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To Sue


“It is not good for man to be alone.


I will make him a helper who is his equal.”


—Genesis 2:18 (literal translation)









INTRODUCTION


To the reader: Reading this Introduction will greatly enhance your understanding and enjoyment of this commentary.


MOST PEOPLE—ESPECIALLY IN THEIR YOUNGER YEARS—PASS THROUGH A DIFFICULT time with one or both of their parents. In my teen years and twenties, I was one of them. But no matter how I felt, there was never a time I did not honor my parents. For example, from the age of twenty-one, when I left my parents’ home, I called my parents every week of their lives.


I treated my parents with such respect because I always believed God had commanded me to do so: “Honor your father and mother” (Commandment Five of the Ten Commandments). The Torah—as the first five books of the Bible have always been known in Hebrew—commands us to love our neighbor, to love God, and to love the stranger; but we are never commanded to love our parents. We are commanded to honor them (and we are not commanded to honor anyone else).


Why do I begin this introduction to a Bible commentary with this personal story?


Because it encapsulates why I have devoted so much of my life to explaining the Torah: because its central message—that God is good and demands we be good—is the only belief that will enable us to make a good world.


WHY THIS COMMENTARY?


I have been teaching the Torah for much of my adult life and have devoted decades to writing this explanation of, and commentary on, the Torah.


I have done so because I believe if people properly understand the Torah and attempt to live by its values and precepts, the world will be an infinitely kinder and more just place.


All my life I have been preoccupied—almost obsessed—with the problem of evil: people deliberately hurting other people. At the age of sixteen, I wrote in my diary that I wanted to devote my life “to influencing people to the good.” That mission has animated my life. In a nutshell, I love goodness and hate evil. My favorite verse in the Bible is “Those of you who love God—hate evil” (Psalms 97:10).


Because of my (and the Torah’s) preoccupation with evil, in this commentary I frequently cite the two most recent examples of mass evil—Nazism and communism. I assume all readers of this commentary have some acquaintance with Nazi evil. Tragically, however, relatively few people have much knowledge of communist evil. So, I should note here that communist regimes murdered about 100 million people and enslaved and destroyed the lives of more than a billion. If you hate evil, you must confront what Nazis and communists wrought in the twentieth century (and what others wrought before them and are doing at this time).


I have had one other mission: to understand human beings. The two missions—promoting goodness and attaining wisdom—are linked, because it is almost impossible to do good without wisdom. All the good intentions in the world are likely to be worthless without wisdom. Many of the horrors of the twentieth century were supported by people with good intentions who lacked wisdom.


Here, too, because it has so much wisdom, the Torah is indispensable.


However, we live in an age that not only has little wisdom, it doesn’t even have many people who value it. People greatly value knowledge and intelligence, but not wisdom. And the lack of wisdom—certainly in America and the rest of the West—is directly related to the decline in biblical literacy. In the American past, virtually every home, no matter how poor, owned a Bible. It was the primary vehicle by which parents passed wisdom on to their children.


In the modern period, however, people have increasingly replaced Bible-based homes and Bible-based schools with godless homes and with schools in which the Bible is never referred to. As a result, we are less wise and more morally confused. As I show in my discussion of secular education as a potential “false god,” the best educated in the West have often both lacked wisdom and been among the greatest supporters of evil ideologies and regimes.


Given the supreme importance of goodness and the indispensability of wisdom to goodness, the Torah, the greatest repository of goodness and wisdom in human history, is the most important book ever written. It gave birth to the rest of the Bible, to Christianity, and to Western civilization. It gave us “Love your neighbor as yourself,” the Ten Commandments, a just and loving God, and every other bedrock of humane civilization.


WHO IS THIS TORAH COMMENTARY FOR?


I have written this book for people of every faith, and for people of no faith. Throughout my years teaching the Torah, I would tell my students, “The Torah either has something to say to everyone or it has nothing to say to Jews.” The idea that the Torah is only for Jews is as absurd as the idea that Shakespeare is only for the English or Beethoven is only for Germans.


That is why, over time, half the people taking my Torah classes—at a Jewish university no less—were not Jews.


Nevertheless, I would like to address some groups specifically.


TO JEWISH READERS:


Because the Torah has formed the basis of Jewish life for 3,000 years, there are very many Jewish commentaries, a good number of which have passed the hardest test: the test of time. However, the modern world poses intellectual and moral challenges that did not exist when the classic Jewish commentaries—most dating to the Middle Ages—were written. Therefore, most modern Jews read neither those commentaries nor the Torah. I hope this commentary will address nearly all the intellectual and moral objections of these Jews.


In general, it has not gone well for Jews (or the world) when Jews ceased believing in the Torah. Belief in the Torah as a divine document has probably been the single most important reason Jews have stayed alive for 3,000 years and it has formed the core of Jews’ moral values. When Jews abandoned belief in the Torah, they or their offspring almost always ceased being Jews; and, too often, they created or joined social movements with non-Torah, or even anti-Torah, values.


To Jews who already believe in the Torah as a divine document: I hope this commentary gives you chizuk (strengthened faith). And I hope it encourages you to go into the world to teach Torah-based values. To all other Jews, I hope this commentary leads you to an intellectual appreciation of the Torah’s unique greatness and consequently causes you to at least entertain the possibility that God is its ultimate author.


TO CHRISTIAN READERS:


One cannot be a serious Christian without being familiar with the Hebrew Bible (or Old Testament, as the Christian world named it). Nor can one understand Jesus, a Jew who was not only observant of Torah law, but asserted he came not to change “a jot or a tittle” of it.


For the many Christians who already believe the Torah embodies the word of God, I hope this commentary strengthens your faith in the Torah. As Maimonides, the greatest Jewish philosopher, wrote 900 years ago, his differences with Christian theology notwithstanding, it is Christians who have been primarily responsible for disseminating knowledge of the Torah to so much of the world.


I should also add I have greatly benefited from reading Christian Bible scholars.


At the same time, the Bible scholar who most influenced my understanding of Genesis and Exodus was a Jew, the late Professor Nahum Sarna, chair of the department of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies at Brandeis University. His Jewish Publication Society commentaries on Genesis and Exodus are masterful. And my understanding of Leviticus and Numbers was deeply influenced by the late great Jewish Bible scholar Jacob Milgrom, who was also a dear friend.


TO NON-RELIGIOUS READERS:


I have had you most in mind when writing this commentary. With every passing generation in the West, fewer and fewer people believe in God, let alone in the Bible. This is a catastrophe for the West, and it is a tragedy for you. Having God, religion, a religious community, and a sacred text in one’s life enables one to have a far deeper and richer—not to mention wiser—life. If you keep an open mind when reading this commentary, that life will, hopefully, become appealing to you.


To readers outside of the West, the Torah has as much to say to you as to anyone in the West. I look forward to your reactions. They will surely influence my writing of the subsequent volumes.


In writing this commentary, I have no hidden agenda. My agenda is completely open: I want as many people as possible to take the Torah seriously, to entertain the possibility it is God-given, or, at the very least, to understand why so many rational people do.


