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Digest 

Jethro was an IMportant figure In the story of the 

Jewish people, not only because he became "oses' f•ther- i n -

1•w, but also because he was the first proselyte since 

AbrahaM and Sarah, whom the Blble speciffcally mentioned . 

Consequently, the Rabbis dealt extensively with Jethro as 

they expllc•ted the blbllcal text . They elaborated on his 

deeds, his virtues and faults and his descend•nts and found 

him to be, for the most part, a worthy person to be associated 

with God, Torah and Israel . 

This study has attempted to collect, analyze •nd 

translate all of the midrashiM on Jethro from the age of the 

Tannaim through the early "lddle Ages . Based on prellmlnary 

work of earlier scholars this study has organized the Jethro 

material around the various biblical verses which mention him 

and around certain non-verse related subjects. Though each 

section of this study st•nds as a separate n•rratlve unit, 

the •ldr•sh h•s been scrutinized for common themes, •otlfs 

and techniques. 

In •ddltlon this study tried to deteralne If • 

correl•t lon existed between the date of a Mldrash and the 

attitude expressed therein toward Jethro . While earlier material 

was generally •ore favorably dtsposed toward him than the 

I. 



(Continued) 

later, positive and negative attitudes occurred In all strata 

of the literature. Consequently, because certain technical 

questions regarding the composition and dating of the mldrash 

remain unanswered this attempted correlation should be 

considered secondary to the mfdrashlc survey on Jethro. 

Ii. 
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Introduction 

Students of the classics ere fond of repeeting the 

story ebout the Cembridge don who spent twenty years of his 

life trying to prove thet the euthor of the lltied end the 

~~..!.!1. wes not Homer, but rether enother Greek bearing the 

same name. As eplceily confusing es that meender throug h 

wine derk sees end rosy fingered dewns may seem, it Is mere 

child's pley compared to the search for the identity of 

Hoses' fether-ln-law. The obvious answer that ~en-inn was 

Jethro (1,h') does not eliminate the need for an investigetion 

into this metter. Donnish scholasticism did not Instigate 

this inquiry , nor has It prolonged the inquiry beyond the 

obvious answer. R~ther the Bible Itself which calls five men 

~eo-inn and hes them eppearing end reappearing in all sorts 

of seemingly unrelated contexts has necessitated such • search . 

For the Jew, the enswers to questions ebout the 

history or identity of a biblical figure are to be found 

In the mldresh , the collected wisdom end exegeses of the 

Rebbls of old . Because Moses' father-ln-lew was the 11euthor11 

of en Important piece of leglsletion In the Torah portion 

which bears one of his nemes, es welt as the first proselyte 

speclflcatly named In the Bible since Abrehem end Sarah, the 

rebblnic 11tereture on him Is voluminous . This study then 
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will be directed to the mldrash In order to better understand 

this Influential figure and to answer the questions which 

arise from the blbl l cal text . 

This study will attempt to collect (by means of sub­

ject and verse lndlces 1 and cross references), translate and 

analyze the mldrashlc material on Hoses • father-in-law . While 

certain preliminary work has been done, most notably by 

Louis Glnzberg and Bernard Bamberger, this study will exceed 

the scope of those earl i er works . Although Ginzberg ' s notes 

are most extensive, hls legend~~f the Jews paraphrases much 

of the rabb i n i c material rather than translating it. While 

Bamberger In his Proselyt i sm In the Talmudic Period does quote 

fro~ the rabbinic l i terature, primarily from the two Hekllta• s. 

he h i mself concludes in two instances that .. th i s ma terial 

deserves a fuller and more systematic study than it has yet 

received. 112 In neither of the preceding stud ies has all of 

the material been collected or grouped according to subject 

matter with attention being paid to the slmilarfties and 

differences In the parallel texts . 

In addition to studying t his material solely as an 

example of the mldrashic treatment of a biblical figure, 

spec ial scrutiny wlll be given to the rabb in ic portrayal of 

~en-inn as a proselyte. Efforts will be made to determine 

i f this rabbinic commen t ary conforms to the generally favor­

able biblical view towards converts.3 

However, because mldrash Is generally regarded to be 

a literature responsive to Its!.!...!!.!!!?, leben, might not a 
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Mldrash, composed during ages when proselytism was Illegal 

or when Jewish life suffered the ravages of persecution, 

reflect hostll l ty toward• proselyte who w•s, after •II , the 

priest of Mldi•n •nd who was rel•ted to the gentile tormentors 

of lsr•el? This conjecture Is compllc•ted by three factors. 

First, Jews suffered at the hands of gentiles in almost all 

ages. Hence, one would ,resume that all •ldrash would share 

the common background of persecution. Second, midrash almost 

defies precise dating . The Rabbis were not concerned with 

the recording of history as we perceive It. Hence , to say 

that such-and-such a midrash reflects such-and-such •n edict 

or event would be almost impossible . Third, midrash, a 

llter~ture formulated by trad i tion, is repeated, rev i sed and 

redacted in a host o f sources . Hence , one cannot know whet her 

a particular tale Js Included in a source because of slavish 

copying of the past or because of the "editor ' s" own judge· 

ment or cho i ce . In addition, we cannot assume that the ent i r e 

mldrashic literature has been transmitted to us. 

However, because cond i tions for Jews did deter i orate 

markedly after the completi o n of the Talmuds, with prose­

lytism becoming Illegal and because midrashic works c an a t 

least be dated by century or divided between t ne Tannaitic 

(or talmudlc) and post - Tanna i tlc (or post-talmudic), I will 

try to discuss the midrashlc material on Moses' father-ln­

l•w In terms of the above conjec ture - specifically, did 

elsegetlc considerations cause post-talmudlc m! drash to take 

a hostile attitude towards ~WD- \nn. For the sake of con -



venlence. I wi ll label this conjecture "the general hypothesis" 

and will try to point out midrashim which would prove it ( " late ', 

i.e. post-talmudic, and hostile) , as well as those which would 

disprove It ( " early " , i.e. Tannaitic or talmudic , and hostile, 

or " late " and favorable). 

wish to state that I consider the attempted corre­

lation between the date of a mldrash and the attitude ex­

pressed towards Hoses' father-In-law (the ~eneral hypothesis} 

to be only the secondary purpose of this study. The 

collection, translation and analysis of the mldrash remains 

the pri mary goat of this study and should be considered in· 

dependently of the success or failure of the genera l hypothesis . 

The history of Hoses' father-In-law, his interaction with the 

children of Israel and the history of his descendants are 

worthy of being considered in and of themselves to see how 

the Rabbis treated Important biblical personages . The general 

hypothesis which would g i ve an indication of how the ml dras h 

was composed would need to be tested on other proselytes 

and/or gentile figures to prove Its ultimate validity or In­

validity . 

Before proceeding on the search for the Identity 

of Hoses' father-In-law, several things pertaining to the 

methodology employed In this study must be stated . will 

refer to the central character of thi s study as " Jethro" , 

rather than as " Jether" , " Hobab " , " Reue1 ' ' or "Kenl " , the 

other names which the Bible uses. This declsl~n was made 

partly because Jethro Is the familiar name which Is used In 
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the largest number of verses and partly because the Rabbis 

themselves placed their discussion of his other names under 

the rubric of "Jethro. " 

As the table of contents Indicates, the mfdrashlc 

•aterial on Jethro will be divided Into a number of sections, 

each of which Is headed by a subject designation or the 

biblical verse (or phrase) wh ich mentions Jethro. The divi­

sion of the mldrashlc material Into subject areas, such as 

Jethro In Egypt or all of the sections in Part It and Ill of 

this study reflects the fact that not all the mldrash was 

generated by a specific verse and/or that small amounts of 

mldrash on several related verse> are more felicitously 

grouped under one headin g. The sections which are headed 

by a verse designation and the verse i cself In translation, 

such as In Part I nf this study , will have the Hebrew word 

or phrase which generated t he midrash in brackets [ ] . 

Regardless of the organizing principle used in a 

section of this study, be It subject or verse heading, a 

complete survey of t he midrash subsumed under that rubr i c 

will be given . The clearest or most complete example of a 

particular mldrash will be translated and analyzed In the 

body of a section with the other vers i ons or parall els 

being referred to in the notes which follow each section. 

Though each section is ultimately a unit In and of I tself, 

some effort has been made to present the Jethro material 

In as much of a narrative form as possible, for ease in 

reading. Consequently, cross - references between the sections 
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wltl be 1ude (and duly footnoted) to Indicate simihrltles 

and common themes when they do exist. 

Three types of •aterial have been omitted from this 

study. Some biblical verses which mentioned Jethro were 

nonetheless not Included in this study as subjects for 

mldr•shic analysis. Specifically. though Exodus 18 : 13-23 is 

filled wltn Jethro's name and his questions, the midrash 

generated does not deal with Jethro. The same is true for 

the midrash on Judges ~:11 and Judges ~ : 16 on Heber the 

Kenite. AppendlK 3 contains all the biblical verses which 

mention Jethro and his various alter-egos. 

The Targum material, Targum Onkelos, Targum Pseudo­

Jonathan. the Jerusalem Targum, Targum Jonathan and the Targum 

to Chronicles, has all been consulted for the respective 

blbllcal verses . Targum to a verse will be quoted or referred 

to only if it varies from a strict translation of that verse. 

Such variations usually offer Insights according to the mldrash 

and are Important to the survey of the midrashic literature 

on Jethro. 

Philo and Josephus who were contemporaries of the 

Tannalm are outside of the purview of this study. Though 

Philo 11entlons Jethro (or "Raguel" as he prefers) in nine 

places and Josephus paraphrases almost all the Jethro ~aterial, 

they Interpret the Blble according to their own phllosophlcal 

or polemical concepts, which were In many cases alien to those 

of the Rabbis. In addition, Philo the Alexandrlan's knowledge 

of Hebrew and the Hebrew scriptures Is much disputed. None­

theless. I have •~eluded a few representative samples of 
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their work. usually when they echo something similar to the 

Rabbis ' view or when they are completely different from the 

Rabbis. 

finally, some notes regarding the mechanics of the 

text Itself. All translations of Torah verses come from t he 

new J.P .S.A. Torah (1962), except where specially noted. 

Translatfons of verses from the re~t of the Bible come from 

the 1917 J.P.S.A . translation . Existing translations of 

midrashic works were used where avaflable. Regarding those 

works for which no printed translations exist. I composed my 

own translation. Occasionally. preferred my own translation 

over a printed one . Brackets ( ] Indicate additional material 

Inserted In a quote, either my own or the translator 's expla­

nation, or a Hebrew word from the original tex t inserted in 

a printed translation. Parenthes i s ( ) indicate a Hebrew 

word from the original text in a translation of my own 

compos i tion . 
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NOTES 

I. Appendix I contains a list of works with a subject or 
verse Index which I consulted to find the rabbinic 
references to Hoses' father-In-law. I believe that they 
comprise the basic tools for locating midrashlc ~aterial 
on any biblical figure . Obviously, a work such as 
Bamberger's would only be useful for a study concernin9 
proselytes. 

2. Bernard I. Bamberger, D. D., Prosel..Y..!.ism in the Tal•udic 
Period (Cintl· = Hebrew Union tolTege Pres s-: T9'f9f;-pp:-- · 
182':"190 . 

). The frequent Injunctions to love the stranger (iJ) end 
not to oppress him found In the Bible are regarded by 
Jewish tradition as referring to proselytes and mandating 
kind treatment for them. Of course, the phrase "Jewish 
tradition " really 111eans how the Rabbis regarded and 
Interpreted the biblical text. See Appendix 2 for a list 
of works which give • broad overview of the rabbinic 
attitude toward proselytes. 



Jethro tn Egypt 

While the first blbllc•I reference to Jethro Is not 

found until E•odus 2 : 15, the story of Jethro •s understood 

by the mldr•sh begins earlier with •aterial not speclflc•lly 

rel•ted to •ny verse. Not only w•s Israel In Egypt, but so 

too w•s Jethro. Therefore not surprisingly in the view of 

the R•bbls. their destinies Intersect, •nd in a curious way 

something of• parallel e•ists between events In the I Ives 

of "oses •nd Jethro. The sources for Jethro's sojourn in 

Egypt r•nge from early to l•te, from the T•lmud to Sefer 

H•Yashar, yet all share a common •ggadic style and supply 

much Information that would oth~rwise be unknown . 

Jethro had high qualifications to be ,,,D 1~). 

Previously he had been one of Pharaoh's advisors or one of the 

In either ex•lted position, Jethro was In-

volved In the events which led up to the Exodus . 

R•bbl Hlyy• b . Abba, a second generation P•lestlnian 

A•ora (279-320 C. E.), quoting in the name of R. Slmal, •semi­

Tanna2 , gives the e•rl i est report of Jethro's activities In 

Egypt, though without expllcltly Indicating his title : 

R. Hiyya b. Abba said In the na~e of R. 
Si•ai: There were three In that plan, viz . 
Bal••m, Job, and Jethro . 3 

Rashl 4 explains that the ' 'plan " was the destruction of Israel 
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for•ulated In Ex. 1 : 10, 11 Co111e on. let us deal wisely with 

the In•• • •II 

B~laam himself delineates Jethro's involvement . In 

the tal•udlc section on "four co•moners [who] have no portion 

In the world to co11e 11 5, Balaam asks rhetorically, ' 'Thou 

Kenlte, wast thou not with us In that scheme? 0
•
6 The Talmud 

continues here with a repetition of R. Hlyya B. Abba's 

co11ment cited above. 

Jet~ro Is linked with another one of the enemies of 

Israel In a passage which gives his position as an adviso r 

to Pharaoh. Whereas Job is a questionable enemy and Balaam 

does at least bless Israel , one cannot doubt the evil charac -

ter of Amalek : 

Amalek and Jethro were advisors of Pharaoh . • • • 
Likewise, when Balaam , knowing that Ama l ek 
and Jethro had been among the counsellors 
of Pharaoh • • •• 1 

Mldrash Shmuel links Jethro with Amalek in a d i fferent way . 

11Jethr'o was In the army of Amalek. 11 8 The above sources make 

clear Jethro's role as an adv i sor to Pharaoh . However, h i s 

reactions to the proposed destruction of Israel are not what 

one might expect given his companions , as wl II be seen below. 

The origin of the story th•t Jethro was one of the 

O',~D-'D1U,n appears to be Plrke de Rabbi El l ezer9, a work 
10 

of the n i nth century . Plrke de Rabbi Ellezer, "ldrash Hashkem, 

which was composed between the nlnth 11 and twelfth centurv 12 , 

and "ldrash YaYosha, from the eleventh or twelfth centuryll , 

all d i scuss Jethro's act i vities In Egypt I n similar ter•s . 
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While Hidrash Heshkem refers to Jethro as ' 'one of the 

astrologers of Phareoh"llt end Hidresh VaYosha calls him "one 

of the gr~at ones of the 111egldans of Phereoh 111 S, ell three 

of the above named •idreshlm discuss Jethro ' s position In 

Egypt In relation to the s teff of Ada~ . 

The staff of Adam wes enother of the miraculous Items 

created nleDen l'~ of the first week. 16 Its history, though 

ultimately tangential to this study, Is quoted below because 

Jethro became the temporery guardian of this staff before i t 

passed to Hoses to resu•e Its career of wonder·worklng : 

Rabbi Levi seld : That rod which was created 
In the twilight was del i vered to the first 
man out of the garden of Eden. Adam deliv· 
ered It to Enoch , and Enoch del i vered It 
to Noah, and Noah handed it on to Shem. 
Shem passed It on to Abreham ; Abraham 
transmitted It to lsaec, end Isaac gave 
it over to Jacob, end Jacob brought It 
down Into Egypt end passed It on to his 
son Joseph; end when Joseph died and they 
pi11eged his household goods, It was 
~laced In the palace of Phareoh. And 
Jethro17 was one of the 111agiclans of Egypt , 
and he sew the rod and the letters wh i ch 
were upon It [the Ineffable Neme]18, and 
he took lt •• 19 

Knowing that Jethro was either an advisor to Pharaoh 

or• religious functionary tells very 11tt1e about what he 

did in Egypt . The Zohar supplles a descript i on of Jethro's 

religious actlvities: 

Jethro's rel i gious activity had to be continuous, 
and Independent of the needs of the worship· 
pers; for, In order that he mfght be eble 
to use the power when he needed to d8 so, he 
had always to be connected with lt.2 

From Exodus Rabbah end Olvre HeYamim shel Hoshe Rabbenu 

come two parts of the same story In which Jethro funct i ons 
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as an advisor to Pharaoh: 

The Magicians of Egypt sat there and said: 
'We are afraid of him who Is taking off thy 
crown and placing It upon his own head, lest 
he be the one of whom we prophesy that he wlll 
take the kingdom from thee.' Some of them 
counselled to slay him and others to burn 
him, but Jethro was present among them and 
he said to them: 'This boy has no sense. 
However, test him by placing before him a 
gold vessel and a live coal; If he stretch 
forth his hand for the gold, then he has 
sense and you can slay him, but if he make 
for the live coal, then he has no sense 
and there can be no sentence of death upon 
him.• So they brought these things before 
him, and he was about to reach forth for the 
gold when Gabriel came and thrust his hand 
asjde so that It seized the coal , and he 
thrust his hand with the live coal into his 
mouth. so that his tongue was burnt, with 
the result that he ~ became slow of speech 
and of tongue.21 

In Oivre HaYamim shel Moshe Rabbenu, Jethro's advice 

follows the crown-coal incident. Here the angel Gabriel 

assumes the visage of one of Pharaoh's entourage and proposes 

the test with the coat. 27 Afterwards , Balaam, not satisfied 

with the ou:come of the test since ft spared Hoses, schemes 

to enslave the whole house of Israel. Jethro, surely an 

advisor to Pharaoh though without the title, rises to Israel's 

defense : 

Then answered Jethro the Hidianite and 
said, 'Hy Lord King, thou must surely know 
that no one who has sent forth a hand 
against them was acquited . Don't you know 
(if you didn't hear)23 what happened to 
Pharaoh who took Sarah the wife of Abraham 
(and also [the wife of) lsaac)23 and what 
happened to the four kings on account of 
Abraham's nephew and what happened to Laban 
no one has ~rf ed to harm them and been 
acquited. 1 2~ 

1 
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The favorable treatment that Jethro receives from Oivre 

HaYami m shel Koshe Rabbenu, a late source, seems to contradict 

the general hypothesis . If anything, Jethro, here the 

defender of al I Israel, has an even greater and more positive 

role than In Exodus Rabbah, a much earlier work. 25 Nonetheless, 

because Dlvre HaYamlm shel Hoshe Rabbenu continues with 

Jethro's homicidal actions towards the adult Hoses , I a m 

uncertain how to assess its favorable attitude in this midrash. 

Since the possibility exists that It resulted from a copyin g 

of earlier or other sources rather than a conscious editorial 

choice, r would want to withhold a judgement of this midrash 

vis ~v i s the general hypothesis. 

Jethro's disinclinat ion to have Israel destroyed was 

apparently known from earl i est times. The Talmud first 

reported his act of disag reement : 

There were three In that plan, v i z. Bal~am , 
Job and Jet h ro. Balaam , who devise~ it was 
slain; Job who silently acquiesed was afflict- . 
ed with suffer i ng ; Jethro, who fled, merlted . •.. 2b 

Hldrash HeHafetz puts it th is way : 

rn the beg inning, he was a priest of Ido l­
atry . Jethro was considerin g making 
teshuvah. When he heard Pharaoh's decree 
against Israel. he fled to Mldlan.27 

Fro• Divre HaYamlm she1 Moshe Ra bbe nu comes the result of 

Jethro's advice: 

And the king was very angry towards Jethro 
the Mldlanlte and said t~0hlm, 'Go, flee to 
your place' and he went. 

Just as Moses would flee from before the wrath of Pharaoh In 

later years, so Jethro had to flee at this time, thus laying 
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the groundwork for the ldentlfic•tlon of Jethro's fate with 

that of "oses •nd lsr•el . 

The other sources which report th•t Jethro w•s i n 

Egypt. such •s Plrke de R•bbl Ellezer. Ml drash Hashkem. •nd 

"ldrash VaYosha. are united by their common assu•ptlon that 

Jethro left Egypt. yet the whys and wherefores are never 

discussed. From Pirke de Rabbi Ellezer coaes the abrupt 

transition from Egypt to "ldlan : 

And Jethro w•s one of the ••glclans of 
Egypt. •nd he s•w the rod •nd the letters 
which were upon It. •nd he desired In his 
he•rt [to h•ve lt] •nd he took It •nd 
brought lt tn the •ldst of the gardens 
of h Is house . 29 

The text Immediately continues ~ith "oses' arrival to Jethro'~ 

house In Mldhn. obviously the 11hls house" referred to by the 

passage . The •brupt shift of scene Is especially obvious 

In Mldrash V•Yosha. After describing Jethro as the advisor 

who proposes the coal-crown test. as In Exodus Rabbah (above), 

the mldrash continues with n•ry a pause to st•te th•t Jethro 

fled to "ldlan, whereupon the history of the staff Is given 

as In Plrke de Rabbi Ellezer . JO Again, no reasons are 

supplied for Jethro's aove. Sefer H•Y•shar also takes 

cognizance of Jethro's exodus from Egypt In connection 

wi th the history of the staff : 

After the death of Joseph ••• the staff •rrlved 
In the L•nd of Reuel the Mldlanlte. Vhen he 
[Reuel] left Egypt he ~ook and planted It In 
his g•rden.Jl 

The style of this reference brings to •Ind p•rallels such as 

Plrke de Rabbi Ellezer . 
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In summary , the mldrashim cited In this section deal 

with Jethro, the ldolator, and Jethro, the cohort of the ene­

mies of Israel. His position Is Identified and his actions 

In Egypt are described. One tentative pattern can be seen 

regarding the correlation between date and content. Though 

the earliest sources, Talmud and Exodus Rabbah, as well as 

Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer32, report Jethro's Involvement In 

the highest circles of Egypt, he Is more than redeemed by his 

subsequent good deeds. The later mldrashlm , such as Dlvre 

HaYamlm shel "oshe Rabbenu or "idrash VaYosha, ~ay report 

Jethro's noble deeds in Egypt but go on to portray more than 

graphically his misdeeds and hostility to Israel i n material 

unique to them, as the next secti o n wtll show . 

, 
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NOTES 

I . See Ex. 18 : 1 Jethro , Priest of Hid Ian for the different 
understanding"SC>fl"n3"-:--Sec-Ular authority or reli gi ous 
functionary . 

2. St rack , P. 11 9. 

3 , Sot. Ila.• S . , p . 63 . 

... loc. c i t . 

s. Hish. San . 10 : 2 • S . , p . 6 0 2. 

6 . San . 106 a • S . , p. 722 . Ex . R . 27 : 3 • S .2, p . 323; Hi d . 
le ka~ Tov (an eleventh century wor k acc. to E. J., 
11 :1 516) on Hu. 24 : 21, p . 13 0a ; Hi d . Ag. (a t welfth 
century work acc . to E. J., 16:1 518 ) on Nu. 24 : 22, 
p . 145 all have parallel accounts . Mldrash He Hafetz, 
ms. quoted In Torah Shlemah, v . 8 , p. 90 merely repo rts 
that J e thro was one of Pharao h' s advisors . 

7. Ex. R. 27 :6 . • S .2 . pp. 32 5 , 32 6 . 

8. Hid . Shmu., p. 41a . 

9 . " . R. E. ch. 40, p . 94 • F.,p . 31) . 

10 . F . , pp. l i li - llv. 

II. Sef . Hal i k . I 1 pp . 11 - 12. 

12 . Zunz, p. 141 . 

13 . Ib i d. 

14 . Sef. Hal ik . I, p . 2b, mi d . 4. 

15. B. H.H . f , p . lt2 . 

16 . P.R. E. ch. 40 , p. 94a • F . , p . )1 2 . The second edition 
of P.R . E., Venice 151tlt, reads d i fferently . "E i ght 
thin gs were created on the second day, namely •• • the 
rod .. . " (Friedlander , p. 14. See note 1). For a more 
thorough treatment of the staff of Adam, see Israel 
Abraham' s, "The Rod of Hoses •• , quoted In Jews ' Co II •JLe 
b.!_~~rary~~~.:t· Pa~ers read • • •• 1886-18!'7. - · 

17 . Correct i on of the printed text ' s " Pha raoh " , based on 
F . , p. 313, note 5, The correction appears In Yal . Shi m. 
R. 173, p. S7a, and the Beor Hardal commentary to 
P.R. E. , note 1) . 
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Notes. (Continued) 

18 . I supplied the Information In brackets based on the par­
allel versions cited In the next note . 

19. P.R. :. ch . Ito , p. 91ta • F •• PP· 312-3'3. The parallel 
version from Yal. Shim. R. 173. p . 57a , i s taken from 
P.R.E . Parallel versions with minor elaborations, such 
as a description of the letters upon the rod, come from 
Mldrash VaYosha (B.H."·'• p. lt2) and Hidrash Hashkem 
(Sef . Halik. I, p. 2b, mid. 4). Mid . Leka~ Tov on Ex. 
4:20, p. 126, has a truncated history of the rod, refer­
ring to it as " passed on from generation to generation 
from the first man ." It does not identify Jethro as a 
religious functionary in Egypt, ne i ther does Sefer 
HaYashar. which has the most elaborate description of 
the rod, portions of which will be quoted below. Val . 
Shim. R . 168 ., p. ltltb, ls taken from the Sefer HaYashar 
vers i on. All of these sources report that the staff 
came Into Jethro•s possession In Egypt, as does Tar. 
Ps. Jon . on Ex. 2 : 21 which refers to the staff as '·made 
n1en~~ l'~· The qreat name was engraved and clearly 
expressed on it. 1

' 

20. Zohar 2, p. 69a • S. 3, pp. 21 S-216 . 

21. Ex . R. 1 : 32 • S .2 , pp . 33-34. A pa rallel to t his can 
be found in Hid. VaYosha, B . H . H. I, pp. 41 -42. 

22. b.H.H. 11, pp. )-4. 

23. The parentheses and the info rmation in them are part of 
the orl9inal Hebrew text. 

2lt. 8.H.H . II, p. ). Sefer HaYashar has a version of this 
episode which seems related to both of the above accounts 
quoted in the body of this study, though Jethro does not 
appear at all . Balaam demands that something be done 
to Hoses as a representative of a people who have histori­
cally meant t rouble to Egypt . He relates some of the 
same facts as Jethro but put s a negat ive slant on them. 
"He [Abraham] called Sarah his wife, 'she is my sister,• 
In order to cause the land of Egypt and it s king to sin , 11 

(p. 150) . Then, Sefer HaYashar continues similarly to 
Divre HaYamlm with an angel both proposing the coal 
test and push i ng Hoses' hand, (pp . 140-lltt). That Jethro 
is not mentlGr.ed In this episode may be Indicative of 
another tradition otherwise unknown to me, or his good 
deed may have been omitted to be in harmony with the 
tradition that Jethro l•ter sought to harm Moses , some­
thing which Sefer HaYashar does report. What Is especially 
curious Is that Sefer HaYashar apparently does know that 
Jethro was In Egypt. It reports that Jethro left Egypt 
with the staff of Adam (p. 160). something which P.R.E . 
and the other sources report because he was one of the 
t>'"\3'D 'D10 ,ti. 
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25. " The •ssumptlon is justified th•t Shemot R•bb• h down to 
Exodus 12:1, wi th which section the "ekhllt• begins. 
Is based on •nearlier exegetical mldr•sh, constitut i ng 
perhaps the continuation of Beresh l t Rabbah " (J . E. , 8: 56 2) . 

26 . Sot. Ila• s .• p . 63 . 

27. T .S. v . 8, p . 90. 

28 . B. H. H. ti, p . ) . 

29. P. R. E. ch . ~o. p. 9'6a • F . , p . 313. Hidrash H•shkem Is 
vJrtu•lly ldentlc•I however, with one addition: " It took 
root In his garden . " Sef. Halik. I, p . 2b, mid. '6 . 

) 0. B. H. H. I, pp . '61-'62. 

31. Sefer HaY•shar , p . 160. 

32 . For P.R . E. ' s f•vor•ble treatment of Jethro as opposed 
to the other sources wh i ch come from it and wh i ch like­
wise Incorporate Jethro wi th the h is tory of the staff, 
see the next section . 
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Exodus 2:15b - Exodus 2 :22 

This bib I lcat section which details "oses' •eetlng 

with Jethro In Hidian ls used by the Rabbis as the rubric 

under which to place a lengthy discussion of Jethro's past. 

Either Jethro was a prior eonotheist who saw the emptiness 

of Idolatry or an arch-idolator who tried to klll Hoses 

once he recognized him. Ag a in . It seems that the midrash 

which deals favorably with Jethro is of an earl i er date than 

that which discredits him. The midrash with either ~nd~n_! 

ls largely aggadic rather than exegetical. Though the general 

methodological style wi ll be to treat the biblical verses 

YiO~. some of the larger blocks of aggadic materlal will be 

presented here by way of introduction and ii lust ration of the 

two views which the mldrash has of Jethro's past . 

The story of the seven maidens in distres s aroused 

more than the chivalrous instincts of the Rabbis. In an age 

when the upper class enjoyed more ease and protection from 

indignity than today. the sages of the past had to ask why 

the daughters of the priest of Midian were, of all things , 

shepherding and. even more unbelievably, were being mi s• 

treated . Equally troubling was Jethro's profession . Why d id 

Hoses have to settle down with Jethro of all people? Was 

a heathen priest a fitting father-i ~- taw for Hoshe Rabbenu7! 

Exo~us Rabbah asks some of these questions and along 

with Tanhuma HaNldpas then supplies the answer that Jethro 

rejected heathen pract ices : 
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Was It possible. he being a priest of "ldlanl 
that shepherds should drive •way his daughters? 
It Is t~ teach you th•t they excommunlc•ted 
h Im •••• 

Why was he excommunicated? Again from Exodus Rabbah : 

The fact Is, say the S•ges. that Jethro 
was at first a priest to Idolatrous worship. 
but when he saw that there was no truth in 
It. he despised It and thought of repenting 
even before Moses came. He summoned his 
towns men and said: 'Hithe rto I ministe red 
unto you. but now I have become old. choose 
another priest. ' And he returned unto them 
all the Insignia of his priesthood. Where­
upon they excommunicated him. that no man 
be In his company. or work for him or tend 
his flock ; he asked the shepherds to look 
after his flock. but they refused. and he 
had to employ his daughters . 3 

Jethro Is fast becoming a suitable lnn . In fact. Tanhuma 

HaNidpas begins Its account of Jethro's rejection of paganism 

with this judgment : 

All of this [the blbllcal account which 
begins with Ex. 2 : 16] Is praise for this 
righteous man [tzaddik] who was walking 
among practitioners of heathenism. 

Thus the question of ''why did Moses have to settle with a 

heathen priest?" Is asked and disposed of by Exodus Rabbah: 

Does not God hate ldolators, yet He allowed 
Hoses to find refuge with an ldolator? The 
fact Is. say the Sages •.• 5 (see above) 

The mldrash which presents a steeped-in-Idolatry-Jethro 

will be famll lar to the reader. The story of the staff of 

Adam as developed In the last section will be here continued 

to show the final transltJon of the staff Into the hands of 

Moses. As will be seen. this story strikingly resembles the 

sword In the stone story of the Arthurian legend . However. 

what is more Important for this study than the trans • cultural 

i 
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poputarfty of certain motifs is the development of the story 

from a neutral account In which Jethro recognizes and proclai ms 

Koses to one In which Jethro tries to kill the redeemer of 

Israel . If the midrash from Exodus Rabb•h and Tanhuma 

HaNidpas approved of Jethro as a suitable father-In-law for 

Koses. the mid rash here wl 11 give credence to the "old saw ' 

"why did Adam and Eve live so long? -- because they didn ' t 

have In-laws! ·• 

The basic story of Hoses ' I nvolvement with the staff 

of Adam appears to be the one from P l rke de Rabbi Eliezer 

partially quoted in the last section. After recounting that 

Jethro was one of the magicians of Egypt and took the staff 

after the deat h of Joseph , the midrash presupposes a change 

of locale back to Hidian : 

••• he took it and brought I t and planted it in 
the midst of the garden of his house . No one 
was able to approach It anymore. 

When Hoses came to his house , he went 
Into the garden of Jethro's house, and saw 
the rod and read the letters which were 
upon It, and he put forth his hand and took 
It. Jethro watched Hoses and said : This 
one In the future wlll redeem Israel from 
Egypt. Therefore hg gave h im Zfpporah his 
daughter to wife •• • 

While pulling out the staff caused Jethro to recog-

nlze and proclaim Hoses as the redeemer of Is rael in the 

Plrke de Rabbi Elieler account of the story, something quite 

different happened according to Hidrash Hashkem and Hidrash 

VaYosha : 

He [Jethro] saw In his astrological books 
that the person who would uproot It [the 
~taff of Adam] would be the delivere r of 

t 



Israel. (Kany] people would try to do It . 
Vhen Moses came, he stood and uprooted lt. 
He [Jethro] threw him ("oies] Into a pit 
upon his ["oses'] return.7 
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"ldrash VaYosha with a fuller for•at than Mldrash Hashkem 

supplies some of the addltlonal details as to how Moses caee 

to uproot the staff. Purporting to be a first person account 

of Moses, It begins with the Initial •eetlng of Moses and 

Zlpporah. S•ltten by her •odest demeanor, Moses proposes 

only to learn of the test that prospective suitors must 

face: 

' My father has a certain tree In his garden 
with which he tests anyone who wishes to 
aarry one of his daughters. But as soon 
as one of them touches It, It swallows that 
one up. •8 

Zlpporah continues with the now familiar history of the staff, 

adding: 

'for •any years It lay in my father's house 
until on~ time daddy took It and entered 
the garden. He Inserted It Into the ground. 
Vhen he went back Into the garden to take 
It, he found that It had sprouted and was 
sending forth blossoms.•9 

With that knowledge, Moses rises, drives off the 

hostfle shepherds, and goes to Jethro to ask for Zlpporah's 

hand In marriage. Jethro tells Hoses of the test, whereupon 

Hoses goes out to the garden: 

found it [the staff) and brought It In my 
hand. l•medlately Jethro pondered and satd, 
'Verily, this Is the prophet that all the wise 
•en of Israel have conjur~i up -- that In the 
future a prophet wlll come out of Israel and 
wlll destroy all Egypt and all the Egyptians 
within It by his hand.' Immediately Jethro 
got angry at me and seized me and cast me 
Into a pit that was In his house.10 
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The other three sources which deal with Hoses' mis-

hap I n Kidlan at the hands of Jethro have a different sequence 

of events . There "oses pulls out the staff only after being 

himself pulled out of the pit. Dlvre HaYamim shel "oshe 

Rab benu, Targum Pseudo Jonathan, and Sefer HaYashar paraphrase 

the biblical account of Moses' saving Jethro's daughters from 

the shepherds. When "oses gets I nvited back to the house, 

he tells his story to Jethro, who recognizes him with great 

trepidation. from Dlvre HaYamlm shel Moshe Rabbenu , a direct 

connection is made with Jethro's past in Egypt : 

Said Reuel to him : 'From whence have you 
come7 What Is your land? From what 
people are you?' And he said to him, 'l 
am Hoses,' and he told him al I that had 
befallen h im . 

As a result, Jethro said in his heart, 
'This Is the man who stretched out his 
hand to the king's crown. Ho y: I wl 11 
take him and send him back to Pharaoh .' 
So he g av~ orders to support him with 
bread of anguish and water of oppression 
(I.e. put him in jall -- from parallels 
and belowJ.11 

It Is more than a litt le puzzling that the heroi c figure 

who defended all Israel previously should now turn on Hoses. 

However, extradit i ng Moses to Egypt may have been a politic 

way to appease a large neighbor for past indiscretions . 

Targum Pseudo Jonathan concisely reports the above 

Incident: 

When Reuel knew that Moses had fled from 
before Pharaoh, he threw him In a plt.12 

Though sparing of narrative or detail, such Mldrashlc 

elaboration(seemlngly out of character for a ~J]Jum) 



Is rather sy~ptomatic of Targum Pseudo Jonathan, a seventh 

or eighth century work. 13 

Sefer HaYashar has a similar story but reports that 

Jethro sought to serve another power by imprisoning Moses : 

And Moses to1d Reuel that he fled from the 
king of Egypt and that he ru1ed over Cush ; 
after which they took the kingdom from him 
and sent him forth to peace with honor and 
presents.14 Now as soon as Jethro heard the 
words of Moses, he said In his heart, 'I wl11 
put him In jail and I wtl1 appease the 
Cushltes with him for he has surely fled 
from them.' So he took him and placed him 
In jafl •••• 15 

While the avowed purpose of casting Hoses Into the 

pit/jail may have been to ho1d him for extradition. in reality 

such Imprisonment was to serve a more sinister purpose. It 

was intended to be a way station on the road to the 'olam 

habah. All of the sources which deal with Hoses' imprison-

ment, which resulted from either pulling out the staff or 

for being a fugitive, report that Zlpporah preserved him and 

kept him In llfe by clandestinely supplying him with food, 

a non-existent commodity in Hldlanlte prisons. 

Though Hidrash Hashkem ta1ks of Zipporah acting out 

of love for Hoses 16 and Targum Pseudo Jonathan on Ex. 2 : 21 

gives no motives for her actions, the reason given In the 

largest number of sources Is that of pity. The account 

given In Olvre HaYamim shel Moshe Rabbenu tells how Zlpporah 

saved Moses and Is typical of a11 the sources: 

And he found favor In the eyes of Zlpporah 
and she had pity upon him. And every day 
from time to time, she would supp1y him 
with bread and food . And he stayed there 
for seven years . And It was at the end of 

1 



seven years that Zipporah said to her 
father, 'The captive and the prisoner 
whom you threw Into the pit, lo these 
•any years, shouldn't you Investigate 
him? for each day he cries against 
you and to his God ; it will be accounted 
aga i nst you. ' Said Jethro to her, 'Who 
has ever heard of such a man who doesn't 
eat or drink, lo these many years, and 
Is still alive? ' They went to the prison 
and found hi m standing and praying to 
his God, so

1
they brought hi m forth 

from the re • 1 
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That "oses survived a seven to ten year stretch in 

the pit impres sed Jethro greatly. No doubt seeing a chance 

to align himself with a power ~reater t han that of Pharaoh , 

Jethro betrothed his daughter to Hoses. Hidrash Hashkem j u~t 

reports t he betrothat 18, while in Hidrash VaYosha Jethro 

first testifies to the power of the Lord God of Israel : 

He [Jethro) drew me out of there and kissed 
me on the head and said, ' Blessed be God 
who guarded thee for seven years in the pit. 
I acknowledge because of thee that He slays 
and revives, and I acknowledge about you 
that you are completely righteous and that 
through you Egypt will be destroyed in the 
future, that God wi 11 bring out Israel from 
Egypt, and that God will drown Pharaoh and 
al I his army by the sea. · He gave me much 
money and ~ave me his daughter Zipporah for 
a wife .... 9 

Divre HaYamim shel Moshe Rabbenu and Sefer HaYashar 

show us a less wordy Jethro. These two works have Jethro 

giving Zlpporah to Moses after he pulls out the staff of 

Adam which, as noted above,occurred after his release from 

the plt.20 They do report his astonishment that Moses could 

perform such a feat where all the other Kenite notables had 

failed, especially after his recent Imprisonment : 



When Jethro saw the staff I n Hoses• hand. 
he was greatly surprised. So he gave 
Zipporah to him for a wlfe.21 
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Before concluding this section. one might note with 

interest the comments of two contemporaries of the Rabbis. 

Philo and Josephus, on Moses' arrival In Hldlan and the events 

thereof. Philo operating no doubt on the ,,o level interpre ts 

the whole Bible In philosophical fashion. Space and a sense 

of balance does not permit the inclusion of more than th is 

representative p iece from lengthy exposition : 

'The priest• of judgment and j ustice. he 
says. 1 had seven daughters • (Ex. 2 : 16). 
The daughters stand as a symbol for the 
seven faculties of the unreasoning element. 
namely reproductive power , speech, and the 
five senses. 'Daughters.' It adds, 'who kert 
the sheep of their father,' for through 
these seven faculties come the advances and 
growths which repeated apprehension 
produces in the father , the mind . 22 

Slightly more down to earth Is his explanation of whv 

Jethro•s daughters had to shepherd their father's flock. a 

situat i on troubling apparently to rationalists as well as to 

the Rabbis: 

The Arabs are breeders of cattle, and they 
employ for tending them not only men but 
women, youths and maidens alike, and not 
only those of insignificant and hu~~le families 
but those of the highest posit i on . 

Josephus tel Is us that of course !!.~e_'!, are shepherds .: 

These virgins, who took care of their father's 
flocks, which sort of work it was customary 
and very familiar for women

2
go do In the 

country of the Troglodytes. 

What Is especially significant about the testimony 

offered here and below by Philo and Josephus Is that it is 

so favorable to Jethro . (Phi Io's a11egorizing in Q.!!. the f!!!.!~ 
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of~~ which uses Jethro, the unenlightened one, as a 

foil for Hoses surely is offset or at least balanced by his 

treatment in "oses). Nowhere is there mention of Jethro in 

Egypt or of Jethro imprisoning "oses . This last is important 

because Josephus Is one of the sources for Koses' Ethiopian 

adventures which only next appear In Sefer HaYashar along 

wlth the Imprisonment of "oses. Knowing what we know about 

the things which mot i vated Philo and Josephus in their 

interpretation of Jewish history , it is not surprising that 

Jethro, the stranger who found Judaism so attractive, is 

not called anything that might upset their Hellenistic readers . 

In summa ry , there definitely seem to be two opposin g 

traditions regarding Jethro In this biblical section . Huch 

of the midrashic material results from Jethro's stay In 

Egypt . This material presents a ~I de of Jethro and Hoses 

(the Cushite king, etc.) that Is left out of the Sunday school 

treatment of either man. The hostility expressed toward 

Jethro is clear though no explicit ~mshal is drawn as to 

what Jethro may represent . Even after Jethro's wonderful 

encomium acknowledging the God of Israel In Hidrash VaYosha, 

the ~~nD immedialely link s with that the midrash showing 

Jethro the idolator demanding that one of "oses' sons not 

be clrcumclsed . 25 Those midrashim fro~ the Tanhuma-Exodus 

Rabbah tradition, earlier than the above sources, are favorable 

but are outweighed by the volume of the later midrash. The 

following sections will redress the balance somewhat. 
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NOTES 

1 . T•n. H•Nld. Shemot 11, p. 6Sb •dd5, " the gre•te5t •nd 
most powerful of those In Hldl•n. 11 

2. Ex . R. 1 : 32. S. 2, p . Ito. T•n. H•Nld., ibid. ; H.H.G. 
2, p . 3) : 19-21.; Hid. Ag. on Ex . 2:16, p. 26 all provide 
p•r•11e1s. Sec . Ex. 18:) , note 6 provlde5 •nother 
re•so n for the 5heph•rds ' ho5ti11ty. 

J . Ex.R., Ibid. T•n. HaNid., Ibid . H.H.G. 2, p . 33 : 12 - 19. 
H I d • Ag • , I b Id • 

It. T•n. H•Nld . , ibid. Hid. Ag., Ibid . 

s. Ex.R. 1:32 • S . 2, p. 40. l•n HaNld., Ibid. Hidrash 
HeH•fetz (T.S . v. 8, p. 90) asks the que5tlon In this 
wise: "Why did he go to Hldlan since Jethro used to 

6. 

1. 

8 . 

9. 

10. 

11. 

be one of Ph•r•oh's advisors and in the beginning he 
was • priest of Idolatry? Jethro was pondering m•klng 
repentence and when he heard Pharaoh's decree against 
Israel, he fled to Hl dlan . 11 The midrash continues with 
the s•me story as Ex.R. 1 : 32. The Zohar p•raphrases and 
shortens the account of Ex . R.1 : 32 •nd makes clear the 
conflict between Idolatry and monotheism: "When Hoses 
saw through the Holy Spirit that the shepherds acted as 
they did out of their idolatrous religion, he straight 
away stood up and helped the daughters • •• " (Zohar 2. 
P . 13b • s . 3. p. '92). Aga i n from the Zohar, "Jethro 
abandoned ldoiatry and came to join Is rael, and for 
this he was banished and persecuted" (Zohar 3, pp. 196b-
197a • s. S, p . 282). 

P.R.E. ch. Ito, p. 91ta • F . p. 313. 

Hid. Hashkem. Sef. Hal I k. I • p. 2b, mid. It • 

B.H.H. I, p. It 2 

I b Id. 

I b Id , p. It 3 . 

B. H.H. I I • p. 1. 

12. Tar. Ps . Jon. on Ex . 2 : 21 . 

13 . E. J., lt:81tS . 

llt. Glnzberg 5, pp . 407-410 • note 80 traces the origin of 
Hoses' Ethiopian escapades to Artapanus, lt32, and 
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Notes. (Continued) 

Josephus 11, x-xl. " The oldest ,.•bblnic sou,.ce where 
refe,.ence Is made to It seems to be T•rgum Ye,.ushalml 
Num. 12:1." See Ginzbe,.g 2. pp. 283-289 for• good 
summary of Moses' sojourn In Ethiopia as well •S note BO. 

15. Sefe,. HaY.sh•r, p. 157 . Val . Shlm.R . 168, p. 55b has a 
parallel account. 

16 . Sefer Halik . I, p. 2b, mid. 4t. 

17. 8 . H. ". I I , p.J. Hid. VaYosha Is slmila,. but adds that 
Zipporah persuaded her fathe,. to let he,. take care of 
the house ,.ather than shephe,.dlng with her sisters, thus 
allow i ng he,. sec,.etly to supply Hoses {8.H .M . I, p. 4t3). 
Sefer HaYashar likewise repeats the basic story but has 
Zlppo,.ah Impressing her father with the saving wonders 
that the God of lsr•el did for others in desperate 
situations i n order to persuade him even to check the 
pit for his captive who should have been long since dead. 
especially after to years (pp. 1~7. 14t:;,). Th i s i s a change 
from Olvre HaYamiiii:" Yal.Shim.R. 166, p . 55b repeats 
the Sefer HaY•shar account . Hidrash Hashkem (Sef. Halik, 
Ibid,) and Tar.Ps . Jon. on Ex . 2 : 21 ~ re most brief but 
have the basic element s of the story . Tar. Ps . Jon., how­
ever, also has the length of "oses ' Imprisonment as 
being ten years . 

18. Sef . Hallk . , p. 2b, mid. 4t. 

19. 8.H.H . I, p.~3. 

20. The Information conveyed about the staff and its role 
in determ i ning the fitness of prospective suitors found 
fn Oivre HaYamlm (8.H . H.I, p. 7) and Sefer HaYashar 
(p. 160) Is similar to that of Mid. Y•Yosha quoted above . 
Tar.Ps.Jon. does not record the staff's matrimonial usage , 
but Its placement of the uproot i ng of the staff after 
Hoses ' release from the pit and the i nformation contained 
about the staff and Hoses' deeds are similar to the other 
two sources. 

21. Di vre HaYaml m, 8.H.H . I., p. 7 and Sefer HaYashar, p . 160 . 

22. On the Change of Names, xix-xx, sec . 110-120 • l.S , pp. 
199, "20f:""-203 for the entire interpretation . 

23 . Hoses I, x-xl, sec. Sl-58 • L.6, pp. 303, 305, 307 for 
a peshat type description of the rest of this Incident . 

2~. Antiquit ies II, xl : 2, sec . 258 • Wh . , pp. 49-50 for this 
entire section. 

25. B. H.H . I, p.4). 



Ex . 2:19 He even drew water (~), ~),) for us and watered 
the flock . 
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One of the blbllcal idioms which gives rise to much 

mldrash ls the Infinitive absolute with a finite verb of the 

same root . Belfevln ~ that nothing was superfluous In the 

Bible. the Rabbis sought explanations fo r the doubllngs 

in the text . The mldrash which results from the Inter-

pretatlon of the double ~), In this verse ultimately seeks 

to connect Jethro with Abraham. again trying to make him an 

acceptable father-In-law for Hoses. 

The famlllar mldrashic apologet i c tendency to whiten 

a blbllcal character's past occurs here in a dispute between 

R. Judah (ben tlal) and R. Nehemiah. both fourth generation 

I Tannalm (13 9 C. E. - 165 C.E.). Leviticus Rabbah presents 

the two men ' s Interpretations along with that of t he Sages 

which harmonizes their differences. 

R. Judah, R. Nehemlah2 and our Rabbis 
differ on the Interpretation of the 
double 'daloh'. R. Judah says It ~eans: 
He raised us and our ancestors.3 

The Rev. Dr . Judah J . Slotkl. the translator of Leviticus 

Rabbah, understands R. Judah's opinion as "won us over to a 

higher religion' ' · " His view Is based on the Hatanot kehuna - --------
commentary wh I ch reports , "He (Hoses J 11 f ted and exa 1ted them 

(Jethro and family] In that he caused them to enter under 

the wings of the Shehlnah. ' 15 Song of Songs Rabbah has the 

exact same rabbinic discussion as Leviticus Rabbah. However, 

the translator. Maurice Simon, renders the Hebrew, " He [Hoses) 

6 drew for us and our parents ." Nevertheless, his understanding 



of the mean i ng of R. Judah ' s comment is substantially the 

same as Slotki 1 s, and he quotes the ~~a~~-~ehuna.7 

3 I 

While the Hebrew supports either translation, neither 

translator's explanation takes into account the double sense 

Implicit In the Hebrew expression. One falls to see how any-

one•s ancestors could either be raised or drawn to the true 

re 1 i g ion. If n), n~ does not refer to an action done to 

or for two parties, then perhaps it Involves two actions for 

a single party . Yalkut Shimoni in a comment unique to itself 

reports, ' ' He [Hoses) surely raised us [the family of Jethro) 

in this world and the world to come. 118 Though this usage does 

show a double action, it does not ihed light on the involve-

ment of the ancestors. Only the third opinion in this midrash , 

that of the Rabbis, does so, as will be $een below . 

n), n), does give evidence of a two-fold action 

according to the opinion of R. Nehemiah. " He [Hoses] drew 

water for us and for the shepherds. "9 Hoses, ever the man 

of peace, first stopped an act of oppression, then sought to 

educate the oppressors as to the proper course of action --

here, sharln~ the water and the work . 

The Rabbis combine the past and the present, R. 

Judah's interpretation and R. Nehem i ah's. Hoses draws water 

twice and he draws in acknowledgement of the past and as a 

lesson for the future. 

Our Rabbis say that i t means : He drew for 
us through the merit of our ancestorslO and 
for the shepherds in order to bring about 
peace.II 
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The explanation of the Rabbis, which basically repeats R. 

Nehemiah's opinion. also explains the role of the ancestors 

of Jethro vis ~vis the actions of Hoses. Jethro's ancestors 

were not raised or led to the true religion as a result of 

"oses• action, but something about!.!!_~ caused "oses to water 

the flocks of the deu~hters of Jethro . The nl~M nl~T which 

motivates Hoses derlves from a connection between Jethro end 

Abraham. Though the Rabbis do not mention it, they obviously 

believe that the "ldlan mentioned In Gen. 25:2 as the son of 

Abraham by the concubine Keturah is the paterfamilias of the 

Mldianltes. Josephus states the connection explicitly : 

And when he [Hoses) came to the city of 
Hidlan which lay upon the Red Sea and 
was so denominated from one of Abraham ' s 
sons by Keturah • ••• 12 

Simple justice may have prompted Hoses to stop the shepherds' 

attack on Jethro's daughters 13, but his additional kindness , 

watering the flock, arises in the view of the Rabbis from 

his recognition of who these girls are. 

This whole episode parallels that of Jacob and 

Rachel. The Tanhuma and other sources report, " Three met 

their marriage partners at the well • 11 14 While the Rabbis had 

no need to give Hoses respectability by casting h im In the 

Image of Jacob, Zipporah, the daughter of the high priest 

of Hidlan, had muc h to gain by being seen as a ''Rachel wit h 

her flock." Jethro, too , gains needed credibility and approval 

by being shown as a descendant of Abraham. This mldrash is 

attributed to Tannaltic personages and occurs nowhere else 

save Leviticus Rabbah and Song of Songs Rabbah, works of the 
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fifth and sixth centuries, r espectively. IS Other midrashlm 

deal with the miracles wrought for Hoses when he watered t.he 

flock but not with the ancestry of Jethro . One may deduce 

from this an exampl e of the favorable attitude towards Jethro 

shown by the earlier sources . That Exodus Rabbah only reports 

the view of R. Nehem i ah and not the ancestry of Jethro may 

indicate only the curtailed format of this part of Exodus 

Rabbah, which was not condusive to an extended discussion . 

On the other hand, perhaps the lack of an explicitly favorable 

comment about Jethro may show a later date for this part of 

Ex. R. than I have assumed. Only at the end of this study 

will it be possible to see where thi~ midrash and Its sources 

fit In respect to the general hypothesis . 
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I. Hielziner. pp. 32, 35. 

2. Though this mldrash and Its parallels do not spec i fy 
wh i ch ~ . Judah and which R. Nehemiah are giving their 
interpretations, Hielziner notes that ' 'His [R . Nehemiah's) 
controversies are mostly with R. Judah b. llal. " Ibid 
p. 35. 

