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In some ways, Parashat Yithro is the focal point of Judaism. It
recounts the epic Matan Torah, giving of Torah, on Mount Sinai

and the equally important Kaballat Torah, wholehearted
acceptance of Torah by the Jewish people. The context and

aftermath of the saga is expanded upon and concluded in the
following parasha. Between them, the two Torah portions define

the essence of the relationship between God and Man.

In a surprising intrusion into these grand-scale events creeps
the story of the parasha’s namesake – Yithro, father-in-law of

Moshe. Bringing his daughter and grandchildren to rejoin their
husband and father, Yithro comes himself to join the Jewish

people.1 But when he arrives he is very much the father-in-law,
and strongly criticizes Moshe’s administration. His suggestions

regarding the institution of a broad legal system are
implemented, and he then returns home – while we return to

the saga of Mount Sinai.

Quite unaccountably, the Torah chooses to present this
personal interlude here, though chronologically the story’s place

is much later.2 It serves as an odd introduction to Matan Torah,
and it is difficult to see why such a pivotal parasha should be
forever associated with Yithro, of all people. “A True Friend”

takes a closer look at the man and at what
his personal story has to teach about the

relationship of God and Man
through Torah.

1. Targum Yonatan 18:6; Tan`uma,
Yithro,1,3; Shemot Rabba, 27:2.

See endnote 6.
2. Rashi 18:13, s.v. Vay`i.
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A TRUE FRIEND

Religious experience is a many-colored thing, and certain of its

variety are quite grim – even threatening. In the United States

alone, almost six million people have been involved with cults. “Religion”

now comes in more variety than ice cream, from old standbys to Far

Eastern and New Age, from Satanist and Hare Krishna to racist and

psychotherapy cults. The assortment of absurdities dished up by

“religion” boggles the imagination: doomsdays and tongues, astrology

and the occult, King Arthur’s court and Hermes courtiers, Knights

Templar and migration to Halle-Bopp. There must be some qualitative

criteria for shopping the spiritual supermarket, for evaluating the

context and contents of belief.

Yithro brings us face to face with the absolute uniqueness of Jewish

religious experience. Despite the striking general similarity of myths

around the world, in all recorded history there is no story similar to the

events chronicled at Sinai. Nowhere else on Earth was God reported as

communicating directly with several million human – and very opinionated

– beings. The challenge of Sinai is unavoidable and uncomfortable;

at some point in every Jew’s life it must be either understood, explained,

or just explained away, but it cannot be ignored.

The encounter at Sinai is all the more powerful coming as it does

immediately following Jewish questioning and Amalekite skepticism at

Refidim.1

They left Refidim and came to the Sinai Desert... (19:2)

– The Torah associates here the journey from Refidim with

the arrival at Sinai….
mechilta, 19:1-2

2

But the reader who keenly awaits the climactic resolution of doubt

into historic faith at Sinai will be disappointed. At just the wrong

literary moment the suspense is shattered by the intrusion of a somewhat
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disgruntled father-in-law into the Torah narrative. Consider how utterly

out-of-place the story of Yithro is here. The dramatic transition from

the previous parasha’s

Amalek came and fought with Yisrael in Refidim (17:8),

to this parasha’s

And they left Refidim and came to the Sinai Desert...facing the
mountain (19:2),

chronicles the rebirth of a faith which matures at Sinai into the supreme

expression of man’s link with God. The passage from Refidim to Sinai

was a journey from inhibition and insecurity to passion and responsibility.