Nor do I have a parochial agenda. I am a believing Jew, but neither God, nor the Torah, nor later Judaism ever obligated Jews to make non-Jews Jewish. Jews have always welcomed—and until prohibited from doing so, even sought—converts; but what God and the Torah obligate Jews to do is to bring humanity to the God of the Torah, to His basic moral rules, and to the Torah’s values and insights. People can and have lived according to the Torah’s moral values as Christians, members of other faiths, or simply as non-denominational believers in God (such as the American founder Benjamin Franklin).


THE TORAH IS NOT MAN-MADE


For reasons I develop throughout the commentary, I am convinced the Torah is divine, meaning God, not man, is its ultimate source. The Torah is so utterly different—morally, theologically, and in terms of wisdom—from anything else preceding it and, for that matter, from anything written since, that a reasonable person would have to conclude either moral supermen or God was responsible for it.


To cite just a few examples of what the Torah introduced to the world:


              •   A universal God (the God of all people): This began the long road to human beings believing that with one “Father in Heaven,” all human beings are brothers and sisters.


              •   An invisible, incorporeal God: Therefore, the physical is not the only reality. Life is infinitely more than the material world in which we live during our brief lifetime on earth.


              •   A moral God: All gods prior to the Torah’s God were capricious, not moral. A just and moral God meant, among other things, ultimately justice will prevail (if not in this life, in the next). It also meant human beings, imbued with a sense of justice, can argue with, and question, this just God (the name “Israel” means “wrestle with God”).


              •   A God beyond nature: God made nature, and is therefore not natural. This led to the end of the universal human belief in nature gods (such as rain gods). And sure enough, as belief in the Torah’s God declines, nature worship seems to be returning.


              •   A God Who loves and Who wants to be loved: This was another world-changing concept introduced by the Torah to the world.


              •   Universal human worth: Every human being is “created in God’s image.” Nothing like this had ever been posited prior to the Torah.


              •   Universal human rights: Another world-altering consequence of universal human worth.


Another major reason I am convinced the Torah is not man-made is it so often depicts the people of the Book, the Jews, in a negative light. Had Jews made up what is, after all, their book and their story, they would never have portrayed themselves as critically and even negatively as the Torah (and the rest of the Hebrew Bible) often does. There is no parallel to this in any ancient national, or any religious, literature in the world.


A contemporary Jewish thinker, Rabbi Saul Berman, stated his position on the divinity of the Torah in words as close to my own as I could imagine:


                     The more I study the Torah, the more I am convinced that it is the revealed word of God. The more I study ancient cultures, the more I see the absolutely radical disparity between the values of pagan civilizations and the values which Torah brought into the world. Torah was God’s weapon in the war against idolatrous culture; and war it was.


I would only add that the Torah’s battle, and sometimes war, with many of the dominant ideas of our time is as great as it was with the cultures of three millennia ago, when the Torah came into the world.


MAN-MADE OR GOD-MADE: WHY IT MATTERS


What difference does it make if the Torah is man-made or God-made?


The first difference has already been noted: There is no comparison between “God commanded” and “Moses (or anyone else) commanded.” If I believed the Ten Commandments were written by men, I would not have honored my parents as much as I did during periods of emotional ambivalence. Those who believe God is the source of the Torah’s commandments are far more likely to obey them than those who believe they are all man-made.


A second difference is that only because I believe the Torah is God-made have I worked to understand and explain difficult passages of the Torah. If you believe the Torah is man-made, when you encounter a morally or intellectually problematic verse or passage, you have an easy explanation: Men wrote it (Ancient men, at that). And you are then free to dismiss it. But those of us who believe God is the source of the Torah don’t have that option. We need to try to understand the verse or passage morally and intellectually.


Let me offer one of many examples. There is a Torah law that says if you have a particularly bad—a “wayward”—son, you may take him to the elders (the court) of your city; and if they find him guilty, they are to stone him to death. When modern men and women read that, they dismiss it as morally primitive: “What do you expect from something people wrote 3,000 years ago?”


But since I don’t believe it’s “something people wrote,” I don’t have that option. Consequently, I have had to look for rational explanations for seemingly irrational laws and passages and for moral explanations for seemingly immoral laws and passages.


And I have almost always found them. In this case, for example, I came to understand this law was one of the great moral leaps forward in the history of mankind. In this law, the Torah brilliantly preserved parental authority while permanently depriving parents of the right to kill their children, a commonplace occurrence in the ancient world and even today (for example, “honor killings” in the Muslim world). The law permits only a duly established court (“the elders”)—not parents—to take the life of their child. And we have no record of any court in Jewish history ever executing a “wayward” son.


My belief in the divinity of the Torah led me to seek a moral explanation of what appears to us to be an immoral law, and it was solely because of that belief I found one. This has happened repeatedly regarding seemingly immoral or irrational laws, verses, and passages.


A third difference is that only those who believe in the text as God-given will continue to live by it, carefully study it, and try to impart its wisdom generation after generation. There will always be a few individuals who believe the Torah is man-made who will nevertheless diligently study it. But it is doubtful their grandchildren will. If Jews long ago believed the Torah was man-made, there would be no Jews today.


I would go further: If you believe in God, but you don’t believe in any divinely revealed text, how do you know what your God wants of you? How do you know what God wants of humanity? Of course, you or your society can make up laws and values, including some good ones the Torah would approve of. But if God told us nothing, we would bcome our own gods when it comes to determining moral values.


HOW WAS THE TORAH TRANSMITTED?


I take no position on how God revealed the Torah. What concerns me most is not how God transmitted the Torah. Who wrote the Torah is infinitely more important than how it was written.


REASON, TORAH, AND GOD


The title of this commentary is, “The Rational Bible.” There are two reasons for this.


First, my approach to understanding and explaining the Torah is reason-based. I never ask the reader to accept anything I write on faith alone. If something I write does not make rational sense, I have not done my job. On those few—thankfully, very few—occasions I do not have a rational explanation for a Torah verse, I say so.


Second, reason has always been my primary vehicle to God and to religion. My beliefs—in God, the revelation at Sinai, the Torah, etc.—are not rooted in faith alone. We Have Reason to Believe, the title of a book written in 1958 by the British Jewish theologian Louis Jacobs, had a deep impact on me.


The title has an important double meaning. The obvious one is that reason can lead one to religious faith. The less obvious meaning of the title is the one I cherish: we human beings have the faculty of reason—and are to use it in order to believe.


Of course, there is a faith component to my religious life. The primary example is the foundation of this commentary—my belief in the Torah as a divine document. It is reason that has led to this belief, but I acknowledge there are a few verses or passages that challenge this belief. Whenever I encounter such passages, however, I am not prepared to say, “‘Love the stranger’ is divine, but this difficult part is man-made.”


Once one says that, the Torah not only ceases to be divine, it ceases to be authoritative. As I put it in a number of public dialogues with a secular Jewish scholar, Professor Alan Dershowitz of Harvard Law School: “I think I can sum up our basic difference this way: When Professor Dershowitz differs with the Torah, he thinks the Torah is wrong and he is right. When I differ with the Torah, I think the Torah is right and I am wrong.” Professor Dershowitz agreed with that summation.


My approach is to abandon neither faith nor reason. I neither abandon the claim of reason because of the dictates of faith, nor abandon the faith claim because of reason. In the Torah, faith and reason nearly always live together in harmony. And when they do not, I do not deny either.


