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CONGREGATION KNESETH ISRAEL/ THE WHITE SHUL

JEW vs. EGYPTIAN IN ANCIENT EGYPT: WHAT WAS REALLY AT STAKE?     
Parshiyos Shemos/Va’eira
--R’ EYTAN FEINER                                                                                             
The story of the wretched slavery and the Jews’ subsequent departure from Egypt dominates most of the first half of the second Sefer in the Chamisha Chumshei Torah, enough to secure its recognition— concerning the secular appellation at least—in ultimately having the entire Book named for it. Naturally, we cannot adequately tackle the entire intricate exodus in an essay of limited length, but we will, hopefully, be able to address plenty of points worth pondering. Having delved a bit into diverse commentaries penned by medieval, classical, and contemporary sages, I still departed from the text with the disconcerted feeling that I was sorely lacking lucid and plausible explanations for the manifold queries emerging from its precious pages. 

So I went back to the text again, a bit more diligently this time around. I compiled a long list of questions that I felt were essential to a correct interpretation of the text—while a few were culled from various commentaries, the vast majority were my own—and mused about them at length until touching upon what I humbly believe to be a correct interpretation and depiction of the story. It is thence my objective to present to the reader an original analysis of the text, corroborated by numerous sources including historical documentation of ancient Egypt crucial to any honest scrutiny of the time on hand. 

Enveloped within my thesis, as well, is the relevance the Exodus episode has for understanding other similar periods and specific mindsets in history, as it serves a paradigmatic role for future generations. The very first galus and ge’ula must surely shed light on a history shaped by ma’asei avos siman l’banim. 

The questions will lead us in an obvious direction, taking us on an intellectual journey to determine what in the world really took place in the land of Egypt over 3300 years ago. Better yet, as we follow the story of the punishments unleashed on Pharaoh and revisit the various events that harbingered the eventual exodus from his land, perhaps we can shed much light on the battle that G-d waged against the Egyptians and ascertain what was really at stake through it all.

For the sake of clarity and fluency, the essay is divided into three parts: the diverse questions, the general thesis and ensuing answers, and the brief conclusion. Simple enough. Let us, then, begin our journey of re-exploring the text and the tale as a whole, focusing on the motifs germane to the development of a single, recurring theme; let us return once again to the land of ancient Egypt, as we set out to ponder and grapple with...            

The Questions:
Sefer “Shemos”

1) The division of Scripture into chapters has no basis in strict Jewish tradition and is not even of Jewish origin. It is commonly assumed to have been introduced by Stephen Langton, Archbishop of Canterbury, in the beginning of the thirteenth century. Jewish scholars, such as Rabbi Yitzchak ben Nassan and Rabbi Eliyahu Bachur, began to make use of the system during the fifteenth century, and it appeared in printed Bibles towards the beginning of the sixteenth century. While these divisions are of non-Jewish origin, they have crept into common usage.
 The division of parshiyos, however, the weekly Torah readings or portions recited every Shabbos, is contained within the Masorah, the strict Jewish tradition. In addition, the Hebrew titles accorded to these Torah readings,
 as well as the Hebrew names given to the Chamisha Chumshei Torah, all stem from strictly Jewish tradition, though their original source remains subject to debate.

If such is the case, then our first query arises before we even plunge into the text itself, for the Hebrew name accorded the second of the Chamisha Chumshei Torah is “Shemos,” meaning names. Names? Why refer to the entire second Book, one that consumes reams of Exodus-related material, simply as “Names”? One might dismiss the question by pointing out that it could be named after the title of the first parsha in the book, but that only leaves us asking why the Jewish source should wish to entitle even that sedra as such. And while one might broach the obvious, that many of the parshiyos are, in fact, named for one of the opening words- as is the case here as well- the commentaries periodically expound on the reason for a given title.
 Hence, had it been up to the average reader, he surely would have opted for a Hebrew title alluding to the Exodus, the awesome redemption-- so why “Names”?

(With regard to the division of Torah portions according to Jewish tradition, other questions also arise, such as why divide up the ten plagues into two separate readings: seven are contained in the second portion (Va’eira), while the remaining three are left for the third one (Bo). What is such a break-up intended to teach us?
 Questions like these compel us to constantly reread the text and plumb its intricacies to discover certain patterns throughout the narratives.)          

2) As we commence with the text, we immediately sense somewhat of a repetition. In 1:7, we are informed that “the children of Israel were fruitful, teemed, increased, and became strong- very, very much so...” But had we not already been told earlier at the close of parshas Vayigash (47:27), albeit more succinctly, that the children of Israel “were fruitful and multiplied greatly?” Although we can turn to the medrash which picks up on the six words used to describe the burgeoning Jewish population as a reference to sextuplets being born at a time, the textual redundancy on the p’shat level remains a bit disturbing for a Torah so perpetually bent on the pursuit of brevity.

Pharaoh and his Jewish ‘Problem’

3) The eighth pasuk begins by stating that “a new king arose over Egypt who did not know of Joseph.” Soon after, we read of his clandestine plan to address the Jewish ‘problem.’ Of note, is a dispute between two prominent sages in the gemara
 regarding whether or not the verse refers to, literally, a new king, or merely the existing monarch who instituted “new” policies, who found it convenient to ignore Yosef’s monumental contributions to the country.
 According to the latter sage- who bases his abstention from the literal meaning on a textual insight
- we must ask the all too obvious question: How could the very same Pharaoh who witnessed Yosef’s immense contributions, all of a sudden opt to, not only dismiss any obligation of gratitude to the scions of his second-in-command, but even to conjure up a plan to seemingly destroy them completely?! And all because of a perceived military threat of them merely siding with his enemies if, by chance, a war should break out? Such a total and astonishing turnaround?!  

It remains somewhat perplexing even according to the first opinion, for the legacy of Yosef’s statecraft and the abundant prosperity that he had fostered for the Egyptian nation, surely was not so easily forgotten even if it were, indeed, a new king who ascended the throne. What triggered such a drastic shift in policy? Was it simply the remote chance of a possible military threat? Or perhaps there was much more at stake here...

4) Let us now pick up on the tails of the previous question. What exactly was Pharaoh’s concern as delineated for us in the Torah? Pasuk ten informs us: “Come, let us outsmart it [the Jewish nation]
 lest it become numerous, and it may be that if a war will occur, it, too, may join our enemies and wage war against us and go up from the land.” If, indeed, the Jewish nation was greater both in strength and number -as the previous pasuk makes quite clear (“Behold! The people, the children of Israel, are more numerous and stronger than we”)- then why is Pharaoh worried about them simply joining with other enemies in a time of war? If it is war of which he is afraid, then he should fear that the Israelites will wage war directly against Egypt - after all, are they not larger in size and mightier too? If so, then they do not need allies in order to proudly confront and trample the underdog.

5) Piggybacking on the previous point, the aforementioned pasuk concludes with the worry that the Jews will “go up from the land.” Although there is an opinion among the commentators that these words refer to the Egyptians, implying that it is they who, in time of defeat, would be forced to leave their land, the majority of opinions follow the more literal application of a reference to the Jewish victors. Are we missing something here? If the children of Israel win the war, do they not then take over Egypt itself? Pharaoh, surprisingly, expresses no concern whatsoever that the Jewish victors might stake a rightful claim to the land of the vanquished. He is somehow quite confident that, even upon defeat, there is no fear of ever losing Egypt. There exists a fear only of the Jews deciding to pick up and leave to go elsewhere (exactly where he doesn’t say), although they have settled in Egypt for over two hundred years and were plenty content until Pharaoh turned the tables drastically on them! Which then leaves us wondering yet again, what was really at stake here?

6) Pharaoh needs to employ immediate measures to stem the explosive growth of the Jewish nation. “So they appointed taskmasters over it in order to afflict it with their burdens; it built storage cities for Pharaoh...” (pasuk 11). Having failed to achieve his objective- as the Torah records in the very next pasuk, “but as much as they would afflict it, so it would increase and so it would spread out”- Pharaoh must now really begin to get worried. He and his people must be terrified now more than ever of the previously expressed worry of the powerful Jews and a potential war. We should surely expect to find the next words reiterating that fear once again.

But such is not the case. Rather, the concluding remark of this last pasuk is, “and they [the Egyptians] became disgusted
- “va’ya’ku’tzu”- because of the children of Israel.” “Disgusted?” What is this word doing here? The appropriate term should be “afraid,” “worried,” or the like. The Torah provides us with three disparate expressions of fear, all, of course, connoting different nuances of the same concept: “eimah”/”yir’ah”/”pachad”.
 Any of the three would have been more suitable than “va’ya’ku’tzu.” To correctly determine the true meaning of a word, we refer back to the context in which it appeared for the very first time in the Torah;
 in this case, that would be in Toldos (27:46). The context there is one in which we find Rivkah articulating her disgust with her life on account of the daughters of Cheis: “Katzti b’chayai…if Yaakov takes a wife of the daughters of Cheis like these, of the daughters of the land, what is life to me?” Clearly then, it is an expression of disgust, of utter disgust with one’s life- an expression which seems a bit out of place in the pasuk on hand. 

What exactly was it about the fact that the Jews kept multiplying- regardless of the Egyptian efforts to thwart their expansion- that so disgusted these people to the point that a military threat now seemed merely incidental when matched up against this new emotion?  

7) It is now time for the crushing harshness of severe slave labor. Let us keep in mind that slave systems vary. In ancient Greece or in early American history, slaves were bound to individuals; in Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia, and other absolute totalitarian states, the national entity itself enslaved the people. The distinction is significant. In private slavery, some form of human relationship exists between the slave and his master. Two beings interact, despite the difference in their station, and thus, it is possible for human empathy to enter their relationship, with occasional feelings of sympathy, confidence, identity, and trust. It is a subordination, but not necessarily a subjugation. In corporate slavery, however, an impassive oppression precludes all human association; there is no friendship or human emotion. It is a depersonalized, faceless prison, with the inmates reduced to number identification.
 

Being that such is the case, one would naturally assume that Pharaoh, desiring to subject the Jews to the most abject conditions, would opt to have them as slaves in a corporate state, rather than be owned, or entrusted, to individual Egyptian masters. But the pasuk appears to indicate otherwise. Pasuk thirteen states that, “the Egyptians enslaved the children of Israel with crushing harshness.” Clearly, the Torah is informing us that it was not just Pharaoh as ruler who enslaved the Jews, but, indeed, his people themselves enslaved them, apparently instructed- or at the very least allowed- to do so by their ruler. Why did the king feel that the risk of a master-slave association was worth taking? Was it to achieve, perhaps, yet a different type of goal?                    

8) Pharaoh is now starting to take more serious action. He turns to the midwives, instructing them to kill all the newborn males while allowing the females to live. Time to stop the Jews’ multiplication process-- plain and simple. Then why not have all the newborns killed? And if that was too much to seek for some reason- perhaps too severe a measure at that point in time or just not so feasible- and he realized he could not kill them all, then should it not be the females that get killed? Are they not the ones procreating at unbelievable rates and producing all these children? Simply put, Pharaoh, if you want to stop people from giving birth, don’t waste your time with the males, especially since you could use them to do forced labor and build your palaces and pyramids. The goal of curtailing reproduction is no better served by reducing the number of males in a given population rather than their female counterparts.

And yes, how can we not also inquire as to the choice of death—casting the newborn males into the Nile. Why waste the time collecting the infants and sending them all off to the river, when a simple thrust of the merciless knife can quickly do the job. What precisely was Pharaoh’s intent in wishing to involve his beloved Nile in the apparently well-devised infanticide?
    

Moshe’s Debut

9) We are now ready to re-examine the debut of the Jewish savior, the illustrious Moshe Rabbeinu. Chapter two opens and we read of an anonymous couple, described only as a “man from the house of Levi” and a “daughter of Levi.” The woman gives birth and we are not told any name; it is only a bit later that we witness Pharaoh’s daughter naming the child Moshe. (A fascinating discussion ensues as commentaries attempt to explain why Moshe, who indeed had several names as recorded in the medrash, is known throughout the Torah by the name given him by none other than the daughter of Pharaoh.) Why are we not told to whom Moshe was born?
 In truth, we are informed of his genealogy, but only later in 6:20. In fact, the Torah narrates this entire crucial chapter of history while avoiding the mention of even a single name, to the point where the alternative use of descriptive appellations seems, at times, a bit burdensome. Why all this anonymity now? Oh, and by the way, isn’t this the very parsha known as “Names”?…    

10) Next thing we know, Moshe, prince of Egypt, takes leave from the palace, driven by an overwhelming sense of noblesse oblige for his brethren in the fields. He witnesses an Egyptian man striking a Hebrew man and then kills the evil Egyptian, as we observe the willful casting-off of a unique power of influence. Reared in Pharaoh’s palace, a prince by upbringing though a Jew at heart, Moshe had been in an unparalleled position to help his brothers, the Jews enslaved and downtrodden in the slave teams. Through his ambiguous spy-like status, who knows how he might have succeeded in lightening their load, how effectively he might have interceded on their behalf to Pharaoh? Yet all this potential power for the betterment of his people he decided to cast off- in one apparently impulsive, heedless moment of rage. What exactly was Moshe thinking? 

