
Story Number 51

JETHRO’S VISIT

When Moses left Jethro to return to Egypt he took with him his wife

and children. Either when he met Aaron at Horeb, or when he got to

Egypt, he sent them back home to Jethro, as he would be busy in Egypt

dealing with Pharaoh and with two million Israelites, where they might get

in the way. Leading the people from Egypt to Sinai he certainly did not

want them in the way, and at Sinai he had a lot to do, going up the

mountain to get the laws, then again to get instructions for the Tabernacle,

and thirdly to ask forgiveness for the people for the Golden Calf.

Eventually, after a few months, they all settled down, busy collecting

manna and making parts for the Tabernacle, and Moses spent his time

sitting in judgement, solving various problems that people brought him.

Jethro lived not very far away in Midian – remember that when acting

as his shepherd Moses had one day brought the sheep to Sinai where he

first met God at the Burning Bush. Hearing that Moses had settled down

for a while at Sinai, Jethro decided that the time had come to re-unite

Moses with his family. So one day he took his daugher Zipporah (Moses’s

wife) and the two children to Sinai to Moses.

Arriving at the outside of the camp – which was very big, holding two

million people with all their animals – he sent a message to Moses: ‘I am

Jethro your father-in-law and have come to meet you, bringing with me

your wife and two children’. Moses on hearing this jumped for joy and

went out immediately to meet him and bring him in.

Moses told Jethro all about what had happened to them, how God had

rescued them from Egypt, what happened to Pharaoh, with all the troubles

that had happened to them on the way to Sinai and how God had delivered

them from them all. Jethro was delighted to hear all this. He blessed God
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and offered sacrfifices to him, Moses introduced him to his brother Aaron

and to the elders of Israel, and they all sat down and ate a meal together.

The next morning Moses again sat and dealt with all the problems

people brought, passing judgement when there were disputes, and there

were many. He sat like this all day long from morning to evening without

a break, with all the people standing around. Seeing this, Jethro was

troubled. Moses, already over eighty years old, was wearing himself out,

he could not long survive like this, and the people all standing waiting

their turn were also suffering. What was more, in dealing with the troubles

of all the individuals one after another he could not properly act as leader

of the people as a whole, and the people would suffer from not having a

full-time leader.

He asked Moses why he was doing this, and Moses replied that in

answering their problems and solving their disputes he was teaching them

God’s laws and instructions.

‘But’ said Jethro ‘you are wearing yourself out. You cannot continue

like this, you will soon break down. What is more, you are not doing the

people as a whole any good!

‘Let me give you a word of advice, and if you are afraid that God will

not agree, ask him if it is alright. When people have a dispute they need

someone to come to who will give a fair answer. So look for fair-minded

individuals, honest God-fearing men of courage and character who hate

profit; take these people, teach them God’s laws, how to behave and what

to do, and appoint them over the people as judges, over groups of a

thousand, groups of a hundred, even small groups of ten. Let them judge

the simple cases, and if there are any difficult ones they can bring them

to you. You will only have to deal with the difficult cases, and God will

be with you.’

Moses asked God and took Jethro’s advice.

Some time later, we do not know when, Jethro returned home.
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Throughout history, Jethro’s family have been the only good reliable

friends that the people of Israel have ever had – today the Druse claim to

be Jethro’s descendants and they have always been loyal to Israel.

It is worth looking carefully at Jethro’s advice, which sadly is not taken

today. The modern approach is to take people with brains who study a lot,

teach them laws, and to appoint those who are clever enough as judges.

Hopefully they will, from their learning, show character and honesty.

Jethro’s advice was to do it the other way round. First find men known

to be honest and God-fearing, of proven character and integrity. Then

teach them laws and the way God wants them to behave, and appoint them

as judges who will, by their judgements, teach the people. The people in

turn, from their decisions (which they must explain), will learn how to

behave in life – after all, that is what the Torah is all about!
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