Moreover, there is a faith component to everyone’s life, including atheists’ lives. Any atheist who believes good and evil really exist, or life has a purpose beyond one he or she has made up, or that free will exists, or, for that matter, that science alone will explain how the universe came about, or how life arose from non-life, or how intelligence arose from non-intelligence, has suspended reason in favor of faith.


WHY READ THIS COMMENTARY?


Why should people devote time to reading my explanation of the Torah?


Here is my answer: I have devoted more than fifty years to studying and teaching the Torah. That includes a life-long immersion in Torah Hebrew—both its grammar and its vocabulary. I could not have written this commentary without this extensive knowledge of Hebrew. But most importantly, I have sought to make the Torah completely relevant to my life and to the lives of others. And by “others,” I mean—literally—millions of others. Every good teacher learns from his or her students, and I am no exception—the thinking and experiences of myriad people inform this commentary. But I have been blessed to have something very rare among teachers or scholars: millions of students—and of almost every nationality, ethnicity, religion, and philosophy.


For over three decades, I have been a radio talk show host, broadcasting for more than half of that time on radio stations throughout America and on the Internet internationally. This has enabled me to discuss virtually every subject imaginable with a large number of people—live on the radio and through many thousands of emails. It also has enabled me to dialogue about religious matters with many of the leading theologians and scholars of our time and to debate many contemporary leading atheists. I have been able to bounce ideas off, and learn from, lay people and scholars of every background.


Given this uncommon, if not unique, background, after much soul-searching, I decided to write this commentary from the first-person perspective where appropriate. I became convinced that showing how the Torah’s ideas and values have played themselves out in one individual’s life makes the commentary more interesting, more real, and more relevant.


Shortly before finishing this first volume—on Exodus—I had the great honor of being invited to speak about my Torah commentary to the Bible faculty and students of Israel’s religious university, Bar-Ilan University. They did not invite me because they thought I know more than, or even as much as, any one of them about the Torah. They invited me because they believe I bring a fresh understanding of the Torah. That is why I wrote this commentary.


DID THE EXODUS HAPPEN?


Many scholars believe the Israelites were enslaved in Egypt. Many do not.


There are strong logical and historical arguments for the Jews having been enslaved in Egypt. One I find particularly compelling was offered by the distinguished scholar Professor Richard Elliott Friedman in his commentary on the Exodus. He notes the Torah repeats one law more than any other: to love the stranger and not to oppress him. And in every case the Torah adds the words, “because you were strangers in the land of Egypt.” Why, Friedman asks, would the Torah make repeated reference to the Israelites having been strangers in Egypt if they were never there? Why would one of the greatest of the Torah’s moral innovations—a law to love the foreigner—be based on a premise no Israelite could relate to?


Similarly, why would any people make up origins so lowly as being slaves? No other nation did. And why would the Israelites in the wilderness complain that they ate better in Egypt if they were never there? Of course, one could argue that was also made up out of whole cloth. But if it never happened, why bother making it up?


A FEW DETAILS


Why Exodus Is Volume 1


The primary reason I began my commentary with the second book of the Torah, Exodus, and not the first, Genesis, is that Exodus contains the Ten Commandments, the most important moral code in world history, and the central moral code of the Torah. If people lived by those ten laws alone, the world would be almost devoid of all man-made suffering.


In addition, Genesis is almost all narrative, while Exodus is, in equal parts, narrative, laws, and theology.


BC or BCE?


Some readers will wonder why I use the letters “BCE” rather than the more familiar “BC” in dates. I struggled with this issue because I have no problem with “BC.” But virtually all academic works and many general works now use “BCE.” BCE stands for “Before the Common Era,” but any reader who prefers to read the letters as “Before the Christian Era,” is certainly welcome to—that is, after all, what “Common Era” denotes.


God as “He”


I refer to God as “He” because that is how the Torah refers to God. As the Torah was the first religious work in the world to completely desexualize God and religion, the Torah needs no defense in this matter.


Using “He or She” would not only be dishonest to the text, it would also incline people to think of God in gender terms. “She” always refers to a female, but “he” or “man” frequently refers to both sexes. “The rights of man” means “human rights”; the word “mankind” includes women; and so on. And using “It” would render the God of the Torah something else entirely, akin to Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover. One does not pray to, love, or otherwise relate to an “It.”


Moreover, as I will explain at length in another volume of this commentary, rendering God a “He” taught generations of males that to be compassionate and loving is part of being masculine.


On How to Read This Commentary


The reader can benefit from reading this commentary in any way he or she desires. It can, of course, be read straight through, or be used as a reference work for one’s own study of the Torah. But those are not the only ways to read it. Readers can equally benefit from choosing to read any subject heading that strikes them as interesting. And that is made easier by simply perusing the table of contents to see the subjects covered here.


The Use of Post-Biblical Jewish Sources


I frequently cite post-biblical Jewish sources—most especially, the Talmud—because they aid greatly in understanding various laws and texts. The Jews, after all, had the Torah for more than a thousand years prior to the rise of Christianity. The Talmud is the encyclopedia-sized compendium of Jewish law and philosophy that reflects those thousand-plus years of Jews’ studying and living the Torah.
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PREFACE


Joel Alperson


I’VE ALWAYS TRIED TO FIND THE ANSWERS TO THE BIG QUESTIONS OF LIFE.


When I was all of nine years old, after a close friend showed me some magic tricks, I found the magic book he had read so I could perform the same magic he showed me.


Later, as a college freshman, I discovered Plato, who addressed many of the “big questions” I deeply cared about, with arguments that were linear and well thought through. Later, as a college senior, I studied one-on-one with a professor who told me of a legend which held that Plato had written a book on “the good.” I was so excited. I thought if I could only read this book, I could learn “the secret” of leading a good life. Unfortunately, the legend also held that this volume had been lost in a great fire. So, my search for “the good” began and ended in the span of that one-hour study session.


Who would have guessed that decades later I would not only find myself reading a brilliant explanation of what I have come to regard as the greatest book ever written, but that I would also have helped to make this work possible? My Sunday school and Hebrew school teachers certainly would not have guessed. Given my awful grades and even worse behavior, they’d be shocked. My grandfather, an Orthodox rabbi, would also be shocked. He had given me a five-volume set of the Torah when I was a teen, but whenever he would open one of those volumes, he would hear the binding crack. He knew I hadn’t even touched the books.


My story is hardly unique. The majority of those living in the West have dismissed the Torah and the rest of the Bible as little more than ancient religious fairy tales. And why not? Ten plagues? The creation of the world by a supernatural God? A giant flood wiping out virtually all of mankind? Ten Commandments from 3,000 years ago? Why would people choose to study, let alone think their lives could be transformed by, such stories?


I certainly didn’t.


Then, one weekend in 1982, I heard Dennis Prager speak at a retreat outside of Kansas City. I remember arguing with him all weekend. But he had answers. And they stayed with me. So began my long journey of realizing that the Torah had more meaning than I ever imagined.


