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AUTHOR’S PREFACE


THE BIBLE IS THE MOST EXCITING AND REMARKABLE BOOK the world has ever known, containing the story of God and people. It is the basic book of human destiny. To the Jewish people, the Bible is more. It is the Book, the Book of Books, the raison d’etre of Judaism, the story of meeting with God. The Bible is, indeed, the “tree of life.”


As one book, the Bible is actually a composite of many books spanning the vastness of time, compressing millenia of human events, struggles, failures, aspirations, successes. It portrays the endeavors of innumerable personalities . . . prophets, kings, priests and humble people. Tradition ascribes a unity to a group of twelve short prophetic books, counting them as one book, referred to as The Twelve. These are the Prophets Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi. Some recognize I Samuel and II Samuel as one book, likewise I Kings, II Kings and I Chronicles and II Chronicles. Counting these as two books each, the total biblical books number thirty-nine.


The three major categories of the Bible are:


Torah or Pentateuch


Nevi’im or Prophets


Ketuvim or Sacred Writings (Hagiographa).


A convenient way to remember these divisions is by contracting the initial letter of the groups into one word TeNaKh, (Kh is the soft sound of the letter K), as the Bible is known in Jewish circles.



TORAH


The Torah known as the Pentateuch comprises the Five Books of Moses, sometimes referred to by other names: Torath Moshe, the Torah of Moses, because Jewish tradition asserts that Moses wrote the Pentateuch, with the exception of the last few sentences which record the death of Moses, included by Joshua. Since there are five parts or books, it is sometimes called Hamishah Humshay Torah or simply Humash, “The Five.”


Over the period of time the term Torah has assumed ever-expanding connotations. It is the Scroll read in the synagogue as part of the central worship service. It may also signify the entire Bible, all three divisions: Torah, Nevi’im, Ketuvim. It is likewise the Written Law (Torah She-bikhethav) as distinguished from the Oral Law (Torah She-be’alpeh). It is the Written Law because the events were recorded near or concurrent with the times of their occurrences, the Five Books being traditionally accepted as recorded by Moses at the behest of God. This differs from the Oral Law (Mishna and Gemara or Talmud)—an expansive compendium of law interpretation, and legend, based on the principles of the Bible, transmitted by word of mouth from generation to generation for many centuries until finally reduced to writing about 500 C.E. Although finalized into the written word, the name of the oral transmission method has been retained.


The connecting thread throughout religious literature, the Torah is the sum total of authoritative rabbinic studies, injunctions, regulative principles, and codes formulated and proclaimed after the Oral Law was recorded, and continuing to our own day. While each is apparently an individual effort, every layer is rooted in the Torah, that is, the Five Books of Moses. The Torah may be visualized in its structure as an inverted pyramid, the Five Books representing the foundation, and layers upon layers of larger bodies of law and tradition imposed thereon to keep pace with increasing experience. It can be compared to the Constitution of the United States, concise and brief, yet the source of the judicial and interpretive system in our country. Torah is, in addition, a concept, an ideology, a way of life. It becomes more conceptual as it embraces more and more of the totality of Jewish life and humanity in general. Torah is Judaism and Jewish religion encompasses every aspect of life.


While reference to Torah infers wide and not necessarily exclusive meanings, in its earliest and most limited sense Torah is the Scroll of Law which contains the Five Books of Moses and the first of the three letters of the contracted and symbolic word TeNaKh. Names of the Five Books derive either from the Greek translation of the Bible—known as Septuagint—or from the Hebrew. In the English-speaking world, the Books are more familiarly known by their Greek names which in one word describe the contents. Genesis from the Greek “origin, source, creation” details the beginnings of the world, society and the Jewish people. Exodus from the Greek word “going out” narrates the departure of the Israelites from Egypt after centuries of bondage. Leviticus, devoted to the “Levites” includes the laws and regulations enjoined upon the Levites, the tribe of priests, as they served in the Sanctuary as well as commandments and rules of life given to the people. Numbers takes its name from the census or counting of the Israelites when they were in the wilderness preparing for their journey to the Promised Land. The fifth book Deuteronomy, “repetition,” reviews the experiences described in Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers and also presents a summary of previously given laws.


On the other hand, the Hebrew names derive from the first, or first important Hebrew word of the opening sentence of the book. Thus, the Greek Genesis is Berayshith, in the beginning, from “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” The book Exodus, Shemoth in Hebrew, connotes names, the second word of the opening verse of this book being Ayleh Shemoth, “Now these are the names of the sons of Israel who came to Egypt with Jacob.” Leviticus is Vayikra, “And He called,” from the first sentence “And He (God) called to Moses” to instruct him about the laws of the Levites. Numbers is Bemidbar, meaning “In the wilderness” from the first sentence “And the Lord spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai.” Deuteronomy is Devarim, meaning words, from the opening words of the fifth book, “And these are the words which Moses spoke unto all Israel.”


This practice of name referrals has been carried over into other areas of Jewish tradition. It is followed, for example, with each portion of the Torah read in the Synagogue on Sabbath morning. The Five Books, divided into fifty-four parts, are read over the period of the entire year, beginning on Simhath Torah (last of the days of Sukkoth, Feast of Tabernacles). A specific portion is assigned to each week, called Sidra, meaning order, and each section is named by its first word or first important word of the first sentence of that portion. Thus, the first portion of the Bible read in the Synagogue (in addition to being the name of the entire first book) is known as Berayshith from the opening word, “In the beginning.” The second portion, beginning with Chapter VI is called Noah from the first important word of the first sentence, “These are the generations of Noah.” Also, in traditional Hebrew correspondence, the salutation always refers to the portion to be read on the succeeding Sabbath. The name of the portion of the Torah is the name of the week.


In addition to these Hebrew names, ancient Hebrew names descriptive of the contents have also been appended to the individual books. Genesis, or Berayshith, is also known as Sayfer Mahsay Berayshith, Book of the Acts of Creation; Exodus or Shemoth is Sayfer Yetzi’ath Mitzrayim, Book of the Departure from Egypt. Leviticus or Vayikra is called Torath Kohanim, Laws of the Priests. Numbers or Bemidbar is Humash Ha-pekudim, Fifth (Book) of the Musterings (Numbers). And Deuteronomy or Devarim is called Mishneh Torah, meaning Repetition of the Torah.


FIRST DIVISION OF THE BIBLE


(Torah, Pentateuch)


[image: image]


SECOND DIVISION OF THE BIBLE


The Prophets, Nevi’im, are symbolized by the consonant N of the contraction TeNaKh, appearing in two major divisions:


Earlier or Former Prophets (Nevi’im Rishonim)


Joshua


Judges


I Samuel


II Samuel


I Kings


II Kings


Latter Prophets (Nevi’im Aharonim)


Isaiah


Jeremiah


Ezekiel


The Twelve (T’ray Asar)


Hosea


Joel


Amos


Obadiah


Jonah


Micah


Nahum


Habakkuk


Zephaniah


Haggai


Zechariah


Malachi


In addition to the practice of reading fifty-four divisions of the Torah in the Synagogue on Sabbaths during the course of the year (each called Sidra), selections of the Prophets relating to the theme of the Torah readings are read. They are called Haftarot (singular, Haftorah) which means conclusion. On festival and holy days, when Torah readings are culled from parts of the Torah containing descriptions of the specific festival, selections of the prophetic books are also assigned for chanting. In this manner, considering all the Sabbaths, holy days and festivals, a substantial part of the books of the Prophets is included in the public worship service.


