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Preface

What Kind of Book is This?

I once read a fascinating book by Mortimer Adler, entitled How
to Read a Book. In it, Adler argues that one of the first things a
reader needs to ask themselves is: what genre does this book in
front of me belong to? What kind of book is it? The reason this
question is important to ask, he argues, is that if I do not know
the kind of book I am reading, I am likely to misinterpret it. I
am likely to ask the wrong questions about the book.

Imagine you are reading Carl Sandburg’s poetry—but you
think you’re reading a meteorology textbook instead. The first
line you encounter is: “The fog comes on little cat feet.” You be-
come indignant at that silly statement. Fog doesn’t have feet. And
it’s not a cat. You conclude that you are reading a ridiculous book.

Bottom line: knowing the genre of a book makes a difference.
In that spirit, let me try to clarify for you, the reader, the kind
of book I've intended to write.

The Kind of Book This Is Not
This book may seem a little different than some other books of
biblical commentary you might have encountered. The easiest

way to describe its genre might be to describe, first, what kind

XX1
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of book it is not. Contemporary biblical commentary comes in
three different varieties, more or less. This book does not neatly
fit into any of them, though I think you’ll find that it does in-
clude elements of all three.

One kind of biblical commentary that can be found on to-
day’s bookshelf is what we might call critical academic scholar-
ship. While the book in your hands does make evidence-based
arguments, it does not fit neatly into the academic genre. I am
writing for a lay audience as much as a scholarly one, and I am
also seeking to explore questions related to meaning: how are we
meant to relate to these texts? How can they, and how should
they, inform our lives? What spiritual meaning does the Torah
wish us to derive from them? Academic writing is typically silent
on these questions. I believe, however, that the serious student
of the Bible needs to consider them.

At the other end of the spectrum lies another genre of English-
language biblical commentary that focuses more directly on
questions of personal relevance. This sort of commentary, how-
ever, sometimes seems less interested in rigorously examining
the biblical text than in offering nuggets of inspiration for the
benefit of the reader. It tends to use the biblical text as a spring-
board to discuss ideas the author deems to be of spiritual or
religious value. While this book is not indifferent to questions
of meaning, it tries to allow meaning to arise organically from a
close examination of the biblical text itself. As such, it does not
really belong to this genre, either.

A third kind of biblical analysis available in today’s market-
place is the anthology. In today’s Jewish world, such works aggre-
gate the ideas and analyses offered by the classical commentators
of the medieval era—such greats as Rashi, Ramban, Seforno, and
the even earlier Sages who composed the Midrash. Such works
are certainly of immense value, but this book does not belong
to that genre, either. While the reader will certainly find many
of these commentators cited in the pages ahead, and while the
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wisdom of the Midrash serves as a guidepost for me at various
crucial points, this book is not, principally, an anthology of
earlier commentary.

The Kind of Book This Is

What kind of book is this, then?

It is, perhaps, a guidebook. This book offers the reader a jour-
ney—a journey that I myself have taken. It is a travelogue, of sorts,
of my own personal attempt to grapple with the Torah’s account
of the Exodus, and with the meaning of that story. I am sharing
with you, a reader of the Torah, how things seem to me, a fellow
reader of the Torah.

At the core of this journey is an attempt to engage with the
original Hebrew text of the Torah. Everything else will revolve
around that. Our journey will begin with a number of questions
about the biblical text—basic questions that the average person
might ask, were they encountering the stories we are looking
at for the very first time. I'll introduce these questions not in
the spirit of skepticism but in the spirit of genuine inquiry. By
grappling with these questions, and by paying attention to cues
in biblical language, we will find our way to deeper and deeper
layers of meaning embedded in the text.

There is nothing new or novel in trying to engage the Torah’s
text directly. Truthfully, any classic commentator—from Rashi
to the Ramban, to Seforno, to Samson Raphael Hirsch and the
Ha’emek Davar—is writing to you based on the assumption that
you have already made a serious attempt to understand the text.
If you have not tried to do so yet, you are not yet ready to read
the commentator—for indeed, you have not yet read the text that
he or she is commenting upon.

Making an attempt to read the text closely is not something
new in the Jewish tradition. It is something I personally learned
from my rebbe, the late Rosh Yeshiva of Ner Israel, Rabbi Yaakov
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Weinberg. Rabbi Weinberg believed that, when it comes to the
Torah, the choice between meaning and evidence-based learning
is a false one. To simply use the Bible as fodder for sermonics is
to disregard its depth and sophistication. To confine the Torah
to the realm of sterile intellectual curiosity is to similarly mis-
understand and devalue it. Rigorous, evidence-based study and
spiritual meaning must not only coexist in our study of the Torah,
but the former must be a bridge to the latter.

I have written this book in an informal style, eschewing the
detached air of academic impartiality or tendentious prose that
pervades many scholarly works. My hope is that the reader can
spend his or her time figuring out what the Torah means to say,
rather than what Fohrman means to say. As befits a guidebook,
in these pages, I have opted to engage the reader directly. If it
feels like I'm talking to you in this book, that is by design. T am
opening up my own personal journey through biblical texts and
their mysteries to the reader who cares to join me on a re-creation
of that journey. If you accept my invitation, I will do my best to
provide you with a guided adventure that hopefully will kindle
in you some of the excitement and thrill of discovery that I my-
self have found in the sacred words of the biblical Exodus saga.



Taking Apart
the Exodus Story






CHAPTER ONE

The Angel in the Back
of the Room

In Hebrew, it is Pesach; in English, it is Passover. But either way,
it seems like an odd name for a holiday. Would yox have named
it that?’

Imagine it is 3,000 years ago. You are an angel in heaven, and
you have been invited to join God’s Nominating Committee
for the Naming of New Festivals.> One day, you and your fel-
low angels on the committee get word that the Master of the
Universe would like to make a shiny new festival that celebrates
His miraculous deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt.