Eventually, Dennis taught the Torah to a class in Los Angeles, line-by-line, over the course of eighteen years, and I started listening to recordings of those classes in my car as I drove around my hometown of Omaha, Nebraska. Realizing that I couldn’t focus on the material and driving at the same time, I asked him if I could transcribe some of those recordings. That was in 2002. Little did I know at the time his agreement would start the process of creating this remarkable work. I was able to enlist the help of Ilana Kurshan, a very talented student of the Torah. For one year she took approximately 5,000 pages of Dennis’s Torah class transcripts and converted them into a first draft of this commentary. Her work was excellent and enormously helpful.


It was also our very good fortune that Rabbi Joseph Telushkin was available to help with this project. For all the reasons Dennis listed in his introduction, no one else could have added to this great work as Rabbi Telushkin has. The finished product, as Dennis is the first to acknowledge, was made possible because of Rabbi Telushkin’s passionate involvement.


Helping Dennis Prager author this work has been an honor for me. I helped the wisest man I know comment on the wisest book ever written. Having carefully and repeatedly listened to Dennis’s Torah lectures, I expected this book to be an edited version of all the wonderful ideas he offered over the years. But I was surprised by the many new and important insights he added to this project. I think even he was surprised. This work captured him. It was obvious from his tremendous investment of time, thought, and research that this was not another book. This is arguably his greatest work, and his legacy. You have only to read a few essays or a single chapter to see the profundity of his writing.


Dennis has repeatedly said how grateful he is to me for helping to make his, as he likes to put it, “magnum opus” possible. He says it is one of the greatest gifts he’s ever received. Ironically, after working so closely with him over so many years, I believe the greatest gift I’ve given was to myself.


I’ve come to realize the book on “the good” was not lost in a fire.


It’s here for you to read.
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THE STORY THUS FAR

THE FIRST FIVE BOOKS OF THE BIBLE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN KNOWN AS THE TORAH, which is Hebrew for “Teaching” or “Law.” Exodus is the second book. The first book, Genesis, begins with a description of the creation of the world. Every nation and religion in the world had a creation story, but the creation story in Genesis was unique in important ways. Only one God created the world; there was no sex and no violence involved in creation, and God was not part of nature—God created nature. As you will see, each of those unique things will play a huge role in the Torah’s transformation of the world.


One other unique element in the Genesis creation story is that although the Torah is, among other things, the story of the Jewish people, it is probably the only national history ever written that begins with the creation of the world. One reason is the subject of the Torah is all mankind, not just the Jews. That, too, is a major feature of the Torah and this commentary.


After the Creation, Genesis describes how the human race immediately descended into evil (good and evil are another preoccupation of the Torah). God is so angered by humans hurting one another He destroys the world, saving but one man, Noah, and his family. Noah is saved solely because he is a good man (in other flood stories, the hero is usually saved because he is good looking, and the gods like him).


Eventually God reveals Himself to the father of the Jewish people, Abraham. God says that through Abraham and his offspring, all the families and nations of the earth will be blessed. Abraham is the father of Isaac, and Isaac is the father of Jacob. The latter is renamed “Israel,” which, the Torah explains, means “struggle with God.” Very early on, the Torah makes it clear people are allowed, indeed expected, to argue with God—another major theme of the Torah.
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Even an atheist who doesn’t believe that either the Exodus or the giving of the Ten Commandments at Sinai actually occurred would have to acknowledge that the Western world has been largely shaped by the belief that these events did occur.
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One of Israel’s (Jacob’s) twelve sons was Joseph, whose story is the second longest biographical story in the Torah (the first is Moses). Joseph’s brothers, intensely jealous of their father Jacob’s love for him, abandoned their brother to die in a pit. But Joseph was saved by a passing caravan, then sold as a slave, and eventually wound up in Egypt. There he deciphered the Pharaoh’s dreams, saved Egypt from a seven-year famine, and arose from slave to viceroy of Egypt, second in power only to the Pharaoh himself. Joseph’s brothers, who went to Egypt from famine-stricken Canaan looking for food, met with their brother Joseph. That meeting may be the most dramatic scene in Western literature.


And that brings us to the first verse in Exodus.









CHAPTER
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1.1 These are the names of the sons of Israel who came to Egypt with Jacob, each coming with his household:


1.2 Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah;


1.3 Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin;


1.4 Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher.


1.5 The total number of persons that were of Jacob’s issue came to seventy, Joseph being already in Egypt.


1.6 Joseph died, and all his brothers, and all that generation.


The “sons of Israel” (b’nei yisrael) is how the Israelites are referred to in the Torah. Israel was the name given to the Jewish patriarch Jacob after he wrestled with an angel (Genesis 32:29). As noted above, “Israel” means “wrestle (or struggle) with God.”


Why should non-Jews care about the story of one of the smallest nations on earth? Because the Israelites’ move to Egypt set the stage for two of the most important events in world history: the Israelites’ Exodus from Egyptian slavery and the revelation of the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai.


Even an atheist who believes neither event occurred would have to acknowledge that the Western world—and those parts of the non-Western world influenced by the West—has been largely shaped by belief that these events did occur. For example, Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin, two of the founders of America, neither of whom believed in a literal reading of the Bible, commissioned a design for the Great Seal of the United States of America which depicted the Israelites leaving Egypt. (Franklin proposed the scene be surrounded by the words, “Resistance to tyrants is obedience to God.”) Not only did these men deem the Exodus to be civilization-defining, they also believed America was founded in a second Exodus—of people leaving Europe and establishing the United States.
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Nations, like people, are their memories. A nation that doesn’t remember its past, like the man who fell on his head, ceases to be the nation it was.
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That these two events—the Exodus and the giving of the Ten Commandments—are the two seminal events (other than Creation itself) of the Torah means liberty and morality are the twin pillars of the Torah. They became the twin pillars of America as well, which is not surprising, given that America was, outside of Israel, the most Bible-based (particularly the Hebrew Bible) country ever founded.


ESSAY: THE JEWS: A SECOND CREATION


1.7 But the Israelites were fertile and prolific; they multiplied and increased very greatly,

Professor Nahum Sarna, the author of important commentaries on Exodus and Genesis, points out the language used in this verse—“multiplied and increased”—echoes the opening chapter of Genesis, in which God instructs all living creatures to “multiply and increase” over all the earth (Genesis 1:28). Just as the world was created by God in the beginning of Genesis, a new creation is now taking place with the formation of the Jewish people as a nation.


THE JEWS: GOD’S THIRD ATTEMPT TO CREATE A MORAL WORLD


The Exodus followed by the revelation of the Ten Commandments at Sinai and the subsequent writing of this Torah may be considered God’s third attempt to create a moral world.


God’s first attempt to make a good world was creating human beings with a conscience. That didn’t work: Cain, the first-born child of the first couple, Adam and Eve, killed his brother, Abel. After this, a general moral deterioration of humanity followed, and God came to regret creating human beings (Genesis 6:5-6).


Consequently, God sent the flood, destroying all mankind except for one particularly good man—Noah—and his family. Since the human conscience was insufficient to make a good world, God then revealed some basic moral laws and principles such as not to murder, to take the life of those who deliberately murder, to have children, not to consume the blood of any creature, and every human being is created in the image of God (Genesis 9:1-7).


Once again, people murdered and plundered and engaged in other evils. God, therefore, initiated a third effort to morally improve mankind by revealing Himself to one specific group who would be charged with spreading ethical monotheism to the world. This group was first known as Hebrews, then as Israelites, then as Jews. They descended from a man named Abraham to whom God revealed Himself and His desire that the entire world be blessed through Abraham and his descendants.


