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Chapter XIV: Va’era (Ex. 6:2–9:35) 
 
Essay 5. Is “Putiel” a worthy or shameful name for Jethro? 

  
מַעֲשָׂיו  א לוֹ הַשֵּׁם עַל זִכְרוֹן  וֹ , קָשֶׁה אֵי פָּגַם הקב"ה בִּכְבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל יִתְרוֹ אַחֲרֵי שֶׁנִּתְגַּיֵּיר לִקְר" לָקַח־לוֹ מִבְּנוֹת פּוּטִיאֵל"  פָּסוּק

ר מַעֲשֶׂי  וֹר מַעֲשֵׂה אֲבוֹתֶי זְכוֹלאֹ יאֹמַר לוֹ זְכ  גֵּרִיםאִם הָיָה בֶּן    אָמְרִינַן בִּמְצִיעָא  וְהָא  .טֵּם עֲגָלִים לַעֲבוֹדָה זָרָההָרִאשׁוֹנִים שֶׁפִּ 

  .ט בְּיִצְרוֹ נִיחָא דְּשֶׁבַח הוּא לוֹ, אֲבָל זֶה גְּנַאי לוֹבִּשְׁלָמָא לְמַאן דְּאָמַר מִזֶּרַע יוֹסֵף שֶׁפִּטְפֵּ  .הָרִאשׁוֹנִים

  

There is a verse: “[Aaron’s son Eleazar] took one of the daughters of Putiel.”1 The 

Gemara has three suggestions: (1) that the bride was a daughter or granddaughter of Jethro, who 

was referred to as Putiel because “he fattened [pittem] [פִּיטֵּם] calves for idol worship;” (2) that she 

was a descendant of Joseph, who was referred to as Putiel because “he mocked [pitpet] [פִּיטְפֵּט] his 

desire” by resisting the advances of Potiphar’s wife; or (3) that she was descended from both 

Joseph and Jethro.2 Rashi’s comment on this verse follows the third opinion. 

 A question is how did the Holy One, Blessed be He, blemish the honor of Jethro after 

he became a proselyte, by calling him this name in remembrance of his early deeds, when he 

fattened calves for idol worship. It says in Bava Metziah, “If one is the child of converts, one 

may not say to him: Remember the deeds of your ancestors, remember your earlier deeds.”3  

It’s right according to the one who said, “[He is called Putiel because he is] from the 

line of Joseph, who mocked his desire [by resisting the advances of Potiphar’s wife].” It’s fine 

if that’s the case, for this is praise for [Joseph], but it is disgraceful for [Jethro].  

  

עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה לְגַמְרֵי,    שֵׁםם כֹּל זֶה שָׁכַח  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּגַּם זֶה שֶׁבַח הוּא לוֹ, שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיָה אָדוּק בַּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה שֶׁפִּטֵּם עֲגָלִים, עִ 

ֹ טָ וּם הַשִּׁכְחָה הוּא פּוְזֶה רוֹמֵז מִלַּת פּוּטִיאֵל, דְּשֵׁ  "ה, וְהָיִינוּ פּוּטִיאֵל שֶׁשָּׁכַח אֵל נֵכָר, אִי  תָ וּי שַׁבָּת פּקּוּנֵ יא כְּמוֹ שֶׁנּדְֻפַּס בְּתִ "ה וְל

  . נָמֵי שֶׁשָּׁכַח הָעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה וְדָבַק בְּאֵל חַי

 

It can be said that this is also praise for [Jethro], because even though he had been 

attached to idol worship, as he fattened calves for sacrifice to idols, nevertheless he forgot the 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Ex. 6:25. 
2 Sotah 43a; Bava Batra 109b. 
3 Mishnah Bava Metzia 4:10 (and Bava Metzia 58b): “If one is a penitent, one may not say to him: Remember 

your earlier deeds. If one is the child of converts, one may not say to him: Remember the deeds of your ancestors.” 
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name of idol worship entirely. This hints at the word “Putiel,” for the name of the angel of 

forgetfulness is Putah, properly spelled פּוּטָ"ה, and not spelled as it is published in Tikkunei 

Shabbat,4 5.פּוּתָ"ה This was the meaning of Putiel, that he forgot the strange god,6 or 

alternatively, that he forgot idol worship and clung to the living G-d.7 The implication is that 

such a reference would be a praise, because he completely eliminated idolatry from his life. 