1. The biblical text often calls the seven-day holiday that we know of as
Passover Chag ha-Matzot, “The Holiday of Matzot,” and seems to reserve
the name Pesach, or Passover, for the first night (Leviticus 23:5-6 and else-
where). However, the use of the name Pesach to characterize the entire
holiday seems to reach back to the days of King Josiah (see, for example,
2 Chronicles, chapter 35). Moreover, the Talmud regularly calls the entire
holiday Passover. At the very least, starting with the Rabbinic Sages long
ago, Jewish tradition has ensconced Passover as the name by which this
holiday is known. It is this tradition that we will be wondering about below.

2. This is a variation on a thought experiment I first posed in my previous
book, The Queen You Thought You Knew.
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You immediately get down to work with your colleagues to brain-
storm some possible names.

The angel on your left nominates Independence Day. Most ev-
eryone nods in agreement: it’s nice, it’s short, it gets right to the
point. Someone else says, “We could call it Freedom Day; how
about Freedom Day?” A bunch of angels concur. You put Freedom
Day up on the whiteboard, right below Independence Day.

But then imagine some angel in the back of the room raises
his hand and says, “I have a great idea. Much better than those
names. Let’s call it Passover. Passover is a really wonderful name.”

So you say, as politely as you can, “Can you clarify a bit? That
seems like a strange name. Why should we call it Passover?”

The angel at the back of the room speaks up again: “See, it’s
kind of a pun.” He looks disappointed at having to explain his
lictle joke. “You know how God made all these plagues to let the
Israelites go, and then there was this tenth plague, right? And in
the tenth plague, all of the firstborn children of the Egyptians
were killed. But the Israelites? They were saved. So you could
say that God sort of ‘passed over’ their firstborn children that
night, when He didn’t kill them. You get it? He passed over their
firstborn? So let’s call it Passover!”

You’d assume that few of your fellow angels would be im-
pressed. What kind of name is that? Look, it’s all very nice that
our firstborn were saved from destruction that night, but in the
scheme of things, that’s just one particular detail about one
particular plague. Yes, it’s an important detail-no one wishes
that our firstborn were killed—but still, it’s a detail; it doesn’t
address what the holiday is really about, in the big picture. It
doesn’t speak of freedom, independence, redemption, or the
birth of a nation.

But then imagine that, yes, God decides to go with that back-
of-the-room angel’s suggestion: the name Passover wins the
day. You’d be left incredulous. And, of course, this isn’t really a
thought experiment at all; it’s more or less real life. The Torah
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does ordain a holiday to celebrate our Exodus from Egypt, and,
of all things, that holiday ends up being called Passover!

Remarkable. What are we to make of that?

Perhaps the name suggests that we should adjust our sights
somewhat. We tend to think of Passover the way I've just de-
scribed it to you, as the holiday on which we got our freedom.?
And yet, the Torah’s own name for the night we went free doesn’t
emphasize the “free” part, it emphasizes being “passed over.”
Could it be that, somehow, the essence of the holiday really does
revolve around the mysterious salvation that our firstborn ex-
perienced that night?

There might well be reason to believe it does. One gets the
sense that the role of the firstborn children in the Exodus story
is anything but peripheral. What happened to the firstborn on
the night Israel went free seems to represent something more, as
if their experience was a crucible, of sorts; as if their experience
pointed to some kind of larger idea or mission.

We can demonstrate that with a second thought experiment...

The Little Black Boxes

Let’s imagine that one day, you decide to create your very own
religion (don’t try this at home). You put together lots of com-
mandments for your band of followers, along with a bunch of
theological tenets you’d like them to embrace. You write it all
down in this really long book. Then you have a wonderful idea:
why not create ways your adherents will be able to express their
fealty to the tenets of this book? So you decide to create some
rituals. In one of them, your followers will fashion for themselves

3. Indeed, even later Rabbinic characterizations of Passover suggest as
much; in our prayers, we regularly refer to the holiday as zman cheiruteinu,

“the time of our freedom.”
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lictle black boxes. In these boxes, they will place a scroll on which
they will inscribe representative sections of the book. The scroll
will contain the most basic tenets of their new faith. Your adher-
ents will show their devotion to these tenets by literally strapping
the boxes onto their arms and heads at least once a day.

As it happens, Judaism has just such a ritual device. The little
black boxes are known as tefillin, and they contain scrolls with
short sections of the Bible inscribed upon them.

So back to our thought experiment: let’s talk about what you
would put in those boxes. If the book with all those laws was the
Five Books of Moses—what short selections from the Five Books
would you choose to put in those boxes?

Well, you might nominate the short text known as the Shema.
The Shema proclaims one’s basic belief in God, and is generally
seen as the credo of the Jewish faith: “Hear O Israel, the Lord is
our God, the Lord is One.” That would be a good thing to put
in the boxes, right?

One might go further, and add the next paragraph of the
Shema declaration. This next paragraph instructs people to love
God with all their hearts and with all their souls. That would be
good to put in the boxes, too.

What else would you put in the boxes? Remember, there’s not
a lot of room on the little scroll. You have to choose carefully.

To borrow our earlier image, imagine that our friend, the
angel in the back of the room, is back. He raises his hand and
suggests the following:

“Why don’t we include the law of peter chamor; the law of the
broken-necked donkey?”

“Excuse me?” you respond, somewhat confused.

“Sure,” he says, “you know the law. It’s right there in Exodus,
chapter 13. See, the Bible says that whenever the Children of Israel
have a firstborn male—whether human or animal-they should
consider it sanctified to God. If it’s a human child, it needs to
be redeemed with money, to take ownership of it back from God,
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so to speak. If the offspring is an animal, then it depends. If it’s
an animal that can be offered on the altar, like a sheep, then the
firstborn is slaughtered as an offering to God. If it’s an animal
that is not kosher for sacrifice, like a donkey, then the owner
can redeem it with money, and use the money to buy an animal
that can be offered, like a lamb. And for a donkey in particular,
there’s a special law—if you don’t redeem your firstborn donkey,
then it must be killed; the Bible says its neck is to be broken.”

The angel takes a deep breath, and comes to his emphatic
conclusion:

“So I say we include that law in the little boxes!”