Abraham’s descendants were enslaved in Egypt for hundreds of years. The process by which they became enslaved begins in this chapter, and is followed midway in the book by the Exodus from Egypt and the revelation of the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai.


WHY DIDN’T GOD GIVE THE TEN COMMANDMENTS TO THE FIRST HUMAN BEINGS?


Of course, one might ask, why would God have to keep trying? Doesn’t God know what works and what doesn’t? Why didn’t He just begin the world with the Ten Commandments or with a Chosen People as conduits of His moral will?


I would offer three responses:


First, in creating a being (the human) with free will, it is arguable that God could not predict what this creature would always do. Genesis 6:6 says that, after seeing how much evil men do, “God regretted that He had created man on earth.” That verse implies God did not know how man would turn out.


Second, God made these multiple attempts at having people act decently to show why revelation was necessary, and why specifically the revelation at Sinai and the Torah were necessary. Precisely because prior attempts—the making of the human conscience and basic moral “Noahide” principles—did not work, God gave the Ten Commandments and the Torah.


Third, this third attempt at making a good world establishes the raison d’être of the Jewish people—“to be a nation of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6) and to bring the world to the Ten Commandments and ethical monotheism.


WHY DO PEOPLE THINK THERE ARE SO MANY JEWS IN THE WORLD?


1.7 (cont.) so that the land was filled with them.


The words, “the land was filled with them” imply that although the Israelites were granted permission to live in an area of Egypt known as Goshen (Genesis 45:10), the Egyptians perceived them as everywhere. Throughout history, Jew-haters—and even many non-Jews sympathetic to Jews—have often wildly overstated the number of Jews in their country. I remember once, in my early years of lecturing, sitting next to a non-Jewish woman on an airplane on the way to Louisville, Kentucky. She asked me why I was visiting her city. I told her I was going to speak to the Jewish community there. As the conversation continued—on the subject of Jews—it became apparent to me this woman thought there were far more Jews in Kentucky than there actually were.


I told her (at that time) there were 280 million Americans, and then asked her, “How many of them do you think are Jews?”


She thought for a moment, and responded, “About fifty million.”


When I told her there were about six million Jews in America, she was clearly startled. She pondered this, and then said, “I guess they must all live in Kentucky.”


As of this writing, there are about fourteen million Jews in a world population of about seven and a half billion. That means that about .0018 percent, or fewer than two out of every thousand people in the world, are Jews. But few people would guess this—because the influence of the Jews has always been so great. And the reason for that influence is this Torah, its God, its Ten Commandments, and its Exodus story. In short, the stories and values of this Book of Exodus have transformed the world.


THE INDISPENSABLE IMPORTANCE OF REMEMBERING


1.8 A new king arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph.


Joseph, about whom more is written than any other figure in the Torah except for Moses, was the Israelite who rose from slavery, followed by imprisonment, to become the second most powerful man in Egypt. He is credited with saving Egypt (from famine). Given that Joseph’s role in Egyptian history was so profound, the words “who did not know Joseph” are extraordinary.


One of humanity’s most common character traits is ingratitude—people either not acknowledging the good another does for them or quickly forgetting that good. The latter is what this verse describes.


Human beings tend to much more quickly forget the good others have done for them than the bad others have done to them. That’s human nature. It is, therefore, one of the very many reasons that to become a good person involves fighting one’s nature—a theme developed often in the Torah, in the rest of the Bible, and in this commentary.


The American writer Bruce Feiler has an additional insight into this verse—the recurring emphasis on remembering in the Torah and specifically the Book of Exodus:


“The story begins with forgetting. The pharaoh does not remember how a son of Israel saved Egypt from famine. The rest of the Five Books of Moses becomes an antidote to this state of forgetfulness. God hears the groaning of Israel and ‘remembers His covenant’ (Exodus 2.24). Moses leads the Israelites from Egypt and urges them to ‘remember this day’ (Exodus 13.3). The Israelites are ordered to ‘remember the Sabbath day’ (Exodus 20.8), and to observe Passover as a ‘day of remembrance’ (Exodus 12.14). Moses’s goal is to build a counter-Egypt . . . to construct a society that offers an alternative to ignorance and unknowingness. He must devise a community that remembers”1 (emphases added).


Remembering—the good others have done, the evil others have done, and one’s moral obligations—is an indispensable aspect of a good and meaningful life.


Who are we, if not our memories? I once interviewed a man who, as the result of a fall on his head, had lost virtually all long-term memory. He did not even remember who his wife and children were. In the interview he acknowledged that, for all intents and purposes, because of his loss of memory, the man he had been had died.


The same holds true for nations. Nations, too, are their memories. A nation that doesn’t remember its past, like the man who fell on his head, ceases to be the nation it was. This may be happening now in a number of Western European nations that teach their young people to consider themselves “world citizens” or Europeans rather than members of a specific nation. It is also happening in the United States, where the level of ignorance of the American past among young Americans is unprecedented.2


What can be stated for certain is a major reason for the survival of the Jewish people has been memory. The Jewish religion is replete with prayers and rituals that reinforce that memory, the most obvious being the Passover Seder, the retelling of the Exodus in Jewish homes for over 3,000 years.


THE INDIVIDUAL AND MASSIVE EVIL


1.9 And he [Pharaoh] said to his people, 


Samson Raphael Hirsch, a nineteenth-century German Jewish thinker, pointed out it was the Egyptian leader, not the Egyptian people, who initiated the campaign against the Israelites that ultimately came to include attempted genocide.


This is a profound insight.


The terrible truth is individuals are capable of inflicting massive evils—because individuals are far more capable of doing great evil than great good.


Were it not for Lenin, it is unlikely communism would have taken over Russia and ultimately the Soviet Union, where it enslaved over 150 million people and murdered tens of millions. The same holds true for Mao Zedong in China. This one man was responsible for the deaths of over sixty million Chinese men, women, and children. The same can be said of Kim Il-Sung, who created the most totalitarian state in human history, North Korea. And were it not for Adolf Hitler, the Holocaust would almost certainly not have taken place.


Understandably, people are very uncomfortable with acknowledging how much evil one individual can perpetrate. That is one reason people concoct and believe conspiracy theories. The assassination of the American President John F. Kennedy in 1963 is one example. The overwhelming evidence is that one man, Lee Harvey Oswald, an American Communist, murdered Kennedy. But the assassination had so many destructive consequences and was so emotionally difficult for Americans to accept that many came to believe there was a conspiracy to assassinate President Kennedy. They simply could not believe so much damage could be done by just one person—a pathetic misfit, no less. Oswald proves the unhappy truth that you don’t even have to be particularly talented to do great evil.


1.9 (cont.) “Look, the Israelite people are much too numerous for us.


Pharaoh refers to the Israelites using the rare phrase am b’nei Yisrael, which literally means “the nation of the children of Israel.” There are two words for “nation” in biblical Hebrew—am and goy. Am refers to a nation defined by blood ties, a common ancestry, history, and language (see, for example, the book of Esther 8:9) as opposed to goy, which refers to a nation defined as a political unit (see Isaiah 2:4). In using “am,” Pharaoh is saying, in effect, the purity of the Egyptian people is being threatened by an alien presence, the children of Israel, who are of a different bloodline.