THIRD DIVISION OF THE BIBLE


The last consonant of the contraction TeNaKh stands for Ketuvim, the Sacred Writings, or Hagiographa:


Psalms (Tehillim)


Proverbs (Mishlay)


Job (Iyov)


Song of Songs (Shir Ha-shirim)


Ruth


Lamentations (Aykhah)


Ecclesiastes (Koheleth)


Esther (Estayr)


Daniel


Ezra


Nehemiah


I Chronicles (Divray Ha-yamim)


II Chronicles


The public religious service includes also readings from the Sacred Writings. Psalms, for example, form the basic pattern of the daily, especially the morning service. On Sabbath and holidays additional psalms are read. The thirty-first chapter of Proverbs which extols the virtues of the Jewish woman, is read Sabbath eve in the home at the dinner table. A number of passages from Proverbs are included at the early morning service primarily for the instruction of the children.


The Five Scrolls, known as Hamaysh Megilloth, are read publicly in the Synagogue. The Song of Songs is read on the Sabbath of the intermediate days of Passover (Shabbath Hol Hamoed). Ecclesiastes is read on the Sabbath of the intermediate days of Sukkoth, Feast of Booths or Tabernacles or on Shemini Atzereth, the eighth day of the festival, if it falls on the Sabbath. Ruth is read on Shavuoth, Feast of Weeks. Lamentations is read on Tish’ah Be-Ab (Ninth of Ab), the Jewish national fast day of mourning to commemorate the destruction of the two Holy Temples and other catastrophes. The Book of Esther is read on Purim, the Feast of Lots.


Thus, all three divisions form part of the regular synagogue ritual. The books of Job, Daniel, Ezra and Nehemiah, I Chronicles and II Chronicles, while they are not included in the regular synagogue service (with the exception of brief selections from I Chronicles and Nehemiah in the morning service), are interestingly drawn into a related ritual. In days of old, the high priest who ministered in the Holy Temple of Jerusalem was required to hear or to study these volumes on the evening of Yom Kippur, Day of Atonement, in preparation for his conduct of the service on the following day.


In presenting THE ETERNAL BOOKS RETOLD we have had reference to the generally used 1917 translation of the Holy Scriptures by the Jewish Publication Society of America which comprises 1,136 pages set in the customary biblical two columns of small face type text to a page. We have also had reference to the newly translated Torah from the traditional Hebrew text published by the Jewish Publication Society of America in 1962 which comprises 393 pages of average face type, reading from margin to margin, and the newly translated Nevi’im (Prophets) published in 1978 which comprises 898 pages. Ketubim, the third category of the Bible, comprising 624 pages, was published in May, 1982. These volumes deviate from previously presented translations in avoiding obsolete words and phrases. For the second person singular, the form “you” is used and in the second person plural, when referring to God, “You” appears in place of, respectively, “thou” and “Thou.”


In this book, THE ETERNAL BOOKS RETOLD, we have adhered to the 1962 premise regarding the second person singular and plural of the personal pronoun, in keeping with the now accepted purpose of making the Holy Scriptures more comprehensible to all kinds of people, who look to the Bible for knowledge and inspiration, and are enabled to find rich treasures there otherwise inaccessible to them.


Understandably, numerous volumes were researched in preparing the narratives of each of the thirty-nine books of the Bible. I used Bibles with varied translations, history books and prayer books in which biblical selections are included. Acknowledgment is made of Rabbi Mortimer J. Cohen’s Pathways Through The Bible, published in 1946 by the Jewish Publication Society. I have for many years studied this classic book, indeed, making it part of my being. Indeed, Dr. Cohen read the original manuscript and encouraged its publication. I have also referred to the comprehensive and profound Soncino Books of the Bible, published by the Soncino Press of London, edited by the Rev. Dr. A. Cohen and others.


Selections to elucidate the text of THE ETERNAL BOOKS RETOLD are often paraphrased to exact every nuance of meaning from the verses, and are therefore indicated as being taken “from” the scriptures rather than a word for word rendition of either the 1917 or 1962 translations of the Bible. The interpretations and explanations of the biblical text are intended to reveal spiritual truths of Judaism which may help the reader better to understand its tenets and better to cope with the complexity of life which will make the Bible even more meaningful and significant to him.


My purpose in presenting this book, THE ETERNAL BOOKS RETOLD, retelling and explaining the ancient books of The Holy Scriptures, is to place the whole body of this religious literature within the covers of a single volume, easily intelligible to readers of all ages, for their enlightenment, information, enjoyment and inspiration, and to perform the service of personal guidance through the labyrinth of the world’s foremost book. Hopefully, the reader will be encouraged to read The Holy Scriptures both in the Hebrew and the translated English texts available to us.


I am indebted to many people in the creation of this book whose interest, assistance and kindness have been invaluable. I wish to thank the authors of the many books consulted, the librarians in the various libraries who assisted me in my researching information, and the Jewish Publication Society for permission to quote from Pathways Through the Bible, pages 235, 236, 272, 303, 323, 337, and 477.


I acknowledge with profound gratitude the careful editing by Dr. Menahem G. Glenn, Mrs. Frances Diane Robotti; Dr. Gerald Shepherd; and the late Rabbi Abraham Burstein. Their erudition and diligence are part of this volume.


My deepest feelings of gratitude are for my wife, Edith, for her love, her constant, unstinting and unreserved motivation to write. Without her devotion and wise counsel, neither this book nor any other would have been brought to light.


Alex J. Goldman


Stamford, Connecticut





PART I


THE LAW


Pentateuch Torah






GENESIS
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Berayshith


THE FIRST BOOK OF THE BIBLE TELLS THE STORY OF ALL BEGINnings, the creation of life, of people and of a good world in which to live. Out of the void God fashions an ordered universe, creating in six days the heavens, earth, light, firmament and seas, vegetation, fishes, birds and animals; and when each day is completed God pronounces that what has been performed is good. When the six days of creative effort are over, God rests on the seventh, called the Sabbath. God sanctifies and blesses the day, and we on earth are called upon to follow the same practice, that is, work for six days and rest on the seventh.


The beginnings of life and of people on earth as told in the scriptures are simple and dramatic. People are created by God. God is, therefore, Creator and the Creator of all who follow. Adam is the first man. All people derive from him. All people are alike and equal. Here we have the basic religious teaching known as the Fatherhood of God and the Brotherhood of Man. Created in the image and likeness of God, people must always strive to live the good, divine, and godly life.


God fashions a helpmate for Adam out of one of Adam’s ribs. Her name is Eve. God places them together in the Garden of Eden; Adam is told to till the garden and to tend it. He is given the liberty to eat of every tree of the Garden but not of the tree of knowledge. Tempted by the serpent, Eve encourages Adam to eat with her of the forbidden fruit. God’s will has been flouted. All three are punished, Adam, Eve, and the serpent. Evil, wickedness, pain have been brought upon the world early in the history of people.


The evil persists. Cain and Abel, sons born of Adam and Eve, are the first children of God’s creation. Their lives end ignominiously in exile and untimely death. Cain brings an offering to God from the fruit of the soil, and Abel, for his part, brings the choicest of the firstlings of his flock. God pays heed to Abel and his offering but not to Cain’s gifts. Thereupon Cain is much distressed, and, in a fit of envy and anger, sets upon his brother Abel and kills him. It is the first case of fratricide. Cain’s denial of responsibility, vividly expressed by his retort to God’s questioning as to the whereabouts of Abel is: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” It has become the slogan of all who refuse to accept human roles of responsibility. Cain is driven out of the land and made to wander over the face of the earth.