Rather than allowing us to follow that epic journey to its climax at

the Mountain, the Torah interrupts with a minor family drama:

Yithro brought Moshe’s wife Tziporah (after she had been sent away),
and her two sons…He sent word to Moshe: I, your father-in-law
Yithro, am on my way to you, along with your wife and her two
children…. (18:2,6)

Implying, “If you won’t come out on my account, at least

come out for the sake of your wife. And if you refuse to

come for her, then come at least for her children’s sake!”
mechilta, yithro, 1:6

3

Moshe did go out to greet his father-in-law, and he bowed down and
kissed him. They asked about each other’s welfare and went into the
tent. (18:7)

What makes this narrative break all the more irksome is the strong

likelihood that this little story never even took place at this point in

time, and that Yithro only arrived after the giving of the Torah, when he

came to join the Jewish faith.4

Yithro arrived only after Matan Torah….
zeva~im, 116a

5

In which case the Torah has gone out of its way to ignore chronology in

order to insert Yithro in an inexplicable spot.6 His story has come to

serve as an introduction to the giving of the Law at which he was not

even present, and the Ten Commandments have become linked with
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Yithro in the subconscious of every `eder child and the minds of all

who follow the Torah reading.

In context of a parasha describing the giving of the Law to millions of

women, men (in that order7), and children, the personal conversion of

Yithro seems a small thing indeed. Unless something profound is

added to the vision of Yisrael through Yithro’s personal confrontation

with Truth.

If Yisrael fulfill God’s will, then the Holy One searches the
globe to find one who is righteous among the nations of the
world, and brings him and attaches him to Yisrael – such as
Yithro.

yerushalmi, berachot, 2:8

Yithro saw no Giving of the Torah (Matan Torah). But he did experience

– very personally – an Accepting of the Torah (Kabbalat Torah). He serves

as a paradigmatic seeker of truth and discoverer of truth.

Who is the “Convert to Truth” par excellence? Yithro.
tan~uma, yithro, 1

The parasha, then, presents both faces of the story: Yithro points the

way to the discovery of truth, Kabbalat Torah, while Matan Torah provides

the seeker with the model for the connection to truth.

Just as Yisrael could enter the covenant at Sinai only through
circumcision,8 immersion,9 and the blood of offerings,10 so
too must any individual who comes to join the covenant do
the same….

kritut, 9a

The Torah intimates that the nature of belief and of man’s search for

God and truth, is expressed through Yithro’s personal saga. And what a

saga it was! So varied was his career that he had seven different iden-

tities,11 and his search brought him into contact with every life style and

belief of the civilized world. Yithro was the ultimate seeker, the world

authority on comparative religion; the voice of experience.

There was not a single religion in the world that Yithro did
not try out.

mechilta, yithro, 1:1
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The painful moral decisions of Yithro’s career are only the most

obvious expressions of the internal struggles of a life dedicated to the

search for truth.

There were three people on Pharaoh’s advisory council
concerning the enslavement of the Jewish people…[One of
the three], Yithro, fled the country.12

sotah, 11a

Yithro was a high priest. When he realized the bankruptcy of
his religion (before he even met Moshe), he called together
the city leaders and said, “I have served you all my life…Now
go find yourself someone else.”
They excommunicated him, and allowed no fraternization
with him. No one could work for him or shepherd his sheep –
that is the reason that his own daughters were out with the
sheep when Moshe came….

shemot rabba, 1:32

Yithro’s dedication to intellectual honesty went beyond his personal

exploration of differing belief systems. He even refused to give his

daughter in marriage to Moshe unless his grandchild-to-come was

guaranteed similar exposure.

When Moshe asked for the hand of Tziporah in marriage,
Yithro replied, “You must agree that your son be sent at first
to study idolatry – only afterwards [may he study] for the
sake of heaven.” Moshe agreed.

“Swear it!” said Yithro, and Moshe swore.
mechilta, yithro, 1:1

Great ‘seeker’ though he was, Yithro never did relinquish his critical

stance and clear rationality. He had a close relationship even with

faithless Amalek,13 and his children maintained that fellowship through-

out history.14 His acceptance of the Torah was absolute – Now I know that

God is the greatest of all…. (18:11) – and he circumcised himself,15 but he

was no mindless ‘True Believer’. He judiciously retained his critical

faculties even vis-à-vis the people he joined.