Throughout history, blood beliefs have been a great source of cruelty: Those who are not part of the right group are deemed worthy of persecution. The Torah, in contrast, did not place much value on blood ties. As Joseph Telushkin points out, Jacob is regarded as the third patriarch of the Jewish people, but his twin brother, Esau, who did not share Jacob’s religious beliefs, is not even regarded as a Jew. In Exodus (19:6), God tells the Jews to be a holy goy (national unit), not a holy am (blood-group or ethnicity).
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Human beings tend to much more quickly forget the good others have done for them than the bad others have done to them.
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The Hebrew Bible holds, and later Judaism held, that anyone of any blood can become a Jew—just like the first Jew, Abraham, who was not born a Jew but became one late in life. Likewise, centuries later, Ruth, a Moabite woman, becomes a Jew, and subsequently becomes the ancestor of Israel’s great king, David (Ruth 4:13-22), the man from whom, according to Jewish (and Christian) tradition, the Messiah will descend.


1.10 Let us deal shrewdly with them, so that they may not increase; otherwise in the event of war they may join our enemies in fighting against us and rise from the ground.”


THE GUILT OF THE EGYPTIAN PEOPLE


1.11 So they set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor;


The Torah indicts the Egyptians four times in the next four verses:


The Egyptians set taskmasters over the Israelites (verse 11).


They ruthlessly impose hardships on them (verse 13).


They make them perform harsh labors (verse 14).


They make life bitter for them (verse 14).


The Torah is emphasizing the collective guilt of the Egyptians. Even though it is Pharaoh who initiates the slavery and annihilation campaign, the Egyptian people are the ones who execute it. Individuals initiate mass evil, but they need the collaboration of many people to carry it out. This explains the collective national punishments the Egyptian people will experience.


1.11 (cont.) and they built garrison cities for Pharaoh: Pithom and Raamses.


1.12 But the more they were oppressed, the more they increased and spread out, so that the [Egyptians] came to dread the Israelites.


1.13 The Egyptians ruthlessly imposed upon the Israelites


Most Egyptians were not as evil as Pharaoh, just as most Germans in the 1930s and 1940s were not as evil as Hitler. There are relatively few truly evil people in the world. However, you don’t need a great number of truly evil people to carry out massive evil. You only need:


      1)  ordinary people who have allowed themselves to be indoctrinated by the truly evil;


      2)  people who benefit from the evil (to cite one obvious example, during World War II, not only were six million Jews murdered, but their assets were stolen as well; and these assets enriched large numbers of Europeans);


      3)  a paucity of courageous good people.


I am convinced courage is the rarest of all good traits. There are far more kind and honest people than there are courageous people. Unfortunately, however, in the battle against evil, all the good traits in the world amount to little when not accompanied by courage.


Two verses later, the Torah depicts precisely this trait—courage.


1.14 the various labors that they made them perform. Ruthlessly they made life bitter for them with harsh labor at mortar and bricks and with all sorts of tasks in the field.


WERE THE MIDWIVES WHO DISOBEYED PHARAOH EGYPTIANS OR HEBREWS? I


1.15 The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives,


The Torah emphasizes Pharaoh’s direct order to the midwives to highlight their courage in defying his edict. The meaning of the Hebrew phrase m’yaldot ha’ivriyot is ambiguous: it may be translated either as “the Hebrew midwives” (meaning the midwives were Hebrews), or as “midwives of the Hebrews” (meaning the midwives could have been of any nationality). But there are several clues in the text (which shall be noted) that clearly suggest that the women were not Hebrews. The most obvious clue, however, is not rooted in the text but in common sense: Given that Pharaoh intended to murder every male Hebrew baby, it is unreasonable to expect he would rely on Hebrew women to murder their own.


THE TORAH GIVES THE MIDWIVES’ NAMES, BUT NOT THE PHARAOH’S


1.15 (cont.) one of whom was named Shiphrah and the other Puah,


In listing the names of the heroic midwives, the Torah is making a powerful moral point. We tend to remember the names of villains, but not of the truly good. The Torah wants to correct that and to ensure the names of moral heroes are also remembered. Thus, Shifrah (the modern spelling) and Puah are mentioned by name, yet the Torah never mentions the name of the evil Pharaoh. To this day the names of two lowly midwives are better known than the name of the demigod Pharaoh. Moreover, Shifrah remains a common name for Jewish girls (Puah, less euphonious, is rarely used).


1.16 saying, “When you deliver the Hebrew women, look at the birthstool: if it is a boy, kill him; if it is a girl, let her live.”


ESSAY: THE MORAL SIGNIFICANCE OF FEARING GOD


1.17 The midwives, fearing God, did not do as the king of Egypt had told them; they let the boys live.


The Torah does not say the midwives saved the babies because they could not bear to harm them, nor does it say the midwives saved the Hebrew babies because they loved God. They saved the babies because “they feared God.”


Fear of God—when that God is the moral God of the Torah, the God of the Ten Commandments, the God Who commanded, “Love your neighbor as yourself”—is necessary to make a society of moral individuals. Of course, there are moral atheists, just as there were moral pagans, and moral individuals in even the worst cultures. But you cannot build a good world with a handful of individuals who happen to be good people. You need a universal moral code from a universal God Who is the source of that moral code, and this God must judge all people accordingly. Consequently, “fear of God” is as inevitable as it is necessary. If God judges how moral we are, of course there will be fear of Him—just as there is of a human judge. Conversely, if God does not judge people, there is no reason to fear Him.


There is another important moral aspect to fear of God. People fear those who are more powerful than they are. Therefore, the only way not to fear powerful people is to fear God. Thus, in the instance recorded here, those who feared God saved Hebrew babies, while those who feared Pharaoh helped drown Hebrew babies.


Remember, it was not love of God that prompted the midwives’ moral heroism. In our time, many people invoke the commandment to love God but ignore or even disparage the commandment to fear God. While many God-believers will engage in heroic self-sacrifice out of love of God, most God-believers are moral on a day-to-day basis because they believe they will be judged by God. That’s why, for example, in traditional Western societies, the finest people were routinely described as “God-fearing,” not “God-loving.”


It was the midwives’ fear of God that liberated them from fear of the Egyptian tyrant. This point is often overlooked: Fear of God is a liberating emotion, freeing one from a disabling fear of evil, powerful people. This needs to be emphasized because many people see fear of God as onerous rather than liberating.


This fear is what gave the midwives the strength to carry out what is, as far as we know, the first recorded act of civil disobedience in history. Indeed, fear (and sometimes love) of God explains why a disproportionately high number of dissidents in totalitarian societies have been believers in God. When I visited the Soviet Union in 1969, I smuggled out a Soviet Jewish dissident song whose lyrics included the words: “I fear no one except God, the only one” (“Nye byusa nikovo krome boga odnavo”).


