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The Exodus Tradition in Context  

The Torah’s Exodus 

Weighing the historicity of the exodus story entails more 

than addressing the lack of archaeological evidence. 

Dr. Rabbi Zev Farber 

 

The Venice Haggadah, 1609 

iblical and ancient Near Eastern scholars question 

whether the biblical account of the Israelites’ exo-

dus from Egypt and wandering in the wilderness 

ever happened. The debate rages on a number of fronts: 

• Archaeological: Does the description of the account 

in the Torah comport with other material evidence 

or written accounts from the period when it purport-

edly occurred? 

• Textual: Does the biblical text—the nature of its 

composition and its genre—allow us to categorize it 

as historical? 

• Philosophical: Do we believe in supernatural occur-

rences, public miracles, divine intervention in his-

tory, etc.? 

Each of these points deserves separate treatment. 

1. Archaeology 

The exodus and wilderness stories have some specific 

claims that can be fact-checked. Given the gaps in the ar-

chaeological record, fact-checking with archaeological 

data is rarely perfect, yet it still provides a valuable tool 

for evaluating the probability of historical claims. For the 

sake of brevity I will explore three examples: the plagues, 

the drowning of the Egyptian army, and the great num-

ber of Israelites who left Egypt. 

The Ten Plagues 

The Torah describes YHWH, through Moses and Aaron, 

smiting the Egyptians with ten plagues. These are mas-

sive events that include turning the entire Nile river to 

blood, fiery hail, darkening the sky for three days 

straight, and the killing of all first-born male Egyptians. 

There is no record of this event in Egypt historical docu-

ments. This cannot be stated clearly enough—though the 

internet is full of “proofs” for the historicity of the exodus, 

not a single Egyptian record or archaeological find shows 

that a substantial number of Israelites were enslaved in 

Egypt in the late second millennium B.C.E. and saved by 

the miraculous intervention of a rival god.[1] 

The absence of such a record could be explained any 

number of ways. The record could have existed but be 

lost. Alternatively, the Egyptians could have avoided 

writing about this since it admits defeat. These are 

possible responses for why no Egyptian literature re-

flects this event, but explaining the lack of evidence 

does not itself constitute evidence for the truth of the 

biblical account. 

Other scholars point to the correspondence between this 

story and some Egyptian realities. For example, Prof. Zi-

ony Zevit, in his TheTorah.com essay, “The Ten Plagues 

and Egyptian Ecology,” points to the correspondence be-

tween many of the plagues and specifically Egyptian (as 

B 
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opposed to Levantine) natural phenomena. This may be 

so, but, as he writes in the piece, this implies only that 

the story could have been inspired by some historical oc-

currence of these phenomena; it does not show that Ex-

odus records historical events. 

Another approach, taken by Prof. Gary Rendsburg in his 

TheTorah.com essay, “Reading the Plagues in their An-

cient Egyptian Contexts,” points to the strong possibility 

that the author of the plague account was familiar with 

Egyptian myths or accounts—like the “Admonitions of 

Ipuwer” or “The Wax Crocodile.” Perhaps the biblical au-

thor was specifically polemicizing with these texts or, at 

least, purposely invoking them in the account. This may 

well be the case, but again this does not demonstrate the 

historicity of the biblical account. Quite the contrary, if 

an author is using literature as inspiration for his own 

story, this implies that the details are not historical. 

The Drowning of Pharaoh’s Army 

The exodus story ends with the drowning of Pharaoh 

and his army in the sea. No record of such an event is 

found in Egyptian historical documents, nor does any 

archaeological evidence support a drowned legion of 

Egyptian troops. 

Moreover, although the Torah never specifies the name 

of the pharaoh who chased the Israelites into the sea, the 

favorite pick for this, Rameses II, was not drowned or 

lost in the sea, contrary to the biblical claims about the 

Pharaoh of the exodus (Exod 14:8, 28, 15:4, Psa. 135:15.) 

Rameses II died at the age of 90, probably of heart dis-

ease, and his mummy can still be seen in the Cairo Mu-

seum. We know from Egyptian documents how and 

when most pharaohs from this period died—and none 

was drowned in battle. 

The Number of Israelites 

The Torah describes an Israelite population of 600,000 

fighting-age males, translating to an Israelite population 

of almost 3 million. All historians agree that such a num-

ber could not have been supported in ancient Egypt, and 

that if such a huge amount of people were wandering the 

Sinai Wilderness for forty years, it would be reflected in 

the archaeological record. 

Some try to answer this by saying that the Hebrew 

word eleph ( אלף) used here doesn’t mean one thousand, 

but rather “clan” or “troop,” like the related word 

“aluph (אלוף)” in Genesis 36. This is difficult to accept. 

The number “like 600,000” (six hundred eleph;   אֹות ש־מֵׁ שֵׁ כְּ

 Exod 12:37) seems to be a rounded form for the ;ֶאֶלף

603,550 (six hundred eleph, three eleph, five hundred 

and fifty; ַוֲחִמִשים אֹות  מֵׁ ש  ַוֲחמֵׁ ֲאָלִפים  ֹלֶשת  ּושְּ ֶאֶלף  אֹות  ש־מֵׁ -rec (שֵׁ

orded in the half-shekel census in Exodus 38:26. In that 

context, eleph, followed by 550, cannot refer to a clan; 

that verse claims, unambiguously, that 603,500 males 

aged twenty or older were counted. 

Another approach, taken by Prof. Richard Elliott Fried-

man in his TheTorah.com essay, “The Historical Exo-

dus,” is to assume that the numbers are an exaggeration, 

and that the number of Israelites (or Levites in Fried-

man’s reconstruction) that fled Egypt was significantly 

smaller, a few hundred perhaps. Historically speaking, 

this is possible. A few hundred Hebrew slaves could have 

escaped Egypt without leaving any written record, nor 

would such a small number necessarily have left any ar-

chaeological trace. Nevertheless, this is not the exodus 

story anymore, but a (possible) historical kernel upon 

which the exodus story may have been built. 

2. Textual 

The textual record raises two problems: What is the 

genre of the stories in the book of Exodus, and why do 

they contain contradictions? 

Genre 

When recounting the history of the world and the Israel-

ites in particular, the Torah contains many stories that 

sound like more like myths or folklore than attempts at 

recording history, like Adam, Eve, and talking snake or 

the flooding of the world and Noah’s Ark. The characters 

in these stories live for hundreds of years, and each is 

written with an intentionally fantastic character. 
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Some (like the Adam and Eve story) are written in order 

to explain some aspect of the world in which the writer 

lives: Why do men love women? Why does childbirth 

hurt? Why don’t snakes have legs? Scholars refer to such 

stories as etiological tales. Others are probably written 

for entertainment or to teach a moral lesson: “Once upon 

a time the world was a wicked place, and God caused a 

flood to appear, but there was one righteous man…” This 

sounds like classical mythology, and, in fact, some of 

these same myths appear in different forms among the 

Ancient Israelites’ neighbors.[2] 

Many contemporary Orthodox scholars have suggested a 

compromise:[3] we can say that everything up to Abra-

ham is folklore or allegory but from Abraham on it is his-

tory, but this is easier said than done, since the protago-

nists of the folklore stories are connected to the main 

protagonists of the rest of the Pentateuch genealogically. 

Adam begets, Seth, who begets Enosh, etc., until we get 

to Noah. Similarly, Noah begets Shem, who begets, 

Arpachshad, etc., until we get to Abraham. Abraham, in 

turn, is the progenitor of all the Israelites. 

Moreover, the same fantastic elements that color the first 

11 chapters of Genesis with a folkloristic or mythic feel 

appear, although with less frequency and force, in the 

stories of the patriarchs. Sodom is destroyed by fire and 

brimstone from the sky and Lot’s wife turns to a pillar of 

salt (Gen 19). God strikes Pharaoh with a plague when he 

takes Sarah (Gen 12) and Jacob wrestles with an angel 

near the Jabbok River (Gen 32). These same elements 

play a key part in the exodus and wilderness stories as 

well. It is hard to see where myth/folklore ends and his-

tory begins. 

It seems likely, therefore, that even if the certain parts of 

the Torah do participate in the genre of historiography to 

some extent, they also participate in other genres, such 

as folklore, myth, or etiological tale. In this thinking, sto-

ries like the exodus from Egypt are meant to explain rit-

uals like the Pesach sacrifice to the author’s contempo-

raries[4] in the same way that the story of the Tower of 

Babel was meant to explain the existence of multiple hu-

man languages to that author’s contemporaries. Thus, 

even stories that purport to tell what happened in the 

past, and appear to be peppered with historical kernels, 

cannot be taken simply as attempts to relay factual ac-

counts of the past. The author has other concerns as well, 

and these shape the account in essential ways. 

Contradictions 

Even if, for argument’s sake, we accept that the Torah 

can function as a historical document, how could we re-

construct such a history? As has been demonstrated—

convincingly I believe—by two hundred years of aca-

demic biblical scholarship, the Torah is a composite 

work containing multiple versions of stories and contra-

dictory details. 

To begin with, how would we reconstruct the first 

plague? As Prof. Marc Brettler shows in his TheTo-

rah.com essay, “Source Criticism: It’s in the (Plague of) 

Blood,” some verses imply that all the water in Egypt 

turned to blood, others that only the Nile did. Or, if we 

were to accept that Pharaoh’s army was drowned, how 

did this happen exactly? As pointed out in another The-

Torah.com essay, “What Really Happened at the Sea?”, 

some verses imply that YHWH brought a tidal wave and 

drowned the stationary Egyptians; others state that 

YHWH split the sea and then closed it upon the Egyp-

tian army as they were chasing the Israelites to the 

other side. 

If we allow other biblical texts outside of Exodus to in-

form the discussion, the problem becomes even worse. 

For example, if YHWH brought plagues against the 

Egyptians, what were the plagues exactly, and in what 

order? Exodus offers one version, but Psalm 78 an-

other, and Psalm 105 a third.[5] Or, if we believe that 

YHWH brought a massive amount of quail for the Isra-

elites to consume in the wilderness, was this done every 

night for the entire 40 years, as implied in Exodus 16, 

or just for a day or so, ending in a horrible plague, as 

implied in Numbers 11? 

These contradictions demonstrate that the Torah cannot 

be read as an eye-witness account, but at most as a com-

posite text, where a redactor likely spliced together older 

sources, and supplemented them, creating a final product 

that reflects no one ancient source. That does not mean 
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that there is no historical information in the Torah, but it 

does mean that the work as a whole is not history. History 

in the sense of an accurate accounting of the past cannot 

report contradictory details and splice or supplement ac-

counts unreflectively. 

3. Philosophical 

Perhaps the most significant issue, and the proverbial 

elephant in the room, is philosophical or theological, 

and, since it touches upon people’s core beliefs, feels 

harder to speak about candidly. The story of the exodus 

from Egypt is a story about miracles. Many free-think-

ing people struggle with this fact because miracle sto-

ries contradict the most basic premises of the modern 

scientific world. 

If someone were to come to us today and say that God 

saved him or her from harm through some miraculous 

intervention—a fireball from the sky let’s say, or a pro-

tective cloud—we would assume the person was delu-

sional or crazy. And yet, biblical stories are more fantas-

tic than this. The only difference is they are accounts of 

the past and not the present. 

But is there any reason to assume the past was funda-

mentally different than the present in this regard? I think 

that many of us would say no, and are sympathetic to Ec-

clesiastes 7:10: “Don’t say, ‘How has it happened that 

former times were better than these?’ For such a ques-

tion does not come from wisdom.” 

An Exodus or The Exodus? 

This gets to the heart of what someone can mean when 

he or she says that evidence exists that the exodus hap-

pened. Perhaps some minimal evidence suggests that a 

group of Asiatics (like the Hebrews) were slaves in Egypt. 

Perhaps the use of Egyptian loanwords in the beginning 

of Exodus is evidence of the author’s familiarity with 

some Egyptian language and culture. Maybe an archae-

ologist will one day find evidence that a group of nomads 

lived near the Kadesh Barnea oasis 3000 years ago. Even 

so, none of this provides evidence that the story as told in 

the Torah, happened. At best it may mean that the Bible’s 

exodus story has some basis in history. 

Setting Up to Fail? 

Where does that leave the religious person? Tradition 

teaches that God took two-million-plus Israelites out of 

Egypt, after sending Moses to bring ten plagues down 

upon the Egyptians, and eventually drowning their army 

in the sea. This is what the Torah says. 

Now, a person may choose to eschew modern research 

and stick with the traditional story as is. But is this story 

believable as history for a modern person open to the sci-

entific world and its outlook? For most such people, the 

answer is “no.” 

This leaves us with the question of whether we should 

nevertheless grab hold of whatever evidence we can with 

the hopes of offering the average believer a scaled-down 

natural version of the exodus. My own view is that few if 

any who have started to question traditional notions will 

be satisfied by such an approach once they realize that 

the Torah contains myth and folklore as an essential part 

of its historiography, and its details cannot be considered 

historically accurate. 

Beyond Historicity 

Here is the main challenge as I see it: We no longer live 

in a world explained primarily by the direct control of 

God (or gods), but in a world governed by science and 

the laws of nature. Meteorologists explain the presence 

or absence of rain in natural terms, without reference to 

sin or piety. Medicine has replaced magic; the planets are 

no longer gods (or angels) but rocks and gas; the demon-

haunted world (to quote Carl Sagan) is no more. 

And yet, our religions and our holy texts come from this 

lost world, and this leaves us in a conundrum. Since the 

world has changed, by definition our relationship to the 

Torah and how to read it must change as well. This is the 

reason I advocated in my “Avraham Avinu is my Fa-

ther” essay not seeing the text as presenting history but 

as mnemohistory and mythic history. 



 
8   | 
 
 

Such an approach is more productive than attempting to 

base religion on some ephemeral historical core. It al-

lows us to try to understand the Torah and its develop-

ment, and uses academic tools and scientific method to 

gain greater insight into our tradition and its meaning. 

Ultimately, I believe this is also the safer approach for 

the religious person, since basing faith on concrete his-

torical claims with the hope that it can somehow be 

proven leaves the faithful open to the opposite possibility 

as well. 

 

[1] The evidence adduced for the historicity of the exodus is often general, 

typological, from a different period, or circular—assuming the historicity 

of the biblical account, and using it to fill in the Egyptian account. 

[2] For more on this, see Shalom Holtz, “The Flood Story in Its Ancient 

Near Eastern Context,” TheTorah (2014) as well as Norman Solo-

mon, “The Torah’s Version of the Flood Story” TheTorah (2013). 

[3] See discussion in Nathaniel Helfgot’s Morethodoxy post, “Torah 

and Historical Proof.” 

[4] For more on this, see Kristine Garroway, “The Origins of the Bibli-

cal Pesach,” TheTorah (2015). 

[5] For more on this, see Marc Brettler, “Some Biblical Perspectives on 

the Haggadah,” TheTorah (2014), and Ziony Zevit, “The Ten Plagues 

and Egyptian Ecology,” TheTorah (2015).  

Exodus: Not the Only 
Tradition About Israel’s 

Past 

The Torah implores us to remember and teach the exo-

dus, yet surprisingly, some biblical passages seem una-

ware of this event and describe an alternative tradition: 

God found Israel in the wilderness. 

Prof. Rabbi David Frankel 

 

Bedouin tents, Jordan desert, 1961. T. Swedenburg/Flickr 

The Central Role of the Exodus 

he exodus is undeniably the most important event 

in biblical memory. It is much more prominent, 

for example, than the giving of the Torah at Si-

nai.[1] It is prefigured in Abraham’s descent to Egypt 

(Gen. 12:10–20),[2] foretold to him in the Covenant Be-

tween the Parts (ברית בין הבתרים; Gen. 15:13–16), and con-

tinually highlighted in passages that retell God’s gracious 

acts on behalf of Israel (Deut. 26:5–9; Josh. 24; Pss. 78; 

105; 106; 135; 136; Ezek. 20; Neh. 9). 

God does not introduce Himself to Israel in the Deca-

logue as the creator of the world, but as the God of the 

exodus (Exod. 20:2), implying that God’s act of freeing 

the Israelites from slavery in Egypt is what won him the 

right to demand Israel’s allegiance.[3] Indeed, according 

to Numbers 15:41, the very purpose of the exodus was 

that the Lord might become Israel’s God. Thus, the en-

tire relationship between God and Israel is founded upon 

the exodus event. 

T Dr. Rabbi Zev Farber is the Senior Editor of 

TheTorah.com, and a Research Fellow at the 

Shalom Hartman Institute's Kogod Center. 
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The centrality of the exodus theme is underscored by the 

fact that it is at times recounted with bold mythological 

imagery (Pss. 77:12–21; Isa. 51:10). 

Not only does the exodus serve as the basis for Israel’s 

present relationship with God, but it also serves as pro-

totype for God’s future acts of redemption (Isa. 11:15–16; 

43:16–20; 48:20–21). Without a doubt, no other event 

in Israel’s history plays as central a role in the biblical 

corpus. Yet, several biblical passages that seem unaware 

of the exodus event. 

Biblical Passages that Don’t Seem to 
Know About the Exodus 

Oracles against the Nations: The Omission 
of Punishing Egypt 

One of the lesser-known genres within Prophetic litera-

ture is the “Oracles against the Nations.”[4] The most fa-

mous example of this genre is found at the beginning of 

the book of Amos, where the prophet pronounces doom 

on Israel’s various neighboring states for the crimes they 

have committed both against Israel in particular and other 

nations more generally. The fourth and final oracle of Ba-

laam (Numbers 24:15–24), where he proclaims doom 

upon various nations, especially Moab, is another text that 

participates in this genre. 

Several texts within this genre focus on Egypt and pro-

nounce God’s judgment and vengeance against it, mostly 

for her failure to serve as a reliable ally to Israel. Now it 

is striking to note, that not a single mention is made in 

all the prophetic oracles of divine vengeance against 

Egypt (Isa. 19; Jer. 46; Ezek. 29, 30, 31, 32) of the fact 

that the Israelites were once subjected there to harsh en-

slavement. Since the emphasis in these oracles is on the 

sinfulness of Egypt, this silence is most conspicuous. Nor 

do these oracles make any allusion to the great wonders 

that God wrought against the Egyptians. 

Ezekiel: Punishing Egypt – A Second 
Time? 

The oracles of Ezekiel against Egypt belong to the final 

days of Judah. The prophet pronounces Egypt’s doom for 

its pretensions of divinity and its proud attempt to stand 

against the Babylonians, God’s designated instrument of 

punishment. In Ezek. 30:19, God states, “I will carry out 

judgments against Egypt and they will know that I am 

the Lord.” This verse uses language identical to that 

found in Exodus (7:4–5; 12:12; 14:18), yet it does not 

mention, as we might expect, that God already carried 

out judgments in Egypt in the past and made them know 

that he is the Lord. 

Ezek. 32:7–8 announces that God will cover the heavenly 

lights over Egypt and envelope its people in darkness. 

Again, a statement such as “as I did when my people were 

enslaved in Egypt” is lacking.[5] Similarly, Joel, one of the 

twelve minor prophets of uncertain date, speaks of a ter-

rible plague of locust that God will send against Judah 

for her sins. In light of the lengthy description of this 

plague and the great devastation that it brings to the 

land, it is striking that no allusion is made to the plague 

of locust in Egypt. 

Note that at times, we do find that biblical narrative will 

refer back to the Egyptian plagues. Thus, in the story of 

the battle against the Philistines in the time of Eli, the 

Philistines see the ark brought out to the battlefield and 

say (1 Sam. 4:8): “Woe unto us. Who will save us from 

these great gods? These are the gods that struck Egypt 

with every blow in the desert.” 

After the Philistines capture the ark and suffer from 

death and devastation, their priests and soothsayers urge 

them to appease Israel’s God, saying (1 Sam. 6:6), “Why 

harden your hearts as the Egyptians and Pharaoh hard-

ened their heads? Did they not send them off so that they 

left when God made a mockery of them?” If the Philis-

tines and their priests recall the plagues against Egypt, 

why don’t Israel’s prophets that actually speak of divine 

punishment of Egypt do the same?[6] 

Psalm 44: The Story from Our Ancestors 

Some relatively early texts of a national character fail to 

mention the exodus, such as Psalm 44 or 83:10–12. 

Psalm 44 consists of a supplication for divine aid for Is-

rael in the wake of defeat. God is urged to repeat his great 

heroic acts of the past. The Psalm begins, 
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ֵ֬ינּו  ֱאֹלִהִ֤ים׀ בְּ  נֵׁ ָאזְּ
רּו   ֵ֥ינּו ִספְּ נּו ֲאבֹותֵׁ ָשַמַ֗עְּ

ָת   ָלָ֑נּו ֹפֵַ֥על ָפַעֵ֥לְּ
ֶדם:  י ֶקִֽ יֶהַ֗ם ִבִּ֣ימֵׁ ימֵׁ ִבִֽ

ךָ֡ ּגֹוִיִּ֣ם   ַאָתִ֤ה׀ ָידְּ
ָ֑ם ָתַרֵ֥ע   ָת ַוִתָטעֵׁ הֹ֭וַרשְּ

ם  חִֵֽׁ ַשלְּ תְּ ְֻ֝אִמַ֗ים ַוִֽ  לְּ

We have heard it with our ears, O 

God; our ancestors have told us 

what you did in their days, in days 

long ago. With your hand you drove 

out the nations and planted our an-

cestors; you crushed the peoples 

and drove them out. 

In spite of the repeated biblical call upon parents to re-

hearse specifically the exodus story to their children 

(Exodus 13:8–9, 14–16; Deut. 6:20–23), the story that 

the Israelite ancestors of this psalm tell their children 

concerning God’s great acts relates to the conquest of 

the land alone. The fact that God brought the Israelites 

out of Egypt and destroyed the entire Egyptian army 

with His mighty hand and outstretched arm is com-

pletely absent. 

It is worth emphasizing that the story of the ancestors 

does not relate to the recent past but to “days long ago.” 

One hardly gets the impression from this psalm that 

there were even greater events that occurred in the era 

immediately preceding the conquest. 

Psalm 83: The Paradigm of Salvation from 
the Period of the Judges 

Psalm 83 is similar to Psalm 44. It reflects Israel’s fear of 

an alliance of various nations, including Assyria, against 

it. Verses 10–12 read, 

ָיָ֑ן   ִמדְּ ה ָלֶהֵ֥ם כְּ ֲעשִֵֽׁ
ְָ֝יִבַ֗ין  ָרֵ֥א כְּ יסְּ ִסִֽ כְִּֽ
ֹון:  ַנִַּ֣חל ִקישִֽ בְּ

ין ֹדָ֑אר   עֵׁ דֵּ֥ו בְִּֽ מְּ ִנשְּ
ה:  ָהֵ֥יּו ֹדֶַ֗מן ָלֲאָדָמִֽ

ִּ֣מֹו   מוֹ ִשיתֵׁ ִ֭דיבֵׁ   נְּ
ֶזֵַ֥בח   כְּ ָ֑ב ּוִֽ אֵׁ ִכזְּ ִּ֣ב וְּ ֹערֵׁ כְּ

צַ  ֻמָנַ֗ע ָכל־ ּוְ֝כְּ לְּ
מוֹ  ִסיכִֵֽׁ  נְּ

Do to them as you did to Midian, as 

you did to Sisera and Jabin at the 

river Kishon, who perished at Endor 

and became like dung on the ground. 

Make their nobles like Oreb and 

Zeeb, all their princes like Zebah and 

Zalmunna, who said, “Let us take 

possession of the pasturelands of 

God.” 

Again, this psalm does not proclaim: “Do to them as you 

did to Pharaoh in the land of Egypt and the Sea of 

Reeds.” We do not hear something akin to the words of 

Gideon to God: “Please Lord, if YHWH is with us why has 

all this befallen us; where are all the wonders that our 

ancestors told us, saying, YHWH brought us up from 

Egypt; for now he has abandoned us and delivered us 

into the hand of Midian” (Judges 6:13). 

God’s paradigmatic acts of salvation in ancient times are 

rooted in our Psalm in the period of the Judges (cf. 

Judges 4–5, 8), not in the exodus. There is no hint of the 

idea expressed, for example, in Deuteronomy 4: 

ָיִמִ֨ים   דברים ד:לב ַאל ָנא֩ לְּ ִכִּ֣י שְּ
אֹשִנִ֜ים ֲאֶשר ָהיִּּ֣ו   ָפֶנַ֗יך  ִרִֽ לְּ

ִמן ַהּיֹום֙ ֲאֶשר֩ ָבָרִ֨א   לְּ
ֱאֹלִהִ֤ים׀ ָאָדם֙ ַעל ָהָאֶָ֔רץ  

ִּ֣ה   צֵׁ ַעד קְּ ֵ֥ה ַהָשַמִַ֖ים וְּ צֵׁ ִמקְּ ּולְּ
ָיַ֗ה ַכָדָבִ֤ר   הְּ ַהָשָמִָ֑ים ֲהִנִֽ

ַמֵ֥ע   ַהָּגדֹול֙ ַהֶזָ֔ה אַֹ֖ו ֲהִנשְּ
הּו… אִֹּ֣ו׀ ֲהִנָסִּ֣ה   ד:לד ָכֹמִֽ

ֱאֹלִהַ֗ים ָלָ֠בֹוא ָלַקִַ֨חת לִֹּ֣ו גֹו֘י  
ֹאֹתִ֨ת  מִ  ַמֹסת֩ בְּ ֶקִֶּ֣רב ּגֹו֒י בְּ

ָיִ֤ד   ָחָמַ֗ה ּובְּ ִמלְּ ִתִ֜ים ּובְּ מֹופְּ ּובְּ
טּוָיָ֔ה  רִֹּ֣וַע נְּ ֲחָזָקה֙ ּוִבזְּ

ָֹ֠כל   ֹדִלָ֑ים כְּ מֹוָרִאַ֖ים ּגְּ ּובְּ
־ֹהָוָ֧ה  ֲאֶשר ָעָשִ֨ה ָלֶכִ֜ם יְּ

יך:  יֶנִֽ עֵׁ ַרִַ֖ים לְּ ִמצְּ יֶכֶ֛ם בְּ  ֱאֹלהֵׁ

Deut 4:32 “Now search all of his-

tory, from the time God cre-

ated people on the earth until 

now, and search from one end 

of the heavens to the other. 

