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By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

 

The conversion of Yitro 

 
What did he hear ? 
 
Our parsha begins with  the figure of Yitro and his 
journey to Moshe- 
ים ָֽ ֱאֹלהִּ ָֽ ר ה  ם ַהֶ֥ ָׁ֖ ֶ֥ה ש  ר ֛הּוא ֹחנֶׁ ר ֲאשֶׁ ְדב ָּ֔ ל ַהמִּ  1.אֶֶׁ֨

To the desert in which he was camping, by God’s 
mountain 

Rashi opens his commentary with a famous saying 

 2.מה שמועה שמע ובא? - קריעת ים סוף ומלחמת עמלק

What news did he hear that  he came? The splitting 
of the Red Sea and the war with Amalek. 

Rashi brings his source as the gemara in Zevachim 
(116a). Rashi’s question and answer must be 
understood. The problem with his commentary is 
why he asks the question, The Torah itself gives a full 
answer 

ה  ן ֹמשֶָּׁ֔ ֵ֣ ְדי ֙ן ֹחת  ן מִּ ֵ֤ ֹו ֹכה  ְתרֶ֨ ע יִּ ְשַמַ֞ ה ֱאֹלִהי֙ם ַויִּ ָׂ֤ שָּ ר עָּ ל ֲאש ֶׁ֨ ֵא֩ת כָּ
יִּם ָֽ ְצר  מִּ ל מִּ ָׁ֖ א  ְשר  ת יִּ יא ֛ה' אֶׁ ִ֧ י הֹוצִּ ָֽ ֹו כִּ ל ַעמּ֑ ֵאֵ֖ ה ּוְלִיְשרָּ  3.ְלמ  ש ֶׁ֔

Now Moses' father in law, Yitro, the chieftain of 
Midian, heard all that God had done for Moses and 
for Israel, His people that the Lord had taken Israel 
out of Egypt. 

Yitro heard “all God had done for Moshe and all 
Israel”, so why does Rashi talk about The splitting of 
the Red and the war with Amalek? Its true that these 
are two major events that happened at the end of 
the last parsha, but the Torah gives a much more 
general rationalization  saying that the reason was 
that he heard that “God took Israel out of Egypt” 
.This of course includes the crossing of the sea and 
the war with Amalek, but God did many more things 
that Yitro had heard about, so why are only these 
two things mentioned. 

 

 

A three way argument 

In order to understand Rashi we must see his source 
for the comment, The gemara in Zevachim 
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? ר' יהושע אומר מלחמת עמלק ונתגיירמה שמועה שמע ובא 
ר' אלעזר המודעי אומר מתן תורה שמע ]ובא[... ר'  שמע... 

 4...אליעזר אומר קריעת ים סוף שמע ובא

Now Yitrro, the priest of Midian, heard: what news 
did he hear that he came and turned a proselyte? R. 
Joshua said: He heard of the battle with the 
Amalekites, since this is immediately precede by, And 
Joshua discomfited Amalek and his people with the 
edge of the sword. R. Eleazar of Modim said: He 
heard of the giving of the Torah and came.  

 

First of all the Gemara’s question is not just about 
Yitro’s journey but also about his conversion. Rashi 
removes this point. Unlike Rashi, who sees the 
reason for Yitro coming being two historical events 
together. The gemara tells us that there was a three 
war argument, between three Amoraim, each one 
claiming that there was only one reason. Moreover 
Rashi ignores the point of view Rabbi Elazar Modaii, 
that Yitro came because of Matan Torah 

The question we asked about Rashi, that it would 
seem the reason for Yitro's arrival is written in the 
Torah, is true for Chazal. We will try to understand 
the reason behind what they say, and see in the end 
that it is according to the pshat, the simple 
understanding of the text. 

Perspective 

There is a common denominator to all three points 
of view in the Gemara. The splitting of the red sea 
was a miracle that God did after Moshe spread his 
hand over the sea, in a way that would look to 
someone looking from afar as if Moshe himself had 
done it. Someone looking closer would see that 
Moshe was not in the center, Yisrael themselves 
were. God’s call to Moshe to raise his hands came 
only after the people had entered the water, and in 
there merit, as the Torah tells us 

 5.כדי היא האמונה שהאמינו בי שאקרע להם את הים

In the merit of their faith that they believed me, I split 
the sea. 
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Only after Nachshon jumped into the sea, with Israel 
following, only in the merit of this act, God called 
Moshe to life up his hands and split the sea 

If we look at the war with Amalek, from afar it would 
seem that Moshe raises his hands and then Israel is 
victorious. If we look closer we can see Yehushua and 
the people fighting . If someone would listen hard, he 
would have heard what our Rabbis say. 

א   ל  ה? אֶׁ מ  ְלח  ה אֹו שֹוְברֹות מִּ מ  ְלח  ה עֹושֹות מִּ ל משֶׁ יו שֶׁ י י ד  ְוכִּ
ין  ה ּוְמַשְעְבדִּ י ַמְעל  ים ְכַלפ  ְסַתְכלִּ ל מִּ א  ְשר  יּו יִּ ה  ל ְזַמן שֶׁ ְך, כ  לֹוַמר ל 
ים ְתַגְברִּ יּו מִּ ם ה  ַמיִּ בַ ש  ם שֶׁ יהֶׁ ם ַלֲאבִּ ב  ת לִּ  6.אֶׁ

Could the hand’s of Moshe make or loose a war? This 
is to teach us that as long as Israel looked above, and 
tied their hearts to heaven, they would win. 