Those words were all the more remarkable in that the vast majority of Soviet Jewish dissidents were not religious. But they understood the simple moral and logical fact that if one “fears no one except God,” one can muster the courage not to fear a totalitarian state. And these simple words also explain why totalitarian states like the Soviet Union so feared and fought against belief in God. Because belief in God posits there is something higher than the Party, it constitutes a fatal threat to secular totalitarian societies (that’s why North Koreans have been horribly punished for owning a Bible).
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Those who feared God saved Hebrew babies. Those who feared Pharaoh helped drown Hebrew babies.
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In the Torah, the term “fear of God” is generally used when describing non-Jews. For example, when Abraham worries Sarah will be mistreated in Gerar, he explains: “there is no fear of God in this place” (Genesis 20:11). Thus, the use of this phrase to account for the midwives’ behavior provides yet another indication that the midwives were likely not Hebrews.


Finally, it is important to point out that the Torah’s account of the moral heroism of the midwives is part of a pattern present throughout the opening chapters of Exodus—the depiction of both non-Jews and women as moral heroes (see commentary on Exodus 2:1). This is another of the many examples of the Torah’s uniqueness. Other holy works have rarely portrayed either people of other nations, other religions, or women—let alone women of other nations and religions—as the moral heroes of their epic stories. This unique aspect of the Torah—one of so many examples of such—is among the many reasons why I do not regard the Torah as man-made.


WERE THE MIDWIVES WHO DISOBEYED THE PHARAOH EGYPTIANS OR HEBREWS? II


1.18 So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to them, “Why have you done this thing, letting the boys live?”


The fact that Pharaoh seems puzzled by their behavior is yet another indication the women were not Hebrews: His question, “Why have you done this thing . . .?” suggests that he is truly mystified by their behavior. It is unlikely he would have been so perplexed had the women been Hebrews. Even a Pharaoh would understand why women might not want to kill the babies of their own people.


Surprisingly, Pharaoh does not kill the midwives for disobeying him; he simply pleads with them like a plaintive husband whose wife has not done what he has asked of her. There is a parallel to the Holocaust here. Just as the midwives were not killed or even punished for refusing to participate in the murder of all Jewish boys, the few German soldiers who refused to participate in the Holocaust were also neither killed nor persecuted by the Nazi regime; they were either assigned other tasks or sent to the front (admittedly a very perilous option). Often standing up to great evil leads to death—as, for example, Poles who were caught hiding Jews during World War II—but it also often does not.


This does not, it should be emphasized, in any way reduce the moral greatness of those who did resist Hitler or other tyrants, many of whom suffered terribly, or—like Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer—were executed for their moral courage. It is only to note that there are also times when standing up for the good does not lead to terrible persecution.


WHEN LYING IS MORAL


1.19 The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women: they are vigorous. Before the midwife can come to them, they have given birth.”


The midwives lie to Pharaoh, offering as an excuse the supposedly rapid nature of Hebrew women’s manner of giving birth. This passage offers guidance to all people confronting criminals or evil political regimes. The midwives want to save the infants, but they don’t want to die; so they don’t tell Pharaoh what they are really thinking: We fear God more than you and therefore have disobeyed you and your evil decree.


We can infer from this episode that one is not obligated to speak truthfully to murderers and die—or have other innocents die—as a result. Rather, we are not only permitted, but morally obligated, to lie to the evil in order to save ourselves or other innocents. The notion that it is always immoral to lie is itself immoral.


To explain why this is so—why lying is sometimes moral and telling the truth is sometimes immoral—it is necessary to explain the concept of moral absolutes.


ESSAY: MORAL ABSOLUTES, MORAL RELATIVISM, AND SITUATIONAL ETHICS


Many religious people think that if you believe in moral absolutes, you cannot believe in situational ethics; they think situational ethics and moral relativism are synonymous.


This is a serious mistake. Moral relativism and situational ethics are not at all the same. In fact, if you believe in moral absolutes, you must also believe in situational ethics.


The doctrine of moral absolutes—or “objective morality” or “moral truth”—means there is an objective moral standard that transcends personal or societal opinion. To cite three examples, murder, the sexual abuse of a child, and lying are morally wrong not because many people or even an entire society believe they are wrong but because they are wrong—in the same way two plus two equals four, not because many (or even all) people think they equal four, but because they do equal four. There are moral truths just as there are mathematical, scientific, and historical truths. (However, there is one big difference: unlike scientific and historical truths, moral truths require God—because while scientific and historical truths can be proven, moral truths cannot be proven. You can argue murder is wrong, but you cannot prove it is wrong the way you can prove, for example, the earth is round. Moral truths depend entirely upon the existence of a Moral Source higher than mankind. Murder is wrong because God says so. If there is no God, all notions of right and wrong are subjective opinion.)
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Courage is the rarest of all the good traits. There are far more kind and honest people than there are courageous people.
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One more way to describe the existence of moral absolutes is “universal morality.” This means that just as two-plus-two-equals-four is universally true, so, too, moral truths are universal. If it is a truth that murder is wrong, it is wrong for all people. Moral relativism holds the opposite. It holds that morality is not universal but determined by each individual or each society: “what you think is wrong is wrong—for you; and what I think is wrong is wrong—for me.”
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There are moral truths just as there are mathematical, scientific, and historical truths.
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“Situational ethics” is not at all the same as moral relativism. Situational ethics does not mean every individual determines what is moral; it means only by knowing the situation can we know whether an act is moral or immoral. This should be clear to anyone who gives it a moment’s thought. Take, for example, killing a person. Is that morally wrong? It depends entirely on the situation. If it is done in self-defense or to defend other innocents, or in a moral war, it is a moral act. Otherwise it is not “killing,” but “murder.” And murder, by definition, is immoral killing.


Or, take sexual intercourse. That act can be the most beautiful form of physical human bonding, but the same exact act can be the evil act known as rape. What determines whether sexual intercourse is beautiful and even holy or evil? The answer is—the situation.


The situation is what makes it possible for us to determine what the moral absolute is. Very few acts are in and of themselves morally wrong. It is the situation that enables us to determine what is right and wrong.


Lying is another example. The situation enables us to determine whether lying is wrong. If a murderer asks you where his intended victim is hiding, and you know the answer, it is not only alright to lie to the murderer, it is morally imperative to do so—because saving an innocent person’s life is a greater moral good than refraining from lying.


That is why the midwives’ lie was moral. And the biblical proof that this is what God wanted is two verses later when God rewards their behavior. God approved of both their conduct and their lie.


MORE ON THE MIDWIVES: EGYPTIAN OR HEBREW? III


Ilana Pardes, professor of Comparative Literature at the Hebrew University, noted the words translated here as “they are vigorous” (ki chayyot hei-nah) also mean “they are animals.” In this instance, the latter translation makes more sense. The midwives understand Pharaoh, like most slave-owners, had a racist view of the enslaved people, and was therefore willing to believe the Hebrews were like animals. So he was readily convinced that, unlike the refined women of Egypt, the Hebrew women—like animals—could give birth without requiring assistance.


Ironically, it was Pharaoh’s racism that enabled him to accept as true the lie the midwives told him.


This verse is another indication the midwives were not Hebrews. They speak of Hebrew women in the third person—“they.”