Has anything as great as this 

ever been seen or heard be-

fore?... 4:34 Has any other god 

dared to take a nation for 

himself out of another nation 

by means of trials, miraculous 

signs, wonders, war, a strong 

hand, a powerful arm, and 

terrifying acts? 

Of course, in cases like this, one must be cautious about 

drawing far-reaching conclusions from silence. Lack of 

reference does not necessarily mean lack of knowledge. 

Still, at the very least, we may wonder if the exodus was 

acknowledged by our Psalmist and his audience as the 

central divine victory in Israelite history, as it is in Deu-

teronomy 4. 

The Song of the Sea: No Thanks to God for 
the Exodus! 

This is not the place for an extended discussion of the 

Song of the Sea, שירת הים (Exodus 15:1b–18), but it is strik-

ing that this song does not explicitly refer to the exodus 

of the Israelites from Egypt, even though it does speak of 

the sinking of the Egyptians in the Sea of Reeds (v. 4). 

Verse 9 states: 

ֹדֵ֥ף  אֹויֵֶׁ֛ב  ָאַמֵ֥ר   ֶארְּ
ִּ֣ק  ַאִשַ֖יג   ָשָלָ֑ל  ֲאַחלֵׁ

ִּ֣מוֹ  ָלאֵׁ ִשָ֔י   ִתמְּ   ַנפְּ
ִבָ֔י   ָאִרִּ֣יק  ַחרְּ

ַ֖מוֹ  י   תֹוִרישֵׁ  :ָיִדִֽ

“The enemy said, ‘I will pursue, I will 

overtake, I will divide the spoil, my 

desire shall have its fill of them. I will 

draw my sword, my hand shall de-

stroy them.’” 
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To me, at least, this doesn’t sound like an attempt to re-

claim a group of runaway slaves but rather to raid and 

plunder a vulnerable group of some kind. 

The Song of Deborah never mentions the exodus, yet 

presents a similar picture of God’s use of waters to defeat 

the enemy (vv. 21–22). Perhaps Exodus 15:4 in the Song 

of the Sea is secondary. It is the only verse that mentions 

the chariots of Pharaoh and the Sea of Reeds. The other 

verses (1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10) continually refer without spec-

ificity to “horse and rider,” “the enemy” and “the Sea,” 

and do not connect שירת הים in any way to the exodus tra-

dition. 

The Israelites, then, might be pictured as a group that 

God saved when attacked in the desert near the Sea. Af-

ter saving them, God led them to the land. Perhaps there 

is an allusion to this concept in Jeremiah 31:2: 

  ָאַמִּ֣ר  ֹכֹּ֚ה  ירמיהו לא:ב
־ֹהָוָ֔ה ֙ן  ָמָצֵ֥א  יְּ ָבָ֔ר  חֵׁ  ַבִמדְּ

י   ַעַ֖ם ִרִּ֣ידֵׁ   ָהלֵֹ֥וְך  ָחֶָ֑רב  שְּ
ִּגיעַ֖וֹ  ַהרְּ ל  לְּ ָראִֵֽׁ  : ִישְּ

Jer 31:2 Thus says the Lord, The peo-

ple who survived the sword found 

favor in the wilderness, Israel, when 

I went to give him rest. 

Didn’t the people find favor in Egypt?[7] 

Psalms about the King: Suppressing the 
Exodus-Sinai Tradition? 

Finally, many Psalms highlight the importance of the Da-

vidic king and his dynasty and/or the role of Zion. None of 

these Psalms (2, 18, 45, 72, 89, 122, 125 and more) make 

reference to the exodus tradition. The Psalms that do refer 

to the exodus tradition are either of Northern origin 

(Psalm 80; 81)[8] or late (105–106, 135–136).[9] 

Some scholars think that Judean circles exerted a con-

certed effort to displace or suppress the exodus-Sinai tra-

dition. The covenant that was based on the exodus event 

emphasized conditionality. Without obedience to the 

covenantal stipulations, the covenantal promises would 

dissipate (cf. Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28). Those Ju-

deans who promoted the Davidic-Zion covenant sought 

to emphasize the unconditional status of the divine 

promises to the king (Cf. 2 Sam. 12—16). Thus, the exo-

dus tradition had to be suppressed. Only in the Northern 

kingdom, where a strong dynastic ideology failed to take 

hold, could the exodus tradition flourish without dis-

turbance.[10] 

Furthermore, the Exodus-Sinai covenant emphasized 

the direct election of the people as a whole. The Judean 

concern to emphasize the unique status the Davidic king 

as God’s chosen ruler and Zion as God’s chosen abode 

may thus have led to a desire to suppress the exodus-Si-

nai tradition. Only through the agency of David and Zion, 

God’s directly chosen ones, can the people be seen as in-

directly chosen (compare, e.g., Ps. 89:27–28 with Exo-

dus 4:22; 19:5–6).[11] While explanations such as these 

are plausible, we should not exclude another possibility: 

the exodus tradition was not actively suppressed, it was 

virtually—or even completely—unknown in this Judean 

cultural milieu. 

God Finds Israel in the Wilderness 

But if Israel was not always thought of as coming from 

Egypt, where was she thought to have come from? Deut. 

32:10, from the song of Ha’azinu, reads: “He found him 

in a wilderness region, in an empty howling waste.” God 

is said to have “found” Israel in a state of utter helpless-

ness in the wilderness, and He brought her from there 

into the fertile land, where he nursed her to strength 

until she grew fat and rebelled (vv. 10–15). The entire 

forty-three verses of the song never mention the exo-

dus! Israel’s origins are in the wilderness rather than 

Egypt. 

According to the book of Deuteronomy as we have it, 

Ha’azinu was written as a warning of future events by 

Moses (Deut. 31:19–22, 30; 32:44). It hardly makes 

sense to assert that a song written by Moses, who had 

just led the Israelites out of Egypt, would be unaware of 

the exodus event. A closer examination of the song itself, 

however, without its current frame, shows no evidence 

that it was originally attributed to Moses. The song looks 

forward the salvation of Israel (vv. 34–36), and Israel’s 

sufferings at the hand of an ignoble enemy are presented 

as having already occurred (vv. 15–30). 

The song, therefore, must have been written at some low 

point in Israel’s history in the land. It was not written 
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from the perspective of Moses in the wilderness after the 

exodus from Egypt. The fact that it doesn’t mention the 

exodus goes hand in hand with the statement of verse 10, 

which focuses on the wilderness only. For this poem and 

the people who promoted it, Israel did not enter Canaan 

from the land of Egypt, but from the wilderness. 

The Significance of the Wilderness 
Tradition 

It seems likely that this tradition reflects a certain histor-

ical reality. If Israelites were recalling how God found 

them in the wilderness and took them into the land, then 

some Israelite groups probably really came from there. 

This is probably true of the Rachabites, who lived a no-

madic lifestyle, shunning wine and agricultural work and 

living in tents (Jeremiah 35).[12] Undoubtedly, others 

who did not preserve the nomadic lifestyle with such 

stringency still remembered their nomadic origins. 

Why would people who worked in the fields and har-

vested crops invent baseless stories about their ancient 

origins in the desert? Why would they depict their fore-

fathers as wandering shepherds rather than agricultural-

ists? Presumably, various Israelites who preserved such 

memories about their origins would have imagined that 

Israel as a whole began as wilderness wanderers, and re-

lated this memory to other Israelites, who eventually 

came to share it, and eventually to connect it to their own 

traditions concerning an exodus from Egypt. 

In other words, the motifs of the exodus and of the wan-

dering in the wilderness were originally separate motifs or 

different groups, and these were secondarily combined as 

these different groups amalgamated to form Israel. The 

idea that Israel began her career as a desert people may 

well be alluded to in other passages as well, 

ִתי ָלְך֙   ירמיהו ב:ב ָזַכִ֤רְּ
עּוַרִָ֔יְך ַאֲהַבַ֖ ת  ֶחִֶּ֣סד נְּ

ְִ֤ך ַאֲחַר֙י   תֵׁ לּוֹלָתִָ֑יְך ֶלכְּ כְּ
ֶאֶַ֖רץ ֹלֵ֥א   ָבָ֔ר בְּ ַבִמדְּ

ה  רּוָעִֽ  זְּ

Jer 2:2 I accounted to your favor, the 

devotion of your youth, your love 

as a bride— How you followed Me 

in the wilderness, in a land not 

sown. 

ֹלִהַ֗ים   תהלים סח:ח ֱאִֽ
ִּ֣י ַעֶמָ֑ך   נֵׁ ך ִלפְּ אתְּ ֭צֵׁ בְּ

ָלה  יִשימִֹּ֣ון ֶסִֽ ךַ֖ ִבִֽ דְּ ַצעְּ  בְּ

Ps 68:8 O God, when You went at the 

head of Your army, when You 

marched through the desert, se-

lah… 

According to the wilderness tradition, the central act of 

divine grace that grounds the relationship between God 

and Israel has nothing to do with redemption from slav-

ery. God, in this tradition, is not the redeemer from for-

eign subjugation and Israel is not the nation that is freed 

from human bondage for the direct and unique purpose 

of serving God (see Exodus 19:4–6; Leviticus 25:55). God 

is rather the provider of a fertile land for permanent set-

tlement and Israel is a respectable, territorial people, 

quite like other respectable peoples. 

Of course, Israel is expected to maintain loyalty to the 

sole God who provided her with her habitable land (cf. 

Deut. 32:15—18). But in this conception, Israel is not 

thought of as a ממלכת כהנים וגוי קדוש, “a kingdom of priests 

and a sacred nation”, focused so squarely on divine ser-

vice. Instead, they are a people like other peoples, owing 

fealty to the god that took care of them in the wilderness 

and brought them to Canaan. 

The negative foil to Israel as a respectable, territorial na-

tion is thus the wilderness, where one must wander 

about and live precariously. In this view, Egypt would 

serve as a poor foil for this conception of God’s founding 

grace, since Egypt was thought of as the epitome of fer-

tility (see Gen. 13:10). 

Universalizing the Exodus 

The exodus from Egypt, in some form, may well have oc-

curred. But if so, it was probably experienced by a limited 

group of Israelites. Certainly, it was originally remem-

bered and retold by a limited group. This explains why the 

exodus is not mentioned in so many contexts where we 

might expect to find it, why various alternative traditions 

of Israel’s origins can still be identified in the Bible, and 

why the exodus can often be identified as a secondary de-

velopment in several texts. Only as biblical writers sought 

more and more to create a single, all-Israel narrative, was 

the exodus depicted as an all-Israelite event. The tradition 

of the few became the tradition of all. 
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Was There a Historical Exodus? 

Some historians claim that the exodus has no foundation 

in historical fact. Though I am not an historian, I find this 

difficult to accept. Even if the exodus is secondary in 

some contexts, it is original in many, and is reflected in 

some of Israel’s relatively early traditions (cf., e.g., Num. 

24:8; Hos. 2:17; 12:10, 14; Amos 9:7; Psalm 80:9; 81:6, 

11). 

Several scholars suggest that the exodus tradition may 

have originated with the tribe of Levi,[13] and some evi-

dence might point in that direction. First, we have sev-

eral Levitic figures that bear Egyptian names and are as-

sociated with the exodus. The most famous, of course, is 

Moses, but this is true as well for Phineas and Hophni, 

the sons of Eli, priest of Shiloh.[14] Also, 1 Sam. 2:27–28 

relates a tradition, not found in the Torah, according to 

which God chose Eli’s house to serve as priests for Israel 

when they were in Egypt. 

This reconstruction may explain why the Levites were 

landless—the land was already settled by earlier “Israel-

ites” when they arrived. This would also explain why the 

Song of Deborah, which lists the tribes of Israel (Judges 

5:14–18), fails to mention the tribe of Levi; they, presum-

ably, were in Egypt at the time. 

Much of this reconstruction is plausible, but not certain. 

In any event, the principle that the exodus did not origi-

nally start as an all-Israel tradition but did originate in a 

smaller-scale experience of a limited group seems to me 

to be most reasonable. 

 

[1] For more on this, see my essay, “Judaism without Sinai? Discerning 

the Tension between the Torah and the Prophets” TheTorah (2015). 

[2] Note in particular that Abraham’s descent to Egypt is precipitated 

by a famine in the land, that the king and his household is stricken by 

a plague and that in the end Abraham and his wife leave with the wealth 

of Egypt. 

[3] This was already noted by the rabbis, see: Shemot Rabbah 29:3. 

[4] The major collections of Oracles against the Nations are found in 

Isa. 13–23; Jer. 46–21; Ezek. 25–31. 

[5] In fact, it is likely that the motif of judgments on the gods of Egypt 

and the plague of darkness were introduced into the Exodus story un-

der the influence of the Ezekiel passages. In other words, this is one of 

many cases where prophetic literature has influenced Torah literature 

rather than vice versa. 

[6] Actually, I believe that both 1 Sam. 4:8 and 6:6 are secondary addi-

tions. For the secondary addition of the exodus theme in various bibli-

cal texts see discussion in my “Integrating the Exodus Story into the 

Festivals,” TheTorah (2015). 

[7] Unfortunately, the verse is not entirely clear. See the section, “God 

Finds Israel in the Wilderness,” below for more on this theme of God 

finding Israel in the wilderness. 

[8] Note the emphasis on Joseph, Ephraim, Benjamin and Menasseh 

in Ps. 80:2–3 and “Jehoseph” in Ps. 81:6.  

[9] The late dating of these Psalms cannot be discussed here. Note, 

however, the reference to captivity and exile in Psalm 106:46–47. 

[10] See the discussion in Jon D. Levenson, Sinai and Zion: An Entry 

into the Jewish Bible, pp. 211–216. 

[11] See the stimulating analysis of Y. Hoffman, The Doctrine of the Ex-

odus in the Bible, 177–181 (Hebrew). 

[12] Interestingly, 1 Chronicles 2:55 associates the Rechabites with the 

Kenites, nomads of the Negev affiliated with David (cf. 1 Sam. 27:10; 

30:29). Also intriguing is the connection between the Rechabites and 

 in 1 Chron. 4:12 (LXX). In Genesis 4:22, Tuval Kayin is referred עיר נחש

to as the founder of the guild of iron and copper smiths (  לטש כל חרש נחשת

 Is it a leap to somehow associate the Rechabites-Kenites with the .(וברזל

fashioning of the נחש הנחשת in the southern desert (Numbers 21:4–9)? 

[13] For a presentation and defense of this view, see Richard Elliott 

Friedman, “The Historical Exodus,” TheTorah (2015). 

[14] Mose means ‘is born’ and Penahse is ‘The Dark-skinned One.’ See 

W. F. Albright, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan, 165. 

 

  

  

Prof. Rabbi David Frankel is Associate Professor 

of Bible at the Schechter Institute of Jewish Stud-

ies in Jerusalem, where he teaches M.A. and rab-

binical students. 



 
14   | 
 
 

The Exodus in History  

Exodus: The History 
Behind the Story 

The Elephantine Stele and the Great Harris Papyrus 

both describe Pharaoh Setnakhte’s war against the Le-

vantine usurper Irsu in 1186 B.C.E. Reading these ac-

counts together with Manetho’s story of the war against 

Osarseph offers us a possible historical context for what 

eventually became the Bible’s story of the exodus of Is-

rael from Egypt. 

Prof. Israel Knohl 

 

Tomb KV14 , used by Twosret, then Setnakhte. F. Gasparetti /Flickr  

Manetho’s Exodus Story 

he story of Israel’s exodus from Egypt is told in de-

tail in the book of Exodus. The salient features of 

the story are that the Israelites had been enslaved 

by the Egyptians and forced to work as builders. Eventu-

ally, a leader named Moses, sent by his god, YHWH, 

brought the Egyptians to their knees with a series of 

plagues, left Egypt with his people, and headed for Ca-

naan. 

A very different version of this story can be found in the 

writings of a 3rd cent. B.C.E. Egyptian priest named 

Manetho.[1] Manetho’s story has two parts. 

First, he tells of a group called the Hyksos, who came 

from Canaan. They overran Egypt, were driven out, went 

back to Canaan, and ultimately settled in Jerusalem. In 

other words, the Hyksos are the Israelites/Jews in 

Manetho’s thinking. 

Next, he tells that years later, a Pharaoh named Ame-

nophis wanted to come face to face with the gods. His 

counselor told him that only if Egypt is cleansed of lep-

ers would he be able to see the gods. Amenophis col-

lected all the lepers in Egypt and settled them together 

in a remote city, Avaris, which had previously been the 

Hyksos’ capital.[2] 

The lepers rebelled against Amenophis and appointed a 

leper priest called Osarseph as their leader. Osarseph 

had previously served at the temple of the sun god in He-

liopolis (the biblical “On”), and he gave the lepers a new 

religion that was hostile to the Egyptian religion. They 

despised the Egyptian gods and sacred animals, which 

they slaughtered, roasted, and ate. 

When the lepers were attacked by the Egyptians, Osar-

seph sent messengers abroad to conscript a militia. He 

approached the Hyksos in Jerusalem, and they arrived in 

thousands from Canaan to help Osarseph and the lepers, 

at which point Osarseph changed his name to Moses. 

Together the lepers and the Jerusalemites formed a mil-

itary power that took over Egypt, looted the Egyptian 

temples, profaned the idols, and slaughtered and ate the 

sacred animals. Eventually, Amenophis left Kush, where 

he had been hiding from Osarseph, with a huge army, 

and returned to Egypt. Together with his son Rameses, 

he fought the joint forces of the lepers and the Jeru-

salemites and pursued them into the Syrian mountains. 

(Josephus, Against Apion, 1:26-7) 

T 
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What We Learn from Manetho 

Manetho’s story cannot be taken as a simple historical 

account. He mixes Hyksos with Israelites, brings to-

gether Amenophis (IV) and Ramses (III) who were not 

related (Egypt never had a father and son pharaoh pair 

with those names), and makes a number of other histor-

ical errors. Nevertheless, it is worth taking a step back 

and summarizing the contours of his story. 

According to Manetho, a group of Levantines in Egypt 

took power under a leader who gave himself the name 

Moses. This leader threatened the indigenous Egyptian 

religion and objected to the worship of Egyptian gods 

and sacred animals. This group was reinforced by people 

arriving from the north, from the direction of Canaan, 

and together they held power over Egypt, until Pharaoh 

Amenophis, aided by his son Rameses, drove them out. 

Joining with Enemies from the 
Outside 

The biblical story seems very different from that of 

Manetho: Manetho describes a failed Levantine military 

campaign against Egypt whereas the dominant image of 

Israel in the exodus story is of miserable slaves coerced 

into forced building labor in Egypt who manage to es-

cape (see, e.g., Exod 14:5). Nevertheless, a number of 

verses in Exodus paint a picture that is resonant with 

Manetho’s story: 

Invading Army — As the Bible scholar, Thomas Römer, 

has noted,[3] the idea of dissident elements in Egypt join-

ing with outsiders and attacking Egypt is reminiscent of 

Pharaoh’s words at the beginning of the book of Exodus: 

ַוֹּיאֶמר ֶאל ַעמֹו   שמות א:ט
ל ַרב   ָראֵׁ י ִישְּ נֵׁ ִהנֵׁה ַעם בְּ

ָעצּום ִמֶמנ ָהָבה  א:י ּו.וְּ
ֶבה  ָמה לֹו ֶפן ִירְּ ַחכְּ ִנתְּ

ֶראָנה   ָהָיה ִכי ִתקְּ וְּ
נֹוַסף ַּגם הּוא   ָחָמה וְּ ִמלְּ
ַחם ָבנּו   ִנלְּ ינּו וְּ אֵׁ ַעל ֹשנְּ

ָעָלה ִמן ָהָאֶרץ.  וְּ

Exod 1:9 He said to his people, 

“Look, the Israelite people are 

more numerous and more power-

ful than we. 1:10 Come, let us deal 

shrewdly with them, or they will 

increase and, in the event of war, 

join our enemies and fight against 

us and escape from the land.” 

(NRSV) 

Exactly what Pharaoh is afraid they will do—literally “go 

up from the land”—is unclear. Whatever the phrase 

means, Pharaoh is afraid that the Hebrews living in 

Egypt will join with an outside group in a military cam-

paign against Egypt. This is just what Manetho describes 

as having happened. 

Great Leader — Moses is described as being an im-

portant and respected man in Egypt: 

ן  שמות א:ג ־הָוה ֶאת  ַוִּיתֵׁ יְּ
י  ינֵׁ עֵׁ ן ָהָעם בְּ חֵׁ

ָרִים ַּגם ָהִאיש   ִמצְּ
ֹאד   ֹמֶשה ָּגדֹול מְּ

י   ינֵׁ עֵׁ ַרִים בְּ ֶאֶרץ ִמצְּ בְּ
י  ינֵׁ עֵׁ ֹעה ּובְּ י ַפרְּ דֵׁ ַעבְּ

 ָהָעם.

Exod 11:3 YHWH gave the people favor 

in the sight of the Egyptians. Moreo-

ver, Moses himself was a man of 

great importance in the land of 

Egypt, in the sight of Pharaoh’s offi-

cials and in the sight of the people. 

Egyptians Afraid — Scripture describes how the Egyp-

tians were afraid of the Israelites and hoped they would 

leave: 

ַרִים   שמות יב:לג ַוֶתֱחַזק ִמצְּ
ָחם   ַשלְּ ר לְּ ַמהֵׁ ַעל ָהָעם לְּ

רּו  ִמן ָהָאֶרץ ִכי ָאמְּ
ִתים.   ֻכָלנּו מֵׁ

Exod 12:33 The Egyptians urged the 

people to hasten their departure 

from the land, for they said, “We 

shall all be dead.” 

Gold and Silver — In three different places, the text em-

phasizes how the Israelites left Egypt with gold and silver: 

ל   שמות יב:לה ָראֵׁ י ִישְּ נֵׁ ּובְּ
ַבר ֹמֶשה   ָעשּו ִכדְּ

י   לֵׁ ַרִים כְּ ֲאלּו ִמִמצְּ ַוִּישְּ
י ָזָהב   לֵׁ ֶכֶסף ּוכְּ

ָמֹלת. יב:לוַויהָוה   ּושְּ
ן ָהעָ  י  ָנַתן ֶאת חֵׁ ינֵׁ עֵׁ ם בְּ

ִאלּום   ַרִים ַוַּישְּ ִמצְּ
ָרִים.  לּו ֶאת ִמצְּ ַנצְּ  ַויְּ

Exod 12:35 The Israelites had done as 

Moses told them; they had asked the 

Egyptians for jewelry of silver and 

gold, and for clothing, 12:36 and 

YHWH had given the people favor in 

the sight of the Egyptians, so that 

they let them have what they asked. 

And so they plundered the Egyp-

tians.[4] 

Armed—The Israelites are said to have left Egypt as an 

army, 

י   שמות יג:יח נֵׁ ַוֲחֻמִשים ָעלּו בְּ
ָרִים.  ֶאֶרץ ִמצְּ ל מֵׁ ָראֵׁ  ִישְּ

Exod 13:8 And the people of Israel went 

up armed out of the land of Egypt. 

Allies—The Israelites are joined by a large force of allies, 

who, following the Akkadian parallel urbi, are likely 

mercenary soldiers: 
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ֶרב  שמות יב:לח ַגם עֵׁ וְּ
ֹצאן   ַרב ָעָלה ִאָתם וְּ

ֶנה   ד  ּוָבָקר ִמקְּ ָכבֵׁ
ֹאד.   מְּ

Exod 12:38 A large group of mercenaries 

also went up with them, and livestock 

in great numbers, both flocks and 

herds. 

Judging the Gods — YHWH makes clear to Moses that 

he is not only going to hurt the Egyptians, but their gods as 

well: 

י  ב:יבשמות י ָכל ֱאֹלהֵׁ ּובְּ
ָפִטים   ַרִים ֶאֱעֶשה שְּ ִמצְּ

־הָוה.   ֲאִני יְּ

Exod 12:12 And against all the gods of 

Egypt I shall execute judgments; I 

am YHWH. 

Slaughtering a Ram — A key part of the biblical story 

is the slaughtering of the ram, sacred to the Egyptian 

gods Amun and Khnum. Moses notes the problematic 

nature of Israelites slaughtering a sheep after Pharaoh 

suggests they worship YHWH in Egypt: 

ַוֹּיאֶמר ֹמֶשה   שמות ח:כב
ן   ֹלא ָנכֹון ַלֲעשֹות כֵׁ
ַרִים   ִכי תֹוֲעַבת ִמצְּ

ינּו ַבח ַלי־הָוה ֱאֹלהֵׁ   ִנזְּ
ַבח ֶאת תֹוֲעַבת   ן ִנזְּ הֵׁ
ֹלא   יֶהם וְּ ינֵׁ עֵׁ ַרִים לְּ ִמצְּ

ֻלנּו. קְּ  ִיסְּ

Exod 8:22 [26] But Moses replied, “It would 

not be right to do this, for what we sac-

rifice to YHWH our God is untouchable 

to the Egyptians. If we sacrifice that 

which is untouchable to the Egyptians 

before their very eyes, will they not 

stone us! 