In this parasha which bears his name, Yithro focuses those critical

abilities on Yisrael – long after the giving of the Torah16 – and is less

than impressed by some of what he sees.
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Doubt those who find it.
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Yithro, Moshe’s father-in-law, saw all he [Moshe] was doing to the
people and said, “What is this that you do to the people – why do you
sit alone, while they must stand in line from morning to
evening!?...What you are doing is no good!” (18:14,17)

But this very independence, this unwillingness to accept the Lawgiver’s

own behavior, seems to contradict the Torah’s presentation of Yithro’s

approach as a paradigm for accepting Torah. The key words of acceptance

of the Torah were,

…gnabu vagb

Na‘aseh venishma: Whatever it is that God says – we will do!
(24:7).

This implies a relinquishing of moral self-determination and anthro-

pocentrism, such that human sensibility would no longer be the arbiter

of ethical systems. No other point more forcefully defines the difference

between Yisrael and the other nations, to whom too the Torah was

offered.

God asked the nations, “Would you want to accept My
Torah?”
They replied, “Well, what does it say in Your Torah?”…
Then God asked Yisrael, “Would you accept My Torah?”
They answered as with a single voice: “We will cherish Your
Torah, and commit ourselves to keeping and performing
whatever it says!”

pirkei rabi eliezer, 40:1

So, without begrudging Yithro his judgmental acuity, we need to

question whether he is an acceptable model for achieving the Truth

according to Torah. The fact is that he still seems to be self-centeredly

(and, by na‘aseh venishma standards, non-Jewishly) defining his own

ethical principles and then measuring the Torah against them.

“What you are doing is no good!” (18:17)

– It bothered Yithro that Moshe should demean Yisrael in

such a fashion [forcing them to stand in line for

appointments]…. (—Rashi17)
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There comes a point when Yithro’s rugged intellectual honesty seems

indistinguishable from the response of the nations: Tell us what the

Torah says and we will tell You if we are comfortable with it.

Now, you listen to me. I will advise you – and may God be with
you….
If you will do this [that I suggest] and God commands you, then you
will prevail…. (18:19,23)

Ask God [about my recommendations]. If He commands

you to implement them, you will succeed – but if he stops

you, you cannot prevail! (—Rashi18)

But on second thought – is Yithro really as intellectual as he is

sometimes portrayed? After all, there are no philosophical arguments

that trigger this turning point in his life. We are told only that,

Yithro heard about all that God had done for Moshe and Yisrael His
people, how God brought Yisrael out of Egypt…. (18:1);

He [God] brought upon them [the Egyptians] the very thing that they
had plotted against others! (18:11).

Yithro heard— What did he hear that specifically moved him

to come?

The splitting of the sea…the war against Amalek….
zeva~im, 116a

19

But events hardly establish satisfactory argument for suspending

moral judgment. All that impressed Yithro – God’s care for Yisrael, His

sense of irony in orchestrating the Egyptians’ mad dash into the water

that had once served their murderous plot against Jewish infants, His

hatred of Amalek’s cynicism – all these may make God a pleasure to

relate to, but they do not address the suspicion of irrationality, pithily

asserted by a certain Sadducee:

Impetuous people, you Jews – shooting off your mouths
before using your ears. You ought to have first learned
whether you were comfortable with the Torah before jumping
into accepting it!

shabbat, 89a
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What indeed happened here to the concern for truth? What happened

to Yithro, the erstwhile connoisseur of quality religious thinking? And

what happened and happens to us in response to God’s offer?

Come to think of it, even God Himself appears singularly non-

intellectual here. Sinai is an opportunity – an historical one-time

opportunity – to offer the human race a chance for some genuine, solid

knowledge. We have a chance to know the Creator and this universe He

created, a chance to heal the hells we have created – talk to us about

Truth, for heaven’s sake! Tell us that there is an instruction manual

available for the human mind, for planet Earth, for eternity itself. If

only God had been a little more open about what He was offering,

maybe H. sapiens would have learned sapience at last. Instead, God

forbids Moshe to say anything of the sort – there must be no talk of Truth!

