa,n, ni,,c,,, n::ilr.I 1~ .1i':l 'IC"pru "" 1"'"' 11r.1m i,Millr 
J'?!l'Cldm l'l'im ldipcn n':l 1~' .1i':l 'IC"pru 1"'"' 11r.1m "Urulr.I 

· li':l 'IC"pru Mi, ll'i'i,l1 llr.IE>l i,Hiil' 'W'll M~ n,i,:l ,"I 80 

75. cia,wn n'll:l'\M ~' 'l~ Mi,, . i,MT ~ r::i' 'l':l 
.. Between Me and the Children of Israel.' And not between Me and the nations of 

the earth.• The same comment is made above on Id ot 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. 1M,a,J1 lWDl a,MiiD' ~N 
"Israel gave their souls for them.• In other places in the Mekhilta this phrase means 

"willing to give their lives for. "28 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 namu Yisrael nqfshan 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 Israel m 'surah 
l'shabbat, given over to - willing to sacrifice themselves for - Shabbat. There is also the 
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 messa~e 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 l'olam). 

28See above, Pischa 1. 
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'\M .i1i"011 roltlnco roltl .ltlm"! roltl '11':11Ur! ci~i ·ui c•o• nltlltl ~ 
M'\ii l=>i .Ci,~ i'l!)i,O ~ riri 'J'Mltl i'lO ltlm,, ""n · l'il"I 10 ')M 

pi3 l'=l':lo .,!)"Uri 1)11 .('l!l:t!l!) c•';mn) ·ui 1MO:> l"OO aoi pii io'IM 
.(i:~., C'i:li) ''l:li t!l!)lt!O i~ii .,::> ~ ,.,11!) C'On iill"I .(::1:Ti cu,!) ''l:li t!lM!Oi 

81. ''l:li C'O' Mltlul ~ 
•For in six days, etc." This last section is clearly designed as a nechem1a. 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. Mi'Ol1 rolt!MO roltl 
•[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: shavaJ memachshevaJ avodah, "Another interpretation: Rest even 
from the thought of labor." Here, the reference is to people not thinking about work. 

81-82. 1t1m•i ""n l'v 10 ')M '\M 
Vayinqfash refers to resting from the work of creation, but not from administering 

justice. 29 This notion can be found in Bereshit Rabba, parashah 11, paragraph 10: 

.n:>ltl ioi,i17 n:>M.,00 ():~ 'M"ti)ir"OM.,O .,:>O n:>ltl 'Q ~ 
... C'p•iiM n:>M.,00 Mi,i C'l71t!il"I n:>M.,00 Mi, n::1!tl Mi,i 

"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. 

~uterbach, Mekilta, v. 3, p. 205, note 9. 
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OVERVIEW 

At first glance this parsha from tractate Shabbta appears to be a collection of 

random comments about Shabbat, a hodgepodge of rhetorical fonns 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. 

Rhetorical Forms. Technical Term. and Relationship to the Biblical Text 

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.30 

There are a few other more particular propositional forms, including kaluv echad 

omer ... kaluv echad omer ... (lines 54-62) and a v'khen atah moruh elaboration on an 

exegetical comment (lines 74-80). Kai 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 Mekhilta, 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 

30Simple exegetical comments are found on lin~ l, 22, 23, 52, 53, 75, and 76. 
More complex exegetical comments are found on lines 26-28, 45-48 and 74-80. 
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calls it, the •redactional/harmonistic form. •11 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 I 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 'al, must be understood 

in the context of Exod. 31:15, v'shamru b'nei yisrael et ha'shabbaJ Oines 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'at 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. 

Thematic Tension and TQpica1 Coherence 

Shabbta breaks the biblical text of Exod. 31: 12-17 into many small fragments and 

31Neusner, 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 l, let alone 

B'shalach 7. Nevertheless, there is a discemable, 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 visna1ire 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 

- &tablishes 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 

interfere with sh 'vut. 

b) Lines 5-20 

- Moves from restrictions on Shabbat activities to exception to those restrictions, 

i.e., pikuach nefesh. 