11) Naturally, the king hears about the murder and, although Moshe is prince of Egypt, Pharaoh nonetheless seeks to kill him, forcing Moshe to flee the land as a fugitive. Moshe leaves at a relatively young age- according to the medrash, he fled at the age of twenty, while the Ramban conjectures that he was a mere twelve- only to finally return at the age of eighty (Va’eira, 7:7). According to some commentators, Moshe settled in Midyan soon after fleeing Egypt, while others opine that he lived elsewhere for many years and then moved to Midyan. The Torah does not report on those events because they obviously have no significant bearing on the purpose of the narrative.

Now he’s back. Granted, many years have passed in the interim, but does one forget that the one-time prince of Egypt is a fugitive, a man branded with a death sentence on his head? Does the Pharaoh himself forget? Doubtful. And yet, Moshe walks casually right into Egypt, and Pharaoh, throughout the remainder of the story, appears to have issued Moshe a special VIP pass to come and speak with him as he pleases. Moshe even approaches Pharoah down by the Nile, a place where no one was allowed when the king is there. Amnesia?! Is this the same Pharaoh who sought to kill Moshe a while earlier-- the same tyrant who, the medrash relates, was informed by his astrologers that the Jewish savior had been born and on that same day, therefore, issued a decree to have all newborn males cast into the sea? He now observes their savior firsthand and does nothing but constantly engage him in dialogue? Even if he were not to attempt to take his life, at least chase him once again out of the land. What precisely is going on in Pharaoh’s mind?

12) While the Jews were endlessly tormented, numerous commentators point out that one of the twelve tribes, the entire tribe of Levi, was exempted from any slave labor. Indeed, they note, that is why Moshe and Aharon were able to roam freely about the land. The Ramban, in fact, as a proof that the Jews’ phenomenal growth was G-d’s response to the Egyptian plan of population control, cites the consensus found in Sefer Bamidbar which highlights that the Levites were extraordinarily fewer in number than all other tribes. This, he explains, was because they were not enslaved in Egypt, and so were not threatened with decimation; therefore, G-d did not intervene to increase their numbers.
 Why would Pharaoh, steadfastly intent on subjugating the Jews to the most oppressive conditions, be so willing to exempt the priestly tribe of these Hebrew slaves?

G-d and Moshe by the Burning Bush

13) Bedazzled, bewildered, but believing, by the burning bush. That is Moshe at the turning point of his life. He has been away from Egypt now for a very long period of time, is a not-so-young eighty years of age, and is suddenly thrust into the role of the mighty Jewish savior- a role he is quite skittish about assuming. G-d appears to him through the medium of the burning bush (that idea itself warrants an entire paper), and instructs Moshe concerning the miraculous forthcoming redemption. In 3:7, G-d informs Moshe that He is well aware of the terrible suffering endured by His people. So now what? G-d continues as follows: “I shall descend to rescue it [the Jewish people] from the hand of Egypt and to bring it up from that land to a good and spacious land, to a land flowing with milk and honey, to the place of the Canaanite, the Hittite, the Amorite, the Perizzite, the Hivvite, and the Jebusite.”

I have been enslaved for over two hundred years, been subjected to constant harassment and ridicule, and am dying to get out- literally. Granted, part of the redemption process involves bringing the Jewish people to the land of Israel, as we fast-forward to 6:8: “I shall bring you to the land about which I raised My hand to give it to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob...”. But while Chazal have instituted drinking four cups of wine on Pesach night to correspond to the four terms of redemption expressed by G-d in the beginning of chapter six, there was not one corresponding to the aspect of G-d’s bringing the Jews into the land of Israel. (Truth be told, that is one of the reasons why there is Kos Eliyahu at the table, but it is not included in the Rabbinic enactment and does not carry the same weight.) Why? Because that apparently is not as essential to the act of redemption itself-- or is it? Did the Jews really need to be told precisely where they were going, or did it not suffice to just get them as far away from Egypt as possible, regardless of their final destination? 

Even when the Jews were themselves informed of G-d’s intention to bring them to the land of their forefathers, immediately after, in 6:9, the Torah relates: “...but they did not heed Moshe, because of shortness of breath and hard work.” The Meshech Chochma points out that the Jews surely believed in the redemption -as is even stated clearly back in 4:31- but they did not heed Moshe with regard to the previous pasuk’s mention of a final destination. The reason, naturally, is that, as a slave for so long, the only message listened to is basically one of “just get me out of here.”
 That is why, R’ Meir Simcha explains, in the very next message to the people just four pesukim later, G-d instructs Moshe to tell the people again that they will soon be leaving Egypt, and this time makes no mention of the promised land.

Rewinding back to the burning bush dialogue, then why the emphasis, in the very first message to Moshe and the people, that they will be brought to a land elaborately described by three disparate characteristics? Apparently, they were only interested in being rescued from their current land, seeking a much anticipated end to their enslavement- so why the idea now of Eretz Yisroel? 

14) Fine. For some undisclosed reason, it is of extreme importance that Moshe and the Jews be told immediately from the start that they will be taken to the promised land. It is a “good and spacious land,” and a “land of flowing milk and honey.” Sounds great. It is also a land inhabited by “the Canaanite, the Hittite...”-- WHAT ?! “You mean, G-d, that we will be graciously taken out of Egypt only to then be brought to a land where we will have to deal with, and do battle with (a large part of Sefer Yehoshua), not only one nation, but six, driving us incessantly crazy?” Just imagine what must be going through a slave’s mind upon hearing such information. If so, why is it mentioned at all? Just tell them the ‘good stuff,’ keep their spirits up, and forget the rest for now. 

15) We then read of Moshe’s reluctance to accept the honorable task of leading the Jewish People, and his questioning of the exact message he should bring to them. In pasuk sixteen, G-d then commands Moshe as follows: “Go and gather the elders of Israel
 and say to them, ‘Hashem, the G-d of your forefathers, has appeared to me, the G-d of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, saying, ‘I have surely remembered you and what is done to you in Egypt.’” G-d then continues in the next pasuk: “And I have said, ‘I shall bring you up from the affliction of Egypt to the land of the Canaanite, the Hittite, the Amorite, the Perizzite, the Hivvite, and the Jebusite, to a land flowing with milk and honey.’” In our last question, we wondered why even mention to Moshe the aspect of the six nations. Perhaps Moshe could hear it-- but the people, as represented by the elders? Surely they do not want to hear about more troublesome nations- the bedeviling of the Egyptians is more than enough. 
Compounding the difficulty is that in this pasuk,
 believe it or not, the aspect of the six nations is the very first detail mentioned! You want to tell them- fine. But to tell them first, before even informing them that it is a land flowing with delicious milk and honey? Hence, two-tiered question fifteen: why are the people informed at all of this aspect, and why is the order switched around, if in the message to Moshe it was mentioned last?

16) Other blatant discrepancies between the two messages (3:8,17) also strike us as quite strange. Moshe, in the message told to him and for him, is happily informed that the Jews will be taken to “a good and spacious land.” For some odd reason, that aspect of the promised land is omitted in the message he is to take to the people. Why should that be? Wouldn’t everyone want to know about such positive qualities?

17) In the message to Moshe recorded in 3:8, the word describing the place inhabited by the six nations is precisely that: “place,” or in Hebrew, “makom.” And yet, again we jump ahead to 3:17, in the message to be delivered to the people, and find that the word has been changed. The term used to describe the location of the nations is not “makom,” denoting merely “the place of,” but rather “eretz,” meaning “the land of.” Let us pick one term and stick with it. Obviously, then, as with every single word in the Torah, there is a reason for the particular choice of words, and thus we must question the discrepancy.

In addition, we could ask on the first pasuk’s terminology regardless of the contrasting word that appears in the latter. A cursory glance at 3:8 yields a deviation in parallelism, for the Hebrew term, “eretz,” is the noun used in conjunction with the first two descriptions of a “good and spacious land,” and a “land flowing with milk and honey.” Once the pasuk utilizes the term “land,” why the sudden shift to “place” concerning the final characteristic, that of the six nations?

18) A final two discrepancies, ones that turn our attention to the opening words of the respective pesukim. Speaking in pasuk eight, G-d informs Moshe: “I shall descend to rescue it [the Jewish people] from the hand of Egypt...”. However, just several pesukim later with these expressions still echoing in our ears, when instructing Moshe to deliver a similar message (pasuk seventeen), G-d surprisingly opts for a change of phraseology: “And I have said, ‘I shall bring you up from the affliction of Egypt...” Again we must seek a viable explanation for why G-d would alter His expressions while seemingly intending to convey the same idea of saving the Jews.

19) Sensing Moshe’s anxiety of being ignored by the people, G-d allays his fears by informing him that “they will heed your voice” (pasuk 18). But why will they? The medrash on the verse comments that G-d’s assurance was based on the fact that there existed a tradition passed down from Yaakov and Yosef that the eventual redeemer would use the expression, “pakod pakaditi,” “I have surely remembered.” Although the expression was surely no secret, the Ramban explains that this tradition was a prophecy that no one but G-d’s chosen redeemer would ever use the term. Where did Yaakov and Yosef ever make such a claim? 

We must rewind back to the close of Sefer Beraishis where we encounter Yosef nearing his demise. Speaking just to his brothers, he tells them (50:24), “V’Elokim pakod yifkod eschem,” “G-d will surely remember you.” Speaking in the next pasuk to all of the Jewish People, it is Yosef again who informs his audience that, “pakod yifkod Elokim eschem,” “G-d will surely remember you.” While in the English translation the message is identical, the reader of Hebrew takes note of the subtle change. In the first pasuk, G-d’s name precedes the double verb, while in the latter, G-d’s name succeeds it, having been juxtaposed to the object of the verb, the Jewish People. Why the change from pasuk to pasuk, from speaking with his brothers alone to speaking with the entire nation?
 Is there a compelling reason to change terminology? Apparently so... 

And where is Yaakov’s comment? The commentaries understand the medrash as referring to these pesukim: the first was Yosef transmitting the message of his father Yaakov, while the second was his own. If so, that only compounds the difficulty: If Yosef himself received a given tradition from his father, then why the audacity to make his own change by switching around the words? Quite perplexing at first glance, but, as we will discover later, quite understandable.  

The Miraculous Three Signs

20) After Moshe receives the messages and absorbs their implications, he still questions the untenable faith of his people. In the very beginning of chapter four, Moshe responds to G-d by asserting that the people will not believe him nor heed his voice. It is now time for the three signs that G-d gives Moshe to ensure the people’s acceptance of Moshe as their redeemer, and to inculcate them with the absolute faith that redemption was imminent and that it was coming from none other than G-d above.

The first one immediately catches our attention. Moshe is told to pick up a stick, cast it to the ground, and it will miraculously be transformed into a snake. Granted, explanations abound,
 but then we, too, have the license to ask and answer why particularly a stick, and what is the significance of it being transformed specifically into a snake?
21) On to the second sign. Once again, we exercise the license to question the significance of the hand of Moshe becoming afflicted with leprosy, among the worst of all ailments. Why specifically leprosy?

22) Perusing the nature of the first two signs, we notice that in both cases, G-d instructs Moshe to proceed in undoing the miraculous transformation, which, of course, serves as a miracle in its own right. Why is that reciprocation, that ‘vice-versa’ component, an essential part of the sign? Would it not have sufficed for Moshe simply to transform a stick into a snake? Just let the thing crawl away and disappear. Or let G-d just perform the transformation without Moshe having to pick up the snake himself. Again with regard to the second sign, G-d is not done with the sign until after it is Moshe himself who returns his hand to his bosom, causing the leprosy to disappear.                                                     

If, indeed, we can successfully shed light on the ‘reverting back’ element to the signs, then our job must take on the additional responsibility of resolving this ensuing quandary: If it is so vital to restore the effects of the first stage of the signs, then why was this element missing with regards to the third sign? Moshe, in sign three, is instructed to withdraw water from the Nile River and throw it to the ground where it is then transformed into blood. End of story. But why should it be? Let Moshe now go and take the blood, cast it to the ground once more, and restore it to its original state. And yet, we read nothing of the sort-- mission accomplished once the water is changed into blood. But where is the parallelism here? Is this last display not, also, one of the signs?