If you were in charge of the ritual committee, you’d probably
ask this angel to find himself another job. Look, you might tell
this fellow, it’s a fine law, this idea of redemption of the firstborn
and all those permutations about the donkey and everything.
It’s great for putting in the book of Leviticus somewhere. But
we only have so much room in the little boxes. We must save
the space for what’s really essential, for the laws and ideas that
define the essence of what it means to be a Jew. There’s no room
for that law in the boxes.

But lo and behold, there is room for his law in the boxes; for
when we exit our thought experiment and rejoin real life, we find
that tefillin, as described by the Torah, do contain, of all things,
the law of the broken-necked donkey. Surprisingly, the Torah
mandates that tefillin must include these laws. Why? Because
they are meant to recall the way God spared our firstborn the
night we left Egypt and went free (Exodus 13:14-16).

So there you have it. The threat to the firstborn on the night
we went free, and their redemption from that threat—these ideas
are evidently more fundamental than we might have supposed.
Passover gets its name from them. And these ideas make their
way onto the ultimate short list—the tefillin scroll that contains
the basic tenets of the Bible. How might we explain that?
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Beyond Biblical Poetry

I mentioned above the possibility that the Torah is using the idea
of firstbornness as a kind of shorthand, perhaps, for a larger idea.
I want to call your attention to a strange statement that seems
to confirm this. It appears at the very beginning of the Exodus
narrative, before even the first of the ten plagues has struck Egypt:
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And you shall tell Pharaoh, Thus says God: My firstborn
child is Israel. And I say to you: Send out my child
that be may serve Me... (Exodus 4:22-23)

If you stop to think about it, what the verse says here is puzzling.
Evidently, God had instructed Moses to go to Pharaoh and to
use those exact words, “My firstborn child is Israel,” in phrasing
his demand that Pharaoh set Israel free. But the words are so
hard to understand; what does it mean to claim that Israel is the
firstborn child of God?

Maybe calling Israel firstborn is nothing more than a flourish
of biblical poetry. In that case, it simply indicates that God sort
of likes the Children of Israel, and that’s the end of it. Anyway,
we might argue, no one really takes biblical poetry all that lit-
erally. The Bible speaks of a land flowing with milk and honey,
but no one traveling to Israel packs galoshes so they can wade
through the honey-filled streets more easily. So too, when one
encounters a biblical phrase like “Israel is My firstborn child,” a
first reaction might be to see it as some sort of flowery, non-lit-
eral turn of phrase.

But while this might seem a handy explanation, the rest of
the verse simply does not allow for it. After calling Israel the
firstborn child of God, the verse continues:
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And if you refrain from sending him out, behold, 1
will kill your firstborn child (Exodus 4:23)

The Almighty makes a direct comparison between Israel, His
firstborn, and the actual firstborn children of the Egyptians. On
the basis of this comparison, He states that if the Egyptians fail
to send out God’s firstborn, they will ultimately suffer the demise
of their own firstborn—a prophecy that comes to its chilling
realization when the tenth plague eventually strikes.

So let’s be clear: people will die because of this firstborn-to-first-
born comparison. You take my firstborn; I'll take your firstborn! Now,
you’ll excuse me, but this doesn’t sound much like poetry. This
sounds real. It sounds like God is quite serious about the notion
that Israel is a firstborn nation. But why? Israel was not the first
nation ever to come into existence. Lots of others were around
before Israel came on the scene. In what sense are they firstborn?

A Nation, First Born

At this point, we don’t know much, but we do know one thing
for sure: the firstborn theme is everywhere in the Exodus story.
The story begins with God’s statement to Moses that Israel is
His firstborn. It ends with the Smiting of the Firstborn. It is
commemorated by tefillin and by rituals such as the redemp-
tion of the firstborn. The holiday that celebrates it all is named
for what happened to our firstborn. The firstborn theme is the
fabric out of which this story is woven. To know the Exodus is
to know firstbornness.

Maybe, then, the Exodus story is about more than we ever
suspected. Is it about freedom? Yes, it surely is. Independence
and the birth of a nation? Yes, that, too. But it is about more
than this.
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In this book, I want to argue that the Exodus story tells us
who we are. It is a story that tells us not just about our past, but
about our future. It speaks not only of our birth, but of our
destiny. It speaks of why we are here and what we are meant to
achieve. The story is about what it means to be a firstborn nation.

In the pages that follow, we are going to examine the Exodus
story and try to unpack some of its mysteries—among them, the
meaning of the firstborn theme. We will try to read the story
with fresh eyes, and taste its newness. I invite you to come along
with me on that journey, so that together, we may thrill in the
discovery of unseen delights, uncovering the hidden secrets of
this ancient and sacred saga.



CHAPTER TWO
The Exodus Game

A remarkable thing about the Exodus story is that the three
most important figures in it—God, Pharaoh, and Moses—each
act in ways that defy our expectations. Taken together, their un-
expected actions suggest that the story may have some hidden
dimensions to it.

Join me, if you would, in a little thought experiment. We might
call it The Exodus Game. Let’s imagine that we could occupy the
position of each of these three different players. What choices
might we make? How would our choices have compared to theirs?

Let’s start with God.

Let’s Play Exodus!

Imagine you are God (again, don’t try this at home). As the de-
ity in charge, here’s your challenge: An entire people has been
unjustly enslaved in the ancient Land of Egypt. You want to
deliver the slaves from bondage and take them to the Land of
Canaan, making good on a promise you made to their forebears.
Your opponent is a nasty and recalcitrant Pharaoh, who has no
intention, thank you very much, of letting his fine slaves go free.

Take a moment to ponder your strategy: how are you going
to accomplish this task? Now, don’t get all nervous; it’s not as
hard as you think. Remember, you are playing God, the ultimate
power in the universe. Any and all conceivable weapons are at

II
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your disposal: lightning, earthquakes, tidal waves, you name
it. There’s simply nothing you can’t do. So how might you, as
quickly and efficiently as possible, achieve your objective?

What It Takes to Win

Do you think you would need ten different plagues to set your peo-
ple free? Probably not. Surely you could come up with a scheme
that would accomplish your goal more quickly and efficiently
than that.

Perhaps you could have skipped the first nine and gone straight
to the tenth plague, the Smiting of the Firstborn. It probably
would have brought Egypt to its knees all by itself.