3. Lev. R. 34 : 8 • S. 2, p. ltJJ. 

4. S. 2, p. 433, n . ). 

5. Hat...!_n~t- -~~h_n_~ to Lev. R. 34 : 8. 

6. S . S.R. mid . 3 on S.S. 2 :5 • S.S, p. I . 

] . S. 5, p. Ill, n. 2. 

8. Va l. Shim. R. 169, p. 56a . 

9. Lev . R. Ibid.; S.S.R. mid. 3 on S.S . 2 : 5 • S. 5 , p. Ill . 
Ex. R. (I : 32 • S. 2, p. 42) quotes only R. Nehemiah's 
opinion. but does so anonymously. 

10. Simon renders this "fo r the merit of our father s " ( S.S. 
p. 111). 

11. Lev. R. ibid. 

12. Josephus, Antiquities II, xi : I, sec . 257 • Wh. p. 49. 

13 . Fron A.R . tL co mes this statement, ' It is a worldwide 
practice, he [Hoses] said to them [the shepherds), 
'for men to draw up water and for women to water the 
beasts. Here women draw the water and men water the 
beasts! Justice is perverted In this place!' " (A. R.N., 
eh . 20. Seh., p. J6b(A). Goldin, p . 96. H.H .G. 2. 
p. 34 : 9-10 has a pa rallel account .) 

lit. Tan . HaNid. Shemot II. p . 65b. Ex.IL I : 32 • S. 2, p. 
39 ; H.H.G. 2, p. 31 : 19-20 ; Hid.Ag. on Ex. 2 : 16, p. 126 
contain similar accounts. 

15. E.J •• 11 : 147. E.J. , 15 : 153. 



35 

Ex . 2 : 20 He sa i d to his daughters. " Where is he ['Pt<l] then ?" 

As relate~ above in the sect i on on Exodus 2:15b- 22 1 , 

Jethro recognized "oses as a Jew and the redeemer of tsrael 

only after thelatter had e it her uprooted the staff of Adam 

or told Jethro his story. Jethro's reacti o n to Hoses as 

narrated by midrashim of the ninth to twelfth centuries was 

rather extreme . The verse-related mi drash I n this sect i on 

will present a more low-key and less dramatic story. Jethro 

realizes the i~portance of the · myster i ous $ tranger as a 

result of his daughters' narration of the episode by the well . 

Exodus Rabbah reports the basic story which is repeated 

In a number of sources : 

He said to his daughters . ' Where i s he 
then? ' He sai d unto them: ' All this 
that you tell me about h i s drawing water 
and watering the whole flock points hi m 
out as be i ng a de s cendant of Jacob, who 
also stood nea5 a well whi c h was bless e d 
for his sake .• 

Abot de R. Nathan explains how t he well was b lessed, or mo r e 

specifically. recognized its master : 

So long as Hoses rema i ned stand i ng at the 
mout h of t he well, the waters continued to 
flow and rise up t oward h im ; whe n he stepped 
back, the waters receded . 3 

No wonder Moses could so generously draw water for all 

concerned ! 

In Hldrash Leka~ Tov, Jethro ' s awareness that Moses 

i s Jew i sh is based on a aezerah shava~ : 

And he said to his daughters, ' Where i s he?' 
['PM1] - [Hoses Is] from the family of 'Where 



[i\'M) Is your wife S•r•h1' (Gen. 18:9)­
in that the wrters were blessed bec•use 
of his merit. 

This Ingenious comment occurs originally only in "ldrash 

Leka~ Tov, though the Ya1kut Shimoni contains a sl•llar 

verslon.5 

Just as other midrash has had the purpose of trans-

formin9 Jethro into •n acceptable father-in-law for Hoses, 

so too does the mldrash in this section. The Bible may cal I 

Jeth ro, " the priest of "ldlan. " but the Rabbis have portraye d 

him as a person knowledgeable about Jewls~ tradition. 

Consistent with his earlier reported desire In these same 

sources to make teshuvah. Jethro knows that Jacob stood by 

a well, the same well that his daughters used, according to 

the Zohar. 6 We see Jethro waiting for a sign from heaven, 

and as the next section will show, Jethro wasted no time in 

welcomin g "oses Into his household. 
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NOTES 

1. See the I nformation cited in Notes 7-15. 

2 . Ex.R. 1 : 32 • S . 2 , p . 42. Yal.Shim.R. 168, p . SSb para11 e 1s 
this. Ten. HaN id . Shemot 11 , p. 66a ; Hid . Ag. on Ex . 2 :20, 
p . 126 ; H. H. G. 2 , p. 34 : 15 - 17 are similar to Ex.R . but 
have this d i fference : "This one [Hose s ] i s descended 
from the ones who stood at the we11, for the well recogniz ed 
Its master. " 

3 . A.R . N. ch . 20 •Sch., p . 36b (A)• Goldin, p . 96 0 
H. H. G. 2, p . 34 :9-10 contains the same story. 

4 . Hid . leka~ Tov on Ex. 2 : 20, p . 7b 

5 . Val. Shim . R. 169 , p. S6b. 

6 . Zohar 2, p. 13a • S . 3 , p. 39 . 



Ex. 2:20 Why did you leave the man? Ask him in to break 
bread. 
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Full of Hiddle Eastern hospitality. Jethro wishes to 

meet and reward the noble stran9er who rescued his daughters. 

That much is obvious from the biblical text. Jethro has but 

to ask, " Why is It that you have left the man ? ·' and Zipporah 

rushes off to bring Hoses back home. As th e Rabbis have 

sought to "rehabilitate .. Jethro's reputation, kal __ '!_e_h_o_m~r-

for Zipporah, the future wife of Moses. Of the many comments 

on Zlpporah, a few will be cited here under the rubric of 

Exodus 2:20 to show her piety, hospitality and good nature . 

The basic mi drashic comment is reported by Exodus 

Rabbah from which come several parallel versions. While the 

placement of th i s midrash In other sources var i es, coming 

under the heading of several verses, Zippo r ah's actions are 

indicative of her response to the parental command of Exodus 

2 : 20. 

'Why Is it that you have left the man? ' •.. 
Immediately Zlpporah ran after him f ike a 
bird (!_~~) and brought him home. 

As the Soncino translation indicates, Zipporah's name, which 

means a bird In Hebrew, describes her deeds -- fast as a bird 

to obey a command2 -- first of her father, then of Hoses and 

God . 

Continuing the "rehabilitation" process to emphasize 

Zipporah's sultability to be the wife of Hoshe Rabbenu, the 

Rabb i s found another characteristic i mplicit in Zipporah, 

the bird : 



Another interpretation: Why was she called 
Zlpporah? Because she purified all of h~r 
father's house like the blood of a bird. 

The reference to the purifying power of a bird comes from 

Lev. 1~ : ~8-52. When the priest determines the plague of 
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leprosy has not spread In a house, he then uses the blood of 

a bird for a cleansing/purification ritual : 

He shall take the cedar wood, and the 
hyssop, and the crimson stuff and the 
live bird, and dip them in the blood of 
the slaughtered bird, and the fresh water 
and sprinkle on the house seven times. 
Having purged the house with the blood of 
the bird • •• (Lev. 1~:51-52). 

The sources which contain this mldrash on the blood of the 

bird also report that Jethro renounced his priesthood In 

Hidlan. Yet, ju~t as the house In which leprosy has not spread 

still requires some purification ceremony , the good deeds and 

pious nature of Zipporah are needed to fully redeem her 

father ' s house from the taint of idolatry. 

The notion of Zipporah the purifier does not appear 

In the later sources which report how Zipporah sustained ~oses 

In the pit . Those sources emphasize Zipporah's good deeds 

and her likeness to past worthies. from Dlvre HaYamim shel 

"oshe Rabbenu : 

Zipporah followed the path of righteousness 
of Sarah. Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah. She 
walked in the way of Ggd when Hoses her 
husband commanded her. 

Sefer HaYashar states her piety less conditionally, " Zipporah 

walked In the ways of the house of lsrael. " S All of these 

good qualities that the Rabbis ascribe to Zlpporah are 
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essential 6 because, as the next section will show. Jethro's 

invitation to Hoses is tantamount to a matchmaker's proposal. 
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HOTES 

I. Ex.R. 1: 32 • S. 2, p . 42. Tan.8 . Shemot II, p. 3b, a work 
of the fifth century (J . E., 12:45) and Hid. lekah Tov o n 
Ex . 2 : 21, p . 7b parallel the Ex.R. account. • 

2. The statement in Mid.Ag . on Ex. 2 : 21, _ p. 128 is clearly 
fragmentary . " Why was she called Zipporah? Because she 
ran like a bird . " Ran like a bird to do what? That could 
be eit her good or bad and the verse under which this 
comment is placed gives no help. In " i d. lekah Tov on 
Ex. lt:2S, p. 13a , Ztpporah is called "quick as·a bird. " 
However, the reference to bird-like speed Is derived from 
her speed in carrying out the commandment of circumcision : 
"Then Zlpporah took a sharp stone and cut off the fore­
skin of her son •• • " (Ex . lt : 25). 

3. Tan .8. Shemot 11, p . 3b . Ex.R . 1 : 32 • S. 2, p. lt2 ; and 
Val. Shim. R. 169, p . S6a have para I lei versions though 
Ex.R . omits the words " the blood of. " Hid.Ag. on Ex . 2 : 21, 
p. 128 elaborates on the theme of purificat i on by stating, 
"She purified her father's house from idolatry as a priest 
does purifyin g with the blood of a bird . " 

4 . B.H.H . II, p . 7. 

S. Sefer HaYashar , p. 157. 

6 . For further discussion of Zipporah's good character, see 
H. K. 16b • S . , p . 103 on Hu. 12 : 1. H.H.G . 2, p . 37 : 1t·7 
repeats the te l mudic comment. Its note to line 4 gives 
the other places where this mldrash appears . 



Ex. 2 : 20 Ask hlm in to break bread. 

Jethro's invitation to Hoses, to be delivered by 

Zlpporah, seems perfect l y straight forward on the biblical 

level . However, our Rabbis of blessed memory knew that a 

father with seven daughters always has ufterlor motives for 

inviting a man to the house. Exodus Rabbah reports what was 

on Jethro's mind when he said, ''Ask him in to break bread ." 

Perhaps he might marry one of you? The 
expression 'eating bread' here means 
taking a wife; its parallel Is : 'Save 
the bread which he did eat (Gen. 3):6).• 1 

Potlpher ' s restriction upon Joseph i n Gen. 39: 6 that he might 

rule all " save the bread which he C:id eat '' has been under­

stood bv the Rabbis as a reference to Potipher's wife . 2 The 

Invitation to dine pa~d off for Jethro (one less daughter to 

marry off) and Hoses (a fittin g wife ) as the Bible tells. 

''He [Jethro] gave Moses Zi pporah his daughter as wife" (Ex . 

2 : 21) . In fact , Jethro ' s choice of Moses as a son-in-law 

gave rise to a general rule, " A man should always give his 

daughter to a ta I mid hal)am • •• • .,3 

Though Philo simply paraphrases the biblical text when 

he tells of Jethro giving Zipporah to Hoses in his treatise 

Hoses, his philosophical midrash In ~-t_'!_~C_hange_ of _N_a~s­

plays off of the biblical text and the concept of eating : 

But If you have not as yet at least now 
'Invite him that he may eat.' (Ex . 2 : 20) 
and feed on your advance to higher stages 
of goodness and a closer affinity to him . 
Perhaps he will even dwell among you and 
wed the winged, lnsplreg and prophetic 
nature called Zipporah. 

, 



Phllo's comment reflEcts that he too, ls aware that Zipporah 

means bird. 

According to Eleazar and R. Simon, Jethro's invitation 

was •otivated by snmethln9 different than matchmaking. Song 

of Songs Rabbah and Leviticus Rabbah report their difference 

of opinion. In commenting on the reasons for Saul's kindness 

to the Kenltes in I Samuel 15:6, R. Eleazar said: 

Jethro certainly showed kindness to ~oses , 
as it is written, 'ca11 him, that he may 
eat bread . ' (Ex . 2:20)5 

Thus, Jethro acted out of the spirit of hospitality to the 

wayfaring Hoses, according to R. Eleazar. 

However, R. Simon disagrees, seeing Jethro's invitation 

as no more than what was proper and required: 

It is not so [a free act of generosity]; he 
gave him food on1y In repayment, as it is 
written, 'agd moreover he drew for us' 
(ibid, 19). 

Though Leviticus Rabbah calls Jethro's action a kindness, it 

is clear that Jethro's Invitation was a quid pro quo: 

Who was it who showed kindness to one to 
whom he was Indebted? Jethro to Hoses .... 
R. Simon explained that he gave him food 
as his wages; for it Is written, 'and 
moreover he drew for us' (Ex . 2 : 19).7 

It wou ld be wr ong to see R. Simon's comment as a negative one, 

rather he Is not as enthusiastic toward Jethro as R. Eleazar . 

R. Simon sounds matter-of-fact, basing his comment on the 

rabbinic principle of ~m~-~~i_!!!. -- the invitation to eat 

follows Hoses' action. 

Whatever motivated Jethro to invite Hoses back t o his 



house, matchmaking, hospitality, or wages, Hoses accepted 

as the biblical text tells us. The mldrash in the next 

section will show how firmly Hoses accepted the invitation. 



NOTES 

1. Ex.R. 1 : 32 • S. 2, p. 42. Tan. HaNld. Shemot 11, p. 66a ; 
Hid . Ag. on Ex. 2 : 20, p . 127; end H.H.G . 2, p . 3~:18·19 
have parallel versions . 

2. H.H.G . 1. p. 659: 10-12. The note to llne 10 lists the 
sources of this mldrash. 

3. Tan. debe Eliyahu ch . (5)6, p . 30. Yal . Shlm.R . 26 6 , p. 82b 
parallels this. While "oses may have been the ideal son­
In-law, not everyone agreed that Zlpporah was the proper 
wife for Hoses. In the Cozbi·Zlmri affair, Zimrl accuses 
"oses of using a double standard by taking Zipporah, a 
"idianite, for a wife and then denyin~ him the right to 
Cozbl, also a Hidlanlte. As Rashi points out, "oses' 
marriage preceded the giving of the Torah and therefore, 
was permlssable, while Cozbi was forbidden by the Torah. 
See San. 82a • S., pp . 545-546 for a complete account 
of this episode. Many sources paraphrase t h is, Including 
Y.San 28d • gemorah on mis. 10:2 ; Tan HaNld.Balak 20, 
p. 89a ; Tan . B. Balak 29, p . 7~b ; Ex . R. 33 :5 • S . 2, p . 41 9; 
Num.R. 20 : 24 • S. 3, p. 823. Hl d. Lekab Tov on Num.25 :5 , 
pp. 130b-131a ; Tar.Ps.Jon. on Num. 25 :6; H.H . G. 4, 
439:18·21. One source (Num.R. 22:4 • s.3, p . 856) states 
that the Hldlan where Hoses lived was not the same as that 
with which Israel warred as a result of the Cozbi-Zimri 
affa f r. 

5. S.S.R. on S.S. 2:5, mid. 3 • S. 5. p . 110. Yal.Shi m.R. 
168, p. 56a contains the parallel version. 

6. S.S.R . , ibid. 

]. Lev.R. 34:8 • S. 2, p. 433. 



Ex . 2 : 21 Hoses consented [)Kl'l) to stay with the man . 

To understand this verse and Hoses ' relationship to 

Jethro, one must first define )Ml'l. Under the root )Nl, 

the Brown, Dr Iver, Briggs HeJ?_r:.!_w __ ~nd E~g_LJ_s~ _L_e_~l-~~~~f __ th_"=. 

!U_d_Test4!,_men_~ suppl les the meaning ' ' to show wl 11 iogness, be 

pleased'· , 1 hence the Engl I sh translat!on •·consented " In the 

verse. We further find that both Targum Onkelos and Targum 

Pseudo Jonathan use the Aramaic ,~~ to render the Hebrew . 

Jastrow defines the Aramaic word as " to find pleasure in, to 

choose, deslre. •·2 A concordance reveals that besides Ex . 2 : 21, 

the Blble contains four verses3 which use )Nl'l as the main 

verb followed by the infinitive n~w) . One verse, Judges 17 : 1, 

Is the exact duplicate of this part of Ex . 2 : 21 in wording 

and context and consequently l s the same In English trans-

latlon . The other three verses, Ju . 1:27, Ju . 1 : 35, Josh . 

17 : 12 , have• sClghtly different sense, being translated as 

"were resolved ' ' in the J.P.S.A . 1917 translation and "were 

determined " by 8 . 0 . 8." To translate this Hebrew, the Targum 

uses the word ''1111, which Jastrow renders as " to consent, be 

willlng .••5 All In all, the sense of )MPl seems to Imply 

that Hoses freely and willlngly settled In Hidlan with Jethro . 

The Rabbis, however, understood the word differently . 

At least thirteen different sources report the rabbinic mean-

Ing of )Kl'l . • The Hekllta gives one of the earliest rabbinic 

def I n i ti on s of )Kl ,, : 



Jethr~ then said : 'Swear unto me•. And 
Hoses swore. as It Is said: 'And he adjured 
(vayoel) Hoses' 1Ex. 2 : 21). For a1ah Is 
but an expression for swearing. as it is 
said: 'But Saul adjured (vayoel) the 
peop I e 1 (I Sam . 1 It : 21t) • So a ho : 'Be 
adjured (hoe1) to take two talents' (II 
Kings 5 : 23)6 . 

"to swear. " Hore preclsely. they are using a ~~!_~a!!. shav.!!!_ 

to define a questionable word in terms of a known word. 

Interestingly, of the two proof texts cited to show that 

)M,,, means "to swear." only "vayoel " in I Samuel 1lt : 21t comes 

from the root i'l)M, to swear. " Hoel " in II Kings 5 : 23 comes 

from )M,.7 '' to be content, be willing . " 

The Talmud i n a statement unique to Itself gives the 

same definition for )H,,, but proves it by means of a 

different verse : 

R. Nahman said : ••• He [God)8 said [thus) to 
him (Hos~s)8: 'In Hidlan thou didst vow ••.. • 
(How do we know that he [Hoses]8 vowed In 
Hldlanl) - Because It Is written, 'and 
Hoses was content [wa-yo'el) to dwell with 
the man'; now alah can only mean an oath, as 
It Is written,-.-.-nd hath taken an (alah) 
oath of him' [Ez . 17:1)).8,9 -

Regardless of the derivation of the definition. the 

Talmud Is firmly of the opinion that what Hoses said to Jethro 

was an oath . In fact, a rule for Individual oath-taking I s 

formulated from Hoses• statement . From tractate Nedarlm 

on Hlshnah 1:3: 

Or One Who Vows by Hohl, These Are Substitutes 
TfOr Shebu'a]. One who says 'by Hohl', [Hoses) 
says no th Ing : •by the Homtha wh I ch Hoh I 

10 said,' these are ~ubstltutes for an oath. 

Rabbenu Niss Im suppl les the explanation that the ~m_tha which 

Hoses said was th~ oath lmpllclt In Ex. 2 : 21. 11 So while one 



.... 

may not vow mere1y "by "oses", one may swear "by the oath which 

"oses swore", •nd this oath will be va1id. 

Thus the midrashlm studied wou1d translate this part 

of Ex. 2 :21 as "And Moses swore ." Wha t then did "oses 

swear to do? Whl1e the rabbinic sources are In agreement that 

"oses swore, not surprisingly, they differ as to what Hoses 

swore to do . Four answers are proposed and wi11 be discussed 

In their respective sections . He either swore to tend Jethro 's 

flock (sec. Ex. 3 : 1) or not to leave Hidian (sec. E )(. It: 18 

~<!!_e_s~ent back ••• ) , or not to circumcise one of his sons 

(sec. Ex. 18:312) or not to mistreat Zipporah. The last 

answer wi11 be discussed here since the comment Is not tied 

to any verse. 

Tanhuma HaNldpas portrays Jethro as the father of the 

bride who Is giving advice to his new son-in-law. This 

de11ghtfu11y human tou~h Is unique to the Tanhuma : 

And why did he ["oses] take an oath to hi m 
[Jethro}? So that he [Moses) would not do 
to him (Jethro) that which Laban said, 'If 
you Ill-treat my daughters . •• ' (Gen. ) 1 :50).13 

The verse continues, "or If you take other wives besides my 

daughters - thoug h no one e1se be about, remember, God Hfmse1f 

wl 11 be witness between you and me . ' ' Hoses may have been the 

redeemer of Israel but, by Gcd, he had better not mistreat 

Zlpporah. 14 This Interpretation of )W''' is quite favorable 

to Jethro. As wil1 be seen, especially in the section on 

Ex. 18:3, some of the others present us with quite a different 

picture of Jethro • 



NOTES 

I. 8.D.8 ., p. 384 . 

2. Jestrow, p . 1258. 

3 . Josh . 17 : 12, Ju . 1 : 27, Ju . 1 : 35, Ju. 17 : 11 • 

.. . 8.D.8 • • p. 384. 

5 • J as t row , p • I 6 3 0 . 

6 . Mek.J.Z . L. 2, p. 169 • Hek.H . R. p . 191:12·13. The 
following sources give the seme explanation as the 
Mekllta, elthough some only have one proof text: Sif. 
Oeut.pfs. 4, p . 12 : 12-14 and pis. 27, p . 41 : 11-12; 
Mid.Ten . on Deut . 1 : 5, p . 4 ; Ex . R. 1 : 33 • s . 2, p. 42 ; 
Ten.HeNld . Shemot 12, p. 66e ; Tan.8.Shemot II , p . 4a; 
Tan.deb~ El.ch. 17 , p . 8); Mld.Lekab

1 
Tov on Ex . 2 : 21, 

p.7b ; Mid.Ag. on Ex. 2 : 21 , pp. 127- 28; H. H.G. 2 , p. 
27:1-2 ; Yel.Shlm . R. 169, p . 56b ; R. 268 , p.82a ; R.801 , 
p . 283a; R. 697, v. 2, p . .. SOb; Yal.Hak . on Ps. 21t, 
p . 82e, mid. 19 ; Mid . Teh . on P ~ . 24, p. I04a, mid . 7 • 
Br. 1, p . 342. 

7 . B.D . B., p. 381t . 

8. I Inserted the footnoted brackets In the texts. Those 
without footnotes were supplied by the Sonc l no translator . 

9 . Ned. 65a • S . , p. 207. Yal Shlm . R. 173, p . 57a hu a 
para I lel. 

10. Ned . IOb • S., p. 26. Brackets supplied by the trenslator. 
The Jerusalem Talmud (Y . Ned . 37a • gemorah on mis . 1 : 2 
seys approximately the seme thing . The commentary 
suppl led by the Korban HaEdah on '~1Dl ,,l, ,,l is most 
helpful. 

11. Rebbenu Nlsslm on l"l", l<'lh In 8.Ned. IOb . 

12. Ex. 2 : 22 which gives the naming of Gershom is repeated 
in Ex . 18 : ). Again, I wlll place the lftidrashiln under 
Ex. 18 : 3 to be able to quote the Tannaltlc sources In 
their proper place. 

14. Jethro's reference to Laban and Gen. 31:50 has been under ­
stood d i fferently by the Etz Yosef. It harmonizes the 
Tanhu•a's state•ent with the •ajorlty view that Jethro 
•ade Moses swear not to leave Midlan without per• l ssion . 
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Notes . - - - (Continued) 

To do so, the Etz Yosef repl•ces Cen. 31:50 with Cen . 
31:26 . "And L•ben s•ld° to J•cob , ' What did you 111e•n by 
keeping me In the d•rk •nd c•rrylng off •Y d•ughters 
like c•ptives of the sword?'" There doesn't seem to be 
reason to substitute one verse for another. The ed. 
prlnc . , Constantinople 1520-22, as well •s the Hantu• 
edition of 1563 support the reading, "If you Ill-treat 
my d•ughters .. . " (Cen. 31 : SO) . 
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Ex . 3 : 1 Now Hoses, tending the flock of his father-ln-l•w, 
Jethro, the priest of "idian • ... 

As discussed In the last section, one mldrashlc defi-

nltlon of )Nl'l h•s Hoses swearing to Jethro to shepherd 

his flocks. Exodus Rabbah explains that agreement by means 

of an unstated ~~erah ~havah: 

The Sages said : He [Hoses) agreed to tend 
his (Jethro's) flock, for the word (wa_:y_o 1 e~) 
means beginn i ng, for when he married his 
daughter, re began by agreeing t o look after 
h is sheep . 

The basis for "b e g innin g" as the 111eaning of )Ml'l 

comes from the Sifre on Deuteronomy which deals with a re-

lated word, )'Nl:i, I n Deut. I :5; 

R. Judah said : '1i)'~li\ Is only used a s an ex­
pressi o n of beg lnnins , as It says, ·•()Ml:l) 
Begin, I pray thee, and tarry •11 ni ght 
and let t hi ne heart be merry •• (Ju. 19 :6 ) , 
and a 1 so It says, "Now therefore (n)Hli\) 
begin to bless the house of tl'ly servant, 
that It may be before thee forever '' (I 
Chron . 17:6).• 2 

In spite of R. Judah's effort, his ~.!..!:.~~~avah with Ju . 

19:6 and IChron. 17 : 6 does t it tle to establ i sh the meaning of 

)'M'\i\. To cite only one problem with R. Judah's "evidence " , 

the Levlte who was invited to 11 begin11 his tarrying had al­

ready stayed with his father - In-law for three days . 3 

Regardless of this, however, )'M'\1' is understood to mean 

11 beglnnlng 11 because that Is what R. Judah prefers. Actually 

In the context of Deuteronomy 1 : 5, " On the other side of 

the Jordan, In the land of Hoab, Hoses to expound this 

teaching " , began makes much more " sense " than the other 
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meanings tradition "llso assigns to ),NHI, such as " swear ·' or 

" admonish . " " 

Tanhuma Buber supplies a similar account, but bases 

Its conclusion on the rabbinic principle of s'muchim : 

• ••• and he (Jethro) gave Hoses Zipporah 
his daughter' (Ex. 2 : 21) . As soon as he 
[Hoses] took his (Jethro's] daughter, he 
(Jethro) appointed him [Hoses] to shepherd 
his flocks, as It says , '14ow Hoses was 
keeping the flock ~f Jethro his fath e r-in-
1 aw .•• 1 (Ex • 3 : I ) • 

Though Exodus 3:1 does not Immediately follow Exodus 2 : 21, 

it does represen t the continuation of the story of Jethro 

and Hoses . The Intervening verses deal wit~ another subject 

unrelated to Jethro a nd Hoses. 

The details of Hoses' care an~ skill as a shepherd 

" keeping the flock of Jethro ' ' need not concern us . One 

source, howeve r, does prov i de an insight into Hid ian i t e 

social practices, in the context of Roses' shepherdin9. 

From the Zohar : 

Moreover, Hoses 'tended the flock of Jethro ' , 
not on his own, though he must ha ve possessed 
some, for as R. Jose remarked, 'Jethro was 
a rich man, and surely, he must have given 
h i s son-in-law sheep and cattle ! 1 Yet he 
did not ten d his own sheep, for then peop le 
might have said, 'he treatg them so well 
because they are his own.' 

R. Jose's comment occurs only in the Zohar. Other sources 

do not draw the distinction as to whose sheep Hoses kept. 

Yet In accordance with Kiddle Eastern cu~toms, Zlpporah wou1d 

have brought with her much sheep and cattle as her dowry , 

hence the necessity of explaining why Hoses was not tending 

his own flock . 
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Philo i nterprets this verse not in terms of sheep 

but of minds . Reading allegorically, Hoses guides , not the 

shee p of Jethro, but " the thou ghts and counsels of the world­

Ing " Jethro.7 

He [the poet ] ascribe s the same profess i on 
to Hoses , the all wise; for he also Is 
appoi nted shepherd of a mind t hat welcomes 
conceit in preference t o trut h, and approve s 
seemin9 In preference to be i ng. For 'Jethro' 
or 1 lothor 1 means uneven8 and self-conceit 
Is an uneven and adventitious thing that 
comes in to beguile a fixed and steady 
f l fe. 9 

Ph ilo concerns himself with I ssues quite differen t than t hos e 

of the ra bbis. In fact, t he emphasis Is completely reverse d . 

Where the Rab bi s show Jethro as the supe ri o r, adjuring or 

appolnti9g Hoses , 10 Ph ilo us e s Jethro as a foll for Ho s e s. 

portraying h i m as the oppos i te and inferior of Hoses . 

I find It quite diff i cult to assess Ph i Io's Jethro . 

As a shadowy figure of allegory, 11 he • ? peals not at all, yet 

In the stra i ghtforward b i ography of Hoses , Jethro shows 

himself to be one of God' s gentlemen. To his daughters, 

Jethro says,(ln a comment typical of the whole section): 

1 Run back with all speed and Invite hi m 
[Hoses] to receive from me first t he 
entertainment due t o hi m as a stranger , 
secondly , some requitfl of the favo ur 
which we owe to hi m. ' 2 

Because Phllo 1 s pl a ce in Judaism and his relations h ip to 

Palestin i an rabbinic Juda i s m has yet to be resolved, 13 his 

contradictory testi mony about Je t hro must remain midrash 

outside of the purview of this study. Phi Ionic material 

wlll continue to be cited for Its antiquity and descriptive 
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nature , yet it will not be assessed in terms of the general 

hypothesis regarding the correlation of age and attitude . 
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,;O TES 

I . Ex . R. l : 33 • S . 2, p. 4 2 . 

2 . Sif.Deut.pis. 27, p . 4 1 :9 -12. 

J . I bid., no te t o line 11. 

4 . For swear " as a meanln 'J , se e sec.Ex. 2 : 21, note 6 . 
For " admonis h" , see Hi d . Ta n. on Oeut . 1 :5 , p . 4 . 

S. Tan .B . Shemot 11, p. 4a. 

6. Zohar 2 , p. 2 l a • S. 3, p. G~. 

7, Th e Sacrifices of Abel and Cain, xii, s ec. SO• L.2 , 
p.- fff:-·r-h·e- -t-ra n-s-fat-o·r ·s- -p·r·e·(;r- t he t e r m, ' wo rl dlnq . 
t o the lit e ral meanino, 'man of s upe rfluit y ( L. 2. 
p. 4 ~0 for notes on sec . SO). 

B. On Husbandry, x, sec. 43 • L. 3, p . 131. He r e, tti e 
t- ra'ri"sTa t·o-rs--r e vi se their earlier translati on (see .:ibovc 
note) statin!;, .. t he translation 'wo rl dino' 1-tas pe rha ,>s 
too loo s e' (l. 3, p. 490 for notes on sec. 4 J ). 

9. Q_n __ H_u_s_b_a_n_c_r_y_, ibid. 

10 . One won ders about t he emphasis wh ich t he mid rash p l aces 
on Moses' a g reement t o Je t h ro : Hoses had to '!:!'_e_a_r. to 
be a shephe rd? After all, what else wo ul d a son-in-law 
do for a liv ing in a nomadi c society? One possible 
rea s on for the nece ssi ty of adjuring Hoses may come fro m 
the fact that it was an Egy ptian (al beit , J ew) who s t ood 
be for e Jethro. Remembe ring the E~yp tlan attitude toward 
shephe r ds, " for illl shephe rds are abhor r ent to Egyptians · 
(Gen. 46 :3 4 ), the Rabbis may have sought to show Jeth ro 
logically responding to a complex p ro b lem. He needed 
help with his floc ks; here was an availa b l e man , yet Hoses' 
Egyptian orl~in made it questionable if he would want 
to help . Re gardl es s of that, Jethro made him s wear to 
aqree to shepherd the flock . Bu t this explanation is 
only modern midrash and as such must give way to the 
next secti o n, wh i ch discusses a nother as pe ct of Hoses' 
oath to Jethro. 

II . Th e majority of Phi Io's references to Jethro are 
a lle9o rlca !. From On the Change of Names , ' 'He is 
Jethro when vanity'Ts--(fo u'rTsh-fn_g_ ;-fo·r-·iethro is by 
Inte rpretat ion 'su perfluous', and va~ ; ty is to the 
veri ties of llfe a sup er fluity . .. '' (l. S, p. l93ff ). 
"S uperfluous " Is one of those Phi Ionic etymologi es that 
might lead scholars to question Phi Io 's knowledge of 
He brew (see Samue I Sa nd me I, !._'!_l_l_o_ ~~ -~l_a.c_e __ i_n __ J_u_d_a.i_s_111_ 
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(Conti nue_d_}_ 

(New York : Ktav, 1971), p . 11ff). In On Drunkenness 
the a11e9orlca1 nature of the comment i's--e-ve-n--more .. . 
apparent. " Jethro Is a compound of vanity, c1ose1y 
correspondin" with a city or commonwealth peopled by 
a promisr.uous horde, who swing to and fro as their id1e 
opinions carry them" (L. 3 , p. 337ff). 

12 . Hoses I, xi, sec. 58 • l. 6 , p. 307ff. 

13. See the Introductions and Chapter One (pp . lx-29) In 
Sandl'le I's Phi lo' s Place in Jud aism for a good survey 
of thes~ matt"i r-s-:- - -- - - - - - - - - - - --- -
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Ex . 4:18 Moses went back to his father-in-law Jether and said 
to him, " Let me go back to my k insmen In Egypt 
and see how they are faring." 

After the dramatic encounter at Horeb, those events 

outside time an d space which were to forever alter "oses 1 

life, one thing did not change -- the obligation of a son-

In-law towards his father-In-law. As the biblical text 

'learly tells us, Hoses came down from the mountain and 

went home to ask permission from Jethro to leave Hidlan. 

This account in Exodus 4:18 could have either troubled or 

elated the Rabbis of the mldrash. was Hoses less than fired 

with zeal for his divine mission s o that he gave a mere mo rtal 

a veto over his fulfillin9 a command from God? Or was Hoses' 

request proof of his superb sense of respons ib ility in that 

he concerned himself with his earthly obligations even I" a 

time of keen spiritual challenge? As one might expect, the 

midrash generated by this verse reflects the latter question . 

Hoses ' return to Egypt is discussed In terms of his prior 

commitment to Jethro from Exodus 2 : 21. 

As stated above 1 , one of the explanations of ;~,,, 

is that Hoses swore to live in Jethro's household and presumably 

then, not to leave . Exodus Rabbah gives the now fa ml liar 

9..!.~~i:.!_~h_~vah with I Sam. 14 : 24 and then asks : 

Why did [Jethro]2 adjure him [Hoses]?l 
Because he (Jethro]l said unto him 
(Hoses]l: 'I know that Jacob your 
ancestor, when Laban gave h Im i1 ls daugh­
ters, took them and left him without 
his knowledge. I am afraid If I give 
you my daughter you will do the same to 
me !' Whereupon Hoses sworl at once and 
he gave unto him Zlpporah. 



Whereas Tanhuma Ha~ldpas 1 comparison between Jethro and Laban 

quoted above 5 was basically favorable - both were protective 

papas - th is comp arison does not bode well for Jethro, for 

Laban was a wlly tricks ter who did not do right by his son-

in-law. However, the compari son need not be an invidious 

one. While Laban , who had sons , kept Jacob i n Padan-ara~ 

out of greed, Jethro, with no sons, needed the protection an d 

help of Hoses and could not afford to be surprised by a 

sudden depa rture. 6 That Jethro and Laban are not l inked to 

t he former's d i scred i t i s I ndicated by the Zohar, a com­

posite work asser.i bled over several centur ies: 7 

R. Abba said ••. 1 Now ~oses was a shepherd of 
J e thro' s flock and lived with hi m as Jacob 
with Laban, wh e n he wished to go away , he 
first o btained his permission~ why then 
did not Jacob, being so upri ght a man, 
o btain permission from Laban before leav­
ing him? The truth is , as tradit ion teaches 
us, that Jacob feared lest Laban might 
employ all sorts of devices to make hi m 
remain with hi m longer, as he had done a t 
f irst . Hoses, however, had noth ing of 
the kind t o fear from Jethro.• U 

The above selection from Exodus Rabbah (note 4) as 

well as its continuation, a ~~~e.!:..~~ sha~ah, come under the 

heading of Exodus 2:21 : 

~. Nehemi ah sa id that he [Hose s ] agreed to 
abide with him [Jethro] , for the word 
(wa-yo 1 e1) always refers to residence, as 
·itTssifd: Be content (ho' i 1), I pray 
thee and tarry all n ig ht (Judg. 19 : 6) . 9 

However, most of the midrashlm which dl:cuss Hoses• oath to 

Jethro occur in connection with Ex. 4 : 18 . Tanhuma HaNidpas 

and Tanhuma Buber show us Hoses' honorable nature, that he 
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was zealous "to fulfi 11 the 1 ightest duty even as the weight­

iest . 11 10 The mission to Egypt could not start with a broken 

promise to Jethro: 

Said he [Hoses] before Him, 'Haster of the 
Universe, I swore an oath to Jethro that I 
would not go except with his permission.' 
Said He to him, 'Go and return to Hidian 
ttnd there, I will release you from your 
vow.' Therefore, He spoke with him in 
Hldlan as it says, 'The Lord spoke to Koses 
In Hldian' {Ex. lt:19). 'Hose~ went back 
to hls father-in-hw Jether' {Ex . lt : 18) 
didn't need to be stTled , but only 'He 
returned to [Egypt)' Why [was the) 'to 
his father-in-law Jether' [inc luded in 
the text]? [In order) to release him from 
his vow and to take from him [Jethro] 
permission [to depart].12 

Rather thttn going straight from Ht . Horeb back to Egypt, as 

one might expect, ~oses returns to Hidia~. as he must. 

Apparently Gcd must have approved of this delay , for He dio 

speak to Hoses again -- in Hidian. In fact, ic I s in Hidian 

(I . e. Ex. It : 19) that the f i nal reassurance t hat it is safe 

to return to Egypt is delivered. 

The Tanhumas indicate that both God and Jethro excused 

Hoses from his oath in Hidlan . However, In Hldrash HaGadol, 

God does not play a part until the end. As a consequence, 

Hoses is less sure that Jethro will let him go : 

It was in Hoses' mind to be crafty in order 
to seek an opening [to get out of] his oath . 
'If ! say to him [Jethro]. " I am going and 
I wi ll return to my brethern ••• , " perhaps 
he will not approve. Rather I will make 
the speech more palatable for him as 'Let 
me go, I pray you, and I will return ' 
(Rather than asking for permission to go -­
leave Jethro -- and return to Egypt, Hoses 
sought to dissemble by Indicating that he 
would return. In addition, he was beseech­
ing rather than demanding]. Jethro understood 



[the hf dden purpose of) the speech. He re ­
sponded to hfm regarding the first thing 
[you may go] end didn't deal [let 11e]l3 
with the second [you will return]. Hoses 
began to be d is tressed [thet he was still 
bound by hi s oath, thus making it impossible 
to lead the children of lsreel) . Immediate­
ly , God in t he guise of the heavenly host 
appeared unto him (Hoses) and He released 
him (Hoses) from his oath, as it says, 'The 
lord said to Hoses In Hidian, " Go back 
to Egypt ••• (Ex. lt:19) . Jethro has already 
given you permission. ' " 14 
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While one may wonder in the Tanhuma account if it was throu gh 

God's agency that Jethro excused Hoses from his oath, hence 

God's insistence that Hoses return to Hldlan , Hldrash HaGadol 

leaves no doubt about Jethro's unwill ingness to lose Hoses. 

S ince Hidrash HaGadol is a work of the early middle ages, 

this unique comment which shows Jethro seeking to thwart Hoses' 

mission by making him return can serve as evidence for the 

correlation between unfavorable attitudes towards Jethro and 

lete datinq of the respective source. 

Whereas the sources quoted above consider Hoses' oath 

to Jethro binding to such a degree that it had to be dealt 

with before Moses could return to Egypt, and then had to be 

dealt with by God Almighty, the Sages quoted in Exodus Rabbah 

downplay Hoses ' obligation . They divided the verbs i n the 

verse to s how how Moses first went (1~,,) to Egypt and only 

then returned to Jethro (~w,i) : 

Another interpretation: It need only have 
sa i d: "And Hoses returned " , but our Sages 
say that ffrst he went to Pharaoh with hfs 
divine charge and then he returned to Jeter 
hfs father-Jn-law; for God said to him: 
'Should Jethro at all remind you of your 
oath, you can say : "The Master of oaths 



hes absolved me of 111y vow.'" Hence doth It 
say: 1 And Koses went; end thyg he returned 
to Jether his father-In-law. 1 
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One can understand why these Rabbis were reluctant to show 

that Hoses hed bound himself in any way to Jethro, the priest 

of Hldian . However, the other sources which indicate that 

God did absolve Hoses from his oath do so In a way that safe-

guards Moses' honor -- i.e. Hoses adhere d to his vow an d we nt 

to ask permission to leave. The abrupt account in Exodus 

Rabbah achieves the same purpose in that Hose s is able to 

return to Egypt, but it short-circuits the niceties of polit e-

ness and propr i ety. In addition, the chronology confuses 

the Issue. When did Hoses return to Jethro -- after his 

lnltl~I meeting with Pharaoh or after the Exodus? All In all, 

this account In EAodus Rabbah ls a controversial and difficult 

one , apparent I y even to the " comp i I er '' of Exodus Rabbah who 

includes a differing opinion lnomediately fo11owi·n~ it: 

The sons of R. Hiyya the Great said : He 
did not 90 to Pharaoh before Jethro had 
eosolved him of his oath.lo 

Th i s comment in the name of first generation Amoraim (219-

279 t . E. )17 states the generally held rabbinic view. If It 

is accurately attributed to the sons of R. Hlyya, it may 

represent the earliest statement of this motif. 

In spite of the opinion of the Sages in the Exodus 

Rabbah passage that Hoses did not check back with Jethro, 

Hoses' fidelity to Jethro became proverbial . His honorable -

ness In obeying his oath of Exodus 2:21 ls also d i scussed 

i n Exodus Rabbah, among other sources : 



'And hath not sworn deceitfully' [Ps. 24 : 4]3 
this ls Hoses for when he came to Jethro. 
he swore to him that he would not depart 
without his knowledge. and when he went on 
his divine mission. he went to ask Jethro to 
absolve him of his oath . Hence : And he 
returned to Jethro his father-In-law (to 
gain release from his oath to Jethro].3.18 
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Hoses' accumulation of virtues, of which this was one , make 

hi m worthy to ' ascend into the mountain of the Lord ' ' (Ps. 24:3). 

Uo t only Is Hoses' behavior the subject of maxims, 

but a general rule was derived from Hoses' V~M ,~,. Tractate 

Neder im supp lies the pertinent comment of an Amo ra. R. Nahman : 

It was taught : He who Is forbidden to 
benefit from his neighbor can have the vow 
absolved only In his [nelghbor's)2 pres­
ence. Whence do we know this? -- R. Nahman 
sai d: Because lt is written, 'And the Lord 
said unto Hoses in Hidlan, Go. return into 
E~ypt: for all the men are dead which 
sought thy life' (Ex. 4 : 19]3. He said [thus) 2 

to him : ' In Hidlan thou didst vow; 90 and 
annul t hy vow in Hidian.•19 

Exodus Rabbah re \'1o rks tl.e talmudic version and supplies t he 

rationale for this rule, which is based on the Jerusalem 

Talmud. 2° Commen ting on Ex. 4:1 9 , Rabbi Johanan said : 

The Torah here teaches a maxim of pro­
priety, that one who takes an oath before 
his friend should obtain absolution only 
in his presence, so that he may not 
suspect him of having sworn deceitfully. 
• ~ not this what you find In the case of 
Hoses, who because he had sworn to Jethro, 
now had to go to Hidian to abfolve himself 
of the oath in his presence.2 

This mldrash then concludes as does the Talmud account cited 

above. Thus, Hosalc proprletv is enshrined and tradition 

scrupulously protects the reputation of one of Its heros from 

any suspicion of trickery. 
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Flnally, to co~clude this section , Tanhuma HaNidpas 

and Exodus Rabbah present a most favorable estimation of 

Jethro. While honor required Moses to return to Jethro for 

annulment of his oath, Tanhuma HaNidpas and Exodus Rabbah 

give 1n additional reason for Moses' return . Jethro's 

hospitality was such that It bound Hoses firmly to him: 

At the ti~• when God said to Hoses, 'Come, 
therefore, and I will send you to Pharaoh ... ' 
(Ex. ):9-10), Hoses said to Hi m, 1 1 cannot 
go on account of the fact that Jethro wel­
comed me and opened the door of his house 
to me and I am like a son to him . He who 
opens his door to his friend, his [the 
friend's] soul is beholden to him . . .. ' 
Thus Moses said to God, 'Master of the 
Universe, Jethro rece ived me and treate d 
me with respect. Am I to go without his 
permission?' Therefore it Is written, 
'Moses went back to hi~ fat her-In-law 
Jether •• • (Ex. 4 : 18 ),•2 

One cannot help but feel the affection between the two men 

which comes through the centurles . 23 Accepting the antiquity 

of this part of Exodus Rabbah, a correlation between the a ge 

of the source and the attitude towards Jethro appears. The 

favorable attitude towards Jethro continues In the next 

section , where Jethro sends off his son-in-law in the best 

possible way. 



NOTES 

1. Sec . Ex . 2: 2 1, p. 48. 

2 . The Sonc i no translator suppl le d t hese brackets. 

3. r suppl i ed t hese brackets . 

It . Ex. IL I : 33 • S . 2 . p . lt2 . 

5. Sec. Ex . 2:21 note 13. 

6 . Especially because Jethro had already depended on Hos e s 
for forty years . Sif.Oeut . p l s . 357, p. 429:8 i s the 
source for this. " He [Hoses] was in Hidian for forty 
years . •: Hid . Tan . on Deut. 3lt:7, p. 22 6 , repeats t h is . 
P.R . E. i s more explic i t about Hoses' hel p . '·Hoses was 
keeping the sheep of Jethro f o r forty year s , and the 
beasts of the field d id not comsume them; but they 
Increased and multiplied exceed ingly" (P . R.E. ch . It o, 
pp. 94a· b • F . , p . 31"). H. H.G . 2, p . lt3 : 1- 2 has a 
shorter version of th is . Hid.Lekab Tov give s sixty 
year s as the time Hoses spent in Hl d ian (o n Ex. lt : i u , 
p . 12a) . It I s interesting to note that later sources 
such as Sefer HaYashar replace Hoses' lengthy sojourn 
in Hldlan with one of equal durat i on in Ethiop i a . Wh ile 
both sets of sources are mot i vated by a common need to 
explain the " e mpty year s " In Ho s es ' li f e, no dou b t , t he 
later a ggad ists found i t more e xot i c and I ntere s ting to 
de scri be Hose s as a king i n Cu s h th a n a she ph erd i n 
Hi d ian . 

] . " • • • the contents of the Zohar clea r ly ind icate that the 
work Is t he production not of a sing le author or of a 
single period, but of many authors, periods, and 
civilizati ons ; for i t combines the most puzzling i n­
congruiti e s and Irreconcila b le contradictions • • • " 
(J . E. , 12 : 69 1). Hence, the Zohar's usefulnes s for 
esta b llsh l ng a correlati on bet ween attitude an d date Is 
e x treme ly li mited . 

8. Zohar I, p . 158 b • S . 2, o. 109. 

9 . Ex. R. 1 : 33 • S . 2, p . 42 . Tan . B. Shemot It , p. lta and 
Yal .S h lm . R. 168, p . 56a report the same ~erah !!!_!!_ah , 
but in t he name of R. Judah . Hid.Ag . on Ex . 2 : 21 , p . 
128 has the sam e th i ng , but anonymously. 

10 . Pir ke Avot 4 : 2 •Goldin, p . 240 . 
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Notes. (Continued) 

11. The modern printed editions of the Tanhuma had " He re ­
turned to Hidlan ." This Is a corruption of the text . 
Both the ed. princ., Constantinople 1520-1522 (p. 28a) 
and the Venice edition of 1545 (p. 26a), as well as all 
the parallel sources (see next note) read " to Egypt. " 
Without this correction, the whole effect of Hoses' action-­
fulfill irg a prior obligation first -- Is lost . The sub­
stitution of Hld l an for Hltzraim (Egypt) occurred first 
in the Mantua edition of 1563, p. 26a. This edit i on has 
become the basis for all the subsequent printed editions . 
Hence a four hundred year old mistake has been perpetuated. 

12 . Tan . Hattid .Shemot 20, p. 68b. Tan . B.Shemot 18, p. Sb 
reverses Tan.HatHd. 's account. "'Hoses went back to his 
father-in-law Jether' (Ex. lt : IS) didn't need to be 
stated ••• " is followed by Hoses' dialogue with God . 
God signals his approval of Hoses ' desire and need to 
return to Hld lan by "affixln~ a cloud of glory there. " 
Hid. Leka~ Tov on Ex. 4:12, p. 12a gives two reasons 
for Hoses' return to Hldian. The first was to pick up 
his wife and children . This totally skirts the Is sue 
of a n oath to Jethro . The second Is a much abbreviated 
version of Tan . B., which does Include the Important 
motif of the cloud of glory . Hi d .Ag. on Ex. 4 : 18, pp. 
131-132 also reports the seeming superfluity of ''Hos es 
went back to his father-In-law Jether " and resolves It 
In the same fashion as Tan.HaNid . and Tan.B. It too has 
a ,hM ,~, interpretation which states that Hoses returned 
to Jethro i n order to inform him of the mighty deeds 
of the Lord. H. H.G . 2, 72 : 13 - 14 and Yal . Shim.R . 173, 
p. 57a both resemble the first part of Hid.Ag . 

13. Or. Werner Weinberg first suggested this wording t o me. 

14 . H. H. G. 2, pp. 72: 13-73 : 5 . Hoffmann, in his edit ion of 
Hek . R.S., gives this passage In an addendum of passages 
" which appear to be from the Hekllta of R. Shlm'on b . Yohai" 
(p. 167) . The passage I tself appears on p. 169 . 

IS. Ex . R. 4 : 4 • S . 2, p. 79. 

16. Ex.R . 4 : 4 • S . 2, p. 80 . 

17. Hlelziner, pp. 41-42 . 

18 . Ex.R. 4 : 1 • S.2, p . 77 . Hid.Teh. on Ps. 24, mid. 7, p . 
10lta ; Tan debe El. ch . 17 , p . 83, Oeut.R . 11 :2 • S. 3, 
p. 173; Yal.Shim.v.2 ; a : 6'7 ! , p. lt50b; Ya1. ... k . on Ps. 
2lt, mid. 19, p. 82a all contain para 11el versions. 

19 . Ned. 65a • S • • pp. 206 · 207. Tos . Ned. 2:10, p. 278:11 - 12 
quotes t he baralta . 

20. Y. Ned . 39b • gemorah on mis. 5:~. 
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Notes. (Continued) - -------
21. Ex.R . 5:~ • S. 2, p. 83. 

22. Tan.Ha Nid . Shemot 16, pp. 67a, 67b. Ex.R. 4 :2 • S. 2, 
pp. 78-79 gives the same report. 

23. vne Rab b i puts a different interpretation on the two 
men's relationship by denigrating Jethro . However, 
a r e futation of the negative view and a rebuke Immedia te ­
ly follow In Ex.R. 11 : 1 • S. 2, p. 137: 

'He sha11 stand before kings' [Prov. 22:29] -
[as it says], 'And stand before Pharaoh' 
(Ex. o :1 6] . 'He shall not stand before mean 
men' [Prov. 22 : 29 ) - this refers to Jethro . 
Whe reupon R. ~ehemiah said to him [~. Judan] : 
'According t o thy words, thou hast made that 
which is holy profane . Uo, the me a n ing of 
·~shat I_ stan_~~fore_~l_n..,S..!' ls that he shal I 
stand before God, the King of kings, as 
it says: 'And he was there with the Lord forty 
~r..s_ -~n~ .!.~r.tLnii:h_t_s~;--rfx .- -x-·1txTv;-·fs·r .- - ··!f.£ -· 
shall not stand before mean [lit . ''darkened'] 
men7 ' r 'efe-rs··-toPh_a.raoh , who1:1 God plunged into 
darkness,7 toge ther with h i s country, as it 
says : ' An d t here was a t hick darkness' c1b . x, rrr:- ---··- ---- -- -----·- ---

Whe ther the meaning of O'>~tm is " mean • o r " obscure " or 
" unimportant " , R. Judah seems to be Implying that Moses• 
I ife will Improve once he leaves Jethro. R. Ne hemiah ' s 
rejoinder dea ls wit ~ a more i~portant topic - preserving 
God's honor. Surely, Pharaoh cannot be the king in Hoses ' 
1 lfe; rather the klng must be God . Likewise, the mean 
or " darkened " person for Moses has to be Pharaoh, not 
his father-In-law. S.S.R. on S.S. 1 : 1, mid. 2 has a 
shortened version of thfs. Pes.Rab.pis . 6 :2 , p. 23a • 
Br., p. 120 also parallels the Ex.P.. account . However , 
both Friedlander and Braude place '"He shall not stand 
before mean men' [Prov . 22 : 29) - this refers to Jethro" 
in brackets meani ng that it was not In the ori gi nal tex t . 
Bot h the Parma ms. 12~0 or the ed. prtnc. (Prague, 1657) 
om It it . 
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Ex. ~ : 18 And Jethro said to 11oses, ' 'Go in Peace (Cl) IO) 1)]. ·· 

Ben Bag Bag•s maxi m In Pi _r_k_e _A.v_o_t . • "Occupy yourself 

with it [the T~ rah) over and over again, f o r e veryth i ng is 

contained In lt, " l was am p l y bo rne out in the ra bbinic ex-

enesis on Exodu s 4 : 18 . Not only wa s a rule for an oath seen 

in this ve rse (see t he preced inn section), but a lso the 

proper way to bid farewell to a f riend. The Rabbis obse rved 

that th e Bi h le has two different expre ssions which are used 

to say goodbye, either C l)O~ 1) or 01)~~ 1) . The first e x-

presslon 1Jtera11y means, ·· Got.~ peace, · and the se con d , Co 

in peace. '' Rab b in i c discussion f o und in the Ta lmud centers 

on t he si gnificance of the preposi tion as an indi cator of 

the departing perso n 's fate : 

R. Ab in the Lev i te 2 also sa id: I/hen a man 
takes leave of his fellow, he should not say 
to hi m, 'Go in peace,' but 'Go to peace .' 
for 11oses to whom Jethro s aid , 'Go to peace,' 
(Ex. 4 : 18]3 went u p a nd pros pered , whereas 
Ab sal om to whom David said, ' Go in peate' 
[2 Sam. 1) :9 ]3 went away and was hu ng . 