The combined picture from these verses paints a portrait 

that overlaps with Manetho’s account; the Israelites are 

the very opposite of a downtrodden, enslaved people. We 

have all the elements of a battle here: arms, booty, for-

eign allies, fear and respect for the adversary, a clash of 

religions, and a powerful leader. 

Moreover, any story about escaped slaves has no clear 

parallel in Egyptian sources, while what is described 

here, a rebuffed hostile takeover of Egypt from a Levan-

tine group, has more than one. Significantly, one of these 

incidents happened in the 12th century B.C.E., the very 

time for which we have archaeological evidence for the 

appearance of Israelite settlers in Israel. 

Locating the Story in History 

Towards the end of the 19th dynasty of Egypt, after the 

death of Seti II (grandson of the famous Rameses II), a 

boy named Siptah (we do not know for sure if he was the 

son of Seti II or some other relative), was chosen as the 

next Pharaoh and placed on the throne by the powerful, 

Levantine chancellor, Bay. 

Siptah reigned five or six years (1197–1191), dying while 

he was still a teenager. After this, Tausert, the wife (and 

sister) of Seti II, assumed the throne for two or three 

years, (ca. 1190–1188 B.C.E.). Upon her death, the dyn-

asty came to an end, and a new pharaoh named 

Setnakhte, who was not part of the previous royal family, 

took the throne, establishing the 20thdynasty. 

Like many regime changes, this dynastic change in-

cluded conflict. This is described in two Egyptian docu-

ments that narrate the dramatic ascent of Setnakhte and 

his dynasty. 

The Setnakhte Monument 

Pharaoh Setnakhte set up a stele in the southern city of 

Yabe, or Elephantine, the same city where many years later 

Jewish Israelite soldiers lived under Persian rule. The stele 

was discovered in 1971, and it describes how Setnakhte 

saved Egypt from turmoil and cleansed it of enemies: 

Egypt had fallen into neglect of god /// …. The trouble-

makers before him, after his fear had taken their hearts, 

they fled away like flocks of small birds with a falcon be-

hind them; leaving behind the gold, silver and ///… 

They had those paid to the Levantines of the leaders of 

Egypt to attract them as combatants. Their plans failed 

and their promises were stranded…. 

We see from this that the “troublemakers,” who lived in 

Egypt, hired outsiders to invade, in order to support their 

rule over Egypt, and that Setnakhte even recovered the sil-

ver and gold they were using for payment. The stele further 

claims that by his second year, Setnakhte had emptied 

Egypt of its enemies and restored proper worship: 

Year 2, second month of Shomu, day 10, there were no 

opponents against His Majesty in any country, their 

masters came to say to His Majesty: “Your heart is joy-

ful, Lord of this country! That what god foretold hap-

pened! Your enemies, they are no longer on earth. There 

is no power of an army or chariots except that of your 

father Seth!’” …All the temples are open, and offerings 

are prepared to enter the warehouses. 
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This text emphasizes how, during the rule of the trouble-

makers and their Levantine allies, worship of Egyptian gods 

was cancelled, and that Sethnakhte frames his war or rebel-

lion as a campaign to restore the offerings to the gods. This 

is reminiscent of both Manetho’s claim and the biblical de-

scription of YHWH’s war on the Egyptian gods. 

The document does not clarify who these troublemakers 

were and why they felt comfortable joining together with 

Levantine outsiders to conquer Egypt. Luckily, we can fill 

this out with another document that describes this same 

campaign. 

The Great Harris Papyrus 

At forty meters long, the Great Harris Papyrus is the larg-

est papyrus in existence today. It is a propagandistic doc-

ument written during the time of Rameses III, 

Setnakhte’s son, and a very powerful pharaoh in his own 

right. The papyrus tells of Setnakhte’s establishment of a 

new dynasty at a time when Egypt was in a bad state 

(398–399): 

Hear ye, that I may make you aware of my benefactions 

which I accomplished while I was king of the people. The 

land of Egypt had been cast aside, with every man being 

his (own standard of) right. They had no chief spokes-

man for many years previously up to other times. 

(ANET, 260). 

The state of Egypt only gets worse, and eventually an un-

named Levantine man takes power: 

Other times came afterwards in the empty years, and a 

Levantine (kharru) with them, a self-made (Irsw) 

prince. He set the entire land as tributary before him. 

One joined his companion that their property might be 

plundered. 

This group, under the aegis of a man describe as the Irsu 

(the self-made man), acts with contempt toward the 

Egyptian gods: 

They treated the gods like the people, and no offerings 

were presented in the temples. 

Into this void stepped Setnakhte, who is described as the 

son of the gods, to right the wrongs of Egypt and reestab-

lish the worship of the Egyptian gods: 

But when the gods reversed themselves to show mercy 

and to set the land right as was its normal state, they es-

tablished their son, who had come forth from their body, 

to be Ruler-life, prosperity, health!-of every land, upon 

their great throne… the Son of Re: Set-nakht Merer-Re 

Meri-Amon-life, prosperity, health! 

If we combine what is written in these two Egyptian 

sources, the first of which was literally composed the 

year after the events allegedly occurred, and factor in 

what else we know about this period, we can offer a 

sketch of what happened at the end of the nineteenth 

dynasty and the beginning of the twentieth dynasty. 

Combining the Two Stories 

Starting with the reign of Seti II, and through the reigns 

of Siptah and Tausert, Egypt was in decline. When 

Tausert died without a clear heir, around 1188 B.C.E., 

Egypt fell into internal conflict. Then someone of Levan-

tine origin (kharru), referred to only as Irsu “the self-

made man,” took over rule in Egypt. 

This man despised Egyptian rituals and prohibited offer-

ings to the Egyptian gods. He imported allies from the 

Levant—i.e., from somewhere in Syria, Lebanon, or Ca-

naan—whom he paid with silver and gold. Setnakhte, 

founder of the twentieth dynasty, fought against the for-

eigner and his Levantine allies who had taken over the 

country, and succeeded in driving them out and reestab-

lishing the worship of Egyptian gods. 

The Identity of Irsu 

Who, then is Irsu? Scholars long assumed the Irsu must 

have been Bay, the powerful Levantine chancellor who 

installed Siptah on the throne. The theory went that once 

Siptah and then Tausret died, Bay, who was the most 

powerful man in Egypt, decided to take the throne him-

self and began to make reforms in line with his own reli-

gious preferences. 
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We now know that this is impossible, since Siptah, in the 

5th year of his rule, had Bay executed as a traitor. Thus, Bay 

could not have been Irsu, who usurped the throne a few 

years after Bay’s death. Instead, I suggest that Irsu should 

be identified with Moses, and that the biblical story con-

tains the missing piece explaining Irsu’s rise to power. 

The Torah’s Moses and  
Setnakht’s Irsu 

According to Exodus 2, Moses is an Israelite leader, but 

was adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter and brought up in 

the palace. The figure of Pharaoh’s daughter is likely 

based upon Tausert, who was, probably, the daughter of 

Pharaoh Merenptah before she became the wife of her 

half-brother, Pharaoh Seti II. Seti II and Tausert appar-

ently had one daughter who died in her childhood, and 

no other offspring. 

Moses is an Egyptian name, and according to Exodus, it 

was given him by his adopted mother. The name means 

“son” and is unusual since it is not preceded by the name 

of an Egyptian God as illustrated in names such as Ram-

eses (son of Ra, the sun god), Thutmose (son of Thoth, 

god of wisdom), Ahmose (son of Iaḥ, the moon god) 

etc. Moses is thus, a son of nobody. This fits well with Pa-

pyrus Harris calling the usurper “the self-made man,” 

i.e., a son of nobody. 

Although Moses is raised in the palace, he is a Levantine 

(Hebrew/Israelite) foreigner, as is Irsu the Kharru. This 

dual identity would help explain the rise of Irsu. 

When Tausert died without an heir, Moses/Irsu saw 

himself as the appropriate person to take over and as-

cend the throne of the pharaohs. To do this, he con-

scripted his people who were living as dominated for-

eigners in Egypt, and brought in reinforcements from 

abroad, whom he paid with gold and silver. 

A struggle for power between opposing forces in Egypt 

followed. Moses and his men lost, were expelled from 

Egypt, and left for Canaan. This also gives us a specific 

year for this exodus, 1186 B.C.E., the second year of 

Pharaoh Setnakhte’s reign. 

Two Versions of the Story 

The war of Irsu and Setnakhte was traumatic for all in-

volved, and each group remembered it in very different 

ways. From the  Egyptian perspective, a group of foreign-

ers living among them, who were contemptuous of their 

gods and slaughtered their sacred animals, tried to take 

over the country, and even paid outsiders to invade Egypt. 

They were successful for a short time, but a powerful 

Egyptian general led a counterattack and ultimately 

pushed Irsu and his Kharru out the land, restoring order 

and proper worship, and becoming the next pharaoh. 

The Israelites also remembered the story. From their per-

spective, the Egyptians had dominated and mistreated 

them, taking advantage of their status as foreigners. Even-

tually a champion arose, Moses, who had been brought up 

in the palace; he wreaked havoc upon the Egyptians and 

their gods for how they treated his people. 

He commanded his people to slaughter a ram, which is 

sacred to the Egyptians. By this, he reestablished proper 

worship of their own god, YHWH, and marched the Isra-

elites and their allies out of the land with gold, silver, 

weapons, and prestige. From this event, the story of the 

exodus was born. 

 

[1] His writings have been lost, but some selections are preserved in the 

work of the Jewish historian Josephus Flavius, who lived in the first 

century C.E., and responded to some of Manetho’s claims about Jews, 

as they were recorded by Apion, an anti-Jewish scholar and author. 

[2] Editor’s note: For more on this city, see David A. Falk, “What We 

Know about the Egyptian Places Mentioned in Exodus,” TheTo-

rah (2018). 

[3] Thomas Römer, “Tracking some ‘Censored’ Moses Traditions In-

side and Outside the Hebrew Bible,” Hebrew Bible and Ancient Israel 1 

(2012): 64–76 [p. 71]. 

[4] See also Exod 3:21–22, 11:2. 

Prof. Israel Knohl is the Yehezkel Kaufmann Pro-

fessor of Bible at the Hebrew University of Jeru-

salem and a senior research fellow at the Shalom 

Hartman Institute. 
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We Were Slaves to the 
Hyksos in Egypt 

The Hyksos, the West Semitic rulers of northern Egypt 

in the late 16th century B.C.E., are the biblical Pharaohs 

and their lower-class subjects, the Hebrews. Here is the 

history behind the exodus. 

Dr. Joseph Weinstein 

 

Second stele of the Theban Egyptian ruler Kamose (detail), 16th c. 

B.C.E., relating his campaign against the Hyksos, now in the Luxor 

Museum. R. Stehn/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 2.0 

he biblical exodus account describes a mass refu-

gee movement in which thousands of Hebrews (or 

Israelites) fled Egypt following the downfall of an 

unnamed Egyptian Pharaoh. Trouble begins when Phar-

aoh enslaves and abuses his Hebrew subjects, thereby in-

curring the wrath of their god. In return, God sends Mo-

ses to strike Egypt with a host of natural disasters, in-

cluding the plagues of hail, darkness, and the death of 

the Egyptian firstborn. The Israelites flee Egypt, but 

Pharaoh and the Egyptian army follow, only to be de-

stroyed at the Red Sea. The Israelites continue into the 

wilderness, where they find themselves critically short of 

food and water, surviving only through the grace of God. 

A generation later, some of their descendants finally 

reach safety in Canaan. 

Scholars interested in finding a historical basis for the 

story—some believe any such approach to be futile[1]—

generally work backwards from the archaeological evi-

dence in Canaan. Since mass settlement of the Judean 

and Samarian highlands took place in the 12th century 

B.C.E., they assume that the exodus from Egypt must 

have taken place shortly before. The most commonly 

suggested time is during the reign of the 19th dynasty 

ruler Ramesses II (ca. 1279–1213 B.C.E.) or his son 

Merneptah (ca. 1213–1203), though recently the reigns 

of the 20th dynasty ruler Sethnakht (ca. 1198–1194 

B.C.E.) or his son Ramesses III (ca. 1194–1184 B.C.E.) 

have also been floated. They then struggle to find some 

event during this period upon which the exodus and 

plague accounts could have been based, or to explain 

away the lack of Egyptian evidence for such events. 

If, however, one is willing to consider the possibility that 

the exodus may already have belonged to the distant past 

by the time these settlements appeared, one can easily 

identify an event that contains many overlaps with the 

exodus story: The expulsion of the foreign Hyksos 

15th dynasty rulers of the Delta by the native Egyptian 

17th dynasty rulers of Thebes at the end of the Second In-

termediate Period, (ca. 1535 B.C.E.). The “Pharaohs” of 

the biblical enslavement and exodus were, I would sub-

mit, the 15th Dynasty Hyksos rulers of the Delta, and the 

Hebrew slaves of the biblical account were their lower-

class West Semitic subjects. 

Native Egyptian Overthrow of the 
Hyksos 15th Dynasty 

During the Second Intermediate period (ca. 1683–1535 

B.C.E.), Egypt was politically and culturally divided. 

Much of the population of the Nile Delta was West Se-

mitic (the broader ethnic category to which biblical Israel 

belonged), while Upper Egypt was native Egyptian. The 

foreign Hyksos 15th dynasty ruled the Delta and much of 

Lower Egypt from its capital at Avaris in the north, while 

the native Egyptian 17th dynasty ruled Upper Egypt from 

its capital at Thebes in the south. Surviving records and 

monuments from this period are sparse and often unin-

formative, so we are largely dependent upon archaeology 

and occasional records from the south for its history. 

Towards the end of the Second Intermediate Period, the 

native Egyptian rulers of Thebes began a concerted cam-

paign to reunify Egypt under their own leadership. 

T 
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According to the Egyptian tale of “Apophis and Se-

qenenre,” the campaign against the Hyksos began when 

the Theban ruler Se-qenen-reꜥ Tao (dates uncertain) 

went to war against the Hyksos ruler Apophis (dates un-

certain), his northern neighbor. Tao’s mummified body 

shows signs of a very violent death, suggesting that he 

died in this war or had been ritually executed following 

capture. His son Wadj-kheper-reꜥ Kamose continued the 

fight, and boasted of the campaign on two victory stelae 

which he erected in the Karnak Temple (Stele, pictured 

above). Kamose, however, died before completing the 

conquest. 

Kamose’s younger brother Neb-peḥti-reꜥ Ahmose (ca. 

1550–1525 B.C.E.) finally succeeded in conquering 

Avaris and expelling the Hyksos from Egypt, sometime 

around 1535 B.C.E. The conquest of the Hyksos capital 

of Avaris was noted briefly in a tomb inscription by one 

of Ahmose’s generals, and was commemorated by wall 

reliefs in the king’s funerary temple at Abydos. Once he 

succeeded in conquering the north, Ahmose founded the 

18th dynasty, the first dynasty of the New Kingdom, 

which ruled once again over a united Egypt. 

The defeat of the Hyksos triggered a mass flight of West 

Semites from the Delta. It also coincided with natural 

disasters, which the Egyptian sources blame upon a deity 

of the West Semites. Identification of the exodus with 

this event even has the support of ancient Egyptian tra-

dition, as reported by the Hellenistic Egyptian priests 

and historians Manetho and Ptolemy of Mendes. 

1. West Semites in the Delta 

Starting in the late Middle Kingdom, and continuing on 

into the Second Intermediate Period, the population of 

the Egyptian Nile Delta was predominantly West Se-

mitic. We know this from extensive excavations in the 

area, including the 15th dynasty Hyksos capital of Avaris, 

located in the vicinity of modern Tell el-Dabʿa, along the 

former Pelusiac branch of the Nile. Avaris figures prom-

inently in the biblical account, where it is called by its 

later name of Rameses. Other major West Semitic popu-

lation centers can be found all along this same branch, 

and in the Wadi Tumilat. Many of these sites have also 

now been excavated or at least surveyed. Some of these 

can also be correlated with places mentioned in the bib-

lical account.[2] 

This large, intrusive West Semitic population was cultur-

ally, religiously, and ethnically distinct from the native 

Egyptian population of southern Egypt. It is easily recog-

nizable by its distinctive burial practices, weaponry, reli-

gious architecture and imagery, personal names, pottery, 

and other artifacts. Some of these personal names are 

similar to those appearing in the biblical account, such 

as YaꜤqub-HER (= Jacob). 

 

Archaeological artifacts that help distinguish a West Semite of the Late Middle 

Kingdom and Second Intermediate Period from an Egyptian. Left: Egyptian 

Statute of a West Semitic official of the Second Intermediate Period 

(Khruner/Wikimedia). Right: Egyptian Statue of either Ahmose or Amenhotep 

I (K. Schengili-Roberts/Wikimedia). 

Contemporary Egyptian sources referred to this West Se-

mitic population as Ꜥꜣmw, itself probably a West Semitic 

word meaning something like the “kinsmen” (compare 

Hebrew Ꜥam, “people” or “paternal uncle”; or ḥam, “fa-

ther-in-law”). 

Israelites were themselves West Semites, but so were 

many other ethnic groups known from the Hebrew Bible 

and elsewhere. Archaeology cannot at present distin-

guish an ancestor of Iron Age Israel from any other West 

Semite of the Second Intermediate Period. 

2. West Semites Abandon the Delta 

Following the reconquest of the north by Ahmose, many 

West Semitic sites in the Delta seem to have been aban-

doned.  
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In those sites that do remain inhabited, most of the dis-

tinctive material culture of the Second Intermediate Pe-

riod Delta, associated with its West Semitic population, 

disappeared. It was replaced by a material culture with 

its antecedents in southern Egypt, which the Theban 

conquerors had brought with them. 

Documentary sources for the fate of the Delta’s popula-

tion are scanty. The tomb epitaph of Ahmose si Abina re-

fers to a handful of enemies who were killed or taken cap-

tive (line 14), but says nothing about what happened to 

the majority of the population. There is a possible refer-

ence to refugees on the Speos Artemidos inscription of 

Hatshepshut (line 40), written three-quarters of a cen-

tury later: 

I have made distant those whom the gods abominate, 

and earth has carried off their foot(prints).[3] 

Finally, there is the much later account of the 3rd century 

B.C.E. Egyptian historian Manetho, who claims some 

240,000 refugees fled to Canaan (Josephus, Contra Api-

onem, I.14[89]). 

It would be difficult to explain all this without assuming 

a massive exodus of West Semitic refugees. Some of the 

West Semitic population did remain in place, and the 

West Semitic presence in the Delta regrew under the 

subsequent New Kingdom. Nevertheless, West Semites 

were never again organized as a distinct political or cul-

tural community. 

3. Natural Disasters 

Egyptian sources report several natural disasters that af-

flicted Egypt just before the collapse of Hyksos rule, in-

cluding abnormal weather conditions and an outbreak of 

disease. As in the Torah, they blame these disasters upon 

divine intervention by a deity of the West Semites. 

Tempest Stele — The Tempest Stele offers an example 

of a detailed description of a storm that struck Thebes 

sometime during the reign of the victorious 17th dynasty 

ruler Ahmose. The account is particularly noteworthy for 

its reference to prolonged darkness: 

The gods [caused] the sky to come in a tempest of r[ain], 

with darkness in the western region and the sky being 

unleashed without [cessation, louder than] the cries of 

the masses, more powerful than […], [while the rain 

raged (?)] on the mountains louder than the noise of the 

cataract which is at Elephantine. Every house, every 

quarter that they reached […] floating on the water like 

skiffs of papyrus opposite the royal residence for a pe-

riod of […] days, while a torch could not be lit in the Two 

Lands. Then his Majesty said, “How much greater this is 

than the wrath of the great god, than the plans of the 

gods!” (lines 8–12)[4] 

The stele continues with Ahmose restoring the temples 

that were damaged in the storms. 

Certain details suggest that the Theban Egyptians, like 

their northern enemies, understood this storm as a the-

ophany of the Egyptianized West Semitic deity 

Seth/Baʿal Haddu. Furthermore, there is archaeological 

evidence that the Temple of Seth/Baʿal Haddu at the 

Hyksos capital of Avaris was among those which Ahmose 

rebuilt. 

Hearst Medical Papyrus — The Hearst Medical Pa-

pyrus, copied during the early 18th dynasty shortly after 

the Expulsion of the Hyksos, contains an incantation 

against a “(Disease) of the Ꜥꜣmw (West Semites)” involv-

ing black skin lesions.[5] It blames this disease upon pꜣ-

nṯr-ḥry, an Egyptian rendering of the supreme West Se-

mitic deity ˀEl ꜤElyon (God most High), mentioned in 

the Bible (ostensibly as a synonym for the God of Israel). 

The resort to an incantation suggests that this disease 

was often fatal, and beyond the empirical medicine of the 

time. The incantation appears to have been newly com-

posed shortly before the papyrus was copied, perhaps in 

response to a recent outbreak. 

The Torah — Several of the biblical plagues resemble 

one or another of these natural disasters. The two re-

ports of dramatic storms attest to disturbed weather 

conditions that could underlie the biblical plagues of 

hail (Exod 9:13–35) and darkness (Exod 10:21–

23),[6] and the winds that swept the locusts into the sea 

(Exod. 10:19) and blew back the waters of the Reed Sea 

(Exod. 14;21). The biblical reports of God speaking to 
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Moses parallel the Egyptian interpretation of these 

storms as a divine theophany. 

Likewise, the plagues of pestilence (Exod 9:1–7) and 

boils (Exod 9:10–12) closely resemble the “Disease of the 

Ꜥꜣmw” mentioned on the Hearst Medical Papyrus. The re-

semblance would be particularly good if the references 

are to tularemia or cutaneous anthrax, both of which 

spread readily from domestic livestock to humans. A 

connection to the biblical death of the firstborn is also 

possible, while other plagues might be explained as a log-

ical consequence of the disturbed weather conditions 

and/or epidemic. 

4. The Fall of Avaris and End of the 
15th Dynasty 

The Hyksos capital of Avaris figures prominently in the 

biblical account under its later name of “Rameses.” Ac-

cording to the biblical account, it was in the Land of 

Rameses that Jacob and his sons had settled (Gen 67:11), 

at Rameses that the Israelites toiled in the construction 

of store-cities (Exod 1:11), and from Rameses that they 

departed at the start of the exodus (Exod 12:37, Num. 

33:3,5). Although the narratives of Moses’ birth (Exod 

2:1-11) and of his appearances before Pharaoh (Exod 5-

12) do not specify where those events occurred, the set-

ting of these events at a royal capital (Exod 1:15-2:10; 5-

12) on a branch of the Nile (Exod 1:22; 2:3-6; 7:14-8:12) 

with overland access to Sinai (Exod 2:15; 4:18-28) 

matches the geographic situation at Avaris/Ramesses. 

The fall of Avaris is represented in the biblical account by 

the departure of the Israelites from Rameses at the start 

of the exodus (Exod 12:37, Num. 33:3,5), followed by the 

Hyksos Pharaoh and his entourage in their chariots 

(Exod 14:5-7). The Israelites were forced to flee the same 

night that the crown prince was killed (Exod 12:29–36). 

In fact, the Israelites were ordered to depart by Pharaoh 

himself, and had to do so very suddenly. They were 

armed (ḥamušim) for military combat, but otherwise did 

not have time to make adequate provisions. This is what 

one might expect if a sudden deterioration in the military 

situation required rapid evacuation of the capital. The 

death of the Hyksos crown prince in the 10th plague 

(Exod 12:29), and the drowning of the Hyksos “Pharaoh” 

and his entourage in the Reed Sea (Exod 14-15), repre-

sent the end of the 15th dynasty. 

The biblical references to Avaris by its later name of 

“Rameses” are anachronistic, since the city was only 

given this name by Ramesses II of the 19th dynasty. Such 

anachronisms are common in biblical texts, which did 

not always reach their final form until long after the 

events they purport to describe.[7] 

5. Ancient Egyptian Tradition 

The idea that the Israelite exodus and the defeat of the 

Hyksos were somehow related goes back to Manetho, an 

Egyptian priest writing in the 3rd century B.C.E. Pieces of 

his lost work survive in quotes by Josephus in his Contra 

Apionem (1:14.73–92, 1:26.227-250) and by other an-

cient writers. Unfortunately, although Manetho clearly 

had access to some ancient Egyptian sources and tradi-

tions, his account was written more than a thousand 

years after the event. Furthermore, the quotes and para-

phrases from his history are a jumble, and it is difficult 

to disentangle his work from later interpretation. 

In his history, Manetho referred to the population of 

the Delta under Hyksos rule as the “Shepherds.” His 

general understanding seems to have been that the 

Jews were descended from these Shepherds, who ended 

up in Jerusalem after being expelled by the native Egyp-

tians. He misinterpreted the title “Hyksos” as meaning 

“Shepherd-Kings” and included a detailed although 

garbled account of their expulsion. Josephus and other 

early Jewish and Christian writers thus cited Manetho 

as evidence for identifying the exodus with the Expul-

sion of the Hyksos.[8] 

However, Manetho also introduced these Shepherds into 

his account a second time, in conjunction with the Osar-

seph legend and the “Expulsion of the Lepers.” At least 

some versions of Manetho identified Moses with the leg-

endary Osarseph (Josephus, Contra Apionem I:26.250). 