You probably could have done it without any plagues at all,
if you liked. Maybe you could load all the Hebrews onto magic
carpets, departing at noon from Gate C-15 for the Holy Land.
Or even easier: freeze the Egyptians in place and let the Israelites
simply walk to freedom, right before their oppressors’ eyes. For
added measure, you could erect a magical force field around your
people to protect them from any wayward spears or arrows cast
in their direction by the hapless Egyptians.

When you really think about it, the above scenario could have
been implemented without too much trouble in the real Exodus;
all the elements needed for it were already in place.

Consider, for example, the ninth plague, the plague of dark-
ness. In that plague, an unnatural pitch-black darkness descend-
ed upon the Land of Egypt. The blackness was so profound that
no Egyptian dared venture outside for a full three days (Exodus
10:23).* But, the text tells us, the blackness affected Egyptians

4. Generally, we think of darkness as an absence of light. Ramban, in
his commentary to Exodus 10:23, however, suggests that this darkness was
different. Its cause was not an absence of light but a physical presence of

darkness, almost palpable. Hence, the Egyptians could not circumvent the
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only. The Israelites could see perfectly.’

Can you imagine a better opportunity? The Egyptians can’t
see a blasted thing. The Israelites are enjoying full lighting priv-
ileges. Why not just walk right out of Egypt? The Hebrews have
three whole days to make their escape, plenty of time to gather
their possessions and go.

Why didn’t they do it? Was it, perhaps, too dangerous? Were
the Children of Israel worried that sightless Egyptians would
randomly hurl arrows and projectiles their way, some of which
might find their mark? Well, let’s talk about that protective force
field for a moment. As it turns out, that too was a feature of the
real Exodus. At the Splitting of the Sea, the text goes out of its
way to tell us that God employed a pillar of cloud as a kind of
protective barrier between the pursuing Egyptian army and the
fleeing Israelites. So again, all these elements really were used
by God in the real-life Exodus. They were just used differently.

For some reason, in the real Exodus, God uses darkness and
protective pillars of cloud—but does not employ them to quickly
allow the Israelites to leave. Instead, a long, laborious process
ensues, involving no less than ten distinct plagues. Why did God
dismiss these marvelous alternative possibilities, and insist on
doing it the long way? Was He simply trying to be dramatic?

effects of the plague by kindling light for themselves. In a room merely
devoid of light, one can light a candle and see, but in a place covered with
the mysterious presence of darkness, lighting a candle is of no use at all.
5. In Goshen, where the Israelites lived, the sun continued to shine.
According to tradition, it wasn’t only in Goshen that the Israelites were
provided light; they could see perfectly well anywhere and everywhere in
Egypt. In other words, in some mysterious way, the ninth plague was a
subjective phenomenon: the same landscape that might appear utterly
dark from an Egyptian’s point of view would appear full of normal light

and color to an Israelite.
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Was He worried that future generations wouldn’t find the story
intriguing if He got it over with too quickly?

None of these explanations seem particularly compelling.
Does the fact that God eschewed the quick and easy road to
freedom indicate that there was some other agenda at work in
the Exodus events, that we’ve not yet picked up on?

Getting to Yes

The outline of some larger divine agenda is suggested by other
aspects of the story, too. Leaving aside the question of whether
the Exodus could have happened more efficiently, there are other
things we probably would have done differently had we been the
ones in charge, had this been our little “Exodus Game” version of
events. Consider, for example, the seemingly duplicitous request
that Moses makes for a three-day work holiday.

In the very first encounter between Moses and Pharaoh, Moses
asks the Egyptian king to “please” let the Israelites go into the
desert “for three days” so they can worship God and offer sacri-
fices to Him (Exodus 5:3). Would you have done this, if you were
playing Master of the Universe in our Exodus Game? Why talk
about three days when you really mean forever? Phrasing your

“request” in these terms makes you seem unnecessarily weak and
waffling, not to mention dishonest.® God has all the power in the
world. There’s no need for a charade. Just declare: Let My people
gol—and leave out this silliness about three days.

In the movies, by the way, that’s the way it always goes. From
Cecil B. Demille’s The Ten Commandments to Steven Spielberg’s
Prince of Egypt, Moses’s interaction with Pharaoh looks very dif-
ferent. In these Hollywood portraits of the Exodus, a stern-faced
Moses sets forth a no-holds-barred ultimatum to Pharaoh: et

6. Cf. R. Yaakov Kaminetsky, Emet L’Yaakov, 255.
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my people go! Somehow, the rest of Moses’s speech—the word
please, and the part about the three-day vacation—always gets left
on the cutting room floor. And it’s no wonder why. It’s not the
way we would expect the Lord to play His hand. But for some
reason, there it is, black and white, in the Torah: “The God of
the Hebrews has called to us; let us go, please, for three days in
the desert to sacrifice to him, lest he strike us with the sword or
with pestilence” (Exodus 5:3).

Pharaoh and the Persian Bazaar

The truth is, why Moses needed to ask for just a three-day work
holiday is really part of a larger question: why did Moses need to
ask Pharaoh for anything at all? Over the course of the Exodus,
Moses bargains with Pharaoh repeatedly, seeking his consent to
let the slaves go. Moses exhibits extraordinary patience as the
Egyptian king gives in partially, retracts his consent, and then
gives in just a little more next time.

For example: a plague occurs in which wild animals are un-
leashed into Egyptian homes and marketplaces. Pharaoh tells
Moses that he will allow the Hebrews to worship for three days,
but could they please do it right here, in the Land of Egypt, rather than
out there in the desert? (Exodus 8:21) Moses refuses, on grounds
that the Egyptians wouldn’t react kindly to Israel slaughtering
these animals, since the Egyptians hold them sacred (Exodus
8:22). Pharaoh concedes the point and says that Israel can leave
the country for three days—but then he adds, almost hopelessly:
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Just make sure you don’t go too far away! (Exodus 8:24)
It all seems faintly ridiculous, the squabbling back and forth.

One wonders: Isn’t all this a little beneath Moses’s dignity? Isn’t
it beneath God’s? God doesn’t need to bargain with Pharaoh.
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God doesn’t even need Pharaoh to say yes at all! The Master of
the Universe is perfectly capable of delivering His people to the
Promised Land, whether Pharaoh agrees to the plan or not. So
why go through all of this?

