5765 Yitro

When Yitro comes to join Israel as they move through the wilderness, the Torah says, “And Yitro, the father-in-law of Moshe, heard all that G-d had done for Moshe, and to Israel, Moshe’s nation, that G-d had taken Israel out of Egypt…” It seems that Yitro is drawn more to Moshe than he is drawn to the Jewish people.  He seemed to appreciate the possible spiritual attainments one could achieve as an individual.  In fact, Rashi tells us that Yitro had been a priest of every idol-worship in the world.  We could say that, for Yitro, Judaism would be the next stop in his life-long personal religious search.

When he finally gets to talk to Moshe, Moshe tells him “all that G-d had done to Egypt, and to Pharaoh on account of Israel..”  Didn’t Yitro already know that G-d had taken the Jews out of Egypt?  He did, but he had at first emphasized Moshe’s role in that process.  Moshe, when telling Yitro about it, emphasizes that had little to do with him, but was really about G-d and Israel.  This people, says Moshe, is not about individuals.  It is about nationhood.

Yitro receives deeply Moshe’s words, as we will see in a moment.  The torah seems t be telling us that what draws us to something in the beginning can truly accomplish the goal of getting us there, but we have to be open to the nature of the relationship changing once we get there.  For example, a man might be attracted to a woman physically, so he will go to talk to her.  Then he might discover that he loves her personality. The physical attraction served to get him into the conversation.  If he insists on the physical attraction being the basis for their relationship forever, then he has learned nothing.  Or he could allow the nature of the relationship to change, as Yitro did.

The Gemarra asks what exactly Yitro heard that made him want to join the Jews.  One opinion says he heard about the war with Amalek.  Another says he heard about the giving of the Torah (there are those who believe the Torah was not written in order, for a reason).  And yet another opinion says that he heard about the splitting of the sea.  Of course, each of these is valid.  I believe that the Gemarra is calling our attention to different motives people have for being involved in Judaism.  For some, it is the defeat of Amalek who, as R’ Tzaddok writes, is the root of negativity in the world.  Those people are drawn to Judaism in hopes of letting go of the darkness inside of them.  Others are attracted because of Torah – a body of knowledge, a philosophy with integrity, a guide as to what to do in the world.  Others are drawn because of the sea – a miracle makes them wonder if there is a higher being.  All of these are perfectly valid reasons to look toward Judaism.  

It is really important to identify why we are doing what we are doing, so that we can see if we are truly nourishing ourselves the way we need to be nourished.  For example, if a miracle attracted me to Judaism, but I am spending all my time learning and fulfilling laws, and I don’t have any time to think about that miracle anymore, then I will perhaps not be satisfied.  On the other hand, it is important to let our relationship to Judaism evolve.  Whereas I was attracted by miracles, I might now see that there is so much more to Judaism than miracles.  