The biblical plan is clear to see. God would establish a world for people to conquer and to dominate for universal good and for a blessing. And then, very early, evil enters and reduces the blessings. People must therefore be on a constant alert to recapture and restore the divine blessings which have evaded them. There arises the process of selectivity by which persons are named, generations recorded, until one individual is summoned to play the leading role of guiding people to seek restoration of their primeval blessings. The scriptures continue the account of the surviving son of Adam and Eve, in the report of Adam’s descendants, generation by generation.


Ten generations are to elapse before the next striking individual is to emerge on the scene of history. Among them are: Enoch who “walked with God,” and Methuselah, whose span of nine hundred and sixty-nine years has become the symbol of long life. He is the father of Lamech, who in turn is father of Noah.


Noah finds favor in the eyes of God. His life marks the end of a major period of history and the beginning of another. His arrival brings hope for people’s return to the high estate that has been lost. Noah, the righteous man, is selected of God, destined to lead his generation out of corruption and wickedness which have spread throughout the world. The old world with its evil people is to be eradicated and a new world begun, with Noah and his family as a nucleus. Thus chosen, Noah and his sons build the famed ark as they prepare for the watery doom to be unleashed upon the world.


To assure life after the raging flood waters have subsided, paired creatures are led into the ark. Noah, with his sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, his wife and the wives of his sons, lead the procession into the ark. The deluge begins as the fountains of the great deep burst apart and the flood-gates of the sky break open. For forty days and forty nights, rain falls on the earth. The waters increase and raise the ark so that it rises above the earth and is launched. The swelling waters cover the highest mountains, and all existence on earth is blotted out—people, cattle, birds—only Noah and his family survive, and all those with him in the ark.


After a hundred and fifty days the waters subside and recede. The ark comes to rest on the mountains of Ararat. At the end of forty days, Noah opens the window of the ark and sends out a raven. The raven finds no place to alight and returns. Seven days later, a dove is sent out and it, too, returns to the ark. Noah waits another seven days and again sends forth the dove. The dove returns to him toward evening, and in its bill is a plucked-off olive leaf. Then Noah knows that the waters have decreased on the earth. Pained by the heavy loss the world has sustained, God arches a magnificent rainbow across the skies. It is God’s sign that a destructive deluge of such magnitude will never again revisit the earth.


Noah and his three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, become progenitors of the generations of people. Families of the nations are enumerated. However, the infliction of the flood has not had the desired effect of eradicating evil. Once more evil dawns in the hearts of people. They plan conquest of the very heavens, as depicted in the account of the Tower of Babel in the land of Shinar. People imagine they can climb the heights and dethrone God, but God defeats them by confounding their speech and dividing them into groupings, nations, and peoples to avert concerted wickedness and to provide control over the actions and deeds of others.


Eleven chapters of the Book of Genesis are devoted to the background for the selection of Abram as the founder of the Jewish people. Activated from the early pages of Genesis, the selective process narrows to the group upon which the Bible will hereafter concentrate. The narrator has passed over many peoples and individuals to choose one to covenant with God and lead others in striving to restore blessings of God upon all people. The covenant will be agreed upon by both parties; and Israel will be its vehicle. With Abram (later Abraham), the history of the people of Israel begins.


Terah is the father of Abram, Nahor, and Haran. Haran (who was the father of Lot) dies within the lifetime of his father, Terah, in his native land, Ur of the Chaldees, in Mesopotamia. Abram’s wife is called Sarai; Nahor’s wife is Milcah.


God calls upon Abram to leave his native land and kindred and to devote his life to the glorious future planned for him and his people. He is assured of reward for fulfilling his part of the covenant. “I will make you a great nation and I will bless you. . . . And I will bless those who bless you and curse those who curse you, and through you all the families of the earth will be blessed.”


Abram and his faithful wife, Sarai, willingly enter the covenant and set out southward (toward the Negeb) to the Promised Land of Canaan. There is a famine in the land, and Abram goes down into Egypt to sojourn there. As he is about to enter Egypt, he says to his wife, Sarai, “I am well aware that you are a beautiful woman. When the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘She is his wife,’ and they will kill me, but let you live. Say then that you are my sister, that it may go well with me because of you.” As he predicted, when they enter Egypt, the Egyptians see how beautiful Sarai is, and when the courtiers praise Sarai’s beauty to Pharaoh, she is brought to the palace. Pharaoh extends himself because of Sarai and things go well indeed with Abram. He acquires sheep, oxen, cattle, and camels. When Pharaoh is afflicted by plagues, he discovers that Sarai is really the wife of Abram, and he sends them away. Now rich in cattle, silver, and gold, Abram goes into the Negeb as far as Bethel, where he erects an altar.


When strife arises between the herdsmen of Abram and the herdsmen of his nephew Lot, Abram and Lot decide to separate peacefully. Abram remains in the land of Canaan; Lot settles in the cities of the plain of Jordan. God gives to Abram all the land he sees, to him and to his offspring forever. Often gripped by anxiety, Abram is reinvigorated by the pledge of God of the grandeur which awaits him. He is unable to understand, however, the fulfillment of the promise without having an heir, for Sarai is childless. God promises him a son. Meanwhile Sarai advises Abram to consort with her Egyptian maidservant, Hagar, who bears him a son, Ishmael, who is not destined to be in direct line of succession.


The terms of the covenant are formulated. Abram’s name becomes Abraham, meaning “father of multitudes,” and Sarai’s name becomes Sarah, conveying more descriptively the meaning of her name—princess. God will be the God of Abraham and of his descendants, and they will be God’s people. There is to be an external sign of the covenant, the rite of circumcision, on the eighth day following a male child’s birth.


God tells Abraham that his wife Sarah will bear him a son whom he is to name Isaac. God asserts that a covenant will be established with him and his offspring to come. And God blesses Ishmael and promises to make his issue exceedingly fertile, that he will be the father of twelve chieftains. At the age of ninety-nine, Abraham observes the rite of circumcision for himself, for all his retainers and home-born slaves.


Three messengers of God arrive to foretell the tidings of Isaac’s birth and the forthcoming destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, cities of evil and immorality from which Lot and his family are to be rescued. Abraham’s kind heart, his benevolent and hospitable nature, as well as his deep feeling for the right and the just, are shown in his dramatic plea for mercy and justice. He asks God, “Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked? Shall not the Judge of all the world act justly? What if there are fifty who are righteous? Will you destroy them too?” God agrees to stay the decree of destruction for the sake of the righteous. But fifty are not found. Abraham persists: “What if there are forty?” Again God agrees. There are not forty. Abraham asks again. Thirty? Twenty? Ten? But even ten good people are not to be found. Convinced that God is just and that no righteous people exist in Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham bows to God’s will.


Angels (messengers) arrive in Sodom to warn Lot of impending disaster and to urge him to leave at once with his family, lest they all be swept away because of the iniquity of the city. They instruct him to flee and not to look behind him, nor to stop anywhere in the plain, but to proceed to the hills. As the sun rises and Lot approaches the small town of Zoar, the Lord rains sulfurous fire upon Sodom and Gomorrah, annihilating those cities and all their inhabitants. Unable to restrain her curiosity, Lot’s wife looks back and is turned into a pillar of salt.