These are the words that you will speak to the children of Yisrael
(19:6)

– Not a word less, and not a word more.
mechilta, ba~odesh, 2

There was to be only one criterion for accepting the Torah, and it was

not the search for truth. What then was it? Listen to what God insists

that Moshe say:

This is what you must say to the family of Ya’akov and tell the
children of Yisrael:

You saw what I did in Egypt, and how I carried you on the wings of
eagles and brought you to Me. And now, if you would listen to My
voice and cherish My covenant, you would be My dearest treasure
from among all the nations, though all the world is Mine. To Me you
will be a kingdom of lords and a sacred nation.

These are the words you will speak to the children of Yisrael.
(19:3-6)

This is a proposition of love and union, not a prescription for truth.

God refuses the role of Truth-resource, to be available for demand

feedings of meaning and significance. He asserts a more profound role

for which Yithro searched his entire life – a God who sustains

relationship with care and trust and even irony. Yithro searched not for
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And so you see
I have come to doubt
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I stand alone, without beliefs,
The only truth I know is you.
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The Truth, Authorized Version, but for truth that emerges from

covenant.

All of the Torah is Brit,20 covenant, relationship – Torah is called the

Sefer haBrit, “Book of the Covenant.”21 This is not because relationship

is simply a prerequisite for initiation into God’s mysteries – it is

because Truth is not an abstraction, but a reality embedded in the

nature of relationship with God and discovered only within it. The

more profound, subtle and sophisticated the demands of that relation-

ship, the more Truth it teaches. The Torah’s truths come from the

living of that relationship, its vision of reality comes from a lover’s

sharing the life of a beloved. Learning Torah is nothing less than an act

of intimacy.

Learning Torah in the presence of an ignorant man is the same
as raping that man’s fiancee right in front of his eyes [for
every Jew is connected to Torah subliminally], as it says Moshe

instructed us Torah – an inheritance (“morasha”) of the congregation of

Ya’akov (Devarim 33:4). Read that not as morasha (varun),
‘inheritance’, but as me’orasa (vxrutn), ‘fiancee’.

pesa~im, 49b

One who attempts to penetrate Torah without relationship but as an

intellectual probe is guilty of the cheap clutching menace we call rape.

One who is driven to grasp Truth wants to imprison it, to make it his

own – and in doing so, corrupts that which he is convinced he loves.

Capturing truth is as impossible as capturing beauty, for it withers in

the cage of self and need. When Truth is only personal it becomes a

weapon, an extension of ego and a justification of cultism, redefining

reality and eroding the relationship with life as it erodes love. To such a

one the Torah’s deeper secrets remain hidden; they can reveal them-

selves only through a constantly renewed relationship with God and

reality.

Rambam, whose intellectual reputation and reputation as intellectual

rivals Yithro’s, defines the type of individual who has access to Truth:

One who labors out of love will strive for Torah…will walk the
pathways of wisdom, not for anything in the world: not out of
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happened then, that I have

never afterwards forgotten. As
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actually while I was walking

the few steps, he faded and grew
pale, all colour died out of him
as in one long sigh, and by the

time that I touched him he was
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soul had flown, the Iguana was
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eyes and heart, shoot not the

Iguana.”
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fear of evil and not to gain the good. He will do Truth because it is

True….

What kind of love? An overwhelming, passionate, and intense
love, so that his soul is utterly bound to the love of God, and
he is madly in love – thinking about it always as if he were
possessed by love sickness over a certain woman that he
cannot get out of his thoughts, consumed by her always
whether sitting or standing, eating or drinking – beyond that
is the lover of God impassioned in his love….

mishne torah, hilchot teshuva, 10:2,3

What Yithro, seeker of emergent truth, attempted to measure here

was the only thing one can measure before committing to love: the

trustworthiness of relationship. Moshe must show that he cares enough

to come to greet his father-in-law and his family; Moshe must treat

every member of the children of Yisrael with the dignity and respect

due to a kingdom of lords and a sacred nation. Because relationship is an

unfolding bilateral reality, it must always be examined personally. And

God agrees with Yithro:

Said God to Moshe: Go! This man is coming because he
cares, he wants to be close to Me. You must make him feel
wanted, so do not act distant.…

shemot rabba, 27:2

Not only did God agree, He went out of His way to show personal

love, to display His openness to relationship with Yithro.