23) Or is it? An even stronger question catches the attention of the scrutinizing reader of the text.  In 4:8, we find G-d’s assurance that the signs will ultimately do the job of convincing the Jewish people: “It shall be that if they do not believe you and do not heed the voice of the first sign, ‘os ha’rishon,’ they will believe the voice of the last sign, “ha’os ha’acharon.” The next pasuk begins: “And it shall be that if they do not believe even these two signs and do not heed your voice, then you shall take from the water of the river and pour it out on the dry land, and the water that you shall take from the river will become blood when it is on the dry land.” Although there are commentaries
 that deduce from here that the Hebrew word, “ha’acharon,” appearing in verse eight must certainly not always denote “last”- for G-d has, at that point, not yet made mention of the third and last sign- we cannot help but abandon that opinion in favor of the literal meaning. And even if we were to assume that it could refer to the second item in a given list, pasuk nine does not at all label the third act a ‘sign.’ 

Why not? Why does G-d brand the first two demonstrations as signs, while the third seems to be in a category of its own? Yet another indication, apparently, that the underlying function of the third act differs inherently from that of the first two. Wherein lies the difference?

24) Still focusing on the pasuk describing the third demonstration, why was it necessary that the water be transformed into blood only when Moshe threw it down to the ground-- would it have diminished the cogency of the sign had the water been simply transformed into blood at the point of withdrawal? The question is strengthened by the fact that Rashi explains that there is a superfluous word in the Torah specifically inserted to preclude one from thinking that the water was transformed immediately at the moment of withdrawal.  

25) We are now ready to tackle perhaps the most disturbing point concerning this entire episode. G-d has just told Moshe that if the Jewish People do not listen to the first sign, they will heed the voice of the second. And if that still failed, then the third would surely succeed in winning them over. So what in the world are we beating around the bush for?! If the third sign was indeed the all-capable one, then does it not make sense to go right to it? Some commentators, therefore, suggest that it was a combination of all three that proved the veracity of Moshe’s message of redemption. If so, then what exactly did the combination show? If each was incapable in its own right, from where exactly was the final convincing punch emanating forth from?

26) Siding with the opinion that the third act was capable on its own of getting the job done, what did it really demonstrate more than the first two? They all look like equally impressive miracles to me. The third, remember, did not even possess the second stage of reversal that was characteristic of the earlier two. What, then, was the unique aspect that only the third sign entailed?

27) With regard to the first two signs, G-d had Moshe perform on-the-spot demonstrations per His instructions. Then why do we witness the third sign having to stand all alone, once again, as G-d suffices in having issued the proper procedure for it without wishing to have Moshe perform it by the burning bush? (In fact, it does not even appear from the text that the third sign was ever actually carried out in Egypt.)

28) Looking over pasuk eight once more, it strikes us as a bit odd that the word, “kol,” “voice,” is needlessly inserted. G-d should simply point out that if the people fail to heed the first sign, they will heed the second. How are we to understand the usage of the word “voice”? What is meant exactly by the “voice” of a sign?

29) Three miraculous signs. If all were commanded to Moshe, then obviously all were needed for some purpose, as pointed out previously. How shocking, then, to fast-forward to 7:9, and find G-d instructing Moshe and Aharon to perform just one wonder in front of Pharaoh, that of turning a mere stick into a snake. If the Jews needed three signs, Pharaoh suffices with only one?! Compounding our amazement is that even this one wonder seems to replicate somewhat the first sign (although Aharon’s staff did subsequently swallow the staffs of Pharaoh’s necromancers). But was it not the third and final sign that served as the most convincing of all? If only one wonder need be performed in front of the Egyptian ruler, the third sign, ostensibly, should have been the one selected.

30) Two textual discrepancies are at play here as well. First, while the acts performed by the burning bush are labeled as signs, “o’sos,” the one performed in front of Pharaoh is referred to instead as a wonder, a “mopheis,” which is the terminology utilized by Pharaoh in his request. What exactly is the difference?

31) Second, the stick at the burning bush turned into a “nochosh,” a snake, while the word used concerning the case of Pharaoh is “tanin,” often loosely translated as a snake, but clearly connoting something a bit different if represented by a different Hebrew word.
 Here too, we must ponder why the blatant change?

32) Granted, the staff of Aharon ultimately swallows up the others- indeed nothing short of amazing. But the wonder’s first part was simply the transformation of staff into snake, a feat Pharaoh’s own necromancers were able to emulate. If the omnipotent G-d is surely capable of conjuring up the most spectacular feats fathomable to mankind, then why not have the messengers perform one that could not be replicated by anybody? (This point should be considered with regard to the first two plagues, blood and frogs, as well.)           

Moshe as Redeemer

33) Back to the burning bush. The signs have just been completed, but Moshe remains unsure of himself. His concern? He is “not a man of words,” he tells G-d, for he is “heavy of mouth and heavy of speech (4:10).” In other instances, Moshe labels his speech impediment as having “sealed lips.” (See 6:12, and again in 6:30.)
 The reason for the different descriptions need not concern us at the moment; the common denominator, however, is that the savior of the Jewish people has a speech deficiency. Why? Yes, there is the medrash
 recounting the story of the fledgling Moshe whose hand was directed by a heavenly angel to put a burning coal to his lips rather than reach for Pharaoh’s glittering onyx stone (or bar of gold). But G-d, of course, is running the show, which leaves us to wonder aloud why He would select Moshe as redeemer, when eloquent speech is so crucial a trait for a leader-- especially when that leader spends the remainder of his life engaged in oral teaching and instructing.
     
34) The momentous encounter by the burning bush has come to a close, and Moshe, after informing his father-in-law of his plans, heads out on his journey back to Egypt. His brother, Aharon, comes to greet him with sheer joy, and the two proceed together to gather the elders to relay G-d’s message. The pasuk describing this last point piques our interest, as we notice that the Hebrew word used to describe their walking, “va’yeilech,” is strangely written in the singular form, although it is clearly meant to refer to them both. Regarding the gathering of the elders- a point mentioned in the same pasuk- the appropriate plural form is applied, leaving us to ruminate further about the difficulty appearing at the pasuk’s outset.

35) We now skip ahead to chapter six. We are on the edge of our seats as the anticipation mounts and we know fully well that the plagues are just around the corner. We join the action at pasuk ten, in which G-d reiterates His intention to take the Jews out of Egypt. Moshe is commanded to go and speak with Pharaoh and then...and then we run into a lengthy delineation of the genealogy of Moshe and Aharon. What is going on here? We were all excited to continue the narrative and then, smack in the middle of the tale, the Torah interjects with the ancestry of Moshe, a lineage that should have been more appropriately inserted back at the outset of chapter two, when the origins of Moshe were clouded in anonymity.

36) Even if it is properly placed in chapter six because we are about to witness Moshe now assuming a more active role in the spotlight,
 why is it not placed immediately before this new chain of events begins? Its insertion right after G-d’s new command to Moshe to go and speak to Pharaoh necessitates an additional three verses (28-30) at the close of the chapter to review what was said earlier, just before the lengthy interruption. At first glance, then, even upon justifying its insertion here in chapter six, we must further grapple with comprehending its precise location within the chapter.

37) We turn the spotlight now, homing in on those pesukim meant to merely review what was said before the genealogy was sketched. Immediately, we are caught off guard as we find the words (pasuk 29), “I am Hashem,” a declaration that was not made earlier in pasuk eleven, the pasuk that number twenty-nine is simply meant to echo. Why the unexpected addition?

38) A noteworthy change is about to take place. In pasuk twenty-nine just discussed, we witnessed for the very last time the appellation, “Pharaoh, melech Mitzraim,” “Pharaoh, king of Egypt.” In fact, we will no longer see any mention of the words, “king of Egypt,” until much later in 14:5, at which point the Jews have already departed from the land. And that is it. What transpired all of a sudden? The plagues had not yet begun and even the wonder with Aharon’s staff had still not taken place. Did Pharaoh’s reign diminish one iota at this point in time that the Torah deemed it apropos to detract from his title?

39) We fast-forward once more, this time all the way to 12:12. It is there that we are a bit stunned to read G-d’s declaration that, “against all the gods of Egypt I shall mete out punishment- I am Hashem.” Have we missed something? Nowhere in the entire story do we find an explicit narrative dedicated towards outlining the punishments meted out to the Egyptian gods. The Ramban states unequivocally that, indeed, the Torah omits any mention of their punishments. But why? Or perhaps, we might ponder, they are in some way contained within the narrative after all...       
40) We close the Chumash and turn briefly to another text, the Haggadah shel Pesach. Although there have been some additions inserted throughout the ages, the following phenomenon remains: Moshe is never mentioned except for once, and even then, only in passing as the author quotes a pasuk that happens to contain his name. Did someone forget who the Jewish savior was? Is not the cardinal reason for the Pesach seder to recount and re-experience the story of the Exodus? Can that be adequately done without mentioning the role, or even the name, of Moshe? Surely not. The explanation is forthcoming.                             

Forty questions. In truth, there are sundry queries that could be posed and expounded upon, but we will leave them for another time. Do we need forty answers for the questions we have posed? I believe that a concatenation of several fundamental and enlightening insights can lead us on a path in which question after question seems to fall smoothly by the wayside. Our journey continues, then, into its second phase, the one in which we attempt to provide...

PART II: The Answers

Collectively, the questions can all be somewhat encompassed within the umbrella of one nagging one in particular, a question that requires careful deliberation. What in the world was taking place in Egypt at the time leading up to the Exodus? More specifically, what was going through the mind of Pharaoh and his people, and what exactly was the Jewish response in attitude and in action?

Physical/ Spiritual Destruction

Various periods of harsh oppression throughout Jewish history generally tend to fall under one of two headings. They are characterized either by a desire to seek the utter annihilation of the Jewish people, or by a desire to maintain the Jewish population, but continuously attempt to destroy them spiritually by issuing harsh decrees and persecuting them until they jettison all religious practice and ritual. There are, of course, periods in history that represent a blend of the two, thus highlighting the fact that they are not mutually exclusive. In general, though, the respective harmful actions of each era can usually be traced back to one of the two driving forces: complete physical destruction, or complete spiritual destruction expressed in the abandonment of religious doctrine.

We turn our attention back to the story of Purim, the tale recounted in Megillas Esther. In the nefarious Haman, the Jews of Persia met a descendant of Amalek. Who exactly is Amalek? In Reflections of the Rav, we find the following answer expressed by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik: 

He is the personification of total evil, for whom immorality has become the norm. The Bible says, “The Lord will be at war with Amalek throughout the ages (Exodus 17:16).” Does it seem undignified for the Lord to declare war on a Bedouin tribe? Amalek is obviously more than a Bedouin tribe. He is more than a particular group, nationality, or people. He is Everyman gone berserk, who has shed his divine image for that of Satan. Any nation who declares that its policy is to destroy the Jewish people is Amalek, for it has emblazoned on its banner the slogan of impassioned hatred: “Come, let us destroy them as a nation, that the name Israel may no more be remembered (Psalms 83:5).” This is the persistent villainy that the Lord bids us combat and against which He has sworn eternal enmity. In our generation, Hitler and Stalin are clearly Amalek personified.

Throughout history, local Purims were instituted to celebrate being saved by the hands of such Amalekite descendants, such as in Narbonne, France, in 1236 A.D. and in Cairo, Egypt, in1524. Amalek laid the groundwork for sheer evil to pop up sporadically throughout history, having descendants like Haman, Hitler, Stalin, and others, taking the lives of millions of innocent Jews. But when did Amalek first rise to combat the Jews? Only after the Jews had already left Egypt and were on their way to Eretz Yisroel. The Egyptians are clearly not Amalek personified, for they never intended on wiping out the Jewish People. 
Interesting to note is the manifestation of this contrast in a medrash in Vayikra Rabba: “Haman said: ‘Pharaoh must have been mad to say, ‘Every boy to be born must be cast into the Nile, but every girl shall be allowed to live!’ Couldn’t he understand that the women would somehow find themselves a male and reproduce?” Haman clearly could not even relate to Pharaoh’s treatment of the Jews because Haman saw only one limited approach-- that of simply physically destroying the entire Jewish nation.