When Isaac is born to Sarah, she urges that Abraham send Hagar and her son away lest their heathen practices contaminate Isaac. Abraham, receiving God’s assurance that this is correct action, “for through Isaac will your seed be known,” banishes Hagar and Ishmael. God promises Hagar that Ishmael will be progenitor of a great nation.


Abraham has been confronted with many difficulties and trials in his long life. After invoking the name of God at Beer-sheba, he lives for a long time in the land of the Philistines. To prove his complete, unreserved, unequivocal faith in God, he is put to the supreme test when God asks him to sacrifice Isaac, his only beloved son. Abraham’s faith is unswerving. He prepares to set out for the appointed place, Moriah, which is several days’ journey distant. He takes the wood for the burnt offering, placing it on the boy’s back while he himself carries the firestone and the implement as the two walk off together. Isaac asks his father where the sheep is for the sacrifice, and Abraham replies that God will see to it that there is one. Abraham builds an altar on their arrival and lays out the wood, binds his son Isaac, and lays him on the altar. God, never intending to exact the sacrifice, sends an angel to stay Abraham’s hand. In Isaac’s stead, a ram, caught in the thickets nearby, is substituted. God now knows that Abraham’s faith is wholehearted and reassures Abraham that he will be rewarded, “Because you have done this thing . . . I will multiply your seed as the stars of the heaven and as the sand on the seashore . . . and through your seed will all the nations of the earth be blessed.”


Sarah dies at the age of one hundred and twenty-seven, and Abraham secures the cave of Machpelah in the land of Canaan (Palestine) for her interment. He pays four hundred shekels of silver to Ephron, son of Zohar. The cave of Machpelah, facing Mamre (Hebron), a basis for possession of Palestine, becomes the burial ground for all of the patriarchs of Israel and their wives (except Rachel).


With Abraham’s advancing years, he realizes his work is not yet completed. He must make certain that Isaac fulfills his destined role, which can be accomplished only if he is not dominated by foreign influences. Abraham therefore plans for Isaac to contract marriage with a woman of the land of his birth and instructs his devoted servant, Eliezer, to carry out his intentions. Eliezer sets out with ten of his master’s camels and makes his way to the city of Nahor. He asks for a divine sign, that the maiden to whom he shall say, “Please, lower your jar that I may drink,” and who replies, “Drink, and I will also water your camels”—she shall be the one whom God has decreed as the bride for Isaac.


Scarcely has he finished speaking when Rebekah (who was born to Bethuel, son of Milcah, the wife of Abraham’s brother Nahor) comes out with her water jar on her shoulders. She is very beautiful. She goes down to the spring, fills her jar, and returns. The servant, Eliezer, runs toward her asking for a drink. She lowers her jar for him to drink and offers a drink for his camels. He asks her name and if there is room in her father’s house for them to spend the night. The man rejoices that he is on the road on which God has guided him, to the house of Abraham’s kinsmen. Eliezer tells the household how God has greatly blessed his master Abraham, that Abraham has become wealthy, that Sarah has borne him a son in her old age, and that it is Abraham’s wish that Isaac secure a wife from his kindred. There is much feasting and rejoicing. Rebekah leaves her family accompanied by her nurse, and the party returns to the home of Abraham.


As Isaac walks in the field toward evening, he looks up and sees camels approaching. Rebekah asks of Eliezer who he is; he tells her it is Isaac, the son of his master Abraham. They are married, and Abraham’s noble life comes to an end at the age of one hundred and seventy-five years. Old and contented, he is gathered to his kin, and buried near his wife Sarah in the cave of Machpelah.


Isaac now appears as the second patriarch. His life story is not as detailed, however, as that of his father, Abraham. Isaac was forty years of age when he took as his wife Rebekah, daughter of Bethuel and sister of Laban. Rebekah conceives and bears twins, who struggle within her womb before they are born, for they are two nations, one of whom will be mightier than the other. Esau is born first, then Jacob. The boys grow to manhood. Jacob is the quiet, peaceful, home-loving man; Esau the skillful hunter and man of violence.


One day, when Esau returns famished from the fields, he finds his brother Jacob preparing a meal of lentil pottage. Jacob says he will give him the food if Esau will sell him his birthright, to which Esau readily consents. The episode signifies the transfer of leadership of the clan from Esau to Jacob.


As each patriarch must personally experience the awareness and presence of God, God appears to Isaac and reiterates the blessing destined for the descendants of Abraham, thus renewing the covenant with Isaac. Isaac has grown wealthy with large flocks and herds and a great household. Age draws upon him and his eyes are dimmed. He wishes to bless his elder son, a blessing which has the effect of conveying primacy and line of succession. Isaac’s love for his son Esau is strong and deep. He summons him and bids him prepare venison and delicacies before the blessing. Rebekah, who possesses prophetic vision, overhears Isaac’s request. She disguises Jacob in Esau’s hunting habit, since Esau is hairy-skinned, and sends him in to Isaac with a tasty dish. Unable to see, Isaac reaches out for his son and is confused. He remarks pointedly, “The voice is the voice of Jacob, but the hands are the hands of Esau.” Nonetheless, Isaac enjoys the food and then blesses Jacob, placing the mantle of leadership upon him.


Meanwhile Esau returns from the hunt and prepares delicacies for his father’s enjoyment. He learns of the deception and vows retaliation upon his brother Jacob. After the blessing by Isaac, Rebekah urges Jacob to leave the house until Esau’s anger subsides. Like his father before him, Isaac instructs his son Jacob to return to Rebekah’s homeland, and there, from among the daughters of her brother Laban, to find a suitable wife, who will become the faithful matriarch of Israel. And so Jacob flees from the wrath of his brother Esau. He goes to Paddan-aram, to Laban.


Now Jacob’s long, tumultuous life comes to the attention of the biblical narrator who is infinitely more expository, more biographical with Jacob, as he takes his place in the patriarchal triumvirate. Jacob, too, is to experience personally his selection by God. The occasion comes quickly. When Jacob leaves Beer-sheba as he sets out for Haran, he reaches a certain place where he stops for the night. Taking one of the stones, he places it under his head as his pillow. He dreams, and sees a ladder set on the ground with its top reaching into heaven. Angels of God ascend and descend. God appears to Jacob and reveals words which have been similarly expressed to his father, Isaac, and to his grandfather, Abraham. God will abide with Jacob and bless him and all of his descendants, and bring them into the Promised Land. Jacob awakens with awe, realizing and experiencing God’s presence. Early in the morning, Jacob takes the stone and sets it up as a pillar. He names the site Bethel, meaning The House of God, but previously the name of the city had been Luz.


Jacob arrives in Haran, where he meets the daughters of Laban—Leah, the elder, and Rachel, the younger. Jacob sees Rachel, a pretty shepherdess, as she advances to the watering place with her father’s flock. Some of the shepherds have refused to help her water the sheep, insisting they must wait for the others before they can remove the heavy stone covering the well. In a feat of super-human strength, Jacob rolls the stone from the mouth of the well. For Jacob it is love at the very first meeting with his cousin Rachel, the daughter of his mother’s brother Laban. When Jacob tells Rachel he is her kinsman, he kisses her and breaks into tears of happiness. The radiant girl runs to tell her father, Laban, the glad news. He comes to greet and embrace Jacob, and as he takes him into the house, he says warmly, “You are truly my bone and flesh.”