An Unwritten Rule

One thing seems clear. For some undetermined reason, there
appears to be an unwritten rule throughout the Exodus narrative,
arule that God is choosing to adhere to: the Israelites aren’t going
anywhere unless Pharaoh says they are.

Why is Pharaoh’s consent so important to God? Why would
God go to such lengths to secure that consent, even to the point
of asking Pharaoh—seemingly deceptively—for just a three-day
holiday? What was God’s agenda? What was He really after?

Catch-22

Whatever God was trying to accomplish, it involved something
more than just setting Israel free. Seemingly, it involved obtaining
Pharaoh’s consent to let Israel go free, too. But that’s not quite it
either. For just when you think Pharaoh’s consent is everything,
it turns out to be nothing at all.

Consider the following: any reader of the Exodus story will
pretty quickly notice a familiar pattern. It goes, more or less,
like this: A plague hits Egypt. Soon enough, Pharaoh summons
Moses and asks him to call off the pain and hardship. Moses asks
that, in return, the Israelites be set free, and Pharaoh agrees. But
once the plague comes to a halt, Pharaoh reneges and decides
to keep the Hebrews enslaved after all. Another plague strikes
Egypt, and the cycle repeats.

But here’s the thing: at a certain point in the development of
the Ten Plagues, this familiar script shifts. Instead of Pharaoh
changing his own mind, God seems to step in and do the mind-
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changing for him. In the words of the Torah, the Almighty
“hardens Pharaoh’s heart” (Exodus 9:12). This happens pretty
consistently through the later plagues, like arbeh, Locusts, and
choshech, Darkness. In these cases, Pharaoh’s mind changes—but
God appears to cause it.

Turning Yes to No

Now, there are two problems that can be raised here: a moral
problem and a tactical one.

Here’s the moral problem: To the extent that Pharaoh’s free
will was compromised by God Himself, how can this same God
hold Pharaoh responsible for his actions? It seems axiomatic
that people are responsible for their choices only if they are the
ones making those choices. Take away our autonomy, and you
also take away our responsibility. So if God deprived Pharaoh
of free will, say, in Plague Eight—where’s the justice in inflicting
Plague Nine upon him? Why is Pharaoh punished by God for
recalcitrance that wasn’t really his faule?

To be sure, we aren’t the first readers to notice this difficulty.
The problem is debated vigorously by the classical commentators,
and they offer various solutions.” This is an issue we shall return
to later in this book. But for now, put this problem out of your
mind, and let’s consider a related difficulty. Leaving aside the

7. Ramban to Exodus 7:3 (based on Exodus Rabbah 5:6), for example,
suggests that Pharaoh, by virtue of his barbarism toward his slaves and his
free-willed refusal to let them go, richly earned a good deal of divine retri-
bution. Thus, God at a certain point withheld from Pharaoh the possibility
of repenting, and any plagues that afflicted Pharaoh after this point were
justified as punishment for his prior refusals. Other commentators offer
different solutions. For a fuller exploration of this topic, see Appendix A,
God, Moses, and the Worst-Case Scenario.
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question of whether it is ethically justified to change Pharaoh’s
mind—-why would God even want to?

From a tactical standpoint, it just doesn’t seem to add up.
Here God is, sending Moses repeatedly to Pharaoh, enduring
endless bargaining sessions with the Egyptian monarch, even
coming up with a dubious three-day vacation offer—all in the
interest of getting Pharaoh to say yes. Finally, it actually happens!
Pharaoh says yes, and it really is yes; he’s not going to back down
and change his mind. Why, at that very moment, would God
interfere with Pharaoh’s free will and make him say no? Wasn’t
this the moment we had all been waiting for?

God’s decision to harden Pharaoh’s heart seems inexplicable.
Instead of allowing Pharaoh to release the Israelites, instead
of bringing the whole Exodus story to a nice, satisfying con-
clusion—the Israelites head off into the sunset, bound for the
Promised Land, and everyone lives happily ever after—instead
of all that, the Almighty sees fit to harden Pharaoh’s heart, and
suddenly, we’re all back to square one. Why would God do that?

Indeed, we can go even further and ask the question this way: if
that’s what the Almighty had been planning to do all along—turn
a long-awaited yes from Pharaoh into a no—then why bother
asking Pharaoh for his consent in the first place?

At the end of the day, it’s a catch-22. Does God care about
Pharaoh’s free-willed consent, or not? If He does, then once
Pharaoh gives that consent, the game should be over. And if
the Almighty doesn’t care about that consent, why needlessly ask
for it to begin with? Either way, the story as we have it doesn’t
seem to add up.

Taking Stock
Let’s take stock of where we are. In the Exodus, God takes the

long way: ten plagues replace a simple magic carpet exit. And
God, for some reason, seems interested in securing Pharaoh’s
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consent to Israel’s departure—except when God is not interested
in it, and makes Pharaoh say no.

It certainly is not the way we would have done it if we were
God, playing the Exodus game. But as it turns out, it is not only
the Almighty’s actions that defy expectations in this story. The
actions of Pharaoh do, too. Let’s now take his position in the
Exodus game, and see just how surprising the Egyptian king’s
actions really are.






CHAPTER THREE
Power and Precision

Pharaoh’s behavior over the course of the Exodus story is a rich
source of evidence for understanding the larger significance of
the Exodus events. The Sages of the Talmud and Midrash seem
to say as much. They observed Pharaoh’s behavior carefully, and,
almost as if these Sages were themselves playing our Exodus
game, they highlighted some of the ways the king’s decisions
departed radically from expectations.