Such was definitely not the approach of Pharaoh. Even the casting of the males into the Nile was not a demonstration of contemplating genocide, nor did they ever achieve that level of barbaric sophistication. In his commentary on 1:10, the Ramban maintains that ethical considerations prevented them from genocide. Even if the government would have accepted such a policy, he says, the population would never have put up with it. In fact, the Egyptians were careful all along to maintain Jewish civil rights along with a general veneer of morality, as the Ramban explains in his remarks to 2:14.  

But then what is our other option- that Pharaoh craved spiritual destruction? The era that comes quickly to mind as paradigmatic of such an approach, is that era in which the story of Chanukah unfolds. During the period of the Second Temple, the Greek kings issued harsh decrees against the Jewish population. They outlawed their religion, forbade them to engage in the study of Torah and the practice of mitzvos, entered the Sanctuary and ravaged it, and defiled all that had been ritually pure. Ultimately, the Chashmonaim prevailed, slew them, and delivered the Jews from the hand of the Greeks. 

Is it this approach that Pharaoh advocated? Certainly not. Let us return to the land of Egypt. We find the Jews living separately from the Egyptians, dwelling in the land of Goshen. If one would want to assimilate the Jews and acculturate them into society, would the obvious method not be to do as the Greeks did, and incorporate them fully into society? Invite them to your Olympic games, bring them to your parties, and seduce them into believing that their spirituality is inane and should be cast aside. But to have them live totally separate?

And they were not just living there in Goshen. They still had their beis ha’talmud, their study hall that, Rashi pointed out in Vayigash (46:28), was established by Yehuda in accordance with his father’s command, and was a prerequisite for Yaakov’s descent to the land.
 Nowhere in the Torah, nor in the midrashic literature, do we find any mention of its uprooting. In addition, Rashi (3:16) notes that the elders gathered together by Moshe and Aharon were none other than the heads of the study hall, the wise men who were known for their spirituality and vast knowledge- “the mi’yuchadim l’yeshiva.” In his Ha’emek Davar (parshas Bo, 12:22), the Netziv writes of the “ba’alei Torah” present in Egypt who knew the Torah passed down from Avraham. A monarch who longed to rid the Jews of their religious practice would, seemingly, first raze all study halls and, immediately afterwards, kill all their spiritual leaders. And yet Pharaoh does none of the above.

When the Jewish foremen approached Pharaoh to trumpet their complaints of the severe labor, Pharaoh replied: “You are lazy, lazy! Therefore you say, ‘Let us go and bring offerings to Hashem’ (5:17).” We see, evidently, that it was only because of malingering in their work that Pharaoh refused to allow the Jews to take a leave of absence and serve their G-d for three days in the desert, as per the request of Moshe and Aharon. It was not that Pharaoh refused to allow his diverse citizenry to worship their respective gods; such a procrustean approach to divine worship does not seem to characterize even the callous individual that he was. Punctilio for their own ceremonies and rituals apparently enabled the Egyptians to allow others the same latitude in divine worship.

Furthermore, a nation subjugated to a ruler intent on spiritual destruction and forced to assimilate itself completely into that society’s culture, would, sooner or later, begin to shed three basic essentials. As witnessed during the period of Enlightenment and Reform, the first three things to be dropped in favor of their indigenous counterparts, are names, language, and clothing. The assimilated individuals adopted the names and vernacular of their surrounding culture, and altered their clothing styles, as well, to better acculturate themselves within society. And yet, lo and behold, while Chazal write of the low level of spirituality characteristic of the Jews at the time of redemption, they simultaneously extol them for having maintained their Jewish names, having held steadfast onto their language, and having refused to abandon their mode of dress in favor of the beau mondes.
 Clearly, then, the Jews were not acculturating themselves to their surroundings to a point enabling us to suggest that Pharaoh’s top priority, his true inner yearning, was really to seek the spiritual destruction of the Jews.
    

Snippets of Egyptian Theology

Then what precisely was he after? For the answer, we must first get a taste of what the Egyptian theologies and ideologies of the time were all about. This turns our attention to the writings of historian Henri Frankfort in his monumental Kingship and the Gods; those of Egyptologist Abraham S. Yahuda in his The Language of the Pentateuch in its Relations to Egyptian, The Accuracy of the Bible, and in his Hebrew work entitled Eiver V’arav; and also those of several other reputable historians.

“In the Turin Papyrus and in the History of Manetho,” writes Frankfort, “the sun-god figures as the first king of Egypt.
 Whether named Re, Khepri, or Atum, he is the prototype of Pharaoh; and the texts abound in phrases drawing the comparison. The king was recognized as the successor of the Creator, and this view was so prevalent that comparisons between the sun and Pharaoh unavoidably possessed theological overtones.” This notion of Pharaoh as a god-like figure carried over even upon his demise, as “his divine body coalesced with its sire,” and “the body of the god joined him who had made him.” The entire rule of Pharaoh, then, was the image of the rule of his creator. Although Pharaoh was not a universal god, he was a “son” of god, deriving his power from his omnipotent “father.” 

This idea of a “son of god,” was the belief espoused by Pharaoh and his people. As Frankfort adds, “Pharaoh could appear as the son of any god or goddess but that he counted specifically as the child (in the literal sense) of certain deities.” Yahuda avers that the Egyptian Pharaoh believed himself to be “mei’atzmo u’bisaro,” from the very essence and flesh, of his deity. Contrasting Egyptian theology to that of Mesopotamia, Frankfort states that, “although some Mesopotamian rulers named deities as their fathers or mothers, they did not, in doing so, pretend to godliness. This was a conviction characteristic purely of the Egyptian Pharaohs.“ “Sometimes, but very rarely,” notes Frankfort, “the king, like the sun, is called ‘lord of all.’” In many texts, though, “Pharaoh is called simply ‘the god,’ or the ‘good god.’”
 To quote, lastly, from A. Rosalie David’s The Egyptian Kingdoms (p. 14), “…he was from the first regarded as divine, although a little below the gods, but by the Fifth Dynasty he came to be thought of as the actual son of the sun god.”
   

Imagine then what happens to a ruler, believing himself to be the ‘son of god,’ who is suddenly thrust into a situation in which his entire identity and purpose of being is seriously questioned. Surely the ruler would tenaciously defend his position and continue to preserve his fundamental ideologies when so much- his very meaning in life even- is on the line. No shock, then, when Frankfort makes the following observation: “The conception of Pharaoh as a god incarnate explains the historical phenomena even whey they seem to deny it. For this paradox must have become almost untenable whenever the tension between the actuality of human conditions and the ideal of a static divine order became too great, as must have happened in periods of disorder, when Egypt met its equal, for instance in the Hittite Empire.” 

Egypt has now met its equal. Megalomaniac in nature, a period of chaotic disorder is imminent now in Pharaoh’s court as the Jewish G-d, after allowing His people to undergo a purging process lasting two hundred and ten years, proudly proclaims: “And Egypt shall know that I am Hashem, when I stretch out My hand over Egypt; and I shall take the children of Israel out from among them (Va’eira, 7:5).” 

Pharaoh Faces the Jewish G-d

That, I firmly believe, is what this is primarily all about. What is taking place for the first time in Pharaoh’s life is going up against the Jewish G-d, a G-d he had never had to deal directly with before. This is a G-d who wanted Egypt to know that He, and He alone, is the omnipotent and omniscient G-d who controls the world and keeps a watchful eye over His chosen people. And that Pharaoh could not deal with, that he could not accept- that there exists a god more powerful than he, more puissant than his very own deity. 
The complacent air of superiority he had breathed so freely until now was henceforth compressed; it was time, then, to adhere tenaciously to a combative stance when dealing with this potent opponent, new to Pharaoh’s provincial arena of deities. The Malbim
 even notes that G-d would send Moshe to Pharaoh specifically in the morning when the Egyptian ruler would descend to the Nile to worship it just as the sun (Ra) was rising. It was Pharaoh’s time to worship the river sustaining all of Egypt, and even more importantly, to worship the sun which, he believed, controlled the Nile’s overflowing waters. And it would be during those very moments when the Jewish G-d would inform him that no deity of Egypt, not even their first in command, would be able to protect him…                       

Until now, “let the Jews worship whomever they please. They can have their study halls, their own spiritual leaders, they can keep their names, language, clothing, and even live sequestered on their own territory. While everyone may worship as he pleases, it is my god who runs the world and I am his son. The power scattered throughout the world is channeled specifically through me and there exists no one to openly challenge that fact. After all, how could they? Mine is the most powerful regime currently in the world, people have been coming to Egypt for years because mine is, naturally, the most affluent land, and we are so clearly the dominating race, the Aryan race, of this day and age.”

But wait! All of a sudden things are changing. “What is going on here?” Pharaoh must be wondering daily as the sheer numbers of a growing and miraculously expanding nation threaten to swamp his land and dwarf Egypt’s own population size.

Was it the simple Jew he feared or was it the Jewish birthrate? A birthrate indicative of a higher power other than his own, a problem he would have to take immediate action in addressing before his ideologies begin to crumble before him. Bellicosity takes over. A ‘new’ Pharaoh now sits atop the throne- and understandably so…

On that note, let us now address the smorgasbord of our many difficulties posed earlier.

Returning to our Questions

Although towards the end of Sefer Beraishis (47:27), we had already been informed that the Jews were multiplying, there its purpose was merely historical fact, that the Jews were doing just fine in their new dwelling place of Goshen. But now, at the outset of Sefer Shemos, the Jews are at the threshold of real nationhood. The words describing their extraordinary increase not only serve as a literary device, but as a conceptual transition. It comes right after the names of the individuals who originally came to Egypt are mentioned. We need to see the distinctive individuality of the founding generation, people we know by name, within the teeming mass of unidentified men and women who form the exploding population of the nascent nation of Israel. 
So momentous is this naming that it becomes the symbol and title of the saga of nationhood, for the Book is Sefer Shemos, the Book of Names, and not the Book of Exodus. The vast numbers of an expanding population threaten to cloud uniqueness, and the Torah wishes to spotlight personal name and distinctive achievement as the backbone of Israel’s nationhood.
 No matter to what lowly level the Jews had sunk while in Egypt, they always clung tightly onto their names, the manifestation of their individual identities that the Egyptians could not take away. (Questions 1 and 2)

Once the backbone is in place, the Torah moves on to concern itself with the uncanny birthrate of the Jewish people-- something that drives Pharaoh quite mad. Whether a new king, if we espouse the literal reading, or the old one but with a new philosophy, the upshot remains the same: It is time for a drastic change in the way they have been dealing with the Jewish people. They must stem this growth before the thriving Jews achieve the status of the greatest nation existing in the world, the result of a miraculous birthrate. If nothing is done, then what lay at the core of Pharaoh’s basic essence and identity, that he is the ‘son of god’ and it is his god who reigns supreme, will inevitably crumble before his very own eyes. (Question 3)

Should Pharaoh worry lest the Jews opt to challenge the Egyptians in battle, and by their brute force and sheer numbers pose a serious military threat? Certainly not. The Jews could not care to take on Egypt and wipe them out. They had what they needed in Goshen- that is why they came there in the first place. And Egypt knew that. Pharaoh’s paramount concern was that the Jews were becoming too great a nation and, if a war should happen to occur, they would surely jump on the bandwagon and assist others in putting Egypt in its place. They would then be free to exit the whole mess and start over as the biggest nation, no longer needing what Egypt had to offer. Without a war already in motion, why should the Jews bother with starting one? (Questions 4 and 5)

“But as much as they would afflict it, so it would increase and so it would spread out; and they became disgusted because of the children of Israel (1:12).” Wouldn’t you? If, throughout your entire life, yours was the largest nation- believing that to be a sign that your deity was the greatest of all gods- then wouldn’t we also write about you that you became utterly disgusted with your life, having suffered a tremendous blow to your self-esteem and inner identity, if another nation arose to supersede your lofty status? Scared? Frightened? No, they were not terribly afraid of the military threat. They were disgusted with their lives because of the Jewish ‘problem.’ And so would any other nation so tightly embracing their theologies. (Question 6)