Jacob then tells Laban he is willing to serve him seven years for the hand of Rachel. He keeps his word, and the years seem to him but a few days because of his great love for Rachel. Laban prepares a wedding feast and gathers together all the people. At the time of the ceremony, however, Laban substitutes Rachel’s sister Leah under the bridal canopy because she is the elder daughter. Disappointed, Jacob nevertheless now works an additional period for Rachel, whom he finally marries with Laban’s consent. While Rachel remains childless, Leah bears Jacob his sons Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah. When Rachel realizes she is not becoming a mother, she brings her handmaiden Bilhah to her husband Jacob, so that through this woman she may at last have a son. In due time Bilhah bears a son called Dan, and then a second son called Naphtali. When Leah, for her part, sees that she is not bearing more children, she likewise brings to Jacob her own maid-servant Zilpah, who bears a son named Gad and then a second son named Asher.


Then Leah, after bearing four sons, resumes motherhood and has a fifth son called Issachar and a sixth son Zebulun. Lastly, Leah bears Jacob his only daughter, named Dinah. And then God remembers and heeds Rachel’s prayers for children and she bears a son and names him Joseph (“May the Lord add another son for me”). During the many years Jacob has spent with his uncle Laban, eleven of his twelve sons and one daughter are born. The youngest son, Benjamin, is born to Rachel near Bethlehem on the way to Ephrath. The twelve sons of Jacob become the founders of the twelve tribes of Israel.


Jacob has prospered in all of his undertakings. He wishes to return to the land of his fathers, and sends messengers on ahead to his brother Esau, who lives in the land of Edom, to seek a reconciliation. Jacob and his entourage proceed to the meeting place. The previous night, his mind troubled and his heart anguished, Jacob experiences a dynamic change. On this night, left alone, he wrestles with a man-angel. His thigh is strained as his hip is wrenched from its socket, but he prevails over his opponent. The divine being says, “Let me go, for dawn is breaking,” but Jacob answers, “I will not let you go unless you bless me.” The other asks, “What is your name?” Jacob replies simply, “Jacob.” The being says, “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and you have prevailed.” The meaning of the name Jacob is “supplanter,” implying inferior position. The meaning of Israel is “Champion of God” or “He who strives with God.”


Jacob’s meeting with Esau is friendly, brief, and uneventful, although vividly presented in the scriptures. Esau advances to meet his brother Jacob with a company of four hundred men. They embrace and exchange amenities. The reconciliation effected, the brothers part in good spirits; Jacob journeys on to Succoth with his wives, children, and flocks. Here he builds a house and stalls for his cattle. Then he proceeds safely to the city of Shechem, which is in the land of Canaan, pitches his tents on land purchased from the children of Hamor, Shechem’s father, and sets up an altar which he calls El-elohe-Yisrael, meaning, “God, the God of Israel.”


The patriarchate has been established with the theme of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob firmly entrenched in Jewish consciousness. The balance of the Book of Genesis is devoted to detailed narratives of the lives of the children of Jacob. Jacob continues strong in his faith, urging his household to rid themselves of alien gods.


On the journey from Bethel, Rachel gives birth to Benjamin. She does not, however, survive his birth, and is buried on the road to Ephrath (now Bethlehem). Over her grave Jacob sets up a pillar before journeying onward and pitching his tents beyond Migdal-eder.


At length Jacob reaches his aged father Isaac at Mamre at Kiriath-arba (Hebron) where before him his father Abraham had lived. Shortly thereafter Isaac breathes his last (at one hundred and eighty years of age) and is buried by his two sons Esau and Jacob. Again, when the brothers part, they settle in different areas, Esau in the hill country of Seir, Jacob in the land of Canaan.


The stories about Joseph, son of Jacob’s old age and his favorite, now begin to unfold in the scriptures in all their beauty and simplicity. Jacob loves Joseph more than any of his other sons. He showers him with gifts, including an ornamented tunic or coat of many colors, interpreted as the mark of chieftainship over the entire group. Joseph’s brothers are envious of him and their feelings intensify when he describes his dreams to them. In one he envisions sheaves in the field bowing before him. The sheaves represent the brothers. In the second dream, he pictures the sun, moon, and stars prostrating themselves before him. They represent his mother, father, and brothers. Both dreams reflect a haughtiness which angers the brothers all the more.


Joseph, now seventeen, is tending his father’s flocks. One day, at the bidding of his father, Joseph follows his brothers and their flocks to Dothan. They see him from afar as he approaches. They conspire to kill him and to throw his body into a pit, mockingly saying, “Here comes that dreamer!” Reuben, the eldest, hears his brothers and intercedes, pleading, “Let us not take his life. Shed no blood! Cast him into this pit . . . but do not touch him yourselves. . . .” Reuben intends to save Joseph from them and to restore him to his father. When Joseph comes up, they strip him of his beautiful tunic and cast him alive into the pit.


They sit down to a meal and, looking up, see a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, their camels bearing gum, balm, and ladanum, to be taken to Egypt. Judah says to his brothers, “What do we gain by killing our brother? Let us sell him to the Ishmaelites—after all, he is our brother, our own flesh.” They pull Joseph up out of the pit and sell him for twenty pieces of silver to the traders, who bring Joseph into Egypt.


The brothers return home and tell Jacob that Joseph has been killed by a wild animal and show his bloodied coat of many colors as evidence. The father bitterly mourns the loss of his favorite son.


The most dominant individual of Genesis emerges when Joseph begins his life among the Egyptians. He is sold by the Ishmaelites to Potiphar, a courtier of the Pharaoh and his captain of the guard. He quickly gains the confidence of his master. God is with Joseph and lends success to everything he undertakes, so that Potiphar makes Joseph his personal attendant, placing him in charge of his household and properties. All was not to run smoothly, for, after a time, Potiphar’s wife casts her eyes upon Joseph, who is well built and handsome, coaxing him day after day with her wiles. Joseph resists her, and with vindictive malice she tells Potiphar that Joseph has approached her. Joseph is thrown into prison. There his powers of interpreting dreams create interest and he insists that the Lord is the source of these powers. Two former servitors of Pharaoh have dreams. The chief butler envisions a three-branched vine which, while budding, brings forth ripe grapes. He presses them into Pharaoh’s cup and hands it to him to drink. Joseph interprets the dream: “The three branches are three days. In three days Pharaoh will pardon you and restore you to your post; you will place Pharaoh’s cup in his hand as was your custom formerly when you were his cupbearer.” He asks that the prisoner think of him when he is restored to his position and to mention him to Pharaoh so that Joseph may be freed from confinement. The chief baker dreams he is carrying three baskets of bread on his head and birds peck away at them. Joseph interprets the dream to mean that in three days he will be executed. The butler forgets Joseph, who remains in the dungeon.


Two years pass. Pharaoh dreams he is standing by the River Nile when seven cows, handsome and sturdy, come up and they graze in the reed grass. Soon seven other cows come up close behind them; they are ugly and gaunt, and these consume the sturdy cows. Pharaoh awakes. On the following night Pharaoh dreams of seven ears of corn growing on a single stalk, solid and full-kerneled, and of seven ears that are thin and scorched by the east wind; and the thin ears swallow up the seven full ears.