Calculated Ambiguity

Just before the tenth plague, Moses warns Pharaoh about the
coming devastation:
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Thus says the Lord: At about midnight, I shall go out into the midst
of Egypt; and all firstborn in Egypt shall die (Exodus 11:4-5)

The ancient Sages (Berachot 4a) were bothered by the language of
the verse. Moses had said kachatzot halaylah (ﬂ'?"'?ﬂ n¥na), which
can be rendered literally as “at approximately midnight.” Why, the
Talmud asks, does Moses need to fudge it like that? After all, God
knows when midnight is. So just say outright that the plague

21
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will occur at midnight! Just a few lines later, when the plague
actually strikes Egypt, the text is very clear about the timing:
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And it happened at midnight, that God struck all the
firstborn in the Land of Egypt (Exodus 12:29)

When the plague descends upon Egypt, the narrator says it hap-
pens at midnight. It seems odd that Moses would be imprecise
about this when forecasting the events to Pharaoh.

The Sages propose an answer. They say that, yes, God obviously
knew the precise moment at which midnight would occur, but
who says Pharaoh knew this—or if he thought he knew, who says
he was correct? Say that Pharaoh’s palace astrologers were off
by a few minutes in their calculations. Had that occurred, the
Talmud continues, Pharaoh might have summoned Moses the
morning after the plague, and scornfully accused him of lying:
You said the plague would occur at midnight—and you were wrong!
Thus, to prevent any possible mix-up, Moses avoided pinning
the plague down to a precise time. Better safe than sorry.

CNN and the Prophet

Now, here’s the problem with all this. Just stop for a moment and
think about the scenario the Talmud suggests here. Are things
really likely to have played out like that?

Imagine if something similar were to happen in contemporary
times. One day, the CNN newsroom receives a faxed message
from a self-proclaimed prophet, containing an outlandish predic-
tion. “Tomorrow, at exactly 4:03 PM EST,” it warns, “simultaneous
lightning bolts will descend from heaven and destroy the seats
of governments in all world capitals represented in the United
Nations General Assembly.” Right. CNN routinely gets occasional
messages from crackpots like this. The clerk who first sees the
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message rolls his eyes, then files it away. The message doesn’t even
get reported. Everyone goes about their business, just as before.

But then imagine that the very next day, at exactly 4:01 PM EST,
it really happens. Simultaneous lightning bolts really do descend
and wipe out all the seats of government. What would the head-
lines be in the next day’s papers? Would they be PROPHET 1s A
LIAR? PROPHET SAYS DESTRUCTION WILL HAPPEN AT 4:03; IT HAPPENS
AT 4:01? We all know that’s not the headline! What, then, are the
Sages telling us here? That Moses had to pull his punches and say
kachatzot balaylah, it’s going to happen at approximately midnight,
to forestall these ridiculous headlines in the Egyptian papers? On
the morning after the tenth plague, whether Pharaoh thoughtit
happened precisely at midnight or not, the last thing on his mind
would be calling Moses a liar about a tiny detail in the plague!

I want to suggest that the Sages of the Talmud didn’t concoct
some half-baked theory out of thin air. They really believed this
is how Pharaoh would react, and they had good reason to believe
this. They looked at the evidence—Pharaoh’s reactions to prior
plagues—and they discerned a pattern. They then extrapolated
the next obvious step in the pattern and concluded that Pharaoh
would have reacted to the tenth plague in precisely the way they
described. Let me show you what I mean.

A Frog-Free Tomorrow

The pattern begins with Pharaoh’s reaction to the second plague,
the plague of frogs. To set the scene, there are frogs everywhere:
under tables, in beds, in ovens. He is so desperate to get rid of
them that he is willing, at least for the moment, to trade his
Hebrew slaves for relief from the amphibian onslaught. So the
king calls Moses in for an audience, and says to him:
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Beseech YHVH,® that be take away the frogs from me and my people;
Twill let the people go, that they may sacrifice to YHVH (Exodus 8:4)

And now listen to Moses’s reply:
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Glorify yourself over me: exactly when should I beseech
God, on bebalf of your servants and your people, to
rid you and your houses of frogs? (Exodus 8:5)

It sounds like Moses is taunting the Egyptian king with those
words. “Glorify yourself over me,” Moses says. Rashi interprets
Moses as having issued a challenge to Pharaoh: Give me something
you don’t think I can do. You pick the time, and we’ll see if I can call off
the frogs precisely when you want them to be gone!

Now, if you were Pharaoh, how would you react to that?

I don’t know about you, but if T were Pharaoh, I would proba-
bly say something like: Now would be good. Yesterday would be even
better. Can we dispense with this silly game and just get rid of the frogs?
But look at Pharaoh’s actual response:

MY N
And he said: Tomorrow. (Exodus 8:6)

Tomorrow? Is this for real? The frogs are everywhere, and Pharaoh
can’t stand it anymore. He’ll do anything to be rid of them—but
now he is willing to endure another twenty-four hours of frogs,
just to see whether Moses can turn off the frogs at exactly the
moment Pharaoh picks?

8. Throughout this book, I will adopt the convention of transliterating
the divine name spelled 1-1-11-" as YHVH. I will treat the significance of

this name and its possible implications later.
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He took the bait Moses cast out to him. It’s as if Moses spread
out a deck of cards, asked the king to pick a card, any card—and
the king, suddenly oblivious to the stench and aggravation of
the amphibian infestation, complies! Pharaoh draws a card from
the deck, just to see whether Moses really can guess his card.

When Pharaoh asks for the frogs to go away “tomorrow,”
Moses replies:
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As you wish! So that you should know, that there is
none like the Lord, our God! (Exodus 8:6)

In a way, Pharaoh and Moses appear to be on the same page here.
Moses taunts Pharaoh with an odd challenge, and he seems to
know that this is exactly the kind of challenge Pharaoh is likely
to take him up on. And he was right; Pharaoh does take him up
on it. Moreover, once the challenge is set, Moses wraps up the
dialogue by saying that his winning the bet will prove “that there
is none like the Lord,” which in itself is kind of strange, once you
really think about it. Why would whether Moses can turn off the
plague precisely when Pharaoh wants it turned off become—in
both Pharaoh’s eyes and Moses’s—the most important indicator
here of the might of God? It’s as if turning off the plague is
somehow even more impressive than its miraculous onset in
the first place! Strange.

But there is no denying that Moses understands how Pharaoh
will see things. For some reason, the sheer power of the plague—the
discomfort and stench of the frogs, as overwhelming as this is—is
less impressive to Pharaoh than whether Moses can turn off the
frogs precisely at the moment Pharaoh picks.