- Reacts to God's restrictions by carving out human space; 

assertion that the Sabbath is for "you," i.e., people 

c) Lines 22-25 

- Moves from Shabbat restrictions to YllH2 needs to observe them 

.• 
.~. 
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- Defines focus on human beings in tenns 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 YlhQ 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 Israel 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, 
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shabbaJ 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 •1ogic of 

fixed association. •32 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 

incorrect. It is true that, in large measure, the comments in this piece are linked to the 

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 parshiot, presents 

a coherent, well-constructed topical essay on the law and spiritual meaning of Shabbat. 

32Neusner Melchilta pp. 173-174. Neusner describes Shabbta as follows, "This 
• • ram being not an essay or an 

melange of materials exhibits no clear order or. prog . ' t forth in accord with 
exposition but an assembly of materials. on a giv~ topici 7~) Scripture's statements concerning that topic.• (Mekhilta, p. · 

' . ~ 
, .. " . 
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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 Heusner argues, 

a "scriptural encyclopedia of Judaism," 1collecting 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 

1Neusner, Mekhilta, P· xi. 
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degree that one finds in Chapter One of the same tractate. 

Nevertheless, as argued ab h ove, C apter 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, if 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. In 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'heret 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 

Spirit Of God descends upon Israel and through its merit the 

they sing a song _ the song at the Sea and the song of the 
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messianic redemption. This piece is very much an i exeget cal 

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 qood 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 

i th aper However, it is redacted of the six discussed n e P · 

,. 

' '·' ·-1 . 

"· 

\;i:\' 
·:" ;:, ; ,. 
' . \~: 

" ... ,. 



also the shortest. 

156 

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 t commen 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 appropriate. 2 After these sections, 

the poetry of the 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 

· iod that by necessity, song itself and the prosaic per , 

2Goldin, Song, pp. B0-84. 
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followed as Israel turned to the desert.3 In fact, this is 

the universal pattern for all m t f 1 omen s o 'song" in a person's 

or peoples' life - long 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 is 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 

3 See 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 situation. 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, 11 at that time. In other words, God gave 

Israel a lift when they were down ("nisahu" with a "sin"). 

Rabbi Eliezer 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. 11 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 "Torah 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. Thus, as is 

evident, Go~ve 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 the 

piece. The crux of this reading is an interpretation of 

"va•yashlech el ha'mayim" ("[He) threw [it] into 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 incident 
. -

through Isaiah 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 t , , ac s 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'vassa 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 Ya'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 d'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 

pap~r. However, one need recognize that these are not the 

only possible categories for analysis· More creative and 

· t b done in order to facilitate a more rigorous work needs o e 

effective approach to this question. 
~ '. , ! • 'j 
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Rbetorical Forms and Technical Terms 

Is there any significant commonality in logic or rhetoric 

among the various tractates? It seems that this is, in fact, 

the Mekhilta we find certain terms the case. Throughout 

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 ••• at ... , eyn elah v•omer . . . . .. , , 

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 1 ] 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. 
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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 ya•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 

· d · gs of the base-text. These 
P1scha, can be described as rea in 

· ......... , 
' . . . 
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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 

base-text or are more concerned with the intertextl The 

readings of texts with messianic themes are particularly 

powerful and, in certain cases, tend to overwhelm the base-

• I ' ' 
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text. For example, the traveling to succoth and the baking of 

matzahs in Exodus 12 bee f t ome orecas s of the messianic 

redemption in Pischa Chapter Fourteen. In 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. In brief, one 

cannot deny the role of the midrashic reader by claiming, as 

Heusner does, that the Mekhilta "appeals to scripture for 

information and relies on scripture to organize that 

information. 114 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 Pischa 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. In 

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. 

With the r elationship between leader Shirta also deals 

and followers, as does Chapter one of Pischa. However, they 

address the topic in different ways. In Shirta the issue is 

the dissolution of boundaries between leader and follower 
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during the moment of redemption. In Pischa the issue is the 

dependence of the leader on the merit of th e followers in 

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. In 

Pischa Chapter Fourteen the moment of leaving Egypt is also 

the moment of the future redemption. In 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 sinfulness 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 
:1:.}-_ 
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into the various tractates and there are 

times when a more specific theme or motif appears in more than 

But, there is also enough difference in the one tractate. 

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 degree 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 believe 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 is 

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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