Why have the Jews working for individual masters if that just raises the possibility of relationships developing? Is not slavery in a corporate state a much more harmful plight to subject them to? Yes. But Pharaoh, judiciously, wanted a setup in which each individual Jew would feel as if he had a master, one whom he served daily, who is a part of the most dominant, Aryan race of them all. In the corporate setup, they might only sense that it was the monarch Pharaoh who was in control and who believed himself to be independently superior. But the people who worshipped his god? They are also slaves, in a sense, just like everyone else, without possessing such an elevated status. Private ownership, therefore, would demonstrate to the Jews that all Egyptians were part and parcel of this Aryan race and could subjugate the minorities to their will. (Question 7)

Why did Pharaoh issue the edict for all the males to be killed? There must have been some carefully devised method to this madness. According to the medrash,
 it was only done to ensure that the Jewish savior would not be born and, therefore, it was not your classic case of infanticide. The Egyptians needed to prevent the dangerous appearance of a Jewish national leader and personality, someone who could be perceived as a match to Pharaoh. A leader who might come across as godlike and, elevated on the shoulders of a miraculous birthrate, decide to challenge the ’son of god’ as his equal and rival. He could not be afforded such an opportunity. It was purely the men, therefore, the pool of potential leadership, who posed the real threat that had to be suppressed early on. 
And oh, yes, that miraculous birthrate… Driving Pharaoh to constant indignation, Egypt’s ruler was also compelled to display the power of his god over the one assisting the Jews in their fertility. As John Ashton and David Down write in their Unwrapping The Pharaohs: How Egyptian Archaeology Confirms The Biblical Timeline, “The Nile god ‘Hapy’ is frequently depicted as tying Upper and Lower Egypt together,” and “was the fertility god” (pp. 74, 92). Who is really in control of fertility was a question Pharaoh needed to address—and so into the Nile the children go, and his god of fertility, Hapy, will supposedly take care of showing the world who decides who lives and who dies… (Question 8)

Pharaoh’s clever plan fails and we approach the auspicious birth of the Jewish savior. But why are we are not even told -until later- who his parents and siblings are? And isn’t this, after all, the “Book of Names?” 
Better this way. The reader should not think that Moshe became the great leader and savior because he was born into such a prestigious family-- his father, Amram, was, after all, the greatest scholar of the generation. Moshe developed gradually into his role based on his own tireless efforts and impeccable character traits. G-d wants all of His people to know that they, too, are capable of becoming great individuals, regardless of family origin. They are all capable of confronting a Pharaoh with the facade of godliness. If Pharaoh claims to be a ‘son of god,’ then each and every member of the Jewish People could claim the same. Complete anonymity. It could have been anyone, but it was Moshe because he worked diligently on himself to eventually become the greatest prophet ever. And he would have done it even without the filial prestige. (Question 9)

But there is even more going on here. While many nations and religions attribute a supernatural aura to the birth and arrival of their ‘Pharaohs’ and ‘prophets,’ the Torah wishes to emphasize that Moshe was born in the typical fashion to mortal parents. Like Moshe, we can elevate ourselves spiritually throughout the course of our lifetimes and even become somewhat godlike,
 but are all, nevertheless, the products of the normal reproductive process.
 What a stark contrast, then, to the belief so rife in ancient Egypt that their king, reports historian James D. Long, was the offspring of a miraculous birth, the product of a union between the sun god, known as Ra, and the queen.
     
And the Story Continues…

This righteous Moshe then proceeds to justifiably kill an Egyptian. But why did this prince of Egypt abandon all political power that, ultimately, could have been utilized to negotiate for his brethren? The answer, of course, is that it was simply the right thing to do at the time. Saving a fellow Jew allows no room for rationalization, no shirking of the current, pressing responsibility.
 The medrash makes it quite clear that it was a well thought out, carefully considered act, and not mere impulse. But what about the sacrifice involved? Moshe knew wholeheartedly that the Jewish G-d was watching over. “When G-d feels the time is ripe for redemption, He doesn’t need my political ties.” As Mordechai, in the story of Megillas Esther, educated Esther that G-d will find salvation in other means if she decides not to act, so too, Moshe understood that his G-d does not need a ‘son of god’ to achieve the desired goal. Redemption can ensue from any means.
 (Question 10)

It is all too obvious now why Pharaoh had to keep Moshe alive. Sure, if he could preclude the birth of a Jewish savior, then why not go for it? But once that savior is alive and well, and is known to all to be that savior, then to attempt a murder now would not show himself or his people that he won the great debate; on the contrary, it would be viewed as a mere copout. Pharaoh had to issue that VIP pass to engage Moshe in ongoing dialogue to prove to everyone that it is he who is the son of the greatest god-- and not Moshe. “Moshe could also be the son of his god, but my god is the mightiest one of all and has instilled within me far more power than Moshe’s has given him.” (Question 11)

A king so fully cognizant of the importance of gods, worship, and religion, is compelled to allow the priestly tribe of the Levites to abstain from forced labor. After all, if Pharaoh would show such disregard for the priests of others, then what does that say about his own? Instead, keep them alive, let them not work but continue to worship freely, and let the world realize that, while everyone might have their own priestly tribe, the Egyptian ones are the most elevated and powerful. (Question 12)

The conditions have rapidly exacerbated. The Jews are getting humiliated. G-d now says it is time to save them, and informs Moshe of His plans. Of course Moshe and the people want to know precisely where G-d is taking them! If the primary debate of the day and age was the question of whose god was most powerful- and thus which people were the dominating race of the time- then what would have been accomplished had G-d simply come down, plucked His people out from Egypt, and taken them to a remote island in the Bahamas? Big deal! Sure, it shows that He is powerful. But what the people- particularly at this stage- wanted to observe, was their G-d taking on the Egyptian gods together with their ‘son’-- and winning. They yearn for even more: “If G-d is going to take us out, then we want to hear that we are not only elevated above the Egyptian race, but above all the nations of the world.” 
And that is why, perhaps, the order is switched in the two pesukim relating the similar message of the forthcoming redemption. Moshe is informed merely that the promised land is the “makom,” the place, of the six nations; he is told this point last, and it is supplied solely as a geographical location on a figurative map. But to the people it is highlighted and mentioned first, and it is also labeled as the “eretz,” the land, of the six nations. That is what the Jewish people want to hear about most. It is a “land” whose inhabitants wholly claim it for themselves- not merely viewed as their current address- and the Jewish G-d will ultimately bring His nation there and ensure their victory. All to highlight that they are the dominating and supreme race, not only with regard to Egypt, but when matched up against all other nations as well. 

Do they really care to hear about a distant land that is “good and spacious?” Isn’t that one of the reasons they went down to Egypt in the first place? They were given food and lodging, they had their space- their very own land, in fact- and probably even had a scenic view of the river... It was Moshe- and not the people- who well understood the more profound meaning of the land’s description. Concerning His acts of creation, G-d referred to all His work as “tov,” good, a word used to convey implications of a spiritual good as opposed to an incidental aesthetic beauty. Everything was precisely how it was meant to be in the design and purpose of creation. Moshe could be informed that Eretz Yisroel is also described as “good,” because he knew that G-d referred to a land “good and spacious” for spiritual pursuits, with “spacious” connoting a broadening of the mind and spirit.
 The general population, however, mired in the midst of oppressive slavery, was not ready to properly absorb such a numinous description, and it was thus understandably omitted in their message.

What they were able to appreciate, of course, was the description of the material attributes of the land that set it apart from anything they had ever experienced while in Egypt: “zavas chalav u’divash,” flowing with milk
 and honey.
 Certainly, the people would be elated to finally indulge in these culinary delights which, Professor Yehuda Felix, an Israeli biologist, notes in his Animals and Plants of the Torah, are not common even in Egypt today. The honey referred to is the extract of dates, and while Egypt, as Felix points out, does contain dates, they are extremely dry in contrast to the saturated ones in Israel. In multiple places throughout the Torah, Israel is regarded as a land replete with fruits-- so much so, in fact, that the very first comment made by the spies sent to scout the land was, “we arrived at the land to which you sent us, and indeed, it flows with milk and honey, and this is its fruit” (Shelach, 13:27). Upon which they then proceeded to show them off to the people. 

Still musing on that episode, we notice yet further that, while all the spies acknowledged the magnificent fruits of the land, its material pleasures, only the righteous Yehoshua and Kalev were able to appreciate, and thereby remark on, the “goodness” of the land as well. The descriptive “good” appears nowhere in the comments of the others; in the words of Yehoshua and Kalev, though, even before they mentioned the milk and honey (verse 8), they first affirmed that, “tova ha’aretz mi’od mi’od,” “the land is very, very good.” Apparently, the term “good” is reflective of a higher state than the mere physical, material qualities of an entity, and is, therefore, not easily discernable to the average eye.      

It is also now quite evident why the people are simply informed that they will be taken from the “affliction” of Egypt, while Moshe was told that they will be rescued from the “hand” of Egypt. The people, at this stage in time, only see and sense overwhelming affliction. Hence, they just want to hear that they are being redeemed from their abject conditions and surroundings. Moshe, on the other hand, knows full well that there is much more at stake here, something he senses on a deeper plane than his brethren. G-d, he is told, will rescue the Jews from the “hand” that has been casting a shadow upon the Jewish People, a subjugating hand that has been carefully placed by Pharaoh over the Jews to prevent them from establishing their own identity as a ‘superpower.’ G-d will rescue them from that pernicious influence, above and beyond just taking them out of the land.
 (Questions 13-18)

The Jews will heed Moshe’s call because he will deliver the message of, “I shall surely remember you.” Why, we asked, was the phraseology switched in the concluding verses of Sefer Beraishis? The message that Yosef received from Yaakov had G-d’s name placed before the verb of remembering, and only then appeared the subject of the verse, the noun referring to the people: “Elokim pakod yifkod eschem.” That was fine and apropos when Yosef related the message to his brothers, themselves devout and lofty individuals. But in his message to the general populous, Yosef knew a slight switch was called for. The people needed to know that it wouldn’t just be G-d pulling strings from a distance when the time of redemption arrived- implied, perhaps, by the noticeable distance between G-d’s name and the mention of the people. They wanted a clear indication that it would be G-d working through them and close to them, a phenomenon highlighting the fact they, too, are ‘sons of god,’ a chosen and elitist people. This was thus symbolized by the immediate juxtaposition of G-d’s name to theirs. (Question 19)

The Messages of the Signs

Back to the three miraculous signs. If the Egyptians believed that their gods had imbued within their leader the powers to control creation and the flourishing of nature, then surely the Jews would need to witness their own leader, their very own ‘son of G-d,’ exercising the same ability to control creation. As delineated in numerous works on Jewish thought, every aspect of creation could be grouped into one of four categories: domeim- that which lies silently still and lifeless; tzomei’ach- that which grows from the ground; chai- living, mobile beings (the animal kingdom); midabeir- humans, distinguished primarily through their “koach hadibbur,” their faculty of speech. 
Moshe is thus instructed to take a stick- a combined representation of the two most inferior levels of creation (it begins by sprouting forth from the ground, only to be severed and lie as silent, lifeless matter)- and transform it into a snake, a representative of the third level, the one encompassing the gamut of the animal kingdom. The upshot? A miraculous demonstration of supremacy over nature has just transpired. Now Moshe grabs the snake and conversely transforms it into a stick, demonstrating control over the third level as well, whereby animals can be reduced to the inferior status of the nonliving entities.

And why the snake of all animals? The lowly snake, writhing through life on its belly, is the perfect choice to accentuate the vast difference between the third and fourth levels of creation. Recounting the opening chapters in Beraishis, we also remember that it was specifically the snake, of all creatures, into which the Satanic force- or evil inclination- entered, to slyly seduce Chava into disobeying G-d’s command. Now it was the snake’s turn to succumb to man’s dominance. Furthermore, and perhaps most noteworthy within the framework of my thesis, is the following excerpt from Frankfort’s Kingship and the Gods:

In a curious dialogue with Osiris, Atum predicts the destruction of the world he has created and his own reversal to the shape of ‘a snake whom nobody knows,’ thus revealing that the secret nature of the sun-creator is one with the universal symbol of chthonic life. 

In attack of Pharaoh and his gods, therefore, what better illustration than to take specifically the “snake” and symbolically cast Atum to the ground, thereby hinting that Pharaoh’s henotheistic world was meeting its imminent destruction, as Atum is sent to endure a final reversal into dull and lifeless matter. A poignant statement and a frightful prognostic for the Egyptians if our connection is, indeed, true.
       