The reason for not say in!' " Go in peace, •· t o a Ii vi ng 

person Is also gi ven by R. Abi n : 

One who ta kes leave of the dead should not 
say to hi m, 'Go unto pe ace, ' but 'C~ in 
peace , ' as I t says [a bou t Abraham] , ' But 
t hou shall go to t hy fath~r s in pea~e. 
thou shalt be buried' (Gen. 15: 15). J• 5 

While the J. P.S .A. Engl i s h translation d isguises Jethro's 

wishes for 11oses, o n t he r abbinic level, it i s clear that 

Jethro's mode of f a rewell virtu a lly assured Ho ses • s success . 



When the two men meet a ga in in the wilderness, Hoses will 

be as effusive in his greeting t o Jethro as Jethro was In 

his farewell. 
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NOTES 

Plrke Avot S : 22 •Samson R. Hirsch, ~!!.•rers ~f_!.h_e_!'_~t_hers 
(New York : Phillipp Feldheim, Inc., 19 7}. p . 95. 

A fourth generation Palestinian Amora according to 
Strack , p. 128. 

I suppl ied t hese brackets. 

Ber . 64a • S., p. lf04. H.K. 29a • S., p . 192 has the same 
thing only In the name of R. Levi b. Hita. H.H .G. 2, 
71f : 20-75 : 2 re peats the H.K. account I n the name of R. Lev i 
b. Hlta , an almost unk now n Amora, perhaps of the fourth 
or later generation. Hy attempt to date R. Levi b . Hi ta 
is based on the fact that Hyman 1 s Toldoth Tannaim VeA~oraim , 
p . 859 gives a Yerushalm l quote In which R. Levi comments 
on the words of R. Berech l ah, a fourth generation Amora . 
Val . Shim . v . 2 R. 148, p . 36 8b has a parallel version 
In the name of R. Jose b. Hanina . Tan. HaNld. Shemot 
21, p . 68b. quotes the ta lmudlc ~ccounts anonymous ly . 
Tan.B. Shemot 18 , p . Sb parap hrases the Tal mud, 9lvln2 
as a ~eneral rule, "A ll about whom it is '"rltten 01) 1:1) 
will go and return. All about whom I t is written D l)~~ 
wl 11 go and not return. " Ab ner in 2 Sii m. 3 :2 1 Is given 
as an example of Dl)W~ . Val.Shim R. 173 , p. 57a repeats 
this versi o n . Tan Ha Nld. Shoftim 19 , p. llf4b gives 
both Abner and Absalom a s examples of Dl)O~. Hid.Lekah 
Tov on Ex. lt:18, pp . 12a-b has j ust Hoses and Absalom • 
for exampl es . Hid.Ag.on Ex. 4 : 18, p. 122 and Ex.R. 4 : 1t • 
S. 2, p. 80 and Ex.R. 5 : 3 • S. 2 , pp . £2-83 just give 
the basic rule as in Tan . B., but c i t e no examples . Pere k 
HaShalom (Dere k Eretz Zuta, p . 59b • S. 2, p. 601) states 
that peace was given as a blessing to both the living 
and the dead . Ex. 4:18 e stablishes It as a blessing to 
the l lvfn g. 

Ber . 64 a • S., p. 404 and H.K . 29a • S., p . 192. Of the 
sources q~ote d in note 4 only H.H . G. 2, p. 74 :20-22 gives 
this In formation about parting from the dead . 
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Ex. 18:1 Jethro (l.,n'] 

Throughout this study, I have consistently referred 

to the central cnaracter of this study as Jethro . This 

decision was made to avoid passing on to the reader the con­

fusion resultlng from the differing ways In which the Blble 

refers to Jethro. llbllcally, the father-In-law of "oses the 

priest of Mldlan Is known as Reuel, Jethro, Jether, Hobab 

and Kenl. This •ultlpllclty of names results from the fact 

that the unnameo priest of Mldlan (Ex . 2 : 16) Is called Reuel 

by Exodus 2:18. This father who gave one of his seven 

daughters to Moses (Ex. 2 : 21) Is called Jethro, the father­

In-law of Moses by Exodus ):I. Exodus ~ : 18 has Hoses re ­

turning to hi~ father-In-law who Is called Jether. While 

Exodus 18 consistently refers to Jethro as Moses 1 s father - In­

law , a grammatically ambiguous Numbers 10 : 29 would allow 

either Reuel or his son Hobab to be labelled the father-In­

law of Moses. Judges ':II •akes clear that Hobab Is the 

father-In-law, whlle Judges 1:16 assigns this role to one 

Kenl. Who are these people? No wonder the search for the 

"real" Ho•er pales by comparison! 

The Rabbis resolve this problem In a •ost convenient 

fashion. Not only do Reuel, Jethro, Jether, Hobab and Kenl 

refer to one and the sa•e person, but they find three ~ore 

na•es for th i s person, Putlel, Heber and Ben. For purposes 

of accuracy, one •ust note that one source, the Sifre to 

Nu•bers, does try to distinguish between Reuel and Hobab, 
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yet the majority view as reflected In over forty •fdrashl• 

Is that one Jethro was called by six to eight na•es. Vhlle 

•odern scholars postulate different strata or textual 

••endatlons , 1 the Rabb i s see In the names various aspects 

of Jethro ' s love for and close relatlon to the God of Israel . 

The Hekllta of R. Ishmael, the source for much of our 

knowledge about Jethro, Introduces the subject of his names 

In a •ost organized fashion : 

He was called ~Y seven naMes : Jeiher, 
Jethro . Heber 4 Hobab. Ben Reuel . 
Put f e 1 , Ken I • ' 

Each name Is then briefly discussed . Going down the fist, 

the Rabbis explain Jether (,n,) In terms of I ts root mean l ng--

11addltlon,0 or "more"." 

Jether, because he caused an addl~lonal 
chapter to be put Into the Torah . 

A parallel passage In the Mekllta of R. Shlm ' on l dentlfl~s 

Jethro ' s chapter and explalns how the priest of Hldlan (!) 

came to supply material for the Torah: 

Jether, because he caused an addltlonal 
chapter to be put Into the Torah. The 
Holy One, Blessed be He, gave him a 
chapter In order that he ml~ht distinguish 
hlmself through It. Which (chapter] 
was ft? The appointment of the elders. 
as ft says (Ex . 18:21) , 'You sha11 also 
seek out from among all the people 
(capable men who fear God . trustworthy 
men who spurn Ill gotten gatn. Set these 
over them as chlefs

6
of thousands , hundreds , 

fifties and tens ~ ) . 

While the section on Ex. 18 : 2' (see below> wlll have a fuller 

discussion of Jethro's role with D'l'',n ne,~ and the 

suftablllty of his being associated with It, this 111fdras h 
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serves the familiar function of upgrading a blbllc1I 

character's reputation. How much of a i.!?.l. (read: evll 

pagan) could Jethro have been If God A1Mlghty found him 

worthy to advise Moses . Along this s1me line of argument. 

It should be remembered that this whole section of the 

Torah, Exodus 18·20, which Includes the Ten Commandments, 

bears Jethro's name. As Jethro Is defended and firmly Included 

In the community of Israel, Hoses' association with him 

c1nnot be seen IS detrimental to the great leader. 

The name, Jethro, next on the Hekf 1ta's llst , Is 

also explained In terms of Its root. In the !.!..!.• in, me•ns 

"to be rich, plentlful, 117 hence, "Jethro, because he abounded 

In good deeds . 118 A fo11owlng devar aher comment makes the -·-
performance of good deeds even •ore central to the derivation 

of the name Jethro: 

Orlglnally they merely called him Jether, 
as It Is said: 'And Hoses went and 
returned to Jether his father-In-law' 
(Ex. 4 : 18). After he had performed good 
deeds, they added one more letter to his 
name so that he was called Jethro.9 

The mldrash continues by statln~ that Abraham, Sarah, and 

Joshua all were known by shorter names untll good deeds caused 

their names to be expanded, clearly honor by association 

for Jethro. 

Cther sources explaln Jethro In terms of the addition 

of 1 chapter to the Torah. From Sifre to Numbers: 

R. Shlm'on b . YohallO sald: ••• Jethro, be· 
cause he caused an •ffltlonal chapter to 
be put In the Torah. 

Sifre Zuta expands this comment with more f1mlllar material : 
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Inasmuch as he added one thing to the 
Torah , so did the All-Present add a 
letter to his name , since In fhe be­
ginning he was called Jether. 2 

This harmonlzln~ of the explanations for Jether and Jethro 

comes from sources whl'h by virtue of their I Imitation to the 

book of Numbers have no need to provide a separate exegesis 

for the two names, as did the Heklltas where both names occur . 

Aside from this comment on Jethro, which would be the well -

known name, the Sifre sources llmlt their comments to 

names which occur In their purview, speclflcally Reuel, Hobab 

and Kenl. 

The comments on Heber occur In only a few sources. 

From the Hekilta comes a very llteral explanation of this 

name, ''Heber, because he associated himself ["1:lhhl] with 

God. 11 13 Since the Inclusion of this name seems problematic, 

not surprlslngly differing ms. traditions exist. Th~ Horovitz­

Rabin edition of the Hekllta gives the derivation of Heber 

as " he 1nade hl111self like a friend ("1:>n) to God . 1114 Either 

version Is faithful to the me•nlng of the root "1:>n. 

Hobeb, the fourth of Jethro's seven names, Is dis-

cussed In both an exeg~tlc and semi-critical fashion. 

Exegetical ly, Hobab Is expressive of two types of love. 

From the root "1:>n, Hoba b tells us of Jethro's relation with 

Cod. 11Hobeb beceuse he was beloved of God. 111 5 Sifre to 

Nu•ber1 1how1 humen love end no doubt explains why Jethro was 

beloved of God. 11 Hobab, because he made the Toren beloved . 

We don't find any proselyte who made the Torah more beloved 



than Jethro ... 16 Jethro would be rewa rded across the genera-

tions for his role In making the Torah beloved, as the 

sections on Jethro's descendants wilt show. 

A few of the mi d rashi m which deal wlth Hobab are not 

concerned with the derivation of his name, but rather his 

identity . In Numbers 10:29. Hobab Is called the son of Reuel . 

Though the Hekllta describes Hobab and Reuel as two names for 

the same person. some of the Rabbis of Sifre to Numbe~s who 

were directly concerned with commenting on Numbers 10 : 29 

cou1d not accept this . They tried to distinguish between 

Hobab and Reuel based on evidence offered by other verses, 

especially In order to determlne to whom the ambiguous phrase 

In t he verse, ~~~ inn 'l',~~ ~~iy, l) ))n ap p lied: 

Hobab was his name. [Or was] Reuel hls 
name as It says. 'When they returned 
to their father Reuel' (Ex. 2:18)7 Be­
cause It says, 'Now Heber the ~enlte had 
severed himself from the Kenltes even 
fron the c ~ lldren of Hobab the father-In ­
law of Hoses' (Jud g . 4 · 11). Hobab Is his 
name , rather than Reuel. Why did the 
Bible t~en say, 'When they returned to 
Reuel their father'? This Is to teach that 
children call their father's father 
'Father.•17 

For the Rabbis. that Hobab Is expllcltly mentioned as the 

father-In-law of Moses In Judges 4 : 11 Is the chief Identifying 

factor in proving t hat Hobab Is the same person as Jethro. 

In comparison to the previous comments on the meaning of 

Jethro's name. this dlsmlssal of Reue1 as an alter-ego 

of Jethro seems 11ke a piece of modern Bible scholarship. 

Yet emphasizing the eclectic nature of the mldrashlc, the very 
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next comment In Sifre to Numbers explains Reue1 as one 

of Jethro's names. 

The rabbinic comments on the name Ben Illustrate a 

.e,.esh..!._~ level approach to this word. Though few sources have 

this material, one cannot fall to be struck by the high 

esteem It has for Jethro. "Ben, because he was tlke a son 

to God. 11 18 

Whl1e • few mldrashlm consider Re uel to be Zlpporah's 

grandfather , thus a different person than J e thro , Hobab, 

etc., l 9 most sources do consider him to be the equivalent 

of Jethro . 20 The commen tary on Reue1 result s from dividin g 

his name f nto t wo parts, as the Hekf1ta shows . "Reue l 

(~m"lyi) because he was 1l kc a friend (.V'i) t o Cod. 11 2 1 Though 

the mldrash uses the Hebrew O"IPD for God out of piety. this 

ls a synonym for the )N In Reuel 's name. Hldras h lekah Tov . 
combines the aspects of friendship and God In a different 

way Jn a comment unique to Itself. "Reuel bec.ause he became 

beloved to God and a friend to Is rael ... 22 

Whll ~ Phi lo regards Jethro es a name Indicating 

vanity and superfluousness,23 Reue1 Indicates compllmentary 

things about this blbllcal character : 

Yet often this wiseacre [the Jethro type] 
change s round and leaves the flock which 
had hi m In his blindness for their leader : 
he seeks the herd of God and becomes therein a 
member without reproach, so ~uch so does he 
admire the nature of Its herdsman and 
reverence the skill In governing which 'le 
shews In charge of his f1ock. For the mean­
ing of Raguel [•Reuel,_ln Greek] Is 1 th~ 
shepherding of God. 1 2~ 
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Here, Phi Io's etymologtzln g Is more on t•rget than someti me s 

happens es he Interprets the \Y' In Reuel es coming from the 

root ~Y~. to shepherd. 

The neme Putlel seems to be the strangest of Jethro ' s 

names end t he one wit h the least connection to hi m. Before 

quoting the Hekilta ' s definition of Put lei ~ a few words o n 

how this name became assoc i ated with Jethro. The name Putiel 

Is derived fro m Egyptian and means "he whorn God gave. 1125 It 

occ urs but once In the Blble In Ex. 6 : 25 a~ the father-In-law 

of Eleazer, "And Eleazar Aaron's son took him one of the 

daughters of Putiel to wife. '' Whl le a father with more t han 

one daughter might have been the clue that this was Jethro . 

It was the need to define Putiel that l ~d back to Jethro . 

Since 019 a ~ • root occurs only in this word, the Rabbis 

apparently felt free to link it t o other roots which had 

at least t wo of the same l e tters, hence, the etymolog y 

which occurs In the Talmud: 

~ Tanna taught : ~ot for naught did 
Phlnehas go to battle [agalns lt Hidlan]26 
but to exact judgme nt on beha1f of his 
mother's father [Jose ph ] ; 26 a$ It Is said. 
'And the Hldlanltes sold hi m Into Egypt' 
etc. [Gen. 37 : )6].27 Is this to say that 
Phlnehas was a descendant of Joseph? But 
behold It Is written, 'And El 1eazar Aaron's 
so n took him one of the daughters of 
Putlel to wife'; ['and she bare him Phlneas•]26 
{Ex. 6 : 25]27 Is It not to be supposed then, 
that he was a desc%ndant of Jethro who 
fattened [.e!ttem]2 calves for ldolatry?--
No ; (he was a·des~indant]26 of Joseph who 
mastered [pltpet] his passion . But did 
not the other tribes despise him [saylng],26 
Look at this son of Put I. th~ son whose 
Mother's father fattened calves for Idolatry ; 
he kl lied a prince In Israel:• But. If 
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Joseph, then his mother's mother was 
descended from Jethro ; and If his mother's 
mother was descended from Joseph, then his 
mother's father was descended from Jethro. 
This is also proved as a conclusion from 
what•~ written, 'One of the daughters of 
Putlel,' from which are to be Inferred two 
[I Ines of ancestry].27 Draw this con­
cluslon . 28 

While this does not seem to be much to llnk Jethro to 

Phineas - - since when are ~~·s dropped (o~~ to Ul D), it 

was enough to convince the children of lsrael . 29 In the 
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rabbinic literature, Phlnehas was the most maligned of the 

leadership In the wilderness, next to Hoses. Various mid-

rashic devices are used t o protect his reputation, such as 

stressing "one of the daug hters of Putiel" or his genealogy 

as "Phlnehas, son of Eleazar, s o n of Aaron !l!_~_p_r_!_e_s..,!." (Num. 

25 : 10) •30 

On the surface, It would seem that t h is talmudic 

comment would wreak havoc with the general hy pothesis that 

the earlier the mater la I the more favorable It would be 

towards Jethro. However, If anyone Is being tainted or shown 

to Ill advantage, I would venture to say that it Is the 

children of Israel, not Jethro. The Israelites usually act 

like a quarrelsome bunch of louts always ready to murmur or 

lust after strange gods. Here, at the time of wa r with the 

Hldlanltes or at the Cozbl-Zimrl affair In other sources, 

Phlnehas who punished the guilty Is being Insulted with the 

foulest of Insults. The past of a convert Is being dragged 

up. No one would deny that Jethro used to be an Aki!!'!., but 
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After all, no one Is suggesting that Phlnchas is going to 

fatten calves himself. If there Is no specific statement 

defending Jethro here, perhaps It was because the overriding 

need was to protect Phlnehas and because the attack on Jethro 

was so transparently wrong that It needed no rejoinder. On 

the other hand, of course, there Is nothing that would stop 

one from assuming that this statement Is the work of an 

Individual who did not like converts ; such people must have 

existed In all generations. 

While the Talmud derives the name Putlel from uU!>, 

stuffing cattle for Idolatry, the definitions from the Hekllta 

and other sources are quite the opposite . Ho~ever, 

grammatically, they share the shakiness of the talmudlc 

etymologies. The Hekllta offers Put I el• " because he freed 

himself (,O!>l) from ldolatry. 1111 Putlel thus comes from 

,~!> with the final resh dropping off. Hidrash Lekah Tov . 
gives another definition which links Putiel with another 

kindred root "Putlel. because God detached [lU)!>] from 

fdolatry. 1132 Thus, lO)!)shares some of the same letters 

as Putlel, thou9h one would Imagine that the rabbinic 

comparison Is made by dropping the middle letter In lU)!>. 

From the Hekllta of R. Shim'on comes what seems to be a 

r.ircular definition . "Putlel because he uo all the Idolatry 

In the world.")) The circularity Is only because of our own 

lack of knowledge. Neither the Aruch , Levy, Jastrow or Ben 

Yehuda help to define the word In the context of Hekllta of 
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R. Shim'on. Wh11e the Aruch states that the root uo comes from 

the Syriac, all 1ts references (with the exception of one on 

the name Putle1 to be cited below) concern the pl1pe1 uou~ 

of the verb "'Ith tt.e meaning of .!£.hwa~~e.f!-tO ta1k or babble . 34 

levy fo11ows the Aruch olving the same meanin~. but listlnQ 

the root verbs as DU!l.35 Jastrow and 6en Yehuda only deal 

with the pllpel form and llst It as unun36 . Jastrow offers 

two meanlngs--"to talk or babb1e," or "to conquer one's self. 11 37 

U1tlmate1y, whatever Jethro's action toward " a11 the Idolatry 

In the wor1d" Is establlshed by the editors of the crltlca1 

editions of the Hek11ta of R.Shi m'on . Hoffman goes along 

with the pl1pe1 form of the verb and proposes 11 perha ps Its 

meaning It that he conquered his passlons(u~u~) and fought 

against them."38 Epsteln-Helammed suggest that Jethro s pu rned 

or despised Idolatry, th is meaning of U!l coming lrom the 

Syrlac.39 Either definition conforms to the spirit of t he 

Hektlta of R. Ishmael's T" >U '1U!l l, especla11y If U!l does 

have a meanfng In Syriac apart fro~ U!lU!l. 

Apart from uo, the Aruch also offers a definition of 

Putlel. Workin g on the meanfng of t he root, the Aruch te11s 

us "Puta Is from Creek and means I lght ."40 We recognize the 

stem photo fr om th is. Further on, ''Putle1 ( Ex. 6: 25) In 

that he shone wfth good deeds, for you say In Greek ~h_~~l~ 

which means candle. 1141 The Aruch here Is quoting the Yehmdenu 

which unfortunately does not appear In either Tanhuma known 

to us. Hldrash HaGadol does however pick up the comment and 

quotes In a slightly different form In the name of R. Jos hua 
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b . Levi, a first generetlon Palestinian Amore (219-27 9 C.E.).42 

"Why was he called Putlet? Because God mede him shine through 

repentance. In Greek, a candle Is called UH>. 114 3 

The final n f Jethro's seven or eight names comes from 

a source outside of the Torah . "And the children of the 

Kenite ['lv 'l~]. Hoses' father-in-law , went up out of the 

city of palm trees with the chftdren of Judah ••• " (Judqes 

1 : 16). As a Hldlanlte, Jethro was the exception , a friend 

of Israel out of a tribe of traditional enemies. However, 

as Kent, the progenitor of the Kenltes, his friendsh ip was 

known throu~h the generations. 

The name Kenl Is defined In any one of five ways, 

each definition ric h with word plays on the stem li>. From 

the Hekllta comes a two-fold explanation, "Keni, because he 

w•s zealous (Ml~) for God and also because he acquired 

(ill?) the Torah for hlmself. 0 '4 4 Other sources ehborate 

on both Jethro ' s zealousness and his acquisitions. Sifre 

Zuta tells us, "He was called Keni because he was zealous 

for God over the matter of ldolatry . 1145 From Sifre to ~4umbers, 

"Why was he called Kent? Because he acquired heaven and earth 

and the Torah. 1146 Clearly, R. Jose, a fourth generation Tanna 

(1)9-165 C.E. ),'47 to whom the above Is ascribed, approved of 

Jethro's actions. 

Albright tells us that ''i> meant originally metal­

worker, a smlth. 48 The ~abbls possessed thi ~ knowledge as 

a comment by R. Dosethal, a contemporary of Rabbi It~ reveals : 
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Why was his name keni7 Becaus e he 
withdrew ht mself from the goldsmith' s 
art ('l'? noyu) , a thing which God Is 
aroused against as It says, ' They have 
Incensed me ('llNl~) with no God' (Deut . 
32:21) and 'whe re was the seat of the l ma~e 
of jealousy which provoketh to Jealousy 
(nl?Dn) ' (Ez. 8:3).50 

It Is clear from the proof texts that the 'l'? noyn which 
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Jethro ceased doing was the making of Idols . In addition, 

Horovitz, the editor of Sifre to Numbers furtner establishes 

the meanln9 of Kent by pointing to Tar gum Jonathan on Isaiah 

40:19 and Jereml~h 10:14 which translates the concept of an 

ldol-makln~ goldsmlth as nKl'? and 'l'? respectlvely .5 1 

Thus, the name kenl s ig nifies avoidance o f Idol-making and 

angering Cod, both whtch share t he same l ? stem. 

Finally , from the Zohar come two explanations for the 

na me kenl, one favora b le to Jethro , and t he other unfavorable : 

Fro~ Cain (l'v) was descended Jethro, the 
father-In-law of ~oses, as It ls written 
'And the sons of the kenlte ••• 1 (Judg. 1 : 16), 
and according to tradition he was called 
kenlte ('Jv) because he originated from 
Caln.52 

Yet the last volume of the Zohar removes the stigma of 

murderer from Jethro and makes him the father of ,,,o~n-

D'D~nn. However, unlike the tradltlonal rabb inic view. It 

does not regard Kent and Jethro as two names for the same 

person. 

He [R. Shim'on b. Yohal traditionally 
supposed to be the author of t he 
Zohar) expounded t he verse : 'And Saul 
sai d to the Kenltes, etc.• (I Sam. 
15:6) 'The Kenltes, he said, 'were the 
descendants of Jethro, the fat her-In-law 
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of Hoses, anci were so called because they 
made for th~mselves a nest (Ken) (l?] in 
the wilderness, in order to study the Torah •• • •53 

The reference to a nest hearkens back to Numbers 25:21 where 

Balaam addresses the Kenites, "Though your abode be secure, 

and your nest (li?) be set among the cliffs ... " Like Philo, 

the Zohar contains a va rl~ty of material on Jethro. Because 

of the uncertain date of the Zohar, Tannaltlc or medieval, 

It Is hard to know how to evaluate the Zohar's place for 

the general hypothesis. Since I have not mastered the 

Intricacies of the Zohar, I prefer to present its material 

as Interesting parallel midrashim, but not subject to correlation 

of date and attitude toward Jethro. 

For some relief from the complex detolllng of Jethro ' s 

names and the reasons behind them, I would offer a folk 

answer: 

Aleph: So, tell me, why did Jethro ~ave 
seven names? 
Baiz : Slmple, He had sever daughters. Right? 
He had to provide seven dowries. Right? 
After the first dowry, he went bankrupt. So 
he took a new name, borrowed money on that 
to provide a secorid dowry, went bankrupt, took 
a new name ••• 
Aleph: ilO'O!l. 
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~OTES 

I . In •n article in t . B.Q • • 25 : 1 (1963). pp. 1-11, Uillian 
Albright presents a good survey of and bibliography on 
the scholarly proposals for the ldentlflcation of Jethro, 
Reuel and Hobab (Keni ls considered an occupational 
deslgnatlon, not a personal name and Jether ls obvl ­
ously subsumed under Jethro). Baslcally, the solutions 
are based on either the docu•~ntary hypothesis or 
textual emendations . The division of the Jethro stories 
Into strands reveals that Reue1/Hobab is used in the J . 
l'laterlal, Ex . 2:15-21 and •ium. 10 : 29 -32. while In the 
E. strand, Ex. 3 : 1, ' : l o le : l-27, Jethro Is the name 
used. Fol loulng this ap;>roach, the different namt: s and 
the two de parture stories fall Into place. 

Textual emendation Is a way of reconciling the use of 
Reuel In Ex. 2 with Jethro In Ex. 3 and ~ and distinguish · 
Ing between Jethro and ~obab. While no ms. or parallel 
supports It. the Insertion of " Jethro , the son of · into 
Ex . 2 : 18 , " \Jhe n they returned to their father . Reuel ' 
would harmonize the two traditions. Albri9ht wo-uTl then 
relegate Reuel to the status of a tri bal name. as Jethro, 
the Reuellte. 

If Jethro Is considered Hoses• father - I n-law , something 
which Ex . 18 repeatedly states, what Is to be done with 
Jud 9. ~:11 and Uum.10: 29 which calls Hobab or Ho bab , the 
Reuellte, the father-in-law of Hoses? Various scholars 
would emend the word hoten (father-In-law) in the two 
verses to ha tan (son-In-law). Though grammatically 
hatan can apparently mean these things. by accep ting 
thfs-emendatlon. one must also accept the Idea that ~ose s 
had a daughter. Personally, I favor• solution which 
involves the least number of changes or assumptions . 
Jethro and Reuel are the same person and have the same 
function . While the ambigulty In Num. 10: 29 would allow 
either Hoba b or Reuel to be called Hoses• father-In-law, 
I would be consistent and ass ig n the role to Reuel. 
Hobab would t hen be the son of "oses • father - In-law . 
The only place that an emendation might be needed would 
be in Judg . ~ : 11 : '' tlow Heber the Kenlte had severed hi m­
self from the Kenltes, even from the children of Hob a b 
the father-in-law of Hoses ••• " The Insertion of '' the 
son of" t.o make the verse read "Hoba b, the son of t he 
father-In-law of Hoscsu would be most c.onven l ent. How­
ever, the verse can be understood perha ps even without 
the addltior.. Hobab the pathfinder is the progenitor 
of the K~nltes who settled In Judah with the Israelites . 
His c.hlef distinction Is his rel•tlon to the father-ln­
law of Hoses . To emphasize Heber the Kenlte's defection 
fro• his people, the Bible tells us that he left~~ 
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the children of Hobab (who was of the father-In - law of 
Hoses . 

Ultimately, of course, a '' real ' solution to the question 
of who was who Is probably l~possl b le. The above preci s 
of Albrlght ' s article was intended to convey some modern 
mldrash related to , but not essential for, this study. 

2. This list of names from Hek . J . Z . L. 2, 16~ : 31-32 reflects 
the eclectic nature of the Lauterbach edition because 
It Includes Heber and a compound name, Ben Reue1. Of 
the seven names, several sources do no t Include Heber 
who m•nlfestly appears to be another pers o n on the 
blbllcat level. The number seven appear s to be hallowed 
by tradition, so to make up the seventh name If Heber 
Is excluded, Ben Is counted as one name and Reuel as 
another. Hek.H.R . , p. 189:7- 8 does Include Heber and 
lists Reuel Instead of Ben Reuel. However, the note to 
line 7 gives the Hekllta ms. and parallels which delete 
Heber and divide Ben from Reuel. Hek.R . S . H., p . 86 • 
Hek . R.S . E.H . , p. 128 : 1l -17 Is the primary source for 
dividing up Ben Reuel with an e xplanation of each an d 
for omitting Heber. H. H.G. 2, p . 35 2 : 15 -1 6 follows 
Hek . R.S . In Its treatment of the names. Ben Reuel 
appe ars to be literally one name, I.e . the son of Reuel, 
and so a certain degree of confusion reigns In later 
sources about how many name s Jethro ln~eed had . One c a n 
easily c ome up wi th a count o f only six name s If He ~cr 
Is omitted. For example, Tan . B.S hemot 11, p . )b has t he 
fa miliar lead - in, ''They called him by seven names , Jet hc r. 
Jethro , Reuel , Ho bab [Heber], Ken I and Put I el . ' Buber , 
In note 58 says that his ms . omits Heber. He , however, 
added It In brackets based on the text of the Mekllta 
of R. Ishmael and others. Yal.Shim.R. 16 9 , p . 55b brin gs 
the confusion over names Into the body of the text. 
"They callc:d him by six names, Jether, Jethro, Reuel, 
Hobab , Ken I, Put I el. There are those who say, 1They 
called him by seven names. Jether, Jethro, Heber , Hoba b , 
Reuel, Put I el, Ken I • 11

• Another place In the Yalkut (v. 
2 R. 38, p . )52b) llsts and expla in s ei ght names. 
While the modern printed edition (p . 352b) has both Ben 
an d Its explanatlon In parentheses, no distinction exists 
between Ben and the other names In the ed . prlnc ., 
Salonlka, 1521 (p. Ila). 

) . He k. J.Z.l. 2, p . 164:)1-32 • Hek.H . R. , p. 18 9 : 7-8. 

It , Jastrow , p . 605 . 

S. Hek.J.Z . l. 2 , p . 161t:32-33 • 11e k .H.R ., p . 189: 8. 
Parallels are also found In the Hek . R.S . H. , p. 86 • He k. 
R. S.f.H., p. 128 : 17 ; Tan.HaNid.Vltro 4 . p . 9 4a : 11i G. 



as 

Leka~ Tov on Ex . 18 : 1, p. 60b ; Yal .S hl m.R. 16 9 following 
the Dov Hyman text, v. 2:1, p . lt1 : 66. 

6. Hek.R. S.H. , p. e6. Hek.R .S .E.H., p. 128 : 17 has only 
"Jether, because he added a chapter In the Torah." The 
editor labels what follows I n the Hoffmann e d ftion as 
an addition by t he Baal Hldrash HaCadol . A si mi lar 
version Is found In Htshnat R.E llezer, p. 307 : 11t - IS , 
a work fro~ the mlddle of the eighth century (E. J . , 16 : 
1515) . 

J . Jastrow, p. 60 4 . 

8 . Hek.J. Z.L . 2, p . 164 : 33 • Hek .H. R., p . 189:8. Parall e l 
version s are foun~ tn Hek.R .S . H. , p. 8~ • Hek .R.S. E. M., 
p. 128: 18 , Hld.Leka~ Tov o n Ex . 18: 1 , p . 61b, Yal . Shi m. 
R. 169, p. 55b: H.H.G . 2 , p. 352 : tlt . 

9. Hek.J . Z.L. 2, p. 16,. : J7-l 65: 1tl. Hek.H. R. , p. 1e9: 10 - 12 . 
Parallel versions are found In Hld . Leka~ Tov on Ex . 18 : 1, 
p . 60b; Ya1 .Shl m.R. 16 ~ . p. 55b . Ex . R. 27 : 6 • S . 2, p. 
327 and Hlsh . R. E1., p . 301t : lt-7 e xp lain the na me change 
from Jether to Jethro In terms s i mi lar to the a bove 
quoted sources, but state that the addit i o nal letter 
was added when Jet her convert ed to J~ da l sm, just li ke 
Abram/Abraham. 

10. A fourth generation Tanna ca. 13 9-16 5 C.E. according to 
Hielziner, p. JI. 

JI. SJf .Num.pls. 78 • H, p . 72 : 15-1 6. Hi cL Leka h Tov on Nu m. 
10 : 29, p . 99a ; Hi d.Ag. on Num . 1':29, p. 96 'havc the 
sane material, bu t quote It anon) mously . 

12. Sif.Zut. on Num . 10:29 • H., p . 263:2-5. 

13 . Hek . J.Z .L. 2, p. 161t : J4. Yal .Shlm.R. 169, p. 5Sb re pe ats 
th is version. 

tit. Mek . H.R. , p. 189:9. Hld.Lekah Tov on Ex. 18 : 1, p. 60b 
r epeats this comment, but p laces it in brackets. Bube r 
In no te 3 admi ts t ha t his own mss. di d not have this. 
but he added It In accordance with the Hekl lta. 

15. Mek.J.Z.L. 2, p. 164 : 34 • He k .H .R., p. 189:8-9 . Parallel 
versions can be foun d in He k. R.S . H., p. 86 • Hek . R.S .E. H., 
p . 128: 18 : Hld.Lekah Tov on Ex. 18: 1, p. 6ob ; H. H.G. 
2, p . 352 : 15 ; Yal.Shim.v. 2 R. 35, ?• 352b. Val.Shim. 
R. 16 9 , p. 55b wh ich doe s not have the name Ben In its 
Jlst Includes It In the explanat ion of Hob a b. "llo bab , 
because hf' was betoved of Cod like a son . 11 

16. Slf.Nu111.pls. 78 • H., p. 72 : 18-1 ~L These sources contain 
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~o-~ t!_s_._ __ _i c_o_n_!_ l_'!.u_e~-

s Im 11 a r accounts : Slf.Zut. on Num. 10 : 29 • H .• p. 263 :6-7 ; 
Ex.R. 27: 8 • S. 2. p. 327; Tan . HaNld . Yltro 4. p . 94a ; 
Hid.Lek•~ Tov on Num. 10 : 29 . p. 99a; Yal.Sh im. R. 169 , 
p. 56a; Yal.Shlm . R. 270. p . 83a ; H. H. G. It. p . 1'46 : 19· 20. 

17. Slf .Num.pls. 78 • H •• p. 72 :5-7. Sif.Zut. on Num . 10: 29 • 
H •• p . 262:25-28; H,H.G . 4. p. 146 :8-12 contain parallel 
versions. Hid. Ag . on Num . 10 : 29. p. 96 just states that 
Hoba b was Jethro's real name. 

18. Hek.J.Z.L. 2. p . 164:)S. Parallel versions are found 
In Hek.R.S.H. • p. 86 • Hek . R.S.E.H.p . 128: 19; Val.Shim. 
v. 2 R. )8, p . 352b ; 11.H.G . 2 , p. 352 : 15. 

19 . See note 17 for those sources. excludlng Mid .Ag. Htd.Lekah 
Tov on Hum . 10:29. p. 99a also establishes that Reuel 
was the grandfather. Tar.Ps.Jon . translates Ex. 2 :18 
as "They came to Reuel their father's father. 11 Em­
phasizing that Reuel Is regarded as the qrandfather. 
Tar . Ps.Jon. renders the Hasoretlc text's 11dau9hters 11 In 
Ex. 2:20 and ''daughter .. In Ex. 2 : 21 as '"the daughters 
of his son" and "the daughter of his son" respectiv e ly . 

20. Both E.x.R.27:8 • S. 2. p . 327 and Hid.lekat> Tov on Ex. 
2 : 18, p. 7b expllcltly state that the Reuel In Ex. 2 : 13 
Is Jethro . That Is also the obvious conclusion of the 
sources quoted In note 21. 

21. He k.J.Z . L. 2, p. 164 : 35 • Hek . tl. R. • p. 189:9. The 
following sources supply parallel versions : Slf.~um .p i s. 
78 • H .• p. 72:7·10, supports the basic definition by 
quoting Ex . 18:12 to show that Jethro was God's frien d. 
H.H.C. It, p . 146 : 12·13 also uses this proof text . Sif . 
Hum.pis. 78 • H •• p. 72 : 13-15 gives Pr. 27:10 as the 
prooftext for th s. Yal . Shlm.R. 169 . p. 56a repeats 
this Slf.Num. for comment on Slf . Zut . on ~um. 10:29 • 
H •• p. 263:1-2 follows Slf.Num.H . • p . 72 : 7·1 0. Hek . 
R.S.H ., p. 86 • Hek.R .S. E.11. • p. 128 : 19 follow the Hek. 
and do not give prooftexts, neither do Ex . R. 27 : 8 • 
S . 2, p. 327 or Hid.Ag. on Hum . 10:29, p. 96 or Val.Shi m. 
R. 169, p. 55b or Val . Shlm . v . 2 R. 38. p. 352b or H.H.G . 
2, p . 3'4:11-12 or H.11 . G. 2, p . 352 : 15-17 . 

22 . Hld.lekah Tov on Ex . 18 : 1, p. 60b . 
• 

23 . For Phllo ' s assessment of Jethro, see Ex. 3:1, note 9. 
Because Phi Ionic material Is ultimately outside the 
purview of this study , I did not want to repeat It earller 
In this section as part of the discussion on the name 
Jethro. The following remarks on Reuel are new so I am 
Including them here . 
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9.!1.t.h~_f_h~'!.!Lt:.2..!.. . Na111es. xvii. sec. 103-105 • L. 5. p . 195. 

Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, Lexicon In Veterls 
Testlment Libras (Grand Rapids : Wm. e :·re-icfm-a·n-s,-T9·5l)" ~ ­
~75-.;-; ------

The Soncino translator supplied these brackets. 

I suppl led these brackets. 

Sot. 43a • s .• pp. 212-21) . The final Soncino note on 
this section (n . 5, p. 213) clarifies t he two lines of 
ancestry as "the name Putlel Is spelt with a t.~d- which 
Is usually a sl9n of the plural. Hence , both the ex­
planations given are possible, viz. Putle1 can be Identi­
fied either with Joseph or Jethro. 11 

Tar.Ps.Jon . states this explicitly translating Ex. 6 :2 5 
as "from the daughters of Jethro . He Is Putiel •11 

The rabbinic literature on Phinehas Is voluminous. This 
material on Phlnehas Is a by-product of my research on 
Jethro. As a result, I do not feel that It warrants a 
separate section analyzing the different traditions and 
the ways which the oft repeated charge of descent from 
an Idolatrous Jethro Is used. However, I will supply 
the sources which I found: San. 82b • s . • o. 547; 8.8. 
IOJa·llOa • S . , p. 454 ; Sif . Num.pls. 131 • H., p. 173 : 5-9 . 
Ex.R. 7 : 5 • S.2. p. 113 ; Lev.R. 33 : 4 • S. 2, p. 420 ; Num.R. 
2:20 • S.}. p. 58 ; ttum.R. 21:3, • S.}, p. &29 ; Tan .6. 
Plnhas }, p . 76a; P.R.K . pls . 13 • H., p. 236:4-9 • Brk., 
pp. 262-263 ; Hid . Leka~ Tov on Ex . 6:25, p . 17a ; Ibid. 
on Hum . 25 : 7, p . 131a: Ibid., Introduction to Parashat 
Plnhas, pp . 131a-b , Hid.Ag . on Num . 25 : 11 ; p . ·1-i.·a-; -Aruch 
fm-i~fe-tum, v. 6, p . 311 on tH> ; Yal.Sh lm .R. 179, p. SSb·;- ·· 
Ibid., R. 771, p . 267b; Ibid. , R. 771, p . 268a; Ibid., 
R., )85, p. 277b; Ibid., v. 2 R. 72, p . 356b ; I bid ., 
v. 2 R. 257, p. 407b. 

Hek.J . Z. L. 2, p. 164:36 a Hek .H. R. , p. 189 :9 -10 . Yal. 
Shlm.R. 169 , p . 5Sb ; and Ibid., v . 2 R. 38, p. 3S2b arc 
the parallels to the Heki'"f'ti":" 

Hid . Lekah Tov on Ex . 18 : 1, p. 60b. • 
Hek.R . S.H ., p. 86 • Hek.R.S .E. H •• p . 128 : 19-20 . 

~ruch Co~e.._I~, v. 6, p. 311. 

Jacob Levy, ~orterbuch uber die Talmudl m und Hidraschln 
(Darmstadt : Wi ssenschafTffche Buchg-eseffsch.;·ri·; 1963), 
v. 4. p . 25. 
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r~otes. (ContJn_ue<'). 

36. Jastrow, p. 1156 and ElJezer Ben Yehuda, A Complete 
DI c !_l_~na r_L2.,~1'nc_!_e_n.J_ ~n-~ -~ode_r:_n_H_e_b_r_e~, fJe r·u-s-aTeni: 
Lezecher Eltezer Ben-Yehuda, Ltd . , 1940), v . 10, p. 48 97, 

37. Jastrow, p . 1156. 

38. Hek.R.S. H., p. 8 6 , note me m. 

39, Hek.R . S.E . H., p. 128, note t o line 2?. 

40. Ar~c_!l.J:_o_~p~_!_'!_l!I_, v . E., p . 310. 

41. Ib id . 

42. ~lelzlner, p. 42. 

43. H.H.G . 2, p . 352 : 17-1 9. H.H.G . 2, p. 105 :5 -6 has t he 
same account but Just In the name of R. Joshua. 

44 . Hek . J.Z.L. 2, p. 164:36-37. Mek.H.n • • p . 189 : 10 . 
Parallel versions can be found In Hid . Lekah T ~v on ~x. 
18:1, p. 60b ; Yal.Shim.R . 169, p. 55b: Yal:Shim . v. 2 
R. 38, p. 352b . 

45. Slf.Zut. on Num . 10 : 29 • H. , p. 263 : 6. M. H. G. 4, p . 146: 
18-19 has the same thing . 

46. Slf.Num.pls. 78 • H., p. 72 : 13 . Yal.Shi m.R. 169, p. 56a , 
Yat.Shlm . v. 2 R. 38, p. 352b have similar versions as 
Slf.Num. He k .R . S. offers a different suqaestion for what 
Jethro acquired. "Ken I , Jn that he acq.ulred the world 
to come" (Hek.R.S.H. , p. 86 • Hek . R.S.E.M., p . 128 : 18-1 9). 
H.H . G. 2 , p . 352:1~ parallels t h is. 

47. Hfelzlner, p. 31. 

48. Albright, C.B.Q. 1 pp. 8-9. 

49. Strack, p. 116. 

50 . Slf.Num.pls . 78 • H., p. 72 : 10-12 . Parallel versions 
can be found In Yal.Shim.R. 169 , pp. 55b-S6a and Yal. 
Shlm.v. 2 R. 38, p . 352b, although they only have the 
first prooftext from Deuteronomy. 

51. H. , p . 72, note to line II . However, Tar.Jon . translates 
the name 'li> as i\Nl'l~ll which Jastrow renders as "Shal r.1alte, 
an Arabic tribe" (p. 1587). 

52 . Zohar l, p. 28b • S . I, pp. 108-109 . 

53 . Zohar 3, pp. 9a-b • S. 4, p. 31t4. 
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Ex. 18 : 1 Jethro Priest of Hldlan [l'iD 1n~) 

In the section on Exodus 2 : 15b-2:22, I presented some 

Introductory material regardin~ Jethro's position in Hidian 

as the l'iD in:> . His o wn words establish him as the head of 

the l'lldianlte cultus. "Unt11 now I have served you . Now 

am old ; choose yourselves another irn~. 111 Jastrow notes 

that a in1~. an attendant or priest is "always used of 

idolators. 112 However, the sources presented ea rt ler protected 

Jethro's reputation by showing him giving up ido1atry and 

then being persecuted by his country-peop1e. 3 

The Hekilta and the Targu~lm which parallel It show 

Jethro's su l tablllty to be associated with ~oses In a 

different way. They understand 1~:>. not In a religious sense 

as a pagan, but as the title of a civil office : 

IL Eleazar of Hodi'lm says : He was a chief 
[i~]. just as wh~"' It Is said : 'And Davi d' s 
sons were chiefs ( Kohanlm) [O'Jn:>) ' (I I 
Sam. 8:18) . 5 

Emphasizing the governmental nature of a l~:> according to R. 

Eleazar's definition, Sefer VeHlzhlr, a 10th century work,6 

uses different terminology and tel Is us, "He was the head of 

the Boule • • • 11 7 Boule is Greek for city council, assembly or 

senate. 8 

Targum Onkelos renders every Instance of ,,,D in~ 

as l'iD~ N~i or chief of Hldlan . 9 Targum Pseudo Jonathan uses 

01l1N for the references In Exodus 2:16 and Exodus 18 : 1 etc., 

and N~"l In Exodus 3 : 1, Jastrow gives a choice of !.l_r_a_~'!._u~- · 

lord or ruler for 01l1M.IO The rabbinic parallels from I I 
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Sam. 8:18 and II Sam.20:26 are understood by Targum Jonathan 

as ,.,~,~,. offJclals or grea~ men, 11 and~, respectively . 

Even Ph i lo seems to Indicate some sort of official capacit y 

for Jethro when he understtnds Mldlan as judgment or justice , 

hence "The prlest of judgment or justice . ••• 11 12 

However, In s p ite of R. Eleazar's convincing exegesis, 

an equal number of sources follow the other understanding of 

li1~ g iven Jn the Hekllta : 

R. Joshua says : He was a priest of 
Idolatry [,Dl~]. just as when It Is 
said: '[And the c hil dren of Dan set 
up for themselves the graven Image]. 
And Jonathan, the son of Gershom, the 
son of Mantsseh, he and his sons we re 
pries ts ( Kohanl m) [D'li1~]" (Judg. 16 : 30).13 

R. Joshua's choice of a prooftext ts most Ir on i c considering 

that the priest mentioned t n Judges 18 Is Jonathan, sup-

posed1y, Hoses' grandson. The .. Manasseh" mentioned In the 

verse I s regarded as a Hasoretlc emendation to protect Mos es. 

There Is a suspended l In the word which changes i10D to 

i10lU, Hoses to Hanas~e h. 

Rab b i Joshua's definiti on of li1~ as ,Dl~ puzzles me 

for more reasons than just t he verse used In his ~~~~~ ~·~-~~ · 

Huch of the Jethro material cited Jn the Hektlta Is In the 

name of R. Jo·shua b. Hananlah, a second generation Tanna 

(80- 120 C. E.)14 and R. Eleazar of Hodt 'tm who flourished around 

the Hadrianlc Revolt.15 ~Ith but one exceptlon, 16 the two 

men's comments always appear together under the rubric of a 

specific verse , with R. Joshua' s comment coming f lrst. R. 

Joshua, whom. Hletzlner characterizes as "the more rational 
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and conclll a tory el ement o f that generation . and combine d with 

great learning the amiable virtues of gentleness , modesty and 

placa blllty which characterized the Hlllelltes'd7 Is con-

stantly more favorable, enthusi ast ic and positive towards 

Jethro than R. Eleazar, as succeeding sections wl ll show . 

What puzzles me Is t hat R. Joshua's comment s eems out of 

character . Bringing up Jet h ro's Idolatrous past Is somethin g 

t hat R. Eleazar does with frequency . He Is the one who ex­

p lains "a stran 2e land " (Ex . 18 : 3) as t he place where Jet h ro 

••de Moses swear to ra i se his first-born as an Akum. 18 R. Jos hua 

enhances Jethro's v irt ues and status. He makes It cle a r that 

1·0 Jethro and o n l y J e t hro Is the author of D,l,,,~ n~i~. ~ It 

wo ul d seem to me t hen t ha t the two comments have been r e ve rsed. 

R. Joshua should be describing Jethro as the ruler and R. 

Eleazar , Jethro the idolatrous pr ies t . Howeve r , thi s change 

does not appear In an y of the parallels or mss. surveyed by 

t he editors of t he critical e d itions. 

If the re does no t seem t o be any empirical evidence 

for switching the comments, I can think of one way t o un der -

stand R. Joshua'sdeflnltion of 1~~ that would be In keeping 

with his ge neral opinions towa rd Jet hro . That a iDl::>, one 

steeped In I dola try , should c ome and hear and conve rt Is mo re 

praiseworthy and r efl ects a g reater upwa r d c hange in personal 

status than If a i w did the same thing. R. Joshua may be 

sayin g , "How g r-=at are the wonders of our God and how g reat 

Is this in'\:> who ht himself be t o uched !" Thus, R. Joshua ' s 

definition beccmes a sort of ele gan t understa t e ment, bear i n9 



a movln9 test imony about Jethro of the same type as the 

Hekllta's comment on "In the wilderness" (Ex . 18 : 5) : 

Behold, scripture expresses surprise at 
h im [Jethro]. He was dwelling i n the 
midst of the splendor of the world and 
yet was will Ing to go out t o the desert, 
a place of desolation where nothing was 
to be had.20 
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However, whatever the meaning of l~~. whether good 

or bad, the biblical author clearly consi ders this title of 

less significance than ~0n-1nn which occurs much more 

frequently. The next section will show the esteen with 

which the Rabbis re9arded Jethro's role as the father - In-law 

of Hoses. 
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NOTES 

I. Tan.HaHld.Shemot 11, p. 65b. Ex.R. 1:32 • S. 2, p . 40 
•nd other sources presented in section Ex. 2:1Sb-2:22, 
note 3 present slmilar material. tn addition, T•n.Ha ~i d. 
Vitro 2, p. 93b and Tan.B. Vitro 5, p. J6a reports that 
Jethro was formerly a in,~. as does the Zohar 2 , p. 21a • 
s. 3, p. 69. 

) . See Section Ex . 2:15b-2 : 22, notes 2, ) , 5. 

It. The old J.P.S.A . English translation has "chief Minist e rs" 
(p . 375). 

5. Hek.J.Z.L. 2, p . 166:60-61 • Hek.H.R., p . 190:]-o . 
Hek.R.S.H. p. 06 • Kek.R.S.E.M., p . 128:21-129:1 parallel 
the Hekllta of R. Ishmael save that the Epstein-Helamrneci 
edition quotes the authority as R. Leazar , a Palestinian 
variant of Eleazar and offers a second prooftext, "and 
Ira also the Jalrite was chief minister to David" (II 
Sam . 20:26). Further parallels are found In Mid . Lekah 
Tov on Ex. 18 : 1, p. 60b• Yal.Shlm.R. 69 , p. S6a; and • 
Val.Shim.R. 268 , p. 82a; whlc. h o n ly have the II Sam . 8 : 1b 
prooftext. K. H.G. 2, p. 353 : 1-8 has both prooftexts 
but they are separated by a talmudlc discussion on the 
status of rabbinic students from Ned . 62a • S., p. 198. 

6. J.E . , 8:564 . 

] . Sefer VeHlzhlr Vitro, p. )ltb. Hld.Leka~ Tov on Ex. 2 : 16, 
p. 7b has a similar statement though wlth Hebrew words 
I n place of Boule as well as the prooftext from II Sam. 
8 : 18. 

8. Jastrow, p. 146 . 

9. Ibid., p . 1438 . 

10. Ibid., p. 29. 

11. Ibid., p. ll+it6 . 

12 . On ~~~~hange o~J!.~~- · xix, sec. 110 • L. 5, p. 195. 

13 . Hek . J.Z.L. 2 , p. 166:58-60 • Hek.H.R., p . 190:6-7. See 
note 5 for the parallels to this, with these two changes 
to cite the exact place: Hek.R.S . E.M., p. 128:20-21 •nd 
M. H.G. 2, p. 353:19-20. Sefer VeHlzhlr cited In note 
7 concludes by stating that Jethro was also "a priest 
to ldol•try." 



Note_~·- _ _(Cont I nued) 

14. Hletzlner, p. 2S . 

IS. Strack, p. 112. 

16. Hek.J.Z.L. 2, ~· 171 : 128- 131 • Mek.H.R .• p. 192 : 7-9 
which has R. Joshua's statement followed by ''UN, an 
anonymous opinion Instead of R. Eleazar. However, the 
parallel In Hek.R.S.H . , p . 86 • Hek.R. S. E. H., p. 129: 
20-23 replaces the ''DM with R. Eleazar. 