This legend itself combines elements from the Expulsion 

of the Hyksos, the Amarna age, and anti-Jewish propa-

ganda into one. 
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An unambiguous identification of the exodus with the 

Expulsion of the Hyksos reportedly appeared in the lost 

writings of the late 1st cent. B.C.E. Hellenistic Egyptian 

historian Ptolemy of Mendes. Tatian (Oratio ad Grae-

cos 38) quotes him as saying that “the departure of the 

Jews from Egypt to the places whither they went oc-

curred in the time of King Ahmose, under the leader-

ship of Moses.”[9] 

Modern Egyptologists have also noted the overlap be-

tween the expulsion of the Hyksos and the exodus 

story. However, attempts to identify the Israelites with 

the Hyksos trigger an immediate contradiction: The 

Hyksos were rulers not slaves. 

The Hyksos and Their Subjects 

In order to make sense of the biblical account in terms of 

events at the end of the Second Intermediate Period, one 

must identify not the Israelites but the Pharaohs of the 

enslavement and exodus with the 

15th dynasty Hyksos rulers of the 

Delta. The Hebrew slaves of the bibli-

cal account should be sought instead 

among their lower-class West Semitic 

subjects. The biblical enslavement 

traditions then have a natural expla-

nation in terms of power and class re-

lationships between the Hyksos rul-

ers and these lower-class subjects. 

The term Hyksos derives from the 

Egyptian term Ḥqꜣ-ḫꜣst, meaning “(a) 

ruler of (a) foreign land,” a term the 

Egyptians used to describe the petty kings of Canaan. 

The plural form, Ḥqꜣ-ḫꜣswt, “ruler of foreign lands,” im-

plies an overlord of these petty kings, and was employed 

by some rulers of the Delta as a title. Although the term 

Hyksos is sometimes misused today as an ethnic appel-

lative for the entire West Semitic population of the Delta 

during this period, contemporary Egyptian sources ap-

ply it only to these rulers. 

Despite their own foreign origin, the later 15th dynasty 

rulers tried hard to emulate the trappings of native 

Egyptian rulers and to represent themselves as the legit-

imate rulers of all Egypt. They abandoned the title “ruler 

of foreign lands” (Hyksos) and adopted Egyptian titles of 

kingship (such as “Son of Re” and “the Good God”) in-

stead. They commissioned inscriptions in Egyptian hier-

oglyphic, employed Egyptian scribes to copy Egyptian 

texts, issued scarab-beetle shaped seals and amulets 

bearing their names, and dedicated gifts to Egyptian de-

ities. Although they never actually ruled over a united 

Egypt, they did control their own capital of Avaris, the 

former Old Kingdom capital of Memphis, and the former 

Middle Kingdom capital of Itj-Tawy. At the peak of their 

power, their control extended at least as far south as Cu-

sae (El Quseyya), halfway between the Delta and Thebes, 

and possibly beyond. 

Although the occupants of the Delta were largely West 

Semitic, most of them were not Hyksos—and they cer-

tainly were not members of the 15th dynasty. That is, they 

were neither rulers nor conquerors, and are never re-

ferred to as Hyksos in contemporary Egyptian sources. 

Instead, they were farmers and herdsmen, shepherds 

and cowherds, seamen and caravanners, weavers, dyers, 

and other artisans. They or their ancestors had settled 

peacefully in the Delta during the latter portion of the 

Middle Kingdom and early part of the Second Interme-

diate Period. Some of these early settlers appear to have 

been fairly wealthy; others served as artisans and skilled 

laborers on Egyptian estates. Still others may have ar-

rived as indentured servants, or chattel slaves. 

In the world of the ancient Near East, the king viewed his 

subjects as his servants, and his subjects viewed them-

selves as servants of the king. Biblical Hebrew even uses 

the same word—ebed—for “slave,” “servant,” “vassal,” 

“subject” (of a king), and “minister” (of a king). 

From the perspective of northern Egyptian residents, 

the 15th dynasty king was their ruler, northern Egypt 

was Egypt, and their ruler was king of Egypt. The exist-

ence of another Egyptian kingdom, ruled by native 

Egyptians, 700 km to the south, would have been 

largely irrelevant. Thus, in Israel’s memory, they were 

subjects/slaves/vassals/servants to the King of Egypt, 

and the fact that this king was himself West Semitic and 

Seal of the “Ruler of 
Foreign Lands, Kha-

yan,” from Newberry, 
Percy E., Scarabs: An 

Introduction to the 
Study of Egyptian Seals 

and Signet Rings. 
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not native Egyptian was a fine distinction, lost in the 

mists of time. 

Slaves to the Hyksos 

The 15th dynasty rulers of the Delta would have required 

large numbers of workers to construct their capital cities 

and to build fortifications. At the peak of their power, 

they would have relied heavily upon forced laborers 

brought from Upper Egypt in the south as tribute or pris-

oners of war. However, as the Theban conquest of the 

north progressed, any such supply of labor from the 

south would have dried up. The Hyksos rulers would 

have been largely forced to depend upon the population 

of the Delta, including their own West Semitic subjects, 

for labor instead—especially for any last-ditch efforts to 

strengthen the defenses of the capital. 

The Torah describes the enslavement of the Hebrews thus: 

י   שמות א:יא ַוָּיִשימּו ָעָליו ָשרֵׁ
ַמַען ַעֹנתֹו   ִמִסים לְּ
י   ֹלָתם ַוִּיֶבן ָערֵׁ ִסבְּ בְּ

ֹעה ֶאת ִפֹתם   ַפרְּ נֹות לְּ כְּ ִמסְּ
ס.  סֵׁ ֶאת ַרַעמְּ  וְּ

Exod 1:11 So they set tax collectors 

over them to oppress them 

with forced labor; and they 

built supply cities for Pharaoh: 

Pithom and Rameses. 

Both mas (tax) and sevel (forced labor) are technical 

terms referring to taxation through corvée labor. This is 

a system of taxation in which each person was required 

to spend part of the year working on royal projects, or in 

which each city, tribe, or other unit was required to pro-

vide a certain percentage of its population to work on 

such projects. Taxation through corvée labor was com-

mon among West Semitic rulers; the Bible describes Sol-

omon and his son Rehoboam doing the same (see 1 Kgs 

4:6; 5:27–28; 9:15, 20–23; 12:1–19). 

Egyptian sources also complained vociferously about the 

excessive taxes imposed by the Hyksos rulers and mal-

treatment of the people. On the First Kamose Stele <line 

4> the Theban ruler Kamose complained that “no one 

can be at ease when they are milked by the taxes of the 

Ꜥꜣmw (West Semites of the Delta)”.[10] The Ramesside era 

story of “Apophis and Seqenenre” likewise recalled that 

“prince Apophis (a Hyksos ruler) … had put the entire 

land under taxes, the North as well yielding all the fine 

products of the Delta.”[11] Manetho reports (Contra Api-

onem, 1:14.75), “they treated all the inhabitants most 

hatefully, slaughtering some, and leading into slavery the 

children and wives of others.”[12] 

The essence of the biblical complaint against “Pharaoh” 

was not that he had reduced the Israelites to the status of 

chattel slaves who could be bought and sold for money, 

but rather that he had abused his authority by overwork-

ing and overtaxing his subjects. A “servant” of the king 

could even be a high government official, such as the 

“servants of Pharaoh” mentioned repeatedly in the 

plague accounts (e.g., Exod 7:20 and elsewhere). The 

ready access which the Israelite elders (zekenim) and 

foremen (nogsim and shoterim) had to “Pharaoh” sug-

gests that these servants, too, were actually high officials 

of the 15th dynasty, responsible for organization of the 

work force. 

The Hyksos–Israelite Connection 

In the biblical story, when the Israelites escape from 

Egypt, they wander through the Sinai wilderness and the 

Transjordan for forty years, and then cross over into the 

Cisjordan and settle there. On the face of it, this is a seri-

ous problem for any attempt to date an exodus to the 

Hyksos period, since the fall of the Hyksos dynasty (ca. 

1535 B.C.E.) took place three hundred years before the 

settlement of the Israelites in the Cisjordanian highland 

(ca. 1200 B.C.E.). This is clear from the archaeological 

record and is not disputed by any serious scholar.[13] 

It is nevertheless possible that the Israelites who settled 

in Canaan at the beginning of the Iron Age (ca. 1200 

B.C.E.) may have included descendants of refugees who 

had fled Egypt at the end of the Second Intermediate Pe-

riod (ca. 1535 B.C.E.). Nothing about these settlements 

suggest that they arose through a recent influx of popu-

lation from Egypt; instead, they seem to have arisen 

through some combination of immigration from 

Transjordan, sedentarization of pastoral semi-nomads 

long present in the vicinity, and/or population overflow 

from Canaanite cities. 
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Two groups mentioned in the historical records for the 

pre-settlement period may provide missing links: 

1. Shasu — Egyptian New Kingdom texts describe var-

ious groups of shasu (šꜣsw,), i.e., “nomads,” living in 

the Transjordan. One of these groups inhabited the 

“Shasu land of Yhwꜣ,” and has been identified by a 

number of scholars as proto-Israelite.[14] Manetho 

translated shasu as “Shepherds,” identified them 

with early Israelites, and placed these Shepherds in 

Egypt under Hyksos rule. This is apparent from his 

false etymology of the title “Hyksos” as meaning 

“Shepherd Kings” (‘Ὑκ+Σώς = ḥkȝ + shasu) (Jose-

phus, Contra Apionem 1:14.82). 

2. ʿApiru (or Habiru) — Many Egyptian and Akka-

dian documents from this period describe groups of 

ʿapiru living on the fringes of society. The El Am-

arna tablets, in particular, refer to ʿapiru living in 

Transjordan, the mountainous interior of Cisjordan, 

and the Galilee. The term is cognate with Hebrew 

 which is a term used to describe the Israelites ,(עברי)

in the exodus story.[15] 

It is at least possible, therefore, that some of the West 

Semites of the Delta escaped to Canaan and Transjordan, 

where they became part of the local population of semi-

nomadic groups. It was out of these semi-nomadic 

groups that Iron Age Israel later emerged. 

The Biblical vs. Egyptian Viewpoint 

Although the biblical sojourn, plague, and exodus ac-

counts parallel real historical events and conditions from 

the end of the Second Intermediate Period in Egypt, the 

biblical and Egyptian sources present very different per-

spectives on these events. This is not surprising, for the 

biblical account is written from the viewpoint of West Se-

mitic refugees from the Delta and their descendants. By 

contrast, almost all the surviving Egyptian accounts of 

events at the end of the Second Intermediate Period stem 

from the victorious Theban Egyptian conquerors of the 

Delta or their successors. 

The Theban Egyptian accounts had no interest in the 

wartime suffering of the population of the Delta and the 

fate of the refugees, and instead extols the military prow-

ess of the victors. The biblical account, in contrast, seems 

entirely unaware that a competing Egyptian (17th) dyn-

asty existed in the south, and that it was these rival kings 

who were responsible for the overthrow of the 15th dyn-

asty “Pharaoh.” 

Instead, the Bible attributes the downfall of “Pharaoh” to 

his own wickedness in abusing his own subjects and ig-

noring the divine will. It thus focuses on the contempo-

raneous natural disasters, which could be readily at-

tributed to divine action. In this, one sees the roots of the 

ethical monotheism that was to become Israel’s primary 

contribution to the world. 

 

* This is a shortened version of the essay. The full version can be found 

on TheTorah.com. 
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The Historical Exodus 

The Evidence for the Levites Leaving Egypt and the In-

troduction of YHWH into Israel 

Prof. Richard Elliott Friedman 

 

The Israelites Crossing of the Red Sea, Wilhelm Kotarbiński, late 19th c. 

ne of the great contributions to critical scholar-

ship was made jointly by my teacher Frank Cross 

(z”l) and my senior colleague David Noel Freed-

man (z”l). In 1948, they established on several different 

grounds that certain songs were of very high antiquity. 

These included the Song of Miriam and the Song of Deb-

orah in Judges 5. Freedman called them the two oldest 

texts in the Tanakh. 

Freedman added that this had implications for the histo-

ricity of the exodus. Many scholars and archaeologists 

say the exodus never happened. 90 percent of their argu-

ment is based on the lack of artifacts in Egypt or Sinai 

and on finding few items of Egyptian material culture in 

early Israelite sites, which we would have expected if the 

Israelites had lived in Egypt for centuries. But that isn’t 

evidence against the historicity of the exodus. At most, it 

is evidence (more correctly: an absence of evidence) 

against the tremendous number of participants that the 

Torah pictures. 

I had included the idea of a non-millions exodus in 

my Who Wrote the Bible? back in 1987, and I raised the 

idea there, just as a possibility, that the smaller exodus 

group was just the Levites. That possibility looks sub-

stantially more tangible today than it did in 1987. 

O 
Dr. Joseph Weinstein is an interdisciplinary re-

searcher with widespread interests in science, 

technology, ancient history, and archaeology. 
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The Song of the Sea does not Mention the 
Name Israel 

The trail of evidence starts with the Song of Miriam (or 

Song of the Sea). It never speaks of the whole nation of 

Israel. The word Israel does not occur in it. This oldest 

source we have just refers to a people, an ‘am (vv. 13, 16 

[2x]), leaving Egypt. And God does not lead this ‘am, to 

the whole land. He leads them to His sacred abode, He 

plants them in His legacy’s mountain, at His miqedash, 

where His throne’s platform is (v. 17). (That last phrase, 

“His throne’s platform,” occurs only in the Song and in 

reference to the Temple. It is in King Solomon’s Temple 

dedication in 1 Kings 8:13). These phrases make sense if 

we’re reading about Levites, who became the Temple 

priests. They do not apply to all of Israel. 

No Levites in the Song of Deborah 

The Song of Deborah, meanwhile, lists all ten tribes of 

Israel (Judah and Simeon were a separate community at 

this time and not part of Israel) but doesn’t men-

tion Levi. Why? Either (1) because the Levites were not 

there yet. They were in Egypt (or on the road). Or (2) they 

were not a tribe of Israel, they were a priestly group. 

Egyptian Names 

One might respond that the second explanation is 

enough; it still doesn’t connect the Levites with Egypt 

or an exodus. But, then, some Levites have Egyptian 

names: Hophni, Hur, Merari, Mushi, two named 

Phinehas, and of course Moses. We in North America, 

called “a land of immigrants,” especially get the signifi-

cance of names and what they reveal about people’s 

backgrounds. Levites have the connection with Egypt, 

evidenced by their Egyptian names. The other tribes 

don’t. So Deborah, set in Israel, doesn’t mention the Le-

vites; and the Song of Miriam, set in Egypt, doesn’t 

mention all of Israel. It just mentions a group who leave 

Egypt and end up at the miqedash. 

Evidence from Source Criticism 

Now let me add what we have learned from source criti-

cism to this matter of the Levites. What was the first, 

best-known piece of evidence that suggested the exist-

ence of multiple sources in the Torah? Answer: God’s 

name. People sometimes refer to this as a problem of 

“the names of God.” But that’s not correct. It isn’t that 

God has different names in different sources. It’s that 

sources give different pictures of when God’s name, 

YHWH, was revealed. 

As I discussed in past work, the sources known as E, P, 

and D are traced to Levite priestly authors.[1] In the Le-

vite sources E and P, God is called Elohim (a generic, not 

a name) or El consistently until He reveals that His name 

is YHWH to Moses (in Exodus 3 [E] and 6 [P]), and after 

that He is referred to by this name as well as by Elohim. 

But in the source called J, people know the divine name 

from the beginning. It is first used by Eve (or more prob-

ably Lamech, since the use by Eve in the Masoretic Text 

appears as theou, reading Hebrew ’elohim, in the Septu-

agint). Then, the narrator in the J source never once re-

fers to the deity as Elohim. Persons in the story use the 

term; but the narrator does not.[2] 

Just how carefully is this distinction in the revelation 

of God’s name developed? In 2,000 occurrences of El, 

Elohim, and YHWH in the Torah there are just three 

exceptions.[3] 

The Significance of God Revealing the 
Name YHWH in the Levitical Sources 

The significance of this source distinction concerning the 

doctrine that God’s name was not revealed until Moses 

remains un-refuted and under-appreciated. It was a first 

clue that led us on a trail of working out who wrote the 

Bible. If it had just done that and nothing more, dayenu. 

But the reason I raise it here is to go further and ask: 

what might be the reason for this: Why did two writers 

in the Torah develop an idea that God did not reveal His 

name until the time of Moses and the exodus? Why for-

mulate such a thing? 

As pointed out above, the two sources that develop this 

idea, E and P, are both texts that were written by Le-

vites. In the hypothesis that we’re testing, that it was 

the Levites who came from Egypt and brought the wor-

ship of the God YHWH with them, we can understand 
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why Levite authors would want to tell this: a story to 

establish that YHWH was the God of old, the God of Is-

rael’s ancestors, and not a new and different deity. Ar-

riving in a place that had long worshipped El as chief 

God, the Levites and the resident Israelites didn’t need 

to decide that they would now worship two chief deities, 

and they didn’t need to fight over choosing one and re-

jecting the other. 

What E and P reflect is a decision to say rather that El 

and YHWH were one and the same God. Meanwhile, J, 

the indigenous, non-Levite source, doesn’t bother with 

the story. It just treats YHWH as God’s name from time 

immemorial, and its narrator, when writing in his or her 

own voice, never once uses the word Elohim. 

There is more. It is in fact only the Levite sources — E, P, 

and also D — that tell the entire story of the plagues and 

exodus from Egypt. J, the non-Levite source, doesn’t tell 

it. If you read J, it jumps from Moses’ saying “Let my peo-

ple go” in Exodus 5:1f. to the people's already having de-

parted Egypt in Exodus 13:21.[4] Who knows what story, 

if any, came in between. 

Tabernacle 

It is likewise the Levite sources that concentrate on the 

Tabernacle. E mentions it a little; P treats it a lot. There 

is more about the Tabernacle than about anything else in 

the Torah. But the non-Levite source J never mentions it 

at all. Professor Michael Homan showed that the Taber-

nacle has architectural parallels with the battle tent of 

Pharaoh Rameses II.[5] Professor Scott Noegel showed 

parallels between the Levite priests’ description of the 

Ark and Egyptian barks.[6] Only texts written by Levites 

give the requirement to practice circumcision — which 

was a known practice in Egypt. So Egyptian cultural in-

fluences are present, but only among the Levites! 

Fair Treatment of the Alien: From the Le-
vites’ Experience in Egypt 

Over and over, the Levite sources E, P, and D command 

that one must not mistreat an alien. Why? “Because we 

were aliens in Egypt.” The first occurrence of the word 

“torah” in the Torah is: “There shall be one torah for the 

citizen and for the alien who resides among you” (Exo-

dus 12:49). In the three Levite sources, the command to 

treat aliens fairly comes up 52 times! And how many 

times in the non-Levite source, J? None. William 

Propp’s commentary on Exodus makes a strong case on 

the etymology of the very word “Levi” that its most 

probable meaning is an “attached person” in the sense 

of resident alien. 

Conclusion 

The scenario is that the Levites were in Egypt, and it was 

the Levites who worshipped the God YHWH. The Song 

of Miriam names God nine times, and in all nine it is 

YHWH. And this name has been found in Egypt in two 

inscriptions from the 14th and 13th centuries. These Le-

vites brought their story and their God to Israel. 

So on one hand this archaeological and critical model 

challenges traditional beliefs, and on the other it chal-

lenges those critics who argue that the exodus isn’t his-

torical. As for their arguments, as the Song itself says, 

“You blew with your wind. They sank like lead.” 

 

[1] Who Wrote the Bible?, pp. 70-80, 119-129, 188ff. 

[2] A second mistake that people make is that they imagine that we just 

circularly call any verse with the name YHWH in it J and any verse with 

El or Elohim in it E or P, and then we claim, “See: it’s consistent.” But 

that isn’t how it works. The passages in which the words YHWH, El, 

and Elohim occur have to come out consistent with all of the other ev-

idence for identifying passages as J or E or P. These include: 

• The unbroken continuity of narrative texts; 

• The consistent use of other characteristic terms (at least 20 of them, 

through over 460 occurrences in the Torah); 

• The division of twice-told stories (doublets, like the two stories of 

Abraham telling a king that his wife Sarah is his sister) with the 

terms YHWH or Elohim appearing consistently in one or the other 

of the two stories; 

• The links between the stories in each account with the era in history 

that each reflects; 

• The connections between these respective sources with other parts 

of the Bible (J with the Court History of David, P with Ezekiel); 

• The many connections of the source J to the southern kingdom of 

Judah, and the source E to the northern kingdom of Israel.   

No scholar is clever enough to make all of that work consistently and 

still have the name of God always in the right place. 
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[3] There are differences in the Septuagint, which is no surprise since, 

as we just saw, a translator from Hebrew to Greek can easily have ku-

rios or theos for Hebrew YHWH or Elohim. But in the Dead Sea scrolls, 

which are Hebrew texts, the picture is the same as the Masoretic Text, 

equally consistent with regard to the name of God. Only two verses 

have Elohim at Qumran where it is YHWH in the Masoretic Text, and, 

as it happens, they are verses that do not contradict the hypothesis in 

any case. Gen 22:14 has E-lohim yir’eh (4QGen-Exoda) for 

MT YHWH yir’eh. But we attribute this verse to RJE, which can use 

either term. Num 23:3 has Elohim (so does Greek) for 

MT YHWH (4QNumb). But we attribute this verse to E, which could 

use either word at this point in any case. 

[4] The evidence for this distinction and the gap in J (and the relative 

weakness of arguments attributing the non-P plagues text to J) is pre-

sented in my The Hidden Book in the Bible, and in The Bible with 

Sources Revealed, pp. 123-131. William Propp arrived at similar iden-

tifications independently in his commentary on Exodus 1-18 in the An-

chor Bible. 

[5] Homan, To Your Tents O Israel, pp. 111-115. 

[6] Noegel, “The Ark of the Covenant and Egyptian Sacred Barks: A 

Comparative Study,” paper presented at the San Diego conference on 

the Exodus “Out of Egypt.”  

Freedom from the 
Egyptian Empire 

Exodus as cultural memory of the demise of Egypt’s 

400-year rule over Canaan. 

Prof. Ronald Hendel 

 

Pharaoh Tutankhamun destroying his enemies, ca. 1327 B.C.E, 

painting on wood (detail). Egyptian Museum of Cairo 

rchaeologists and Egyptologists tell us that there 

is no evidence for the Exodus.[1] This presents dif-

ferent problems for various types of biblical schol-

ars. How do we make sense of the central narrative in the 

Bible if there is no evidence for it? If the Exodus didn’t 

happen, where did the story come from? Why would the 

ancient Israelites accept this as the story of their origins? 

I think it unlikely that such a central story would come 

from nothing. I will argue that the Exodus is a cultural 

memory of a historical era that really happened and for 

which there is (literally) tons of evidence.[2] 

A Response to Defenders of the 
Exodus Account as History 

First, I will address three arguments often marshaled by 

defenders of the historicity of the exodus. 

1. Absence of evidence is not the same as evidence of 

absence. 

This is true. The absence of evidence for the Exodus is 

not proof that it didn’t happen. But the absence of 

A 
Prof. Richard Elliott Friedman is the Ann and Jay 

Davis Professor of Jewish Studies at the Univer-

sity of Georgia and is the Katzin Professor (Emer-

itus) of Jewish Civilization of the University of 

California, San Diego. 
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evidence is significant. If one can find an abundance of 

evidence, this is clearly preferable. 

2. It is implausible that a people would make up a 

story of ignominious origins. 

I agree. Ancestry from slaves conveys a low status. In the 

ancient world, it’s better to be descended from high-sta-

tus figures, like kings or gods. Thus, we must understand 

why ancient Israelites would have derived their origin 

from slaves. 

3. Egyptian motifs in the exodus stories (as elsewhere 

in the Bible) lend plausibility to the Egyptian back-

ground of the story. 

This is true too, but doesn’t really address the issue of the 

historicity of the exodus, only its literary background.[3] 

Slaves “to Egypt” (not just “in 
Egypt”) 

I have proposed that the memory of the Egyptian oppres-

sion and Israel’s liberation from slavery is a cultural 

memory of the Egyptian Empire, when Egypt ruled Ca-

naan for roughly 400 years (1500-1150 B.C.E.).[4] During 

the Egyptian Empire, thousands of Canaanite slaves 

served in Egypt and – just as important – all of Ca-

naan was regarded as the property of Pharaoh. He re-

garded all the people in it as his slaves. 

Pharaoh proclaims this in his letter to a Canaanite vassal: 

“Amun has indeed put the Upper Land, the Lower Land, 

where the sun rises, where the sun sets, under the feet of 

the king.”[5] 

The Upper Land is the land of Canaan, which was en-

slaved and trampled under the foot of Pharaoh. Abun-

dant material and epigraphic evidence supports the pres-

ence of the Egyptian Empire in Canaan, including large 

Egyptian garrison forts, where the heavy hand of Phar-

aonic rule (particularly in the latter years of the Empire) 

was enforced. 

The decline of the Egyptian Empire overlapped with the 

period of the emergence of Israel. The earliest mention 

of Israel is in the Merneptah stele (ca. 1205 B.C.E.), when 

Pharaoh Merneptah states: “Israel is destroyed; its seed 

is not.” Fortunately, Merneptah exaggerated—Israel sur-

vived, but this does reflect a conquest of part of Israel late 

in the thirteenth century. Over the next few decades 

Egypt’s imperial rule declined and finally disappeared. 

Before long, the Egyptian Empire was not. 