But Moshe is not yet done. He must then take his hand, that of a speaking human, and inflict it with leprosy, a disease, the braissa quoted in Nedarim (64b)
 says, whose carrier is considered as dead due to its atrophic effects on the body. He has figuratively killed a part of himself, and will now continue by performing the reverse- the greatest demonstration of utter control over the highest form of creation- as he restores a lifeless human limb to its original, hale state.
 

And so he is done. The people will see that their ‘son of god,’ too, is fully capable of controlling all aspects of creation, a gift bestowed upon him by their omnipotent G-d. The “signs,” serving as ample proof that Moshe is indeed G-d’s chosen messenger, are now completed. A “mofeis,” a wonder, on the other hand, only proves the greatness of the doer without any implication that the performer was sent by a higher power,
 something Pharaoh would never acknowledge. Moshe has thus heretofore shown that his G-d has imbued him with puissance over nature. So what more is there left to be done?

Something of utmost importance. But it is not a “sign”- or at least is not labeled as such in the Torah- for the signs are done, their messages conveyed, and this last act stands alone, intended to achieve its own unique goal. Moshe is told to draw water from the Nile and only when he, Moshe himself, throws the water to the ground will it turn instantly to blood. It will not turn to blood at the moment of withdrawal because that would not highlight that it is Moshe, as the ‘son’ of his G-d, who can take the Nile, considered an Egyptian god,
 and transform it into blood- an act displaying a total invalidation of their god. Moshe’s active involvement was therefore necessary every step of the way.
 
There is no need to perform the reverse- as witnessed regarding the other signs- because to simply turn blood back into water is a facile feat if you could perform everything else, as the earlier signs had already demonstrated. And besides, there is nothing left to show after destroying an Egyptian god. On the heels of complete nullification of a primary god, all else is but child’s play. There need be no further miracles for the time being and the three acts have thus come to a close. 
In the case of the snake allusion mentioned before, a hint of referring to Atum at the time of destruction carries nothing of the same weight as openly taking from the Nile and casting it to the ground. Egyptian society would claim their world is nowhere near destruction, and Atum is not yet assuming snake form. Taking from their current life force, their god of complete sustenance, the Nile River, however, sends home a much more potent message. In addition, it is specifically the Nile that the prophet Yechezkel utilizes in connection with Pharaoh, who professed, “Mine is the [Nile] River” -with the imaginary divine help of ‘his’ Nile, there was no need to acknowledge the Jewish G-d (Yechezkel, 29:3).       

That is why G-d wanted all three signs to be performed. They were all intended to convince the Jewish People of the all-inclusive powers that G-d had imbued within their very own Moshe. For Moshe, who is witnessing firsthand the burning bush and the voice of G-d, there is surely no need to perform the third act at the scene, for he needs no demonstration of the invalidation of the Egyptian gods when placed in the shadow of the Almighty commanding him presently. If the people are not fully convinced after the first two acts, then surely the third, the sheer devaluation of the Egyptian god, will convince them that their redemption is imminent, for the Egyptians will have forever lost the great debate of whose god truly reigns supreme.  

The word “voice” is utilized to indicate that it is not the miracle inherent in the act itself that will prove convincing, but rather, as has been pointed out, it is the voice, the message that each sign represents, that will pack the cogent punch. Each sign was to “speak” to the people and highlight yet another aspect assuring them that HaKB”H will elevate them above their Egyptian counterparts and empower them to destroy the Egyptian gods as well.  

It is now readily understood why not all three signs needed to be performed in front of Pharaoh. In his eyes, the different signs will simply be a waste of time. He already believes himself capable of controlling all aspects of nature, so there is no need for anything except a single ‘wonder’-- one that would show him how Moshe, the ‘son of the Jewish G-d,’ can take a meager stick- representative of the lowest forms of creation- and transform it into a snake-like creature of the river. 
And what was this creature? The crocodile, as translated by R’ Samson Raphael Hirsch and others, or sea-monster, as translated by various other commentaries (all noting the difference between a nachash and a tanin),
 which was worshipped as a god by the Egyptians for being the strongest creature residing in the Nile.
 Turning briefly to Unwrapping The Pharaohs, the fascinating work of John Ashton and David Down, we find the authors claiming that Basya bas Pharaoh’s Egyptian name was Sobekneferu, meaning “the beauties of Sobek,” the crocodile god. As they further note, “the rulers of the 12th Dynasty established a religious and economic center in the Faiyyum Oasis where the crocodiles were nurtured and worshiped” (p. 93).       

Returning to the pasuk in Sefer Yechezkel quoted above (29:3), we notice that the prophet cites G-d as referring to Pharaoh as “ha’tanim ha’gadol ha’roveitz b’soch yi’orav,” the great sea-monster that crouches within its rivers, making the point that Pharaoh himself claimed to be that god. In his The Accuracy of the Bible, Yahuda notes that, “Pharaoh was represented as a crocodile, symbolizing Egypt’s power and might, and…was deified as the crocodile god Sobek.”
 Proof of controlling his gods- and thus him- was all that was needed in front of the Egyptian ruler, forcing Pharaoh and his advisers to then duplicate the act. He would thus be placed in a situation in which he would have to demonstrate the folly of his own worship by himself showing he can produce one of his very own gods with the work of his mortal hands. It was thus an essential part of G-d’s intent all along that the wonder would be one capable of being duplicated, since Pharaoh and retinue would thereby be compelled to face the folly of their pathetic worship. (Questions 20-32) 

Moshe as a Godlike Figure

In 6:11, G-d tells Moshe to speak to Pharaoh and inform him that the time has come for the Jews to leave. Then comes the unexpected genealogy followed by a review. Immediately after, at the outset of chapter seven, G-d says to Moshe, “See, I have made you a god to Pharaoh.” Although some do translate the word, “elohim,” in this context as merely implying a master,
 the Ba’alei HaTosfos assert that it means exactly what it says, that G-d had indeed, with all these wonders, made Moshe a godlike figure.
 G-d did that, apparently, because Pharaoh, who considered himself to be a ‘son of god,’ would only engage in constant dialogue someone who was deemed a worthy rival. Anyone less than a godlike figure in Pharaoh’s eyes would be completely dismissed as a ‘nobody,’ not being worth a moment of his time. 
For this reason- among others- perhaps, G-d gave Moshe a speech impediment. If G-d was to elevate Moshe to a somewhat godlike figure, then the Jewish people had to know that he was still not perfect. There is G-d and there is Moshe. One gets worshipped, the other not-- in contradistinction to the belief system in ancient Egypt. 
Furthermore, Moshe will soon be the one to deliver the Torah to the people at Sinai. Let all generations know that it was not Moshe Rabbeinu’s oratory prowess or sophistry that convinced the people to accept the Torah.
 And it was, likewise, not his eloquence that talked Pharaoh into allowing the Jews leave Egypt. It was solely the one and only real G-d that was always behind the scenes, orchestrating the full redemption from beginning to end. (Question 33)

On that note, we can now readily comprehend the insertion of Moshe’s genealogy at this specific moment in time. Right before Moshe is informed by G-d that he is made godlike in front of Pharaoh, the Torah wants us to keep in mind that Moshe was not a supernatural being. His lineage is provided to make plain that his Jewish compatriots knew him and his family, remembered his parents and uncles. He is, after all, still a mortal human, and this narrative lets that be known to all.
 
Evidently, then, we see why the words, “I am Hashem,” were inserted as well in the pasuk intended as a review. Because the pasuk comes immediately after Moshe’s genealogy and right before the declaration of him being a godlike figure, G-d sends us all a brief reminder that He is G-d, He alone is in control here, and we should always keep that in mind throughout the Exodus narrative. That also explains why the author of the Haggadah shel Pesach opted to omit any mention of Moshe. When everyone sits down at the seder to relive the experience and recount all the miracles, it is vital that they always bear in mind that it is G-d, not Moshe, who made possible the awesome Jewish departure from Egypt.

Returning to the episode of Moshe and the burning bush, we wondered why the pasuk uses the singular form when discussing the walking of Moshe and Aharon together. Once the signs were performed and Moshe had these miraculous feats under his belt, now fully equipped to engage Pharaoh in heated dialogue, we can understand why the pasuk makes it seem as if only Moshe was heading to face Pharaoh. He was the cardinal figure who would represent the Jews against the Egyptian ruler, albeit with Aharon constantly at his side to assist him. We witness a similar concept in other places, as well, in which the Torah seems to acknowledge one figure having played a more instrumental role than his colleagues (see, for example, Noach (9:23- and Rashi, ad. loc.), Mikeitz (44:14), and Vayakhel (36:1), among others). (Questions 33-37,40)

Immediately before G-d informs Moshe that He has made him godlike, we find the very last mention of Pharaoh as king over Egypt in the Exodus narrative. It all makes sense now. With Moshe now a godlike figure going head-to-head with Pharaoh, their overwhelming contrast gradually dissipates the previously unique godlike appearance of Pharaoh to his people. They must surely be beginning to sense that perhaps their king is not the all powerful ‘son of god’ they had believed him to be all along. Their reverence for their monarch gradually begins to wane and continues to ebb throughout the duration of the wonders and the plagues. Already at this point, Pharaoh has lost his full-fledged status as a true king over his people in the same sense as his ruling predecessors. 
When does he finally recapture it? Not until the Jews have left and taken with them all the valuables of his citizens. The Egyptians had endured a disastrous tenth plague and were completely mortified. But Pharaoh, the rabble-rouser with a ‘hardened heart,’ convinces his people to unite in hot pursuit of the Jews to reclaim their possessions and leads them personally in the chase. Then, and only then, is Pharaoh once again accorded the title of “king of Egypt” (14:5). (Question 38)

The vinculum woven by the answers to our questions has amply proven that, indeed, plenty was at stake in ancient Egypt. There was a conflict of G-d vs. Pharaoh permeating the air. While G-d proclaimed, “And Egypt shall know that I am Hashem (7:5),” Pharaoh clasped adamantly to his claim of, “Who is Hashem that I should heed His voice to send out Israel? I do not know Hashem, nor will I send out Israel (5:2)!”                                                                  

But Pharaoh erred gravely, still ensconced in his unwavering solipsism. Already, “G-d heard their moaning...and G-d knew (2:24-25).” G-d did not abandon his people, but Pharaoh refused to acknowledge a supernatural power greater than his own polytheistic framework of gods, even greater than himself, a ‘son of god.’ The Jewish G-d wants to miraculously intensify the growth of his people? No problem. “Come,” he turns to his trusted advisers, “let us outsmart it...(1:10).” The singular usage, avers the medrash, is an allusion to the Jewish G-d upon whom Pharaoh wanted to unleash his conniving machinations. The Jewish deity wants to send a Jewish savior, a ‘son of G-d’ counterpart? No problem. Pharaoh will certainly remain steadfast to his long-held convictions when the only other choice is a complete abandonment of who he is and what his and his people’s beliefs have been predicated upon from time immemorial.

The Punishment Begins…

If so, the only recourse is a perilous shower of ten plagues, plagues that Yahuda explains in his works cited above, in truth lashed out not only at Pharaoh and his people, but against their multifarious gods as well-- albeit in a more subtle fashion. Even a perfunctory look at the various plagues yields this conclusion when aware of the multiple god system espoused in ancient Egypt. Gods believed to manifest themselves in the sky, in the grain, in cattle, in the rivers... they were all affected in open retribution, in a way that alerted the Egyptians as to their inability to protect even themselves against the almighty Jewish G-d. And, indeed, all the plagues will be that same Jewish G-d at work, but working His miracles specifically through the hands of his beloved Moshe and Aharon in vanquishing Pharaoh, the professed ‘son of god’ who was accustomed to having his supposedly puissant gods perform their miracles through him. (Question 39)

The first two plagues, similar to the wonder performed in front of Pharaoh, were purposely contrived, perhaps, to put Pharaoh and his necromancers in the unpleasant situation of themselves having to dominate their deity, the Nile River, and highlight the folly of their inane beliefs. This would serve as the first stage of their punishment. Although all the plagues attacked gods in some way, they were, to a certain degree, paving the way for what was all along meant to be the most momentous and severe of them all.
The very first declaration Moshe is commanded to make before Pharaoh is, “So said Hashem, My firstborn son is Israel. So I say to you, send out My son that he may serve Me-- but you have refused to send him out; behold, I shall kill your firstborn son” (4:22-23). In line with the attack on the Egyptian gods is the final blow to Pharaoh- his own son, the successor to the throne, will be killed. (Pharaoh, himself a firstborn, was only spared to witness the miracle by the Reed Sea.) The future of his dynasty, the next ‘son of god,’ will be destroyed along with the last sparks of hope of ever starting anew. How truly severe was this last plague to the Egyptian monarch and, indeed, to all of ancient Egypt? Let us turn, for a moment, to the words of Yahuda:

Here the firstborn, the crown prince, had like the king himself divine rank. He was like his father of divine substance and, as the hierarchical formula puts it, “came forth out of the body of the god.” As soon as he succeeded to the throne, he was appointed by the gods in person as the heir of Horus, the god king, and was given the title of “Sa-Ra-en-Khetef,” that is the “son of Ra from his body.” From that moment, everything in him was divine, he was a god himself. Now the plague was essentially directed against the firstborn of the king, not so much to deprive the monarch of his successor, but to defy the mighty gods of Egypt, to expose their impotence to protect the offspring of the “son of Ra.”
     