The next morning, his spirit agitated, Pharaoh sends for the magicians and wise men of Egypt. None can interpret the dreams to Pharaoh. Then his chief butler speaks up and tells of the Hebrew youth, a servant of the captain of the guard, who had correctly interpreted his dream. Joseph is rushed from the dungeon; his hair is cut, his clothes are changed, and he is brought before Pharaoh, who relates his two dreams. Asserting, “It is not in me; God will give Pharaoh an answer of peace,” Joseph declares that both the dreams are the same, that God will see to Pharaoh’s welfare and has told Pharaoh what is about to happen. The seven healthy cows are seven years and the seven healthy ears of corn are seven years. The seven lean cows and the seven thin ears are years. Immediately ahead, says Joseph, are seven years of great abundance in all the land of Egypt; after them will come seven years of famine, and all the abundance in the land of Egypt will be forgotten. These are divine warnings. The recurrence of the dream means that the matter has been determined by God and God will soon carry it out. Joseph tells Pharaoh to find a man of discernment and wisdom to make preparations during the years of abundance.


This plan pleases Pharaoh and his courtiers. He appoints Joseph his viceroy. Removing his signet ring from his hand, Pharaoh places it on Joseph’s hand, and has him dressed in robes of fine linen with a gold chain about his neck. Joseph rides in the chariot of his second-in-command and the people cry before him, “Abrech!” (“Bow the knee”). Pharaoh gives Joseph the Egyptian name of Zaphenath-paneach (“Explainer of hidden things”) and also gives him for a wife Asenath, the daughter of Poti-phera, priest of On. Thus Joseph emerges in charge of the land of Egypt. He is thirty years of age when he enters the service of Pharaoh. He travels through all the land and has the grain of the seven abundant years stored in the cities, collecting produce in very large quantity until it can no longer be measured. Before the years of famine come, Joseph’s wife bears him two sons. He names the first-born Manasseh (God has made me forget) and the second Ephraim (God has made me fruitful).


The years of famine come and afflict all of the lands, as Joseph has foretold, but in Egypt there is sustenance. The famine soon becomes severe, even in Egypt, so that Joseph has to ration out the grain, and all the world comes to him in Egypt to buy grain. The famine spreads to Canaan, and Jacob tells his sons to go down to Egypt to buy food. So ten of Joseph’s brothers come to secure grain rations in Egypt. Jacob does not, however, permit his youngest son, Benjamin, to go with the others for fear a disaster may befall him, as with Joseph.


Joseph’s brothers appear before him. He recognizes them, but they do not know him. At the sight of them, he does not think of revenge. He looks upon the experience as the providential working of God, who has prepared the way for him to help his family. Overtly he deals harshly with the men, ferreting out information about his father, Jacob. He accuses them of being spies, which they vehemently deny as they tearfully plead their case and review their family history, its composition, their father’s age, and the disappearance of their brother, Joseph. Joseph persists, saying they can prove their innocence by returning home and bringing back their youngest brother Benjamin. Simeon, Jacob’s second son, is to be retained as a hostage. The brothers feel certain their father will not permit Benjamin to join them, but they say they will try, and so they return home.


Jacob refuses to allow Benjamin to go to Egypt. Only when their food is gone does he bow to his sons’ demands, for he now has no alternative but to relent and hope that the fate of Joseph will not be repeated with Benjamin. When the brothers present themselves before Joseph, the viceroy is moved at the sight of his youngest brother, but he retains his composure. The interview is brief; Simeon is released. Joseph continues to test his brothers when they prepare to return to Canaan. He orders their sacks filled with grain and the money paid for it put back in the bags. In Benjamin’s sack he has placed his own personal silver goblet. The brothers depart, and are soon overtaken by Joseph’s soldiers, who allege that the premier’s goblet has been stolen. All sacks are emptied. The brothers are bewildered when the goblet is found in Benjamin’s sack. They are escorted back to Joseph, who orders the guilty one, Benjamin, to be punished.


One of the most poignant portrayals in literature follows. The viceroy, unknown to them as their brother, stands before the accused brothers and one of them, Judah by name, steps forward to plead eloquently on behalf of Benjamin. In moving language and with deep feeling, Judah outlines the events up till the present moment.


He reminds Joseph that when they first came to Egypt, he had asked them if they had a father or brother, that they had responded affirmatively, and that he had insisted they bring the brother on their next journey. He describes for Joseph what had transpired in their home when they returned and reported to Jacob that Benjamin must come, that Jacob had firmly refused to allow Benjamin permission to go lest harm befall him, that only after compelling circumstances left no other recourse did Jacob submit, and then only after he, Judah, had solemnly guaranteed Benjamin’s safe return. Judah’s pleas soar majestically as he asks Joseph rhetorically, “How can I now return home, knowing that I have sinned against my father and not kept my promise! How can I possibly face him and confront what will surely happen when I come home without my brother!”


The dramatic plea apparently has its effect. Joseph can no longer contain his feelings. He dismisses all the attendants in the room, and in the presence of only his brothers, reveals himself to them. “I am Joseph. Is it really true that my father, so old, so sorely tried, is yet alive?” Astounded at the revelation, the brothers at first fear Joseph will retaliate, but he assures them they need have no fear and that all that occurred was predestined. He urges them to hurry home to Jacob in Canaan and bid him come with all of his household and possessions to Egypt where peace and plenty will be theirs.


Joseph bids his brothers tell their father that they will live in the region of Goshen where they can be near him. The news reaches Pharaoh’s palace that Joseph’s brothers have come. Pharaoh thereupon generously offers a home in Egypt to Jacob and his household. The brothers return to Canaan with the news that Joseph is still alive, yes, and that he is ruler over the whole land of Egypt. Doubt gnawing within him as to going to live in Egypt, Jacob hesitates, but God appears and tells him to go, promising to protect him and his descendants.


Once again, Jacob heads his family as they travel into Egypt where the region of Goshen is prepared for him and his families. Joseph orders his chariot and goes to Goshen to meet his father Jacob. When they meet, Jacob says to Joseph, “Now I can die, having seen for myself that you are still alive.”


Jacob, now known as Israel, settles in the country of Egypt, acquires holdings, and his descendants increase greatly in number. He lives seventeen years in Egypt, so that the span of his life is one hundred and forty-seven years. When the time approaches for him to die, he calls his son Joseph and says to him, “Do not bury me in Egypt, but take me to Canaan.” Joseph promises. Jacob summons his sons to his bedside and blesses them, foretelling to each his destiny. He dies peacefully and is gathered unto his forefathers after instructing his children to bury him in the cave in the field of Machpelah bought from Ephron the Hittite, in the land of Canaan, where Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah and Leah are buried. Jacob is mourned in Egypt for seventy days, and Pharaoh instructs Joseph to go up to Canaan and attend to the burial.


When Israel is no more, Joseph’s brothers again express fear lest Joseph take revenge upon them. But Joseph assures them repeatedly that all has been providential and for the best. Soon thereafter Joseph secures a promise from the children of Israel that his body will be taken with them when they leave Egypt.


Joseph remains in Egypt and lives to see the children of the third generation of Ephraim. The children of Machir, son of Manasseh, were born and brought to Joseph’s knees. When Joseph reaches the age of one hundred and ten years, he says to his brothers: “I am about to die. God will surely take notice of you and bring you up from this land to the land which was promised to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.”





EXODUS
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Shemoth


THE BOOK OF EXODUS CONTINUES THE STORY OF THE CHILdren of Israel in Egypt. The names of those who came down into Egypt with Jacob, each with his household, are duly recorded, and almost immediately there is a change of emphasis; a shift which is to be maintained throughout the rest of the Bible. No longer does the theme revolve around a patriarch, an Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, or Joseph. From the second book on, the entire group, the children of Israel, becomes the central figure on the pages of history. The people thus replaces the individual in importance.