17 . Hlelzlner, pp. 26-27. 

18. Hek.J .Z .L. 2, p. t6~ :93 ff • Hek.H.R ., p. 19 1 : 7ff. See 
the section on Ex. 18:3, note 9. 

19 . He k. J.Z . L. 2, p. 18S:94·9 5 • Hek.H. R., p. 199: 1) - 14 . 
See the section on Ex. 18 :2 ~. note 1 . 

20. Hek.J.Z.L. 2, p. 172:145- 147 • Hek.H.R., p. 192: 18-20. 

I , 



Ex. 18 : 1 Jethro priest of Hldlan. Hoses ' father-ln-l•w 
[;,em lnn) 
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I h•ve •nalyzed much of the preceding mldr•sh In terms 

of showing how It tried to make Jethro seem like a suitable 

person to be associated ~Ith "oses as his father-In-law. 

despite his being a l~~. Ra bb inic commentary on the word 

li1n Indicates how seriously the role of father-In-la\~ was 

taken. as well as the love between Jethro and Hoses. Durln 9 

the long years In Hldlan, Hoses •cted lfke a proper son-in -

law . from the "e ki lta, an •nonymous comment : 

Formerly Hoses would give the honor [•nd 
also deference] to his father-In-law, 
as ft Is said : 'And 14oses went and re­
turned to Jethro his f•ther·ln ·l aw ' (lx . 
lt:18).1 

Before Hoses would leave Hldlan . he went back to seek Jethro ' s 

approval, properly deferrtn ~ to his father·i~-law's authority. 

However. when Hoses was elevated to the role of pater-

familias for all Israel , the relationship between Jethro an<J 

Hoses was reversed without any rancor on Jethro's part. Con-

tinulng from the Hekilta: 

Now, however, his father-In-law would 
give the honor to him. If they asked him: 
' What Is your distinction?' He would say 
to them: 'I am t he father-in-law of Hoses . ,2 

Jethro Identified himself In terms of Hoses In order to show 

him ,,~=> ("I am !!_I _~ ... not "He Is min~"). However, •s Sifre 

to Numbers shows, that decision to call himself Hoses' father -

ln·l•w garnered Jethro much honor •lso . 11;,rm-inn this 

Is ~ore beautiful for him than anything else . He Is called 

the father-ln-l•w of a kfng."3 
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Wo mldrash expllcltly states that •·as a result of such 

and such, Jethro Is deemed suitable to be "oses' father-in ­

law."~ However, since the relationship carried so much honor 

with It and since that honor was transitive, It Is no wonder 

that the Rabbis did so many things to upgrade Jethro's 

reputation. 
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NOTES 

l. "ek.J.Z . L. 2, p. 166:62-63 • Hek . H. R., p. 190:9-10. See 
note 2 for th~ list of parallels s i nce this note cites 
the first part of a single mid rash. 

2. Hek . J.Z.L. 2, p . '66:63-63 • P1ek.H .R., p. 190: 10 . 
Parallels can be found In He k.R.S.H ., p. R6 • Hek.R.S.f.H . , 
p. 129: 1-~; Mld.Leka~ Tov on Ex . 18: 1, p. 60b, Val . Shim. 
R. 268, p. 82b; H. H. G. 2, p . 353:9-11 . 

3 , Sif.tfom.pis. 78 • H., p. 75: 10-11. 11id.Lekah Tov on Num. 
10:29 , p . 9~ and Yal .Shlm.R. 726, p. 238a quote the para I lei 
versions . 

It . The Zohar (2, p. 63a • s . 3, p. 212) seems to indicate 
that both Jethro and Poti-phera were called " father­
in-law" rather than by their priestly titles out of 
deference to their lamed vav-nik son- In-laws . 



98 

Ex . 18:1 Jethro Priest of Hldlan . Hoses' father-In-law, heard 
(YDi''l) 

The first word of Exodus 18 : 1 Is YO~'\, 11tera11y 

"And he heard . " The R1bb i s were evidently Impatient to tell 

us what Jethro heard, even though the verse do~. answer as 

It concludes with, "all that God had done for Hoses and for 

Israel, how the Lord brought Israel out of Egypt. 11 Perhaps , 

their Impatience was because In Hebrew, the answer Is separated 

from the statement of "He heard" by several words . Uowever, 

In telllng what Jethro heard, the Rabbis do. of course, supply 

their own special opin ions . 

The Talmud gives us three choices In the context of 

determining the nature o f Jethro ' s sacrifice I n Exodus 13: 12 . 1 

Once again we see a d i fference between R. Joshua and R. Eleazar : 

This Is a controversy of Tannal m: 'Now 
Jethr~, the priest of Hidlan heard' [Ex . 
18 : 1] : what news did he hear that he came 
and turned a prose1yte?3 R. Joshua sa id : 
He heard the battle with the Amalekltes, 
since this [Ex . 18 : 1)2 ts Immediately pre­
ceded by 'And Joshua discomfited Amal ek 
and his people with the edge of the sword ' 
[Ex . 17 : 13) . 2 R. Eleazar of Hodlm said : 
He heard of the g iving of the Torah and 
came. For when the Torah was given to 
Israel, the sound travelled from one end of 
the earth to the other • ••• 4 R. Eleazar5 
sa i d : He he ard a bout the divldln~ o f the 
Red Sea, and came, for It Is said, 'And It 
came to pass. when all the kings of the 
Amorltes heard [ ••• how the Lord had 
dried up the waters of the Jordan before 
the children of lsrael 1 ]6 (Josh. 5:1) . 2 . 7 

Eich of the three opinions ts based on a different hermeneutlc:al 

principle. R. Joshua used s'muc:hlm because In Exodus 18 : 1 

Jethro heard what happened In Exodus 17 : 13, the preced i ng 

verse . R. Eleazar of Modi 'Im employed the principle of !l_~ 
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muk~~~:e I n _ _in_'._uc_h_a _r_ :._~a-Tor:!!!_ s Uted In Pesach Im 6b. s I nee 

he would have us believe that Jethro ' s arrival reported In 

Exodus 18:1 foLlows the giving of the Torah as stated In 

Exodus 20.8 R. El1ezer Is making a 9..!,.l_~r:.!.~ shavah between 

YD~'l In Exodus 18 : 1 and Joshua 5 : 1; both acts of hearing 

refer to the dividing of water. 

Whlle the Talmud merely fists the things that Jethro 

could have heard, the sources which follow them supply certain 

specifics as well as other pos sib ilities . The war against 

Amalek as a 11otlvatlng factor 1s discussed thoroughly as are 

God's deeds for Israel. The comments concerning t he war 

against Amatek are centered around Proverbs 19 : 2S, 11When 

thou smltest a scorner, the sl11ple wlll become prudent . " 

While some sources just quote the verse and tell that Amalek 

was the scorner and Jethro t he simple one, 9 Exodus Rabbah 

has a more elaborate account which provides some of Jethro's 

feelin gs : 

It Is written, 'When thou smltest a scorner, 
the slmple ('n!>] will become prudent' (Prov. 
19 : 2S), and also 'Where the scorner Is pun ­
ished, the thou,~tless ('n~] Is made wise' 
(Ibid . , 21:11). Amalek and Jethro were 
of the advisors of Pharaoh; but when Jethro 
beheld that God had wiped out Amalek both 
from this world and the next, he felt remorse 
and repented, for first It says, 'For I will 
utterly blot out the remembrance of Amalek 
from under heaven ' (Ex. 17 : 11e), and then 'Now 
Jethro • • heard. 1 Said he : ' The only thing for 
me to do Is to join the God of Israel . ' •• • 
Thus, 'When the scorner Is punished' refers to 
Amalek; 'And the thoughtless one Is made 
wise,' to Jethro.'11 

Whether Jethro was actlvely Involved with the evil Amalek as 

In Exodus Rabbah12 or whether he was the simpleton, untutored 
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and unaware of the transcendent supremacy of the God of 

lsraei , 13 as th e verse from Proverbs would suggest , the 

defeat of Amalek prov i ded a dramatic lesson for Jethro . 

Thus, he came to Hoses and changed his life. 

If the deeds which God performed for our anccs t~ r s 

f n Cg yp t stlll Impress us today, how much •ore spectacular 

must those deeds have been In the time of Jethro. Tanhuma 

HaNldpas tells us the effects that the Exodus had on him : 

'Therefore do the maidens love thee [Israel]' 
( S. S. 1 : 3 ) . These are the nations of the 
world who came and converted. To whom 
(s peclflcally) does this refer? To Jethro. 
At the time when he heard all the miracles 
that wefl done for Israel, he came an d con­
verted. 

The Zohar reports the specific things about t he Exodus 

which persuaded Jethro of God's power and caused him to come 

to Hoses . 

But Jethro was not converted until later . 
Only when the Israelites had actual I~ left 
Egypt, when he realized that all the bonds 
by which the Egyptian magicians had attempted 
to retain Israel In their po~~' were futile, 
and when he saw that the Egyptians themselves 
had all perished In the Red Sea, only then did 
he turn to worship the Holy One, blessed be He . 15 

Jethro must have been from the blbllcal equlvalent of Missouri 

because of the magnitude of his "show me" attitude . 

However , the Important thing Is that regardless of 

what It took to convince him, at that moment, Jethro di~ listen. 

He made himself receptive to change and hearkened . The Zohar 

asks : 

Vas Jethro the only one who heard of all that 
God had done? Does not It say, 'Peoples heard, 
they were afraid' (Ex . 15 : 11t)7 Indeed , the 



whole world did hear, yet Jethro alone re­
nounced Idolatry and accepted the Holy One 
to worship him. 6 

I 0 I 

on the consequences of Jethro•s Intensive act of listening. 

From Exodus Rabbah: 

In the case of Jethro, llkewlse, you will find 
that because he heard, he merited llfe, for 
he heard (God1A wonders]l7 and became a 
~roselyte •••• 

Tanhuma HaNldpas adds: 

There are those who hearken and suffer a 
loss. There are those who hearken and are 
rewarded. Joash hearkened and suffered a 
loss . [See II Chron . 24:17·24] • . . But Jethro 
heard and was rewarded. He was a priest 
of Idolatry, but came and cleaved unto 
Hoses and entered under the wings of 
Sheh I nah and Wf 1 worthy to add the port ton 
of the judges. ~ 

Just as Jethro recognized God's power, so did Israel. 

Horeover, as a result of Jethro's actions, Israel realized 

the effect God ' s deeds had on ot hers. From Song of Songs 

Rabbah : 

R. 8ereklah 20 said : Israel said before the 
Holy One, blessed be He: Sovereign of the 
Universe, because Thou brlngest light Into 
the world Thy name Is magnified In the world. 
And what ls the light? Redemption . For when 
Thou brlngest us light, many proselytes came 
and joined us, as for Instance Jethro and 
Rahab.21 

One can almos~ hear Israel sayln!J In this midrash, "Don't 

forget~· Master of the Universe! If you want proselytes, 

You 111ust continue to save us!" 

The mldrashlc ma terial presented In the last four 

sections on Exodus 18:1 serves as a background to the events 

which follow In the rest of the blblical chapter. Jethro ' s 
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closeness to God to which his names testify end his willingness 

to listen end change hla status from a ,,,u 1~~ lay the 

foundation for the blbllcal profession of faith In Exodus 

18:10-ll which should now come es no surprise. 
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NOTES 

1. For a quick reference on this subject, see Zeb. 116a • 
S., pp. 573-574. The entire subject wlll be discussed 
In my section on Ex. 18 : 12, p. 151ff. 

2. I supplled these brackets. 

). This phrase "and turned proselyte" Is omitted by the 
Heklltas end the other parallels quoted In note 7 which 
just report Mll 1}:>D ~YlD~ ~D. Perhaps this Is due to 
the fact that for the Talmud It was of erltleal Import­
ance to know when Jethro converted In order to settle 
the Immediately preceding argument about what type of 
sacrifices Jethro brought. The other sources do not 
connect the two Issues and hence, may not have felt the 
need to Include the "and turned a proselyte" phrase . 
On the other hand, the phrase may have been Included by 
the talmudlc redactor working on this block of Tennaltlc 
~aterlal to clarify the fact that Jethro did Indeed con ­
vert, something not mentioned, but assumed by the Heklltas. 

~ . I have omi tted a lengthy Interlude between the heathen 
kings and Balaam over the noise that th~ Torah was making. 
There Is no Indication at a11 that Jethro was Included 
In thi s group, especlally since what concerns the kings 
Is that the tumult might be another Flood. 

s. The Identity of this Rabbi Is somewhat ambiguous . He 
ls cited as either M"., or R. Ellezer In the printed texts . 
while Olkduke Sofrlm (v. I~, p. 240) prefers the reading 
R. E1eazir:-Thou9h'-the Sonclno translators use the name 
R. Eleazer, I prefer R. Ellezer, which follows the Kekilt a 
and the other sources fo und In note 7. Hek.H . R. , p . 189, 
note to tine II does give sources where this Rabbi Is 
called either R. Eleazar or R. Eleazar of Modi 'Im. In 
disagreeing with this reading of R. Eleazar, I am also 
followlng Hlelzlner, who states that R. Joshua's frequent 
partner In discussions Is R. Ellezer b. Hyrkanos (p. 26) . 
There are, however, two Eleazars who were contemporaries 
of R. Joshua, so Eleazar does remain a possibility . 
Even so, I do not belteve that R. Eleazar of Hodl 'Im Is 
a possibility because when R. Joshua and R. Eleazar appear 
(at least In the Jethro ~aterlal) each man Is allotted 
one comment. Styllstlcally then, an extra comment by 
R. Eleazar of Hodi 'Im would be out of place . 

6. The Sonclno translator supplied these brackets. 

7. Zeb . 116a • S. pp. S71t-S75 . Similar vers ions can be 
found In Hek.J.Z.l . 2, pp. 162 : 1-163:20 • Hek.H . R., p . 
188 : 1-12: Hek . R.S .H., p . 85 • Hek.R . S.E . M. , p . 127 : 11-22 ; 
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Y.Heg. 72b·c • gemoreh on mis . 1 : 13 has the same events 
but with different authorities; Hid.Lek•~ Tov on Ex . 
18 : 1, p. 60b only has the opinions of R. Joshua and R. 
Ellezer (splitting of Red Sea); "Id.Ag . on £x . 18 : 1, p. 14~ 
beers only a partial resemblance tell Ing us "he heard 
the war at the Sea . Another Interpretation: he heard 
the Red Sea"; Yal.Shim.R . 26a , p . 82b ; H.H.G. 2 , pp. 
350:22-351 : 22 . 

8 . The view that Jethro came after the g iving of the Torah 
has lmpllcetlons for the section on Ex . 18 : 27. Brlefly , 
many of the post·Tannaltlc sources show Jet h ro being sent 
away, 10 that there would not be a stranger/enemy in 
Israel's midst . R. Eleazar•s opinion mi ght be a n 
oblique way of stating this . However, since Jethro ca me 
to convert, which hardly indicates host i lity, his comment 
may merely have been the jumping off point f or the later 
sources. 

9 . These sourc~ s with a shorter version Include T an .H a ~i d . 
Vitro), p . 93b; Tan.B , Vitro 3, pp. 35a-b ; P.R . K., a 
fifth century Palestlnlan work (Brk. , p. xlvl), pis. 
3 • H., p . 35 : 1·2 • Brk. , p. 39; Sef.Ve Hlzhlr, p. 33b . 
Ye1.Shlm . R. 26 8 , p. 82a ; Yal.Shlm.v . 2 fL9S9 , p. lt 9 Cib . 

10. None of the ~ ther sources use this second verse exce pt 
Yel . Ha k . on Prov . on 19:21, p . IOb which quotes In the 
name Ex.R. The two verses are apparently considere d 
synonymous for Yal . Ha k. refers the reader at Prov. 21 : 11 
to Prov . I S: 2 I • 

11 . Ex.R . 27 : 6 • S., pp . 325-326. Yat.Hak . on Prov . cited 
In note 10 Is the exact duplicate. 

12 . Hld . Shmu . 12 : 2, p . 41a reports that Jethro was In Amalek ' s 
army. Amalek ' s defeat convinced Jethro to come and convert 
as suggested by Prov. 19:25 . 

13 . Sef . VeHlzhlr, p. 3~a (bottom) - b and P.R . K. pls. l • H. 
p . 36:10-12 • Brk., p. ~2. wh ich are parallels, do not 
assign any partlcu1ar role to Jethro as they report "As 
soon as Jethro heard of all the miracles which the Holy 
One worked against Egypt and Amalek, he came at once and 
was converted." They then quote Prov. 19 :25 . 

1~ . Tan.HaNld.Yltro ), p. 9)b. Parallels can be found In 
Tan . B. Vitro 2, p . )Sa ; Yel.Shlm . v. 2 R. 98', p. S33a. 
Yal.Shlm.R. 268 , p. 82a quotes the same verse but uses 
the g iving of the Torah es the deed which Jethro heard . 
Sefer HaYashar, p . 167 ; Zohar 2 , p. 66a • S . 3, p. 213 
and Ex. R. 27:4 • S. 2, p. 321t do not u s e the verse from 



105 

~C?_t_~s_:___{_C~~ued) 

S.S. 1:3 but tell how God's mighty deeds In redeeming 
Israel convinced Jethro to come to Hoses . In a similar 
vein, Hld.leka~ Tov, Intro . to Ex. 18 : 1, p. 60b tells 
us "When Jethro heard themightydeeds of God, he gave 
thanks to the name of God. 11 

lS . Zohar 2, p . 69• • s. ), p. 216. 

16 . Zohar 2 , pp . 68-b • S.3, pp . 21)-214 . 

17 . These brackets were supplied by the Sonclno translator. 

18 . Ex.R. 27 :9 • S. 2, p. 3)0. 

19. Tan.HaNld. Vitro 2, p. 9)1. 

20. A fourth generati on Amora, accordln~ to Hyman 
!_~n~~l_m __ V_e_-_A~~"!.• p . 296 . 

21. S.S.R . on verse 1:), mid.3 • S. S, p . 39 . Yal.Shlm.v. 
2 R. 981, p . S33a repeats this. S.S.R . on verse I : IS, 
mid. 2 • S . S, p. 87 and S. S .R . on verse 4 : 1, mid. 2 • 
S. S, p. 177 have a comment In t he name of Rabbi which 
has the same spirit as R. Bereklah's ml~raah. However, 
Instead of being In terms of light attracting proselytes, 
It uses the motif of doves smell Ing the food given to 
another and flocking to her nest. Jethro and Raha b 
are used as examples of those who hear (smell the food) 
and come to convert (flock to the ot he r 's nest). 
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Ex. 18 : 2 So Jethro. Hos ~ s • father-In-law, took Zlpporah, 
"oses' wife. after she had been sent home. 

When the Blble l•st ~entloned Zlpporah, she and Moses 

were c•mped for the nl yht on the ro•d back to Egypt. After 

the episode reported In Exodus 4:25-26. when Zlpporah saved 

her son's I lfe by clrcumcls Ing him, she Is not mentioned 

•gain by name until Exodus 18:2 . However. the Torah definitely 

leaves the impression that Zlpporah continued to accompany 

Hoses to Egypt . Hence. when the R•bbls read "So Jethro • •. 

took Zlpporah. 11 they were bound to ask when and why was she 

sent away. As Is typical of much of the mldrash on Exodus 

18, the Hekllta Is the basic source. 

Reporting the opinions of R. Joshua and R. E1e•zar, 

the Hekllta first explalns how Hoses sent Zlpporah •way and 

then when •nd why : 

R. Joshua says : After she had been dis­
missed from him by a bll1 of divorce [Ul). 
Here the term send (Shlluah) Is used and 
there (Deut. 2lt : 1) the-term send (Shiluah) 
Is used. Just •s the term 11send" used -
there Implies• blll of divorce, so also 
the term "send" used here Implies • bll I of 
divorce. fL Ele•zarofHodl'lmsays : After 
she had been dismissed from him by a mere 
speech. I 

The Important difference between the two Rabbis lies not In 

the fact that R. Joshua used a 9.!_Zera~~~vah to establish 

his view and R. Eleazar did not, but that the former pays 

attention to the 1ega1 niceties of divorce and the latter 

seemingly does not . Though the Hl1le 11te position of 

permitting a divorce without cause prevailed In Judaism 
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until the takan~ of Rabbenu Gershon , 2 divorce was never by 

"mere speech" without a l>l, • la the Arabic, 11 1 divorce thee. 

I divorce thee . I divorce thee." Thus, assigning such an 

action to the great Lawgiver seems Incomprehensible unless 

we understand "dismissed [n,~!>] from him by a 111ere speech" 

as something different than the pa,.allel to "dismissed from 

him by a blll of divorce." Therefore , Baal Htdrash HaGado l 

supplies the necessary clarification of Koses 1 action when 

he adds to "after she had been dismissed from him by a me,.e 

speech." "This is to say that he didn't divorce her {nt1,'l -

the verb for divorce], but rather he sald to her 'Go bac k to 

your father 's house. 1113 

The Targumlm reflect aspects of the Hek l lta when they 

translate Exodus 16 :2 . Targum Onkelos has two versions of 

Its translation of n'n'l)W ,nt<,lf either nn)\:Ji , n.:l "after he 

sent her away" wh i ch reflects the view of R. Eleazar, or 

M,U!l"t in.:l "after he dismissed her" which Is understood by 

JastrowS and the Blure Onkelos6 as a divorce , the position 

of R. Joshua . 8 1~~ !_n~elos pre fers the f lrst reading because 

It p reserves Hoses• honor . " I t would be a shameful t hi ng In 

the eyes of the masses If Hoses divorced Zlpporah and then 

remarried his divorced spouse . 117 Horovitz-Rabin, less 

mldrash lcally concerned than Schefftel, follow the second 

8 reading. Targum Pseudo Jonathan follows R. Eleazar's 

opinion to a degree when It offers 11after he sent her from 

his presence when he went out to the wilderness." 

Embarking on such a personally risky miss ion, Hoses 
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took no chances that Zlpporah mi ght come to harm. Consequently, 

he either divorced her to prevent her becoming an agun~~ or 

he sent her back to Hldian to the safety of her father's 

house. Yet, what caused Hoses to change his mind after he 

already started to bring Zipporah with him? The Rabbis found 

the answer In the juxtaposition of Exodus 4:26 where Zipporah 

Is 1ast mentioned and Exodus ' : 27 In which Aaron met Hoses 

In the wilderness , per God 1 s Instructions . A whole scenar io 

was developed out of this meeting. Aaron naturally Inquires 

Into the Identity of Hoses' travelling companions . Informed 

that they were his fa mily and were bound with him for Egypt , 

Aaron rebuked Hoses, saying, "We are worrying about those 

a1ready there [In Egypt) and now you are bring ing upon us 

these newcoMers."9 Hoses then sent Zipporah home . 

\1 1th these explanations, one can see why Zlpporah had 

to be reunited with Hoses In Exodus 18:1. Tanna debe Ellyahu 

makes Jethro's !> ... !:).!!Jll~ of Hoses ' family to Sinai a praise ­

worthy action : 

• •• for all those years that Hoses was In 
Jethro's house, he [Jethro) saw all the 
deeds that he [Hoses] did but he [Jethro) 
didn't do anything [in return) for him 
(Hoses] . When he (Hoses] went to Egypt, a 
great opportunity came into his [Jethro's) 
hands. He [Jethro] sa i d, 'All those deeds 
wh i ch he [Hoses] did In ~y house brought 
hlM [Hoses] llfe In the world to come. But 

.as for me [Jethro] I don't have any . ' So 
he [Jethro) arose and did a great thing on 
his own. [As It says) 'So Jethro, Hoses 
father - In-law, took • • • • • 10 

This trip to the wllderness with Its deed of kindness to 

Hoses symbo11zes the change In Jethro. J ust as he advanced 
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to a higher level In politeness and human relations. so he 

will advance spiritually to a hlgher level. as succeeding 

sections will show. 
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NOTES 

1 . "ek.J.Z . l. 2, p . 167:72-77. Hek.H.R., p. 190 : 11t-16. 
"td.leka~ Tov on Ex. 18 : 2, p . 61a •nd Y•l . Shlm . R. 268, 
p . 82b •re the pa n 111el vers i ons. Hek.R.S . H., p . 86 • 
"ek . R.S . E. H., p. 128 : 7-11 contains the same Information 
but assigns R. E1eazar's opinion to R. Joshua and vice 
versa. H.H . G. 2, p. 353:16-21 repeats the Hek.R . S. 
version •long with the Interpolation quoted In note 3 . 
Hid.Ag. on Ex. 18 : 2 , p. 150 simply reports that Hoses 
gave Zipporah a Ul when he sent her away. 

2. J . E. , lt:625. 

3. H.H.G. 2 , p. 353 : 17-18 moved th i s quote from the end of 
the Hekllta's story of Aaron's adv i ce to Hoses not to 
br i ng Zlpporah with h im (to be cited in note 9). Th i s 
would help allay suspicions that "oses might have been 
try i ng for an Illegal divorce . 

It . Schefftel, the •uthor of Bi ure Onkelos , gives nn~~, as 
a primary re•d l ng and n'1u;:;--as- a N11 l (p . 90). The 
standard Mikrot Gedolot , however, uses n'1U~1 for the 
text . 

5. Jastrow, p. 1157. 

6 . Schefftel, p . 90 . 

7 . Ib i d. 

8 . Hek.H.R . p. 191, note to line 6 makes the observ•tlon 
that Onkelos follows R. Joshua . 

9 . "ek.J . Z. l. 2, pp . 167 : 177-168:191 • Hek . H. R., p. 190 : 17 -
191 : 6 . Parallel sources for t hi s story are Hek.R.S . H. , 
p. 86 • Hek.R . S.E.H., p . 129:11-16 ; "ld.lekah Tov on 
Ex . 18 : 2 , p. 61a ; "id . Ag. on Ex. 18 : 1 , pp . 149-150 ; H. H. C. 
2, pp . 353:21-35lt : 3. 

10 . Tan . debe Eliyahu, ch. (5) 6 , p. 30 . Hid . lekah Tov on Ex. 
18 : 2, p. 61a says regard i ng Jet hro ' s action Alt was 
fitting for him (to do so] • 11 
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Ex . 18:3 And her two sons, of whom one was named Gershom, 
that Is to say, .. I have been a stranger 1n a foreign 
land." 

If a man goes s~ far es to Immortalize his feelings 

for the land where he Is living by Incorporating them In his 

son's na•e, then that man has strong feelin gs. "oses was • 
such a man, for his son Gershom would go through life broad-

casting Hoses' sense of loneliness and Isolation In Hldlan. 

What made Hldlan a foreign land? The Hekilta offers two 

poss I b I I I t I es : 

R. Joshua says: It tertalnly was a 
land strange to hi m. 

Hoses was an Egyptian emlgre living in a new land which was, 

of course, foreign to hlm .2 R. Joshua's u~~ type explanation 

thus conveys a neutral Impression of Hldlan as opposed to 

R • E l ea z a r ' s : 

R. Eleazar of Hodl'im says : 'In a strange 
hnd' [Ex. 18:3)--where God was like a 
stranger. Hoses said : Since the who le 
world Js

3
worshlpp i ng Idols, whom shall I 

worship? Him b{ whose word the world 
c1me Into being. 

R. Eleazar's Interpretation conveys to us the pain that Hoses 

must have felt as Jew among ldolators. As a "Gershom" himself, 

Hoses typlf l ~~ the experience of Jews everywhere . 

That God was llke a stranger to all the Inhabitants 

of Hldlan, save for Hoses, Is Illustrated by two mldrashim . 

From Genesis Rabbah : 

R. Simeon b . Gamllel5 said : Come end see 
the difference between one environment and 
another! In the other place [Hldlan] the r e 



were seven •nd the shepherds wished to 
assault them, 11s It says , 'And the 
shepherds came and drove them away' (Ex. 
2 : 17). 

6
whereas here [In P•ddan-aram with 

Rachel] there was but one and no man 
touched her because, 'The ange 1 of the 
Lord encampeth round about (Sablb) 
them that fear Him' (Ps . 3At : B), which me•ns 
those who live In the 7nvlronment (sebubfm) 
of those who fear Him . 
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Hldlan was obviously not a land of God-fearing people. The 

Injustice which Hoses found there must have made hi m feel about 

as at home as he had been In Egypt. 

Even more agonizingly, the hostility which the 

Hldlanltes had for God Intruded Into Hoses' Immediate fami ly , 

as the Hekllta reports In the continuation of R. Eleazar's 

comment: 

For at the tl~e when Hoses said to Jethro : 
'Give me your daughter Zlpporah to wife , ' 
Jethro said to him: 'Accept one condition 
which I wi l l state to you and I will give 
her to you for a wife.' ' What Is I t?' 
asked "oses . He then said to him : 'The 
first son that you will have shall belong 
to the Idol and the following may belon g 
to God.' "oses accepted . Jethro then 
said : 'Swear unto me,' and Hoses swore, 
as ft Is said : 'A~d he adjured (vayoe_!) 
Hoses ' (Ex. 2:21). 

Swearing not to circumcise his son thus becomes the fourth 

answer for the subject of Hoses' oath to Jethro as discussed 

earller. 10 

Though R. Eleazar Is consistently less favorable and 

less enthusiastic than R. Joshua regarding Jethro, In this 

situation the Rabbis faced a real di lemma. Torn between the 

choice of protecting Hoses' honor and protecting Jethro's, 

Moses had to be chosen. The Rabbis had to satisfactorily 
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explaln how Moshe Rabbenu could have not circumcised his son 

and thus Incurred God's wrath. Rather than ascribing this 

fa I I ure to Hoses' neg 11 gence, Jethro became the "fa I I guy" 

to explaln away this Llbl lcal anomaly. Far better to blame 

Jethro than to cast any aspersions on Hoses. This story 

stands as one of the very few Instances of Tannaltlc comments 

hostile to Jethro. 



.... 
NOTES 

I. See note It for source of this statement as well as Its 
parallels because the two posslblllt1es are connected 
In the Mekllta. 

2. Tar.Ps.Jon. on Ex. 18 : 3 calls Hldlan simply 11a land 
that wasn't mine (Hoses') . 11 

J. Kek . R.S.H., p. 86. Hek.R.S.E.H •• p . 129 : 1i -19 phrases 
this differently and to my mind, more effectively. 
11For all the Inhabitants worshipped Idols and I worshipped 
the One who spoke and the world came Into being, as It 
says, 'God, God, the Lord hes spoken, and ca11ed the 
the earth from the rising of t he sun unto the going 
down thereof' (Ps. 50:1)." Not only does this version 
emphasize God's creative power (in an unstated com­
parison with the power of Idols) but by eliminating the 
question about which deity he should worship, Hoses ' 
sense of alienation Is heightened. 

4 . Hek.J.Z.L. 2, p. 168:92-96 • Hek.H.R., p. 191 : 7-9. Hek. 
R.S.H . , p. 86 • Hek.R . S . E.K . , p . 129 : 17-19 Is one 
par•llel with the change stated In note J. Y.ld.Leka~ 
To v on Ex . I 8 : 3 , p • 6 la f o 11 ow s t he He k II u of R • I sh ma e 1 , 
but ellmlnates Hoses' question In R. Eleazar's response. 
Interestingly, Val.Shim. (R. 268, p. 82a) fo11ows the 
Mekllta of R. Ishmael, whl le H. H.G. (2, pp. 37 : 7-11, 
354 : .. -8) contains the version cited In Hek.R .S. 

5. A fourth generation Tanna (IJ~-165 C.E.) , Hlelziner , p. 
31. 

6. I supplied these brackets. 

7 , Gen.R . 70 : 11 • S . I, p. 645 . Parallels can be found In 
M.H.G . 2, pp. 33 : 23-34:3; Yal.Shlm . R. 121t, p. 37b; Yal. 
Shim. v. 2 R. 720, p. ltSlta ; Yal .Hak. on Ps. Jlt, p. 107b . 
mid . 10. 

8. The sources vary as to which son was not circumcised . 
Mid.Lekah Tov on E>t. 18 : 3, p. 61a ; Sef.HaYashar, P. 160 
(botto~); Tar.Ps.Jon . on E>t. 4 : 24 ; Yal.Shlm . R. 268, p. 
82a (which duplicates the Hekllta account) all repeat 
some version of Jethro's ordering Hoses not to cir­
cumcise Gershom . 

On the view that It was Ellezer who was not circumcised, 
the sources vary as to Jethro's role In the matter . 
Ex.R. 5 : 8 • S . 2, p. 85 eliminates Jethro from the whole 
episode. Ellezer was apparently eight plus days old when 
the family stopped at the Inn on the way back to Egypt . 



115 

Not_t!_~_Co~!..!_n~t!_d_t 

"oses hfmself was at fault for not cfrcumcistng hfs 
son at the proper time and thus Incurred the angel's 
wrath. Mld . Leka~ Tov on Ex. 4 : 24, p. 13a also does 
not Include Jethro and cites Moses as the cause for the 
delay . Mld.VaYosha (B . H.H.I, p. •3) and "Id.Ag. on 
Ex. 18 : 3, p. 15 0 do have Jethro dividing up "oses' future 
sons, one to be and the other not to be circumcised as 
In the Hekllta , but both state that Ellezer was not to 
be circumcised. 

9. He k. J.Z . L. 2 , pp. 168:96 -169 : 104 • Mek.H.R. 191 :9 -13. 

l O. See sec.Ex. 2 : 21 , note 12. 
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Ex . 18 : 5 Jethro, Hoses' father-In-law, brought Hoses' sons 
~ 'l~l] and hfs wife to him In the wilderness. 

After explaining that "oses sent back or divorced 

Zlpporah, the Rabbis needed to determine whose sons were whose. 

In the space of six verses, the Torah refers to "her two 

sons •• • Gershom ••• and ••• El l ez.er ••• 11 (Ex. 1&:3-lt), "Hoses' 

sons" (Ex. 18: 5) and "her sons" (Ex . 18:6 ) . C1early, "her 

two sons •• . Gershom ••. and Ellezer ••• " are also "Hoses' sons," 

but who Is the father of the unnamed "her sons" In Exodus 18 :6 7 

Under the rubric of Exodus 18: S, the Hekllta answers the 

question : 

But has It not already been said: 'And thy 
wife, and her h10 sons with her' (Ex. 18:6)7 
From this I mig ht have understood that they 
were her sons from another marriage. Scripture, 
therefore, sTys here: 1 M9ses' sons and his 
wlf, to him' [Ex. 18:s]Z--they were also the 
sons of Hoses and not Zipporah' s sons from 
another marrlage.3 

Thus , by means of a !_h~ an: argument, all suspicions are 

allayed and all the "sons" are Identified as coming from 

"oses. 

It surprises me a little that the Rabbis used Exodus 

18 : 5 merely as the supporting verse to clarify the meaning 

of "her sons" In Exodus 18 : 6. In reality, Exodus 18 : 5 gives 

rise to a question of Identity , as the old J . P.S.A. translation 

Indicates, "And Jethro, Hoses' father-In-law, came with his 

sons and his wife unto Hoses. 11 While the new J . P.S.A. trans-

latlon leaves no doubt as to whom Jethro brought by rendering 

l'.1~1 as·"Hoses' sons," ambiguity does exist In the Hebrew. 
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One coul d suppose th•t Jethro brought his ~sons •nd his 

own wife. However, the R•bbis felt no need to explicit l y deny 

this possib i lity, relying perhaps on tradition •nd context 

to do so . 
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NOTES 

I . Lauterbach used the old J . P.S . A. tr•nslation here which 
I have replaced with the new one for greater cl•rity. 

2 . supplied this br•cket . 

3 . Hek.J.Z . l. 2, p. 172: llt0 - 148 • Hek . H.R . , p. 192 : 15-17 . 
Parallel sources inc l ~de Hek.R.S.H . , p. 8 7 • Hek.R . S .E . ~., 
pp . 129 : 26-130 : 2, Hid.lekah Tov on Ex . 18: 5, p . 61a ; Val . 
Shim .R . 26 8 , p. 82b. H.H.~. 2, p . 35lt : 17-21. The Zo har 
2, p. 69a • S. 3, p. 217 ha s a Ion~ mystically oriente d 
passa~e about the difference between "his son s " and "her 
sons" but It does not Involve Je thro . 
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Ex. 18 : 5 Unto "oses in the wilderness where he was enc•mped, 
at the mount of Cod.I 

Hore was involved In Jethro's coming to Moses than 

Just a journey from ~idian to Sinai . The Zoh•r der ived t he 

full meanln9 of the journey from a seeming redund•ncy In this 

verse: 

Of Jethro we read : 'And Jethro .•• came 
with his sons •• • to Hoses Into the deser t ' 
When t t says 'to Hoses, ' why add 'to the 
desert'? Bec•use herein lay the whol e 
si gnificance of his coming; ' the desert' 
symLolized the •mountain of the Lord,' 
the place for the reception of proselytes, 
tn other words, Jethro cam~ to Hoses with 
th e Intention of becomlnq a proselyte 
and entering under t he wings of the 
Sheklnah.2 

Since Jethro came to convert, the Rabbis found proof 

of his sincere motives in the fact that he ~~·-~come Into 

the wl lderness : 

Behold, Scripture expresses surprise at 
him . He was dwell Ing In the midst of 
the splendour of the world •nd yet was 
wllllng to go out to the desert, a place 
of desolation where not hing Is to be had.3 

As opposed to the nations of the world who could not be 

bothered with the commandments, Jethro could, a nd he left the 

comforts of home to accept them. 
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NOTES 

I. Th i s translation comes fro m the old J.P.S . A. version . 

2 . Zohar 2, pp . 69b-70a • S . 3, p. 218 . 

J . Hek.J.Z . L. 2 , p . 172 : 145 - 148 - Hek.H . R. , P· 132 : 1e-20 . 
Parallel versions can be found I n Mek.R . S . H. , p. 87 • 
Hek.R.S . E. H. , p . 1)0 : 2-3 ; Hid . Lekab Tov on Ex. 18 : 15 , p. 
61a; Yal . Shl m. P. . 26 8 , p . 82b ; M. H.G. 2, p . 35~ : 22-23 . 
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Ex. 18 : 6 He sent word (,l'lt<'"I] to Hoses, "I, your father-In­
law Jethro, am coming to you, with your wife and 
her two sons. 11 

The new J.P.S . A. Torah translates Exodus 18 : 6 In ·- ·-· 

understood 1lteral1y, "Hes-~~ to Hoses" In verse 6 and then 

"1.:U1n nt<,?) ;,eo tCIP"I , "Hoses ~-:_n_t_ .o_u_t. to !'leet his father-in-law 

in verse 7, the Rabbis wondered ho~ Jethro could possibly speak 

to Hoses If he had not yet arrived at the camp from which 

Hoses had to emerge In order to greet his father-In-law. 

From the Hekllta: 

R. Joshua says : He wrote ft lthe message 
of Ex. 1a :6] to him In a letter . R. Eleazar 
of Modi 'Im says : through a messenger he 
sent him the message •.• 1 

The Hekllta of R.S h im'on offers an Interesting alternative 

version of R. Eleazar's opinion : 

R. Eleazar says : He sent it to him by a 
lettei which he shot Into the Israelite 
camp. 

The mechanlcs of history's first "airmail" letter are made 

clearer by Tanhuma Buber's explanation : 

He wrote a letter and tied It to an arrow. 
He shot It and the arrow came to Hoses . 3 

Thus, the translation "He sent word to Hoses" summarizes the 

rabbinic solution to the problem of how Jethro and Hoses could 

speak before they met. 

However, Hldrash Aggadah contains a hint that some-

thing besides pol lteness prevented Jethro f rom just " dropping 

In" on Hoses and the children of Israel. In other words, 
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was verse 6 with Its announcement of Jethro's presence 

necessary? Why didn't Jethro come directly to the Israelite 

camp and did Hoses have to come out to meet h im ? Based on 

the tradition that th~ camp In the wilderness was comrletely 

surrounded by seven clouds of glory4 whlc~ kept out the mixed 

multltude and the cattle,5 ~ldrash Ag91dah states In a 

comment unique to ltself: 6 

Rather this !Ex. 18 :G ] teaches that Jet hro 
couldn't enter the camp of lsreel because 
of the cloud. He shot an arrow In it • • • 
Immediately, he [Hoses) went out through 
the cloud and went to his father-ln-law . 7 

Therefore, Jethro had to announce himself and then wait f o r 

Hoses to escort hfm Into the camp . 

To continue with R. Eleazar's comment from the 

Hekllta which Is cited above, It appears that something 

(aside from the clouds of glory, which are not reported In 

the Hektlta's version of the mldrash) made Jethro hesitate 

from entertn~ the camp, causing him to anno~nce his arrival 

from afar. Jethro's message read: 

Do It [come out to meet us]8 for my sake. 
If you do not care to do 1t for my sake, 
do It for the sake of your wife. And If 
you do not care to do It for your wife's 
sake, then do It for the sake of your 
chi ldren.9 

This three-fold exhortation to come out Is R. Eleazar's under-

standing of why Jethro fully detailed who was with him In 

Exodus 18 : 6. What Is not so understandable Is why Jethro 

felt that Hoses might be unwilling to receive him and so had 

to beg him, ploying on his feellngs for his wife and children. 

It Is hard to know on what prior Jnformatlon R. Eleazar was 
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basing Jethro's apprehensions. 

However. whatever negative feelings may have existed 

between Jethro and Hoses (accordln~ to R. £1eazar), they were 

not allowed to preve r. t a friendly and fittin g reception for 

Jethro. In fact, God Al mighty stepped In. so to speak. and 

Instructed Hoses on his duty to welcome Jethro . R. Eliezer 

continues the Hekllta's commentary on Exodus 18:6 : 

This was said to Hoses by God: ' I. I who 
said the word by wh i ch the world came Into 
being, I am One who welcomes, not One who 
repels. I am He that brought Jethro near 10 , 
not keeping him at a dlstance .•• Oo thou. 
likewise, befriend hlm.•11 

Tanna debe Ellyahu has both Jethro's plea to Hoses and the 

reso1utlon of the Issue: 

adjure you by the God of your ancestors that 
you come out towards me an d receive me 
p1easant1y. Yet Hoses did not go out 
towards h im {Jethro) until God ha d spoken to 
him . 'Hoses, Hoses [sai d God] go out 
towards him and receive hi~ pleasantly.• 
Immediately, Hoses went out, as it says 
'Hoses went out to meet h is fath e r -ln-
1aw . • • 12 

Jethro then cannot be kept at arm's length . God clea rly 

supports Jethro's candidacy to join the House of Israel, 

as we11 as his basic human ri gh t to some hospitality after 

a long journey. 

Having ensured that Jethro would be welcome d, God 

then set down the general rule for the reception of 

proselytes : 

'So also thou, when a man comes to you 
wishing to convert to Judaism, as long 
as he comes In the name of God for the 



sake of heaven, do thou, likewise, 
13 befriend him and do not repel him.' 

12~ 

Thus, a full circle has been made In explaining Exodus 18:6 . 

Jethro was first outside the camp , now he will be brought Into 

It. first there was one potential pcoselyt~ who faced a 

doubtful reception• now, all will be received. 



125 

NOTES 

1. Hek.J.Z.l. 2, p . 172:1~9-151 • Hek.H.R •• pp. 192 : 21-193 : 1 . 
Parallels can be found In Tan.HaNfd.Yltro 6, p. 95a ; Ex .R. 
27:2. S.2. p. 322 ; Yal.Shlm.R. 26e. p . 82b. 

2. Hek.R.S. also has • minor variation for the view of 
R. Joshua, "He [Jethro] sent [his message) to hl111 [Moses] 
by a 111essen9er." Hek.R.S.H •• p. 87 • Hek.R .S .E.H •• p. 
130 : ~-5 Is the source for R. Eleazar's and R. Joshua's 
comments. H.H.G. 2, pp . 354 : 23-355 : 1 pa rallels Hek.R. S. 

3 . Tan . B. Yltro 6, p. 37•· Besides Tan . B. and Hek . R. S •• 
Hid.Ag . (see note 7) and Sef. VeHlzhlr p. 35a also report 
Jethro's use of an arrow . The author of Anfe Yehuda , 
the commentary to Sef .VeHlzhlr, reports that -the-source 
of the arrow story Is unknown to hi m (note 2). Buber, 
commentln~ upon this, says , "tn truth he [the author of 
Sef.VeHfzhlr) drew from the Tanhuma ms. which Is In 
front of us" (Tan. a., p. 37a} . 

4 . Slf.Zut. on Num. 10 : 33 • H· , p . 266 : 10·1) . 

5 . Zohar 2, p . 191b • S. 4, p. 146. 

6. Buber reports, "I couldn't find the source for this" 
(Tan . e. , p . ISO, note 8). Hid.Ag. Is the only source 
which expllcltly connects the clouds of glory around the 
camp with Jethro's long distance greeting to Hoses. 
Tar.Ps.Jon . on Ex. 18 : 7 does say "Hoses went out from 
under the heavy cloud towards his father-In-law . " 

7. Hid .Ag . on Ex . 18 :6 , p. 150 . 

8. Hek.J.Z . l. 2, p. 172, note 16 , supplied the Information 
In brackets . 

9, Hek . J.Z.l. 2, p. 172:151-154 • Hek . H.R . p . 193:2. 
Parallel accounts can be found In Hek.R.S . H • • p. 87 • 
Hek.R . S.E.M., p . 130:5-6; Tan.HaNld. Vitro 6, p. 95a ; 
Ex . R. 27 : 2 • S. 2, p. 322 ; Tar . Ps.Jon. on Ex . 18 :6, 
Hld.lekah Tov on 18 :6 , p. 61a; Yal . Shlm . R. 263 , p. 62b ; 
H. H.C. 2: P• 355 : 1-2. 

10. Numbers Rabbah, a 12th century work based on material 
by Hoses Ha-Darshan (J.E., 2 : 671) does not disagree, but 
makes a distinction between being chosen by God and being 
brought near to God, both of which are described as "happy 
Is he whom .. . " (Num. R-:--f!2 • S. 3. p. 67), The ratrlarchs 
were chosen by God . However, Jethro was In the second 
category . "The Holy One, blessed be He, brought Jethro 
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f!o_!_ e~·--l~o_'!.!. l_n u ~J_ 

near to Himself, but did not choose him"(lbld., p . 68). 
The Soncino translator expla i ns this difference as 
giving "them the opportunity of drawing near to Him, but 
they were not worthy in themselves of being chosen" 
(Ibid., note 2). I can't think of how this could be a 
negative comment aboJt Jethro, even if it does come 
from a late source, esoecia11y since the point of the 
mldrash really concerns e1l9ibility for,,~~,. not 
conversion. 

II . Hek . J.Z.l . 2 1 pp . 172 : 154-173 : 157 1 159 • Hek.H.R., p. 
1,3 : 3·5 ,6 . Hek.R .S.H. , p. 87 • Hek .R .S .E .H., p. 13 0 : 7- 9 . 
11 : Ex.R. 27:2 • S. 2, pp . 322-323; Tan.HaNid.Yitro 
6, p . 95a: Yal.Shlm.R. 268, p. 82b: H.H.G. 2, p. 35 5 : 
2-5 , 1 contain parallel accounts. Sef . VeHlzhlr p. 35a 
says simply, 0 He [Hoses) was spoken to by the voice of 
the Almighty." 

12. Tan . debe Ellyahu ch.(5)6 , p. 30. 

13 . Hek . J .Z. l. 2 , p. 173 : 158- 159 • Hek .H . R. , p. 193 : 5-6. 
Parallel accounts can be found in Hek .R.S.H . , p. 87 • 
Hek .R.S.E . H., p. 130 :9- 11 ; Ex . R. 27 : 2 • S.2, p . 323 : 
Tan.HaNldpas Vitro 6, p. 95a; Yal .S him.R. 265, p. 62b : M.­
H.G. 2, p. 355:5-7. Hld . lekah Tov on Ex . 18 : 7, p. 61a 
shortens the rule to "From here they say that the left 
should always push away while the right draws nigh . " 
The source for this is the Hekllta (J.Z.l. 2, p . 173 : 
160ff . • H. R., p . 193 :6 ff). All the se>urces cited at 
the beginning of this note contain a version of thi s 
injunction which basically means "Be willing, but not 
too willing to accept proselytes ." Sot. 47a • S ., p. 
246 and San. 107b • s .• p . 735 discuss the basis of this 
rule which is Elijah's rejection of Gehazl . 



127 

Ex. 18:7 Hoses went out to meet his father-in-law . 

While Hoses may have needed God's chiding before he 

would go out to greet Jethro, once he did go, Hoses, acc?rdinq 

to the mldrash, spared no efforts to welcome his father•ln· 

law. In fact, the reception which Jethro received proved to 

be proverbial ; 

It is written, 'The wise shall Inherit 
honour' {Prov . 3:35) - this refers to 
Jethro; what (great) 1 honour he Inherited 
when he visited "oses!2 

Not only did Hoses go out towards Jethro, but the entire 

hierarchy of the House of Israel went also: 

They say: Hoses went out and with him 
Aaron, Nadab and Ablhu and seventy of 
the leders of Israel . Some s1y : The 
Shekinah also went with them.j 

Wit h t h is august body In the forefront, the honor 

accorded to Jethro naturally Increased ano lncreaseo as other 

other sources recount the episode: 

Said R. Yudan~ In the name of R. Eibo: 
Two people saw greater honor fro rr. God 
than anyone else in the world. They 
were Jethro and Jacob. When Jethro came 
to Hoses, this was written about him, 
'Hoses went out to meet his father·in­
law' (Ex. 18 : 7) . Now who could see 
Hoses going out [to greet Jethro] an~ 
not hlmself go out. The le•ders of 
the thousands and the hundreds went out, 
so wouldn't he [Ben Plonle also] go out? 
The seventy elders went out •nd so wouldn't 
he go out? Aaron the high priest went 
out, so wouldn't he go out? [As a result] 
all Israel began t o go out towards Jethro . S 

With the exception of R. Yudan, all of the comments In this 

section are quoted anonymously or by ,,DM. If ,,DM Is the 
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symbo1 of the majority, then commitment of normative Judaism 

to proselytes In general and Jethro In specific wou1d be em­

phasized. As Jethro Is enhanced, Hoses' prestige rises. 

However, without a basic approval of Jethro's status as a 

proselyte, such aggrandizement and heapln~ on of honors would 

seem spurious. be11eve that the mldras~ In this section 

demonstrates that approva1. 
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NOTES 

1 . The Sonclno translator supplied these brackets. 

2. Ex. R. 27 : 2 • S. 2 , p. 322. Tan. HaUld. Vitro 6, p. 94b 
has a parallel account. 

) , Kek . J .Z. l. 2, p. 173 : 162-164 • He k .H.R., p. 193: 8-9. Val. 
Shim. R. 26~ . p. 82b duplicates this. Mek.R.S.H., p. o7 • 
Mek.R .S. E.H . p . 130:14-15 parallel this with one exception. 
Instead of "The Sheklnah also went out with them," Hek. R.S. 
(along wit h Ex.R. 27:2 • S. 2, p. 323 and H.H.G. 2, p. 
357:6-7) reads "Even the Ar k went out with ther:i." Thoug h 
It does not say so expllcltly, the view that the Ark also 
went out means that Jethro came after the Revelation 
at Sinai. This Is the view of R·~ETe-azar In sec. Ex . le : I 
"Jethro ••• heard 11

, note 7 and w111 be further discussed 
in -s-e·c-:-ex .-~. Tan . HaNlcl . Vitro 6, p. 95 follows the 
Hekl lta of R. Ishmael but mentions neither the Sheklnah 
nor the Ark. 

4. 4th century Palestinian Amora (J.E., 12 :62 3) . Strack calls 
him fourth generation (p. 129) , which equals Hielzlner's 
third generation, 320-359 C.E., (p. 48). 

5. Tan.HaNid. VaYigash 3, p. 54b . Zohar 2, p.4a • S.3, p . 
13 parallels this. 
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Ex. 18 : 7 He bowed low and kissed him; each [~'H) asked after 
the other's welfare [o,)~)] . 

To unravel the questi o n of who bowed to whom. the 

Rabbis made use of a g_e_z_e_i:_a_h_ sh_a_v_~~· As1 de from affordl n!l 

thern a chance to clarify an ambiguous phrase, the !J_e z.e_r_a_~ 

~l'_a_v_a_I! led to the formulation of a general rule based on \.:ho 

showed the greater degree of deference to whom : 

from this I could not know who bowed down 
to whom and who kissed whom . It continue s, 
however , to say : 'And they Inquired , each 
man of the other, about their welfare • 
[Ex . 18 : 7)·-now , who Is desi gnated ' man' 
(lsh)· ls It not Hoses, as It Is said : 'the 
ma·n ·Hoses was very meek' ( Num. 12 : 3)? You 
must, therefore, say : It was Hoses who bowed 
down and kissed his father- I n-law.I 

This analysis depends on the fact that the same order Is 

maintained in both pa rts of the verse. Unless the subject 

of the bowing and klssln ~ Is the same person as the ls h 

( ~'~ - Hose s ) In the second part of the verse , then the two 

men's Identit i es would remain tangled . 