  

לְפִי    ,וְכוּ'טֵּם אֲבִי אִמּוֹ עֲגָלִים  יוּבַן הַטַּעַם מָה רָאוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל בַּמַּעֲשֶׂה דְּזִמְרִי לוֹמַר עַל פִּנְחָס הַרְאִיתֶם בֶּן פּוּטִי זֶה שֶׁפִּ   וּבְזֶה

תֶּרֶת וְאִם תּאֹמַר אֲסוּרָה בַּת יִתְרוֹ מִי הִתִּירָה לְ וּלוֹ זוֹ אֲסוּרָה אוֹ מ  בִּבְלוֹרִיתָהּ וּבָא אֵצֶל מֹשֶׁה וְאָמְר  תַּפְסַהּשֶׁזִמְרִי    שֶׁיָּדוּעַ 

שֶׁמִּכֻּלָּם נִתְעַלְּמָה הַהֲלָכָה שֶׁל הַבּוֹעֵל אֲרַמִּית וְכוּ',    מִמֹּשֶׁה וְכֹל יִשְׂרָאֵל,  וּפִנְחָס זָכָה בַּפַּעַם הַזּאֹת שֶׁיִּהְיֶה לוֹ זִכָּרוֹן יוֹתֵר  .וְכוּ'

נָתָם הָיְתָה לוֹמַר שְׂאִי  ווְכַוָּ . וְיִשְׂרָאֵל הָיוּ מִתְקַנְּאִים וְשׂוֹנְאִים אוֹתוֹ וּבָאוּ לְהַרְאוֹת שֶׁעָשָׂה שֶׁלּאֹ כְּדִין  .וּמִטַּעַם זֶה הָרַג אֶת זִמְרִי

מֶר לַעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה וְאָדוּק  וֹרַשְׁנוּ לְעֵיל, לְפִי שֶׁיִתְרוֹ הָיָה כּייאֵל" לְשַׁבֵּחַ כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ אֶפְשָׁר לְפָרֵשׁ הַפָּסוּק שֶׁל "לָקַח־לוֹ מִבְּנוֹת פּוּטִ 

  '. בָּהּ עַד שֶׁהָיָה מְפַטֵּם עֲגָלִים וְכוּ

 

Thus the reason will be understood, what did Israel see in the incident with Zimri to 

say about Pinchas, after he killed them: “Have you seen this son of Puti, the father of whose 

mother used to fatten calves for idolatrous sacrifices!”8 Zimri was a prince of one of the tribes 

of Israel, and everyone knew that Zimri was engaging in relations with a Midianite woman, Cozbi.9 

As it is known, Zimri had grabbed hold of [the Midianite woman] by the forelock and came 

before Moses and said to him, “Is she forbidden or permitted? And if you’ll say that she’s 

forbidden, [then] who permitted the daughter of Jethro to you?”10 Moses was paralyzed by 

the challenge, but Pinchas merited at this time to have a better memory than Moses and all of 

Israel, for all of them had forgotten the halacha of “one who engages in intercourse with an 

Aramean woman, zealots strike him [and kill him],”11 and for this reason, [Pinchas] killed 

Zimri and Cozbi.  

But the Israelites were jealous and hated [Pinchas] and came to show that he did not 

act legally. Their intention was to say that it is impossible to interpret the verse of “He took 

one of the daughters of Putiel” as praise, as we interpreted above, because Jethro wasn’t just 

a worshipper of idols, but was actually a priest of idolatry and was devoted to it to the extent 

that he fattened calves for others to sacrifice to the idols. 

 

 
4 Tikkunei Shabbat [Krakow 1650], prayer book for the Sabbath. 
5 The angel of forgetfulness is also known as Purah, פּוּרָה. The word also means “winepress,” and the connection 

may be that drinking wine to excess causes forgetfulness.  
6 Deut. 32:12. 
7 Joshua 3:10; Hosea 2:1; Ps. 84:3; Dan. 6:21; Dan. 6:27. 
8 Sanhedrin 82b; Bava Batra 109b; Sotah 43a.  
9 Num. 25:6–15.  
10 Sanhedrin 82a.  
11 Mishnah Sanhedrin 9:6; Sanhedrin 81b; Avodah Zarah 36b; Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 9:7. 
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נִּין", כּוֹמֶרִים לַעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה בֵּין נָכְרִים וּבֵין יִשְׂרָאֵל ירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י דִּבּוּר הַמַּתְחִיל "מִ י"ב) פֵּ וּבְפֶרֶק ב' דְּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה (דַּף כ"ו ע
 תֵר גָּרוּעַ מִמִּין יִשְׂרָאֵל וְכוּ'. כָּתְבוּ דְּמִין נָכְרִי הָאָדוּק בַּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה הוּא יוֹ  עכ"ל. וְהַתּוֹסָפוֹת בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּחוּלִין (דַּף י"ג ע"ב)