The giving of the Torah too. From outside it looks as 
if Moshe went up the mountain and received the 
Torah, as if Israel had no part in the actual giving of 
the Torah. Even more so, Israel sinned with the 
golden calf, when Moshe came down with the 
tablets. If we examine deeply we will see that when 
God said to Moshe 

֙ה  ֱעשֶׁ ָֽ ם ְואֶׁ יִּ ּ֑ מ  ַחת ַהש  ַתָׁ֖ ם מִּ ת ְשמ ָּ֔ ה אֶׁ ֵ֣ ְמחֶׁ ם ְואֶׁ יד ָּ֔ ֙י ְוַאְשמִּ נִּ מֶׁ֙ ף מִּ רֶׁ ֵ֤ הֶׁ
נּו ָֽ מֶׁ ב מִּ ָׁ֖ ּום ו ר  צֶ֥ ֹוְתךָּ֔ ְלגֹוי ע   7.אָֽ

Stop arguing and I will destroy them, wiping their 
name from under the heavens, and make you a big 
and greater nation 

Moshe answers 

ְךְ֒  ם ב  הֶֶׁ֘ ְעת  ל  ְשַבֵ֣ ר נִּ יך ֲאשֶֶׁ֨ דֶֶׁ֗ ל ֲעב  א ֵ֜ ְשר  ְליִּ ק ּוָֽ ְצח ֶ֨ ֩ם ְליִּ ה  ר ְלַאְבר  ְזֹכֹ֡
ץ  רֶׁ א ֶ֨ ל ה  ם ְוכ  יִּ ּ֑ מ  י ַהש  ָׁ֖ ֹוְכב  ם ְככָֽ ת ַזְרֲעכֶָּׁ֔ ָֽ ֙ה אֶׁ ם ַאְרבֶׁ הֶָּׁ֔ ר ֲאל  ֵ֣ ַוְתַדב 
ם ָֽ ּו ְלֹעל  ָֽ ֲחלָׁ֖ ם ְונ  ְַֽרֲעכֶָּׁ֔ ֙ן ְלַזָֽ ת  י אֶׁ ְרתִּ ַמֶ֗ ר א  ֵ֣ את ֲאשֶׁ ֵֹ֜  8.ַהז

Remember Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaacov your 
slaves, that you promised them and told them that 
you will multiply their seed as the stars of the sky, and 
that you will give all of this land for ever to their seed 

In other words, he received the Torah in the merit of 
Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaacov and us, not the opposite 

Israel reveal Godliness in the world 

We can now understand the opening verse in our 
Parsha - “And Yitro heard… all that God had done for 
Moshe and his people Israel". He decides to convert 
because of what God had done for Israel. He had 
stopped worshiping Idols a long time ago, 60 years 
ago, but he had not yet converted. In truth there is 
no obligation for a gentile to convert, he can stay a 
“Ben Noach” and serve God, as he did for tens of 
years, revealing God`s name in the world, just as 
Avraham did in his time, he even had a chavruta , his 
son in law Moshe. 

In order to convert there must be, apart from 
accepting the Mitzvot and believing in one God, a 
belief that The people of Israel  are those with the 
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task of revealing God’s name in the world, and a 
desire of the convert to join this people, just as Ruth 
says 

י ְך ֱאֹלה  י ו אֹלַהיִּ ְך ַעמִּ  9.ַעמ 

Your people are my people, your God is my God. 

What Yitro hears and causes him to decide to convert 
are these three things the Gemara mentioned – the 
splitting of the Red Sea , the war with Amalek and the 
giving of the Torah. In all of these at first sight, it 
would seem that Moshe is the center of them, but by 
looking deeply it is possible to see that the center is 
Israel, and only because of them he arrives at the 
conclusion that he wanted to be part of this nation. 

A father of many nations  

Why does Rashi ignore the words “and convert”? 
Rashi explains the simple meaning of the text, and 
feels that from the verses themselves there isn't yet 
any testimony to the fact that Yitro converted, this 
will become apparent later. This is the reason he 
quotes “what was the thing he heard to make him 
come” Yitro heard about the splitting of the sea, and 
the war with Amalek just like the other local nations. 
The difference was that with him, it changed his 
entire internal world. The others heard and carried 
on as if nothing had happened. 

Why does Rashi erase the point of view of Rabbi 
Elazar that Yitro heard about the giving of the Torah? 
Simply in order not to enter the argument if the 
Torah has a chronological order or not, as there is no 
need for this explanation according to the simple 
meaning of the text. 

Why does Rashi join together to two other opinions 
and not bring each one separately ? In order to teach 
us that Yitro, now, hasn’t just found God, that had 
happened a long time ago, but that there is no 
Godliness in the world without Israel, his people, this 
is the reason he converted and became a simple for 
all the holy converts that came after. 
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