That’s the first instance of this kind of behavior on the part
of Pharaoh. Now, one instance does not a pattern make—but
there’s a second, too.
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The Wrong Question

A few plagues later, the fifth plague strikes Egypt’s cattle and
livestock. Let’s return to our little role playing game and imagine
how we might react in the situation the Torah describes.

You are the sovereign of Egypt. You’ve been battling Moses
over this thorny slavery issue for a while. One fine day, you are
sitting in your throne room, when the first reports start to trickle
in from some of the provinces. Sire, there’s been a plague; it seems
to be hitting the livestock. It happened in Heliopolis, maybe in Nabata,
too. We don’t understand what’s bappening, or why, Sire. We’ll keep
you posted. Five minutes later, you’re getting reports from a third
city and a fourth.

If you are a responsible Egyptian sovereign, what’s the first
thing you do? You want to assess the damage; you need to know
how bad it is. Any captain would do that following a strike on
his vessel. Any leader would do that following a strike upon his
land. But look at Pharaoh’s actual response:
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And Pharaoh sent—and, bebold! Not one of
Israel’s animals had died! (Exodus 9:7)

Pharaoh doesn’t even bother looking at his own losses! The
only thing he looks at is how many head of cattle the Children
of Israel lost (and, of course, he finds that they didn’t lose any).
That’s all be cares about. It’s the strangest damage report of all time.

Precision vs. Power

For some reason, Pharaoh seems more interested in the precision
with which God wages a plague against the Egyptians than in the
raw power of the plague itself. In the plague of frogs, Pharaoh
and Moses wrangled about precision in time: If I pick ‘tomorrow’
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out of the hat, can you turn the frogs off tomorrow? And now, in the
plague of dying livestock, Pharaoh’s concern focuses on preci-
sion in space: How precise are the spatial contours of the affected area?

If you or I were the sovereign of Egypt, we wouldn’t care a
whit about precision; we would care only about how power-
ful the plagues were. But for some reason, that’s not true for
Pharaoh. He is interested in precision. We can debate why, but
that’s the way Pharaoh seems to look at things. The Sages of the
Talmud saw this, and it led them to their theory about why Moses
chose to be ambiguous about when the climactic tenth plague
would strike. Moses preferred to say it would happen at “about”
midnight, they suggest, because had he specified midnight, that
would become the focus of Pharaoh’s attention. As crazy as it
sounds, there would have been hundreds and thousands of dead
Egyptian firstborn all around Egypt, yet the obsessive focus of
Pharaoh’s mind would be on the precision with which the plague
had descended. In Pharaoh’s mind, if the plague were off by
three minutes, the whole thing wouldn’t have seemed nearly as
impressive anymore.

Now, this sounds crazy, but there is method in his madness,
as Shakespeare might say. There was clearly a test of wills going
on between Pharaoh and God, but maybe the test of wills wasn’t
entirely about what we thought. We tend to assume Pharaoh was
battling God exclusively over the release of the enslaved Hebrews.
But maybe that wasn’t the only agenda. Maybe he was battling
God over something for which precision, strangely, counts even
more than power. What could that be?

Moses

We have seen how, in various parts of the Exodus story, both God
and Pharaoh seem to defy our expectations. Let us now turn to
the third key figure in the Exodus story, Moses. We will find that
he, too, behaves in ways that seem inscrutable.






A Tale of Two Speeches

One fine day, after centuries of unremitting Egyptian oppression,
Moses and his brother Aaron show up at Pharaoh’s palace and
makes a demand on behalf of Israel. It is Moses’s opening salvo
in what will soon become a protracted battle:
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Thus says YHVH, God of Israel: Send out My people, and
let them rejoice before Me in the desert (Exodus §:1)

Let’s freeze the action right here, and imagine that we can walk
back in time and inhabit that moment. Pretend you are Moses
and you have just said these words to Pharaoh. Pharaoh is about
to respond to this demand you have made, and when he does, you
will need to figure out what to say next. So listen carefully, and
plot your next move accordingly. Here is what Pharaoh says to you:
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Who is YHVH that 1 should listen to bis voice to
let Israel go? I do not know YHVH, and what’s
more, I will not let Israel go! (Exodus 5:2)

Okay, Moses, your move. How are you going to respond to this?
Pharaoh is being pretty direct here; there’s not a lot of ambiguity

29
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in his position. He doesn’t know your God. He’s not interested in
letting Israel go. End of story. What are you going to say to him?

You seem to have two options.

The first is simply to accept Pharaoh’s answer, throw up your
hands, and go back to God for further instructions. Remember,
God is the one who sent you to deliver this message to Pharaoh.
You fulfilled that mission. You went to Pharaoh just like God
asked you to, and you said what you were supposed to say. So
you’re done. You just go back to God and say: Look, I did what you
wanted. Here’s what Pharaob replied. The ball, as it were, is back in
God’s court. The Master of the Universe will have to figure out
how to handle things from here.

Your second option is to do the exact opposite. Instead of
retreating, you could up the ante: Look, Pharaoh, you don’t realize
who you’re provoking here. It’s the Master of the Universe, and trust me,
you don’t want to get Him angry. If you back down now and let your
slaves go, I think you’ll be able to work something out with this God. But
if you don’t—look, I don’t know how much of Egypt is going to be left
after God is done with you.

Either of those responses would have made some sense: retreat,
or up the ante. But what seems to make absolutely no sense is
what Moses actually says.

An Inexplicable Plea

Here are Moses’s actual words to Pharaoh at this juncture:
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The God of the Hebrews happened upon us. Let us go, please, for
three days in the desert and sacrifice to our God; otherwise, he
might burt us with pestilence or with the sword. (Exodus 5:3)

Now, did Moses really think this would work? It’s as if he’s saying:
Pharaoh, we’re really scared of our God. Who knows what he might do
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to us if we don’t take a long weekend in the desert to offer sacrifices to
Him? Please, can’t we just go? You wouldn’t want your loyal slaves to
get burt or anything...

Did Moses believe this had a chance of working?