Stretching our Cultural Memories 

The earliest biblical text about the Exodus – the Song of 

the Sea in Exodus 15 – describes Yahweh’s great victory 

over Pharaoh’s troops at the Red (or Reed) Sea. Hence-

forth the boundary of Egyptian rule was limited to 

Egypt. Now Yahweh ruled over Israel, whom he planted 

in his “holy mountain.” The demise of Egypt is the oc-

casion for the birth of Israel as a new people. With Yah-

weh’s great victory, the people were redeemed from the 

Egyptian house of bondage. The fall of Egypt is the rise 

of Israel. 

All of these motifs make sense against the backdrop of 

the decline and fall of the Egyptian Empire in Canaan. 

Uniting the Former Slaves and 
Subjects 

It is likely that many Canaanite slaves who were taken to 

Egypt during the era of imperial rule returned home in 

the wake of the economic and political collapse in Egypt. 

These former slaves from Egypt joined the former 

“slaves” who had never been in Egypt, but who remem-

bered the heavy hand of Pharaoh during the harsh years 

of the Empire in Canaan. Together, this “mixed multi-

tude (ערב רב)” became the people of Israel.[6] The story of 

the exodus was arguably a key agent in crystallizing early 

Israelite identity around the shared memory of Egyptian 

oppression and liberation. 

From the perspective of the early Israelites, theirs was a 

new polity founded by God’s victory over the dark chaos 

of Pharaoh’s rule. Israel had undergone a decisive tran-

sition from slavery to freedom, from the House of Bond-

age to the Promised Land. These events and perceptions 
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are woven into the cultural memory of the Exodus. The 

rest, as they say, is history. 

 

[1] See E. S. Frerichs and L. H. Lesko, eds. Exodus: The Egyptian Evi-

dence (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1997); Graham Davies, “Was 

There an Exodus?” In Search of Pre-Exilic Israel, ed. John Day (Lon-

don: Clark, 2004), 23-40; and many other studies.   

[2] For another approach to the exodus story utilizing cultural memory 

studies, see Carl Ehrlich, “The Exodus Story as Jewish Mnemohistory,” 

TheTorah (2015). 

[3] For another response to defenders of the historicity of the exodus 

narrative, see Zev Farber, “The Torah’s Exodus,” TheTorah (2015). 

[4] See “The Exodus as Cultural Memory: Egyptian Bondage and the 

Song of the Sea,” in Israel’s Exodus in Transdisciplinary Perspective: 

Text, Archaeology, Culture, and Geoscience, eds. T. E. Levy, T. Schnei-

der, and W. H. C. Propp (New York: Springer, 2015), forthcoming. 

[5] El Amarna Letter 369; see William L. Moran, The Amarna Letters 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 366. 

[6] For the role of the Levites in these developments, see Richard El-

liott Friedman, “The Historical Exodus,” TheTorah (2015).  

Prof. Ronald Hendel is the Norma and Sam 

Dabby Professor of Hebrew Bible and Jewish 

Studies at the University of California, Berke-

ley.  
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Pesach and Matzah  

Why Do We Eat Matzah 
in the Spring? 

To mark the new year of grain and ensure the bountiful 

wheat harvest to come. But why do we remove all 

our chametz (leaven)? 

Dr. Yael Avrahami 

 

he year itself has no beginning and end; seasons 

change gradually, and without a calendar, nothing 

would mark any given season or day as the begin-

ning of a new year. Nevertheless, humans want to mark 

years and so, around the world, calendars do so by 

choosing a particular time as the beginning of a new year. 

The ancient Near East, including ancient Israel, demar-

cated two (main) new year seasons. These are both re-

flected in the Akkadian month names, adopted by the Ju-

deans after the Babylonian exile: 

Autumn – Tishrei: Tašrītu, from the Akkadian šurrû, 

meaning “beginning.” In the Mediterranean, autumn 

starts a new cycle of sowing, seeding, and hoping for the 

first rain to come. 

Spring – Nissan: Nissanu, from the Akkadian word for 

“first-produce.”[1] The Mediterranean spring starts with 

the birth of newborn kids in the flock and the cutting of 

the first crops. 

Autumn Calendar 

Since rabbinic times, Jews have celebrated the first of 

Tishrei as Rosh Hashanah, “ the beginning [lit. head] of 

the year.”[2] Although Leviticus (23:24) and Numbers 

(29:1) refer to this day as the first day of the seventh 

month, other biblical texts imply that the Israelites 

marked this autumn season, when one agricultural cycle 

ends and another one begins, with a new year festival.[3] 

The Covenant Collection describes the holiday of Asif 

(Ingathering, known elsewhere as Sukkot) as: 

ַחִ֤ג   שמות כג:יג וְּ
ָאִסף֙ ִּ֣את   ָהִֽ צֵׁ בְּ
ת־  ַהָשָנָ֔ה  ךֵ֥ ֶאִֽ פְּ ָאסְּ בְּ

ה׃   ַמֲעֶשַ֖יך ִמן־ַהָשֶדִֽ

Exod 23:13 The Feast of Ingathering at 

the end of the year, when you 

gather in the results of your work 

from the field.[4] 

It is the time when the process of gathering summer 

fruit, particularly grapes, comes to culmination. This is 

also the time when the land is going to be seeded, and the 

farmers hope for the first rains to come, “the rain in its 

season, rains that bring blessing” (יּו ָרָכה ִיהְּ י בְּ מֵׁ ִעתֹו ִּגשְּ  ;ַהֶּגֶשם בְּ

Ezek 34:26); this is why prayers for water are so central 

to Sukkot.[5] 

The autumn festival was the time chosen (or remem-

bered) for the dedication of the Jerusalem temple, the 

house of God (1 Kings 8:1-5)—this too reflects its im-

portance. Elsewhere in the ancient Near east, the ritual 

of a divine enthronement was closely tied to an autumn 

New Year festival.[6] 

Spring Calendar 

Despite the agricultural and cultural supports for an au-

tumn new year found in the ancient Near East, the “offi-

cial” dating system in the Torah, reflected in the Priestly 

Text and the Torah’s final editors, is the spring calendar.  

T 
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Months are numbered in the Torah from what we now 

call Nissan, and Exodus 12:2 states explicitly that the 

spring calendar is the proper way of counting: 

ַהֹחֶָ֧דש ַהֶזֶ֛ה   שמות יב:ב 
ָלֶכַ֖ם ֹרִּ֣אש ֳחָדִשָ֑ים  
ִראשֵֹ֥ון הּוא֙ ָלֶכָ֔ם  

ה׃  ַ֖י ַהָשָנִֽ שֵׁ ָחדְּ  לְּ

Exod 12:2 This month shall mark for 

you the beginning of the months; it 

shall be the first of the months of the 

year for you. 

As noted above, spring is when newborn animals are 

born to the flocks and when crops planted in the autumn 

and early winter first appear. Each of these significant 

occasions was marked with an appropriate ritual. 

Pesach for Flocks 

The Torah describes the paschal offering that is to be of-

fered at this time of the year: 

חִּּ֣ו  שמות פרק יב:ג ִיקְּ …וְּ
ית־  בֵׁ ָלֶהַ֗ם ִאֶ֛יש ֶשֵ֥ה לְּ

ִיתָאֹבַ֖ת ֶשֵ֥ה    ה:יב...  ַלָבִֽ
ֶשֵ֥ה ָתִמֶ֛ים ָזָכֵ֥ר ֶבן־ָשָנַ֖ה  
ָבִשֵ֥ים   ֶיִּ֣ה ָלֶכָ֑ם ִמן־ַהכְּ ִיהְּ

חּו  ן־ָהִעִזַ֖יםּומִ   ו:יב:  ִתָקִֽ
ַהֵ֥ל   ָשֲחטִּּ֣ו ֹאתַֹ֗ו ֹכֶ֛ל קְּ ...וְּ

ֵ֥ין  ַ֖ל בֵׁ ָראֵׁ ת־ ִישְּ ֲעַדִֽ
ִים:  ָבִֽ חּו֙ ִמן־  יב:ז ָהַערְּ קְּ ָלִֽ וְּ

ֵ֥י   תֵׁ נֶּ֛ו ַעל־שְּ תְּ ָנִֽ ַהָדָ֔ם וְּ
קָֹ֑וף   ַעל־ַהַמשְּ זּוֹזַ֖ת וְּ ַהמְּ

לֵּ֥ו   ַעֹּ֚ל ַהָבִִּ֣תָ֔ים ֲאֶשר־ֹיאכְּ
ם:   ֹאתַֹ֖ו ָבֶהִֽ

Exod 12:3 …Each of them shall take 

a lamb to a family, a lamb to a 

household... 12:5 Your lamb shall 

be without blemish, a yearling 

male; you may take it from the 

sheep or from the goats. 12:6 

...and all the assembled congre-

gation of the Israelites shall 

slaughter it at twilight. 12:7 They 

shall take some of the blood and 

put it on the two doorposts and 

the lintel of the houses in which 

they are to eat it. 

In the Torah, the Israelites perform this ritual in Egypt, 

to protect their firstborn sons from being killed during 

the final plague. Moses then tells them to keep this ritual 

every year as a memorial (Exod 12:24). 

Even so, most scholars assume that the ritual predates 

its association with the exodus and should instead be 

traced back to the Israelites’ past as shepherding no-

mads. As spring is the season during which baby animals 

are born, sacrificing an animal functions as a rite of pro-

tection for the rest of the flock: it was meant to secure the 

new year’s dairy, wool, and meat.[7] 

Matzot for Harvest 

Another ritual the Torah commands during the spring 

season is the seven-day Festival of Matzot (“Unleavened 

Bread”; חג המצות), during which only matzot may be eaten 

and all leaven (chametz; חמץ) must be removed from the 

home.[8] These rituals had an agricultural meaning, tied 

to Israel’s harvest seasons. 

Barley and Wheat Harvest Seasons 

In the Levant, two harvest seasons followed one after an-

other, the barley harvest and then the wheat harvest. In 

the Gezer Calendar’s list of seasons, for instance, the 

month of harvesting barley (ירח קצר שערם) is followed by 

“the month of harvesting and measuring” (וכל קציר   ,(ירח 

which must refer to the wheat harvest; as the most im-

portant crop, the wheat harvest was designated through 

the general term of “harvesting.” 

The Sumerian and Akkadian names for these months 

make their connection to the two sequential harvests 

clear. 

• Adar in Sumerian is [iti] še-sag̃11-ku5, “[the month 

of] cutting barley.” 

• Nissanu in Akkadian means “first produce” likely 

referring to the “first produce” of the primary crop, 

wheat, which began to ripen during the following 

month.  

The order of an initial barley harvest followed by wheat 

stand behind this description of the hail plague in Exo-

dus: 

ָתֵ֥ה   שמות ט:לא ַהִפשְּ וְּ
ֹעָרַ֖ה נָֻכָָ֑תה   ַהשְּ וְּ

ֹעָרה֙  ִכִ֤י  ָאִבָ֔יב   ַהשְּ
ָתַ֖ה   ַהִפשְּ לוְּ ֹעִֽ   לב:לא:  ִּגבְּ

ַהִחָטֵ֥ה  ַהֻכֶסֶַ֖מת ֹלִּ֣א   וְּ וְּ
ָנה:   נֻכָּ֑ו ִכֵ֥י ֲאִפיֹלַ֖ת הִֵֽׁ

Exod 9:31 Now the flax and barley 

were ruined, for the  was 

in the ear and the flax was in 

bud; 9:32 but the  and the 

emmer were not hurt, for they 

ripen late. 

The book of Ruth also confirms this order: 

ַנֲערֵֹ֥ות   רות ב:כג ַבַּ֞ק בְּ ַוִתדְּ
ָ֔ט ַעד־  ַלקֵׁ ֹבַ֙עז֙ לְּ

Ruth 2:23 So she stayed close to the 

maidservants of Boaz, and gleaned 
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לֵֹ֥ות  ֹעִרַ֖ים   כְּ יר־ַהשְּ ִצִֽ קְּ
ִחִטָ֑ים  ִצִּ֣יר ַהִֽ  … ּוקְּ

until 

 were finished…[9] 

As the festival of Qatzir (or Shavuot) marks the wheat 

harvest (Exod 34:22), Matzot, which comes a few weeks 

before, marks the barley harvest.[10] 

In fact, the simple meaning of the word matzah, the eat-

ing of which is this holiday’s central ritual, is barley flat-

bread.[11] Barley was generally not leavened with yeast 

since the main benefit of such leavening is to make the 

dough rise and produce a loaf, but this cannot be done 

with barley, which only yields flatbreads. 

Eating Barley Flatbread and Parched 
Wheat in Aviv 

Despite its connection to barley, I would argue that the 

Festival of Matzot was not primarily a celebration of the 

barley harvest. Instead, its rituals are focused on the up-

coming wheat harvest. 

During the early spring, when barley was ripe and ready 

for baking into flatbreads, the unripe, green ears of 

wheat would begin to appear. The word in Hebrew for 

these green ears is “aviv” [12] (אביב), and the Torah more 

than once emphasizes that the festival of Matzot should 

take place “in the month of Aviv,” i.e., “the month the 

green (unripe) ears [of wheat].” 

The aviv period of wheat lasts a number of weeks and 

thus, while the Israelites waited for the new wheat to 

fully ripen and then dry, they could supplement their diet 

of barley flatbreads with this unripe, green wheat. 

Parched Grains – Qalui and Freekeh 

When grain is harvested green, it must be parched, i.e., 

burned in fire, before eating, so as to separate the wheat 

from the chaff, a process the Bible calls qalui (קלוי). See, 

for example, the instructions for an individual’s meal of-

fering of the “first produce” (Lev 2:14) note: 

ִרֶ֛יב   ויקרא ב:יד ִאם־ַתקְּ וְּ
ַחֵ֥ת ִבכּוִרַ֖ים ַלי  - ִמנְּ

ָקלִּ֤וי   ָאִבַּ֞יב  הָוָ֑ה
ש֙  ֶמָ֔ל   ָבאֵׁ ֶּגִֶּ֣רש ַכרְּ

Lev 2:14 If you bring a meal offering 

of first produce to YHWH, you 

shall bring  

, grits of the fresh 

ַחֵ֥ת   ַ֖ת ִמנְּ ִרִ֕יב אֵׁ ַתקְּ
יך׃   ִבכּוֶרִֽ

grain, as your meal offering of 

first fruits. 

Even as a sacrifice to God, the green grain is to be offered 

“parched” (קלוי) as the grain would have been eaten. 

The process is still used today to make the Arab dish 

known as freekeh ( كةفري ), which is made from durum 

wheat harvested while the grains are green and the seeds 

soft. After drying the wheat, it is burned to remove the 

chaff, while the green seeds do not burn because they are 

still moist. Green wheat, however, cannot be used for 

making bread, since it is too low in gluten, which is 

needed to make bread rise. 

Matzot and Parched Wheat Together 

The seasonal connection between consuming matzot 

and parched grains is explicit in Joshua 5:11, which de-

scribes the Israelites eating both on the day after Pesach 

(what is in other places described as the Festival of Ma-

tzot): 

לִּ֜ו   יהושע ה:יא ַוֹּיִ֨אכְּ
ֲעבֵּ֥ור ָהָאֶֶ֛רץ   מֵׁ

  ַסחֶפַ֖הַ   ֳחַרֵ֥תָמִֽ מִ 
ָקלָ֑   ֹות צִּ֣ מַ  ֶעֶַ֖צם    י ּו וְּ בְּ

ה׃  ַהּיֵֹ֥ום ַהֶזִֽ

Josh 5:11 On the day after the paschal 

offering, on that very day, they ate 

of the produce of the country, 

. 

In short, unleavened barley flatbreads and parched 

wheat are the staple for this immediate post-Pesach sea-

son, since this is what would be available to eat. Bread 

would be unavailable for another few weeks, until the 

ripe wheat was harvested, dried, and leavened. 

Marking the Period Between Barley 
and Wheat 

In years of plenty, the Israelite silos would have had 

enough wheat in storage to bake bread until the next 

wheat harvest, as we see from the description of extreme 

prosperity at the end of Leviticus: 

ֶתֵ֥ם   ויקרא כו:י ַוֲאַכלְּ
ֵ֥י  נֵׁ ָיָשִ֕ן ִמפְּ ָיָשַ֖ן נֹוָשָ֑ן וְּ

יאּו:   ָחָדַ֖ש תֹוִצִֽ

Lev 26:10 You shall eat old grain long 

stored, and you shall have to clear out 

the old to make room for the new. 



Passover and the Exodus: The History and Meaning   |  35 
 

 

In harder times, however, the Israelites would have been 

lucky to have enough wheat stored to last until the barley 

season, at which point, they would only have barley flat-

bread (matzot). 

I suggest, therefore, that the practice of not eating bread 

during this period even in years of plenty, and instead 

eating only matzot, was meant to mark the liminal pe-

riod between the end of the barley harvest and the begin-

ning of the wheat harvest.[13] 

Removing Leavening Agents for a 
Fresh Start 

Part of marking this shift was the requirement to start 

fresh by actively removing or destroying all leaven and 

leavening agents (ֹאר  :se’or) in one’s possession ;שְּ

ַעִ֤ת ָיִמים֙   שמות יב:טו ִשבְּ
ָ֔לּו ַאְֹּ֚ך ַבּיִֹּ֣ום   ַמצִֹּ֣ות ֹתאכֵׁ

ֹאַ֖ר  תַ  ָהִראשָֹ֔ון  ִבֵ֥יתּו שְּ שְּ
יֶכָ֑ם  ִּ֣ל   ִמָבתֵׁ ִכִּ֣י׀ ָכל ֹאכֵׁ

ָתַּ֞ה ַהֶנִֶ֤פש   רְּ ִנכְּ ַ֗ץ וְּ ָחמֵׁ
ָ֔ל ִמּיֵֹ֥ום   ָראֵׁ ַהִהוא֙ ִמִּישְּ

ָהִראֹשַ֖ן ַעד יֵֹ֥ום  
י:  ִבִעִֽ  ַהשְּ

Exod 12:15 Seven days you shall eat 

unleavened bread; on the very 

first day 

, for 

whoever eats leavened bread from 

the first day to the seventh day, 

that person shall be cut off from 

Israel. 

Until about 150 years ago, the standard way of leavening 

bread was by using a starter from previously fermenting 

dough (sourdough), a process first discovered in Egypt 

about 6000 years ago. Sourdough is produced through 

natural fermentation, when flour and water are exposed 

to yeast as well as what today we recognize as lactobacilli 

bacteria. 

It takes about a week for flour and water set outside to 

absorb enough naturally occurring yeast to rise; this is a 

long time to wait for bread. For this reason, sourdough, 

already fermented dough, was kept and used to ferment 

the next batch of dough much more quickly. 

According to the Torah’s commandment to remove all 

leavening agents from one’s home, the Israelites would 

have had to destroy their supply of sourdough and start 

the process of fermentation all over again from scratch 

with the new wheat. 

Privation Ritual 

Starting fresh by destroying all leavening agents and eat-

ing only barley flatbreads until the next wheat harvest 

did more than just mark the new year, it also functioned 

as a privation ritual, in which the Israelites would mimic 

the practice of a bad year by living as if they had no wheat 

in stock. Doing so was a way of ritually ensuring that the 

wheat harvest would also go “properly,” and the coming 

year’s bread supply would be secure. 

Enacting a small amount of controlled privation or de-

struction is a standard element of protection rituals, a 

classic example being the requirement to “afflict oneself” 

on Yom Kippur to avoid further divine punishments. 

The Spring New Year for Shepherds 
and Farmers 

The practice of eating only barley flatbreads on the Fes-

tival of Matzot to ensure a good harvest parallels the sac-

rifice of an animal on Pesach to ensure the health of the 

herd. The ancient Israelites were a polymorphic society, 

meaning that they had settled farms and moderate-sized 

herds. The spring season was an important time for both 

of these groups, as the newborn animals and the new 

wheat crop were both arriving. The dual celebrations of 

Pesach and Matzot were a way for Israelites shepherds 

and farmers to each mark the new beginning that spring 

offered and do what they could to ensure that the coming 

year would be a bountiful one. 

 

[1] The Akkadian likely derives from the Sumerian word, nisag̃, with 

the same meaning. But in Sumerian, the month had a different name, 

[iti] barag.zag.gar.ra, meaning “[the month of] the dais of the sanctu-

ary.” Nissan is only mentioned in Tanach in the Persian period books 

of Esther and Ezra-Nehemiah (Esther 3:7 and Neh 2:1); Tishrei is never 

mentioned in Tanach. 

[2] For more on the development of Rosh Hashana, see the TABS Edi-

tors, “Rosh Hashanah Between Tanach and Mishna,” TheTorah (2013). 

[3] For a review of the sources and influences of Sukkot see Zev Farber, 

“The Origins of Sukkot,” TheTorah (2017). 

[4] Nevertheless, Exodus 34:22 describes it as “the turn of the year” 

possibly implying that this text is working with a spring calendar and 

that, in his conception, Asif is in the middle of the year and not the end. 
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[5] For more on this, see Zev Farber, “Water Libation: A Sukkot Rain 

Making Ritual,” TheTorah (2015). 

[6] For some expansion on Sukkot as a dedication festival, see Yael Av-

rahami, “The Biblical Building Blocks of Chanukah,” TheTorah (2014). 

[7] For a slightly different approach, seeing the Pesach as an apotropaic 

ritual to protect the household, see Kristine Garroway, “The Origins of 

the Biblical Pesach,” TheTorah (2015). 

[8] See Exod 23:15; 34:18; Lev 23:6; Deut 16:16; Ezra 6:22; 2 Chron 

8:13; 30:13, 21. The name פסח is associated with the sacrifice and some-

times the one-day holiday on which the sacrifice was held. In the Bible, 

Pesach and the Festival of Matzot are not coterminous, though over 

time they came to be. See discussion in, Michael Satlow, “Passover and 

the Festival of Matzot: Synthesizing Two Holidays,” TheTorah (2014). 

[9] When discussing “harvest times” (qatzir; קציר), the Torah some-

times specifies “barley harvest” (שערים קציר ) ”or “wheat harvest (קציר 

 but often leaves the term general. For example, whereas Exodus ,(חטים

23:16 enjoins a harvest holiday (חג הקציר), without specifying what is be-

ing harvested, Exodus 34:22 clarifies that this holiday celebrates the 

wheat harvest. 

[10] Again, I am putting aside the “historical” explanation of ma-

tzot being eating because of the exodus. For more on how that idea de-

veloped, see Zev Farber, “How Eating Matzot Became Part of the Exo-

dus Story,” TheTorah (2018). 

[11] HALOT offers the first meaning of מצה is “type of flat bread, baked 

quickly from barley meal and water, with unleavened dough.” 

[12] The word aviv is etymologically linked to the word ב  that refers to אֵׁ

the young green plants (Job 8:12) and spring blooming in general (Song 

6:11). In Modern Hebrew the word aviv means “spring (season).” 

[13] This desire to officially divide the new year’s crops from those of 

the previous year is the explicit purpose of the “sheave (omer) offer-

ing,” which was made from the first stalks of barley harvested that year. 

The Origins of the 
Biblical Pesach 

Dr. Kristine Henriksen Garroway 

 

Angel of Death & the First Passover, Charles Foster, 1897. Wikimedia 

The Early Stages of the Pesach Ritual 

he Torah presents the pesach offering as a way for 

YHWH to distinguish between Israelite and Egyp-

tian houses. Moses describes the ritual as follows: 

כַּ֗ו    ... שמות יב:כא שְּ ִמִֽ
חִּ֨ו ָלֶכֵ֥ם ֹצֶ֛אן   ּוקְּ
יֶכַ֖ם   ֹחתֵׁ פְּ ִמשְּ ַשֲחטֵ֥לְּ   ּווְּ

ַסח ֶתַּ֞ם  כב:יב : ַהָפִֽ ַקחְּ   ּולְּ
ֶתם֘   ַבלְּ זַֹ֗וב ּוטְּ ֲאגַֻדִּ֣ת אֵׁ

ַבָדִּ֣ם ֲאֶשר ַבַסף֒  
קֹוף֙   ֶתִ֤ם ֶאל ַהַמשְּ ִהַּגעְּ וְּ
זּוֹזָ֔ת ִמן   ִּ֣י ַהמְּ תֵׁ ֶאל שְּ וְּ

ַאֶתַ֗ם   ַהָדַ֖ם ֲאֶשִּ֣ר ַבָסָ֑ף וְּ
ַתח   אֶּ֛ו ִאֵ֥יש ִמֶפִֽ צְּ ֹלֵ֥א תֵׁ

ֶקר:  יתַֹ֖ו ַעד־ֹבִֽ  בֵׁ

Exod 12:21 …Go, pick out lambs 

for your families, and slaughter 

the pesach offering. 12:22 Take a 

bunch of hyssop, dip it in the 

blood that is in the basin, and 

apply some of the blood that is 

in the basin to the lintel and to 

the two doorposts. None of you 

shall go outside the door of his 

house until morning. 

The following schematic illustrates this ritual: 

1. Select a sheep (צאן) for the family. 

2. Slaughter the pesach (הפסח). 

3. Take hyssop, dip it in the (animal) blood and smear 

it on the lintel and two doorposts. 

4. Do not go out until dawn. 

The text then explains why: 

ָעַבִּ֣ר יְּ  שמות יב:כג ֹהָוה֘ -וְּ
ָרָאִ֤ה   ַרִים֒ וְּ ֹּגִּ֣ף ֶאת ִמצְּ ִלנְּ
קָֹ֔וף   ֶאת ַהָדם֙ ַעל־ַהַמשְּ

זּוֹזָ֑ת ּוָפַסִ֤ח   ִּ֣י ַהמְּ תֵׁ ַעַ֖ל שְּ וְּ

Exod 12:23 For when Yhwh goes 

through to smite the Egyptians, He 

will see the blood on the lintel and 

the two doorposts, and Yhwh will 

T 
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ֹלִ֤א  - יְּ  ֹהָוה֙ ַעל ַהֶפַָ֔תח וְּ
ִחָ֔ית ָלֹבֵ֥א ֙ן ַהַמשְּ ֶאל־   ִיתֵׁ

ף:  ֹּגִֽ יֶכַ֖ם ִלנְּ  ָבתֵׁ

pass over the door and not let the 

Destroyer (משחית) enter and smite 

your home. 