Yithro came – and God showered manna specially for him….
shemot rabba, 27:5

The transformation of Yithro through relationship is no different

than the metamorphosis of the Jewish people as a whole; no different

than the process that led that most famous of all converts, Ruth, to

discover truth in love.

Where you go, I go…your nation is my nation and your God, my
God. (Ruth 1:16)

Her drive to join the Jewish people was pure love, pure relationship.

Truth? Ruth was sure it would emerge, because of the meaning she saw

embedded in the life of Naomi, her beloved.
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Naomi started to tell her, “But we have 613 mitzvot….” –
[Ruth interrupted] Your nation is my nation;

Naomi told her, “We are not allowed idolatry.”–
[Ruth responded:] Your God is my God.

yevamot, 47b

What you may find astonishing is the way that purely halachic con-

siderations governing conversion are predicated on precisely the same

idea. There is no mechanism for dealing with a potential convert who is

searching for truth per se, only for one who seeks relationship – even if he

has no concept of truth at all!

How do we go about accepting a genuine convert?…We say to
him, “Why would you want to become Jewish – don’t you
know that these days the Jews are belittled, disparaged,
scorned, scattered, chased from place to place, and suffer
affliction?”
If he replies, “I know it, and I am not even worthy [to be part
of it]” we accept him on the spot.

mishne torah, hilchot isurei bi’a, 14:1

Incredibly enough, this individual we just “accepted on the spot” has

never heard of Truth or the faith of Yisrael– he has never even heard of

God! Only now, continues Rambam, do

We then teach him fundamentals of our religion, such as the
existence of One God, and some sample mitzvot…We do not
go overboard because we do not want to push him away into
the path of evil…a person can only be attracted with
tenderness and warmth.…

The well-known story of Hillel and the convert beautifully expresses

the same idea.

Once a certain gentile came before Shammai and said, “I want
to convert on the condition that you teach me the entire
Torah while I stand on one foot.” Shammai chased him out
with the rod he held in his hand.

Then he came to Hillel, and Hillel converted him, saying,
“What you dislike, do not do to your friend. That is the
whole Torah, the rest is commentary – go study!”

“To your friend” refers to God, who is Your friend and the friend of

your father – do not let Him down (Mishlei 27:10). (—Rashi22)
shabbat 31a
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Yithro had other names, names to reflect this sort of friendship. He

was called ~ever,23 which means “Friend.” And he was called Re‘uel…

Re‘uel refers to Yithro.
Why was he called Re‘uel? Because he became a friend/re‘a to
God/El.

shemot rabba, 1:32

Truth cannot be taught. Truth can be discovered through sharing life.

And in so sharing you become, as Yithro did, a true friend.

Whoever involves himself in Torah just for its own
sake…becomes known as “Friend,” “Beloved,”…the secrets of
Torah emerge for him, and he becomes an overflowing
spring….

avot, 6:1
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as opposed to Mechilta, Yithro, 1:1 and Shemot Rabba, 1:32. Cf. Rashi 18:1.

13 Cf. Midrash Shmuel, 12:2.

14 Cf. Shmu’el I,15; Bamidbar 24:20 and Pirkei Rabi Eliezer, 43. Ibn Ezra (18:1)
even suggests that this explains the non-sequitur of Yithro’s appearance here –
he must be mentioned in context of Amalek so as to distinguish between the
two!

15 Sanhedrin, 94a; Yalkut Shimoni, Yithro, 268.

16 Rashi 18:13, s.v. Vayhi, ,rjnn hvhu vwws.

17 Ibid., s.v. Vaya‘amod, ogv snghu vwws. But see Ibn Ezra 18:14, s.v. Vaya’are, trhu vwws.

18 S.v. Vetzivcha, lumu vwws.

19 Cf. Rashi, s.v. Vayishma, gnahu vwws.

20 Cf. Pesa`im, 38b; Tosefta, ~alla, 1; Nedarim, 32a; Zohar, III:73.

21 Shemot 24:7; Melachim II,23:2.

22 S.v. De’alach, lkgs vwws.

23 Mechilta, Yithro, 1:1.
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