However. the lesson that the Rab bi s wished to derive 

from th i s Incident answered the question of who bowed to whom 

more than any hermeneutics : 

Hence we learn that a man should show 
resp ect to his father-in - law.2 

Therefore, Hoses must have bowed to Jethro, just as Moses 

(Uh - 11each") lnqu i red of Jethro ("the other") abou t his 

welfare. Vhlle other mldrashl m showed Jethro honoring Hoses, 3 

now Hoses honors Jethro to attract him to the Torah and the 

God of Israel. I+ 
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Mekllta of R. Shim'on also uses Exodus 18 : 7 to 

Illustrate the Importance of hospitality and friendliness . 

Commenting on the fact tha t the first thing that Moses did 

was to Inquire about Jethro's welfare (~1)~)) , the mfdrash 

continues : 

So great Is peace (Cl)0) that it comes 
before praise of the Holy One, Blessed 
be He. From this we find that he (Hoses) 
di d not first beg in to tell Jethro of the 
Exodus from Egypt or the Ten Commandments 
or the spllttlng of the Red Sea or the manna 
or the quails, but rather he first lbegan ] 
with peace . Thus It says, 1 Each asked 
after t he other's welfare . • After which 
It says, 'Moses then recounted to his 
father-In - law (everything that the Lord 
had done .•• )' (Ex. 18:8) on account of the 
fact that peace [I.e. peaceful treatment) 
had settled his [Jet hro•s] mind to listen 
to all thls . 5 

Rather than bombardln~ Jethro with Information about God 

and perhaps provokln1 an unthlnklno r eaction, positive or 

negative, Hoses set h i s father-In-law at ease by taking care 

of the social amenities and welcomin~ him graciously. 

Hldrash Lekah Tov then uses the ver~e to formulate 
• 

a general rule: 

F r om t h I s ( Ex • I 8 : 7] t hey s a y t ha t a ma n 
should always begin by asking about his 
fellow's welfare (01)~) - even If he [the 
acqualgtance) ls an ldolator In the market 
place . 

Politeness Is not restricted, then, to members of the House 

of Israel , but rather , is• basic human right established by 

Hoses at Sinai. 
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I. Hek.J.Z.L. 2, pp . 173 : 16S-171t : l6 9 • Hek . H. R. , p. 193 : 10 -12 . 
P•r•llels can be found in He k .R.S.H., p. 87 • Hek . R.S . E. H. , 
p. 130: 15-17 ; Hi d . Ag. on Ex . 18 : 7, p. 150 offers a short ­
ened version ; Hi d . Leka~ Tov on Ex. 13 :1, pp . 61a-b ; 
V.l.Shlrn . R. 268 , p . 82b ; H.H . C. 2 , p. 357:8-1 0 . 

2 . Kek . J . Z.L. 2 , p . 174 : 169 • He k . H.R. , p . 193 : 12-13 . 
P•r•llels can be foun d in Hek.R .S .H . , p. BJ• Hek.R . S . E. H. , 
p . 13 0 : 17; Hi d . Leka~ Tov on Ex . 18: 7, p. 6 h ; Val. Shi m. 
R. 26 S , p . ~ 2 b; H. H. C. 2 , p . 357 : 10 -11 . 

3 . See sec. E~ . 15: 1 Jethro • •• Hoses ' f a ther - In-law, note s 
I, 2 . ·- - ····- · - -- · - ---- ·- - · - - -·- · -- - -

It. Tar . Ps . Jon . on Ex. 13 : 7 st•tes this explicitly , "He [Mos e s ­
the Identities are clear fron the contex t] kis s ed hi ~ 
[Jet h ro] •nd converted hlr.1. 11 

; . Mek.R.S .H. , p . 07. ll e k.R . S. E. M. doe s no t cons ide r t h is 
•n Integral part of He k llta of R. Sh l m'on an d omits it . 
Par a 11els do exi s t I n Mi d ras h Gado l u -G e dola ( b.H . ll. 111, 
p . 12 9 ) ; Hish . R. El . , p . 73 : 1-5 , a wo r k of the mi dd l e 
of the ei ghth ce ntury (£ .J. , 16 :1 5 15); a nd M. H.G . 2, p . 
357 : 13-17. 

6 . Hldras h Leka ~ Tov on Ex . 18 : 7, p . 6l b . 
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Ex. 18:8 Hoses then recounted to his father-ln-l•w everything 
that the Lord had done. 

H•vino proper ly •nd sociably greeted Jethro. Hoses 

then retired to the house of study with his father•ln-law. 1 

Hoses' narration of the events since the Exodus served a higher 

purpose than just conversational pleasantries. Fron the 

Hekllta: 

' And Hoses told his father-in-law . ' In 
order to attract hi m and brln o hi m near 
to the Torah. 'Alt that the Lord had done.' 
That he had given the Torah to his 
people Israel ,2 

The sooner Jethro becomes acqualnteo with the God of Israel, 

the less of an embarrassment he will be for Hoses. The 

midrash here does not assume that Jethro gav~ up Idolatry 

back In Hldlan. as do some sources. 3 As a consequence, 

Idolatry's power over Jethro must be broken as soon as possi ble. 

Hence, Hoses told Jethro all that God had done for Israel and 

he emphasized the givin g of the Torah. 

Both here and In the previous sectlon, 4 the 

position 1s advanced that Jethro came ~ . .fl...~~ the giving of 

the Torah . Post-Tannaltlc sources to be cited later will have 

a negative Interpretation for Jethro's not being present at 

the Revelation,5 Here. however, having Hoses tell Jethro 

about the giving of the Tor•h seems to be lndic•tlve of nothing 

more than the r•bb In I c ru 1 c of !_l_n_ ~u-~d_a_~_!e_:!_l_!! .. ~~u_c_~~r. _b_a_:-_ 

Tor•h . Of all the mlr•cles which had been wrought for Israel. 

Hoses picks the most spectacular one. ~,ln inn to Impress 

his father-In-law •nd win hi m for the God of Israel. 
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NOTES -----

1. Hek.J.Z . L. 2, p. 17lt : 170 • Hek.H . R., p. 193 : 13 Is the 
source for the Interpretation of "tent" ln Ex . 18:7 as 
"house of study." 

2. Hek.J.Z.l . 2, P• 17lt : 171-17lt. Hek.H .R ., p. 193 : 1lt-15 . 
Parallel sources exist In Hid. Leka~ Tov on Ex. 18:8 , p. 
6tb ; Val .Shim.R . 26 6 , p . 82b. Hek.R.S.H ., p. 87 • Hek. 
R. S.E.H . , p. 130 : 19 and H.H.G . 2, p. 357 : 19 do not 
repeat the Hekllta•s second comr:1ent "that He had given 
the Torah to His people Israel . .. 

). See sec. Ex. 2:15b-22, note). 

It . See sec. Ex. 18 : 7, note s. The reference there to the 
Ten Commandments Is the same as the giving of the Torah . 

s. See sec. Ex. 18:27, Then Hoses bade his fath~r-ln-law 
fa re we 1 I • A 11 the pos t---T-an·n-aff i'c·· sou.re.e's - re-po· r"t .th-at 
Jeth'iO"W"as sent away before the Revelation. As he did 
not share In lsrael's-mlse-ry and enslavement, he could 
not share in their joy . Being sent away before or arriving 
after the Revelation are two sides of the same Issue, 
though the first is Interpreted to Jethro 's detriment, 
the second, neutrally. 
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Ex . 18:9 And Jethro rejo i ced [,n,1) over all the kindness 
t hat the Lord had shown Israel . 

The Tanna l m an d the Amoral m (and onward) had different 

fdeas as to what was im portant fn this verse. WhJle the 

Tannal m d1scuss ~-h_il_t_ exactly made Jethro re j oJce (,n,l), t he 

later Rab b Js , questionin g the meanin g of ,h'l, wonder just 

what act i on the verb sJ gnlfies. From th e Heki1tas come the 

different opinions of the now familiar R. Joshua, R. Eleazar , 

and R. Ellezer, representing t he Tannaltlc viewpo ints : 

I R. Joshua says ; It Is of the goodnes s 
of th e manna that Scri pture speaks . • . R. 
Eleazar of Hodl 'Im says: It Is of the 
goodness of the wel1 that Scripture 
speaks • •• R. Elfezer says : It Is of the 
goodnes s of th£ land of Israel t ha t 
Scripture spea ks ••• Therefore , lnst~ad of 
merely 'goodnes s ,• or 'the ~oodn ess', 
or ' a11 the 9oodness, 1 It (Scripture] 
says : '(J!thro rejoiced) over all the 
goodness.' 

The long e x positions on why the manna , the well , or the 

land of Israel represent God ' s sp ~clal kindness are not 

Important for this study . What Is slgnlf lcant Is tha t the 

three Ra bb is had no problems wit h the mean i ng of ,n,, and 

understood It In Its literal/co ntextual sense .,to rejoice.'' 

Faced with wonders such as the manna , the wel I, or the land 

of lsr•el, Jethro naturally rejoiced . 

Yet for two first generation Amoralm (219-257 C. E. ), 3 

t~e emphasis of the ir analysls Is on the word ,n,l Itself 

and Jethro•s resultant acti o ns : 

'And Jethro rejoiced.' R•b •nd S•muel 
[dispute fts me•nlng) . ~ Rab said : He 
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caused a sherp knife to pass over his flesh. 
Samuel said : His flesh crept (wlth

4
hgrror at 

the destruction of the Egyptians5]. • 

Rab's comment Is baseo o n the second blbllcal meaning of 

in'l to "be or grow sharp. 117 Rashl explains the meaning of 

"caused a sharp (il~) knife to pass over his flesh" as "he 

circumcised himself an~ convert•d . 118 Samuel ' s comment Is su b-

ject to several Interpretations. The Sonclno translation Is 

based on Rashl ' s substitution of '1't\)1li> D'Ul.1P, literally "to 

contract, cur1 11 9 for the Talmud's t,,,,,n 0,,,,,11. Jastrow 

understands the disputed expression as being based on the 

root, ·11n , meaning "shar p" and so translates "he [Jethro] felt 

I ike cuts In his body.'.I O El ther understanding of Samuel ' s 

comment seems equally unfavorable to Jethro. Jethro app~rently 

Identified more with the Egyptians than the Israelites and 

thus physically empathized with Egyptian pain. The conclusion 

of the Talmudic section wnuld seem to emphasize Jethro ' s ties 

with the Egyptians: 

II Rab o bserved : Thus people say : Before 
• proselyte even unto l he tenth generation, 
i nsult not an Aramean. 2 

In Jethro's defense, It should be noted that even God 

did not rejoice In the death of the Egyptlans. 13 Furthermore , 

14 nothing else about Rab and Samuel Indi cat es any sort of 

general hostility towards proselytes . Jethro's cree?fng flesh 

could have been some sort of "there but for • •• go I " from the 

former cohort of Balaam and J ob. Thus, Rab's final observation 

could be seen ~s another of the laws designed to protect 

proselytes from embarrassment (by avoiding mention of their 
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past r a ther than an indictment of Jethro's reaction . As to 

the general hypothesis. wh i le on the surface , both Samuel's 

and Rab's second comments do seem to be unfavorable, perha ps 

my understand ing of them neutralizes them. However , even if 

these are unfavorable comments from an early period , only by 

the end of this study will it be known If they are statisti­

cally significant . 

The post-talmudic sources cont i nue with def initions 

of ,n,, to determ ine Jethro's actions, but do not follow the 

tal mudlc Interpretations. Tanhuma Buber interprets ,n,, as 

coming from the root ,n,, "to unlte . 111 5 Thus, Jethro 11pro­

chlmed the unity of God . 1116 Sefer VeHizhlr follows this 

meaning of "to unite" stating , "He made his two wills one. 11 17 

Tanhuma HaNldpas reads the word as ,;,, "I n tha t he became 

Jewish (,,,:i,)."18 

I am unsure if there ls any sreclf lc reason to expla in 

the difference In approach to this ver se amo n9 the various 

strata. Hy only thought Is that the (Palestinian) Tannai m 

had no trouble with the relatively rare Hebrew word in''· 

However . for the Babylonian Amoralm and others, ,n,, was 

sufficiently unfamiliar to necessitate translations of the 

word Itself (as in Targum Pseudo Jonathan) and to warrant 

homiletical explanation s . 
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NOTES ·----

I. "Kindness" Is the new J.P.S.A. equivalent of "goodness •• 
which lauterbath uses. 

2. Hek.J.Z.L. 2, pp. 174:177-175:1 go. Hek.H.R., p. 194:1- S . 
Parallel versions can be found fn Hek.R.S.H., pp . 87- 08 • 
Hek.R.S.E.M., pp. 130:22-1 )1:1 ; Hld.Lekah Tov on Ex. I i:!:~ , 
p. 61b defines ,n,, as n,,n, 11 joy 11 , (Jastrow, p. lt2S) 
and then gives a shortened version of the Hekllta account , 
Tar.Ps.Jon. on Ex. 16 : 9 uses the word n,:l "to be cheer ­
ful11 (Jastrow, p. 139) and lists the manna and the 
watering holes which God had given Israel as the reasons 
for Jethro•s good humor; Yal . Shim.R . 262 , p. 82b, H. ~ .G . 
2, p . JS r.?:6 - lli . 

J. Hle lzlne r, p. 41. 

4. These brackets were supplied by the Sonclno translator. 

5. This additional Information Is based on Ras h i 's COl'lment 
on D,,,,,n D,,,,,n, San. 94a. 

6. San. 94a • S., p. 6)2 . Hid.Ag. on Ex. 1 8:~ , p. 15 0 re peats 
this but without any authorities• names . Yal.Shlm. R. 
268, p. 82b an~ H.H.G. 2, p. 35 8 :)-4 give the comments 
In the name of Rab and Samuel . 

7. 8 . 0.8. , p. 2 '.l 2 . 

e. Ruh I, l_o_~· c It. 

9. Jastrow, p. 1384. 

10. Jastrow, p. lt 51. 

II. Both Yal.Shlm.R. 26 G, p. 82b and H. H.G . 2, p. 358 : 4-5 
have R. Pappa, a third generation (320 - 37 5 C.E.) Babylonian 
Amora, (Hlelzlner, p . lt 3). 

12 . San. 94a • S., p. 632. 

13. San. 39b • S. , P• 2S1. 

lit . E.J . , 13:1576-1579 ; 14 : 786-787. 

15 . Jastrow , p. 573. 

16. Tan.B. Vitro 5, p. J6a. 

17 . Sef . VeHlzhlr, p. Jltb. H.H . G. 2, p. 358 : 5 parallels this . 



Not_e_~· __ (C_o_nt i n_'!_ed) 

18 . Tan.HaNl d . Vitro 7, p . ~Sa. H.H.G.2, p. 353 :5-6 
para11e1s this . 
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Ex . 18 : 10 "Blessed be the lord [11
;\ ll,:i). 11 Jethro s•ld. "Who 

del lvered you from ~he Egyptians and from Pharaoh. 11 

Not only was Jethro honored by having a e..!t_ra_s_h_a_h 

In the Torah name d •fter h im. but ra bbinic exegesis turned 

his statement Into a major praise for hi m and a correspondin g 

chastisement for Israel : 

Said R. Papplas 1 : This passage expresses a 
reproac h of the Israelites. For, behold 
there were six hundred thousand people 
and not one of them rose to bless God until 
Jethro came and blessed God, as It is said : 
1 And Jethro said, '' Blessed be the lord. 111 2 

This statement by R. Papplas is based apparently on the 

scarcity of the word 1'1,:> 11blessed, 11 In the Tora h. The word 

occurs only five times prior to Exodus 18: 10. Three ti mes 

1'1,:1 appears as Noah (Gen. 9: 26), Helchlzedek (Gen. 1~ : 20), 

and Abraham•s servant (Gen. 21t : 27) bless God, and twice the 

word I s used I n I s a• c • s b I es s I n Q of h I s sons ( \i en . 2 7 : 2 5 , 3 3) . 

Whereas Israel's only praise of God for the Exodus Is In the 

Song of the Sea (Ex. 15 : 1·21)3, after which the Israelites 

began to murmur at Hanh (Ex. 15: 23·25). Jethro ).,!!!_"!_e_d_l_aJ_e_l_y 

~l_«!.!_~e-~- God upon hearl,,g of God ' s deeds for Israel. Jethro ' s 

11 :"1 ,,,:>stands as the only formal invocatlo,, of God's name 

In a blessin g through the end of the Book of Exodus . Thus , 

Jethro's e xclamation Is both unique and praiseworthy, coming 

as It does fr om a former ldolator.~ 

Jethro's exuberant 11:'1 l'li:> came to be the proper and 

mandator y response for anyone hearing of God's wonders. From 

the Hekllta: 
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' The people then bowed low in homage • (Ex. 
12:27]. This Is to teach you that whoever 
hears these miracles which the Holy One , 
Blessed be He, did for Israel in Egypt 
s ho u I d 9 1 v e pr a I s e , as I t I s s a I d : 'And 
Hoses told his father-ln-law ••. And Jethro 
rejoiced • •• And Jethro said : "Blessed be the 
lord. 111 5 

The Talmud I s even more expl ici t In deriving this general 

ru I e : 

~hence is t h is rule (of saying a blessing 
over a miracle] derived?--R. Johanan sai d ; 
Because Scripture says, 'Blesied be the 
Lord who hath delivered you.' 

Wh ile the sources cited thus far are unani mous in 

praisin~ Jethro by sln~llng ou t his statement as ~ unique 

contribution to the piety and politeness of Israel, Hldras h 

Tehilli m has an alternative Interpretation which effectively 

downgrades J e thro's action : 

And when the Holy One, Blessed be ~e. delivers 
the children of Israel, not only wlll they 
praise Him, but all men will praise Him. Thus 
long ago, when Cod delivered the children of 
Israel out of the hands of the Egrp tla ns, 
all men praised God , es it Is said, ' An d 
Jethro rejolced.,.And Jethro said : " Blessed 
be the Lord • .• '" 

Although this selection from Hldrash Tehl lllm does ac knowled ge 

that Jethro did praise God, It lum ps him together with all 

the world and as a result, denies the unique nature of his 

action. Thus, praising God for His deeds Is only the e xpected, 

r~ther than the special mark of piety and gratitude. Granted 

th~t Hldrash Tehllllm is not explicitly unfavorable toward 

J e thro, nevertheless It lacks the enthusiasm for him that 

characterizes the Hekllta. Perhaps the reason for this attitude, 

s o contrary to the rest of Jewish tradition on this verse , 
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results from the late date of this part of Midrash Tehillim . 

Though scholarly theories differ. the ~-n_c_y_c_l_o_P_e_dj_a. ~-':'_d_a_!_c_i!_ 

dates It to the eleventh century.8 This mldrash then could 

be used as an example to support t he ge neral hypothesis. 

.. 



NOTES ·---. 

I. A second generation Tanna (80- 120 C.E . ), Hlelzlner, 
p . 25 . 

2. He k. J . Z. l. 2 , p . 175 : 192- 19G • He k.H. R., p. 194 : 11-14. 
Parallel versions can be f ound I n San . 94a • s . • p. b3 2 . 
He k • R • S • H • • p • 8 8 • He k • R • S • E. H • , p • I 3 I : 2 - 4 ; H I d • le k a~ 
Tov on Ex . 18 :1 0 . p . 61b ; Hl d. A9 . on Ex . 18 : 10, p . 150 , 
hl.Shlm . R. 268 , p . 82b. 

3 . H.H.G . 2, p . 356 : 16- 19 ma ke s a related comment I n an 
addi t i on by Its complier . " Eve n though they [the l s r ae l ­
ltes) sang a song [at the sea) . they dldn•t say,,,~ 
.. i\ unti1 Jethro came and praised God •• • . 11 

4 . J et h r o •s declara ti on o f 0 Bl e sse d be t he Lo rd " (Ex. l o: 10 ) 
Is connected wi t h his next statement In Ex. 1 ~: 11 by ~any 
sources . no ta l:> ly Tan.H a Nl d . See sec. Ex. I C: ll, :!ow I 
know, not e J . Br lef1y , Jethro could truly prais e . . G.od° 
·s·i-n-c·e he had d i scovere d the weaknes s o f 11 a ll t he o t he r 
god s 11 (Ex . 18: 11) . 

5. He k . J. Z.l . I , p. 95 : 75- 76 • Me k . H. R. , p . ~2 : 6- S . 

6 . Ber . 54a • S ., p . 3 29 . Yal .Sh l m. R. 26 &, p. 82b repeats 
thi s . Hek.J . 2 L. , 2 p . 175: 19 1 • He k. H.R . , p . 194 :9 - 10 
has Jethro s a y i ng 11 Bl cs s e d be the lor d11 aft e r hear ing a bou t 
the t h ing s whi c h are called "goodne ss•• done by t ile Lo rd 
for Israel , vil:. , t he manna, we11 or land . See sec. Ex . 
1 ~:9 , no te 2 . Hi d .L e kao Tov , intro. to Para shat Vi tro , 
p . 60b g ive s this response after the unspecifi e d 11migh t y 
deeds o f God" which J e thro heard . 

7. Hld.Teh. o n Ps . 120 , p. 25 2b, mid .I• Br . 2, p . 269 . 

8 . E.J • • 11: 1511. 151 9-2 0 . 



Ex. 18 : 1' Now [:my] I know that the lord Is greater than 
all gods. 

faced with a ti me specific word such as ilny, "now , 11 

the Rab b is assumed that Jethrc's declaration, "Now I know .... , 11 

distinguished his p resent recognition of God from an earl fe r 

state of non-recognition . Th e "ekflta stt11tes , "Up to now 

he had not admitted It (that the Cod of Israel was the onl y 

true God]. 111 Other sources also found In 'ny·u :tll)J, ••t,ow 

kno\·1, 11 even "'ore graphic ev idence of Jethro ' s prior state of 

non-recognition of God . from Ueuteronomy Rabbah, a wor k com­

posed ca. 900 C. E. , 2 comes th e clea r e st exp lanati o n of th~ 

degree of t he change I nvolved In Jethro's declaration : 

Had another [besides Jethro] exclai med, 
'Now I know that t he lord Is g re a ter 
than all t he gods' (Ex . t a :1'), they (other 
people) 111i ght ha ve sai d , 1 \.lho Is t his 
one to decl<lre "Now I know '"? But Jethro 
did know, for he had visite d every 
·Idolatrous sh rine In the world .. . J 

Somethln~ changed Jethro's alleqlance to I do l s an d 'aused 

h im to recognize the Cod of Israel. 

The Hekllta describes the Incident which demo nstrat e d 

the lord God's power to Jethro and caused him to l eave 

Idolatry behind: 

The y say : No slave had ever been a b le t o 
run away from Egypt . And at t h is ti me 
the Ho ly One , blessed be He, brought out 
six hundred thousand people from Egypt . 
Relerrtng to this It ts saldi. 'That the 
lord Is great .• (E x. 18 : 11)."' 

The Zohar gives a r el ated I nc i den t . Af ter Pharaoh's power 

was b roken : 



His priest also, namely Jethro, the priest 
of On, I . e., Idolatry, was also humbled, so 
that -he came and acknowledged the Holy One, 
saying 'Blessed be the Lord , who hath 
delivered you ••• ~ow I know tha§ the Lord is 
9 reater than all the gods • ••• ' 

Deuteronomy Rabbah does not relate the specific details o f 

an Incident wh i c h caused Jethro's change of heart, but does 

say : 

(He] found no reality In t hem [Idols] and 
had only then become a proselyte - for hi m 
It was fittin g to exclaim, 'Now I know. 10 

Jethro, then, had surveyed the field an d knew fro m whence 

he s poke when he declared for the God of Israel . 

However, while Jethro rejected the active practice 

of Idolatry for h imself, preferrln9 the God of Israel, some 

sources found a condltlonal nature In his declarat i on ''Now 

I know that t he Lord is greater than all gods ." The Heki l ta 

di d not, and its comment on "than all gods" Is strai ght for wa rd 

and does not suspect any holdin g back of commitment on Jethro 's 

part : 

They say : There was no t an Idol In all the 
~orld which Jethro failed to seek out and 
worship . For It Is said : 'Than all gods .' 
Naaman, however, knew better than Jethro. 
For it Is sai d: 'Behold now, I know that 
there Is no God in all the earth, but in 
Israel ' (2 Kings 5:15).7 

Jethro denied his past Idolatrous beliefs as he announced 

his alleglance to the God of Israel. Naaman who was not so 

st~eped In Idolatry as Jethro had been did not have to refer 

to what he was denying, i.e., D'til71t ):>D, "than all gods , " 

but only to what he was affirmin g. 
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On the other hand, Deuteronomy Rabbah, a much later 

work than the Hekllta, relates the same materlal, but in a 

fashion that casts aspersions on Jet h ro ' s testi mony : 

The Rabbis say : Jethro attributed reality 
to idols, as It is said, ' " ow I know that 
the Lord Is greater than all gods ' (Ex. 
I S: ll) . Naaman partly acknowledgec ther:i, 
as it Is said, 'Behold, now, I know that 
there Is no God i ~ all the earth , but In 
Israel" (2 King s 5 : 15) .8 

This version of the st o ry has Jethro testifyin g to th e ffiea ni ng-

ful existence of Idols and relegatinq the God of Israel to 

the sam · category as an l~ol. only more powerful t ha n t he 

others around. In this scenario, Naaman is one step ahead 

of Jethro, because at least he l lm lts the place of other gods 

to heaven and not earth . This clearly seems to me to be 

an ex•mple t o suppo rt the general hypothesis. Deuteronomy 

Rabbah, a work of t he early Middle Ages, reworks an earli e r 

neutral commen t Into one host I le to Jethro . 

Targum Onkelos, the o f flclal translation of the Torah, 

see~s to settle th e issue of Jethro's Involvement with Idolatry 

and clarifies his placement of the Cod of Israel vis a vis 

" all 9ods, 11 "Now I know t hat God Is great a nd there are no 

gods but Hlr:i . 11 9 Jethro, then, Is firmly on the record as 

supporting God an d only God. The re can be no doubts about 

his den l al of idolatry and exaltation of the God of Israel . 



NOTES 

I. Hek.J.Z.L. 2, p. 170:203. Hek.H.R •• p. 194 : 17-1a. 
Par•llels can be found In Hek.R.S.H • • p. 86 • Hek . 
R.S.E.H., p. 131 : 7 ; Hld.lekah Tov on Ex. 18:11, p . 61b . 
Val . Shim.~. 269, p. 8 2b ; H.H:G. 2. p. 360:,. 

2. J.E.. 4:488. 

). Oeut.R. 1 :5 • S. 3. p. 5. The motif of "Had another 
said It, they would have hu9hed at him" is used to 
refer to Hoses, Jethro, Solomon and Nebuchadnezzer . Ex­
amples of this which Include a version of the Oeut.R . 
comment on Jethro can be found In Tan.HaNl d . Vitro 7, 
p. 95a; Tan.8 . Vitro 5 , p. 37b; Sefer VeHizhlr, p. )4b ; 
Yal.Shim.R. 269. p. 82b; Val.Shlm.R. 795. p. 282b which 
has an abbreviated version : Val.Shlm.v. 2 R. 968 , p. 
542 : H.H.G. 2, pp. 359 : 15-360 : 8 which omits Solomon . 
Ecc. R. on Ecc . 3:1, mid . I • S. 4, p. 87 only has a 
comment on Jethro, but with tile lead In, "If another 
of the wise men of the heathen peoples had uttered 
this verse ••. " 

~ . Hek.J.Z.L. 2, p. 176:204-206 • He~.H . R . , p. 194 : 17-1 9 . 
Parallels can be found In Hek.R.S.H., p. 83 • Hek.R.S . E. H., 
p. 131:7-8 ; Val .Shlm.R. 26 3 , P• 82b ; H.H . G. 2. p. 360 : 3-11 . 

s. Zohar 2, p. 67b • S. 3, pp. 210-211. Zohar 2, p. 6oa • 
S. 3, p. 21 2 has a slml 1ar theme. Jethro's concession 
of faith follows that of Ph•r~oh and the other kings of 
the world. 

6 . Oeut.R. I : S • S. 3, p. 5. Other sources also do not 
give the reason for Jethro's rejection of Idolatry . 
For example, Tan.HaNld. Vitro 7, p . 95• states, "Jethro 
said, 'There was no form of Idolatry which I didn't 
practice, but I didn't find any god save the God of 
Israel."' Tan.B . Vitro 5 , pp . }6a·b and Sefer VeHlzhlr, 
p. 34b are similar to this. 

7. Hek.J.Z.l. 2, p. 176:2 07-211 • Mek.H.R., pp . 194 : 19-1 95 : 2 . 
Parat leis can be foun d i n Hek . R. S. H., p. ~ 8 • Hek.R.S.E.~ .• 
p. 131 : 9-11 ; H.H.G . 2, p. ) 60 : 11-14. 

8. Deut.R. 2:26-27 • S. 3, p. 56 . Val .Shlm . R. 26 9 , p. 8 2L 
repeats this. 

9. Tar.Onk. to Ex. ! [ l'. . 
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Ex. I G: ll Yes, by the result of t heir very schemes agai nst 
[the peoph:) [D:>'))} ,,, ,11N ,~,:> 'J) . 

In a prime example of the co~poslte nature of the 

mldrash, the Hekllta wh i c h has just stated that Jethro di d 

not know God before Exodu s 18:11, 1 now shows how the second 

part of this verse strengthens Jethro ' s pre-ex i sting belief 

In God : 

I have acknowledged Him In the past, and 
now even ~ore, for His name h•s become 
very great In the world. For with the very 
thing wit h which the Egy p tians planned 
to destroy Israel, God punished them, 
as It Is sai d: 'Ye•, for wit h the very 
thing with which they •cted presumptuousl y 
• gainst them• [Ex . 18: 11]. 2 

The j uxtapos i tion of iin)} , "now" •nd 'n)}i', under -

stood l i terally, 11 1 knew" (the past tense) In the beg inn i ng 

of Exodus 18 :11, "Now I know (' Ii)}i'>)that the lord Is gre at e r 

than all gods , " ~otlva ted the Rabbis to e xpla i n what hap pened 

11 now11 for Jethro to restate h i s prior fait h. The second part 

of the verse, the foll I ng of the Egyptian plot against the 

Israelites, was t hus used by the Ra bb i s to g ive Jet h ro that 

opportunit y and to re-establish his crede ntials as a figure 

sympathetic to Israel . 

While the new J . P.S.A. Torah tr•nsl•tion •dmlts that 

the Hebrew In t he second part of the verse i s o bscure , 3 the 

Rabbis cle•rly understand D:>'>))} ,,, ,11N ,~,~ ':> as re f err i ng 

to ~!_c!_a_~~e_-_n_e_JJ_e~ -~~ justice . In fact, the T•lmud , In 

deriving the meaning of ,,, states t hi s like for li ke pri ncipl e 

In a charmingly colloq u ial fashion : 



What means that which Is written, ' Yea, 
In the thing wherein they Zadu (dealt 
proudly]4 against th~m (Ex:-TS': 11]5? In 
the pot in which ~hey cooked were they 
cooked. Whence i~ it learned that 'Zadu ' 
means cooking? Because It Is written;-­
'And Jacob st.>d (Wa-yazed] pottage 1 (Gen. 
25:29) . 5 . 6 

1~9 

The pot which the Talmud's t!.~•.r_a_h._s..!?..•~~h esta b lished was t he 

Red Sea. From Tanhuma HaNldpas : 

Thus, the Egyptians thought to destroy Israel 
by means of water (drowning the boys In the 
Nile]. But they were drowned In water. So 
It Is written, 'Yes, by the result of their 
very sche mes against [t he peopl e ].•/ 

Thus, justice was fittingly serve d . This divine interventi o n 

into the life of I srael provided the warrant for Jethro's 

profession of faith, "Not"' I know that the Lord is greater 

than a I I gods ... s 



150 

NOTES 

I. See sec. Ex. 18: II '!.C!w. _I~ .kn_~"'-• note 2. 

2. Hek.J.Z.l. 2, pp . 176:213-177 : 216 • Hek.H.R ., p. 195:4-G . 
Parallels of this whole mldrash can be found in Hek. 
J . Z.l . I, pp . 244 : 18-245 : 22 • Hek.H.R . , p. 110 : 13-15 ; 
Hek . R.S.H . , p . 53 • Hek.R.S .E. H. p. 66:2·6 ; Hek.R.S .H. , 
p . Se • Hek.R.S.E.H., p. 131 : 12·14 ; Ex.R. 22:1 • S. 2, 
p . 275 ; Yal.Shim.R. 236, p. 73b ; Yal.Shim.R. 269, p. 82b ; 
H.H.G. 2, p. 27 8: 12·14, ~ . H.G . 2, p. 360:17-18. Tar. 
Onk. on Ex. 18 : 11 paraphrases the second part of the 
11ektlta's statement "For with the thing •• • " 

3 . J . P.S.A. on Ex. 18 : 11, note e·c. 

4. The Soncino translator supplied these brackets. 

5. I supplied these brackets . 

6. Sot. Ila• S., p . 53 . Parallel versions Include Sefer 
Ve~izhlr, p . 35a at note K; H.H.G. 2 , p . 360: 21-24 . 
Parallel versions though without the prooftext from 
Genesis can be found In Ex.R . 1 : 9 • S. 2, p. 11 ; Est.R. 
7:22 • S. 4, pp. 100·101; Hfd.lekah Tov on 18 : 11 , p. 62 . 

• 
7. Tan.HaNld . Vitro 7, p . 9Sa. Parallels Include Tan.B. 

Vitro 5, p . 36b; Sefer VeHlzhlr, p. 35a; Tar.Ps.Jon. on 
Ex. 18 : 11 has a paraphrase of this. Tan.Ha~id., Sefer 
VeHlzhir and H.H.G . 2, p . 36~ : 1 8 -20 Introduce this 
discussion of midah justice with an earthy analogy, 
"LI ke a man whoca-me to I oad a burden on h Is ass and 
then the burden was unloaded on him." Sefer VeHlzhir 
and K.H . G. add "Thus Pharaoh came to make Israel's yoke 
heavier, 'No straw shall be Issued to you, but you must 
produce your quota of bricks,' (Ex. 5 : 18) but It back· 
fired upon him, as It says, 'In the thing for which 
they were arrogant [the tasks assigned to Israel], He 
was above them [to do justice].'" 

8. Tan . HaNld. and Tan .B. cited above begin their discussion 
of ,,l ,\llM ,~,~'>:>w i th the Introduct i on "Now I know ••• " 
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Ex . 18:12 And Jethro , "oses ' father - in-law brought [np,,) 
a burnt offering and sacrtflces for God. 

An anonymous comment In the "ek11ta del i vers• seem-

lngly backhanded assess•ent of Jethro as it explains th i s part 

of Exodus 18:12 . 

Scripture expresses surprise •t him . A 
man who has been a wor s h t pper of Idols, 
who would sacrifice, offer tncense and 
libations and bow down to his Idols, now 
brln1s a burnt offertng and sacrlf tces to 
God . 

The changes In Jethro's 1tfe were r•dlcal , but hardly sur-

pris i ng In terms of t he general character enhancement which 

he ha s thus far received in the mldrash and even in the 

Bible Itself . As Buber has observed, "Jethro came to Israel 

not as the priest of Hidlan but as Hoses' father - ln - law . 11 2 

Thus, the ter111 "pr i es t of Midlan" occurs only once In Exodus 

18 , but Jethro's chief dignity, nen 1 ~n. Is in a1Most every 

verse . Ult lmate1y, then, the surpr i se which the mldrash ex-

presses Is directed at the magnitude of change •nd Improvement 

possible In one l i fe, and not at the fact that Moses ' f•ther-

i n-law would bring a sacrifice. 

As opposed to the Mekllt•, the vast •ajor l ty of the 

sources wh i ch deal wi th this verse do not comment on the 

propriety of Jethro's br i nging of a burnt offering . Rather 

they discuss his offering In terms of the types of sacrifices 

whlc~ the children of Noah3 were ab1e to brtng and how tha t 

related to the time when Jethro ca•e to Mt. S i nai . St nce 

the verse speclf l cal1y mentions • burnt offer i ng (~),y) , the 
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word D'n~r. "sacrlflces", cannot be synonymous, but 11ust 

refer to another type of offering . In the context of the 

several talmudic passages, the other type of ~acrlflce to which 

D'n~r refers Is taken to be a peace-offering : 

For It was stated ,
6

R. Eleazar~ and R. Joseph 
Hanina5 [disagree] • One maintained : The 
ch i ldren of Noah offered peace offe r ings 
[I.e . this type of sacrifice existed before 
the Revelation at Sinai with Its laws 
commanding sacrlflcesJ7, while the others 
maintained : They did not .. • . 

But surely, It Is written, 'And "oses said : 
"Thou must also give Into our hands sacrifices 
(zeba~l•]6 ( I .e . D'h~t]7 and burnt offerings , 
that we may sacrifice unto the Lorg our 
God"' (Ex . 10 : 2S]7? (He de1unded] zeba l) i m 
for food and burnt offerings for sacr i fice 
[zebah lm then, could not refer to peace 
offerings . Thus burnt offerings were the only 
type of sacrifice extentJ7. But surely It Is 
wr i tten, 'And Jethro, "oses' father-In-law 
took a burnt offering and sacrifices un t o the 
Lord'? That was wrlttin after the giving of 
the Torah (Revelation] [ I f, accord i ng to the 
prlnclple of eln mukda11 ve-eln m'uchar ba - Torah, 
Jethro's arrival followed the Revelation, then 
with all the sac r lftcial laws In operation , 
Jethro could have Indeed brought both a burnt 
offering and a 2!.~J!!. offerlngj7. This Is well 
on the view that Jethro came after the Reve­
lation; but on the view that Jethro came 
before the Revelation, what can be s9td7 For 
I t was stated : The son~ of R Hlyya and 
R. Joshua b . Lev19 [dlsagree)t : one (side]6 
mainta i ns: Jethro came before the Revelation, 
while the other maintains : Jethro came after 
the Revelation! - He who ma i ntains that Jethro 
came before the Revelat i on holds that the 
children of Noah sacrif i ced peace offerings 
[since Ex . 18 : 12 was not disproved as referring 
to two types ~f sacrifices as was the case with 
Ex . 10 : 25 , then to accept the timing of Jethro ' s 
arrlval as being before the Revelation, one 
must also accept the pre-e~lstance of the peace 
offering before the Torah] . 7. 10 

It ma y seem f ar f e tched by modern critical s tandard s 

to say that Jethro came a f ter the glvfng of the Torah, 
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espec i ally as Jethro ' s arr i va l Is reported In Exodus 18 : 1 

and the g i v i ng of the Torah Is not described until Exodus 19 

and 20. However, one can readily understand the problems whi ch 

' are solved vis a vis the sacr i fices by having him arrive 

after ~,,n inn. In no way does Jethro's ~being present 

at Sinai have any negative connotations , as It wi ll in the 

later sources to be found In sec. Ex. 18 : 27, Then Hoses bade 

his father-In-law farewell. 
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NOTES 

I. Hek.J . Z. L. 2, p. 177 : 218-222 • Hek . H. R .• p. 195 : 7-9. 
Parallels can be found In Hek.R.S . H •• p . 88 • Hek.R .S .E . H .• 
p. 131 : 15-'7; Hid . Lekah Tov on Ex . 18:12, p. 62a ; Val. 
Shlm.R. 270. p. 8lb, H:H .G . 2, p . 361 : 3- 5. 

2. Buber, Hoses, p. 91t. 

3. "Children of Noah is a technical term denoting all 
people before the Revelatfon at Sinai, and all non­
Israelites who did not accept the Torah after Revelation . 
In the present discussion, even Israelites technically 
ranked as children of Noah, until the laws of sacrifices 
as stated In Leviticus became operative" ( Z eba~im. S. , 
p . 571. note 7). 

It. A second generation (279-320 C.E . ) Palestinian Amora, 
(H l elzlner, p. lt5) . 

5. A first generation (21 9-279 C. E.) Palestin i an Amora , 
(Hlelziner, p. ltl). 

6. The Sonclno translator supplied these bra ~ke ts. 

]. I supplied these brackets . 

8. First generation (219-279 C.E . ) Palest i nian Amoraim. 
This Is based on R. Hiyya's being a younger contemporary 
of Rabbl,(Hielzlner, p . 39). 

9. A first generat i on (219-279 C. E.) Palestinian Amora, 
(Hielzlner, p . lt9). 

10. Zeb . 116a • S., pp. 573-571t . The following sources 
contain parallel versions : Gen . R. 22:5 • S. I, pp . 182-
183; Gen.R . 34:9 • S. I, p . 273; Lev . R. 9:6 • S. 2, p . 111-
112; Num.R. 13:2 • S. 3, pp . 498-499 ; S.S.R. on S . S. 
4:16, mid. 1 • S.lt, pp. 226- 227; Y. Meg . 72b • gemorah 
on mi s . l1 : 3 i Yal.Shlm.R . 36, p. Ila does not have the 
names of the Rabbis . A. Z. 24a-b • s., p. 121 uses the 
structure and phraseology of the Zeb. passage to determine 
where Jethro got a proper animal f o r his sacrifices . 
If he came before ~~ln inn then anyone's (Jew or gentlle ' s) 
anfmals were flt to be offered ; if after, then he bought 
a kosher animal from an Israelite . 
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Ex. 18 : 12 And Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to 
partake of the meal before Cod with Hoses ' father­
In-law. 

When the Rabbis asked a question with an obvious 

answer, they were not as ki ng for the sake of the answer , 

but for the lesson which was to be derived from the whole situ-

ation . Thus, while it should be obvious from the context that 

Hoses was with Jethro and that It was into their presence 

that Aaron and the elders came, the Rabbis felt Impelled to 

ask about the lack of a specific mention of Hoses. They 

answered not so much in terms of Hoses and Jethro , but in 

terms of their own day. From the Hekllta: 

And where did Hoses go? Was it not he who 
first went out t o mee t h i m, as it is said, 
'And Hoses went out to meet his father-in ­
law' (v. 7)1 Where then was he now? 
Scripture thus teaches that Hoses was 
standing and serving them. Whence did he 
learn this? From our father Abraham. 
They say: R. Isaac once mentioned this 
In . a discourse. He said: When R. Gamaliel 
gave a banquet to the wise men, all of them 
sat reclining, whl\e R. Gamaliel stood up 
and served them . They then said : 'We are 
not right in letting R. Ga•aliel wait upon 
us.' But R. Joshua said to them : 'Leave 
him alone, let him do the serv i ng. We 
find that one greater than R. Gamaliel waited 
upon people'. Said they to him : 'Who was 
it?' Said he to them : 'It was our father 
Abraham who waited upon the angels. And he 
believed them to be human beings, Arabs, 
worshippers of Idols. All the more is it 
proper that R. Gamaliel $hould wait upon wise 
men, sons of the Torah. 1 1 

Knowing R. Ga~aliel's reputation for haughtiness and his 

humlliatlon of R. Joshua, we can see that this passage represents 

a prime example of elsegesis or reading into the text. Hoses 
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waited tables, as It were, to cure R. Gamaliel of his 

arrogance. 

Accepting the feet that Hoses was with Jethro end 

the elders either because obvlously he~ to be there or 

because he was serving the essembly , the Rabbis then wonder 

how one eats "before God." Continuing from the Hekilta : 

Why does it say : 'Before God ' 7 It is to 
teach that one who welcomes his fellow man, 
it Is considered es If he had welcomed the 
Divine Presence.2 

Thus, hospitality , always a Hiddle Eastern virtue , I s elevated 

to the status of service to God. The welcome extended by 

Ho ses, Aaron , and the elders towards Jethro becomes the 

norm to be emulated by hosts everywhere, so that all can be 

"before God" . 

A full c ircle ~as been made . Jethro welcomed and now 

Is welcomed . Exodus Rabbah makes the connection between the 

two welcomes: 

It ts wr itten, 'Cast thy bread upon the 
waters for thou shalt find It after many 
days' (Eccl. 10:1). Are men such fools 
es to r.ast their bread upon the waters? 
Concerning whom, then, does It say this? -
Concerning Jethro, who gave his bread to 
Hoses, for It says , 'Call him, that he may 
eat bread' (Ex. 2 : 20). ' Cast thy bread 
upon the waters 1 , •the waters refer to 
Hoses, of whom It says, 'Because I drew 
him out of the waters' (Ibid. 10). Why 
so? [why should one then cast breed 
on the waters - to Hoses] - 'For thou 
shalt find It after tnany days' - 'And 
Aaron came, end el 1 the elders of Israel, 
to eat bread with Hoses' father-in-law 
before God' (ib. 18 : 12) . 3 

As the Sonclno transhter puts It, "With this great honor 
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[the testlmonlal banquet described Jn Ex. 18 : 12) was he repaid 

' after 111any days . " ' " We have seen how :"l,D ,ll:> :"l,D justice 

works to provide similar punishment ; here a com~ensurate (if 

not greater) reward results . And the circle begins again , 

for In the nex t section. Jethro wi lt repay his son -i n-law's 

kindness with a kindness of his own . 

Although the Intricacies of HJgher Critic i sm are out -

side the purv i ew of th i s study , a few words must•be said 

about the Kenlte Hypothesis which ls based primarily (and 

totally erroneous l y, 1 believe) on Exodus 18 : 12 . Developed 

In the middle of the 19th century , this theory posits that 

Yahweh was the deity of the Kenites/Hldianltes and that Jethro, 

the priest of Mldlan, I ntroduced belief in Yahweh to Hoses 

when thelatter was so j ourning In Hldlan.5 While some scholars 

have explained much of the Jethro material according to the 

Kenite Hypothesis, their treatment of the sacrifices which 

Jethro brought and the meat of which he partook Is Indicative 

o f the whole. from H. H. Rowley, "for Jethro offers a 

sacrifice and pres ides lbot h underlines are mine] at the 

sacred meal which follows . 116 Oesterley and Robinson offer 

th i s Interpretation, "This action Is Incomprehensible e xcept 

on the supposition that Yahweh was the Cod of Jethro and 

his tri be. the kenltes, and that Jethro himself was Yahweh's 

prlest. 11 7 

Such ·interpretations Ignore two things, according 

to Buber . 8 first, the Bible states that "Jethro brought 

a burnt offer i ng and sacrifices for God." The key word Is 
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"brought .. n?'' · Jethro does not act as a priest and does not 

perform the actual physical ritual or sanctify the animals. 

He merely sponsors the sacrifices by brlnglng the animals as 

a donation. Jethro then is not the priest here and certainly 

not of Yahweh. 

Second, to assume that Jethro was the presiding host 

at the meal which followed Ignores the obvious. In verse 

7, "Jethro and Hoses went into the tent . 11 To the tent (of 

meeting?), the logical locale for the sacrifices. Then 

came Aaron and the elders to dine and to celebrate Jethro's 

arrival. Hose~ presence ls not mentioned In Exodus 18 : 12 

for the simple reason that~ was already there at the tent, 

not because the meal was an Initiation rlte and in Hidian he 

had "long earlier participated in the YHVH service and there­

fore no longer required acceptance In that community. 119 

Host of the other evidence for the Kenlte Hypothesis 

can be similarly challenged. Yet in fairness to l t, one should 

recall that this is a modern form of midrash, where the authors 

Interpret a text with a preconceived goal or methodology in 

mind . The difference between the Kenlte Hypothesis and 

rabbinic mldrash is that Higher Crit i cism proports to be the 

truth, newly discovered and sifted from the chaff by scholarly 

tools , while the Rabbis merely supplemented the truth that 

they had in front of them. As a consequence, the Rabbis as 

a class cannot be refuted or challenged except on the basis 

of falth, while logic rs a cogent weapon against Higher 

Criticism . 
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NOTE S 

I . Kek.J . Z.L. 2, pp . 177:223·178:2~3 • Hek.H.R., pp . 195 : 10 -
196 : 2 . The whole passage Includes another example of 
those Qreater than R. Gamaliel who stood and served . 
Parallels can be found i n Hek.R . S.H . , p. 88 • Hek .R.S. E.H . , 
pp. 131 : 17 • 132 : 5; Sef.VeHlzhir, p. 35a ; H. H.G. 2, p. 
361 : 5·18. Kidd. 32b • S., p. 158 has the episode wit h 
R. Gama1 lei, but does not make the connection back to 
Hoses and Jethro. Yal.Shim.R . 270, p. 82b repeats the 
beginning of the Hekl1ta passage, but o~its the R. 
Gamaliel Incident. Kid.Leka~ Tov on Ex. 18:12 , p. 62a 
has an abbreviated version of the Hekl1ta passage quoted 
In the text. Tar . Ps.Jon . 18 : 12 not ,es brlefly that .. Hoses 
was standing and serving before them." 

2. Hek.J.Z.L . 2, p. 178:244-246. Hek.H.R. , p. 196 : 3·4. 
Parallels can be found in Hek.R . S.H . , p . 88 (not found 
In Hek . R. S.E.H.) ; Y. Erub . 22b • gemorah on mis. 5: I ; 
Hld.Lekah Tov on Ex. 18 : 12, p. 62a ; Yal.Shlm.R . 270, p. 
82b. Be;. 61ta • S . , p . ~ 02 Interprets "before God" as 
before Hoses which also equals before a scholar. It 
then formulates a rule that welcoming a scholar Is li ke 
welcom ing the She~lnah . Several parallels of th i s 
eqoation exist. The Zohar 3, pp. 9a-b • s. 4, p. 31tlt 
Interprets "before Cod" as an Indicat i on of the approval 
that Jethro's sacrifice found In God's sight. 

3. Ex . R. 27 : 7 • S . 2, pp. 326-327. A parallel can b ~ found 
In Hid.Ag . on Ex. 2 : 20, p . 127 . 

4. S. 2, p. 327, note I. Ex . R. 27 : 3 .. S. 2, p. 323 makes 
a similar connection . "See how many benefits and 
bless i ngs came to Jethro from the moment he a llied hi m­
self In marriage to Hoses! For what does It say? • 
'Aaron came • . • •" 

5. J . E., 7 : 467 and E.J., 10 : 906-907 offer a good survey of 
and bibliography for the Kenlte Hypothesis, as do the 
sources which follow In notes 6, 8. 

6 . H. H. Rowley, From Jos!.e!!... to Joshua , p. 150 . Pages 11f9-
156 g ive many details about the Kenlte Hypothesis . 

7. W.O . E. Oester1ey and Theodore H. Robinson , Hebrew 
Religlon, p. 113. 

8. ~uber , Hoses, pp. 94-100 . This section not only 
deals with all the Jethro material but convincingly 
refutes the Kenlte Hypothesis . See especially pp . 
95-96 for the points ra i sed In the text of this study . 
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Notes. (Continued) 

9. Karl Budde, Rel_!_g_Lon of Israel to the Exile, p. 21+ , quoted 
in Buber, p. 9b.- . 



161 

Ex . 18:2~ Moses heeded his father-In-law and did just •s he 
said. 

Though Jethro's name is featured prominently in this 

section of the Bible from Exodus 18 : 1)-26, most of the mldrash-

ic material generated from it deals more with Moses and his 

travails as a leader than with Jethro . The material 

speclflcally on Jethro Is concerned with his role as the 

"author" of D'l'',M nt1',!>. Old Jethro originate the system 

of the leaders over the thousands , hundreds, fifties and 

tens, or rather was this section included as a part of the 

Revelation at Sinai? The Mekllta answers both questions 

affirmatively when I t presents the differences between R. 

'So Hoses hearkened to the voice of his 
father-in-law' - to be t•ken literally -
'And did all that he had said.' That 
is, all that his father-in-law told him -
these are the words of R. Joshua. R. 
Eleazar of Modi 'im says: 'So Moses 
hearkened to the voices of his father­
in-law' - to be taken literally - 'And did 
all that he hfd said.' That is, what 
God had said. 

Thus, while R. Joshua gives Jethro the ent i re credit for the 

innovation , R. Eleazar splits the credit by making God the 

ultimate source for the chapter on the judges, and Jethro , 

His spokesman . 

The weight of tr•ditlon supports R. Eleazar's inter· 

pret~tlon . Yet more important than giving Jethro the status 
' 

of the proponent of this leglslatlon was the need tv establish 

the unity of the Revelatlon. All the Torah came from God, 
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not from Hoses or even hi\ father-in-law. However, Hlshnat 

R. Eliezer shows how both Jethro's status can be enhanced and , 

at the same time, the sanctity of the Revelation can be 

malntafned: 

Beloved was Jethro, for God gave him a 
section in the Torah in which to distinguish 
himself. Which one was it? It was the 
election of the elders as it says. 'You shall 
seek out from among all the people capable 
men who fear God • • • ' (Ex . 18:21). But wasn't 
the election of the elders an l~portant 
matter for God? Why didn't God command Hoses 
first? Rather It was to give Jethro stature 
in the eyes of Hoses and Israel, saying 
'Great Is Jethro for God agrees with his 
opinion. ' However, Jethro only spoke this 
on the condition that God agree with his 
words, as it says, 'If you do this-and God 
so co•mands Jou-you will be able to bear up ' 
(Ex. 18 : 23). 

By breaking up Exodus 18:23 into two parts, Jethro's advice 

Is placed In Its proper perspective. Hoses will carry It out 

(Exodus 18 : 23a) only if God so ordains it (Ex. IS : 23b). As 

Tractate Sema~oth states succinctly, "The section of the judges 

would have been worthy to be promulgated even if Jethro had 

not arlsen . 11 3 

Though Jethro was not the final authority In the 

matter of the selection of the leaders, nevertheless, the 

Zohar considered his role of sufficient import to formulate 

a general rule based upon It : 

It was Jethro who gave Hoses sound advice 
concerning the administration of justice . 
So one must be aware of despising anyone, 
since the words of an ordinary person may 
be of great consequence , as it says of Hoses 
that he 'hearkened to the voice of his 
father-In-law, and

4
dld all that he had 

said' (Ex. 18 : 2~). 
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Thus, the exchange between Moses and h i s father-in-law was 

to have consequences not just for the generation of the 

Wiiderness but for all times as a guide to behavior . 