Eleven sons of Jacob have come to Egypt: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, Benjamin, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher. Joseph, the twelfth son, is already in Egypt. The number of Jacob’s family totaled seventy.


Jacob’s children live peacefully and happily for many years, until a new king arises over Egypt who does not remember Joseph. Whether he is actually a new king or new in the sense of a major change of policy is not known. The monarch is fearful of the Israelites as they grow, multiply, and prosper. Their numbers and strength arouse the jealous apprehension of the Egyptian court. Pharaoh, who begins to regard the Israelites as foreigners who will rise against him when opportunity is afforded, decides that the only way to control them is to reduce them to slavery. By forced labor, the Israelites, with harsh taskmasters cruelly oppressing them, build for Pharaoh the garrison cities of Pithom and Raamses. They are put to work with mortar and brick and in the fields.


The fears of Pharaoh, however, continue to plague him lest a leader arise from their number and direct the people in rebellion against him. He orders that all newborn males be cast to death in the River Nile. Now the scene is set for the coming of Israel’s redeemer and great hero.


Jochebed, the Levite wife of Amram of the house of Levi, having given birth to a boy, refuses to heed the behest of Pharaoh that she destroy her child. She seeks a way to save her newborn baby from the Nile. Ingeniously, hopefully, she takes the three-month-old child, places him in an ark made of bulrushes, daubed with pitch and mortar, and with a prayer on her lips sets the little basket among the reeds near the river bank. Her daughter, Miriam, is left to watch the tiny ark to see what will befall the child.


Soon the daughter of Pharaoh and her handmaidens come down to bathe in the Nile. Seeing the drifting basket, the Egyptian princess sends one of her maidens to retrieve it. When the basket is uncovered, she feels pity for the crying infant and says: “This must be a Hebrew child.” Miriam comes forward and asks Pharaoh’s daughter whether she may call a Hebrew woman to nurse the child for her. Miriam brings her own mother, Jochebed, and the princess puts the boy in her arms, saying she will pay her wages to nurse him until he is old enough to be brought to Pharaoh’s daughter. When this comes to pass, the princess adopts him, bestowing upon him the name Moses, which means “I drew him out of the water.” Moses is reared as a prince in the palace of the king and tutored in the many arts of Egyptian culture and civilization.


Moses retains a sympathy and love for his own people which seem always to have been part of him. This is first seen in the incident in which Moses is deeply moved at the sight of an Egyptian striking an Israelite. Looking quickly about him to determine if there are any witnesses, he kills the Egyptian and buries him in the sand. By this deed Moses has cast his lot with his brethren. On the following day, he is swiftly confronted with the rebuke: “Do you mean to kill me as you did the Egyptian?” To his consternation, he learns that his action of the previous day has already become common knowledge. The news, in fact, has quickly traveled to Pharaoh, and Moses flees the ruler’s wrath.


In his flight, Moses reaches Midian, where he marries Zipporah, one of the seven daughters of the Midianite priest, Jethro. She bears him two sons, Gershom and Eliezer.


In the meantime the King of Egypt dies, but the Israelites are still kept in slavery, enduring untold hardships at the hands of their taskmasters. Their cries reach to the heavens, and God remembers the covenant made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to protect the children of Israel and bring them to the Promised Land. God decides that the time has come to put an end to their suffering.


Moses is now called into God’s service as leader of the people. In the role of a shepherd tending the flocks of his father-in-law Jethro, he comes to what is later called the mountain of God, at Horeb. There, he sees a blazing fire emanating out of a bush which miraculously the fire does not consume. It is the angel of the Lord appearing to him, the Bible records. Moses is drawn to inquire why the bush does not burn and God then calls him, “Moses, Moses!” Moses responds, “Here I am.” God tells him to remove his shoes for the spot on which he stands is holy ground. God repeats to Moses the covenant made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and instructs Moses to approach Pharaoh as spokesman of the Hebrew slaves to allow them to go free. Moses hesitates to assume this mission, pleading that he is unable to perform the task because he is “heavy of speech.” In answer, God tells Moses that his brother Aaron will serve as the speaker for him. Moses therefore accepts God’s command to ask Pharaoh to allow the children of Israel to leave Egypt temporarily on a three-days’ journey to sacrifice to God. Aaron is sent by God to meet his brother Moses in the wilderness, where he finds him at the mountain of God. Moses tells Aaron all that God has committed to him and about the signs which he is instructed to employ to convince the people of the holiness of their experience.


Moses returns from Midian to Egypt and gathers together the elders of Israel and all the people. When they hear the words of Moses and Aaron promising God’s redemption, they accept the leadership of Moses and his brother Aaron. The initial request made by Moses of Pharaoh is permission for a three-days’ journey by the Israelites to the wilderness where they may celebrate a festival in God’s honor. Permission is denied. Pharaoh’s answer is an intensification of demands upon them. On that very day Pharaoh charges the taskmasters that the people no longer be provided with the straw needed to make bricks. They must therefore gather the straw in the fields, and even with this loss of time they must nevertheless produce their same quota of bricks.


God warns Moses that Pharaoh’s heart will be hardened and Pharaoh will continue to resist the pleas of the Israelites so that God’s wonders and strength over Pharaoh may be shown, thus convincing the children of Israel of the greater might of their God over the many deities of the Egyptians. Pharaoh resists the plagues invoked by Moses—of blood, frogs, gnats, flies, boils, hail, locusts, and darkness which descends on the land for three days. It is after the plague of darkness has harassed Egypt that Pharaoh again summons Moses and finally grants consent with these words: “Go! Worship the Lord! Only your flock and your herds shall be left behind; even your children may go with you.” However, Moses asks that the Israelites be permitted to take their own livestock from which they will select those to be used for sacrifices in their worship. Thereupon God again hardens Pharaoh’s heart: the monarch denies permission to the children of Israel for the journey they desire.


God tells Moses one more plague will be brought upon Pharaoh and upon Egypt, after which the people will not only be allowed to depart, they will indeed be driven out of the country. Thus the final plague is visited: Every first-born in the land of Egypt will die, from the first-born of its ruler Pharaoh to the first-born of the slave girl, as well as all the first-born of the cattle.


Pharaoh does not, however, believe Moses’ warning.


The narrative pauses as the Israelites are given their first law—Passover, festival of freedom, and instructed how to celebrate it throughout time. The Israelites are to be delivered not only physically, but spiritually as well. They are told how to prepare the paschal offering as an everlasting sign of their redemption, and that they are to celebrate it annually.


The children of Israel are to be marked for delivery from the plague of death to the first-born through the paschal sacrifice, blood of the lamb, to be put on the doorposts and lintels of the houses. It is called a passover offering (Hebrew, Pesach) referring to God’s passing over the homes so marked.


As threatened, the plague strikes. There is no house which has escaped. Pharaoh rises in the middle of the night and summons Moses and Aaron to his chambers. In the moment of Israel’s greatest despair, the final plague frees the people. Moses leads the Israelites out of Egypt. The enslavement is over. There is much, however, to do before there can be a complete transformation from an enslaved to a free people. They must be given duties and responsibilities as a group; this will bring them together and bind them into unity. God must now renew and expound the covenant with the descendants of the patriarchs, the covenant implying obligations on both sides. Moses is instructed to lead the people to Sinai, where the covenant will be concluded between God and Israel.