  "."כָּל־בָּאֶיהָ לאֹ יְשׁוּבוּן אָמְרִינַן דְּמִי שֶׁהוּא מִין אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיָּשׁוּב, דִּכְתִיב וּבְפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה
 
In the second chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah (page 26b), we read that heretics may 

be lowered into a pit on the Sabbath, and Rashi explains (at the words beginning “heretics”) 
that [“heretics” refers to] priests of idolatry, whether non-Jewish or Jewish. But the Tosafists 
in the first chapter of tractate Chullin (page 13b) wrote that a non-Jewish heretic who is 
devoted to idolatry is worse than a Jewish heretic. Also, in the first chapter of tractate Avodah 
Zarah (page 17a), it is said that it is impossible for one who is a heretic to repent, as it is 
written, “All who go to her cannot return.”12 

 
ז  וֹ בוֹדָה זָרָה, וְאִם כֵּן אִי אֶפְשָׁר נָמֵי שֶׁפּוּטִיאֵל בָּא לִרְממֶר וְאָדוּק בַּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁשָּׁכַח שֵׁם עֲ וֹוּמֵעַתָּה יִתְרוֹ שֶׁהָיָה כּ

תְּרוּ לְמֹשֶׁה וְאֶלְעָזָר, זוֹ  וּאֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁרָצָה לוֹמַר שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיוּ בְּנוֹת יִתְרוֹ שֶׁהָיָה מִין עִם כָּל זֶה ה  .שֶׁשָּׁכַח שֵׁם עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה
  . תֶּרֶתוּעֲנַת זִמְרִי, זוֹ אֲסוּרָה אוֹ מהָיְתָה מַמָּשׁ טַ 

 
Now, as Jethro was a priest and devoted to idolatry, it was impossible for him to have 

forgotten the name of idol worship, and if so, it is impossible that the name Putiel came to 
hint that he forgot the name of idol worship. Rather, certainly it means to say that even 
though they were daughters of Jethro, who was a heretic, nevertheless they were permitted 
to Moses and to Elazar. This was the actual claim of Zimri, “Is she forbidden or permitted?”  

  
נִתְגַּיְּירוּ בְּלֵב שָׁלֵם הוֹאִיל שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ כֹּל כָּ אֲדוּקוֹת בָּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָ  תְּרוּ וּה כַּאֲבִיהֶן וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הוְשֶׁמָּא תּאֹמַר שֶׁאוֹתָן הַבָּנוֹת 

אִם כֵּן אֶפְשָׁר נָמֵי שֶׁאַף כָּזְבִּי נִתְגַּיְּירָה בְּסֵתֶר    וְאֶלְעָזָר דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי לאֹ הָיוּ נוֹשְׂאִים אוֹתָן אֵלּוּ שֶׁהָיוּ גְּדוֹלֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל.לְמֹשֶׁה  
  . ג נָשִׂיא שֵׁבֶט מִיִּשְׂרָאֵלוֹוְכוּ' יַהֲר  רְאִיתֶםם הָכִי אָמְרוּ  ג אוֹתָם, וּמִשּׁוּוֹקוֹדֵם שֶׁבָּא עָלֶיהָ זִמְרִי, וּמִן הַסָּפֵק לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לְפִנְחָס לַהֲר

 
Perhaps you will say that those daughters converted wholeheartedly, because they 

were not so devoted to idolatry as their fathers, and for that reason they were permitted to 
Moses and Elazar. For if this is not so, [Moses and Elazar] would not have married them, for 
they were great men in Israel. If so, it’s also possible that even Cozbi had converted secretly 
before Zimri had relations with her, and out of that doubt it was improper for Pinchas to kill 
them. Because of this, [those challenging Pinchas] said, “Have you seen this son of Puti, the 
father of whose mother used to fatten calves for idolatrous sacrifices,” should such a man kill a 
prince of a tribe of Israel? 

Of course, from parashat Pinchas, we know that Pinchas’ actions were validated, and G-d 
rewarded him. 

* * * 

 
12 Prov. 2:19. 