Whereas the midrash previously cited manages to 

enhance Jethro ' s reputation a nd emphasizes the unity of the 

Slnaltic Revelation , Pes lk ta de Rab Kahana . a fifth century 

work5 , In a comment unique to i tself, does neither and In 

a fashion which demeans all principals involved : 

[Immediately after Jlthro's departure, 
Scripture declares : ] ' The same day 
came they Into the wilderness of Si na i' 
(Ex. 19 : 1). R. Joshua b . Levi said : 
Consider the parable of a prince who 
was walking In t he ~arket place where 
a friend of the king met him and filled 
his bosom with prec i ous stones and 
pearls. Thereupon the king, [who had 
long beeg amassing great r iches for 
his son) said : For my son's sake o~en 
up my treasur ies r igh t away, lest he 
say, ' Bu t for the example of my father's 
friend , my father would have give n me 
nothing.' likew is e the Holy One , (who 
had bee r. treasuring the Torah again$t 
the day he would give I t to lsrael] b, 
sa id t o Hoses : lest Israel say to you, 
'Had not Jethro come and taugh t you laws, 
God would not have given us the Torah '; 
I herewith open for Israel the treasury 
~f Torah wi th its entire riches of law.7 

Jethro Is here given t he full credit for his advice , rather 

than humbly defer ri ng t o God's authorship . The children 

of Israel are the ir usual doub t ing selves, here questioning 

God's plan s end concern for them . And God Almighty seems 

dange rously lack i ng In confidence In His own product , the 

Torah. The Image created I s one of God rushing th~ Torah 

to Israel for fear that the Ten Commandments and the 

Holiness Code on their own merit might not seem more 
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important to the lsraelltes than Jethro's advice. Though 

the motif of the king and his son appears frequently in the 

midrash, it is generally used to greater advantage for both 

Israel and God. 

flnally, Philo and Josephus have their opinions of 

Jethro's advice. The former Is as metaphorically removed 

from the simple meaning of the text as the latter is devoted 

to It. From Philo comes a host I le comment: 

And he [Jethro) ventures to come self­
bidden and take the position of an 
advisor and suggests to the sage [Hoses) 
that he should not teach the only thing 
worth learning, the ordinances of God 
and the law, but the contracts which 
men Make with each other •••• And the 
great ones of the earth accept all he 
[Jethro) says, and think that he is 
right to give great justice to thfi great 
and little justice to the little. 

Philo seems off target, not realizing that without "the 

contracts which men make with each other " there cannot be a 

climate in which the Torah wltl flourish. likewise, the 

system of delegated authority which Jethro proposes assures 

the best possible justice rather than different justice dis-

pensed to the thousand~ or the tens. 

Josephus fairly bubbles over in his enthusiasm for 

Jethro and especially Moses: 

This (the section of the judges] was the 
admonition of Raguel; and Hoses received 
his advice very kindly, and acted according 
to his suggestion . Nor did he conceal the 
invention of this method, nor pretend It to 
himself, but Informed the multitude who 
It was that Invented It . Nay, he has named 
Raguel In the books he wrote, as the person 
who Invented this ordering of the people, as 
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thinking rt right to give a true testimony to 
worthy persons, although he might have gotten 
reputation by ascribing to himself the in­
ventions of other men. Whence we may learn 
the virtuous disposition of Hoses: but of 
such his disposition, we shall have proper 
occasion to speak In other places of these 
books.9 

Hoses epitomizes all noble Roman virtues. Jethro's advice 

does not threaten him, but rather gives Hoses a chance to 

show that he Is the very Ideal of a leader of men. 
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NOTES 

I . "ek. J.Z . L. 2 , p. 185 : 94-97 • "ek.H . R., P• 199 : 13-15. 
Parallels can be found in "ek.R . S. H., p. 91 • "ek. R. S .E. H., 
p. 134 : 12-14, Yal.Shlm . R. 271, pp. 83 a-b ; " . H.G . 2, 
p. 368: 13-15 . 

2. " lsh . R.E1., pp. 307:14 - 308:1. Para1teh can be found 
In Hek . R.S.H . , p . 189 • "ek . R. S . E.H . , p . 132 : 19- 23 ; 
H. H. G. 2, p . 363 : 9-14. Many sources paraphrase this 
mldrash . Slf.Num . pls 78 • H. , p. 72:16-18; Slf.Num.pis . 
~O • H. • p . 77:3 -6; Val .S hlm . R. 169 , p. S6a ; Val . Shl m.R. 
270 , p . 82a; Yal .Shlm.R . 726, p. 238b all deal with the 
pre-exi st i ng div i ne leg i slation be i ng hidden from 
Moses In order to enhance Jethro's standing In Israe l. 
Sec.Ex . 18 :1 Jethro on the names Jether and Jethro has 
much about Jethro being worthy to add a sect i on to the 
Torah as does Sef.VeHizhlr, p. 33b. Concerning the 
conditional nature of Jethro's advice, the Hekilta forms 
the basis for the comment In Hishnat R. Eliezer. Spt ittlng 
Ex. 18 : 23, the "•kllta emphasizes that God's approval 
is needed for Jethro's Idea. °'And God command thee so. 
then thou shalt be able to endure ' (Ex. 18 : 23) . If He 
gives you his consent, you wit I be able to endure, but 
If not you wi11 not be able to endure" (Hek.J . Z. L. 2 , 
p. 18S : 89 ·9 1 • He k .H .R., p . 199: 10 - 11) . Hek . R.S .H. 
p. 90 • He k. R.S.E.H., p. 133 :28- 29 ; Ex.R . 27 : 6 • S., 
p . 326 ; Mld.Lekah Tov on Ex. 18:24, p. 63a; Tar.Ps.Jon. 
on Ex . 18 : 23; H.H . G. 2, p. 367 : 15-16 atl echo the "ekilta 
o f R. Ishmael. 

3. Sem. 47b • S . I, p . 370. 

4. Zohar 2, pp. 68b - 69a • s. 3, pp. 21~ - 21s. 

5 . E.J . , 13:334. 

6. The translators suppl led the material In these brackets . 

7 . P.R.K . pis . 12. H.,p . 211:7-11. Brk . , pp. 235 - 236. 

8. On the Change of Names, xvi f , sec. I 04 • L. 5, pp . 192, 
l 95. On D runkennesi'7 ... x, sec . 36 - 38 • L. 3, pp . 
337, 339 has • slmfTar theme . 

9. Anti quities I , lv :2 , sec . 73 - 7~ • Wh . , p . 64. 
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Ex . 18 : 27 Then Hoses bade his f•ther-ln-l•w farewell . 

The rabbinic comment•ry on Exodus 18 : 27 provides one 

of the clearest examples. I belleve, of the gener•l hypothe -

sis. The midrashic material can be divided neatly betwee n 

T•nnaltic m•terlal. here, the Hekllt•s, •nd post-T•nnaltic 

m•terlal. notably Pesikta de R•b Kah•na and Tanhuma Buber . 

In the former, Hoses lets his father -I n-law depart ; In the 

later , Jethro i s unceremoniously sent away. Either meaning 

is consistent with the verb of the sentence n~W'l. Though 

the time sepir•tlng the two strata l s not great , the material 

with a hostile and , •s It turns out, literalist i c •ttitude 

toward Jethro ts of a l•ter date than the f•vorable ml drash . 

The Hekllt• depicts a typlc•l Middle Eastern departure 

scene as Jethro takes his leave of Hoses : 

R. Joshua S•ys : He (Hoses] sent him (Jethro] 
off with all the honors Jn the world. R. 
Eleazar of Hod I ' Im s•ys : He gave him •long 
many gifts. 1 

Though It m•y be •rgued that R. Ele•zar was perhaps less 

enthus i astic than R. Joshua (gifts. •fter •11 were d~ueur 

at Hiddle Eastern departures), nonetheless, even his • tt itude 

was a very positive one . Nothing out of the ordln•ry Is 

Involved In Jethro's departure. In fact. nothing ~uch can be 

said •bout it, except In contrast to what follows. 

set before ~iin lnD. In this timing lies the significance 

of the midrashic slant. Jethro had to be sent •way bec•use 
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he could not be allowed to participate with the children 

[In connection with Jethro and the giving 
of the Torah In the third ~onth)2 a verse 
of Solomon's Is cited : 1 The heart knoweth 
its own bitterness• (Prov. 14:10); therefore . 
•with its joy n~ stranger Is to lntermeddle 1 

(Ibid.) . The Holy One said : While Israel 
was In servitude to clay and bricks in 
Egypt, Jethro dwelt In quietness and security 
In his ow2 home . Now he has come, [a 
stranger] , to behold the joy of Torah 
with Hy children. Therefore 'Hoses sent 
his father-In-law away• (Ex. 18:27) . And 
after these words : 'tn the third •onth' 
(Exod. 19 : l). Another comment : What reason-
1 ng led Hoses to send Jethro away? Drawing 
an Inference a fortiori, Hoses reasoned : 
If, when only-One commandment was involved 
at the time when the Holy One was about to 
give the commandment concernln~ the Passover 
lamb, He decreed that 'no alien shall eat 
thereof ' (Ex. 12 : 43). now that He Is about 
to give the entire Torah to Israel, shall 
Jethro, an allen, be present and watch us? 
Therefore 'Hoses sent his father-In-law away ' 
(Exod. 18 : 27) . And after these words: 'In 
the third month' (Exod . 19:1) . 3 

As Jethro had not suffered with Israel, so he cannot share 

the reward for the suffering and thus must be sent away. 

This notion that ~,ln ino was not open to outsiders 

runs counter to numerous sources. 4 For example, from the 

Hekllta : 

Why was the Torah not given In the land 
of Israel? In order that the nations of 
the world should not have the excuse for 
saying: Because It was g i ven in lsrael 1 s 
land, therefore we have not accepted it .• •• 
Therefore, the Torah was given In the desert, 
publlcally and openly, and In a place belong ­
ing to no one ••• . So also are the words of 
Torah free to all who come Into the world.5 

Thus, the comment from Peslkta de Rab Kahana displays a 

partlcularistlc tendency as opposed to the Kekllta's universal-

is t I c theme • 



169 

The sources which have Jethro being sent away follow 

the bibllcal verse In a literalistic way . As far as the 

~rr~ order of the Bible goes. Jethro's departure do~~ 

precede the giving of the Torah. Something was then needed 

to explain why . of a11 things, "oses' own father-In-law did 

not stay for n~,n inc. Hence, the homiletlcal midrash pro-

posed the view that Jethro was a stranger who did not suff~r 

and therefore did not merit being at Sinai . However. this 

evaluation of Jethro seems harsh and definitely out of 

harmony with the spirit of the Bible which describes Jethro 

as a man who waxed exultant over the miracles and wonders 

which he heard from Hoses. 

In contrast, the exegetical Tannaitic sources organized 

by verse, such as the Heklltas, have a different explanation 

for Jethro's departure. They incorporate the other Jethro 

story, Numbers 10:29·32 in their account to r emove all 

suspic ion that Jethro was sent away : 

It is said: 'And he (Hoses) said : 11leave 
us not, I pray thee111 (Num. 10 : 31). Hoses 
said to him : You have given us good advice, 
fair advice : And God agreed with yo~r 
words . ' leave us not, I pray thee.' 

Because of the principle of ein mukdam ve-eln m'uchar ba-To_!,!ih. 

the events of Exodus 18 are seen as coming after the giving 

of the Torah. As a result, the material In Exodus and 

Numbers dovetails, the former supplying the details ; the 

latter, the true chronology of events . This Ingenious 

harmonization of the two sections which rs found In sources 

concerned with each and every verse resolves the puzzle of 
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how Jethro could depart from Moses' presence In Exodus 18:27 , 

only to reappear in Numbers 10 : 29 as one ready to take his 

leave, albeit in the guise of Reue1. Jethro arrived at 

the Israelite camp at some time post-Sinai , learned of all 

that Cod had done , resisted "oses' entreaties to stay (Nu. 

10 : 31) and departed (Ex. 18 : 27) . As the next section will 

amply demonstrate , Jethro departed, not because he was un-

wl 11 ing to be associated with Cod and Israel , but because he 

wished to Increase their glory throughout the worl d . 
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NOTES 

I. Hek.J.Z.l . 2, p . 185:98-100 • Hek.H.R., p. 199:16-17 . 
P•r•llels exist in Hek.R.S.H., p. 91 • Hek.R.S.E.H., p. 
13~:21·22; Hid. leka~ Tov on Ex. 18:27, p. 63a; Y•l . Shim . 
R. 271, p. 83b; H.H.'i. 2, p. 369: 1·2. 

2. The translators suppl ied the information In these brackets . 

). P.R . K.pis . 12 • H., p. 216 : 1t-12 • 8rk., p . 240. Tan.8. 
Vitro 11, pp. 37b - 38a; Yal.Shlm.R. 271, p. 83b ; Val. 
Shim.v. 2 R. 950, p. •93b parallel this. P.R.K . pls. 
12 • H., p. 210:2-4 • Brk., p. 231t presents a shortened 
version with just an exegesJs on the Prov. verse. Hid. 
Ag . on Ex. 18 :27, p. 151 develop s the same theme of a 
lack of suffering, but without Prov. 14 : 10 . Ex.R. 29 : 6 • 
S. 2, p . 31t0 and P.R.K. 12 • H., p. 208 : 8 • 8rk •• p. 232 

• • d l II use t Sam. 43 : 12 "And there was no stranger 1n your m1 s . 
to show why Jethro had to be sent away. Val . Shim. v . 
2 R. 455, p. 396b just establishes that the verse refers 
to Jethro. 

It. See Honteflore and Loewe, A Rabbinic A_nth~, p. 166 
for several examples . 

5. Hek.J.Z.l. 2, pp. 236:92-95, 97-237 : 98 , 100-101 • Hek. 
H.R.p. 222:2, It-~, 6. 

6. Hek.J.Z.l. 2, p. 185 : 101 - 103 • Hek.H . R. p. 199 : 17 -
200 : 2 . Parallels can be found In Hek.R.S.H., p. 91 • 
Hek . R.S.E.H., p . 131t:23 - 2i. ; Hld. leka~ Tov on 
Ex. 18 : 27, p. 63a; Hld.leka~ Tov on Num. 10 : 32, p. 99b ; 
Yal . Shim . R. 271, p. 83b; H.H.G. 2, p. 369 : 4 - 5. 
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Ex . 18:27 And he went his own way to his own land. 

Though Exodus 18 does not record Koses' entreaties, 

we know from Numbers 10:29 - 32 that he urged Jethro to stay 

with the children of lsrae \ . However, Jethro demurred and 

preferred to return to his own land. What could Hidian have 

possessed In contrast to the land of Israel and the great 

adventure of the Israelites which could lure Jethro back 

home? According to the Rabbis, Hldian was not fl I led with 

competing glories, but rather Jethro wished to f i ll Hidian 

with knowledge of the glories of God and Israel : 

But Jethro said to him [Hoses, in answer 
to his request that he stay]: Is a 
la•p of any use except in a dark place? 
Of what use could a lamp be with the sun 
and the moon? You are the sun and Aar~n 
is the moon . What should a lamp be doing 
where there are the sun and the moon? 
No! I shall go to my land and tell every­
body and convert all the people of my 
country, leadln9 them to the study of the 
Torah and bring i ng theT nigh under the 
wings of the Shekinah. 

Jethro has learned modesty at Hoses' side, as well as th e 

wonders of the God of Israel. As Hoses has shared wi th 

Jethro and conveyed information which has changed his life, 

so Jethro ventured to do the same with his Hldlanite kinfolk. 

Jethro's actions on the biblical level clearly make him the 

first named proselyte since Abraham and Sarah . Now the Rabbis 

cast him as one of the vi go rous proselytizers who existed 

In their day. 
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NOTES 

I . Kek.J.Z.l. 2, pp. 185:103 - 186:108 • Hek . H. R. p. 200 : 2-4. 
Parallels can be found in Hek.R . S.H . , p . 91 • Mek.R . S . E.H., 
p. 134 : 2~ - 25 which Is more concise In conveying the 
candle-sun analogy; Hid.Lekah Tov on Ex. 18:27, p. 63a 
has a shortened form of this: as do Val .Shlm.R . 271, 
p. 83b and K. H. G. 2, p. 369 : 5-7 . Sif . Zut on Num . 10:3 0 • 
H., p. 265:9-13; Hish . R.E1 . , p . 306 : 10-14 ; H. H.G. 4, 
p. 151 : 13 - 18 all have the candle-sun analogy, but with 
a lead-In and conclusion ~ore fittingly discussed in 
sec.Hum . 10 : 30. Tan . B. Yltro 6, p . 37a and Tar.Ps.Jon . 
on 18:27 both briefly state that Jethro left to convert 
Hldian. 



Num. 10 : 29 Hoses said to Hobab, son of Reuel the Hidianlte, 
Hoses' father-in-law, "We are setting out for the 
place . .. 

"oses' statement to Jethro reveals the personal 

courage of the great leader. For though his own fate was 

sealed and the Promised land closed to h im , Hoses Intimated 

to Jethro that he himself was going to Israel. Sifre to 

Numbers shows that Moses was not engaging in wishful thinking . 

but rather br6oght up the personally painful subject of t he ir 

journey's end for a noble purpose : 

Fot what reason did Hoses attach himself 
to them [that would enter Israel]? In 
order that Jethro should not sayl 'Hoses 
cannot enter so I cannot enter.' 

Hldrash HaGadol states Hoses' rationale even 

more expl icltly. Hoses Included himself in "We are setting 

out • • • " .. in order to strengthen Jethro's determination [lit ., 

hand) to be with them . 112 So highly did Hoses desire Jethro's 

continued presence that he spared no pains to ensure that he 

would accompany them. As the next section will s how, the 

force of Moses' words to Jethro was to convey the boons that 

even he, a proselyte, can expect if he continues on to the 

I and of Israel. 
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NOTES 

1. Slf. Num.pls. 7 8 • H., p. 75:1 8 -1 9. Ya1.Shim.R. 726, p. 
238a re pea ts t his. 

2. 11.11.G. 4 , p. 1!+ 9: 19-2 () . Sif.Z ut . o n tl um . 10 : 29 •It., 
p. 264 : 19 is phrased diffe ren t l y, but expresses the 
s ame l uea. 
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Num. 10 :29 The pl•ce of which the lord has said, 'I wilt 
give It to you .' Come with us and we will be 
generous to you, for the Lord has promised to 
be generous to Israel . 

Though there are three distinct phrases in this 

part of the Numbers 10 : 29, all the midrash generated has a 

single theme . Jethro who has become the paradigmatic convert 

is important for the mldrash not in and of himself, but for 

the rules derived from his e xperiences . 

First , an ambiguity must be resolve d. Hoses describes 

the land of Israe l as "the place of which the Lord has said, 

' I wi II give it to you ."' In quoting the Lord , Hoses neg lects 

to clarify the referent of "you." We may assume that it refers 

to the Israelites, but might Jethro have assumed that he, a 

proselyte , would receive a portion of land In lsrae17 Sifre 

to Numbers answers this question by correcting an impression 

left by another biblical verse : 

Proselytes don't have a portion of it 
[Israel] . How am I to reconcile this [with 
the verse] , 'And It shall come to pass , that 
I n what tribe the stra"ger sojourneth, there 
ye shall give him his Inheritance, saith the 
lord God ' (Ez . lf7 : 27)? [The intention of the 
Torah that the land of Israel goes only to 
Israelites takes precedence over a verse from 
the second part of the Bibl e]. Since It [the 
verse from Ezekiel] is not a matter of inheri­
tance, explain It as a matter of expiation. 
For If he (the proselyte) is in the tribe of 
Judah, he Is forgiven along with the tribe 
of Judah (for mistakes made In thf sacrificial 
ritual by accident or ignorance) . (If he is 
In) the tribe of Benjamin, he ls forgiven with 
the tribe of Benjamin. 
Another interpretation : If It (Ez . ,.7 : 23) Is 
not a matter of Inheritance. e xplain It as a 
matter of burial. He [God) wlll give proselytes 
burial space In the land of lsrael . 2 
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Thus, while proselytes do not sh•re In the trib•I division 

of lsr•el, s i nce their ance s tors were not proM l sed a p•rt of 

I t, nonetheless , they have •II the other rights of the children 

of Israel . Sifre Zuta, after mak i ng sure that there will be 

no future quest i ons •bout p r oselytes sharing in the land . 

concludes th•t It I s !.t.!_1_1_ worthwhile for Jethro/proselytes 

to acco mpany lsr•e1. "In spite o f this [no inher i tance r i ghts) 

'come with us •nd we wi II be generous to you [Mum . 10 : 29) . 1113 

Second, the phrase . "Come with us •nd we will be 

generous to you" Is interpreted by the Rabb is as a furth e r 

encour•gement for proselytes. Sifre to Numbers makes good 

treatment for proselytes axiomatic : 

Can there be a member of one's household 
to whom one wouldn't be generous? Behold 
this is a matter of kal vehomer : If one 
would be generous to......-memberO'f one ' s 
household, how much the more so to a 
member of God's household?~ 

What recognit i on is given to proselytes ! Of course, they 

need fear nothing from Israel. And i f• further demonstration 

of that which aw•its proselytes Is needed, consider this 

comment from Mishnat R. El l ezer under the heading of "Beloved 

are proselytes": 

A stranger who converts, they give h i m a 
reward as If he had been laboring In the 
Torah all his days . As it S•ys , ' Come 
with us and we wlll be generous to you '-­
as one of us . 5 

Th f s echoes the biblical Injunction I n the Holiness Code. 

" The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as one of 

your citizens; you shall love him as yourself " (Lev. 19; 31+) . 
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Third, the final phrase of the verse, "For the Lord 

has promised to be generous to Israel," prompted the Rabb i s 

to question the timing and placement of that promise. What 

was the relation of God's promise for Israel to Israel's 

promise to Jethro? From Sifre to Numbers : 

Can It be that the lord had not promised 
to be generous to Israel before now? (No] 
behold God always prom i ses to be generous 
to Is rael , but [here) He commands Israel to 
be generous to converts and to treat them 
klndly.6 

Sifre Zuta phrases this message differently as it states both 

the general and specific applications of the verse: 

Doesn't God promise to be generous to 
Israel at atl times? But [here] God spoke 
to us {the Israelites) to be generous to 
proselytes and we will be more generous 
to you {Jethro) than all other proselytes ! 7 

Thus God's promise to Israel Is appended to Hoses' entreaty 

to Jethro as a sort of reminder to Israel of their past--"You 

s hall love him [the stranger) as yourself, for you were strangers 

in the land of Egypt. 11 1:1 Now that the Israelites have been re-

deemed, they were being warned not to forget how It felt to 

be strangers . 

to them, so should they be generous to the proselytes. The 

next section will Indicate Jethro's response to the treatment 

proposed In his behalf. 
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NOTES 

I . Th i s bracketed 11ater fal I s based on H., p . 75 , n. to 
line 21 which also refers the reader to Sif.Zut. on 
Num. 15 : 26 • H., p . 285 :2 1-23. See Num. 15 : 22-26 for 
the blbllcal background material deal Ing with mistakes 
In the sacrlflclal r itua l . 

2. Slf.Num . pls . 78 • H., p . 75:20-24. H i d . Lek•~ Tov on Num . 
10 : 29, pp . 99a·b and Yal.Shl11 . R. 736, p . 238a parallel 
this. 

) . Sif . Zut. on Num . 10 :29 • H., p. 264 : 21-24 has the -hole 
midrash . H.H,G . 4, p. 150 : 1·5 parallels this. Both Sif . 
Deut . pls. 352, p. 412:6-7 and Hid.Ag. on Num . 10 : 29. 
p. 96 also specifically e•clude proselytes for sharing 
In the tribal division of Israel, but still encourage 
them to stay with Israel through the Inclusion of 11 Come 
with us and we will be generous to you. 11 

-· Sif.Num.pls . 78 • H., p. 76:1-) . 

5. Hish.R.Et . , p. 304 : 9-10. 

6 . Sif.Num.pls . 78 • H., p . 75 : 4- 6. Yal.Shim.R . 736, p. 
238a parallels this. Hld.Leka~ Tov on Num. 10 : 29 , p . 
99b and Hid.Ag. on Num. 10:29, p. 96 make the same 
point that Israel should be kind to proselytes , but 
that comment I s under the rubric of 11Come with us and 
we will be generous to you . " No col'\neetlon is made 
between that directive and God's promises for Israel . 
Tar . Ps . Jon . on Num . 10 : 29 makes a l i nk as It states 
11Since God has spoken to do good to proselytes for the 
sake of Israel . 11 

] . Slf.Zut. on Num . 10 : 29 • H., p . 264 : 23-25. H. H. G. 4 , 
p. 150 : 5·7 parallels this. 

8. Lev . 19: 34. 
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Num. 10 : 30 "I wi ll not go," he replied to him, "but will 
return to my native land . " 

Despite Hoses' entreaties to Jethro and the divine 

promises which came out of them (see last section), Jethro 

disagreed with his son-In-law and did not accede to his 

wishes . lest we think that Jethro was wl11fully disopeying 

his betters, Sifre Zuta answers any suspicions as It protects 

Jethro's reputation: 

Why did he return to his native land? Is It 
possible that one such as Jethro would rebel 
against the words of "oses? Rather this is 
what Jethro thought, 'What can the

1
candle 

possibly be between sun and moon?' 

The candle-sun analogy quoted earlier 2 provides the rationale 

for Jethro's Initially puzzling refusal. Jethro , who will 

not accompany "oses, leaves to convert the Hidianites, so that 

his descendants may accompany the children of Israel In the 

service of God . 

Aside from returning to proselytize in Hidian, Sifre 

Zuta offers two other ,nK ,~, comments, as choices for what 

motivated Jethro to refuse "oses ' request. Both continue 

the theme of Jethro's noble reasons for returning and em-

phaslze Jethro's sense of comm unal responsibility : 

Why did he return to his land? This Is 
wha t Jethro thought and said, 'Al 1 these 
years, people have entrusted me with 
pledges because r was the most trustworthy 
In the city . But If I leave them behind 
and go [with you), they will uy, 'This 
Jethro fled and took .all of his pledges 
and gave them to h i s son-in-law. •3 It 
will turn out that I wl11 have brought a 
bad name on ~e and on you. Therefori, I 
myself will go back and return all.• 
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The immediately following ,nK ,~,comment uses the same format 

and gives Jethro's reason as wanting to help the victims of 

a drought Jn Ki d lan . The midrash concludes, "If I don't go 

and take care of [my) duties, it will turn out that I have 

profaned the name of God. 11 5 Either explanation Is an adequate 

reason for not accompanying the children of Israel. Before 

Jethro can join the community of Israel, he cannot separate 

himself froT his native community without fulfilling his 

obligations to It. This view of Jethro as the commun i ty 

E.!_~nas contrasts sharply with his status as an excommunicated 

former priest seen earlier In Exodus Rabbah. 6 However , faced 

with the necessity of explaining why Jethro wished to return 

to 11tnine own land, and to my kindred"] (Num . t0 : 30), a double 

emphasis on "the folks bacl< home, 11 Jethro's role there had 

to be elevated and explained. 

Though the new J.P.S.A. translation renders the Hebrew 

for Jethro's destination as "to my native land," tnis single 

expression covers the fact that the Hebrew literally means 

11 to my land and t o my kindred." Several sources discuss the 

seeming redundancy of Jethro's statement. Wouldn't either 

"my land" or 111ny kindred" have been enough to Indicate 

Jethro's destination? These sources convey the impression 

that Jethro wished to leave precisely because of what Kldian 

offered, namely, a familiar land and family. From Sifre 

Zuta, the first cotnment under the rubric of Numbers IO :;o, 

which actually precedes the ,nK ,~, mldrashfm cited above : 



Either for 1and or for possessions, I wlll 
go [home]. (If] you had a person who had 
land, but no possessions (or] possessions, 
but no family (that person would go with 
you]. I am not 11ke that for I have lftnd 
and possessions and fami1y and a place 
In my city . So If I don't go [home] for 
my land, I will go [home] for my family , 
and If I don't go home for my family, I 
wl11 go home for my l•nd. 9 
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Thus, according to this •ldrash either homeland or fam i ly 

would have been more than enough to lure Jethro away from 

the adventure and destiny awaiting the Israelites. further -

more , It rather snidely depicts Jethro's assuming that it 

Is on1y for material reasons that anyone would want to 

accompany the Israelites. 

This mldrash from Sifre Zuta seems decidedly hostile 

to Jethro. While It does acquit the biblical verse of 

redundancy, it does so in a way which makes Jethro Into a 

shortsighted •aterlalist who could not see the real treasures 

that Israel was offering. As to the place of this mldrash 

In regard to the general hypothesis, there Is unquestionably 

a section of even Tannaltlc ml drash that Is hostile to 

converts . Yet what I find Interesting Is that while faith-

fu11y reporting one bit of the tradition, the editors of 

Sifre Zuta apparently d i sagreed with I t. They gave Jethro 

more plausible reasons for leav i ng, namely the inM ,~, 

comments - to convert "ldlan, to return the p1edges or to 

aid drought victims - a11 of wh i ch immediately follow the 

hostile comment i n the text . Unfortunately , beyond stating 

that inM ,~, Is a sign of an editorial seam. nothing further 

can be said about the respective "authors" or dates of these 
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two views on Jethro. A parallel source, Sifre to Numbers , 

not the favorable comments, uses Its own ~nM ~~,under the 

rubric of the next verse, Nu~bers 10 : 31. to show another noble 

reason that Jethro had for leaving (see the next section) . 

In short, while both Sifre to Numbers and Sifre Zuta repeat 

an unfavorable view of Jethro at the beginning of their 

sections, the resultant Tannaltlc editorial work puts the 

best possible face on Jethro's reluctance and counters the 

hostility towards him. 

Philo uses this b l bllcal section for another of his 

analogies which pits Jethro against Hoses. Typically , Hoses 

I s the symbol of higher truth while Jethro I s an earthly 

cretin : 

'Come with us and we will do thee good' (Num. 
10 : 29) . For you will lose the most harmful 
of evils, mere seeming, and gain the most 
profitable of blessings, truth. But even 
to words of such charm as these Jethro will 
pay no heed, nor ever follow knowledge in 
any way, but will hasten to return to the 
empty vanity which Is Indeed his own. For 
we r~ ad that he said to Hoses, 'I will not 
go, but I will go to my land and my genera­
tion' (Num. 10:30); that Is, to the unfaith 
of false opinion which is his kins•an, since 
he has not lfarnt the true faith, so dear 
to real men . 0 

Needless to say, this sort of reasoning for Jethro's 

departure Is foreign to mldrash In this section or the next. 
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NOTES 

I. Sif.Zut. on Nu~. 10 : 30 • H •• p. 265:9- 13 . Parallels 
can be found in " i sh .R. EI . p . 306: 10-llt and ".H.G •• It , 
p . 151 : 13-18. 

2. See sec . Ex. 18 : 2 7, ~Lh_!___"!!_'!!_ _his -~~...!! to~ ~w_n_ 
~. note I . 

3. The reading of "to his son-in-law" Is an emendation of 
the printed text ' s 1lhln), "to his father-in-hw." 
Horovitz {p . 265 , note to l i ne 17) points out that the 
correct reading 1lnn), "to his son·in·law" differs only 
from the printed text's version by one vav. H. H. G. 4, 
P • 152, note to line 2 gives a MS. source-for the change, 
besides the contextual reasons. 

Ii. Sif.Zut . on Num . 10 : 30 • H., p . 265 : 14-18. Parallels 
can be found In Hish . R.El.,pp. 306 : 16-307 : 3 and H.H.G • 
... pp . 151:20-152:3 . 

5 . Slf .Z ut. on Num . 10 : 30 • H., p. 265:18-22. Parallels 
can be found In Kish . R.E I., p . 360 : }·10 ; H.H.G. 4 , 
p . 152 : 1t-9. 

6. See sec. Ex. 2:15b-i2 , note 3, 

] . Num. 10 : 30 , J.P . S.A., 1917 ed. 

8. Slf.Num.pis . 79 • H., p . 76 :9 has "t was a judge In my 
city." Horovitz speculates that Sif.Zut. should read 
D't>l?, "an attendant of 111agistrates 11 {Jastrow , p. 1333) , 
Instead of D1?D, a change resulting from a scribal switch 
of letters (H ., p. 265, note t o line 7) . 

9. Sif . Zut . on Num . 10 : 30 • H • • p . 265 : 5·9. Parallels can 
be found in Sif.Num . pis. 79 • H., p. 76:7-9: Hid.Lekah 
Tov on Num. 10 : 30, p . 99b; Yal.Shlm . R. 726, p. 238a: • 
H~H.G. 4, p . 151:6-11 . Several sources have Jethro 
leav i ng to go to h is own land and possessions because 
he realized that none of the tribes would give him a 
portion In the land of Israel . These sources are Si f. 
Deu t.pls. 352, p. 412 : 6-11; Hid.Tan . on Deut. 33 : 12, 
p. 217 : Hid . Ag . on Num . 10 : 29, p . 96; Yal.Shlm.R. 957, 
p . 342b. The Tannaitlc ml drash, Slf . Deut. and Hi d . Tan ., 
while seemingly hostile toward a selfish Jethro , continue 
In such a manner that Jethro Is enhanced In spite of 
leaving Hoses and the Israelites . 
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Num. I 0 : 3 I 'Please [Kl )K] do not leave us . ' 

The first mldrash on this part of the verse reveals 

the Rabbis' concern with a turn of phrase . "oses did not 

command "Do not leave us." but rather the lncluslon of Ml 

"please" or "I pray you" transformed his re111ark Into a 

request which Jethro could refuse . However, the Rabbis were 

unwillln9 to let the matter of Jethro's departure depend upo n 

a pollte entreaty. From Sifre to Numbers: 

Nl Is only used with the sense of a 
request . Said he ["osesl to him [Jethro). 
' If you do not accept this request (to 
acco11pany usJ I sha 11 sure I y order you 
(to do so]. ' I 

Thus, whether M~ses was the properly deferential son-in·1aw 

("I pray you") or had to be tl-e commanding leader of the 

600.000 , Jethro was bound to come alon9 with Israelites. 

Jethro's wish to return to Hldian could not be allowed, 

not only because of the negative example It would set (since 

the Israelites always seemed one step away from turning back), 

but because of what people might think of Jethro (and by 

extension Moses). Sifre to Numbers continues : 

Now Israel would say, ' Jethro did not 
convert out of love, but because Jethro 
thought that proselytes have a portion 
In the land of Israel . Now when he saw 
that there was no portion for them, he 
left them [the Israelites] and went his 
own way . ' 2 

With Israel ready to think the worst, no wonder Moses had to 

dissuade Jethro, one way or the other. 
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Uni Ike Sifre Zut•, Sifre to Numbers does not deal 

with Jethro's motives for wanting to leave under the he•dlng 

of Numbers 10:30. However, In •n analogous fashion to the S ifre 

In Sifre to Nu•bers on Numbers 10:31 offers • noble reason 

for Jethro's desire to depart . Jethro h•d thought to leave 

In order to proselytlze In Hldlan. Yet Hoses had to po i nt 

out certain consequences of this action which Jethro might 

not have anticipated: 

You thought to Increase the glory qf 
God [by converting the Hid l •nltes]3 but 
you wlll only diminish the number of 
proselytes th•t you would h•ve brought 
under the wings of the Shehlnah.4 • 

With this explanatlon, it becomes obvious th•t Jethro did 

not leave in • huff bec•use proselytes would not receive a 

portion In Israel . Again, some edltorl•l surgery in the 

form of a inM ,~, counte Ys an unfavor•ble comment with another 

point of view from a different stratum. 

What Is not so clear Is why proselytes would not 

flock to Israel's side If Jethro goes out to do • ore 

proselytizing. The Rabbis feared that would-be proselytes 

would only see Jethro's dep•rture and suspect the worst. Was 

he bani s hed by the Inhospitable lsr•elltes? Thus, the R•bbis 

used a phrase I n this verse, "thou shalt be to us Instead of 

eyes11 5 as the locus for their fears and as another plea for 

Jethro to stay: 

If you would not be eyes for us before all 
the Inhabitants of the world, they will say, 
'It seems that we [Jews] don't want to 
receive proselytes . •6 
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Jethro must stay •nd gu l de7 the lsr•elltes through the 

wi lderness or risk maligning his son-In-law's people . 

Other sources use the same phrese to derive enother 

demeglng consequence which would result from Jethro's desire 

to leave : 

[If you goJ you wl11 close the door on 
future prose I ytes who w i 11 sey, 'If 
Jethro the father-In-law of the king 
did not accept (Moses' com•end/the 
Jewish religion?) upon himself how much 8 the More so for the rest of the people ! ' 

Midrash Lekah Tov In repeeting this comment mekes clear the 
• 

connection between Hoses' injunction end the verse. "But 

rether (th•n leav l ng wi th all the trouble that that will 

cause) 'thou shalt be to us instead of eyes .' Open the 

eyes for the proselytes. 11 9 Jethro Is urged to stay for the 

good exemple he will provide . 

Jethro ' s bold st•tement of "I will not go" (Nu111. 10 : 30) 

could not be allowed to stend. Thus, when Moses points to 

the unfortunate Misconceptions to which Jethro's action 

would g i ve rise, the assumption Is that Jethro will, of 

course, stay . To compensete for the fact that the Bible 

does not expllcltly state If Jethro did accompany the 

Israelites , the mldrash continues to •dvance reasons why 

Jethro should stay, as the next section w111 show. 
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HO TES 

I. Sif.Num . pls . 80 • H. , p. 76 : 11-12. Parallels Include 
Slf.Zut . on Num . 10:31 • H., p. 265 : 23·24 which concludes 
e111phatlca11y , "You are not permitted to depart from us" ; 
" l d.lekah Tov on Num. 10 : 31, p. 99b ; Yal.ShlM . R. 726, 
p. 238a;"".H . C. ~ . p . 152: 10-11 wh i ch concludes as does 
Slf . Zut. 

2. Slf.Num.pls . BO• H. , p. 76:12- 14. This account continues 
with a bracketed K 11

, (0111ftted In t he ed . prlnc., Venice , 
1545)whlch uses the same structure but has Hoses telling 
Jethro to accept Jericho, lest people accuse him of 
leav lngbecause he wasn't sat i sfied with It. Ya1.Shlm. 
R. 726 , p. 238a parallels the entire Si fre account. 
"ld.leka~ Tov on Num . 10 : 31, p . 99b parallels the Sifre 
passag• quoted above I n the body of this study . 

) . H., p . 76, note to llne 17 is the basi s of th i s bracketed 
111ate r I a 1 • 

4 . S i f.Num. pls . 80 • H., p . 76 : 16· 18 . Ya1.Shl111.R. 726 , p. 
238a parallel s th i s. 

5 . J.P .S. A. , 1917 ed . 

6 . Si f . Zut . on Num . 10 : 31 • H. , p. 265 : 27- 28 . H.H . C. ~. 
p . 152 : 16-17 parallels this. Both of these passages 
continue wi th a related reason for Jethro not to leave. 
If Jethro, the father-in - law of the king , Is seemi ngly 
not accepted (why else would he leave?), wha t recept i on 
can ordinary proselytes e xpect? "id . Ag . on Num . 10 : 31 . 
p . 96 asks Jethro to stay t o avoid g i ving other proselytes 
~9 i1nnD, loosely translated as , an occasion for fault­
finding . 

7 , The new J . P . S . A. translation renders the phrases cited 
I n note 5 es "can be our gulde . 11 

8. Slf . Num . pl s . 80 • H. , p . 76:18-19. Yal . Shim.R. 726, p . 
238a parallels t h is . 

9 . Hld . leka~ Tov on Nu111 . 10 : 31 , p . 99b. 



Num. 10:31 ln•smuch as you know where ~e shou1d camp In 
the wilderness. 
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With the pll1ar of cloud and fire to guide the Israel-

ltes . the R•bbls apparently felt that Jethro's skllls as a 

desert-worthy guide were not needed. T~ough T•rgum Pseudo 

Jonathan states th•t Jethro's departure would leave lsr•el 

naked, 1 there Is no referent for this nor Is there any 

lndlc•tlon that the lsr•elltes would be bereft of protection 

or leadership. Consequently. what appears on the biblical 

level to be a very literal statement that Jethro knew the 

hosplt•ble campgrounds ln the Sinai ls transformed by the 

Rabbis Into • midrashlc declarat ion of another type of knowl-

edge. From Sifre to Numbers under this rubric : 

He [Hoses] s•id to him [Jethro]. 'If 
another who had not seen the ~lracles 
and mighty deeds In the wltderness and 
left and went his own way. it I~ under ­
stand•ble [llter•lly. the matter Is 
fitting). But you who saw , you are going 
to leave and go your own way? 1 2 

As Interpreted by the R•bbls. Jethro's knowledge does not 

concern the future, where the Israelites should camp, but 

the past, the deeds of Cod in the wilderness . 3 No source 

explains If there Is any hermeneutlcat reason for reading 

llnln , "where we should camp," •s mighty deeds , etc . , but 

logically such a reading takes its place as another of Hoses' 

reasons to conv ince Jethro to stay . Now, having shown the 

h~ rm that Jethro's departure would cause, 4 as well as •maze-

ment that he could even think about leaving with what he 

knew, Moses wlll use fl•ttery in order to persuade Jethro to 

stay, as the next section will show. 
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NOTES 

I . Tar . Ps . Jon . on Num . 10 : 31 . 

2 . Sif . Num . pls. 80 • H. , p. 76 : 20-22. Parallels with minor 
variations In wordinQ are found I n Sif.Zut . on Nu m. 10 : 31 • 
H., p . 265 : 24-27; Hid.Lekab Tov on Num. 10 : 31, p . 99b ; 
Hid . Ag . on Num . 10 : 31, p. 96 ; Yal .S h fm. R. 726, p . 238a 
which duplicates the Sif.Num. account quo t ed fn the tex t; 
H. H.C . 4 , p. 152:12-15. Tar.Onk. on Num. 10 : 31 adds 
after 11 you know where we should camp In the wildernes s " 
"and the mi ghty deeds that were done for us you saw with 
your eyes." This Is fa i thful to both the text and the 
ml drash . Tar . Ps.Jon. on Num . 10 : 31 has the same insert 
as Tar.Onk . and adds "you taught us to be engaged in 
matters of justice, " a reference to the select ion of the 
elders. 

3. S i f.Num . pis . 80 • H. , pp. 76 : 22-77 : 2 which immediatel y 
follows the mi drash quoted in note 2 adds in the name 
of R. Judah a comment which shows something else sim i lar 
which Jethro knew : 

You who have seen the favor which God gave 
to our ancestors in Egypt , ' And Cod gave 
the people favor ! n the eyes of the Egyptians' 
(Ex . 12 : 36), are you going to leave us and 
go? 

This comment does not appear anywhere else save in Yal . 
Sh lm. R. 726 , p . 238a . 

4. See the l a st s e ction. especially notes 2, 4, 6, 8. Mid . 
Ag. on Num . 10 : 31 ha s a unique comment which i s in the 
spirit of the above notes , but is under the rubr i c of 
"Inasmuch as you know where we should camp in the 
wl lderness" : 

What wi ll all the proselytes say about us? 
That we are ungrateful. Behold Jethro stood 
with them all that time and they didn't do 
any good thing for him. 

Th i s comment may be i nd i cative of Hl d.Ag. ' s bel i ef 
that Jethro did do guid i ng In the wilderness or it could 
simp ly be another misconception that Jethro's departure 
would cause . 
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Num . 10 : 31 And thou shalt be to ~s Instead of eyes . 1 

Though there is a disagreement In the sources re-

gardlng the exact degree of involvement that Jethro had with 

the selectlon of the elders, 2 Hoses had no hesitancy in praising 

Jethro to the highest for his suggestion. As he flattered 

Jethro, Hoses sought to make Jethro feel indispensable and 

thus gave him an additional reason for staying. Sifre to 

Numbers refers to Jethro's v isi on perhaps as a guide and then 

goes on to another use for his eyes : 

•And thou shalt be to us Instead of eyes'--
lf that weren•t enough for you, then all the 
matters which are hidden from our eyes , you 
will enlighten our eyes about them as {you 
did previously] In the matter of which it l s 
said, 'You shall also seek out • •• capable men ••. • 
(Ex . 18 : 20).3 

How could Jethro even dream of leav i ng, seeing how much he 

Is needed by Hoses and the Children of Israel? 

Continuing the campa ig n to convince Jethro to stay , 

S i fre to Numbers presents another Image suggested by the 

verse's use of "eyes": 

You shall be as beloved to us as is the 
eyeball . As it says, 'You too must befriend 
the stranger • (Deut. 10 : 19) ; 'You shal I not 
oppress a stranger' (Ex. 23:9); 'You shall 
not wrotg a stranger or oppress him' (Ex. 
22:20). 

Since a!I three of the prooftexts remind the Israelites that 

they too were once strangers In the land of Egypt, Jet~ro's 

position with the Israelites must be seen as very secure 

Indeed. Being beloved as the eyeball, Jethro cannot be 
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harmed without the Israelites harming themselves both physically 

and splrltually . 

It Is by no means clear on the biblical level whether 

or not Jethro heeded Hoses' request to stay. The Bible simply 

does not say though we may perhaps assume this from the fact 

that Numbers 10 : 33, the verse which immediately follows Hoses ' 

dlalogue with Jethro , begins "They marched from the mountain 

of the Lord .•• " On the other hand, the "They marched" which 

could have Included Jethro may only be a unifying tie-back 

to Numbers 10 : 28, the verse before Hoses' entreaties, wh ic h 

ended with 1)10'1, "and they marched . " 

The Rabbis with their Interest In harmonizing a number 

of different verses believe that Jethro did not stay but 

departed per Exodus 16:27 which In their view Is the conclusion 

of Numbers 10 : 29 - 32 . In departing, Jethro is not reject i ng 

Hoses' entreaties or Israel, but Is serving the G~d of 

Israel by spread i ng knowledge of Him among the Hidianite s .5 

The results of Jethro ' s proselytizing will be d iscussed In 

Part 111 of the study, The . Des~nda~.!.~~.:.,Le_thr~ Th.!.!.!. 

Identity and Activities. 
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NOTES 

I. This tr•nsl•tlon comes from the 1917 J . P.S.A . edition, 
as the midr•shic material is based predominantly on 
Hoses' •ssertlon th•t Jethro will be the eyes for the 
Israelites. the old translation ts preferable to the 
new one, "And can be our guide." 

2 . See sec. Ex. 18:24, notes I, 2. 

3. Sif.Num . pls . 80 • H., p. 77:3·6. Parallels with slight 
ch•nges In wording can be found in Hid.lekah Tov on Num. 
10:31, p. 99b; Hid.Ag. on Num. 10:31, p . 96: Val.Shim. 
R. 726, p. 238a par•llels Slf.Num. exactly. 

4. Sif . Num.pls. 80 • H. , p. 77 : 6-8. Yat.Shim.R. 726, p . 
238b is the parallel. Hld.leka~ Tov on Hum. 10 : 31, p. 
99b does not have any prooftexts, stating "We shall honor 
and love you as the eyeball of our eyes . " Tar.Ps.Jon . 
renders the Hebrew of the verse as "You will be beloved 
to us as the eyeball . " 

5. See S'!c.Ex. 18 : 27 AnU~e.n_t his own__way_J_o_h_'_!_o~~_!_a_~d . • 
note 2. 



PART I I 

HISCELLANEOUS HIDRASHIH INVOLVING JETHRO 
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As might be expected, the mldrash on Jethro Is not 

limited to j ust those verses In the Bible where Jethro is 

specifically •entloned. Because of the type of person that 

Jethro represents, he Is frequently cited In ~any contexts 

as a praiseworthy person or as an example to others . Thus, 

Part II of this study will consist of four sections which wi!I 

deal with the •lsee1laneous •ldrashim involving Jethro. 



Manna fell for Jethro ' s Sake 

In considering all the details of Jethro ' s vis i t to 

the Israelites. the Rabbis wondered what J e thro •te. The 

Issue was not kosher or non-kosher food, bu t rather whether 

Jet hro received • portion of •anna as d i d the children of 

Israel . Exodus Rabbah answers t hi s question In a comment 

on Job 31 : 32: 

'Hy doors I opened to the roads i de ' (Job loc . 
cit . ) - this refers to Jethro, for whom 
Cod brou~ht down the ~anna, as it says , 'And 
he commanded the skies above fnd opened the 
doors o f heaven' (Ps . 78 : 23). 

Psalm 78 : 23ff.whlch deals e xp licitly with the fall of mann a 

t hus determ i nes the meaning of "door s " I n the Job verse. In 

conjunction with t he "A" pa r t of the verse , "The stranger 

did not lodge In the street , " Jethro , the stranger , received 

a po rtion of manna, God ' ~ " door" wh i ch wa s opened to hi m. 

Ml drash Tehlll i m provides some additional detal ls 

a bout the manna which serves t o agg randize Jethro. Quotin g 

In the name o f R. Albu, an Amora 2 : 

R. Aibu taught that Jethro arrived in the 
si x th hour of the da y: For his sake , manna 
enough for the sixty myriads of Israel came 
down ; for his sa ke enou g h came down f or every 
organ of each body in Is rae I . Hence i t Is 
said, 'Han did eat the bread of the mi ghty ; 
He sent. •• p r ovisions t o the ful 1' (Ps . ]8 : 21t) . 3 

R. Albu ~pparently ba s ed Jet h ro's arrival time on a bit of 

folk wisdom that one doe s not set out on a j ourney while It 

I s dark.~ Since manna was only for one ' s personal use and 

the ma nna on the ground melted by afternoon ( Ex . 16 : 16 , 21) 
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God did not want his honored guest to go hungry . Consequently , 

God suspended the rules and manna felt for a second time that 

day. In addition , since enou gh manna then fel 1 for al I Israe l 

( .. provision to the full"). the day of Jethro's arrival became 

like the day before the Sabbat h which also enjoyed a double 

portion of manna. Both of these midrashlm give us an 

Indication of the whole-hearted welcome which Jethro received -

his needs were met In a fashion which indicated God's approval 

of his presence. 
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NOTES 

1 . Ex.R. 27 : 5 • S. 2, p. 325 . 

2 . "By this name, unaccompanied by patronymic or cognomen, 
are known four amoraim, three of whom were members of 
the faml1y of Abba Arlka (Rab) In Baby1onla, and the 
remaining one was a distinguished Palestinian" (J.E., 
1 : 298). 

) . "id.Teh. on Ps . 78, pp. 173a-b, mid. 4 • Sr . 2, p. 24. 
Parallels can be found in Ya1 . Shim. v. 2 R. 819, p. 467b 
and Yal."ak. on Ps. 78, p. 13b , mid . 25. 

4 . Cen . R. 92 : 6 • S. I, pp. 852- £53 graphically illustrates 
the deslrabi1 ity of wait i ng untl I mornin g . This and the 
blb11ca1 rules for manna come from Hoses A. Hir k in, 
Shem2._~ Rabbah, v. 6, p . 12, note to Ex . R. 27 : 5. 
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Jethro •nd Esau 

Tak ing Into consideration only our Pent•teuchal 

knowledge of Jethro and Es•u . a comparison between the two 

of them would seem about •s useful as one between apples 

and oranges . Yet to the Rabbis. each represented a distinct 

type, d iametrically opposed to the other . Exodus Rabbah be~ins 

Its section on parashat !I~ by contrasting Jethro and Esau 

based on an exegesis of Proverbs 27:10. "Better is a ne ighbo r 

that ts near than a brother far off" : 

Another explanation : 'Better is a ne ig hbour 
that Is near' refers to Jethry. who was 'far ' 
from Israel• [yet w•s better) than Esau the 
brother of Jacob [Better is a neighbor near 
(In spirit) though far (in relationship) than 
a brother like Esau 2]3 . For what does it say 
of Jethro? - 'And Saul said unto the kenites . •• 
for ye showed kindness to all the ch i ldren 
of Is rae I• when they came out of Egypt 1 (I 
Sam. 15 :6 ), and of Esau It is written 'Rememb er 
what A1ulek did unto thee' (Oeut. 25 : 17) . 
You will find many things written of Esau to 
his discredit, but of Jethro I n praise. In 
reference to Esau It Is written , ' They have 
rav ished the women In Zion' (Lam. 5:11). but 
of Jethro It is written , 'And God co~manded 
thee t o' (Ex. 18:2)). Esau put a stop to the 
sacrifices, but of Jethro it says , 'And 
Jethro, Hoses' father-in-law, took a burnt­
offering and sacrifices for God' (lb. 12) . 
When Esau heard of lsr•el ' s departure, he 
c•1ne to do bat t I e with them, for It says , 'Then 
came Am•lek' (lb. 17 : 8) but when Jethro heard 
Israel's pr•lses sung, he joined them, as it 
says,'Now Jethro ••• heard, etc. '~ 

Esau, the brother, i s pictured by the Rabbis •s the arch -

enemy of Israel, where•s Jethro recetves their praise. 