Inspired, fortified, encouraged, the Israelites march courageously after their leader. Pharaoh realizes that he has sustained a severe loss. He orders pursuit, sending six hundred of his picked chariots and the rest of the chariots of Egypt, with officers in all of them. Frightened by the tumult, the people plead before Moses: “Why did you take us out? Was it for want of graves in Egypt you brought us to die in the wilderness?” But they are shown God’s greatness and might. Moses is told to stretch his hand over the waters. The Red Sea is split in two, and the Israelites march through on dry land. Then the angry waters, held back by divine fiat, commingle, and the Egyptian pursuers are wiped out.


In the presence of all the multitude Moses chants what has become known as the Song of Moses, parts of which are incorporated into the daily worship service. “Who is like unto Thee, O Lord, among the mighty? Who is like unto Thee, glorious in holiness, revered in praises, doing wonders?” Here is the first public expression by Moses of God’s power and might, his Ode of Triumph. (He will sing a second song when his life draws to an end and when the Torah is concluded.)
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I shall sing to the Lord, for He is highly exalted;


The horse and his rider has He thrown into the sea.


The Lord is my strength and my song,


And He has become my salvation;


This is my God and I will glorify Him;


My father’s God, and I will exalt Him. . . .


(Chapter XV, Verses 1–2.)
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From the Red Sea, the Israelites journey on, into the wilderness of Shur and then to Elim, where they encamp, and then set out to traverse the wilderness of Sin to Mount Sinai, scene of the God-ordained covenant. A slave people, their shackles still figuratively chained to them, cannot be expected to act as a free people in so brief a time. The moment they encounter difficulty, they long for a return to familiar surroundings. They recall not their physical enslavement, but the physical delights they enjoyed. The bread and the fleshpots of Egypt loom large in their minds beyond the promised glories of freedom. When they complain to Moses that there is no food to eat, no water to drink, Moses turns to God, who directs him to sweeten the bitter waters for the people to drink. God sends manna from heaven, like coriander seed with the taste of honeyed wafers. Manna is the food of the Israelites for forty years, until they come to a settled land, to the very border of the land of Canaan.


At long last, the children of Israel arrive at the foot of Sinai. A great unity is created as Israel encamps to await the event which will mark the beginning of its spiritual history as a select people of God. The covenant made between God and their ancestors is now to be made with an entire people. God will guide and help the people, and they will be true and faithful to God.


In awe and reverence and with understanding of the importance of the coming event, Moses ascends the holy mountain where he hears the voice of God setting forth the terms of the covenant. Israel is proclaimed God’s own treasure and is invested with the title, “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” In turn, Moses brings the word of God to the elders of Israel, and then to the people of Israel. They hear him, and with one voice, Israel responds: “All that the Lord has spoken we will do.”


Here follows the most momentous event in history, the Revelation. With supreme grandeur, overwhelming natural phenomena, thunder, lightning, dense clouds upon the mountain, the shofar sounding the clarion call, God speaks the words which have become the Ten Commandments. They reverberate throughout the world. There is presented for all time the most comprehensive yet succinct set of principles of behavior ever proclaimed. Israel listens and accepts the Tablets, significantly divided into two, the right dealing with laws affecting people’s relationship with God, and the left with people’s duties to fellow human beings.
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I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.


You shall have no other gods before Me. You shall not make a graven image for yourselves, nor any likeness of anything that is in the heavens above, on the earth beneath, or in the waters under the earth. You shall not bow down to them, nor serve them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generation of those who hate Me; and showing mercy to the thousandth generation of those who love Me and keep My commandments.


You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes His name in vain.


Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work; but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God: on it you shall not do any kind of work, you, your son, your daughter, your male-servant, your female-servant, your cattle, nor the stranger who is within your gates; for in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day; therefore, the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it.


Honor your father and mother, that your days may be lengthened upon the land which the Lord your God gives you.


You shall not murder.


You shall not commit adultery.


You shall not steal.


You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.


You shall not covet your neighbor’s house, you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, nor his male-servant, nor his female-servant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor anything that is your neighbor’s. (Chapter XX, Verses 1–14).
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Israel is now prepared to accept not only the laws promulgated in the Decalogue itself, but also other laws and principles which carry out the spirit of the Commandments. Detailed guidance is given to help them live up to the covenant as a holy nation in the making. There are laws dealing with civil rights, personal injuries, rights of the slave, homicide; others concerning crimes against property, injury and damage caused by animals; laws touching on moral behavior, ethical conduct, seduction, oppression of the weak and strangers, loans and pledges, truth and impartiality in the application of justice, love of one’s enemy. In addition, laws are set down describing the religious observance of the Three Pilgrimage Festivals: Passover, Pesach (Feast of Unleavened Bread), Shavuoth (Feast of Weeks and of the First Fruits) and Sukkoth (Feast of the Ingathering), on which holy days all adults are expected to journey to the Sanctuary.


Now that the Decalogue has been proclaimed within the hearing of the entire multitude and Moses reads before them the book of the covenant, the people assert: “All that the Lord has spoken we will do and hear.” This is their ratification of the covenant. Moses then ascends the mountain to receive the stone tablets. He spends forty days and forty nights on the mountaintop with God.


Communion with God must continue even after the covenant is established and all obligations assumed. There must therefore be a visible emblem of God’s indwelling. The balance of the Book of Exodus is devoted to the gifts of the people for the construction of the tabernacle and its furnishings. This is the Sanctuary, the Tabernacle, which God instructs Moses to build: “And let them build for Me a sanctuary that I may dwell therein.” Specific architectural details are given. The furnishings which are designed to add depth and significance to the Sanctuary and its service are fully described as to materials, colors, measurements, placement, and use. Among other symbolisms there is to be an Ark to house the stone tablets.


From among the Israelites the tribe of Levi is selected for the ministry. Aaron, brother of Moses, and the sons of Aaron are to be priests to perform the actual service of the Sanctuary. Sacral vestments, indicative of their exalted positions, are carefully set forth “for dignity and adornment”—a breastplate, an ephod, a robe, a fringed tunic, a headdress, and a sash and turbans. When they are thus invested, anointed, and ordained they are consecrated as priests to the service of God.


The narrative of the Sanctuary is interrupted to record the grievous sin committed through the Golden Calf, which episode has become engraved on the consciousness of Israel. The people expect that Moses will return from his retreat to the top of the Holy Mountain on the fortieth day, inclusive of the day on which he ascended. When he fails to return, they become impatient to the point of complete helplessness. The people now gather, come to Aaron and demand a visible God. Divesting themselves of their gold and silver ornaments, they fashion a Golden Calf.


The people worship the graven image of the Golden Calf with festival, eating and drinking, and they are assuaged. When Moses and Joshua return—Joshua had gone up with Moses but remained on the lower slope of the mountain—Joshua hears the sound of the people in their boisterousness, and says to Moses: “There is a cry of war in the camp.” But Moses answers: “It is not the sound of triumph or defeat; it is the sound of song that I hear!” When Moses draws near, he sees the Golden Calf. He is horrified, and hurls the stone tablets from his hands, shattering them at the foot of the mountain. He rebukes Aaron when he sees the people out of control and reprimands the people for their impatience and their lack of faith. But the impassioned people do not hear and are a menace to any who might oppose them. At this juncture, Moses asks the assistance of his devoted followers, and all the Levites rally at his side. Moses instructs them to put down the mutiny.
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