This elaborate ritual communicates to YHWH that the 

house is Israelite. Notably, this verse does not mention 

the killing of the firstborn, the 10th plague (compare to 

YHWH’s explanation to Moses in Exodus 12:12–13). 

While the verse does mention Egyptians generally, it 

doesn’t specify why God will be smiting them. 

Thus, many scholars have suggested that the first half of 

verse 23 is an addition, and that 12:21–22, 23b, the old-

est version of the ritual, may not have any intrinsic con-

nection to the Egypt story at all.[1] Instead, the paschal 

offering and the placing of its blood on the doorposts, 

was likely a freestanding pagan ritual, unconnected to 

the exodus story. Although the biblical authors try to 

cloak this connection, scholars can still see the traces of 

the older ritual and its meaning.[2] 

An Apotropaic Ritual 

From a cultural anthropological perspective many of the 

elements in the pesach ritual are associated with pagan 

rites. When brought together, as they are here, they form 

an apotropaic ritual, one meant to ward off evil. 

Night 

Exodus 12:22 implies that this is a nighttime ritual, 

something which later edits of the text pick up on and 

emphasize (Exod 6:-10). Night was not a time people 

wanted to be outside. Bad things happened at night. For 

example, the Sodomites come to Lot’s house for unsa-

vory purposes under the cover of night (Gen 19: 4-10). 

Consider too the apprehension about traveling after 

nightfall in (Judg 19:9) and spending the night sleeping 

outside (Judg 19:20). Night was understood as the limi-

nal period when curtain between the divine and human 

realms was drawn back. It was when men received 

dreams (Gen 15:12-16); interacted with divine beings 

(Gen 28:10-16); and talked to the dead (1 Sam 28:8; Isa 

8:19-20). 

Liminality and Blood 

Before the meat is roasted and eaten, the blood of the 

sacrifice is collected and painted on the doors, this time 

reflecting liminality of place rather than of time, since 

doorways define where one sphere ends and another be-

gins. Blocking off the doorway with blood blocks the 

movement of demons through the liminal threshold. As 

the life-force, blood is dangerous and should be treated 

cautiously (Lev 12; 15:19-30, 17:6-11). 

Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Parallels 

The association of blood and sacrifice at nighttime with 

demons and rituals to get rid of them can also be found 

other places, like in the Mesopotamian ritual of maqlû, 

which reverses witchcraft. Within the Bible, a number of 

examples come to mind. The first is the “bridegroom of 

blood” episode in Exodus 4:24-26. The text is so obscure 

it is difficult to figure out who Zipporah circumcises, but 

the outcome is clear –the blood of the circumcision 

wards off YHWH (!) who was seeking to kill Moses. An-

other example occurs with the “witch of Endor” (1 Sam 

28) as she is affectionately known, who also performs a 

bloody sacrifice in order to protect herself from what she 

perceives as evil. 

The ritual of sending a goat out into the wilderness to 

Azazel (a demon?), carrying the sins of the Israelites on 

its back appears to function as a way of protecting the 

community (Lev 17). Similarly, when the elders of a town 

near which a person was murdered declare that their 

hands are clean of the victims blood and break the neck 

of a heifer on the spot, this also seem like a way of ward-

ing off any unsavory consequences for the spilled blood 

that occurred under their auspices (Deut 21). 

The Nature of the Ritual 

Based on these observations, scholars have offered two 

suggestions concerning the origin of these rituals: 

Protection from a Malevolent Deity (משחית) 

The first understands the protection ritual as warding off 

evil from a malevolent deity, the maschit. Scholars specu-

late that the ritual originated as a spring-time rite observed 
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by a semi-nomadic shepherds when they prepared to move 

the flock to new grazing grounds. Fearing demons would 

attack the flock, the shepherds warded them off with blood 

through a protection ritual known as pesach. The term  פסח 

thus carries the meaning “protection,” such as found in 

Isaiah 31:5. The more familiar meaning of “to pass over” 

came about when the ritual was historicized and entered 

the narrative talking about Egypt.[3] 

The Cult of Ancestors 

A second approach associates the sacrifice with the cult 

of ancestors. While families lived together in nuclear 

family units, the cult was practiced by the family (משפחה), 

the larger kin network. Regular gathering to sacrifice and 

make offerings to mutual dead ancestors was an im-

portant part of organizing and maintaining living rela-

tionships within the broader clan. Ziony Zevit points out 

that sacrifices made on the ground [not on altars] are of-

ten associated with chthonic deities, ones that live in the 

ground or close to the ground.[4] 

Examples of the ancestor cult are peppered through the 

Hebrew Bible with the clearest being from 1 Samuel 20 

where David asks leave to go attend the yearly sacrificial 

meal for his entire family (משפחה) kinship group. As a rit-

ual within the ancestor cult, sacrifice by the living mem-

bers bound the dead ancestors to the living and the un-

born. The ancestors then protected the living and the un-

born, and the unborn would in turn perpetuate the cult 

in their own time. 

Both of these ideas explain the pagan parts of the sacri-

fice, but neither idea, in my opinion, sufficiently ad-

dresses the threat of the משחית and its smiting (Exod 

12:23). To this end, I think that some Mesopotamian lull-

abies can offer new insight. 

Protection Ritual for Babies 

Mesopotamian Lullabies were sung in order to ward off 

the demoness Lamashtu who steals away babies and 

men’s semen in order to gain the children she never 

had.[5] It is noteworthy that Jewish lore has its own La-

mashtu: Lilith. In the post-biblical text The Alphabet of 

Ben Sira, Lilith states that she was created to harm 

infants![6] While the Mesopotamians may have been fac-

ing the realities of crib death, the lullabies all have a 

sense of urgency: the baby must stop crying now for the 

baby’s cries were thought to alert Lamashtu that an in-

fant was nearby. 

In one particular lullaby, Lamashtu sends out her helper 

demon, the evil eye who flies around into doorways seek-

ing to do harm.[7] The lullaby describes the children as 

ceasing to cry through suffocation when the evil eye 

comes upon them. This description calls to mind the 

movie depictions of the exodus where the  משחית sneaks 

into the Egyptian houses and snuffs out the breath of the 

firstborn. 

Finally, the lullabies state that when the baby cries it not 

only summons the demoness, but bothers ili bītum (  אל 

-god of the house.) The noise can become so disturb ;הבית 

ing that the ili bītum might actually leave the house. Karel 

van der Toorn points out that in various Mesopotamian 

contexts, including the lullabies, ilu (=ili) should be trans-

lated not as “god” but as “ancestor” and, thus, this phrase 

means “the ancestor of the house.” It was generally be-

lieved that the ancestor of the house offered protection for 

his or her descendants (like a mezuzah according to some 

traditions). Therefore, if the ancestor of the house leaves, 

true disaster can follow, since the house would now be 

open to demonic forces without any protection. 

The Pesach Ritual as a Lullaby 

The pagan aspects of the pesach ritual address the two 

concerns found in the Mesopotamian lullabies: keeping 

the infants safe and the ancestors appeased. With regard 

to the latter, the pesach sacrifice (Exod 12: 21) maintains 

the cult of the ancestors by binding them to the living and 

the unborn as suggested by the second theory above. Re-

affirming connections with the ancestors might also as-

suage any annoyance they experienced due to the cries of 

children in the house. 

Exodus 12:22-23 ostensibly keeps the משחית from enter-

ing the house and smiting. The text is not clear on who 

will be smitten. JPS translates the latter have of verse 23 

 as “He [YHWH] will not let ולא יתן המשחית לבא אל בתיכם לנגף
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the Destroyer enter and smite your home.” I suggest that 

the individuals needing protection in the pre-Israelite 

shepherd ritual were infants and children. 

The ritual of painting the blood on the door then could be 

the (pre-)Israelite way to deal with the baby-snatching 

night demon Lamashtu [later identified as Lilith], just as 

the Mesopotamians ritually used lullabies to ward her off. 

In this reconstruction, the Israelites inherited these pa-

gan rites from their semi-nomadic ancestors and later 

historicized and reinterpreted them into the story we are 

familiar with—Pesach commemorates the flight from 

Egypt which happened on the heels of the 10th plague, 

the killing of the firstborn children (Exod 12:25-32). 

 

[1] Scholars have long recognized the disjunctive nature of the text in 

Exodus 12, and have assigned it to different sources. See the discussion 

by Brevard Childs and Naomi Steinberg (Brevard Childs, Exodus [Phil-

adelphia: Westminster Press, 1974], 184-195; and Naomi Steinberg, 

“Exodus 12 in Light of Ancestral Cult Practices” in The Family in Life 

and in Death [ed. Patricia Dutcher-Walls; New York: T & T Clark, 

2009], 89-90). 

[2] I follow Steinberg, Childs and Noth who see Exodus 12:21-23 as the 

original pagan rite that was later reinterpreted by P in Exodus 12:1-20. 

[3] Pesach can also mean “to be lame” (2 Sam 4:4), which leads David 

Silber (public lectures) to the interesting suggestion that the meaning 

of Pesach in the biblical story is “hover over”, i.e., stay in one place like 

a lame person. Support for this translation, he argues, comes from the 

famous statement of Elijah (1 Kings 18:21): “How long will you stand 

upon two boughs?!” Thus, in our story, YHWH will hover over the 

houses of the Israelites and keep the משחית out of it. 

[4] Ziony Zevit, The Religions of Ancient Israel (London: Continuum, 

2001), 280-81. This is in stark opposition to sacrifices made to YHWH, 

which are made on altars in order to go up to the heavens, where 

YHWH abides (Exod. 19; 20:22; Deut. 33:26, Pss. 115.   

[5] Walter Farber, “Magic at the Cradle: Babylonian and Assyrian Lull-

abies,” Anthropos 85 (1990): 139-148. 

[6] She appears in the the Alphabet of Ben Sira in the fifth conversa-

tion between Nebuchadnezzar and Ben Sira. 

 [7] Karel van der Toorn, “Magic at the Cradle: A Reassessment,” 

in Mesopotamian Magic: Textual Historical and Interpretative Per-

spectives (ed. Tzvi Abusch and Karel van Der Toorn; Groningen: Styx, 

1999), 139-141. 

Integrating the Exodus 
Story into the Festivals 

The exodus story, which is presented as the basis for 

many of the Torah’s rituals, is a secondary insertion in 

many of these contexts. 

Prof. Rabbi David Frankel 

 

Exodus as a Secondary Development 

he exodus from Egypt was only one of the tradi-

tions that the Israelites used to explain their past. 

Another tradition that can be discerned in several 

biblical passages is the wilderness tradition, where God 

finds Israel in the wilderness and adopts them as his peo-

ple. (I discuss this at length in my TheTorah.com es-

say, “Exodus: Not the Only Tradition about Israel’s Past.”) 

Thus, it is likely that many Israelites and Judahites were 

unaware of the exodus tradition in early times. 

This explains why in many cases the exodus theme is a 

secondary development—after this tradition became 

broadly accepted in ancient Israel, it was inserted sec-

ondarily into many biblical texts. 

The Exodus in the Holidays 

The three pilgrimage festivals (Matzot, Shavuot, Sukkot) 

developed a double character: an agricultural signifi-

cance and a significance related to Israelite history. The 

festival of Matzot is related to the exodus event, Shavuot 

to the Sinai event (in postbiblical literature), and Sukkot 
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to Israel’s dwelling in booths in the wilderness, following 

the exodus. The agricultural significance is the more 

basic one, and the historical meanings became attached 

later on to give the festival a more nationalist character. 

Shavuot 

The clearest example of this is Shavuot, since its connec-

tion to any Sinai event is never mentioned in the Bible. 

Exodus 23:16 calls it, “the festival of the harvest, the time 

of the first-fruits of that which you sow in the field (  חג

 in Exodus 34:22 it is “the ;”(הקציר בכורי מעשיך אשר תזרע בשדה 

time of the first-fruits of the wheat harvest ( קציר בכורי 

 and in Leviticus 23:15—22 and Deuteronomy ,”(חטים

16:9—11 it takes place seven weeks after the beginning of 

the harvest. These texts likely refer to different times, 

and none refers to the Sinai event, or any other event in 

Israel’s history. The identification of Shavuot with the 

revelation at Sinai is post-biblical.[1] 

Sukkot 

The festival of Sukkot is referred to in Exodus 23:16 and 

34:22 as חג האסיף without any mention of סוכות at all. Deu-

teronomy 16:13 calls it חג הסכת, and it occurs “when you 

gather in your produce from the threshing floor and the 

winepress (ומיקבך מגרנך  -None of these texts con ”.(באספך 

nects the festival with the exodus. 

It is only in Leviticus 23:43 that we find that Israelites 

must dwell in booths at this time in order that they may 

remember that God made them dwell in booths when He 

took them out of Egypt. A closer examination strongly 

suggests that this explicit mention of an historical event 

connecting this festival to the exodus is the exception 

proves the rule. 

Scholars have long noted that the list of  מועדי ה ' , sacred occa-

sions, of Leviticus 23[2] comes to its original conclusion, in 

verse 37-38, which parallels the opening in verse 4. 

ִּ֣י   ויקרא כג:ד ֶֹּ֚לה מֹוֲעדֵׁ  אֵׁ
ַ֖י   ָראֵׁ ־ֹהָוָ֔ה ִמקְּ יְּ

אֵּ֥ו   ֹקֶָ֑דש  רְּ ֲאֶשר־ִתקְּ
ם מֹוֲעָדִֽ ... ֹאָתַ֖ם בְּ

ֵ֥י   כג:לד נֵׁ ֶ֛ר ֶאל בְּ ַדבֵׁ
ַ֖ל לֵׁאֹמָ֑ר   ָראֵׁ ִישְּ

Lev 23:4 These are the set times 

of YHWH, the sacred occa-

sions, which you shall celebrate 

each at its appointed time… 
23:34 Say to the Israelite people: 

On the fifteenth day of this 

ַבֲחִמָשִ֨ה ָעָשִ֜ר יַֹ֗ום  
ִביִע֙י ַהֶזָ֔ה  ַלֹחִֶ֤דש ַהשְּ

ַעֵ֥ת   ַחָ֧ג ַהֻסכֶֹ֛ות ִשבְּ
הָיִמַ֖ים    לז:כג...  ַלי־ֹהָוִֽ

־ֹהָוָ֔ה   ִּ֣י יְּ ֶֹּ֚לה מֹוֲעדֵׁ אֵׁ
אֵּ֥ו ֹאָתַ֖ם   רְּ ֲאֶשר ִתקְּ

ִּ֣י ֹקֶָ֑דש  ָראֵׁ  …ִמקְּ

seventh month there shall be the 

Feast of Booths to YHWH, [to 

last] seven days…  23:37  

Those are the set times of 

YHWH that you shall cele-

brate as sacred occasions… 

The festival of Sukkot is treated in verses 33—36, just be-

fore the summarizing conclusion of verse 37(-38), and 

these verses make no mention of Sukkot being connected 

to the Exodus. It is only in the subsequent return to the 

issue of Sukkot in verse 39, “But on the fifteenth day of 

the seventh month” that we find the mention of the Exo-

dus in relation to Sukkot. Yet this entire passage of verses 

39ff. is clearly secondary. Not only is it extremely odd to 

return to discuss the festival of Sukkot after the chapter 

on the sacred occasions has come to a close. It is also odd 

to begin a new section with the word אך, “however.” What 

is more, scholars have identified other אך clauses that ap-

pear to be secondary.[3] 

The connection that Leviticus 23:43 draws between Suk-

kot and the Exodus is not only secondary; it is also con-

trived. No biblical account recalls how God made the Is-

raelites dwell in booths; furthermore, the Bible imagines 

them as dwelling in tents, not in booths![4] Nor is it clear 

why such a divine act of settling the Israelites in booths 

would be worthy of commemorating.[5] All this points to 

the exodus being a later integration into an Israelite ag-

ricultural festival, that quite possibly, was originally re-

lated to the practice of farmers dwelling in huts to stay 

with their produce in far away fields (see Isaiah 1:8). 

Chag HaMatzot 

Chag HaMatzot is the only festival that all the texts in 

the Torah consistently ground in the exodus. (I refrain 

from discussing here the Passover sacrifice, which is sep-

arate from the festival of Matzot in the biblical 

sources.[6]) However, it seems likely that this festival too 

was originally grounded in agricultural concerns, espe-

cially in light of what we have seen regarding the other 

two festivals. Consider the two reasons for eating unleav-

ened bread – matzah on this festival: 
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1. In commemoration of the “bread of affliction” (Exod. 

12:39) that was eaten in Egypt.[7] 

2. As a symbol of the hasty exit of the Israelites from 

Egypt (Deut. 16:3). 

Traditionally, on seder night, we speak of both of these 

reasons, but technically they would seem to contradict 

each other, calling into question the originality of both. 

If, as Exodus 12:39 tells us, the quick exit from Egypt 

forced the Israelites to make matzot rather than leavened 

bread, then the usual bread of the Israelites in Egypt was 

leavened. If, on the other hand, the regular bread eaten 

by the Israelites in Egypt was unleavened, why does it 

matter that they left Egypt in a hurry? 

Regarding the first explanation, nowhere do we find a 

story of how the Israelites in Egypt suffered by eating 

matzot (cf. Exodus 16:3). Nor is there really anything 

particularly stressful or afflicting about eating matzot. If 

Lot could serve matzot to his guests as part of the feast 

he prepared for them (Genesis 19:3), and the woman-di-

viner of En-dor could serve matzot to Saul and his serv-

ants together with a fatted calf (1 Samuel 28:22—25), 

then unleavened bread could hardly be considered an 

oppressive food.[8] 

As for the second explanation, the grounding of the eat-

ing of Matzot in the hasty exodus from Egypt, this seems 

rather contrived. Is the quick and unprepared manner of 

the exodus really of such significance that it should be 

made into the central element that must be commemo-

rated? Would the exodus have been less impressive had 

the Israelites been fully prepared for it, or if they had de-

fiantly taken their sweet time to leave? Furthermore, al-

most all of the texts concerning Chag HaMatzot state in 

a most general way that the festival must be observed 

with the eating of Matzot in the month of Abib because 

that is when God took Israel out of Egypt (Exodus 12:15—

20; 13:3—10; 23:15; 34:18; Leviticus 23:6—8; Numbers 

28:17). None of these texts mentions that the Israelites 

left quickly and in an unprepared state, and that is why 

Matzot are eaten. 

What, then, was the original significance of eating Ma-

tzot on this festival? One suggestion is that Chag 

HaMatzot was originally associated with the beginning 

of the grain harvest (cf. Leviticus 23:9-14, which imme-

diately follows after the legislation of the Matzot festi-

val). Yeast from the produce of the previous year was 

needed to make new leavened bread. Thus, eating Matzot 

at this time could thus reflect the idea of “out with the old 

and in with the new.” It reflects a separation from the old 

grain and an initiation into the grain of the new season. 

The Law of the Bechor and the 
Plague of the First-Born 

The same type of analysis may be applied to the connec-

tion between the offering of firstborn animals and the 

plague of the firstborn in Egypt. According to Exodus 

13:11-15, all firstborn males must be offered to God 

(though humans and unclean animals are redeemed) in 

commemoration of the fact that God killed the firstborn 

humans and animals of Egypt when Pharaoh refused to 

let the Israelites go. 

The offering of firstborn animals, however, is a wide-

spread practice in the ancient world. It represents the 

worshipper’s acknowledgment of the deity’s gracious-

ness in providing fertility to the herd and reflects the 

hope that this acknowledgment will facilitate further and 

continued divine blessing. The requirement of giving 

God the firstborn cattle is also mentioned in Exodus 

22:28-29; Leviticus 27:26-27; Numbers 18:15-18 and 

Deuteronomy 15:19-23. None of these texts draw any 

connection between the offering of the firstborn and the 

plague in Egypt. 

Redacting the Plague of the Firstborn 
Story 

In fact, it seems that the story of the plague of the 

firstborn in Exodus 11 had nothing to do with the practice 

of offering the firstborn of the cattle. This story was, how-

ever, adapted to accommodate the new use to which it 

was put in Exodus 13:11-15. Exodus 11:5-7 reads: 
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כֹור֘   שמות יא:ה ִּ֣ת ָכל־בְּ ּומֵׁ
כִֹ֤ור   ַרִים֒ ִמבְּ ֶאִֶּ֣רץ ִמצְּ בְּ

אָֹ֔ו   ִּ֣ב ַעל ִכסְּ ֹעה֙ ַהֹּישֵׁ ַפרְּ
ָחָ֔ה ֲאֶשַ֖ר   כִֹּ֣ור ַהִשפְּ ַעֹּ֚ד בְּ

כֵֹ֥ור   ָחִָ֑ים ַאַחִּ֣ר ָהרֵׁ  ֹכַ֖ל בְּ וְּ
ה ָמִֽ הֵׁ ָתֶ֛ה   יא:ו :  בְּ ָהֵ֥יְּ וְּ

ָכל־ֶאִֶּ֣רץ   ֹדָלַ֖ה בְּ ָעָקֵ֥ה גְּ צְּ
ָרִָ֑ים ֲאֶשִ֤ר ָכֹמ֙הּו֙ ֹלִּ֣א   ִמצְּ

ָכֹמַ֖הּו ֹלֵ֥א   ָיָָ֔תה וְּ ִנהְּ
ף  ִּ֣י   יא:ז: ֹתִסִֽ נֵׁ ֹכִּ֣ל׀ בְּ ּולְּ

ֱחַרץ־ֶכֶ֙לב֙   ַ֗ל ֹלִ֤א ֶיִֽ ָראֵׁ ִישְּ
ֹשנָ֔וֹ  ַעד־  לְּ ִאַ֖יש וְּ מֵׁ לְּ

ָמָ֑ה  הֵׁ ַמ֙עַ  בְּ עָּ֔ון  לְּ דְּ ֙ן תִֵֽׁ
ֵ֥ין  ־ֹהָוָ֔ה בֵׁ ֶלִּ֣ה יְּ ֲאֶשר֙ ַיפְּ

ל ָראִֵֽׁ ֵ֥ין ִישְּ ַרִַ֖ים ּובֵׁ  :ִמצְּ

Exod 11:5 Every firstborn son in 

Egypt will die, from the firstborn 

son of Pharaoh, who sits on the 

throne, to the firstborn son of the 

female slave, who is at her hand 

mill, and all the firstborn of 

the cattle as well. 11:6 There will 

be loud wailing throughout 

Egypt—worse than there has ever 

been or ever will be again. 11:7 But 

at all the Israelites, from per-

son to animal, a dog will not 

bark.’ Then you will know that 

YHWH makes a distinction be-

tween Egypt and Israel. 

The words in bold insisting that the plague of the 

firstborn struck both humans and animals are second-

ary. This is indicated, first of all, by the belated reference 

to “all the firstborn cattle as well” at the end of verse 5. 

The continuum that starts from the firstborn of Pharaoh 

and ends with the firstborn of the female slave is coher-

ent and complete and the addition of the firstborn ani-

mals seems anticlimactic. Will the loud wailing of the 

Egyptians come to a crescendo when they see that their 

firstborn goats have died together with their sons?[9] 

The same is true in verse seven. The verse starts off by 

stating that in contrast to the terrible affliction that the 

Egyptians will suffer, the Israelites will not even be so 

much as barked at by a dog. The verse then states that 

this includes the Israelite animals as well as people. This 

further comment seems quite artificial. Can the animals 

naturally be included within the category of בני ישראל “the 

sons of Israel?” 

Finally, if the Israelite firstborns had to remain within 

their houses that were dabbed with blood in order to be 

spared from the plague, why weren’t the firstborn “Isra-

elite” animals brought inside as well? Most likely, then, 

the animals were not originally part of the plague. 

In light of everything said, it is clear why the bolded 

words (see above) were added. Only if the plague of the 

firstborn included the firstborn cattle of the Egyptians 

and the sparring of the Israelite firstborn cattle, could 

the Israelite rite of offering God their firstborn cattle be 

interpreted as a commemoration of the exodus.[10] 

Ritual Practice Recast in 
Nationalistic Terms 

In all of the instances discussed above, the ritual practice 

in its original form was of a generic religious type. There 

was nothing distinctively “Israelite” about it. By turning 

it into a commemoration of the exodus, the rite was 

made historical and uniquely “nationalist.” 

Caveat: Earlier Israelite (not Canaanite) 
Traditions 

Many scholars think that the agricultural festivals dis-

cussed above were borrowed from the Canaanites and 

“converted” to Israelite practice via the addition of the 

exodus theme. This position reflects the tacit assumption 

that the exodus was the one, fundamental national myth 

that dominated Israel from earliest times. It also reflects 

the tacit assumption that religious rituals that are closely 

connected to issues of the land and its fertility must be 

related to the Canaanite Baal, not the “historical” God of 

Israelites. 

The texts in question, however, even in their earliest 

written forms, speak of YHWH of Israel. If the exodus 

theme came to dominate Israel’s religious thinking only 

gradually, then these texts need not reflect borrowing 

from the Canaanites. Their focus on fertility without any 

historical component may reflect a relatively early con-

ception of Israel’s God, who was not so much a warrior 

or liberator from political subjugation, but the owner of 

the land and the source of its fertility. This would also 

coincide well with the idea that God’s grounding act on 

behalf of Israel consisted in taking them out of the barren 

wilderness and providing them with a fertile land. 