Egypt and its people’s theologies so wholly embraced until now, are in the midst of crumbling and, with the sudden death of the “son of Ra” through the hands of the Jewish G-d, will never again be the same.

Pharaoh wished to destroy all Jewish male infants, thereby disallowing the debut of the Jewish savior, viewed by him as the ‘son of the Jewish G-d.’  Now he, in turn, was to suffer similar consequences, and lose his very own son, the next ‘son of god,’ and the dominance of Egyptian society. Immediately preceding this final blow was a plague of darkness, a plague that, superficially, does not seem to merit coming at the end of a line of ascending harshness, harbinger to the very last straw of makas bechoros. After all, there was no bodily infliction during makas choshech, no significant loss of life, and no immense pain when compared to some of the other plagues. It was, ostensibly, a plague purely defined by utter immobilization. 
Its position as the ninth plague, however, was indeed quite warranted because, as Frankfort speaks of Re: “The divine power which is manifest in the sun thus appears, in its fullness, to surpass all and comprise all. Even the dignity of Pharaoh appears as reflected glory...the sun represents the divine in a form which far surpasses even the divinity of kings.” Before Pharaoh’s own son is taken from the princely throne, it is only appropriate that the source of all Pharaoh’s glory, the chief god known as “Re,”
 the source controlling even the mighty Nile’s flowing waters,
 is completely dominated as its illumination is rendered useless. 

The light has faded and disappeared over Egypt. The ‘father’ is gone and the ‘son’’s future is now quite ominous. With “Ra”’s power completely subjected to the will of the Jewish G-d, the ‘sons’ of “Ra” must certainly sense the truth of their own puniness and fear for their own lives. Finally, even Pharaoh must be feeling the fallacy of it all, as we find for the first time- coming only at the close of the ninth plague- the testimony that, “the man Moshe was very great in the land of Egypt, in the eyes of the servants of Pharaoh and in the eyes of the people (11:3).” Pharaoh himself might not have been ready to fully concede, but everyone around him, his servants and all his subjects, now saw clearly and undeniably who the true ‘son’ of the one and only true G-d really was.

Our journey through the wondrous saga of the Exodus is almost at its end. With our text now closed and the forty questions resolved, the time has finally arrived for...

PART III: The Conclusion                       

When scanning the annals of history, our attempt at finding close parallels to the Jewish exile in Egypt over 3300 years ago is a futile one. As pointed out in the prefatory remarks to the answers to our quandaries, the numerous abject, oppressive conditions to which the Jews have been subjected over the centuries, are classified as being mostly ordeals of physical or spiritual annihilation, sometimes an admixture of the two.                       

Egypt, though, was in a league of its own. Pharaoh, too, stands alone as a monarch bent neither on utter Amalek-like destruction nor Greek-like assimilation. No, Pharaoh was unique because ancient Egypt, the place of the Jews’ first exile, was truly unique. The story of this exile that transpired so long ago has taught the Jewish people myriad lessons, important and perpetually salient ones, to be gleaned from all different aspects of the Exodus narrative.

Identity. Yes, if we were to ask what a primary purpose was for the slavery and consequent redemption, we would have to respond immediately that the exile welded twelve tribal families into one nation through their shared suffering. The Jews had entered Egypt fragmented, and emerged instead as a united nation, a nation with an identity, a nation with a name. Indeed it is the Book of Names, for the tortuous years of constant hardship brought all Jews together under one roof to shed their differences and focus instead on the differences between them as a united people and their Egyptian adversaries. And yes, they managed, through all those horrific years, to cling tightly to their names, their individual Jewish character, which, along with a refusal to acclimate and acculturate themselves in language and dress, served to forever ensure that the Jewish identity would remain intact. In this merit, G-d’s involvement in the birth of the Jewish people was dramatically manifested and He openly demonstrated His concern with their destiny. 

In general, when the masses are robbed of the significance and preciousness of names, they will never conceive of the selfhood that engenders freedom. The slavery to which the Jews were subjected was a weapon against nationhood, not only an end in itself. Work the Israelites enough, make them scramble for survival, and they will have no time for the idealism of national purpose. The visceral Jewish response, though, was to insist all the more upon at least the superficial trappings of identity- their “names” in the most literal sense. No matter how much Pharaoh tried to break them by destroying their self-esteem-- the gemara
 recounts how he would have the men do the work of the women and vice-versa, all to belittle them and their worth-- the Jews were steadfast at least in clinging tightly to identity. Enough, G-d felt, to warrant their redemption. 

The suffering apparently was intended to also refine and cleanse the Jewish character, to remove the dross of moral impurities and to heighten their ethical sensitivity. The Egyptian exile may thus be viewed as a necessary experience that molded the moral quality of the Jewish people for all time.

And so the Jews merited an auspicious manifestation of the Divine Presence. They knew all along, though, that it was G-d who brought about their redemption from the land and, for that reason, Jews through today always refer to the festive holiday commemorating the event as Pesach. They recognize that the saga was about G-d distinguishing between the houses of the Jews and those of the Egyptians as He passed over Egypt, symbolizing the separation between the Jews and those who worshipped His very own creations as deities. The Jewish People were merely passive figures in the whole scheme. G-d, however, because His nation proudly recognized their unique identity, refers in the Torah to the festival not as Passover- emphasizing His role- but rather as Chag HaMatzos, highlighting instead the role of the Jews. They obeyed Him and hastened out of Egypt so hurriedly that they even lacked the requisite time to bake bread, a far more satisfying meal than the unleavened matzos.

Whatever the paramount focus of the yom tov, it is incumbent upon every participant to personally identify with the Exodus, vicariously suffering its anguish and exulting in its triumphs. Commemorating an event that occurred thousands of years ago, though, is certainly no facile task, as the passage of time alone breeds an air of insouciance. How does one make it relevant for himself many years after the event? Can the tale of the Exodus truthfully serve as a paradigm for our modern day and age, that we could sincerely attempt to relive and re-experience it year after year?

To solve this problem, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik writes, the compiler of the Haggadah inserted the following: “And if G-d had not taken our ancestors out of Egypt, we and our children and our children’s children would still be enslaved in Egypt.” The thesis is set forth that, were it not for the redemption from Egypt, there would be no Jewish people today. We are not recalling an historical curiosity, but rather are accounting for our present-day identity. Not only does the Exodus account for the present Jewish identity, but the Jews are also experiencing similar persecution in our own day. We not only know history but relive it. The Pharaohs of our day are more dangerous than the ancient tyrants because the means of destruction at their disposal are more fearful. Reading the Exodus narrative, we realize more poignantly the contemporary plight of the Jew. It is with this in mind that the Haggadah compiler adds: “In every generation a person should look upon himself as if he personally had come out of Egypt.” Not our ancestors alone did G-d redeem, but also us has He redeemed with them.
 

The past is not only relevant but current as well. The liberation from tyranny and the fight for freedom is the story of the Jewish people as a whole. It is only by identifying personally with the saga of the Exodus that the Jew can read painstakingly through the Haggadah on Pesach night and truly be grateful to G-d for His past and present miracles that ensure the preservation of the Jew and his national identity.

As we rewind back to ancient Egypt and relive annually the great debate of the time, we will never lose sight of G-d’s abundant love and concern for His chosen people, for His ‘children’ whom He redeemed from a land of abject slavery and severe persecution. What, then, was really at stake oh so many years ago? 

Plenty.  
HAVE A MOST WONDERFUL AND MEANINGFUL SHABBOS!            

� Excerpted from R’ Moshe Eisemann’s commentary on Sefer Yechezkel, Artscroll/Mesorah Press, p. 442. (See also R’ M. Kaminetzky’s opening remarks in his essay appearing in the sefer, Ishei Hashem, p. 64.) See also Derech Sicha (pesicha, p. 3), for R’ Chaim Kaniyevsky’s brief remark, and see also Mavoh LiTorah Shebik'sav ViTorah Shebi'al Peh (Korman), p. 29.  
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� I subsequently found the question also discussed by R’ Binyamin Mi’Shklov (disciple of the Gra), in his Givi’e Givea Kesef, printed in Biurei HaGra (“mik’sav yad”), p. 239. 
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� Based on Shemos Rabba, 1:18 (and Sanhedrin 101b), Rashi does indeed remark that the decree was issued after Pharaoh’s astrologers informed him that the Jewish savior would meet calamity in [regarding] water. But perhaps there was more at play, something within even the realm of p’shat, based on the core belief system and basic ideology of Egypt at the time…Read on…      





� See also the Zohar (19a) and the Medrash HaGadol’s comments on the pasuk. R’ Shimon Schwab offers an interesting approach in his Ma’ayan Beis HaShoaiva, p. 131 (nimukim, 2:1). In addition, see R’ Moshe Eisemann’s explanation in his Laila Kayom Ya’ir collection of essays on the Haggadah shel Pesach, p. 113. See also Binah Bi’Mikra (Yaakovson) and HaParsha L’Doroseha (Korman).   


 


� I subsequently found this query also posed in the sefer, El HaMekoros, vol. 2, p. 190, as well as in an old volume of the journal Shema’asin.





� See also R’ Elchonon Wasserman’s Koveitz Ma’amarim, ma’amar “Zechor Yemos Olam,” and my essay on parshas Bamidbar, “What Really Counts…”  





� See the interesting remarks of R’ Soloveitchik appearing in Mi’Peninei HaRav, p. 264.





� Various opinions are cited to explain the omission of the Girgashite, the seventh nation enumerated elsewhere in Scripture as inhabiting the land of Canaan -see for instance Yehoshua, 3:10. Among them, that they were scattered throughout the land and were thus not always listed with the others (Ha’emek Davar). See especially the Ramban’s remarks on the pasuk, and see Peninim MiShulchan HaGra on parshas Lech Lecha, 15:19, quoting the HaK’sav Vi’ha’Kabbalah and the Gra’s Aderes Eliyahu.   





� See especially the passage in Brachos 9b-- the people were even willing to forgo the abundant riches of Egypt just to be freed from the land as quickly as possible.   





� Interesting to note is the omission of the officers who are mentioned elsewhere together with the elders- see Beha’aloscha, 11:16, and Vayeilech, 31:28.





� See also parshas Bo, 13:5, and there, too, the people are the ones being addressed.  





� See Abarbanel. See also R’ Shimon Schwab’s Ma’ayan Beis HaShoaiva, p. 132 (nimukim, 3:8).


 


� See also the comments of the Ramban and Ha’emek Davar.





� I subsequently saw that the Maharil Diskin also addresses the same difficulty.


  


� See Medrash HaGadol (7:16), Rashi, Ramban, Maharal, and others.  





� See Shu”t HaRashba (vol. 4, #187) and Tosfos Yom Tov on D’mai (7:3), and see R’ Maimon’s Sarei HaMei’a, vol. 1, pp. 79-80. See also Chasam Sofer al HaTorah, and see Torah Temimah on Vayishlach, 33:2, and R’ Eysan Yadi’s Imros Tehoros, pp. 14-15.   


� See Rashi on Beraishis, 1:21, who translates “taninim gedolim” as “the big fish in the sea.” See also Yechezkel, 29:3 and 32:2, referring to Pharaoh. In his Bi’ur Sheimos HaNirdafim, R’ Vortheimer discusses four different names used to describe snake-like creatures.   





� On this note, see the commentary of the Ralbag.  





� Shemos Rabba, 1:26; Tanchuma, #7; Yalkut Shimoni, remez #166. But see also how the Rashbam and Chizkuni (4:10) explain Moshe’s speech flaw in a purely logical fashion, and see the understanding of the Gra brought in Yalkut Avanim (likutim from the Gra- R’ M. Rosen’s edition, p. 149).   