Further~ore, a ne ig hbor can make himself more beloved than 

a brother through good deeds. Birth or blood do not matter 
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in Cod's eyes, but only the godliness In an individu•I . 

Thus, to those who would say that Israel does not or will not 

welcome the stranger, the midrash provides a powerful •nswer , 

a conclusion seemingly more sl9niflcant coming as It does In 

a late source . 
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NOTES 

I. The Sonclno tr•nsl•tor supplied these br•ckets . 

2 . The infor~atfon In these brackets co•es from S.2, p . 322 , 
note 1 . 

3 . I suppl fed these br•ckets. 

4. Ex.R. 27 : 1 • S. 2, pp. 321-322. Parallels can be found 
In Tan.H•Nid.Yltro 5,p. 94b ; Yal.Shlm.v . 2 R. 38, pp. 355a-b; 
K.H.G. 4, p . 145:16 - 1~6 : 4 ; Val . Hak. on Pr . 27:10 , 
pp . 67b - 68• ; Henorat HaHaor 4, p . 322 . 



202 

Jethro and Abraham 

Not on1y did B•laam praise and bless lsr•el (Hum . 

21t : l-9), but according to the Rabbis, he also congr•tulated 

Jethro • "He [Balaam) saw the Kenltes and, taking up his theme , 

he said, Though your abode be secure {ln'N)" {Nu111. 21t : 21) . 

On the bib1ical level, Bal•am's pr•ise of Jethro Is not 

rea11y obvious, for his observation about the firmness o~ the 

Kenltes ' {one of Jethro's seven names) abode Is fol1owed by 

a prophecy of doom··"Yet sha11 Kain be consurned, /when As s ur 

takes you captive" (Num . 21t : 22). However, the Rabbis 

chose to ignore the second verse and by concentrating on the 

word "secure" {lll'H) found a blessing for Jet hro . From 

Exodus ~abbah : 

Sim11arly , of the wicked Ba1aam, It says , 
'And he s•w Amalek' (Hum. 21t:20) , - viz . 
that he did not retract from his evil way ; 
but when he saw that Jethro had repented , 
what is said? 'And he 1ooked on the Kenite ', 
etc. (lb. 21). It can be compared to a 
hunter of birds; he had c•ptured one and was 
about to catch another, when the bird perched 
itse1f on the statue of a k i ng . Whereupon 
the hunter became perplexed and spoke thus 
to the bird : 'If I throw a stone at you, I 
may forfeit my life, •nd If I use the pole, 
I fear lest It will not reach as far as the 
king's statue. I know not what to do ; all I 
can say Is that you have made a very good 
escape.' Likewise, when Balaam, knowing that 
Amalek and tethro had been amon~ the counsellors 
of Pharaoh, saw that Amalek's name had been 
blotted out, whereas Jethro h•d repented , he 
said to the latter : 'Thou has escaped well; 
'Firm be thy dwelling - place ' - like that of 
Abraham . 2 

The midrash's conclusion that Jethro can be considered like 

Abraham results from an unstated !l.!_~erah -~hav.!_~· The Talmud 
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Identifies Eth•n (ln'N• literally "secure") the Ezr•hlte 

referred to in the superscription to Psalm 89 as Abrah•m 

based on its own 9.!.Z...!.~~~a~·~3. Therefore, since ln'N as 

the name Ethan or as an •djective meanin~ "secure" is 

•PPI led to bot h men, Jethro shares the same secur i ty of 

•bode and strengt h as Abraham.~ Again such • linking of 

Jethro with other noble figures from the Jewish past cannot 

help but r•ise his reputation in the comm unity of Israel. 

This very favorable attitude toward Jethro come s from what 

Is •cknowledged to be one of the later mld rashi m.S Such an 

I nstance of a favorable attitude in a late source will have 

to be taken Into consideration in evaluating the ge neral 

hypothesis . 
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NOTES ---

1. Other versions which discuss Pharaoh's advisors list 
them as Balaam, Jethro, and Job (see ::L!,t_h_r2.__!_n_~Jt'lP_t_, 
notes 3, 6) . Obviously, for this midrash on Balaam's 
prophecy, Balaam himself could not be one of the 
advisors. Amalek Is a handy substitute and If anything 
is a greater symbol of evil than Balaam. Consequently , 
Jethro's act of repentance Is highlighted to an even 
greater degree . 

2. Ex.R. 27 : 6 • S . 2, pp. 325 - 326. Ex . R. 27 : 3 • S. 2, pp. 
323-32'+ has a shorter version though without the 
identification with Abraham. 

3. See B.B. 15a • S., p. 73 for the complete account . 

I+. "Abraham is mentioned as being the first of the 
proselytes ; thus Jethro's strength too lay in turning 
to the true God'' (S. 2, p. 326, note 1). 

5. Chapters 12-l+O of Exodus Rabbah date to the ninth century 
acc . to E.J . 6 : 1068 . 
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Jethro Serves as an Example to the Nations and Israel. 

Jethro. the priest of Midian, gave up his idols and 

accepted the God of Israel. This action had a happy ending 

not only for Jethro, but for all the nations of the world 

according to the Zohar: 

Jethro, the high priest of paganism, 
was converted to the worship of the true 
God of Israel: the whole world, hearing 
of the mighty works of the Holy One, and 
seeing that the great sage, Jethro, had 
been drawn to worship the God of Israel, 
gave up their idols, realizing their 
impotence, and in this way the glory of the 
Holy Name of God was exalted on all sides. 
For this reason the narrative concerning 
Jethro has been preserved In the Torah, with 
Jethro 1 s name at the head. l 

If Jethro gave up idols, how much the more so should the lesser 

idolators do l ikewlse and according to the Zohar th~y did! 

Other sources are less certain of Jethro's influence 

on the nations of the world. Rather than serving as the 

inspiration to ab&ndon idolatry, Jethro is held up as a 

reproof for those who didn't change their ways: 

'But he wl 11 minister judgement to the 
heathen peoples according to the upright' 
(Ps. 9:9). What ls meant by 'according 
to.the upright'? R. Alexandri2 said: 
He wi 11 minister judgement to the heathen 
peoples by citing as examples the upright 
ones among them, the example of ... Jethro .... 
How will he do so? He will say to each 
man of the peoples of the earth, 1 Why 
didst thou not bring thyself close to me7 1 

And each man of them wi 11 answer: 1 I was 
w i eked, so steeped in wickedness I was 
ashamed. 1 And God will ask: Wast thou more 
so than ..• Jethro who was a priest unto 
Idols. When he came to me, did I not 
receive him and raise up Prophets and 
righteous men out of him73 

·~ 

."~ 
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Clearly, according to the midrash, there can be no valid 

excuse for not embracing the Cod of Israel for even Jethro 

caMe and converted. 

The Jerusalem Talmud uses the same verse in a different 

way . Jethro is cited in a zeiu.!. !!_o_~ sense - through the 

merit of Jethro the heathen peoples will be judged : 

How does Samuel Interpret 'He will minister 
judgement to the heathen peoples according 
to the upright' (Ps. 9:9)? He [Cod] will 
judQe them according to the righteous ones 
among them. He will rgmember the deeds of 
Jethro for their sake. 

God thus tempers judgement with mercy. giving the nations of 

the world every possible chance . Just as He judges them at 

night when they aren't sinning, He remembers that good people 

(Jethro, Rahab) can come from the nations. Therefore, the 

nations should not be completely destroyed. 

Not only i s Jethro held up as an example for the 

nations of the world and intercedes on their behalf, but he 

even serves as an example for Israel : 

Just as one who ls from the nations of the 
world and the fam i lies of the earth, who 
acted out of love and so God gave him [a 
reward] out of love how much the more so 
for lsrae1:S 

Again, the sense of the mldrash is that of a kal vebom....!.~ · 

If a mere heathen acted so nobly and piously, how could Israel , 

God's chosen , fall to act In the same manner. 

Eccl e siastes Rabbah cites Jethro I n a d i fferent 

fashion. Here, Jethro does not serve to Inspire Israel 

to righteousness, rather when Israel Is righteous, Jethro-

types are joined to Israel : 
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R. Berekiah said: To what may the matter be 
likened? To a king who had a park which he 
handed over to his son. So long as his son 
did his bidding, the king used to look out for 
the finest plants in the world and plant them 
in his son's park ; but when his son did not 
do his bidding, he used to look for the most 
beautiful and gorgeous plant In the park and 
uproot It. Thus the king is the Holy One, 
blessed be He ; the park Is the world or, as 
some say, Israel. So long as they do His 
bidding, the Holy One, blessed be He, looks 
out for a righteous person among the peoples 
of the world as, e.g . , Jethro, Rahab, Ruth, 
or Antoninus, whom He brings and attaches to 
Israel; but when they do not do His bidding, 
He looks for a righteous man In Israel and 
removes him from their midst .6 

Here Jethro does not serve as an example fo!:_ Israel , but as 

an example of Israel's righteousness. Thus, the r ig hteous 

person such as Jethro may both Inspire righteousne ss and 

advert ise it. 
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NOTES 

I. Zoh•r 2, 69a • S . 3, p . 715 . 

2 . Two P•lestinian A~or•lm sh•red this n•me (J.E., 1:360-
361) . 

3. Pes.R.pls . ~o. p . 163b • Br. p. 706 . Pes.R•b . pis . 35. 
p. 161a •Br., p. 674 cites Jethro in •n expl•natlon 
of Zee. 2:14-15 In order to rebuke those who d i dn't 
join the God of Israel . 

4. Y.R.Sh. 57a • gemorah on mis. 
p. ~4a, mid. 11 •Br., p. 142 
but is not quite so explicit. 
"Didn't Ruth, Rehab, Zi pporah 
[the nations of the earth}?" 

1 : 3. Kid.Teh . on Ps. 9 , 
uses the same proof text, 

R. Alexandr! asks , 
and Jethro come from them 

5 . Slf.Zut. on Num . 10 : 29 • H., p. 263 : 13-14 . Parallels 
can be found in Hek.R . S.H . , p. 92 • Hek . R. S.E.H ., p. 1-3 ; 
H.H . G. 2, p. 371 : 2-3 ; H.H.G . 4, p. 147 : 4-5. 

6. Ecc . R. on Ecc. - 5:11, mid . I • s . 4, pp. 150-151. Parallels 
can be found In S.S.R. on S.S. 6:2, mid. 3 • S . 4, pp. 
257-258, Y.Ber . Sb • gemorah on mis . 2 :8. 
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PART 111 

THE DESCENDANT S OF JETH RO - THEI R IDENTITY ANO ACTIVITIE S 
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The story o f Jethro d i d not end with his departure 

to Mi dian as described In Exodus 18 : 27 . from other places 

in the Bible , notably the Book of Judges and first Chron i cles, 

peoples appear who are linked either e xpl i citly or exegetically 

with Jethro . Clearly then, Jethro' s line did not either die 

out or become completely subsumed under Israel as say , Zipporah's 

children would have been . The following sections attempt to 

trace Jethro's progeny and to give their history . for the 

sake of uniformity, I wi ll call them Kenltes, though they 

were also known by other name s . 
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Who Were Jethro ' s Oescendants7 

Before answering the question of who were Jethro's 

descendants, the Rabbis had to show that the question was not 

moot. After all, with seven daughters specifically mentioned 

in the Bible, where were the sons to carry on the family name7 

A laudatory account from Tanhuma HaNldpas shows that Jethro 

was rewarded with sons later in life: 

Two people received two rl~hteous men and 
were blessed on their account. They didn't 
have s ons in the beginning, but when they 
(the righteous] entered their houses, God 
gave them sons . These [hospitable peop l e] 
were Laban and Jethro •. • • About Jethro was 
wr i tten, 'The priest of Hldian had seven 
daughters' (Ex . 2 : 16) . Is it possible that 
he [already] had sons and his daughters were 
shepherding? Rather he d idn't have them 
until Hoses entered his house and blessed 
him an d [then] he had sons. As It i s written , 
'And the ch i ldren of Keni, Hoses' father · ln­
law • • • ' (Ju . I : 16) . 

Jud ges l:l6 occurs over and over again i n the mid-

rashic literature dealing with Jethro ' s de s cendants. This 

verse wh i ch was used by the Rabbis to establish that Jethro 

<!.!j_ have sons also nked hi s offspring with the tribe of 

Judah and s i tuated them in the land of Israel . Since the 

prevailing midrashic view holds that Jethro "went his own 

way to his own land" (Ex. 18 :27), how did it come about that , 

"And the childre n of Keni, Hoses' father-in-law, went up out 

of the c i ty o f palm-trees with the children of Judah into 

the wilderness of Judah ••• "? From the Hekilta comes the 

reminder that though Jethro went back to Hidian, he went back 

solely to proselytize: 



I shall go to my land and tell everybody 
and convert all the people of my country .•• 
One might think that he merely went back 
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and did nothing, but Sc ripture says: 'And 
the children of the Kenite, Moses' father ­
in-law, went up out of the city of the palm­
trees with the children of Judah' (Ju . 1 : 16) . 2 

Thus, Judges 1 : 16 for the Rabbis records the success of 

Jethro's mfssionizing . Not only did his descendants 

(both from his clan and his family), known as Kenltes, 

become Jew i sh, but they settled with the tribe of Judah. 

As the story of Jethro's descendants unfolds, the 

Kenites came to be known by different names. I Chronicles 

2 : 55 equates the Kenftes wfth the Rechabltes, "These are the 

Ken i tes that came of Hammath, the father of the house of 

Rechab." Numerous midrashic sources identify the Kenites 

of I Chronicles 2:55 with Jethro's descendants : 

Who were these people (I Chron. 2 : 55 was cited 
previously)? They were the Kenltes who came 
from the descendants of Jethro, the descendants 
of Ken I, the father-in-law of Koses . 3 

By specifying both Jethro and Kenl, the mldrash demon~ trates 

that both sets of Kenltes are the same . 

Bes i des be l~g called Rechabites, the Kenltes are 

sometimes referred to as J,ll' 'lJ, the descendants of (the 

most famous Rechablte) Jonadab. II Kings 10 : 15-23 and 

Jeremiah 35:1-19 contain the blblical accounts of Jonadab, 

the son of Rechab. He acted zealously for God in his life-

time and se rved as an inspiration to his descendants to keep 

their p i ous naz irlt e vows . Kidrash l cally, 1 Chronicles ~: ! 3 

is Interpreted as referring to the descendants of Jonadab 



precisely because of their ste•df•st observ•nce of their 

encestr•I obllgatlons : 

'These were the potters (D'i~i,J . . . they 
dwelt occupied In the k i ng's work' (I 
Chron . ~:2)) . 'These were the potters' 
refers to the sons of Jon•dab the son 
of Rech•b who kept [1,~l) the oath of 
their father [see Jer . 35:8. 18]\. 
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Pl•ylng off the similarity between,~, and ,Yl, the Rabbis 

saw in D',~''• not an occup•tion (pottery m•king), but an 

indication of the kenites ' f•ithfulness. 

The Hek l lta of R. Shlm'on •lso states the connection 

between Jethro and Jonadab b. Rechab. Again, l Chronicles 

~ : 23 is used to yield •idrash i c Interpretations : 

About them (Jethro's offspring to whom the 
mldrash previously referred] does this 
verse apply , ' These were the potters (o,,~,,)• 
(I Chron. ~ : 2)) . These are the descendants 
of Jonadab the son of Rechab who knew the 
power of the Creator [ln,,~, being similar 
to D'.,~1'. "potters") of the world. Another 
Interpretation : They would be supported 
without travail [n,,~D w•s considered to be 
rel•ted to D',~1') . Another Interpretation: 
They kept the o•th concerning the command­
ments of their father . 5 

How fitting It Is that the God-fea ri ng qu•l l ties in Jethro 

showed up In his descendants. 

Thus, an lntric•te process connects Jethro with 

various peoples In the Bible. The Kenites testify to Jethro ' s 

power of propagation and proselytizat l on. The Kenltes from 

Judges I : 16 ar~ ass umed to be the same Kenltes in 1 Chronicles 

2 : 55 , hence they can be equ•ted with the Rechabites. When 

they are called the descendants of Jonadab b . Rechab, that 

•ppellatlon reminds one and all that they knew God, did what 
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was commanded of them and would easily earn their llvlng. 

The next section will show how Jethro's descendants came to 

enjoy sustenance without travail, since ft explains how they 

came to settle in the city of the palm-trees with the trfbe 

of Judah. 
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NOTES 

I. Tan.HaNld.She~ot 16. p. 67a . Parallels caft be found 
In M.H.G. I. p. 542 : 9-17. Menorat Ha-Maor 1. pp. ~0 : 17 -
41:8 has the same comment in the name of Gen . R. However, 
present editions of Gen.R . do not i nclude it. Zohar 2, 
p. 69b • s. J, p. 217 paraphrases the Tan.HatHd. account 
and concludes .. For Hoses• sake. and through his merit. 
did Jethro beget sons." 

2. Mek.J.Z.L. 2. p. 186:105-109 • Hek.H.R . , p. 200 : 5·6. 
Parallels can be found In Hek . R.S.11 • • p . 91 • Hek . R.S.E.H. 
p . 1)4 : 25-26; Hish.R.EI . • p. 306 : 13-14. Sif .Zut. on Num . 
10 : 30 • H. , p. 265:13-14; Hid.leka~ Tov on Ex. 18 : 27 . 
p. 63a; Val .Shim . R. 271, p. 8)b; tt.H.G. 2, p. 369 : 7·9 ; 
H.H.G. 4, p. 151 : 18-19. According to the Zohar passage 
quoted In note 1, Jethro had Jewish descendants even 
before his return to Mldlan. "He then brought them 
[his sons) with him to Moses, so that they might a11 
enter together under the wings of the Sheklnah. 11 Zohar 
), 9a • S. 4, 344 also refers to the Jewish Kenites as 
descendants of Jetl1ro . 

) . Tan.HaNld.Yitro 4, p. 91ta . Parallels which make the 
seme Identification are Mek.R . S.H .• p. 92 • Mek.R.S.E . H. , 
p. 135 : 18·19 ; Tan.HaNld . VaYakhe l 8, p. 13la ; Mlsh.R.EI . 
p. 305:3·4. However, the Targum to l Chron. 2 : 55 makes 
a different connection, translating the verse. "The family 
of Rechab, the son of Ellezer the son of Moses . •.• These 
were the Kenltes. the sons of Zipporah whose genealogy 
was listed with the tribe of Levi since they came from 
the seed of Hoses, M~ster of Israel , which was of more 
merit for thein than horsemen or chariots... I am at a 
loss to explain why this genealogy takes the Kenites back 
to Hoses rather than to Jethro except to conclude as does 
the text that It was more meritorious to be associated 
with Hoses than with anyone else. The Targum Is an 3/9th 
century work (E.J • • 4:850) whose late date may account 
for its non-recognltlon of Jethro . 

It. 8.8 . 91b • S ., p. 379. Yal.Shlm . voJ. 2 R. 600 parallels 
this. A. R.N . ch. 35 • S., p . 53a(A) •Goldin, p . 145 
uses I Chron. 4:23 to answer the question, 11 How how did 
the des~endants of Jethro make their living?" However , 
no explanation Is given there as to why this verse 
ap p lies to the Kenites . We can assume that the tradit i on 
llnklrg the Kenites and the potters was flr~ly established 
by the time of A.R.N. Therefore, no need was seen to 
provide the connecting exegesis as the talmudlc passage 
does. 
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Notes . (C_~n_!..i...12.ued) 

5. Hek.R.S.H •• p. 92. H.H . C. 2. p. 371:6-8 parallels this. 
Hek.J.Z.L. 2, p. 189 :147-14 9 • Hek.H.R., p . 201:9·10 
merely asks how we know that the descendants of Jonadab 
are descendants of Jethro. 1 Chron. 2:55 is quoted as 
the answer. 
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The Jericho Connection 

"The city of the palm-trees" In which Judges 1 :16 

places Jethro's descendants rs identified as Jericho by 

Targum Jonathan 1 • Having dealt with the other problems 

implicit in the verse (see the last section)2, the Rabbis 

had to explain why the Bible placed the Kenltes in Jericho . 

The answer hty In an exegesis of Numbers 10 : 32 . The "f3t 

pastures••) of Jericho, the rich land of "the city of the 

palm-trees" were offered to Jethro as an Incentive to 

accompany the Israelites, something which he seemed disinclined 

to do according to Numbers 10 : 29-)2. Though proselytes could 

not have a share rn the land of Israel when It would be 

divided, 4 nonetheless, according to the midrash, Hoses 

offered Jethro a long-term tenancy in Jericho in order to 

give him a stake in Israel. Though Jethro apparently rejected 

this offer for himself in favor of returning to Hldlan5 (to 

proselytize), his descendants, the now Jewish Kenltes (or 

Rechabites, as Sifre to Numbers prefers) came to Israel and 

settled In their .. promised land" - Jericho: 

'So If you come with us, we wi II extend 
to you the same bounty (that the lord 
grants us]' (Num . 10:)2). What was the 
good that they would do for him (Jethro] 1 
They said, 'When Israel would divide up 
the land, they would leave out the fat 
pastures of Jericho, 500 cubits by SOO 
cubits' . They said, 'The one who builds 
the Temple on his (tribal] portion would 
take the fat pastures of Jericho.• (In 
the meantime] they gave Jonadab the son 
of Rechab the first right to the portion. 
They enjoyed Its advantages for ~~O years7, 
as It says, 'In the four hundred and 
eightieth year after the Israelites left 
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the land of Egypt • . . (So1omon began to 
build the House of the Lord] 1 (1 Kings 
6 : 1). Subtract from them [the 480 years) 
the forty years that Israel was In the 
wi lderness. It wl11 be seen that they 
(Jethro's descendants] enjoyed Its [Jericho's] 
advantages for 440 years. When the She~lnah 
dwelt In the portion of Benjamin [signaling 
that the Te111ple would be built there - or 
at least on the border of Benjamin), the 
Benjamlnltes came and took their portl~n 
[Jericho]. They [the Kenites) rose up and 
turned from them as It says, 1 And the 
children of the Kenlte, "oses' father-In- 8 law, went up out of t he c i ty of palm-trees •. • • 

Thu s, Jericho was the home for the kenltes from the time of 

the conquest of Canaan until the building of the Temple .9 

As Jericho was 1e9endary for Its fertility and wea1th10, one 

can see why as D,,i,,(I Chron. • : 23) Jethro 1 s descendants were 

able to support themselves without travai l . Yet when I t 

was ti111e to lea ve the " fat pa stures" o f Jericho, the Kenite s 

d I d so and "went up out of the c I t y of pa Im- trees ... into 

the wi lderness of Judah, wh i ch Is In the south of Ar ad , and 

they went and dwelt wi th the people" (Ju . 1:16). This 111ove 

brought them a spir i tual richness and closeness to God, as 

the next sect i on will show. 
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NOTES 

T•r.Jon. on Ju. 1:16 . This ldentlflc•tion comes from 
Deut. 3• : 3 and II Chron.23:15, both of which explicitly 
refer to Jericho •s "the city of p•l111-trees . 11 All of 
the ml dr•shlm quoted in this section (see note 8) place 
Jethro•s descend•nts in Jericho. 

Did Jethro have descend•nts? Why would Jethro ' s 
descend•nts have settled In Is r ael? See ~o~We~e__~~~~~~..!. 
Oescend•nts, notes I , 2. 

This I s a tr•nslatlon (J•strow, p . 291) of Nl~1,, a 
word which the midrash uses in describing Jericho. 

See sec.Mum. 10 : 2~ ••• Coni..!_ _'!_L!_h_~~_!.n~ _w_.! _w)JJ_i!_e_Jtenero~~ 
to you, notes ), ~. 

One of Hoses' arguments used to persuade Jethro to stay 
was that If Jethro left people would think that he was 
unsatisfied with the gift of Jericho (Slf.Num.pis. 80 • 
H., p. 76:1•-16. The ed.prlnc., Venice, 15lt5, does not 
have this) . See also sec . Hum. 10:31, Ple•se • .• , note 2 

This i~ •n •nachronlsm since Jonadab is first mentioned 
In the time of King Jehu (II K. 10 : 15-17). However , !_i_~ 
111ukd~ ~- e In ~ha .. ba-Toraf!_. 

The translations for this sentence came from Goldin, p. 
lleS . It llter•lly means "they ate of It for leleO years. 11 

Sif.Num.pls. 81 • H. , p . 77 : 9-16. Parallels come from 
Ya1.Shlm.R. 736, p. 238a ; Y•1.Shlm.R . 957, p. 3lt2b; H.H .G . 
le, p . 150 : 7-lle . Many sources have partl•I parallels or 
paraphrases. These Include A.R.N . ch . 35 • Seh . p . S3•(A) • 
Goldin, p . 1•s ; Sif.Zut . on Num. 10 : 29 • H., p. 264 : 26-30 ; 
Slf.Oeut.pl s. 62, p. 128 : 7-11; Si f . Oeut . pis. 352 , p . 411 : 
16 - 412 : 5 (Yal.Shlm.v. 2 R. 38, p. 352b parallels this) ; 
Hld.T•n . on Deut . 12:5 , p . 48 ; Kid.Tan. on Deut. 33:12 , 
p . 217; Kek . on Deut . , p . 191:1-6; Klsh.R.El., p. 304:10-15 ; 
H id. Lek•~ Tov on Hum. 10 : 32, p. 99b; Kid.Ag . on Num. 
10 : )2, p. 96. Zohar 2, p. 19Sa • S. 4, p . 155 - 156 •sks 
In the context of 1 Sam. 15 : 6, 11Was not Jericho their 
[the Kenltes') holfte? 11 

-- Jericho, as opposed to along-
side Amalek. Tan.HaNld . Yltro le, p . 91ta under the 
explanation of the name Hobab reads, "When he [Hobab] 
came to the land, they gave him the fat pastures of 
Jerlcho, 11 Whether Hobab Is equated with Jethro here 
or Is a separate person Is not clear. However, Hobab/ 
Jethro was plainly somewhere else and then came to Israel, 
to Jericho. 
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~tes . 

9 . On • 1 lteral, b lbl lce1 leve1. Judges 1: 16, which hu 
the Kenltes leaving Jericho, ls set In the time of the 
conquest of Cenaan . Th i s wou1d ~ake the Kenltes' 
occupation of Jericho a brief one . Almost lmmedlately 
after the entry into Canaan , they left acc . to Judges 
1 : 16 . However, for the purposes of this study, what 
matters Is how the Rabb i s understood the time-seque nce 
of the verse -- at the time the Temple was built , the 
Kenltes left Jericho. 

10 . J.E., 7 : 112. 

11 . See the various Interpretations of this word in sect i on 
Who Were J ~~~ro's Descendant_!., note 5 . 
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Jabez 

As understood by the Rabbis . the last phrase in 

Judges 1 : 16 "and they went and dwelt with the people" explains 

where the Kenites went when they left Jericho. "In the wilder -

ness, south of Arad 11 (Jud. 1 : 16) stood a house of study to 

which the Kenites hied. A gezerah ~~v_a_~ connects dwelling 

with the people in the wilderness with Jabez, the !~sl!_ Ye..!_~L~a 

who fs mentioned In I Chronicles 2 : 55. the verse used by th e 

Rabbis to f i x the location of the Kenltes after they left 

Jer l cho: 

'and they went and dwelt with the people. ' 
The term 'people' here Is but a designation 
for 'wisdom' as in the passage : ' No doubt 
but ye are the people and with you is the 
perfection of wisdom' (Job 12 : 2) • • • They 
went and sat with those sitting before Jabez -
for were there Inhab i tants of Jabez? [No) 
There were only disciples of Jabez - as it 
ls said : 'And the family of the scribes who 
sat before Jabez [Y~¥, - ,~~l,) : the 
Tirathites, the Shimeathites, the Sucathltes . 
These are the kenites who came of Hammath, 
the father of the house of Rechab' (I Chron. 
2:55) . 1 

Thus, the kenites left J~richo and sought a place where 

they could obtain wisdom ("dwelt with the people"). Jabez 

provided that opportunity in a place whose only industry 

was study (f . e. , there were no ordinary inhabitants there, 

only disciples) . 

However , another look at I Chronicles 2:55 reveals 

a problem concerning the Identity of Jabez. "The family of 

the scribes" (•Kenltes) are described as Y~Y, - ,:>.,,,, which 

Lauterbach translates, as "who sat before Jabez." A literal 
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translation, on the other hand . as well as the J.P.S.A. 

translatfon, "that dwelt at (underlining 111ine] Jabez", would 

seem to indicate that Jabez Is a place name - the yeshiva at 

which the Kenites studied was located .!!!_Jabez. Nevertheless, 

by Ignoring the literal meaning of I Chronlcles 2 : SS , a 

prevailing midrashlc view which regards Jabez as a person . 

Hence, lauterbach's translation of \'~)P - '~""' as "who sat 

befor~ Jabez" confor11 s with that belief. 

The biblical evidence which led the Rabbis to under-

stand 1 Chronicles 2:55 In terms of a person named Jabez who 

raised up d i sciples came from 1 Chronicles ~:9- 10 : 

And Jabez was 11ore honourable than his 
brethren • • • And Jabez called on the God 
of Israel saying : 1 0 that Thou wouldest 
bless me Indeed, and enlarge my border , 
and that Thy hand 111ight be wi th me. and 
that Thou wouldest work deliverance from 
evil, that it 111lght not pain me !' 

Since these verses occur in the middle of a rather long list 

of almost entirely unidentifiable descendants of Judah, the 

Rabbis felt Impelled to provide more details about Jabez, 

especially about his Identity : 

A Tanna taught : Othnlel is the same as 
Jabez . He was called Othniel because God 
answered him [~N l1l)J, "God answered" is 
siml lar to ~K'Jn)J, "Othniel"] and Jabez 
because he counselled [~)J' "counselled" 
I s similar to \'~)J', Jabez] ••• And whence 
do we der i ve that God answered him? -
Since it says : 'And Jabez called on the 
God of Israel • • • And God granted him that 
which he requested' (1 Ch. At:l0) .2 

Othnlel, a judge of Israel, Is a significant figure In the 

rabbinic llterature.3 One can see why Othniel, renowned for 
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his learning 4 would be Identified with Jabez the Rosh Yeshiva , 

or vice v~rsa to connect a scholarly figure who appears but 

three times In the Bible with his more prominent alter-ego. 

In any case, what matters for thi s study are not Jabez or 

Othnlel per se but how the Kenites Interacted with them.5 

The kenltes• journey from Jericho became for the 

Rabbis the example of how Jabez/Othnlel was answered and 

how he fostered the Torah In Israel. from the Hekllta: 

They [the Kenltes) sought a teacher. And 
Jabez was seekin~ pupils as i t is sa i d .•• 
'Oh that Thou wouldest bless me indeed ' , 
with the study of the Law ; 'and enlarge my 
border,• with disciples; 'and that Thy 
hand might be with me,• so that the evil 
lncllnatlon should not cause me trouble 
to hinder me In the study of Thy Torah ; 
'And Cod granted him that which he request­
ed [I Chron . 4:10) ; t hi s teaches that He 
gave to him [Jabez] what he asked for and 
to them [the Kenites] He gave what they 
asked for.6 

Thus, with a sort of divine economy, when the Kenites had to 

leave Jericho. Jabez needed students. By going to study with 

Jabez, the Kenltes were continuing In a family tradition . 

Jethro had studieo Torah from the greatest teacher In his 

generation; now, the Kenites were doing the same . 



HO TES ---

I . "ek.J . Z.l . 2, pp. 186 : 110-111, 115-187:118 • Hek.H . R. , 
p. 200 : 5-6, 8-10. Complete parallels can only be found 
in Hek.R.S.H., p. 91; and H.H.G. 2 , p. 369 : 9-13. Two 
sources (Yal .Shlm.v. 2 R. )8, p. 352b; Yal .Shlm.v . 2 R. 
906, p. S05a) quote "and they went and dwelt with the 
people" (Ju . I: 16) and make the connection that "people • 
means wisdom . Other sources jus t mention that the kenltes 
left Jericho and/or went to study with Jabez : Sif.Num. 
pis. 78 • H. , p. 73:9-11 ; Sif.Deut.pis. 62, p. 128:11-13 , 
Mid.Tan . on Oeut. 12 : 15, p. 48; Kid.Tan . on Oeut. 33 : 12 , 
p. 217; Hish.R.EI., pp. 304:16-305:1 ; Slf.Zut.on Num . 
10:29 • H., p. 264 : 35-36 ; Mld.leka~ Tov on Num. 10 : ]2 , 
p . 99b ; Yal . Shim . v . 2 R. 38, p. 352b ; M.H.G. 4, pp . 
150 : 19-151 :1. Targum to I Chron . 2 : 55 begins, "The 
faml1y of Rechab, the son of Eliezer, the son of Hoses 
were students of Jabe7· •• ". Pes.Rab.pis. 31, p . 147a• 
Br., pp . 617 -6 18 establishes by inference that the kenites 
settled with Jabez. Talking of the peoples who will be 
gathered up to Jerusalem when the Hessiah comes Pes.Rab. 
explains, ''And these from the land of Sinlm" (Is. 49 .12) 
as "these are the children of Jonadab the son of Rechab." 
Th i s exegesis is apparently based on Targum Jonathan's 
translation of "the land of Sinlm" as a "southern land" . 
tn the exegete's mi nd "a southern land" is identified 
with Arad. south of Jericho where Ju . 1 : 16 placed the 
Kenites. Yal.Shim . v. 2 R. 469, p . 4 00a repeats this. 

2 . Tem . 16a • S . , pp. 111-112. Targu~ to I Chron. 2 :55 and 
I Chron. 4:9 follows each mention of Jabez with "he is 
Othnlel b. Kenaz." Targum to t Chron. 2 : 55 continues 
as does the Talmud, "he was cal l ed such since a study 
halt was established at his advice (H'n~'Y:l) 1 '. S.S.R . 
on S.S. 4:7, ~ id. l • S . 4, p. 205 also Identifies Jabez 
with Othniel as does Yal . Shim.R. 957, p. 342b. 

3 . These are the biblical references to Othn iel: Josh. 15 : 17 , 
Ju . 1 :1), 3 : 9, 3 : 11 , I Chron . 4 : 1]. For Othniel 1 s role 
in the leadership chain of Israel and his activities, 
see Gen . R. 58 :2 • S . I, p. 510 ; Ex . R. 3:2 • S. 2, p. 61 : 
Hld . Shmu., p. 37a ; Ecc.R . o n Ecc. 1 : 5 , mid. 1 • S. 4, 
p. 17; Est . R., proem 10 • S 2.p. 10 . See also Ginzberg . 
v. 4, pp . 29-30; v . 6, pp. 185-186. 

4 . Othniel is credited with restoring 1700 traditions for­
gotten durin9 the mourning period for Hoses. See T•m . 
16a • S. , p. 110 . Regarding Ja bez's scholarly credentials, 
see Ex . R. ] 8: 5 • S . 2, p. 453; Tan.HaN i d . Ttlzaveh 9 . 
p. 11]b , Ya 1 .Shlm.v. 2 R. 935, p. ~8 S a ; Ya1 . Shim.v. 2 
R. 1074, p. 517a ; Hidrash o n Proverbs ] : 19 , B.H . H.V,p.6 9 . 
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!C?..!..4:..!.• _ _ { Con tj_!!_u_~ 1 
l•nna debe Ellyahu ch . (5)6 , p. 30 comments on Jabez ' s 
teach i ng s kl lls and his rewards for it. 2 Alphabet of 
Ben Sira ( Steinschneider , p. 29a) al s o comments on his 
reward. 

5. Hek . R.S . H .• p. 92 connects Jabez with Jethro i n th i s way. 
"Rabbi Abahu said, 'Jethro was worthy that from his sons 
came great fosterers of Torah in Israel. Who was this ? 
It was Jabez as it says, "And Jabe z called on the God 
of lsrael ••• And God granted him that which he requested . " 
(l Chron . lt : IO)'" . To see Jabez as a descendant of 
Jethro would contradict the weight of the tradition o n 
this subject. Hoffman calls the attribution of this 
comment to a third generation Amora , a scribal error 
(p . 92, note mem). Nonetheless , while th is genealo9y 
raises Questions as to the Kenites' relationship to Jabez 
and to why wasn't Jabez with the Kenltes to begin with, 
etc., It does reflect very positively on Jethro that 
such a sage came from him. This attitude from an early 
source would seem to support the general hypothesis. 
However, the Epsteln-Helamm · d edit io n of Hek i lta of 
R. Shlm'on omits this comment which is only repeated I n 
an Interrelated source, H. H.G. 2, p. 371:8-11. 

6. Hek.J.Z . L. 2, pp. 189 : 14 9-190 : 158 • Hek.H.R., p . 20 1: 
11-16. Tem . 16a • S., p. 112 has the same exegesis of 
1 Chron . ~ : 10. Targum to I Chron . lt:IO has a shorter 
version . Sif.Num . pis. 78 • H., p. 73 : 11-13 reports 
that "they lacked someone t o teach and he lacked 
someone to study . The ones who lacked teaching came to 
the one who lacked students." Hid . Lele.ah Tov on Ex. 18:27, 
p . 6)a has a similar version . • 
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11And the families of scribes who sat before Jabez , the Tf ra­
thltes, the Shimeathites, the Sucathites . These are the 
Kenltes ••• " (I Chron . 2 : 66) . 

As I Chronicles 2 : 55 indicates, the Kenltes were 

known as Tlrathites , Shlmeathltes, and Sucathites when the y 

sat before Jabez as his stude nts . These three names do not 

occur elsewhere in the Bible. Consequently, the Rabbis felt 

the necessity of explaining how and why the Kenites (also 

known as the Rechab l tes from the end of the verse) came to 

be known as Tlrathltes , Shimeathites, and Sucathltes . 

Sifre Zuta accounts for these names by referring t o 

the Kenites' arrival at Ja bez ' s house of stud y : 

They (the Kenltes) went and foun d Jabez 
sitting in the hou s e of study . Pr i ests , 
Levites and Kings were s i tting with him . 
and all Israel was slttin9 t here. They 
(the KenitesJ said , 'We are proselytes . 
How can we sit with them?' What d i d t hey 
do? They sat at the gates of th e house of 
study. They heard and learned as it says , 
'And the fa mi l i es of the scribes who sat 
before Jabez •• • ' (I Chron . 2:55). Tira-
thites (D'n))in) becaus~ they sat at the gate 
[))in 111eans "gate 11 i n Arama ic ). Shimeathltcs 
(D'nYow) because they heard [))D" means "heard 11

) 

and stud i ed. Sucathites (D'n''D) because 
lsraeJ looked Ci,,on, :i:>o means "look") to 
them . 

Each of the names is interpreted I n a simple UD~ manner, 

consistent with t he theme of newcomers at the house of 

study. T~ough the Ken ites feared that they might not be 

accepted an d hence sat outside, at t he ga te , the last name, 

Sucathlte, indicated their ultimate acce ptance, as succeed i ng 

sections will show. 2 
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Other sources do not use the story of the Kenites ' 

arrival as the basis of their exegesis, but explain the names 

Independently of each other. Relying on etymological slmi-

1arities, no fewer than a total of fourteen meanings have 

been generated for the three names . Each explanation explores 

some facet of the Kenites' history , nazarlte piety or future 

position. 

Tlrathite , the first name applied to the Kenltes is 

seen by many sources as coming from the root )>"1n, "to blow 

t he s ho f a r • "3 He n c e , f r orn t he "e k I 1 t a , "T h e y we re ca II e d 

Tirathites becau s e when they sounded the horn In supplication 

[O,)l,"1nD], they were answered."lt No specific Incident that 

I can discern is referred to here . Sifre to Numbers, using 

the same root In a different fashion, offers. 11They were 

called Tlrathites because they heard the shofar blast (~ylin) 

from Ht. Sinai . "5 The Tar9um to Chronicles continues the shofar 

theme with 11They were called Tlrathltes because when they 

raised their voice In song it was like the sound of the shofar. 116 

Thus, from this one name, we know that the Kenites were the 

recipients of divine providence. stood at Ht . S i nai and were 

mighty In their praise of God . 

Turnin9 to the Aramaic ineanlng of )l"'tn, "9ate, 11 7 

another passage In Sifre to Numbers states, "They were 

called Tlrathites because they sat at the opening of the 

gates [l"1)JW - the Hebrew word is used] of Jerusalem. 118 The 

gate of a city was where the elders of that city sat when 

they fulfilled their juridical functions. The Kenites were 

'I 
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destined to become judges In Israel .9 

A sllght change Jn the arrangement of the letters in 

the root y,n produces "lyn " razor. 11 10 Since the Kenltes 

observed a number of nazirite r~les (as Indicated Jn Jer. 

35:6) , It may be assumed that they also refra i ned from shavln9, 

a naz irlte pro h ibition from Numbers 6 : 5 . Sifre to Numbers 

confirmed that the kenites observed t his prohibition. "They 

were called Tirathltes because they did not shave . 1111 This 

adherence to the ir vows reaped a reward for the Kenltes as 

the Si b le indicates in Jeremiah 35:18-1 9. 

The interpretations of the second name , Shimeathites 

(Dlny~~) are largely based on the meanings of its rout 

YD" - "to hear. to obey . 11 12 From the Hekilta, '' Shlmeathi t es 

because they heard (1 yn~ ] the sound of the trumpet blast 

(il.311,n] at Sinai • 11 13 The 11ekl lta of R. Shim'on states, 

"Another interpretation : Their pr a ye rs were heard (n.Y>ll:ll). 111
,. 

Continuing with the usage of YD~ as "to hear", Tanhuma Ha Nid pa s 

offers, "They \'lere calle d Shlmeathites because all Israel 

heard (D'YDl") the law from their mouths. 111 5 This explanation 

refers to the time when the Kenites would sit in the Sanhedrin. 

Switching to the meanln !J .YD'1 as "to obey", Sifre to Numbers 

recalls the Kenites' piety with "They were called Shlmeathi tes 

because they obeyed (1YD0) the commandments of their father 

[Jon•dab b . Rechab ; vid.Jer . 35:18]. 11 &6 

The Targum to Chronicles has a completely dlfferen~ 

explanation for the name Shlmeathl t c. Based on the word 

ltnJ1)1DW, "tradit ional law1117 which does contain the root YDt', 
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the Targum to 1 Chronicles 2 : 55 reads , "The Shimeathltes were 

called so because they were cheered In (the study of] the 

law. 11 18 This exegesis, like the others on the name Shlmeathite, 

emphasizes the Kenites' piety an~ commitment to traditional 

values. 

fhe final name by which the Kenltes were known In 

Chronicles 2 : 55, Sucathltes , (D,n~lO), also is Interpreted 

midrashically according to Its root 1lO, "to anoint 111 9 or 

n~io, the sucah, the festival booth for the Feast of Tabe r -

nactes. As a nazlrlte group, the Kenltes refrained from a l l 

sorts of vanities and fripperies , such as purfumlng themselve s 

( i. e • • anointing) . Sifre to Numbers conf i rms this by stating . 

"They were called Sucathites because they did not anoint 

themselves with oil. 1120 lnterpretin9 ••anolntinq" figuratively , 

Tanhuma HaNldpas offers, "They were called Sucathites because 

they were covered (l~:nnoJ) with the Holy Splrlt . 1121 

The sources which derive Sucathite from sucah also 

use It In both a literal and fi~uratlve way. The Hekilta 

of R. Ishmael reads: 

They were called Sucathites because they 
dwelt in booths (n"l~lo) as it Is said: 'But 
we have dwelt in tents and have hearkened, 
and done according to all that Jon!~ab our 
father commanded us (Jer. 35: 10). • 

This prooftext which makes the useful connection between 

those who studied with Jabez and the Rechabltes (• Kenltes) 

does not completely "prove" the mldrashic understanding of 

the name because It uses "tents , 11 O')iltC rather than " booths, ·· 

n"l~"IO . However, since the context of Jeremiah 35 : 10 implies 
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a non-permanent dwell In~ place which Is exactly what a~~~~ 

symbolizes, ''tents" and "booths" may be thought to be 

synonymous here . However, of all the parallel source s whi ch 

follow the Hekilta's e xp lanation, only Hidrash HaGadol : ites 

the prooftext . 23 

The figurative usage of the root t_U_cah_, booth, typifies 

the mldrash in this section . The Kenltes are lauded and their 

lin k with other Israelites ls emphasized . Thus, from the 

Hekilta of R. Shim'on, "They were called Sucathltes because 

they sheltered (P:>:>Ob) Israel and protected them. 112 " 

Though the specific case referred to here is not certai n, 

the regard which the midrash has here for the Kenites is 

cl ea r . 
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NOTES 

I . Slf.Zut. on Num. 10 : 29 • H. , p. 264:36 - 265:4. Tan~a N ld . 
Vitro 4, p. 94a and H. H.G. 4, p. 151 : 1- 4 repeat t h i s. 

2 . The Kenltes were destined to become members of the 
Sanhedrin as the sec. The Kenites in the Sanhedrin wit I 
show. Henee tsuel woufd- - fo-o-k -to_t _h-em -fo·r· "fu-st-i°c-e". 

) . Jastrow , p . 1700. 

4. Hek . J . Z.L. 2, p. 187 : llH-119 • Hek.H.R., p. 200 : 10-11 . 
Parallels can be found In Hek.R.S.H., pp. 91-92 • Kek. 
R.S . E.H . , p. 135 : 14-15 ; Slf . Num.pls. 78 • H. , p . 73 :6, 
Hlsh . R.El.,p.305 : 2; H.H . G. 2, p. 369: 22-23. 

5 . Sif.Num . pls . 78 • H., p. 73 : 6. Parallels can be found 
In Hek.R.S.H., p. 91 • Hek.R.S.E . H., p . 135 : 14 : H.H . G. 
2, p . 369:22 . 

6 . Targum to I Chron . 2:55 . 

7 • J as t row , p • I 7 O I . 

8 . Sif . Num.pls. 78 • H. , p . 73 : 7 . Val . Shi m.vol. 2 R. 38, 
p. 3S2b repeats this account . 

9 , Tan.HaNJd.VaYakhel 8 , p. 131a reads "They were c:al led 
Tirathltes because they sat in t~e Chamber of Hewn Stone 
(the Sanhedr i n)." The commentary Etz Yosef to this 
passage makes the connection between the-Sanhedrin and 
the elders of a city sitting In the gateway. See the 
final section of this study, The Kenltes in the Sanhedrin, 
for further details . - - --- - - - ··- - ------- -- -

10. Jastrow , p. 1684 . 

II . Sif.Num.pis. 78 • H., p . 73:7. Parallels can be found in 
Hek . R. S.H., p . 91 • Hek.R.S.E.H., p . 135 : 13 and H.H.G. 
2, p. 369 : 21 . Yal.Shlm.v . 2 R. 38, p . 352b states that 
the Tlrathltes did shave. This reading is conf lrmed by 
the ed.prlnc., Salonlca, 1521. Horovitz in Sif.Num. , 
p. 73, note to llne 7 gives other sources which support 
this reading, including a ms . of Sif.Num. However , to 
Interpret "Tirat~lte " as a group which did shave seems 
to be an error, going contrary to nazirite rules. How­
ever, even if this reading Is correct, I cannot see any 
midrashlc reason for saying that the Kenltes were a group 
which shaved . 



Not~s_. _ _ {_c_~~~I nued) 

12 . Jastrow. p. 1598. 
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13 . Hek.J.Z.L. 2, p. 187 : 119 • Mek.H . R. , p . 200 : 11. Val.Shim . 
v. 2 R. 38, p. 352b repeats this. Since this explanation 
incorporates yin in addition to yn~. the sources quoted 
In note 5 were able to us e it to explain Tlrathites as 
well as Shlmeathites. 

14. Hek.R.S.H .• p. 91 • Hek.R.S.E . H., p. 135 : 15. Hish.R .E I., 
p . 305 :2 - 3 and H.H.G . 2, p . 369:22-23 repeat this 
account. 

15. Tan.HaNid.VaYakhel 8, p. Illa. 

16. Slf.Num.pls. 78 • H. • p. 73 : 8. Hek . R.S.H., p. 9 1 • Hek . 
R.S . E.H., p. 135:14 , and M.H . G. 2, p. 369:21-22 substitute 
"the voice" of their father for 11 the commandments •• . " 
Hek.R.S.H . , p . 91 • Hek.R . S.E.N . , p . 135 : 15 has another 
substitution using "the voice of the Torah." 

17. Jas tr ow, p. 1600. 

16. Targum to I Chronicles 2:55. The bracketed insertion 
comes from the French translation of t he Targum (LeDeaut, 
v.1,p.lt6). 

19. Jastrow, p. 963. 

20. Slf.Num . pis. 78 • H., p. 73:6. These sources contain 
parallels: Hek.R.S .H., p. 91 • Hek .R .S.E.H. • p. 13 5: 13-14 ; 
Val.Shim. v . 2 R. 38 . p. 352b; H.H. C. 2, p. 369:2 2. 

21 . Tan.HaNl d .VaYakhel 8. p. 131a . Targym to I Chron. 2 :5 5 
reads. "They were cove r ed by the Holy Spirit in prophecy.'' 

22. Mek.H. R. , p. 200:11- 12 • Mek.J.Z.L., p. 167 : 120-121. 
The translat i on is mine. 

23. H.H .G. 2, p. 370:1 cites only the first two words of 
Jer . 35: 10. Hek.R.S. H., p. 92 • Hek.R.S.E.H., p. 13 5: 
15-16 ; Sif.N um .pis. 78 • H., p. 73 :8-9 and Yal.Shim . v. 
2 R. 38 , p . 352 all do not use It. 

24. Hek.R.S.H. , p. 92 • Hek.R .S. E.H ., p. 135 : 16 . Hish .R . 
El., p. 305:3 and H.H.G. 2, p. 370:1-2 repeat this . 
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Piety of Jethro ' s Descendants . 

f or the Rabbis, more was i nvolved In the Ken i tes' 

move from Jer i cho to the Jabez's house of study than a simple 

progress i on from Judges 1 : 16 to I Chron i cles 2 : 55 . Such a 

trip from the " fat pastures" of Jericho to "the wi 1derness 

south of Arad 11 testified to the Kenltes' piety and devotion 

to the Torah . Sifre Zuta gives an indication of the magnitude 

of the changes Involved In the Kenltes' journey : 

Thus you find that at the hour that they 
went up from Jericho, beho l d, they were 
leaving all the land of Israe l , a place 
of fruit, and food and dr i nk. They went 
to Arad In the wi lderness [underl i ning 
mine] to Jabez . r-~~--~ 

Abot de Rabb i Nathan shows what the Kenltes sac rificed to 

"'ove : 

They had been people of importance, house­
holders , owners of fields and vineyards, but 
for the sake of the service of the Ki ng of 
kings of kings, the Holy One , blessed be He , 
they gave up everything and went off . Where 
d i d they go t o? To Jabez , to study Torah ; 
and (thus) they became God's people . 2 

However, rather than regretting the i r loss of persona l 

possessions, the Kenltes are depicted In Sifre Zuta as 

abandon i ng their material concerns for the sake of study : 

They [from the context and previous line , 
this refers to Kenltes, yet fo r some reason 
the subjects and verbs here are In the 
s i ngular] said, 'We didn ' t come with all 
our possessions and wi ll leave all that we 
have In order to study Torah . Now we plant 
and harvest, so when shall we study Torah?' 
They [the Israelites] sa i d to them, 'There is 
a •an who studies Torah I n the city, but 1t 
is a cold place, It Is a desert and there is 
no wheat there.• When they heard this from 



them , they went as lt says, ' And the 
children of the Kenrte, Moses' father­
in·law, went up out of the city of pa1m ­
trees . •. ' (Ju. I : 16) . They [plural subj ect) 
went ('~~~) and fouod Jabez sitting Jn 
the house of study . ' 

Th i s eagerness to devote themselves to Cod's word became the 

Kenites ' trademark through the generations . 

In the t ime of Jeremiah, the Ken f tes ' p i ety wa s 

lauded as they took addltional (nazlrlte) devotions upon 

themselves : 

Come and see the deg ree of r i ghteousness 
of the descendants of Jethro. Behold, 
Jonadab b . Rechab heard from the prophet 
that the Temple would be destroyed In the 
futu r e . He arose and decreed thre e 
commandments on his descendants - t hat they 
would not drink wine , that they wouldn ' t 
bu i ld houses and that they wouldn't p lan t 
v i neyards. As It ls said, 'But t hey sa id, 
"\Je wl II dr i nk no wine , for Jonadab the 
son of Rechab our father commanded us say-
1 ng : Ye shall drink no wi ne , neither ye , 
nor your son s , forever ; neither shall ye 
build a house , nor sow seed , nor plant v ine­
yard , nor have any ; but all your days ye 
shall dwell i n tents, that ye may live many 
days In the land wherei n ye sojourn '" (Jer. 
35 : 8-1 0 ) ... 

Such acts of grief may s eem e~ treme to us , e spec ia ll y i n 

advance of the Temple ' s destruction, yet so g reat wa s t he 

Kenites ' dedication t o God t hat they felt th e y could no t 

lead normal l i ves i n t he face o f t he los s of the i r g reatest 

joy. 