 

[1] For more on this, see Norman Solomon, “Shavuot: How the Festival 

of Harvest Grew,” TheTorah (2014). See also Evan Hoffman, “Ezekiel’s 

Failure to Mention Shavuot,” TheTorah (2014). 

[2] For more on this, see the essays, “The First Sukkah,” TheTorah 

(2013) and “The Sukkah and its Symbolism,” TheTorah (2014).  
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[3] See Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel, 

Oxford 1988, 184—185, 197—199; David Frankel, The Murmuring Sto-

ries of the Priestly School, Leiden 2002, 258—260. 

[4] See esp. Hos. 12:10. 

[5] According to the Rabbis, the reference is to the clouds of the divine 

glory that accompanied Israel in the desert. For more on this, see Jef-

frey Rubenstein, “The Sukkah and its Symbolism,” TheTorah (2014) 

[6] For the separate nature of the two holidays, see Michael Satlow, 

“Passover and the Festival of Matzot,” TheTorah (2014). For more on 

how the Pesach itself may not have originated in connection with the 

exodus account, see Kristine Garroway, “The Origins of Biblical Pe-

sach,” TheTorah (2015). 

[7] I am following the familiar understanding of the phrase that is ar-

ticulated in the Pesach Haggadah: הא לחמא עניא דאכלו אבהתנא בארעא דמצרים, 

this is the bread of affliction that our ancestors ate in the land of Egypt. 

It should be noted, however, that the text in Deuteronomy does not ex-

plicitly state that the Israelites ate the   ענילחם  in Egypt. Possibly, the 

phrase may refer to the bread they ate at the time of the exodus. Fur-

thermore, it is possible that the הא לחמא עניא passage refers specifically 

to the unleavened bread eaten by the Israelites during the Passover 

meal, not in general. 

[8] Matzot is also the only form of bread that may be presented to God 

on the altar (Leviticus 2:11—12). Again, it hardly makes sense to pre-

sent God with “bread of affliction.” 

[9] Note also the secondary phrase at the end of 12:29, בהמה בכור   .וכל 

Verse 30 states “there was not a house without someone dead,” which 

clearly excludes the idea that the firstborn cattle were killed since ani-

mals do not live in houses. See, however, Psalm 135:8, which is late, 

and knows the redacted exodus story in its final form.  

[10] This phenomenon of grounding more and more rites and stories 

in the exodus event continues in post-biblical literature as well, for in-

stance in the book of Jubilees. 
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Jewish Mnemohistory 
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Wall painting showing Hebrews leaving Egypt, Dura Europos 

 synagogue, 3rd c. CE, Wikimedia. 

Legend Versus History 

 baby boy is born. Owing to a threat to his life, his 

parents must hide him. Providentially, the baby is 

rescued and grows to adulthood, when he will per-

form great deeds and lead his people to glory. 

This more-or-less is the story of Moses; however, it is 

also the story of many other significant and legendary 

figures from around the world, including Sargon of Ak-

kad, Oedipus of Thebes, Cyrus of Persia, and Jesus of 

Nazareth. While the Moses story may be unique in hav-

ing its hero go from the riches of the Egyptian court to 

the rags of an itinerant shepherd, the characteristics it 

shares with other stories is just one indication that the 

narrative is grounded more in the realm of legend than 

in that of history. 

The Lack of Historical Details in 
Exodus 

The details in the book of Exodus offer very little histor-

ical information that may be corroborated by non-bibli-

cal sources, whether archaeological or textual. Starting 

with the names of the tribes/sons of Israel and continu-

ing with the names of Moses and his family, no one is 

known from any contemporaneous sources, although Is-

rael as an ethnic group or tribe in Canaan is mentioned 

in at least one Egyptian source that dates to just before 

1200 B.C.E.[1] 

Nor is the information about the Egyptians themselves 

in the story of much help. Both the names of the princess 

who adopts Moses and of her father, the pharaoh or king 

of Egypt, are missing, although the midrashic literature, 

the first-century Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, and 

Hollywood all try to fill in the blanks. 

The only seemingly hard and fast information to be 

culled from the biblical account relates to the names of 

the store-cities that the Israelites supposedly built in 

Egypt, namely Pithom and Raamses. However, neither 

location would in reality have been a store-city. The for-

mer name seems to be derived from the Egyptian for 

“temple of Atum,” of which there were many. The latter 

name is most likely a reference to the Egyptian New 

Kingdom capital city of the thirteenth and twelfth centu-

ries B.C.E., which was located in the eastern Delta re-

gion, close to where the Bible locates the Israelites. 

Nonetheless, their exact location is debated, and it is un-

clear if their mention in Exodus 1:11b is best understood 

as reflecting the time of the events it narrates or the time 

of the narrator. 

The same point can be made about the supposed route 

of the exodus, which raises innumerable problems of 

interpretation, not to mention the enormous number of 

Israelites who are supposed to have left Egypt, a 

A 
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population presumably greater than that of Egypt as a 

whole at the time and one that left no trace in the ar-

chaeological record. 

How Does a Religion of History 
Function When Its Foundational 

Narratives Are Not Historical? 

It is a truism that Judaism is a religion rooted in history, 

specifically in the encounter between the Jewish people 

and their God. Indeed, much of Jewish ritual and tradi-

tion revolves around remembering the past and drawing 

lessons from it for the future. The Jewish God is both cre-

ator and historical actor. If Genesis introduces us to the 

former, it is Exodus that establishes our relationship 

with the latter. The former role establishes God as crea-

tor, judge, and ruler of the universe. But it is the latter 

that undergirds the Jewish people’s relationship with 

God, whose action in freeing the Israelites from slavery 

in Egypt is a justification for the Jewish people’s obliga-

tion to enter into a covenant, a formal agreement, with 

God and to follow God’s commandments. 

This obligation, rooted in the memory of God’s saving 

act, is what motivates the ritual of the Passover Seder 

and serves as the major justification for the fulfillment of 

many mitzvoth. And yet, as argued above, the majority of 

modern believe that the Book of Exodus does not reflect 

historical reality. 

Accepting these stories as memory rather than history 

would seem to be even more problematic for Exodus 

than for Genesis. Isn’t Judaism established on the foun-

dation of their historicity? What happens when the his-

torical foundation of Judaism is called into question? 

This conundrum has concerned committed Jews during 

the modern period. And yet, a very commonsensical and 

surprisingly postmodern solution to the problem was al-

ready offered over a century ago by the renowned He-

brew essayist Ahad Ha-‘Am (Asher Ginzberg 1856-1927). 

Ahad Ha-Am’s Approach 

Criticizing the efforts of – at that time mainly non-Jew-

ish – historians who were searching for the “real” Moses 

of history, Ahad Ha-‘Am wrote that the only Moses who 

matters is the Moses of memory as he and the rest of the 

Jewish people remember him. Whatever historians 

would or would not discover is immaterial to the image 

of Moses that the Jewish people has carried with them 

during the past three thousand years. For it is the Moses 

of Jewish memory, rather than any Moses reconstructed 

by the modern historian, who has acted in history to in-

spire humanity. In Ahad Ha-‘Am’s own words: 

I care not whether this man Moses really existed; 

whether his life and his activity really corresponded to 

our traditional account of him; whether he was really the 

savior of Israel and gave his people the Law in the form 

in which it is preserved among us; and so forth. I have 

one short and simple answer for all these conundrums. 

This Moses, I say, this man of old time, whose existence 

and character you are trying to elucidate, matters to no-

body but scholars like you. We have another Moses of 

our own, whose image has been enshrined in the hearts 

of the Jewish people for generations, and whose influ-

ence on our national life has never ceased from ancient 

times till the present day. The existence of this Moses, as 

a historical fact, depends in no way on your[2] investiga-

tions. For even if you succeeded in demonstrating he 

was not such a man as we supposed, you would not 

thereby detract one jot from the historical reality of the 

ideal Moses – the Moses who has been our leader not 

only for forty years in the wilderness of Sinai, but for 

thousands of years in all the wildernesses in which we 

have wandered since the Exodus.[3] 

Mnemohistory – The Study of 
Cultural Memory 

Ahad Ha-‘Am’s intuition about what is important for 

Jewish faith and identity anticipates the core findings of 

cultural memory studies, a field pioneered by the French 

philosopher and sociologist, Maurice Halbwachs (1877-

1945). According to Halbwachs, a people’s cultural iden-

tity and values are not primarily driven by history (i.e. 

the study of what happened in the past) as much as they 

are by the people’s conception of the past, their collective 

memory. Basing himself on these theories, Egyptologist 
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Jan Assmann has posited that it is possible to write a his-

tory of collective memory, a subfield of history that he 

terms “mnemohistory.” Mnemohistory looks not at re-

constructing the facts of what actually transpired, but 

seeks to recreate a record of how the original event – or 

person – is remembered by posterity.[4] 

A seminal example of such an attempt to construct a his-

tory of memory was undertaken by Assmann himself, 

who wrote about Moses as a figure of memory. In Ass-

mann’s reconstruction, Moses serves as the vessel for the 

transmission to western civilization of the repressed 

memory of the religious reforms of the heretical Pharaoh 

Akhenaten in the early fourteenth century B.C.E.[5] For 

Assmann, “Moses is a figure of memory not of history.”[6] 

Zakhor – The Torah Focuses on 
Memory not History 

Bringing cultural memory studies into Jewish studies, 

the late Jewish historian Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi (1932-

2009) has written eloquently about the centrality of 

memory in Jewish thought in his classic study 

Zakhor.[7] Yerushalmi demonstrates that Judaism’s in-

terest in history is mostly limited to the foundational 

narratives of the Torah. To explain this, he suggests that 

it isn’t history that is really of interest, but narratives that 

are paradigmatic and function as the justification for 

Jewish belief and practice. He writes, “That biblical his-

toriography is not ‘factual’ in the modern sense is too 

self-evident to require extensive comment.”[8] In other 

words, the foundational narratives of Judaism are more 

story than history in the modern sense. 

Thus, central to Judaism is not history per se, but histor-

ical memory as encapsulated in the command zakhor 

“remember!”—the memory of the event rather than what 

may have actually transpired on the historical stage. 

A Religion of Memory 

Although people often say that Judaism is a religion of 

history, it is more accurately a religion of memory. The 

stories of the Torah are not factual descriptions of our 

past as much as they are a record of how we think about 

our past and how we think about ourselves and our rela-

tionship with God. Again, quoting Ahad Ha-‘Am: 

And so when I read the Haggadah on the eve of Passo-

ver, and the spirit of Moses the son of Amram, that su-

premest of heroes, who stands like a pillar of light on the 

threshold of our history, hovers before me and lifts me 

out of this netherworld, I am quite oblivious of all the 

doubts and questions propounded by non-Jewish crit-

ics.[9] 

 

[1] See “The (Israel) Stela of Merneptah” as translated by James K. 

Hoffmeier in William W. Hallo (ed.), The Context of Scripture Volume 

Two: Monumental Inscriptions from the Biblical World (Leiden / Bos-

ton: Brill, 2003) pp. 40-41. 

[2] Ha-‘Am is here addressing the non-Jewish historians of his day. If 

he had been writing at a later time, he would have included Jewish his-

torians who call Judaism’s foundational narratives into question as his-

torical sources. 

[3] Ahad Ha-‘Am, “Moses,” in Leon Simon (trans. & ed.), Selected Es-

says of Ahad Ha-‘Am(New York: Atheneum, 1970; reprint of Jewish 

Publication Society, 1912, 1939) pp. 308-309. 

[4] For more on mnemohistory and how it can be used by modern Jews 

to understand biblical historiography, see part 5 of Zev Farber’s The-

Torah.com series, “Avraham Avinu Is My Father.” 

[5] See Jan Assmann, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in 

Western Monotheism (Cambridge, Mass. / London, U.K.: Harvard 

University Press, 1997); and idem, The Price of Monotheism (Trans. 

Robert Savage; Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2010). 

[6] Assmann, Moses the Egyptian, p. 2. 

[7] Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish 

Memory (Seattle, Wash. / London, U.K.: University of Washington 

Press, 1982). 

[8] Ibid., p. 13. 

[9] Ahad Ha-‘Am, “Moses,” p. 308. Again, were he writing today, he 

would also include Jewish critics among his historical agnostics. 
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 The Haggadah: A New 
Telling of the Exodus 

Story 

In the Second Temple period, the core ritual of Pesach 

was eating the sacrificial meal and praising God. With 

the destruction of the Temple, the seder, with its focus 

on telling the story of the exodus, took the place of the 

paschal sacrifice as the core ritual. 

Dr. Malka Z. Simkovich 

 

Passover Haggadah, Add. 18724, f.6v Berlin 1740. British Library 

Pesach Then and Now 

he onset of the holiday of Pesach is now character-

ized by the seder, a symposium-like feast at which 

friends and family gather and recite the hagga-

dah, a sort of rabbinic guidebook that takes the se-

der participants through the rituals of the evening and 

the telling of the exodus story.[1] 

The Biblical Haggadah 

Although the Torah has no requirement to conduct a se-

der or to read any particular text, it does require that the 

next generation understand the reason why we bring the 

Paschal sacrifice: 

רּו  שמות יב:כו ָהָיה ִכי־ֹיאמְּ וְּ
יֶכם ָמה ָהֲעֹבָדה   נֵׁ יֶכם בְּ ֲאלֵׁ

ֶתם   יב:כז ַהֹזאת ָלֶכם.  ַוֲאַמרְּ
ֶזַבח־ֶפַסח הּוא ַליֹהָוה 

י־ נֵׁ י בְּ ֲאֶשר ָפַסח ַעל־ָבתֵׁ
פֹו   נׇגְּ ַרִים בְּ ִמצְּ ל בְּ ָראֵׁ ִישְּ

ַרִים   ינּו  ֶאת־ִמצְּ ֶאת־ָבתֵׁ וְּ
 ִהִציל... 

Exod 12:26 And when your children 

ask you, ‘What do you mean by this 

rite?’ 12:27 you shall say, ‘It is the 

passover sacrifice to Yhwh because 

He passed over the houses of the 

Israelites in Egypt when He smote 

the Egyptians, but saved our 

houses...’ 

This mitzvah, which functions as the inspiration for the 

rabbinic haggadah, has virtually no resonance in Second 

Temple literature, nor is there any mention of the most 

basic mitzvah that we associate with the Pesach seder–

the eating of matzah (with the Paschal sacrifice). In-

stead, during the Second Temple period, Pesach was 

marked by the sacrifice of the Paschal lamb in the Jeru-

salem Temple and the communal feast during which 

families joined together to eat this sacrifice. 

Adding Torah Study and Interpretation to 
the Seder 

The shift from sacrificing the paschal lamb to the se-

der, with its rituals of matzah, marror, four cups of 

wine, the recitation of the Hallel and the telling of the ex-

odus story reflects a fundamental adjustment regarding 

what the night is about. 

The following article traces the origin of the rabbinic se-

der and suggest that whereas some of the rituals have a 

basis in Second Temple practice (Hallel and wine), and 

others (e.g. matzah) come to fill in the gap lost when the 

Paschal sacrifice was no longer offered after the destruc-

tion of the Second Temple in 70 CE, the seder itself ap-

pears to be a creation of the rabbis. The haggadah adds 

a new dimension to the holiday of Passover that com-

memorates the Israelites’ exodus from Egypt through the 

process of common study and shared interpretation. 

Pesach in Jubilees – 2nd Century 
BCE: Wine and Hallel but no Seder 

In discussing Passover, the second century book of Jubi-

lees hews closely to the biblical text of Exodus[2] by em-

phasizing the central role of the Paschal sacrifice. The 

author spends 23 verses – far more than the amount of 

space that he devotes to his descriptions of other Jewish 

T 
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holidays – explaining why and how the Passover is cele-

brated. He opens this chapter with the following man-

date: 

Remember the commandment which the Lord com-

manded you concerning Passover, that you observe it in 

its time, on the fourteenth of the first month, 

 before it becomes evening 

and  during the night on the 

evening of the fifteenth from the time of sunset. For on 

this night there was the beginning of the feast and there 

was the beginning of joy. You continued 

 in Egypt and all of the powers of 

Mastema[3] were sent to kill off the firstborn in the land 

of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh to the firstborn 

of the captive maidservant who was at the millstone and 

to the cattle. And this is the sign which the LORD gave 

to [the powers of Mastema]; in every house where they 

saw the blood of a year-old lamb upon its doors so that 

they would not enter into the house to kill, they would 

pass over so that all who were in the house might be 

saved because the sign of the blood was on its doors… 

And all of Israel remained 

 and  and 

 and glorifying the LORD the God of their fa-

thers.[4] 

Jubilees does add two new elements to the Passover cel-

ebratory feast, which eventually become part and parcel 

of the rabbinic seder: 

• The drinking of wine (which becomes the four cups.) 

• The praising of God (which becomes the Hallel ser-

vice.) 

This is still far from what we would call a seder. There is 

no mention of matzah or marror, no mention of telling a 

story (something that does appear in Exodus!) and no 

reference to a seder or to a haggadah.[5] 

Pesach in Philo – 1st Century CE 

The first century CE Jewish philosopher, Philo of Alexan-

dria, also discusses the significance of the holiday of Pass-

over. He describes the holiday celebration as follows: 

And after the feast of the new moon comes the fourth 

festival, that of the Passover, which the Hebrews 

calls , on which the whole people offer sacrifice, 

beginning at noonday and continuing till evening… And 

what was then done the law enjoined to be repeated once 

every year, as a memorial of the gratitude due for their 

deliverance… 

. And this universal sacri-

fice of the whole people is celebrated on the fourteenth 

day of the month.[6] 

Like the author of Jubilees, Philo claims that the paschal 

sacrifice is accompanied by praising God through song, 

with no mention of matzah, marror, or the telling the 

story by reading from a haggadah. 

Pesach in Josephus – 1st Century CE 

The first century CE Jewish historian, Josephus Flavius 

discusses the celebration of Passover in his Antiquities of 

the Jews, which reviews Jewish history from the biblical 

period up until his own day: 

In the month of Xanthicus, which is by us called , 

and is the beginning of our year, on the fourteenth day 

of the lunar month, when the sun is in Aries (for in this 

month it was that we were delivered from bondage un-

der the Egyptians), and law ordained that we should 

every year  which I before told you 

we slew when we came out of Egypt, and which was 

called the ; and so we do celebrate this passo-

ver in companies, 

 till the day following. [7] 

Like the previous two accounts, Josephus indicates that 

prior to the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 

CE, Passover was celebrated exclusively by sacrificing a 

commemorative sacrifice and eating it in the company of 

other Jews. 

Pesach in the Gospels 

Passover is at the foreground of the story of Jesus’ death 

in the New Testament. The Gospels note that on the first 

day of Passover, the evening before Jesus’ crucifixion, 

Jesus and his disciples sat down for a meal. Most schol-

ars believe that this Passover meal was not a seder as it 

was later developed by the rabbis, since there are no 
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indicators that Jesus and his disciples were commemo-

rating the Exodus. The New Testament also does not 

suggest that a haggadah was recited at this meal. 

The Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke do identify 

Passover, which coincided with Jesus’ last supper, as be-

ing characterized by a Passover sacrifice. According to 

the Gospel of Mark, which is probably the earliest of the 

four canonized Gospels, Passover is identified as “the 

first day of Unleavened Bread, when the Passover lamb 

is sacrificed” (Mark 14:12; NRSV; cf. Luke 22:7). Simi-

larly, the Gospel of Matthew 26:17-19 notes: 

On the first day of Unleavened Bread the disciples came 

to Jesus, saying, ‘Where do you want us to make the 

preparations for you to eat the Passover?’ He said, ‘Go 

into the city to a certain man, and say to him, “The 

Teacher says, My time is near; I will keep the Passover 

at your house with my disciples.” ’ So the disciples did as 

Jesus had directed them, and they prepared the Passo-

ver meal (NRSV). 

Clearly, for the authors of the Gospels, the sacrifice and 

the eating of the paschal lamb is the quintessential ob-

servance of the holiday. Both wine and matzah are men-

tioned as having been eaten during this meal (Mark 

14:22; Matthew 26:26, Luke 22:29), though they are not 

described as being central rituals comparable to the sac-

rifice. As was true of other Second Temple period 

sources, the Gospels make no mention of a recitation of 

the story, though they do associate the paschal sacrifice 

with singing songs of praise. The Gospel of Matthew de-

scribes regarding the last supper: “When they had sung 

the hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives.”[8] 

This theme of the recitation of psalms of praise appears 

in Philo, Jubilees, and the Gospels. These psalms were 

probably an early version of what later developed 

into Hallel, Psalms 113-118. 

The Significance of the Shift from 
Sacrifice to Seder 

I believe that, despite the fact that the paschal lamb was 

eaten by groups of families, the emphasis on the festival 

in biblical and Second Temple times was on God’s 

choosing the nation of Israel, a vertical (human-to-God) 

relationship. In the rabbinic conception, however, the fo-

cus is on Israel coming together to worship God, a trian-

gular (human-to-human-to-God) relationship, in which 

we relate to God by interpreting and understanding the 

Exodus through the lenses of the rabbinic tradition. Alt-

hough the celebration of Passover in the Second Temple 

period was a family affair, the rabbis added an element 

to the seder that underscored the process of connecting 

to our past and to God through shared conversation and 

interpretation. 

The Rabbinic Model of the Seder 

When celebrating the Passover holiday “rabbinically” 

by reading the Haggadah on seder night, Jews toggle 

between the story of the Israelites leaving Egypt–the 

Jews’ common memory of being a national entity–and 

how the Jews in rabbinic times celebrated and inter-

preted this story. 

The focus on questions, interpretation, and midrashic 

views of the Exodus story adds a new dimension to the 

holiday of Passover – the dimension of coming together 

as a community to understand our past using multiple 

viewpoints and interpretations. These two aspects of 

Jewish history – narrative and interpretation – are one 

of the foundational blocks through which we express our 

commitment to our Jewish faith. 

According to the rabbinic model, on seder night, we not 

only look up at God, but we look around the table, at one 

another and back at the many names of the rabbis who 

are mentioned in the haggadah, and recall how it is that 

we became a nation, and how we continue to nurture a 

flourishing interpretative tradition of Torah study that 

helps us to thrive. 

The biblical Passover was communal because the paschal 

lamb was to be eaten in families. But with the creation of 

the seder and the development of the haggadah, the hol-

iday of Passover was repurposed to include a sociohistor-

ical dimension that focuses on the process of asking 

questions, sharing interpretation, and slowing down the 

retelling of the Exodus to include the multivocal layers of 
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explanation that over many generations supplemented 

the original Exodus story. 

Reshaping the Core of Passover 

This new dimension tells a new story — the story of how 

we have survived as a community through the study of 

Torah, God’s commandments, and our history. This di-

mension was coupled with the theological dimension of 

Passover that emphasized the chosenness of Israel and 

God’s care for His chosen ones, which was at the fore-

ground of how Jews celebrated Passover in the Second 

Temple period. Both of these aspects now lie at the core 

of the holiday. 

 

[1] In Greek tradition, a symposium is a meal characterized by festive 

drinking that often featured a sharing of ideas between friends on a 

particular subject. 

[2] It differs radically from Genesis, however. One of the most striking 

ways in which the book of Jubilees departs from Genesis— Jubilees re-

tells the stories in Genesis and the beginning of Exodus, up to the Sinai 

theophany—is in the author’s insistence that the holidays, particularly 

the Passover, the Pentecost, and Tabernacles festivals, were scrupu-

lously observed by the patriarchs, and should therefore be scrupulously 

observed by the author’s Jewish contemporaries. 

[3] Mastema, etymologically related to Satan, is an angelic being that 

is mentioned in a number of non-canonical Jewish texts dated to the 

late Second Temple period and the centuries following it. In Jubi-

lees, Mastema is the head of the evil angels who want to cause humans 

to stray from God. 

[4] Jubilees 49:1-3 in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament 

Pseudepigrapha (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Press, 1983), 2:140. 

[5] Although Jubilees mentions praising God implying that the passo-

ver participants know the general story, this does not indicate that 

there is any mitzvah to discuss the story in the way that the rabbis later 

envisioned it. 

[6] Philo, The Special Laws, 2.145-148 in Charles D. Yonge, trans., The 

Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged (Peabody, MA: Hendrick-

son Press, 1993), 582. 

[7] Antiquities 2.14.6 311-317 in William Whiston, trans., The Works of 

Josephus: Complete and Unabridged (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 

Press, 1987), 96. 

[8] Matthew 26:26-30 (NRSV). Cf. Mark 14:26. 

Finding Redemption in 
the Passover Story 

Doing history one better 

Prof. Rabbi Burton L. Visotzky 

 

Passover traditional Seder. J. Novominsky/Flickr 

Creating Nostalgic Memories 

n my office and also on my refrigerator at home, I 

have the same photo. My son and I are holding our 

flippers, snorkels, and goggles as we emerge from the 

waters of Ras Mohamed, at the very southern tip of the 

Sinai Peninsula. I love the picture because the wet-suit I 

rented that day makes me look slim and athletic. I love 

the memory because it was a very good day with my fam-

ily. But I cherish the experience I had as a Jew, because 

there we are emerging from the Red Sea. 