1.20 And God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and increased greatly.


1.21 And because the midwives feared God, He established households for them.


God rarely rewards people so immediately and directly—or even rewards many people at all in this life. The preeminent Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides (1135–1204), in a discussion of divine intervention in individuals’ lives (known in Hebrew as hashgacha pratit, literally “divine supervision”), posits that God generally intercedes only in the lives of those who involve themselves with Him, and/or those whose lives are involved in something much greater than themselves. The midwives met both of these criteria, which may account for their divine reward. Or, perhaps their rewards are cited to show how unequivocally God approved of their behavior.


1.22 Then Pharaoh charged all his people, saying, “Every boy that is born you shall throw into the Nile,


The whole Egyptian people are now implicated in the cruel treatment of the Israelites. Cruel as Pharaoh is, he could not have carried out murder on this scale alone; and the Torah once again reminds us it is only through the cooperation of the masses that massive evil is committed.


1.22 (cont.) but let every girl live.”


We do not know for certain why the Pharaoh ordered newborn boys killed, but not newborn girls. But we can speculate.


One likely explanation is offered by a Midrash (a rabbinic story that illuminates a biblical story), which relates that Pharaoh was warned by his sorcerers and astrologers that a male savior of the Israelites was about to be born. This would also explain why Pharaoh only sought to kill the newborn male infants, and why Moses’s older brother, Aaron, though only three years old at the time, was not considered a risk. As we shall see in the next chapter, it is only Moses whom their mother feels the need to hide.


It is also possible Pharaoh spared the girls because in a patriarchal society they would not be able to cause as much trouble as boys. Pharaoh likely presumed if the Hebrew males were eliminated, despite any racial misgivings he had, the girls would eventually marry Egyptian or other non-Hebrew men and assimilate, and the Hebrew people would disappear.
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2.1 A certain man of the house of Levi went and married a Levite woman.


The “house of Levi” refers to one of the twelve tribes of Israel, the Levites.


The Torah does not mention here the names of this husband and wife—which is remarkable given the monumental role they played as the parents of Moses, the most important figure in the Hebrew Bible and one of the most important figures in world history. They are named later in Exodus 6:20. One possible reason is the Torah’s desire to emphasize that Moses was born to ordinary people, not to illustrious, famous, rich, or even particularly holy parents. The most likely reason is to focus attention exclusively on the child, not the parents.


The Torah also wishes to emphasize that Moses’s birth was in no way miraculous. God chose Moses to lead the Jews out of Egypt because of his exceptional moral and leadership traits (see, for example, comments on verses 13 and 17). He was not preordained to lead and he was a normal mortal.


THE PREEMINENT ROLE OF WOMEN IN MOSES’S LIFE—AND IN THE TORAH


It is Moses’s mother who played the critical role in saving him. Indeed, women played central and heroic roles in the early chapters of Exodus:


The midwives, who defied Pharaoh’s edict to drown the Hebrews’ male babies; Pharaoh’s daughter, who, we will see, saved Moses;


Miriam, Moses’s sister, who intervened with the Egyptian princess to have Moses’s mother, Yocheved, appointed to nurse and care for Moses until he was weaned;


Zipporah, Moses’s Midianite wife, who saved either Moses or their son (the text is not clear) from God’s deadly wrath by circumcising their baby (Exodus 4:24-26).


The preeminent role of women in Moses’s life, like the prominent—and occasionally preeminent—role of women in the founding of the Jewish people in Genesis, is striking, particularly in light of the common dismissal of the Torah as a sexist document. Some laws in the Torah inevitably reflected the patriarchal culture of its time, but the Torah often portrays women as playing a more important role than men. It is adamant about the equal value of women and men—as reflected in its stories, in the woman as the final act of creation (all creation is in ascending order of sophistication and complexity), in the equal role of mothers and fathers, and elsewhere.





[image: ]


The preeminent role of women in Moses’s life, like the prominent role of women in Genesis, is striking, particularly in light of the common dismissal of the Torah as a sexist document.
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THERE IS NO MIRACLE IN MOSES’S BIRTH


2.2 The woman conceived and bore a son; and when she saw how beautiful he was, she hid him for three months.


The Torah continues its mundane description of Moses’s birth. This is in keeping with the Torah’s profound desire to prevent Moses from being regarded as divine and therefore worshipped by the Jewish people after his death (or even while alive). This is also the probable reason—as we shall see much later—why Moses is not allowed into the Promised Land, and why his burial place will forever remain unknown.


WHY MOSES WAS SAVED IN THE SAME TYPE OF VESSEL NOAH WAS SAVED IN


2.3 When she could hide him no longer, she got a wicker basket [tevah] for him and caulked it with bitumen and pitch.


In order to show a relationship between the stories of Noah and Moses, the Torah uses the same Hebrew word, tevah, to refer both to Moses’s basket and to Noah’s ark (despite the vast discrepancy in size between them).


This is another example of the Torah communicating that the Exodus (which includes the revelation of the Ten Commandments at Sinai) begins a new creation. Just as God saved Noah in a tevah set in the water, He will save Moses in a tevah set in water. Just as in Genesis, God started a new world with Noah, He is, in effect, starting a new world with Moses and the Jews. And just as God attempted to morally improve the world by revealing moral laws to Noah (i.e., all humanity) after the flood, He will attempt to do the same by revealing specific laws to humanity through Moses and a particular people.


2.3 (cont.) She put the child into it


In the face of this early attempt at genocide, Moses’s mother gave up her child to save his life.


2.3 (cont.) and placed it among the reeds by the bank of the Nile.


2.4 And his sister stationed herself at a distance, to learn what would befall him.


THE DAUGHTER OF THE ISRAELITES’ KILLER SAVES THE MAN WHO WILL SAVE THE ISRAELITES


2.5 The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe in the Nile, while her maidens walked along the Nile. She spied the basket among the reeds and sent her slave girl to fetch it.


2.6 When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She took pity on it and said, “This must be a Hebrew child.”


The Torah specifies that Pharaoh’s daughter is aware the baby is a Hebrew to emphasize her moral greatness—she takes pity on the baby knowing he is a Hebrew boy, the group her own father has targeted for annihilation.


If one believes the Torah narrative, how remarkable it is the daughter of the man who set out to annihilate the Hebrews is the one who saves them—and how remarkable of the Torah to relate that fact. If one does not believe the Torah narrative, the Torah, in making up such a story, is even more impressive in its lack of racism, ethno-centrism, and hatred of Egyptians.


In any case, the message is clear: though Pharaoh had a genocidal hatred for the Israelites, his daughter was a great humanitarian, the very person who thwarted her father’s evil campaign. Biology is not destiny; you can be the child of an evil person and be a good person.


2.7 Then his sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and get you a Hebrew nurse


Moses’s sister, Miriam, demonstrates considerable courage and boldness: She is not afraid to come forward and make a suggestion to the daughter of the king, even though she is a lowly slave girl.


2.7 (cont.) to suckle the child for you?”


It is only natural to suggest finding a Hebrew wet-nurse for a Hebrew child. Among other reasons, presumably an Egyptian woman would not (any more than a white woman in the nineteenth-century American South would) have breastfed an infant black slave child. Moreover, because of the killing of the Hebrew infants, there were many Hebrew women who still had milk in their breasts. Miriam was, of course, eager to restore the baby to his mother, though she could not share this with Pharaoh’s daughter.


2.8 And Pharaoh’s daughter answered, “Yes.” So the girl went and called the child’s mother.
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