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Chapter XXXI: Emor (Lev. 21:1-24:23)

Essay 14. The commandment of the Menorah
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There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “Command the children of Israel to bring
you clear oil of beaten olives for lighting, for kindling lamps regularly.”!:

“G-d, who is like You”>—who is like You among the Heavenly beings,
who is like You among those on earth, who is like You, that You subdue the
attribute of justice, You illuminate for the Heavenly beings and for those on
earth, You illuminate for all the inhabitants of the world, and You desire the
light of Israel. This is [the meaning of] what is written: “Command the children
of Israel.”

- Lev. Rabbah 31:1
A difficulty is what the relevance here is of “You subdue the attribute of justice,” and why
does it use so much repetition, as “You illuminate” is included in “who is like You,” which
was already stated.
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It may be said that it’s brought in the Midrash on the verse, “On whom does His light
not shine,”® “who from all the inhabitants of the world ever said: the sun did not shine for
me by day, and the moon by night.”*

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
'Lev. 24:2.

2Ps. 71:19.

3 Job 25:3.

4 Lev. Rabbah 31:6.



They also said in the Midrash on the verse, “He issues judgment every morning, as
unfailing as the light,”’ that every single day the Holy One, Blessed be He, sits in judgment
of the sun and the moon, who do not want to emerge to illuminate the world because of those
people who indict them [as objects of idolatry] because [the people] bow down to them, etc.
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In the parashat of [Tetzaveh]|, the Midrash Rabbah says that the matter of the
Menorah is a parable to a sighted man and a blind man who were walking along the way,
and the sighted one was leading the blind one. When they arrived at their home, the sighted
one said to the blind one: go and light the lamp for me, so that you will not feel indebted for
what I did for you on the way. So too the Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded the Menorah
to Israel so that they would not feel indebted for what He did for them in lighting the way in
the wilderness with the pillar of fire.”
However, we can question this reason, for the parable of the blind man lighting the lamp
for the sighted man is not similar to the moral lesson that the Jewish lit the Menorah for G-d.
There, the sighted man needs the lamp, but here, the Holy One, Blessed be He, does not need
at all the light of Israel.
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This question is precisely the intent of our Midrash, which brings on the verse
“Command the children of Israel” the verse “Who is like You,” etc. That is to say: indeed,
we need a reason why the Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded the mitzvah of lighting the
lamps. It cannot be said to be for the reason in the Midrash of parashat [Tetzaveh] above,
the parable of the sighted man and the blind man, for He does not need their light at all.

On the contrary, He illuminates the Heavenly and earthly realms, and this is the
meaning of “Who is like You among the Heavenly beings, who is like You among the earthly
beings,” with which the Midrash began.

5 Zeph. 3:5.
¢ Lev. Rabbah 31:9.
7 Ex. Rabbah 36:2.



Not only do You illuminate the righteous, but even the wicked; that is why it added:
“Who is like You, who subdues the attribute of justice,” and causes the sun to shine even for
the nations. If so, it is impossible to say that the reason for the commandment of the lamps is
like the parable of the sighter man and the blind man mentioned above.
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But we could still resolve that Midrash by saying that it is speaking of a case where
the sighted man tells the blind one to light the lamp at a time when he does not need it at all,
such as when it is still daytime, but the blind man doesn’t know how to distinguish this.

Alternatively, that the sighted man says that [the blind man] should light the lamp
specifically during the day, while saying that he needs it, such as for signing a letter or the
like, but in truth, he does not need it at all, and the blind man also does not benefit from it.
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Now, with that understanding, the parable that the sighted person asked for the lamp even
though he didn’t need it fits the moral lesson as to why G-d commanded us to light the Menorah,
since the Temple lamps are forbidden for our use, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, has no
need at all from these lamps.

Therefore, our Midrash added: “You illuminate the Heavenly and earthly realms,”
and even for those who have no merit at all—that is, for all the inhabitants of the world—
and all this You do for free, and You do not insist that we need to repay you with goodness.

So why would You be strict regarding what You did for us that one time when you
guided us in the wilderness, more than what You do for us every day and every hour? This is
the meaning of “and You desire the light of Israel.” Rather, certainly, You commanded us the
Menorah only to grant us merit through this mitzvah.