Why would Moses think that Pharaoh would react favorably
to this? Pharaoh had already said he didn’t know who God was.
The Being in whose name Moses is speaking is a nonentity to
Pharaoh. So why should Moses have any hope that Pharaoh
would agree to his proposal? Is Pharaoh going to be worried that
his slaves might feel the wrath of their fairy-tale god?

And, of course, it doesn’t work. This second speech of Moses
seems to backfire terribly. Pharaoh accuses Moses and Aaron of
needlessly distracting his precious slaves from their work (Exodus
5:4-5). He dismisses them, and tells his taskmasters to double
down on the Hebrews’ workload. From now on, the slaves will
not be provided straw for making bricks; they will need to gather
their own—but their daily quota of bricks will remain the same
(Exodus 5:6-9). Pharaoh accuses the people of being lazy—why do
they have so much time on their hands to dream about a vacation in the
desert to serve their god?—so he dispenses the ultimate “cure” for
laziness: crippling, backbreaking work (Exodus 5:17-18).

What was Moses thinking? What was the point of that second
speech? Pharaoh had already said no, in clear, unambiguous
terms. If Moses had retreated back to God, or alternatively, upped
the ante—fine, maybe those are risks worth taking. But don’t
provoke Pharaoh with an appeal that has virtually no chance of
success. Um, Pharaob... remember that God you say you don’t believe
in? Well, we’re worried He might get really mad at us if you don’t let
us go for three days to sacrifice to Him. Why even bother with a
second speech that seems destined from the get-go to infuriate
the Egyptian king?

If Pharaoh’s response to the various plagues seemed peculiar
to us, Moses’s tactics now, in this discussion with Pharaoh, seem
equally mind-boggling. Surely, though, Moses must have had
some sort of rational plan. What was it?
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A Study in Contrasts

It might be possible to discover the plan if we look carefully at
the two speeches of Moses and compare them side by side. The
tale of these two speeches is told not just in the generalities but
in the specific, granular details that distinguish each speech from
the other. In general terms, the first speech feels confident and
bold and the second feels weak and waffly—but we need to drill
a bit deeper and examine exactly why each speech feels the way it
does. What are the details that combine to form our impressions
of these speeches?

The speeches differ in maybe a half a dozen different ways,
from the name used to describe the Israelites, right down to the
consequences that might ensue if Israel doesn’t go into the desert
to serve the Lord. I invite you to take a moment and go through
the speeches on your own. As you read, you might want to jot
down a brief list of the discrepancies as you see them.

SPEECH I SPEECH 2
Exodus §:1 Exodus 5:3
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Thus says YHVH, The God of the Hebrews
God of Israel: Send happened upon us. Let us
out My people, and go, please, for three days
let them rejoice before in the desert and sacrifice
Me in the desert. to our God; otherwise, he

might burt us with pestilence
or with the sword.
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Discrepancies

Here is a quick summary of some of the main differences I've
found between the speeches:

WHAT ARE THE ENSLAVED PEOPLE CALLED? In Speech 1, Moses
refers to them as Israel and God calls them My People. In Speech
2, the enslaved people are referred to as the Hebrews.

DIRECT OR INDIRECT COMMUNICATION? In Speech 1, Moses
portrays God as communicating a message directly to Egypt:
Thus says God: Let my people go...In Speech 2, however, God is
not portrayed as communicating directly to anyone—neither
Egypt nor Israel. Moses instead tells Pharaoh that God “hap-
pened upon us” (nikra aleinu), a phrase suggesting a kind of
haphazard, unplanned encounter. And in that encounter, God
didn’t actually say anything to the Hebrews. In this speech,
the request comes from the people, not God: and now, let us

go three days...

CELEBRATION OR SACRIFICE? In Speech 1, Moses says that the
people are leaving in order to celebrate with God in the desert.
In Speech 2, he says they are going to sacrifice to God.

WHAT HAPPENS IF ISRAEL DOESN’T GO? Speech 1 doesn’t suggest
any untoward consequences for Israel if they don’t go. There’s
simply a demand to Pharaoh to let them go. Speech 2 men-
tions that bad things might happen to the Hebrews if they
don’t offer the sacrifices.

Faced with these differences, the next logical question to ask is: do
these discrepancies add up to something? Are there any patterns
here, clues that would help us understand the underlying dynamic
of each speech? Can we look at this list, above, and say: Speech 1,
it’s all about x. Speech 2, it’s all about y? 1 think we can.



34 THE EXODUS YOU ALMOST PASSED OVER
XandY

It seems to me that, in Moses’s two speeches, two radically dif-
ferent conceptions of God are being portrayed.

The God of Moses’s first speech is a God who wants His people
to celebrate with Him. This God will address humans directly and
convey His desires and expectations to them. He is a God who
views the enslaved people as Israel—a special name, denoting a
covenant He made with their forebears. This God seems to evince
a personal connection to the people, calling them My people. He
doesn’t intimidate His people with threats of retribution if they
don’t serve Him. People serve this God because they actually
want to. That’s the God of Moses’s first speech.

The God of Moses’s second speech is a very different being.
He doesn’t address human beings directly; at best, He might

“happen upon” them now and then. The people that are enslaved
are not “His” people. They are just Hebrews (Ivrim)—a generic
term denoting folks that migrated from across (me’ever) the river.
No one has a very clear idea exactly what this Being wants from
them—but the people surmise that they’d better sacrifice to Him,
just to be safe. He can be vindictive if not appeased. Celebration
with this Being would be out of the question. Fear-driven sacrifice
would be the limits of service to Him.

Why, exactly, does Moses open with one conception of God
and then transition to another? Which of these two visions is the
real one? These are very good questions, and in time, we will get
back to them. But for now, I want to call your attention to one
last way in which the two speeches of Moses contrast. Of all the
differences between the two speeches, this is perhaps the most
mysterious. It has to do with the names of God.

In his first speech to Pharaoh, Moses spoke of God using His
ineffable name, spelled in Hebrew 11-1-71-7, or, as we’ve rendered
it in English, YHVH. In the second speech, Moses did not in-
troduce the Almighty this way. He instead spoke of the Lord as
0Maa ’P%&, the God of the Hebrews.