� See the Drashos HaRan, drush 3 and 5, from which I will be borrowing a bit later in the essay. (The Ran’s approach can also be seen in Drashos Mahari Mintz, drasha 9.) See, however, Shu”t Eysan HaEzrachi (kuntrus Yerach HaEysanim, parshas Shemos), who is troubled with the Ran’s explanation. See also the Ramban’s remarks on Yisro, 19:19. For a completely different approach, see the Maharal’s Gevuros Hashem, chapter 28. (See my essay on parshas Devarim for an elaboration of the Maharal’s understanding.) In addition, see R’ Yitzchak Volozhin’s Peh Kadosh, 4:11, the Torah Temimah’s Tosefes Bracha, 6:30, and R’ Yaakov Moshe Charlap’s Mei Marom, vol. 5, p. 130. In his comments on 4:10, the Ramban discusses why Hashem wished not to heal Moshe from his infirmity. (See also Shemos Rabba, 3:20.)   


 


� See Chiddushei HaGriz al HaTorah.


� Reflections, vol. 1, p. 180. See also Harirei Kedem on the Moadim (vol. 1, siman 186, p. 314), for the remarks R’ Soloveitchik cited in the name of his father. 


� There are even those who claim that Goshen was within the boundaries of Eretz Yisroel- see Yetzi’as Mitzraim U’Matan Torah (Korman), pp. 197-198. See also Pirkei d’R’ Eliezer, chapter 26, that it was at least considered to be a part of B’nei Yisroel’s inheritance. (See R’ Mandelbaum’s MiMa’amakim, parshas Vayechi, pp. 241-245.) 


 


� Commenting on the last pasuk in parshas Vayigash, the Targum Yonasan ben Uziel writes that “ba’tei medrashin,” houses of study (in the plural), were built by B’nei Yisroel in the land of Goshen.


   


� Interesting to note, is that in Ginzburg’s Legends of the Jews, the author writes that, while working in Egypt proper, the Jews were even forced to stand out by wearing linen clothing, a precursor of the yellow star of David instituted in Nazi Germany.





� See, however, the comments of the Beis Halevi. 





� We are therefore not the least bit surprised to discover that the ancient Egyptians were the very first to use a solar calendar, put into use about 4236 B.C.E. or 4242 B.C.E. (See The Handy Science Answer Book, compiled by the Science and Technology department of the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, p. 404). See also Robert Levine’s A Geography of Time, p. 54, regarding their early use of the sundial. Interesting to note is also that, “The ancient Egyptians referred to their nation, in their native tongue, as Kham or Khan (the black land), a designation that recalls Ham (pronounced with a guttural, hard “h”), the father of Mitzraim (Genesis, 10:6)”- Long, Riddle of the Exodus, p. 27. Perhaps, though, it also constantly recalled the potency of their supreme deity, the intense heat (cham) so prevalent in the land (and scorching deserts) of Egypt...       


      


� Noting that the Egyptian god is quite often referred to as “Re” (a title spelled frequently as “Ra,” and pronounced the same as the Hebrew word, “ra” (“raish”/“ayin”), meaning evil!), how interesting then to consider that the Hebrew word, “Par’oh,” consists of the two words, “poh” and “ra.” Essentially, the Egyptian monarch declares: “Poh Ra,” “here, within me- and contained inside my very name- is the embodiment of the god, “Ra.” (See also Degel Machaneh Ephraim (parshas Vayigash), and Me’or V’Shemesh (ri’mazei Pesach): “peh ra.”) In addition, see my essay on parshas Balak, “Revealing Ba’al Pe’or,” regarding the connection of Pharaoh’s name to the idea of “pri’yah,” revealing. See also the interesting association appearing in Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 484, and James D. Long’s Riddle of the Exodus, p. 20; Long’s own novel interpretation appears on p. 22.


      


� See also Rashi’s remarks on Va’eira, 7:15—based on Shemos Rabba, 9:8—and see the comments of the Meshech Chochma on parshas Mikeitz, 41:33.





� HaTorah VihaMitzvah on Va’eira, 7:15.





� Even the magnificent pyramids served primarily to highlight the Pharaoh’s belief in control of the supernatural—and they would be built by the Jews and those nations he deemed far inferior to the Egyptian race: “The construction and the precise orientation of pyramids and temples on a north-south or east-west axis had magic implications designed to control the supernatural by symbolically reproducing it” (Edward T. Hall, The Hidden Dimension, p. 83). See also Wendell Jamieson’s Father Knows Less, p. 232, regarding the unique shape of the pyramids.   





� While I did share the same general approach, the recent terminology is largely a paraphrase from R’ Mattis Weinberg’s Frameworks, beginning of vol. 2. See also R’ Chaim Yaakov Goldvicht’s Asufas Ma’arachos, beginning of parshas Shemos, and R’ Betzalel Naor’s Ben Shana Shaul, pp. 61-62. 





� Shemos Rabba, 1:18- cited by Rashi on 1:22. See also Sanhedrin, 101b. Because Pharaoh’s astrologers were unsure whether the savior would be born to an Israelite woman or an Egyptian one, the decree was issued even against all Egyptian newborn males as well. (See the Tzeida L’Derech’s remarks on Rashi.)  





� See R’ M. Y. Weinstock’s Divrei Ya’ir, parshas Shemos, p. 82.





� See R’ Yaakov Kaminetzky’s Emes L’Yaakov on the pasuk. See also the related comments of the Meshech Chochma in his commentary on parshas Shelach, 13:30—and see his remarks on parshas Chukas, 20:11. In addition, see R’ Amnon Bazak’s Nekudas Pesicha, pp. 65-66. The Maharil (Likutei Maharil, hosafos, #103) explains that the Christian deity is referred to in Chazal as Yeshu HaNotzri precisely to highlight that he was notzar, was created and formed, in the same fashion as everyone else, as opposed to the outrageous claim of the Christians. (That which we say it refers simply to his place of birth is just to pacify the Christian questioner, he writes.) On this note, see also the incredible story recorded in the introduction to Shu”t Igros Moshe, vol. 8, p. 15, regarding the daughters of Lot and their unique merit to have Mashiach descend from them. A similar story (also involving R’ Moshe) with the very same message, is related in R’ Zilberstein’s Tuvcha Ya’biu, parshas Vayeira, p. 131. See, as well, R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Kometz HaMincha, 22a. See also the fascinating remez and comment of Rabbeinu Ephraim on parshas Re’eh, 13:7.      





� Riddle of the Exodus, pp. 58-59.





� See especially the remarks of R. E. M. Bluch appearing in Peninim Mi’Shulchan Gavoa.  





� In a similar vein, see the Ibn Ezra’s remarks on Megillas Esther, 4:16, and the additional comments of R’ Mersky in his Hegyonei Halacha, vol. 1, p. 274. 





� See the Netziv’s Ha’emek Davar, 3:8.  





� See R’ Reuven Margoliyos’s HaMikra Vi’haMesorah, ma’amar 18, where he posits that the abundant “chalav”of Eretz Yisroel actually refers to white wine, as opposed to its usual definition of milk. Egypt was not known for producing quality wine, while Eretz Yisroel is praised for it, gefen being regarded as one of the seven species rampant in the land. (See also the comments of R’ Avraham Avli from Vilna recorded in Koheles Yitzchak (Vayigash, 45:23), and appearing as well in Be’er Avraham (Likutei Nischa d’R’ Abba, #49).) Regarding the precise nature of the honey, see Rashi’s comment on parshas Bo, 13:5, and see his remarks in Megilla 6a (based clearly on the gemara in Kesuvos 111b).  





� In his Tosefes Bracha on 3:8, the author of the Torah Temimah attempts to explain why milk and honey were singled out above wine, oil, and, especially, the seven species of the land for which Eretz Yisroel is constantly praised.  





� Note also the terminology later on in parshas Yisro, 18:10, and see Rashi’s comments there based on the Mechilta. It is quite interesting to note as well, that in Yisro, 18:9, we find: “Yisro rejoiced over ‘kol ha’tovah,’ all the good, that Hashem had done for Israel, that He had rescued it from ‘yad Mitzraim,’ the hand of Egypt.” We thus see once again that the real “tov,” the more profound sense of ‘good,’ is to be recognized and appreciated primarily within the context of a departure from “yad Mitzraim,” the hand of Egypt, as opposed to “ani Mitzraim,” the mere physical affliction.       





� See also Yahuda’s The Accuracy of the Bible, pp. 108-110, with regard to the serpent-staff of Thoth, the Egyptian god of writing and the scribe of the gods.  





� It also appears in Berasihis Rabba, 71:9, Yalkut Shimoni, #127 and #742, and elsewhere.   





� In the midrashic literature (Alpha Beisa d’Ben Sira- Otzar Midrashim (37)), we even find Moshe performing actual techiyas ha’meisim, as he revives Michah from the dead at the time of the Jews’ departure from Egypt.   





� Sforno, Va’eira, 7:9. See also the Malbim. Parenthetically, see the comments of the Maharal in his Gevuros Hashem, p. 248.  





� See especially HaAvos Vi’haShevatim (Korman), p. 231, footnote 6.  





� We find a similar idea regarding the mofeis to be performed in front of Pharaoh. The pasuk (7:9) states that “yi’he li’tanin,” “it will become a tanin,” an indication, explains the Ba’al HaTurim, that the staff will only become a snake-like creature at the moment that Aharon commands it to do so; it will not take place automatically. This notion highlights, once again, the fact that the wonders were to be seen as having resulted from the power possessed by the people themselves. (See the Meshech Chochma for another interpretation.)


    


� See R’ Vortheimer’s Be’ur Sheimos HaNirdafim.





� See John Lloyd and John Mitchinson’s The Book of General Ignorance, p. 67: “Crocodile means ‘lizard,’ from the Greek krokodeilos. This name was first recorded by Herodotus, who remarked on them basking on the pebbly banks of the Nile.” And regarding their strength: “The muscles that close the jaws of a crocodile or alligator are so strong that they have the same downward force of a truck falling off a cliff.” (See there also for the differences between the crocodile and the alligator.)   





� Accuracy, p. 109. Yahuda thus claims that, “in applying tanin to Pharaoh, it can only mean the crocodile.”  





� See Rashi, for example, and see the comments of the Ibn Ezra.





� See also the Ramban’s comments on 6:13 and the Targum Yonasan ben Uziel on 7:1. (See R’ Simcha Zissel Broide’s additional remarks in his Sam Derech on 7:1.)   





� Based on the Drashos HaRan, drush 3 and 5—see above, footnote #32.





� See again my remarks in footnote 47. 





� See also the Kli Chemda’s hakdama to his commentary on chumash.   


� The Accuracy of the Bible, p. 85. For an understanding of how the plagues specifically targeted the various Egyptian deities, see Yahuda’s Hebrew work, Eiver V’arav, pp. 21-24 (a brief synopsis is presented in Yaakovson’s Binah Bi’Mikra, parshas Va’eira). See an even more thorough analysis appearing in Long’s Riddle of the Exodus, chapter 8. A very different approach to understanding Bo, 12:12- HaKB”H’s meting out judgment to their gods- can be see in the commentary of the HaK’sav VihaKabbalah.    


  


� “Re” or “Ra,” the foremost Egyptian god, is elaborately described in the well-known A Hymn To Aton. Parenthetically, according to the historian, James Breasted, the hymn serves as proof that King Akhenaton of Egypt was a monotheist, his single god being the sun god “Re.” 





� See the enlightening remarks of the Malbim on Va’eira, 7:15. See also HaAvos Vi’haShevatim (Korman), pp. 251-252. The sun was held in even higher esteem than the Nile because the Nile’s overflowing waters providing sustenance to Egypt was a phenomenon believed made possible only by the movements of the sun.    





� Sotah 11b. See the related insight of the Torah Temimah. 





� See the comments of the Gra, cited by the grandson of R’ Avraham achi haGra in his Derech Avos (see Derech Sicha, parshas Mishpatim, pp. 309-310); R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Pri Tzaddik on Shavuos, #3 (vol. 4, p. 35- “vi’zeh”); and Kedushas Levi, parshas Bo, 12:27. (See also Pi’anu’ach Parshiyos (Korman), p. 57.) For alternate explanations regarding Chag HaMatzos/Pesach, see Sheim MiShmuel (Haggadah shel Pesach, p. 37), and R’ Wolfson’s Emunas I’techa on the Moadim (“Acharon shel Pesach”), p. 39.   





� Excerpted from Reflections of the Rav, vol. 2, pp. 211-212.