The Ken l tes' Ai lllng ne s s to leave home and hearth f o r 

the sake of study and the i r spartan regimen adopted to mourn 

the loss of the Temple caused them to be held up as an e xamp le 

for other Israel i tes . Num bers Rabbah exhorts Israel to 

change her ways and emulate the Ken l tes : 



So will I honor all who fear me ••• as a 
reward for having performed my will. Now 
if I [God] have done so muchS for those 
who are proselytes [the kenites]. is it 

235 

not all the more to be expected that Israel. 
who are my loving children , my dear children, 
should, provided they act in accordance with 
Hy wish, stand before He forever? As it 
says: ' Oh that thou wouldst hearken to Hy 
commandments.• • • • His name would not be cut 
off nor desiroyed from before He.' (Isa . 
~8 : 16, 19). 

If those who have but recently met the God of Israel can so 

completely follow His ways, how much the more should be 

expected of those who have known God since the days of 

Abraham. The mldrash conveys an Image of God eagerly awaiting 

the day when He can reward Israel - but only when they are 

as righteous as the Kenites. 
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NOTES ---

I . Sif. Zut . on Hum . 10:29 • H., p . 263:8-11. K.H . G. 4 , 
pp . 146 : 22 - 147:1 parallels this. Ya l.Shlm . R. 957 , p . 
342b reports a similar episode Involving Othn i el b . 
Kenez (• Jabez) who left Israel and went to Arad In order 
to study Torah. However, the Yalkut does not have a 
similar statement Involving the Kenltes . Since the 
Yalkut 1 s vers i on of th i s story -o-ccurs fn the middle of 
Information about Jethro, it Is possible that some error 
is Involved here and that the Kenites , not Jabez , were 
intended by the co~piler of the Yalkut . 

2 , A.R . N. ch. 35 • Sch ., p.53a(A) •Goldin, p. 145. 

3 . Slf.Zut. on Hum . 10 : 29 • H., p. 264:32-36. Tan . HaNid. 
Vi tro 4, p . 94a and K.H .C . 4, p . 150 : 15-20 parallel 
th i s. Zohar 3 , pp . 9a-b • S . 4 , p. 344 also depicts the 
Kenltes ~lvlng up luxury for the study of Torah, thoug h 
the wording is different than the other sources c i ted . 

4. Hlsh.R. E1, p . 305 : 4-8. Parallels occur In Hek.R.S .H ., 
p. 92 • Me k .R.S . E. K., p. 135:19·24 ; Sif.Num.pis. 78 • 
H. , p. 73 : 2-4 ; Tan . B. Shemini 9, p . 14a ; K.H.G. 2 , p . 
370 : 6-12. 

5. That wh i ch God did for the Kenltes as a reward for their 
faithfulness and piety wi ll be fully discussed i n the 
next two sect i ons . 

6. Num.R . 5:9 • S. 3, p. 155. Tan.HaNid . BaKldbar 26, p. 
53b and Ya1.Shim.R . 695, p . 221b para1 lel th i s . Sif.N um . 
pis . 78 • H., p . 73 : 18-9 contains a shorter version of 
the same theme. He k. R. S.H., p . 92 • Mek . R.S.E.K . , p . 
136 : 1- 2 ; Yal.Shim .R. 695, p. 221b ; Yal.Shlm.v. 2 R. 38 , 
p . 352a ; Yal.Shim.v . 2 R.352, p.416a and K.H. G. 2 , 
p. 371:1-2 a l l repeat this version . 
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How Jethro's__Descendants Were Rewarded. 

Because of their piety and devotion to God (and their 

l.J .~~). the Kenltes were rewarded In four different ways. 

Though proselytes, they enjoyed certain rights of the native-

born lsraelltes. An everlasting covenant was established with 

them. They would become the messengers of good tidings 

at the end of- time . Fourth , they were priv i leged to sit In 

the Sanhedrin . The first three of these distinctions will 

be discussed In this section . Due to the amount of material 

dealing with the Kenltes 1 tenure In the Sanhedrin, the 

following section will be devoted to that. 

As part of the rituals associated with the presentation 

of first fru i ts , the person I nvolved ~•de the declaration 

contained In Deuteronomy 26 : 3, 5-10 . Since Deuteronomy 

26 : 3 reads In part "I acknowledge this day . • • that I have en-

tered the land which the Lord swore to~ fat!!_~. (underlining 

mi ne) to give to us" and Deut. 26 : 5-10 contains several 

references to one's (Jewish) ancestors being redeemed from 

Egypt, the Rabbis had to decide on the permlssfbillty of 

proselytes making that declaration when they brought their 

first fruits. The answer, a negative one , is found in Tractate 

Bfkkurlm (First Fruits) : 

These bring (the first fruits) but do not 
make the recital: the proselyte [may 
bring but does not make the declaration) 
since he cannot say 'which the Lord hath 
sworn to our fathers to give unto us • [Deut. 
26:3].1 
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However, the Tosefta specifically excludes the Kenites from 

this prohibition : 

R. Judah said : Every single proselyte 
br i ngs [the first fruits] ~ut does not 
make the declaration. However, the 
descendants of Kenl, the father-in-law 
of Hoses, bring and make the declaration 
since it was said, 'So If you will come 
with us (we will extend to you the 
same bounty that the Lord grants us)' 
(Hum. 10 : 32).2 

Though Hoses' words to Jethro were not to promise h i m 

land,3 R. Judah , a fourth generat i on Tanna,4 apparently 

regarded Numbers 10 : 32 as some sort of ancestral prom i se , 

thus enabling the Kenltes to make the declaration. Ultimately , 

In the Yerushalmi, R. Judah extended this privilege to all 

proselytes by regarding Abraham as the father of all nat i ons . 

Hence, proselytes from any nation would have shared In the 

promise for the 1and of Israel and so could make the 

declaration of Deuteronomy 26:).5 Not all the authorities 

concurred with R. Judah's decision regarding !.l! proselytes, 6 

but his position on the Kenltes was not challenged. Thus , 

we may assume that thr Kenltes ' status was higher than other 

proselytes, being more akin to native Israelites, and that 

their being accorded the pr I vi lege of another !!'J_tzvah. was 

a reward. 

Another area in which the Ken i tes' status did not 

differ from t hat of native Israelites was in regard to 

marriage into priestly families. Though the authorities are 

divided as to whether a un ion between a regular proselyte and 

a pr i est Is permlssl ble,7 the Kenltes definitely enjoy that 

r ig ht : 



- - - --~-----

There are those who s•y th•t he [Jonad1b 
b. ~echab) will marry his d•ughters to 
priests and that frum those unions wi II 
arise High Priests . 
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B•mberger points out that .. the priests ... lald great stress 

on an unblemished family tree, and ••• marrled only with 

f•mllies whose origins were known to be amonn the hlghest."9 

Thus , the permission accorded to the Kenltes to marry Into 

priestly families c•n be nothing less than a recoqnltion 

of and reward for the piety and past deeds of their clan as 

far back as Jethro . 

Not only did the Kenltes marry Into the best 

families of the realm , but In one way , they were even superior 

to them. 10 Though they were newcomers, the Kenites' behavi or 

assured th~m of an everlasting covenant which was a close r 

lin k with the Almighty than that ~ranted to Israel. Frorn t he 

He kilta come the details of the Kenites second reward : 

R. Nathan 11 says : The covenant with Jonadab 
the son of Rechab was greater than the one 
made with David. For the covenant made wit h 
David was only conditional , •s it Is said, 
'ff thy children keep Hy covenant, ' etc . 
{Ps. 131:12), and If not: 'Then will I visit 
their transgression with the rod' (Ps. 89 : 33) . 
But the covenant wit h Jonadab the son of 
Rechab was made without any condition. For 
it Is said : 'Therefore thus saith the Lor d 
of hosts, the God of Israel : There shall not 
be cut off unto Jonadab the son of Rechab a 
man to stand before me forever ' (Jer. 35 : 19 ).12 

Naturally, the Ke nltes wit h their un breakab le n'~J continued 

their good beh•vlor. On the other hand, the Israelites who 

wer~ on probation, as it were, had to be constantly exhorted 

to follow the right path (and be at least as good as the 

Kenltes), so God could have t he pleasure of rewardin g them. 
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The promise that the Kenites would not be cut off 

from God had certain practical conseQuences . Death and 

destruction held no sway over them. From Alphabet of Ben Sira , 

a work 11 perhaps written in the geonlc period":13 

The an9el of death has no power over the 
offsprln~ of Jonadab . There are those who 
say that some human be i ngs enter al i ve into 
the Garden of Eden ••• who are they? • • • all 
the seed of Jonadab .•• The offspring of 
Jonadab because he wrote all the commands 
that are In the book of Jeremiah [the 
nazirlte regulations In Jer . 35 :6-9 ] and 
because he was a rl~hteous person and 
because he rebuked Israel (perhaps a refer ­
ence to his aid to King Jehu In destroying 
the worshippers of Baal in II Klngs 4I0:15-28) , 
he is alive in the Garden of Eden. 1 

Being e xempt from death placed the Kenites in the company 

of worthies ranging from Enoch to R. Joshua b. Levi . 

With such a destiny ahead of them, even when society 

crumbled about them, the Kenites were not harmed . Midra sh 

Aggadah states : 

Even when the Temple was destroyed, 
those from the descendants of Jonadab 
b . Rechab were not exiled since they 
were descendants of Keni (Jethro). God 
sent them to the Mountains of Darkness.IS 

The Mountains of Darkness serve a similar function to the 

land behind the River Sambatyon. Both are places out of real 

time and space. They serve as protective reservations for 

Jews who would have been molested or exlled.16 Since the 

prophecy In Jeremiah 35 : 19, the everlasting covenant, had to 

be fulfilled, the Mountains of Darkness became the refuge 

for the Kenltes at the time of the greatest of all tragedies 

i n the Rabbi's world. 



The Kenltes 1 third distinction or reward arose from 

the fact that there would always be Kenltes . At the end of 

time, the Kenites will serve as the messengers of the end of 

this era : Peslkta de Rab Kahana describes the scenario: 

Those bringing good tidings will be the 
de ~cendants of Jonadab the son of Rechab , 
who upon entering the Temple will bring 
offerings, procure expiation, and bring 
tidings of redemption to Israel, for It 
is said of Jonadab 1 s descendants, 'There 
shall not be cut off unto Jonadab the 
son of Rechab a man to stand before me 
forever• (Jer. 35:19).17 

Another place In Peslkta de Rab Kahana makes it clear that 

the Kenites will be the first to offer sacrifices in the Tem p le 

when the Messiah comes. 18 Again, a sort of divine cycle can 

be seen in the history of the Kenftes. The forebearer of 

their clan began his association wit h Israel with sacrifices 

and praises of Cod. Jethro's descendants thus will be 

privileged to bring the first sacrifices i n the newly restored 

Templ e and to spread news of Cod's praisewort hy actions , the 

Redemption , to the children of Israel . 
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NOTES 

l. Hish.Blkk. l:lt • S., p. 390. 

2 . Tos.Bikk . I :2 , p. JOO : lt-5 . 
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3 . See sec. Num. I 0: 29 J'he_p_!_a_c_e __ tE_ ~~-~.~ _t_'!_e __ l:_o_rd _has .. ~a. I .~ . 
note l. 

~- Hielziner, p. 31. 

5 . Y. Bikk. 6lta • gemorah on mish. J : lt . 

6. See Bamberger, pp . 66 and 112, notes 2lt-25, for the 
differing opinions. 

7 . See Bamberger, pp. 81t-85 and 117 , notes 100-109 for a 
full discussion of this issue . 

8. He k. R.S.H. , p . 92 . H.H . G. 2, p . 370 : 21-22 repeats thi s. 
Sif . Num.pls. 78 • H., p. 73:17-18 also mentions marriage 
to priests, but not future High Priests . 

9. Bamberger , p. 85. 

JO. Despite the Kenlte s' piety and closeness to God, some 
Israelites were nonetheless scornful of their {proselyte) 
co-reli g ionist s . Mek . J.Z.L. 2, p. 187:122-125 • Hek . H. R., 
p. 200 : 13-Jlt shows that scorn and the rebuke from heaven 
which follo 1-1ed : 

It happened once that one said [mockingly] 
[the preceding bracket was supplied by 
Lauterbach) ~ 'Today there is a sacrifice 
of the sons of the water-drinkers [the 
Kenites avoided drinking wine per Jer. 35 : 6) ! ' 
And a heavenly voice came forth from the Holy 
of Hol les and cal led out : 'He who received 
their offerings in the desert, He wilt also 
receive theiT offer i ngs now.• 

'Their offerings In the desert' no doubt refers to Jethro's 
sacrifice mentioned in Ex. 18 : 12. These sources contain 
paral l el accounts: Hek . R. S.H., p. 92 • Hek.R.S . E. H. , 
p . 135 : 16-18; Yal . Shim.v. 2 R. 323, p . 416b; H. H.G. 2 . 
p . 370:2-lt. 

11. A fifth generation (165-200 C.E.) Tanna, (Mlelzlne - , p . 36) . 

12. Mek.J.Z.l. 2 , pp. 187:125-188:132 • Hek . H. R., p . 200 : llt-19. 
Parallels come from Mek . R.S.H . , p . 92 w Hek . R.S.E .H., 
p. 135:27-41; Yal . Shlm . v . 2 R. 38, p . 352b; Yal . Shlm . v. 
2 R. 323, p . 416b. Hfsh.R . EI . , p. 30~ : 12-16 and H.H.G. 2 , 



p. 370:16-22 repeat thls same account. but in the name 
of R. Yohanan (1ln,,). However, H.H.G. does include a 
variant reading of "R. Nathan•• (see note to line 16) . 
Slf.Num.pls. 78 • H., p. 73:1Jt - 16 quotes Jer. 35 : 1 8-1~ 
to answer the question about the reward which the Kenites 
received for obeying the law. 

13. E. J., 4 :5 48 . 

14. Steinschneider , pp. 28b , 29a. 

15. Hi d. A~ . on Num. 24 : 22, p . 145. 

16. See Cinzberg v. 6, p. 408-409, notes 57-5 8 for mo re 
information on the Mountains of Darkness and J. E., 
10 :68 1-683 for an article on the Riwer Sambatyon . 

17. P.R.K., supplement 5 • H. 2, p. 466: 16- 18 • Brk., p . ,.48. 

18. P.R.K •• supplement 5 • H. 2, p . 464:11-14 • Brk •• pp . 
481-482. Yal.Hak. on Is. 52 : 7, p. 195: 1e -21t parallels 
th is. 
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The Kenltes In the Sanhedrin. 

It seems f i tting to me that this last section should 

embrace material from both the b~9i nnin9 and end of this 

study. The Kenites were rewarded in history because of (their) 

history. Through the principles of nl~M nl~T, the merit of 

their ancestors, specifically Jethro, and n~D ,ll~ n,D, 1 ike 

causes like : the Ken ites were privileged to sit in the Sanhedrin. 

Jethro had made the Torah beloved and had added to Israel's 

knowledge of it. His descendants who sat In the Chamber of 

Hewn Stone as members of the Sanhedrin did much the same 

as they refined the law. 

Over twenty sources testify to this fourth distinction 

of the Kenites. Yet Ironically, so well accepted was the 

Kenites' position in the San hedrin that no source really 

explains why the Sanhedrin w~ s chosen as the reward for t he 

Kenltes' piety and ancestry(~~~). As ide from my own 

deductions about nllM nl~t and n,D ,ll~ nin, three sources 

provide a few hints . The Talmud reads in the name of R. Jos hua 

b. Chanina, a second generation Tanna 1 (80-120 C.E.) I "The 

early [scholars] 2 were called ~ferim [Scribes, c,i!>l0)3 

because the y counted all the lett e rs In tlhe Torah. 114 Rashl 

connects these Scribes about whom almost nothing fs known 

with certainty5 with the Kenites by quotinQ the familiar 

verse, I Chronicles 2 : 55, "And the fami 1 l ies of the scribes 

[ f . D, i l ) h b f J b Th h K . 116 
~-e_i:.!..!'!. !> o w o sat e ore a ez ••. I ese are t e en 1 tes ..•. 

Sifre to Numbers accents the Kenites' piety as It quotes the 

same verse to show their reward. "Becaus ie they hear kened to 
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the commandments of Jonadab their ancestor. God raised up 

scribes from them as it says. 'And the families of the 

scribes who sat before Jabez .•. 111 7 Though neither Rash I 

nor Sifre to Numbers explicitly state that the Kenites sat 

In the Sanhedrin. since they were designated as ~~L-:r_L~ 

{scribes. D'~'\O) by the Bible, where else would Scribes hold 

their deliberations if not In the Sanhedrin? 

This understated chain of logic that seats in the 

s~nhed rln were the natural way for the Kenites to be rewarded 

receives some bolstering from a comment in Hldrash Aggadah. 

From its cxe~esis of Balaam's parable on the Kenites (Number s 

24 : 21) "And though thy [Keni 'sl nest be set In a rock (y~o] : " 

Said our Sages of blessed memory, 'Jethro's 
descendants sat in the Chamber of Hewn Stone 
and taught Torah to the masses as it says : 'And 
the families of the scribes who sat before Jabez. 
the Tlrathites, the Shimeathltes, . the 
Sucathrtes ' (1 Chron. 2:55}. )>~0 Is only an 
expression for the Temple, as it says : '[She 
dwe11eth ••. ] vpon the crag of the rock (y~o)' 
(Job 39:28). d i 

No other source places a discussion of the Kenites' tenu re 

In the Sanhedrin under the rubric of this part of Numbers 

24:21. Since the Sanhedrin met In the Chamber of Hewn Stone. 

the biblical description of the Kenites' dwelling place as 

"thy nest be set in a rock" has apparently been Interpreted 

as a reference to the Sanhedrin. Furthermore. Hidrash Aggadah 

Interprets the word "rock" (y~o) in the verse as meaning 

the Temple based on the Job verse. As we know, the Chamber 

of Hewn Stone stood on the south wall of the Temple complex 

adjoining the Court of the lsraelites . 9 Thus, Hidrash 
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Aggadah contains the most complete explanation of why the 

Sanhedrin was the Ken l tes' reward . Why Midrash Aggadah con-

talns the most complete account Is not clear . Perhaps the 

addit i onal exegesis was motivated by the fact that ~00 or so 

years had passed since the Temple had been destroyed and 

contemporary readers (not just me) were puzzled by the 

choice of this particular reward. 

However , to move from the realm of my own con j ecture 

to reallty for the Rabbis, their exegetic powers were not 

engaged to explain~- seats In the Sanhedrin were the Kenites ' 

reward , but to explain for what specific !.!..~.~~~ did that 

reward accrue. As stated above In S i fre to Numbers, t he 

Kenltes were t hus rewarded for the ir personal piety . Four 

other explanations are also 3dvanced which , as i ndicated at 

the begi nn i ng of this secti on , connect Jethro's actions wit h 

the Kenltes• ult imate rewa r d. 

First, a passage In Tractate Sota hearkens back to 

Jethro's response to the planned destruct ion of the Israel i tes 

In Egypt : 

There were three in that plan, v i z . Balaam , 
Job and Jethro . Balaam who devised it was 
slain , Job who silently acquiesced was 
afflicted wi th suffer i ngs ; Jethro who fled , 
~erlted that h i s descendants should sit in 
the Chamber of Hewn Stone , as it Is said, 
'And the famil ies of scribes who sat before 
Jabez ; the Tlrathites, the Shlmeathltes , the 
Sucathltes . These are the Kenltes that came 
of Hammath, the father of the house of 
Rechab' [I Chron . 2 : 55] ; and I t Is written , 
'And the children of the Kenlte, Hoses ' 
father-in-law, etc .' [Jud . 1 : 16] . IO 

As i s typical with all the mater i al in th i s section, Jethro 
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did something praiseworthy •nd his desce~dants are rewarded 

(•ccordlng to the unstated implications of I Chron. 2 : 55) with 

se•ts in the Sanhedrin . With the inclusion of the second 

prooftext. the passage confirms that Kenites who became Scribes 

were indeed the Kenltes who came from Jethro. 

Second, Jethro's generosity in welcoming the way-

f•rlng Hoses Into his house had profound consequences for his 

descendants through the ages. Tractate Sanhedrin, quoting 

In the name of R. Johanan, a first generation Amora (219-

279 C.E.) 11 ~ives one of them : 12 

For R. Johanan said : As a reward for 
[Jethro's saying]l3 'Call hit, that he 
may eat bread' [Ex. 2:20), I his 
descendants were privileged to sit in 
the Hall of Hewn Stones [as scribes)13 
as It is written, 'And the fa~ilies of 
the scribes who sa~ before Jabez . • • 
These are the Kenites' [I Chron . 2 : 55];11t 
whilst elsewhere It Is written, 'And 
the children of th~ Kenltei Hoses' father­
in-law • •• 1 [Ju. 1 : 16].llt, I) 

Hospitality seems to be the eleventh commandment in 

Judaism with significant benefits accruing to those who 

offer it. Again, as in the last passage, the midrash takes 

pains to identify the Kenltes with Jethro by means of the 

second prooftext. 

Third, membership In the Sanhedrin was offered to 

Jethro as some sort of an Incentive to persuade him to 

accompany the children of Israel to the Promised Land. Sifre 

to Numbers makes this clear as it gives an additional comment 

(M",) on Numbers 10:31 : 

'Thou shall be to us instead of eyes.• If 
that Is not sufficient for you, you shall sit 
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with us in the Sanhedrin and be a teacher in 
matters of the Torah. •16 

Though the issue is never resolved whether or not Jethro de-

cided to go with the Israelites at this time, the fact that 

there were Kenlte scribes (I Chron . 2 : 55) indicates that at 

some time someone In Jethro's family accepted Hoses' offer . 

Fourth. reverence for the Torah was a fanily tradition. 

The Kenites were rewarded with a place in the Sanhedrin , t he 

hl~hest seat of Jewish Torah study, because Jethro's whole 

life after he met Hoses was one long act of cherishing the 

Torah and the Cod of Israel. After statin!J , "\Je don't f i nd 

any proselyte who made the Torah as beloved as Jethro, 11 17 

Sifre to Numbers continues, "since Jethro made the Torah 

beloved, so would his descendants ~ake the Torah beloved. 11 13 

Connecting Jethro's piety with the Kenltes' reward, Hidrash 

leka~ Tov states : 

(Because Jethro said, 'Blessed be the lord' 
(Ex. 10: 10)) therefore his descendants were 
found worthy and would sit in the Chamber of 
Hewn Stone.19 

Hidrash Aggadah offers an even simpler connection : 

What caused al I these good th i n!JS for 
Jethro? Because he cleaved unto Hoses. 
he was worthy to raise up sages and 
prophets as it says, 'And these are 
the families of the scribes who sat 
before Jabez' (I Chron. 2 : 55).20 

Repenting of his past ways and comin9 to Hoses with all that 

that Implied established Jethro as a worthy person In Israel 

and establ I shed his progeny in the San~edrln.21 

Naturally, objections were bound to arise about the 

propriety of proselytes (!) having such an exalted status. 

Sifre to Numbers shows both the objection and the swift rebuke: 
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Temple?' Indeed, no Israelites should enter 
the Temple unless they have sat in the 
Sanhedrin and taught matters of Torah.22 

Clearly, the rights of proselytes are upheld . Indeed, the 

sense of the passage seems to be that if the other Israelites 

had true Torah learning (worthy of sitting In the Sanhedrin), 

there would have been no objection in the first place. 

However, far from questioning their place in the 

Sanhedrin, the prevailing midrashlc view emphasizes that the 

Kenites would be there forever . Sifre Zuta states: 

Since he [Jethro) acted out of love, so God 
will deal with him out of love . Thus God 
sai d to Jeremiah, 'There shall not be cut 
off unto Jonadab the son of Rechab a man to 
stand before lie for ever' (Jer. 35 : 1S) . 
They s hall not ever cease beinq members of 
the Sanhedrin.23 

Thus , the unbreakable covenant which unite d the Kenites and 

God also assured them their place In the Sanhedrin. 

As this section and the last one have shown, the 

Kenites were the subject of numerous fantastic and flatterin g 

tales. The lack of negative attitudes In midrashim, even in 

the medieval sources, would seem contrary to the general 

hypothesis . However, I believe that a different standard of 

evaluation must be applied to the midrashim from Part Ill of 

this study. While Jethro could be Identified with evil 

paganism (..!.!..one so desired), the Kenites who by the time of 

Jerem iah were rewarded with the everlasting covenant were more 

than ten generations removed from their proselyte roots. Who 

~ould s ay that they were suspect or not Jew is h? Furthermore, 



as condit i ons in Jewish life became more desperate, the 

Ke nites were bound to become a touchstone . Something of 
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th e Jewish people woulo remain. There would be a remnant of 

the House of Israel to be gathered up from behind the Mountains 

of Darkness . Someone would be left to announce the Hessiah 

and bring the first sacrifices to the restored Temple. Thus, 

no taint could touch the Kenltes for the sake of folk conscious­

ness and morale. As a consequence, my final concluding 

s e ct ion will only consider the material relatinp to Jethro 

to assess t he validity of the general hypothesis. 
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NOTES 

t. Hielzlner, p . 25 . 

2. The Soncino translator supplied these brackets. 

3 . I supplied these brackets. 

~. Kidd . 30a • S . , p . 1•4. 

5 . See E. J . , 15:79-81 for a brief survey of what is and 
is not known about the Scribes. 

6. Rashi to Kidd. 30a . s . . p. 144, note 7 partially cites 
Rash i . 

7, Slf.Num.pis. 78 • H., p. 73:3-4. Zohar 3. p. 196a • 
S . 5, p . 282 also accents the Kenltes' piety when it 
states that "their yearnin g" for the Torah caused God 
to establish them in the Sanhedrin. 

8 . Hid.Ag. to Num. 24 : 22 , p. 145. 

9. E.J., 15 : 96 5; see also a diagram of the Temple , E.J. , 
15:961-962 . 

10 . Sot. Ila• S., p . 53-54. Parallels can be found in San . 
106a • S., p . 722 ; Ex . R. I : 9 • S . 2, p . 11-12 ; Val.Shi m. 
v. 2 R. 1074, p. 517a . P.R.K .p is. 3 • M., p. 36:13-14 • 
Brk., p. 42 which is related, though different, reads : 

As soon as Jethro heard of all the 
miracles which the Holy One worked against 
Egypt and Amalek [Balaam and Amalek are 
relatives], he came at once and was con­
verted .•• ~hat was his reward. His 
descendants had the privilege of sitting 
as judges in the Chamber of Hewn Stone . 

II . Hielziner, p. 42. 

12. In addition t o becoming members of the Sanhedrin because 
of Jethro's hospitality to Hoses, the Kenites were 
spared by Saul during his war against the Amalekites. 
Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer has the most complete account 
of this : 

Rabbi said : When Saul came to the camp of 
Amalek, he saw the descendants of Jeth r o 
(I substituted this reading for the printed 
translation' s"the children of Israel" based 
on parallel sources, the sense of the passage, 
the Hebrew text In front of me, and Friedlander, 
p. 350, n . 2) tarrying in the midst of Amalek. 



Notes. (Con t_~'!_u_ed) 

He said to them : Separate yourselves 
from the midst of Amalek, as it is said, 
'And Saul said to the Kenites, go, depart, 
get you down from among the Amalekites, 
lest I destroy you wi th them [for ye 
showed k I ndnes s to a 11 the eh i Id ren of 
Israel , when they came up out of Egypt] 1 

(1 Sam. 15:6). But did Jethro show loving­
kindness to all Israel? But did he not 
show lovin~-klndness to Moses our teacher 
alone? Hence thou mayest learn that who­
soever shows loving-kindness unto one of 
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the great men of tsrael is considered as 
though he had showed loving-kindness unto 
Israel. Because of the loving-kindness which 
he showed, his children were saved from among 
the Amalekites, 'So the Kenites departed 
from among the Amaleldtes' (1 Sam. 15 : 6) 
(P.R.E . ch. 44 , p . I 06a • F., p. 35 0). 

The followin g midrashim co ntain various as pects of t he 
above account : Hid.Shmu . 18:3, p. 51 ; Hid.Ag. on Num. 
24 : 20 , p. 144 and Yal. Shlm.R. 82, p. 25a give the basic 
story but do not question if Jethro showed kindness to 
all of Israel. Zohar 2 , p. 195a • S. '6 , pp. 155-156 
traces the history of the Kenites among the Amalekites, 
but does not attribute Saul's kindness to them as a 
reward for Jethro 's actions. Ber. 63b • S., p . '602 
and Yal.Shi m. v. 2 R. 121, p. 362b interpret 1 Sam. 15:6 
as the reward for Jethro's hospitality and use it to 
posit a reward for those who support the scho lar clas s . 
lev.R. )'6:8 • s. 2, pp. ~33-~34 ; s . s.R . on S.S.2 : 5 , 
mid. 3 • S. '6 , p . 111 contain a discussion of Jethro's 
reward and the doctrine of showing kindness to one of 
the great In Israel. 
Ex.R. 4 :2 • S. 2, pp. 78•79 and Tan.HaNld . Shemot 16 , 
p . 67a and H.H . G. 2, p. 73 : 3-12 continue the theme that 
good deeds resound and are felt through the ages : 

The good deed of Jethro was that he received 
an avenger in his house who was fleein g from 
the enemy; hence there arose one from his 
house [Jael, wife o f Heber the Ke nlte) who 
received the enemy [Slsera), whc:;---wi'S""fleeing 
from the redeemer [Deborah and Barak] , and 
klllea him (Ex.R. 4:2 • S. 2, p . 79 ) . 

In this case, though the congruence between Jethro and 
Jael seems reversed , the point is made that the "good 
deed will never cease to reappear from his house" (Ex. 
R. 4: 2 • S. 2, p. 79) . 

13 . The Sonclno translator supplied these brackets . 
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Notes . (Continued) 

14. supplied these brac ke ts. 

15. San. 104a • s., p.705 . These sources contain parallel 
versions, though not all have the second prooftext : 
Tan.HaNld.Vitro. 4, p. 94a ; "id.Lekah Tov on Ex . 2 : 20, 
p. 7b ; Hid . Ag . on Ex. 2 : 20, p . 127 ;

0

Ya1.Shim.R . 169, 
p. 56a ; Val .Shim.R . 933, p. 322b; Val .Shim.v. 2 R. 
130 , p. 364a; H.H . C. 2, p. 35 : 1-10. Three sources 
(Hek.R.S . H., p. 92; Val.Shlm.R. 771, p . 267a; H.H.C. 2, 
p. 371:3·6) have a different lead - in . In them, Balaam 
complains about the size of the reward which two loaves 
of bread garnered for Jethro's descendants. Ex.R. 27 : 3 • 
S. 2, p . 323 has an incomplete reference of Ba1aam's 
complaining. 

16 . Sif.Num.pis. 80 • H., p. 77 : 2-3 . Val.Shlm.R. 726, p . 
328a parallels this. Continuing with the theme of an 
Incentive offered to Jethro, Slf .Zut. on Num. 10 : 32 • 
H., p. 265 : 34-36 and Hish . R.El., p . 307 : 8-13 provide 
three exp l anations for the ~,o, the bounty, which the 
Israelites would extend to Jethro (see Nu" . 10 : 32) . 
The passages conclude, "They promised that his sons would 
have a part I n all of them [the Temple, the Torah and 
reward for the righteous)." Though these things are not 
the Sanhedrin per se, a case could be made that a seat 
In the Sanhedrin for the Kenltes would combine Torah, 
Temple (Chamber of Hewn Stone) and reward for the 
righteous. 

17 . Sif . Num.p fs. 78 • H. , p . 72 : 19. 

18 . Slf.Num.pls. 78 • H. , pp. 72 : 19-73 : 1. These sources 
contain parallel versions: Slf . Zut. on Num. 10 : 29 • 
H., p . 263:7 · 8; Hek . R.S . H. , p. 91 • Hek.R.S . E. H. , p. 
135 : 8-13; Yal.Shim.R. 169, p. 56a; H.H . C. 2, p . 369:11t; 
H.H . C. It, pp. llt6:24-147 : 1. 

19. M l d .leka~ Tov on Ex. 18:10, p. 61b . 

20. Hi d.Ag. on Ex . 2 : 20, p . 127 . 

21. Ecc.R. on Ecc. 3 : 11, mid. 1 • s . 387-388 contains lnfor · 
mation about Jethro's repentance and his subsequent reward. 
Tanna debe Ellyahu, ch . (5)6, p. 30 and Val.Shim.R . 268, p. 
82b state that since Jethro came to Hoses, the houses 
of studf will not lack for his descendants to flll them . 
Hek.R.S.H ., p . 92 and H. H.G. 2. p. 371:8-11 read In the 
name of R. Abahu, a second generation (279-320 C.E.) 
Palestlnfan Amore, (H i elzlner , p . lt5), " Jethro was worthy 
that from his sons would come great fosterers of the 
Torah . Who was this? It was Jabez." The concluding 
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part of this statement cannot be correct. Perhaps it 
should read "those who sat before Jabez. 11 

22. Sif.Num.pis. 78 •II., p. 78 : 16-17. Yal.Shlm.R. 323, p . 
416a and Yal.Shim.v. 2 R. 38, p. 352b repeat this. 

23. Sif.Zut. on Num. 10:29 • H., p. 263 : 11-13. H.H.G. 4 , 
p. 147:1-4 parallels this. Hek.R.S.H., p. 92 • Hek. 
R.S.E.H . , p. 135:31 • 136:1 and H.H.G. 2, pp. 370:23 -
371:1 Interpret a promise that the High Priests would 
be Kenites to mean that the Kenltes would always be 
In the Sanhedrin since the priesthood no lonqer existed. 
Gen. 4~ : 10, "The sceptre shall not depart from Judah, 
nor a 1aw9iver from between his feet" is a1so used by 
a number of sources to show that the Kenites would 
always be i n the Sanhedrin (Gen.R. 97 (~V) • S. I, 
p. 906 ; Yal.Shim.R. 160 , p. 51b ; Yal.Hak. on Is . 18 : 7 , 
p . 106 :15-1 6 ) . 

, 
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Conclusions 

The search Is now finished; the inquiry completed, 

and behold Jethro. While the Cambridge don referred to by 

the Introduction began with one Homer and found another, 

this study began with many possibilities for the Identity 

of Hoses' father-In-law and found one Jethro. Following 

Jethro from the courts of Pharaoh to the fields of Midian 

to the wilderness of Sinai and beyond, this study has chronicled 

his history and that of his descendants to the end of time. 

After studyin9 Jethro's names and deeds , his piety and 

rewards, and the rabbinic enhancements to his character, 

can conclude that for the Rabbis Jethro was an admirable 

figure. a fitting father-in-law for Hoses and the equal of 

Ruth and Rachab , the other two paradigmatic proselytes. 

Yet what of the negative rabbinic assess~ents of 

Jethro cited in the course of this study? These negative 

comments can be divided Into three categories: narrative . 

protective, and gratuitous. Only the gratuitous negative 

comments are truly anti-Jethro . 

Those comments in the narrative category seem to be 

literary flourishes or embellishments whose negative nature 

is quickly blunted. Describing Jethro as one of Pharaoh's 

advisors as does the Talmud 1 gives some Idea of his pre­

bibl ical background. However, by stat i ng that he fled, the 

Talmud quickly negates the "evi I by association" of which 

one might suspect Jethro. likewise, by exaggerating Jethro's 
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former idolatry2 , the midrash ultimately makes his conversion 

more wondrous and stncere, rathe r than leaving an Image of 

an unredeemed heathen. 

The negative comments In the protective category 

transcend thei r literal meani n~ to serve a higher purpose 

for the good of Judaism. For example, just as Jethro ls 

subject to character enhancement to make him worthy of Hoses, 

he also serves as a scapegoat to protect Hoses. Moses did 

not forget or refuse to circumcise his son, rather Jethro 

prevented h im from carrying out the mitzvah of ~~, n n ,,~.3 

In midrashim of this type , Jethro does not re present a re ~I 

person so much as a handy tarqet or as a solution to biblical 

anomalies . 

The gratuitously negati~e comments present a com-

pletely negative picture of Jethro without any mitiga ting 

factors as exist in the above two categories . Without any 

rhyme or reason , Jethro casts Hoses in a pit to kill the 

savior of lsrael. 4 Another midrash depicts Jethro being 

sent away ignominiously, unworthy to share the Revelation at 

Slnal.5 In examples such as these, hostility is directed 

toward Jethro becaus~ he Is the stranger, the outsider, the 

~<>_t · Significantly, the mldrashtm which espouse this unrelieved 

hostility t oward Jethro are of a late origin. 

What ~onclusions then can be made regarding the general 

hypothesis? First , the great majority of the rabbinic material 

portrays Jethro in a favorable li gh t. Hldrash with th is 

positive attitude can be foun d In sources of all dates. 
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However , the post-Tanhuma or Peslkta sources contain almost 

no original material that Is favorable to Jethro. Th i s 

raises again the unresolved problem of the role of copying 

versus editorial cho i ce in the compilation of midrash i c 

work. 

Second, while seemingly negative material can be found 

In the "ekllta or the Talmud, they are of the narrative or 

protect i ve categories . The fact that the Inexplicable 

(g r atuitous) negative comments come from sources such as 

Sefer HaYashar or Dl vre HaYamlm Shel Moshe Rabbenu would 

seem to validate the general hypothesis . However, I would 

still hesitate to completely endorse the general hypothes i s 

because the amount of negat i ve material I s sma:l and scattered 

compared to the corpus of Jethro materia l as a whole. Thoug h 

there does seem to be an observable correlation between the 

late date of a mid r ash and i ts negative attitude toward 

convert s in the Jethro material , t would wa nt to examine 

those late mldrashlc works as a whole for their attitude~ 

towards converts and gentiles In general before finally 

assessing the evidence offered about Jethro . So I conclude 

by saying lin., YD£P1 1)Y ,,,.,. 

I 
..:J 
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NOTES 

1. Sec. Jethro In Egypt, note 25. 

2 . Sec . Ex . us : 11 Now ' know • •• , note 3. 

3 . Sec . Ex . 18:3 And her two sons • .• , note '· ... Sec. Ex. 2 : l Sb - Ex . 2 : 22, note '0 . 
s. Sec. Ex. l8 :27 Then Hoses bade • ••• note 3 . See first 

paragraph of that section also . 



259 

Appendix I : Tools for finding rabbinic references to 
Jethro - works with subject or verse indices. 

Ba., berge r, Bernard J . P ro_!.4!_l_r_~i SI!' j_!'_t_'!!._~-_l_m_u_d_i_c_ Le_r_ l_~d- . 
Cincinnati : Hebrew Union College Press, 1939. 

Braude, William G. , trans. The "idrash on Psalms. New Haven : 
Yale University Press, 1959. --- -· - - -- - ---

• Peslkta Rabbati . New Haven : Yale University 
- - - - -Press. "'1968.- ----

Braude, William and Kapsteln, Israel, trans. Pesikta de 
Rab Kahana. Phi tadelphla : Jewish Publ lca-tion--Soc"fety 
Of_A_m_e_r(c-i, 1975. 

Cohen, A., ed . The "inor Tractates of the Talmud. London: 
The Sonclno·-p,:es·s-;-19fs- . - - - -- - - --- - -

Epstein, Isadore, ed . The _Babylo_n_ian Tatmu~. · London : The 
Sonclno Press, 1948. 

freedman, Rabbi Dr. H. and Simon, "aurice, eds. The Hidrash 
Rabbah. New Compact Ed It I on. London : The Sonc'i;;c;- - - ­
Press, 1977 . 

Friedlander, Gerald, trans. Plrke De Rabbi Etiezer. 2nd . 
ed. New York: Hermon PfeSs, 1~70. ~~--

Glnzberg, Louis, ed. The~~nds of _!.he Jews. Phlladelphfa : 
Jewish Publication Society o-r--A"merlca, 1947. 

Goldin, Judah, trans. The Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan . 
New Haven : Yale University Press,- f§'ss-:--------- --

Lauterbach, Jacob z., trans. 
2nd . ed. Philadelphia : 
of America, 1976. 

Hek it ta de-Rabbi I shmae t . 
jewish Publication Society 

Honteflore, C. G. and Loewe, H. , eds. ~~~~lnic Ant~olog_y_ . 
Philadelphia : Jewish Publication Society of America, 
1960. 

nK~'~ :~'~K ~n .n,,oD~' ~lln~n n,ln .1,nN ,lKD'n . , .. ~,n , 11,,l,11 
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Appendix 2 : Historical and legal studies on proselytism. 

Bamberger, Bernard J . !_r:.o_!..!_!..Y_~ism in the Talmu~c_!_t!..~~o_~ . 
Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1939 . 

Bloom, Paul. The Gentile in Relation to Jewish Custom and 
!:..!_~~c.cz.rdin"i)"o Ti~nal_t!_c:. Li_t_era_~ure. - Unpubl ishid · · 
H.A.H.l. thesis , Hebrew Union College , 1956 . 

EI chhorn. Dav Id Hax. for:i_v_!!_S_i_o_l!_ _t_o_ _!.uda i_6s~ __ A __ H_!_s_L<>_r:Y __ a_nj_ 
Analysis . New York : Ktav, Inc., 19 o. 

Frank I in, Stephen David. ~ie..£U.~~t....!..h~- J~g_y_a __ o_n_ -~':.C?.~e_l.:t_t_i _s_'!'. : 
B. Yeb: ~~.-~Sb. Unpublished H. A. H.l. thesis. Hebrew 
Un I on Co I fege,-f96 9. 

Okamoto, Hiroshi . Trans lat Ion and Observati on of Hilkoth 
Cerim In the Shuihan Aruch. UnpublfShed H. A.H. l. thesis , 
Hebrew Un f on Col lege;-ff~li. 

Ranson, Harius. The Jewish Doctrine of Proselytism and 
Propag_anda . f ts Re lat i on__!.~_!'arasa i c -T)~_eo-fo°iy_ a~<!_ 
its Development to the Close of the Hishna . Un­
published H. A. H. L. thesis, Hebrew-unfon--follege . 1 9 1~. 

Rosenbloom, Joseph R. Conversion to Judais m: From the Biblical 
Period to the Present. Cincinnati : Hebrew Union tOITi ge­
P ress-,"-T§"'ir-_---

Wacholder, Ben Zion. "Attitude toward Proselytizing in the 
Classical Halaha. 11 Hlstorla Jud_aj_c..!., 20 : 2 (October, 
1958). 77-96 . 

'D'~ nn,1nnn nyilni D'iln' )~ n,n, n)inyn 
. 1965, n'i~yn nu,oi~'llHn : D')~,,, 

. )tPiir< ,oii . oi 

. , l"n n':ln 
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Appendix ) . Verses which deal with Jethro o~ the Kenltes. 

Ex . 2:15 
When Pharaoh learned of the matter, he sought to have 
Hoses killed ; but Hoses fle d from Pharaoh . He arrived 
In the land of Hld l an, and sat down beside a well. 

Ex . 2 : 16 
Now the priest of Hidian had seven daughters . They came 
to draw water, and filled the troughs to water their 
father's flock ; 

Elc.. 2:17 
but shepherds came and drove them off. Hoses rose t o 
their defense, and he watered their flock . 

Ex . 2 : 18 
When they returned to their father Reuel, he said , "How 
is it that you have come back so soon today?" 

Ex . 2 : 19 
They answered, "An Egyptian rescued us from the shepherds ; 
what Is more, he drew water for us and watered the flock. " 

Ex . 2 : 20 
He sa i d to his daughters, "Where i s he then? Why did 
you leave the man? Ask him In to break bread ." 

Ex . 2 : 21 
Hoses consented to stay with the man, and he gave Hoses 
his daughter Zlpporah as wi fe . 

Ex. 3: I 
Now Hoses, tending the flock of h i s father-in-law Jethro , 
the priest of Hldian, drove the flock into the wilderness , 
and came to Horeb, the mountain of God . 

Ex . 4 : 18 
Hoses went back to his father-in-law Jether and said to 
him, "Let me go back to my kinsmen In Egypt and see how 
they are faring. " And Jethro said to Hoses, " Go in 
peace. 11 

Ex . 6 : 25 
And Aaron's son Eleazar took to wife one of Putiel 's 
daughters , and she bore him Phinehas . Those are the 
heads of the fathers' house of the Levites by their 
families . 

Ex . 18 : 1 
Jethro priest of Hidlan , Hoses ' father-In-law. heard 
all that God had done for Hoses and for Israel His people , 
how the lord had brought Israel out from Egypt . 

Ex . 18 : 2 
So Jethro , Hoses' father-in-law, took Zipporah, Hoses' 
wife, after she had been sent home, 

Ex. 18 : 3 
and her two sons - of whom one was named Gershom, that 
is to say , 11 1 have been a stranger I n a foreign land" : 

Ex . 18:4 
and the other was named Eliezer, meaning, "The God of my 
father was my help, and He delivered me from the sword 
of Pharaoh . 11 
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Jethro. Moses ' father-In-law. brought Hoses• sons and 
wife to him in the wilderness , where he was encamped at 
the mountain of God . 

Ex. 18 : 6 
He sent word to Hoses . 11 1 . your father-In-law Jethro , am 
coming to you, with your wife and her two sons . .. 

Ex . 18:7 
Moses went out to meet his father-in-law ; he bowed low 
and kissed him ; each asked after the other's welfare, and 
they went I nto the tent. 

Ex. 18:8 
Moses then recounted to his father-in-law everything that 
the Lord had done to Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for 
Israel's sake, all the hardships that had befallen them 
on the way, and how the Lord had delivered them. 

Ex. 18:9 
And Jethro rejoiced over all the good that the Lord had 
done to Israel In delivering them from the Egyptians. 

Ex. ll:S : 10 
.. Blessed be the lord , 11 Jethro said, "who delivere d you 
from the Egyptians and from Pharaoh , and who delivered 
the people fro~ under the hand of the Egyptians. 

Ex. 18 : 11 
Now I know that the Lord is ~reater than all gods, yes, 
by the result of their very schemes against [the peop le) •.. " 

Ex. 18: 12 
And Jethro, Hoses ' fat he r -1 ~-law, brought a burnt offerin g 
and sacrifices for God ; and Aaron came with all the 
elders of Israel to partake of the meal before God with 
Hoses' father -In- law . 

Ex . 18 : 13 
Next day, Hoses sat as magistrate among the people, while 
the people stood about Hoses from morning until evening. 

Ex. 18 : 11t 
But when Hoses' father-in-law saw how much he had to do 
for the people , he said, "What Is this thing that you have 
undertaken for the people? Why do you act alone, while 
all the people stand about you from morning until evenin g? " 

Ex. 18 : 15 
Moses replied to his father-In-law, "It Is because the 
people come to me to Inquire of God. 

Ex • 18 : 16 
When they have a dispute, It comes before me, and I arbitrate 
between a man and his neighbor, and I make known the laws 
and teachings of God . .. 

Ex. 1e : 17 
But Moses' father-In-law said to him , " The thing you are 
doing Is not right ; 

Ex. 18 : 18 
you wl11 surely wear yourself out, you as well as this 
people . For the task Is too heavy for you ; you cannot 
do It alone . 
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~p~nd I x_J.~_(Con_~_!_nue~)_ 

Ex. 18 : 19 
Now listen to ~e. 
with you! You act 
bring the disputes 

Ex. 18:20 

I will give you counsel, and God be 
for the people in behalf of God : you 
before God, 

and enjoin upon them the laws and the teach ing s , and 
make known to them the way they are to go and the practices 
they are to follow . 

Ex. 18 : 21 
You shall also seek out from among a ll the peopl e capab le 
men who fear God, trustworthy men who spurn 111-gotten 
gain ; and set these over them as chiefs of thousands, 
hundreds, fifties, and tens. 

Ex. 18 : 22 
Let them exercise authority over the people at all ti mes : 
let them bring every ~ajor dispute to you , but decide 
every minor dispute themselve s . Hake It easier for your ­
self, and let them share the burden with you. 

Ex . 18 : 23 
I f you do this - and God so commands you - you wi ll be 
able to bear up : and all these people will go home conte nt. ' ' 

Ex. 18 :24 
Hoses heeded his father-in-law and dl t. just as he had 
sa i d . 

Ex. 18 : 25 
Hos es chose capable men out of al I Israel . and appo in ted 
them heads ove r the people - chiefs of thousands, hundred s, 
fiftie s and tens . 

Ex. 18 : 26 
And they exercised authority over the people at all ti mes : 
the difficult matters they would br i ng to Hoses , and all 
the minor matters they would decide themselves. 

Ex. 18 : 27 
Then Hoses bade his father-in-law farewell, and he we nt 
his way to his own land. 

Num . 10 : 2 9 
Moses said to Hobab son of Reuel the Hldlanlte , Ho se s ' 
father-in-law, "We are setting out for t he place of which 
the lord has sa i d , ' I wlll give it to you .• Come with 
us and we will be generous with you ; for the Lord has 
promised to be generous t o Israel." 

Num . 10 : 30 
"I wi 11 not go," he rep I ied t o him, "bvt wl 11 return to 
my native hnd . 11 

Num. I 0 : 31 
He said, " Please do not leave us, Inasmuch as you know 
where we should camp In t he wilderness and can be our 
guide. 

Num. 10 : 32 
So If you come with us , ~e wlll extend to you the same 
bounty that the lord grants us." 

Num . 2'i : 21 
He saw the Kenites and , taking u p hi s theme, he sa id: 
Though your abode be secu re , And your nest be s et amon9 
csllffs, 
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Ju. 1:16 
And the chlldren of the Kenite , "oses ' father-In-law , went 
up out of the city of palm-trees with the children of 
Judah into the wilderness of Judah, which Is in the sout h 
of Arad and they went and dwelt with the people. 

Ju. 4 : 1l 
Now Heber the Kenite had severed hlmself from the Ken l tes , 
even from the children of Hobab the father-In-law of Hoses, 
and had pitched his tent as far as Elon-bezaanannl m, 
which is by Kedesh. 

Ju . It : 17 
Howbeit Slsera fled away on his feet to the tent of Jae l 
the wife of Heber the Kenlte ; for there was peace between 
Jabin the ki ng of Hazor and t he house of Heb e r the Kenit e. 

Sam. 15:6 
And Saul said unto the Kenltes: 'Go, depart, get you down 
from among the Amalekites, lest I destroy you with th em: 
for ye showed klndness to all the c hi ldren of Israel , 
when they came up out of Egypt .• So the Kenites departed 
from amon~ the Amalekltes, 

Jer . 35 : 3 
Then I took Jaazaniah the son of Jeremi ah, the son of 
Habazzlniah, and his brethren, and all his sons, and the 
whole house of the Rechabites : 

Jer . 35:1t 
and I brou9 ht them into the hou se of the Lord, into 
the chamber of the sons of Hanan the son of lgdaliah , the 
man of God, which was by the cham ber of the princes, 
which was above the chamber of "aaselah the son of Shallum, 
the keeper of the door; 

Jer. 35 : 5 
and I set before the sons of the house of the Rechab i tes 
goblets full of wlne, and cups, and I sa i d unto them: 
'Drink ye wine.• 

Jer. 35 : 6 
But they said: 'We wi l I drlnk no wine ; for Jonadab the 
son of Rechab our father commanded us, saying: Ye shall 
drink no wine, nelther ye, nor your sons, for ever ; 

Jer. 35:7 
neither shall ye build house, nor sow seed , nor plant 
vineyard, nor have any ; but all your days ye shall dwell 
rn tents, that ye may llve many days in the land wherein 
ye sojourn . 

Jer . 35 : 8 
And we have ~earkened to the voice of Jonadab the son of 
Rechab our father ln all that he charged us, to drink no 
wine all our days, we our wives, our sons , nor our daughters ; 

Jer. 35 : 9 
nor to build houses for us to dwell in. nelther to have 
vineyard, or field, or seed ~ 

Jer . 35 : 10 
but we have dwelt in tents, and have hearkened, and done 
accordlng to all that Jonadab our father commanded us . ' 
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~endix }. 

Jer. 35 : 11t 
The words of Jon•dab the son of Rech•b, that he commanded 
his sons, not to drink wine, •re performed, and unto this 
day they drink none, for they h~arken to their father's 
comm•ndment; but I h•ve spoken unto you, speaking betimes 
and often, •nd ye have not hearkened unto He. 

Jer. 35:16 
Because the sons of Jonadab the son o~ Rechab have performed 
the comm•ndment of their f•ther which he commanded them, 
but this people hath not hearkened unto Me; 

Jer . 35:18 
And unto the house of the Rechabites Jeremiah said : Thus 
saith the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Because ye 
have hearkened to the comm•ndment of Jonadab your father , 
and kept all his precepts, and done according unto all 
that he commanded you ; 

Jer. 35:19 
therefore thus saith the Lord of host s , the God of 
Israel: There shall not be cut off unto Jonadab the 
son of Rechab a man to stand before He for ever .' 

C hron. 2: 55 
And the families of scribes that dwelt at Jabez : the 
Tirathites, tl1e Shimeathites, the Suc•thltes. These are 
the Kenltes that came of Hamm•th, the father of the house 
of Rech•b . 

Ch ron. It : 9 
And Jabez was more honourable than his brethren : and his 
mother called his name Jabez, saying : 'Because I bore 
him with pain.• 

Chron. It : 10 
And Jabez called on the God of lsr•el, saying: ' Oh that 
Thou wouldest bless me Indeed , and enlarge my border, and 
that Thy hand might be with me, and that Thou wouldest 
work deliverance fr~m evl I, that It may not pain me!' 
And God granted him that which he requested . 

Ch ron. It : 23 
These were the potters, and those that dwelt among planta­
tions •nd hedges : there they dwelt occupied In the king's 
work. 
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