If I can appear slim and athletic in my mind’s eye, how 

much the more so can I manufacture a mythic memory 

of my son and me, men of the tribe of Levi, there in the 

Sinai, just having crossed the Red Sea on our journey 

from Egypt. Maybe snorkeling isn’t exactly dry land, and 

maybe the awe-inspiring corals of Ras Mohamed are 

“not walls of water to our right and our left,” but even 

when I was there in the Gulf of Suez, my own reenact-

ment made me feel that I, too, had braved the sea with 

my Israelite ancestors. The evidence is right there on my 

fridge, next to the kids’ graduation photos. 

I 

Dr. Malka Zeiger Simkovich is the Crown-Ryan 

Chair of Jewish Studies at Catholic Theological 

Union in Chicago, and the director of their Catho-

lic-Jewish Studies program. 
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A Critical Appraisal of the Exodus 
Narrative 

Evidence is the antithesis of mythic memory – so I am 

conscious that the photo and my nostalgia for the “cross-

ing of the Red Sea” may be at odds with one another. In 

truth, I feel the same way at the Seder table when we 

commemorate our redemption from bondage, the Exo-

dus from Egypt. 

Back in the late 1990’s I consulted for DreamWorks for 

their animated feature, “Prince of Egypt,” so I can speak 

from experience about the actual manufacture of mythic 

memory. But when it comes to Jewish ritual, to fulfilling 

the commandments, to study of the Torah, I am acutely 

sensitive that I am not consulting, nor is the text a cartoon. 

And yet, a critical appraisal of the Exodus narrative leaves 

us remarkably short on evidence, with only walls of mythic 

memory encompassing us “to our right and our left.”[1] 

The first scholarly problem is the absence of mention of 

the Jews enslaved in Egypt throughout the Egyptian his-

torical record. There is also a lack of data that might 

serve to verify our leaving Egypt. All those hieroglyphics, 

but no Israelites. And did we mention that the Egyptians 

have no record whatsoever of the ten plagues that devas-

tated them? 

Second, and perplexing even to the rabbis of old, is the 

sheer mathematics of the Exodus narrative. If the num-

ber of males who left Egypt at Passover was 600,000; we 

must also add women and children to the mix. True, not 

every Jewish man had a wife, but still: wives, children, 

the hangers-on who left along with the Israelites; all add 

up so that in the Mekilta d’Rabbi Ishmael the rabbis var-

iously estimate the grand total ranging from 1,200,000 

to as much as 3,600,000. While the Midrash can imagine 

that God’s Cloud of Glory acted like the Army Engineer 

Corps steamrolling a path for the Israelites through the 

wilderness, the logistics are the stuff of an historian’s 

nightmares. No amount of shock and awe can account 

for the numerical details of the narrative.[2] 

Why Slavery of all Things? 

And yet, I whisper quietly in my soul, we moved. Despite 

all evidence to the contrary from the numbers, and de-

spite no evidence to buttress the biblical account, we cel-

ebrate Passover. We change the dishes, invite the guests, 

drink the wine, eat the matzah. “We were slaves unto 

Pharaoh in Egypt. Then God took us forth from there 

with a strong hand and an outstretched arm.” What does 

it mean that this is the story we tell about our ancestors 

and ourselves? What does it mean when critical analysis 

and the historic record belie the most central narrative 

of Jews as a people? If the events described did not actu-

ally occur, if indeed this is but building mythic memory 

in the absence of evidence, why this narrative and not 

another? Indeed, how is this night different from all 

other nights? 

We could have said we were the offspring of the Phar-

aohs; that we too deserved a place among the Egyptian 

high and mighty in the Valley of Kings. Instead, we claim 

that we were strangers there. We might have suggested 

that our ancestors were mighty warriors who defeated 

Pharaoh in battle with our prowess. We could have opted 

for the wisdom of the Greek philosophers, the wealth of 

Croesus, the nobility of King Arthur, but instead we sing 

how we were slaves. Really? Slaves? 

There is much to be said for our emphasis that victory 

was not ours, but God’s. “Not by might, nor by strength, 

but by the spirit of God.” Okay, that seems like a noble 

idea. We owe God our gratitude for every breath we take. 

But slaves? We are talking about generations of slavery! 

–We’re talking centuries, 210 or 400 years depending on 

how we read the differing biblical traditions (either 

counting from Jacob’s descent into Egypt until the Exo-

dus or the biblical prophecy in Genesis 15:13).[3] Why do 

we say we were slaves? Strangers in the land of Egypt? 

Finding Redemption 

Here is the payoff of the myth making. This is why we 

Jews tell the story of our lowly origins despite the histor-

ical record or lack thereof. We are reminded we were 

slaves, strangers in the land of Egypt, so that we might 
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not oppress the stranger. The Talmud (b. Baba Met-

sia 59b) counts that we are commanded not to oppress 

the stranger no fewer than thirty-six times in the Torah. 

God commands us to be vigilant. Do not oppress the 

stranger for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. Do 

not be xenophobic, for you once were the outsider. Wel-

come the immigrant for you were once immigrants, op-

pressed by the whip. 

I think we have done history one better. If, indeed, we 

have created a narrative, it is one that teaches us as a 

people to be generous (as God is generous), to be com-

passionate (as God is compassionate), to care for the 

downtrodden (as God cared for us in Egypt). Let all who 

are hungry come and eat. Let all who are in need, come 

celebrate the myth of our redemption, that we may again 

be redeemed. 

 

[1] See Richard Elliott Friedman, “The Historical Exodus,” TheTorah 

(2015). 

[2] See David Glatt-Gilad, “How Many Years Were the Israelites in 

Egypt?” TheTorah (2016). 

[3] See Ben-Zion Katz, “Recounting the Census: A Military Force of 

5,500 (not 603,550) Men,” TheTorah (2015). 
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A Spiritual Seder without History  

 

 

Question 

“I have always loved studying Torah. But over the years, 

as I have added the study of history and philosophy in 

depth, I find it more and more difficult to believe in the 

traditional version of the Exodus. I simply can’t accept a 

story with plagues and miracles, splitting of seas and 

manna falling from heaven as historical. 

I still feel connected to God, as well as to Torah and 

the mitzvot (I am observant) and I would like to have a 

spiritual Seder Night. How can I recite the haggadah and 

talk about a story that I don’t believe actually happened, 

in a meaningful way? (As my kids get older, this will be-

come an even more pressing question.)” 

Thank you,  

A Reader 

 

Responses 

A Conduit to the Divine That 
Enriches Our Lives 

Dr. Rabbi Jeremy Rosen 

ne of the major drawbacks of the Western cultural 

mindset is that we have been so influenced by the 

Greek division between mind and body that we 

naturally think that, in matters of the spirit, a rational 

solution is more reliable, more significant than an emo-

tional one; that philosophy always trumps mysticism or 

meta-physics. 

When we encounter Shakespeare what matters more? Is 

it the technical debate over whether Shakespeare wrote 

his plays or whether they were authored by someone else 

(Marlow, Bacon, Johnson, etc.)? Or is the important 

thing the actual experience of watching and hearing the 

play itself? In a human relationship, the experience of in-

teracting is what validates the relationship, more than 

the other person’s physical makeup. 

We are used to thinking of religion as a series of theolog-

ical propositions we that must accept. But really it is 

more an experience, a framework for living one’s life. 

Jewish Playacting 

We are often invited in Judaism to playact. On Yom Kip-

pur, we pretend we are standing before a Divine Tribunal 

and being judged. On Pesach, we are told to imagine 

what it was like to be enslaved and then freed.  The pur-

pose is not to verify the historical facts but to go through 

certain experiences that teach us important messages 

and heighten our religious, spiritual sensitivity. 

O 
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It is the action, the experience that counts more than the 

words and the theory. The Seder is an experience, emo-

tionally and hopefully spiritually. It is not designed to be 

a historical phenomenon. 

Each religion, each culture has its own traditions[1] and 

narratives that are often not factually true or at least not 

strictly so, but underpin and reinforce its value system. 

Does their significance lie in their historicity or accu-

racy? Is it important to try and “prove” them to be “true”? 

I don’t think so. I accept the Torah as my way of life, of 

God communicating with me. Do I know exactly how or 

even when it was transmitted? Not in any scientific 

sense, no. 

What matters to me is not any scientific or historical in-

formation the Torah may (or may not) impart, but that it 

functions as a conduit between me and the divine and 

provides me with a way of life to cope with the daily chal-

lenges of life and enrich it. 

Meaning of the Seder: Appreciating 
our Current State of Freedom 

The Seder is a series of rituals designed to get us to rec-

ognize that we are part of a people whose tradition in-

cludes ideas of slavery and freedom. The purpose is to 

get us to appreciate our current state. To be reminded 

that life has moments of freedom and moments of servi-

tude. The customs, after all, are designed to get us to 

question, to challenge, to try to understand our lives even 

if we may not have all the answers. 

  

[1] I would use the word “myths” but I dislike that term because it is 

often misused or taken in a pejorative sense. 

  

Refracting History Through 
the Spiritual Experience of the 

Present 

Three philosophical approaches to the historicity  

of the Exodus. 

Rabbi David Bigman 

1. Belief in the Miraculous Exodus 
Event as Essential – Kuzari 

n The Kuzari, R. Yehudah HaLevi (1075-1141) states 

that Israel’s central beliefs are based upon the events 

of the exodus: 

“I believe in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Who 

took the Israelites out of Egypt with signs and won-

ders…” (I:11). 

HaLevi believed that this was the ultimate revelation of 

God in history. The faith of later generations depends 

upon the story of their ancestors who were present at the 

events of the exodus. As a result, the essence of a Jew’s 

existence is rooted in the security of past history, which, 

in turn, underwrites his future. 

2. Pesach and the Exodus: Are not of 
Primary Concern – R. Nahman of 

Breslav 

Nahman of Breslav’s (1772-1810) approach stands in op-

position to that of R. Yehudah HaLevi; he grants the pre-

sent moment a central place in the service of God. For 

this reason, in Likutei Moharan Tanina (74), R. 

Nahman deemphasizes the significance of Pesach in 

comparison with Purim. While not saying so explicitly, 

he deemphasizes the events of Passover as a memory of 

the past, and establishes Purim – representing the pre-

sent, with its emphasis on surviving in the diaspora in a 

world where God is hidden – as the basis for the com-

mandments. For Rav Nahman, Purim represents that 

human beings determine the religious significance of 

their existence. 

I 

Dr. Rabbi Jeremy Rosen is the rabbi of the Per-

sian Jewish Community of Manhattan and the 

Chairman of the Faculty for Comparative Reli-

gion in Wilrijk Belgium. 
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3. The Significance of the Exodus 
Doesn’t Lie in Its Historicity 

I believe that R. Nahman’s insight can be applied to the 

commemoration of the exodus as well. In Shemot (Exo-

dus) 29:45–46, the Torah forges a link between the Exo-

dus from Egypt and the indwelling of the shekhinah (Di-

vine Presence): 

ִתי  שמות כט:מה ָשַכנְּ תֹוְך    וְּ בְּ
ָהִייִתי  ל וְּ ָראֵׁ י ִישְּ נֵׁ בְּ

 מו:כט.  לֵׁאֹלִהים  ָלֶהם
עּו ָידְּ ־הָוה  ֲאִני   ִכי   וְּ  יְּ

יֶהם אִתי   ֲאֶשר  ֱאֹלהֵׁ   הֹוצֵׁ
ֶאֶרץ  ֹאָתם ַרִים  מֵׁ   ִמצְּ

ִני  ָשכְּ תֹוָכם  לְּ ־  ֲאִני   בְּ יְּ
יֶהם  הָוה  . ֱאֹלהֵׁ

Exod 29:45 I will dwell in the midst of 

the children of Israel and I will be 

their God. 29:56 They will know 

that I, the Lord, am their God, 

Who brought them out of the land 

of Egypt in order that I may dwell 

in their midst; I am the Lord, their 

God. 

This passage teaches that knowledge of the actual past is 

not sufficient. Acknowledging the exodus is not a matter 

of understanding a distant historical truth, but is the re-

flection of a person’s present relationship with God. The 

feeling of God’s presence is something to be experienced 

now and influences our conceptions of past events. The 

simple experiences of everyday life that elicit our deep 

emotional responses are the very heart of religious con-

sciousness. When our people’s history is reflected in 

them, its true depth becomes clear. 

Experiential Faith in God and the Torah 

In this third approach, we do not need to artificially mo-

bilize historical truth as a fundamental datum, as R. Ye-

hudah Halevi requires. Historical distance naturally gen-

erates a certain degree of alienation, whereas sensitivity 

to the presence of the divine in everyday life can serve as 

a bridge between our present and the stories of our past. 

Conversely, unlike R. Nahman, we do not need to en-

dorse a type of “conscious faith,” adopted by the individ-

ual in defiance of reality. The position of Rav Nahman 

prefigures existential philosophy, where the philosopher 

begins with a sense of disorientation in the face of an ap-

parently meaningless or absurd world. In existentialism, 

the individual must create meaning on his or her own; 

the world will not supply him or her with it. 

My view, however, is a little different. I think that reality 

and human meaning making are in conversation with 

each other. Every person is the subject of his or her own 

narrative and our lives receive their meaning from the 

narrative we tell about ourselves. This narrative, in turn, 

is influenced by our experience of reality. 

The Torah as a Form of Poetry 

This view has important implications for how we under-

stand our relationship to the Torah. As I see it, our rela-

tionship to Torah is not based on asserting its factual his-

toricity—whether based on “proofs” (R. Yehuda HaLevi) 

or “assertion despite reason” (R. Nahman). Instead, each 

individual’s connection to scripture is based on the 

premise that the biblical narrative reflects an authentic 

religious experience that envelops some sort of reality 

and expresses it in a narrative and poetic fashion. 

The Torah’s narrative is at its core, poetic; it loses its po-

tency when forced to fit into a rubric of science or history. 

Poetry, music, art, and narratology do not contradict sci-

entific fact; they live in parallel to it and envelop it. 

Exodus as a Personal Experience 

My model reflects what can occur when we attune our-

selves to the divine channels that allow us to envision the 

events that shaped the nation’s past in a religious man-

ner. This is a more natural process, one that derives from 

present-day religious feeling and refracting the percep-

tion of the past through this prism. Thus, can we tell the 

story of the exodus from Egypt from the standpoint of 

personal experience—as if we ourselves had left Egypt. 

Rabbi David Bigman has been the Rosh HaYe-

shiva at Yeshivat Ma’ale Gilboa since 1995 and 

served as the Rosh HaYeshiva in Yeshivat haKib-

butz HaDati Ein Tzurim. 
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 Not What Happened But 
What Should Happen Now 

Rabbi Yuval Cherlow 

hy do we even celebrate days of commemora-

tion?  A careful look at the Torah demonstrates 

that our goal is not to return to the past but ra-

ther to bring the past to us. These are not archaeological 

holidays but sociological and ethical holidays. The ques-

tion we deal with during these holidays is not what ex-

actly happened back then, for the tools we have to ana-

lyze such a question are exceedingly limited. Rather, it is 

the opposite: What do we have to conclude with regard 

to our own lives today in light of what the Torah tells us 

happened then?  Here we find a panoply of answers in 

the Torah itself. 

The Theological Consequences of the 
Exodus Account 

One kind of answer relates to theological belief that God 

is active in the world and directs it. A person may believe 

in miracles as described in the Torah; another person 

may offer naturalistic interpretation of what may have 

appeared like miracles to others, or may approach the 

text from a totally different perspective. The main point 

though—the backbone of faith—is to believe what it says 

at the beginning of the Decalogue, that God is not only 

the creator of the world but active in the world, working 

behind the scenes. The mitzvot which express this fun-

damental believe include the holidays, the redemption of 

the first-born, tefillin, and others.  

The Social and Ethical Consequences 
of the Exodus Account 

At the same time, the Torah contains an entire class 

of mitzvot based on the exodus from Egypt that are con-

nected to social and ethical aspects of life. The Torah 

teaches that people who were once slaves, and could only 

dream of a vacation day when they could stop working, 

cannot but grant rest to their own workers and slaves, 

and therefore, they must observe Shabbat in their house-

holds. In Exod 22:20, for example, we read: 

גֵׁר ֹלא תֹוֶנה   שמות כב:כ וְּ
ִרים   ָחֶצנּו ִכי גֵׁ ֹלא ִתלְּ וְּ
ָרִים ֶאֶרץ ִמצְּ  .ֱהִייֶתם בְּ

Exod 22:20 You shall not wrong a 

stranger or oppress him, for you 

were strangers in the land of 

Egypt. 

An obligation exists to avoid mistreating the stranger 

among us, for we lived through the experience of being 

strangers and mistreated, and it is forbidden for us to do 

the same to others. 

The Torah’s treatment of the slavery extends into the law 

in Deuteronomy 15:14 requiring a master to grant sever-

ance pay to the Hebrew slaves that went free after their 

six years of servitude: 

ַהֲענֵׁיק ַתֲעִניק לֹו   דברים טו:יד
ך ּוִמּיִ  נְּ ך ּוִמּגׇרְּ ֶבך  ִמֹצאנְּ קְּ

־ֹהָוה ֱאֹלֶהיך   ך יְּ ַרכְּ ֲאֶשר בֵׁ
 .ִתֶתן לוֹ 

Deut 15:14 Furnish him out of the 

flock, threshing floor, and vat 

with which the Lord your God 

blessed you. 

The Torah continues with an explanation for the com-

mandment, in which we again find the memory of the ex-

odus from Egypt playing a pivotal role in explaining to 

the reader the basis for the requirement to treat slaves 

ethically and fairly (15:15): 

ָת ִכי ֶעֶבד   טו:טו ָזַכרְּ וְּ
ַרִים   ֶאֶרץ ִמצְּ ָהִייָת בְּ

־ֹהָוה ֱאֹלֶהיך ַעל   ך יְּ דְּ ַוִּיפְּ
ן   ך ֶאת  כֵׁ ַצּוְּ ָאֹנִכי מְּ

 .ַהָדָבר ַהֶזה ַהּיֹום

15:15 Bear in mind that you were 

slaves in the land of Egypt and the 

Lord your God redeemed you; 

therefore I enjoin this command-

ment upon you today. 

The memory of the slavery in Egypt plays a role in Levit-

icus 25:41-42 as well, at the climax of the law about the 

jubilee year, enjoining all Israelite masters to free their 

Hebrew slaves and allow them to take possession of their 

ancestral holdings once again: 

ִעָמְך   ויקרא כה:מא ָיָצא מֵׁ וְּ
ָשב הּוא ּוָבָניו עִ  מֹו וְּ

ֶאל   תֹו וְּ ַפחְּ ֶאל ִמשְּ
. ֲאֻחַזת ֲאֹבָתיו ָישּוב

ם   כה:מב ִכי ֲעָבַדי הֵׁ
אִתי ֹאָתם   ֲאֶשר הֹוצֵׁ

Lev 25:41 Then he and his children 

with him shall be free of your au-

thority; he shall go back to his 

family and return to his ancestral 

holding. — 45:42 For they are My 

servants, whom I freed from the 

W 
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ָרִים ֹלא   ֶאֶרץ ִמצְּ מֵׁ
ֶכֶרת ָעֶבד רּו ִממְּ  .ִיָמכְּ

land of Egypt; they may not give 

themselves over into servitude. 

The Meaning of the Exodus Account 
for Us 

What is significant, therefore, is not determining the cor-

rect meaning of “miracle” and how various historical in-

cidents may have occurred, but the obligation for each of 

us to see ourselves as if we had left Egypt and to derive 

the proper conclusions. As a consequence, we will turn 

our hearts in the right direction, both towards a firmer 

belief in God’s role in history as well as by using the sto-

ries as motivation to live our lives with a sense of ethics 

and social responsibility, in line with the values of the 

Torah. 

 

  

  

The Exodus Story Is an Outer 
Garment 

Rabbi Herzl Hefter 

 Asking the Right Questions 

he mitzvah of recalling the story of the exodus is 

fulfilled in the form of questions and answers. Ask-

ing the right questions, therefore, is essential in or-

der to access the significance of the story. 

The question, “Did the exodus really happen?” is the 

wrong question because it misunderstands what type of 

book the Torah is. The Zohar will help us here. 

Rabbi Shimon said: “Woe to the person who says that the 

Torah comes to give instructions and tell descriptive sto-

ries and simple tales. … Every word in the Torah reflects 

higher wisdom and higher secrets… The narratives of the 

Torah are only the outer clothing of the Torah. Whoever 

thinks that this outer clothing is, in fact, the Torah and 

there is nothing underneath the clothing is spiritually 

backward and has no portion in the World to Come… 

(Zohar, Bemidbar, Behaalotecha, p. 148b) 

The Zohar is saying that the superficial meanings of the 

narratives are not the point of the Torah. To be sure, the 

Zohar is not taking a stand on the historicity of the To-

rah. In all likelihood the author of the Zohar never 

thought of the question, having lived long before the 

modern notion of history as recording factual events in a 

literal way became prevalent. In any case, the Zohar as-

serts in the strongest terms that the significance of the 

narrative does not lie in its superficial meaning but ra-

ther in the underlying spiritual message. 

The Zohar’s general approach to the Torah is rooted in 

the view of the sages of the Talmud regarding the story 

of the exodus in particular. The verses which the sages 

chose as the basis of the Haggadah are from Devarim 

(Deuteronomy) 26: 5-9, where the Torah recounts the 

telling of the story, rather than the verses from Shemot 

(Exodus) which recount the story directly. This indicates 

that the essential significance of the story is not its 
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historicity but rather how it is remembered, interpreted 

and communicated. 

The Ba’al Shem Tov and the Apikores 

The following anecdote about the Ba’al Shem Tov rein-

forces the approach that the significance of the story is in 

its interpretation. 

It happened that someone came before the Baal Shem 

Tov who had studied science and philosophy and con-

cluded, based upon his studies, that the splitting of the 

sea was a natural phenomenon. That being the case [i.e. 

that the splitting of the sea was not a miracle] what was 

all the hullabaloo around this “miracle” that we believe 

in? Peddling this question the person sowed confusion 

everywhere he went. 

The Baal Shem Tov gathered all the people in the town 

and said to them, “Since there are fools and apostates 

(apikorsim) that are concerned with this question [I will 

respond.] …God is the author of natural phenomena and 

since he engraved it into the nature of the sea to split for 

the children of Israel, this only increases the miracle 

since the very nature of the sea was created in the begin-

ning in anticipation of the needs of Israel…” (Ba’al Shem 

Tov, Shemot, Beshalach 7). 

Significantly, the Baal Shem Tov does not deny the pos-

sibility that the splitting of the sea was a natural occur-

rence. What renders the apikores an apikores is not that 

assertion, but the interpretation of the natural phenom-

enon as being bereft of religious meaning. 

The preoccupation with the historicity of the Torah in gen-

eral and the exodus in particular, as understandable as it 

may be, is detrimental to our spiritual well-being because 

it distracts us from the eternal significance of the story. 

Entering the Spiritual  
Seder Bubble 

Prof. Tamar Ross 

hen in chutz la-aretz (outside of Israel) on 

Shabbat, walking through busy thoroughfares 

to shul, surround-ed by traffic and shops car-

rying on with business as usual, Shabbat for me is a bub-

ble of holy territory, the day that Hashem rested from 

His labor of creating the world, so that I may follow suit. 

Now I know that a transcendent God does not labor, and 

certainly doesn’t get tired on any particular day and need 

a rest. Even when transposing this image to a metaphys-

ical plane, the picture makes no sense. I could easily 

switch off and view the reality around me with a secular 

eye and blow the picture apart. But maintaining my bub-

ble of spirituality preserves for me a world of images, 

laws, customs, and associations that fill my world with a 

sense of holiness. 

The Yom Kippur Experience: 
Simulating Death 

On Yom Kippur, I withdraw from the entanglements of 

life, cease eating and drinking, follow the lead of my 

shaliach tzibbur (the prayer leader) who has donned his 

burial raiment, and confess my sins in anticipation of my 

final confrontation with my Maker. Is there truly a par-

ticular point in time, a specific Day of Judgment, in 

which God reviews His book-keeping, and weighs up my 

deeds to see if I am sealed for life or for death, or sus-

pended until the gates of repentance are sealed? Again, 

this image is theologically indefensible. But the simula-

tion of my death works powerfully in order to give mean-

ing to my life now. 

The Pesach Experience 

Perhaps the example of Pesach is somewhat different, 

because here the traditional account is challenged not 

only metaphysically but even historically. The problem is 

not only whether God has a mighty hand and interferes 
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in history at specific points in time, but whether the mi-

raculous plagues actually took place as described, 

whether there really was an exodus, or even a historical 

Moses – in other words, claims that could in principle be 

empirically verified or denied. 

I’ve come to terms with the notion that we may never 

know how factually reliable the story of the escape from 

Egypt actually is. In fact, I’m not even sure whether the 

biblical account of the exodus was ever intended as 

a bona fide attempt at reporting history. It may well be 

that the original account already reflects the influence of 

prevailing conventions as to how tales of origin should 

be written, or perhaps the lack of a clear distinction be-

tween myth and systematic history in ancient times. 

Of course, I also realize that the faith of the overwhelm-

ing majority of my fellow Jews over the centuries has 

been accompanied by a literal understanding of this ac-

count. Nevertheless, its ultimate importance in my eyes 

has very little to do with its literal meaning, but rather 

with the traditions, values, moral messages, way of look-

ing at the world, etc. that this account has engendered. 

Treasuring the Bubble of Sacred 
History 

When talking history, the truth of my statements is based 

on where they come from. When talking religion, their 

truth is based on where they lead to. In re-telling the 

story of the exodus, I treasure the opportunity to unite 

with the endlessly rich layers of meaning that genera-

tions of my people have found in reciting the Hagga-

dah on seder night. I deliberately enter the bubble of sa-

cred history in order to capture a truth and significance 

that no history book will ever provide. 
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