The Road to Sinai:

Exodus 15-18 and The People’s Adolescense

Rachel Sharansky Danziger * March 22nd 2022 * Exodus: The Ins and Outs of Liberty #6

1: From praise to doubt

Exodus 15:1

(1) Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to
M. They said:

| will sing to m7, for He has triumphed gloriously;
Horse and driver He has hurled into the sea.

Exodus 15:23-27

(23) They came to Marah, but they could not drink the
water of Marah because it was bitter; that is why it
was named Marah. (24) And the people grumbled
against Moses, saying, “What shall we drink?”” (25)
So he cried out to m°, and mi showed him a piece of
wood; he threw it into the water and the water became
sweet. There [God] made for them a fixed rule; there
they were put to the test. (26) [God] said, “If you will
heed your God m: diligently, doing what is upright
in God’s sight, giving ear to God’s commandments
and keeping all God’s laws, then I will not bring upon
you any of the diseases that | brought upon the
Egyptians, for | mi» am your healer.” (27) And they
came to Elim, where there were twelve springs of
water and seventy palm trees; and they encamped
there beside the water.

Rashi on Exodus 15:22:1
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mwn ¥o”y AND MOSES CAUSED [ISRAEL] TO JOURNEY — He made them journey
against their own will, because the Egyptians had adorned their horses with ornaments of
gold and silver and with precious stones, and the Israelites were finding these in the sea.
Greater, indeed, was the booty they obtained at the Red Sea then the booty they had
brought out of Egypt — as it is said (Song 1:11) “Circlets of gold (the booty of the Sea)
will we make thee together with the studs of silver” (which we brought forth from Egypt)
(Mekhilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 12:36). On this account he was compelled to make them

journey on against their will.
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2. The gift of guidance
Rashi on Exodus 15:25:1
Y2 ow aw HERE HE MADE FOR THEM [A STATUTE AND AN ORDINANCE) —
At Marah He gave them a few sections of the Torah in order that they might engage in
the study thereof; viz., the sections containing the command regarding the sabbath, the
red heifer and the administration of justice (Mekhilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 15:25;
Sanhedrin 56b).

Ramban on Exodus 15:25:1

...Now Rashi’s expression, “He gave them... sections of the Torah so that they
might engage in the study thereof,” indicates that Moses did inform them of these
statutes and that he taught these statutes to them, [saying], “In the future, the Holy
One, blessed be He, will command you so,” in the same way as Abraham our father
learned the Torah. The purpose of it was to make them familiar with the
commandments and to know if they would accept them with joyfulness and with
gladness of heart. This was “the trial” of which Scripture says, and there He
tried them, and he [Moses] informed them that G-d would further command them
the precepts of the Torah. This is the intent of the verse, “If thou wilt diligently
hearken to the voice of the Eternal thy G-d... and wilt give ear to His
commandments, which He will command you [in the future].”

In line with the plain meaning of Scripture, when the Israelites began coming
Into the great and dreadful wilderness... thirsty ground where there was no water,
Moses established customs for them concerning how to regulate their lives and
affairs until they come to a land inhabited...It may mean that Moses instructed
them in the ways of the wilderness, namely to be ready to suffer hunger and
thirst and to pray to G-d, and not to murmur. He taught them ordinances
whereby they should live, to love one another, to follow the counsel of the
elders, to be discreet in their tents with respect to women and children, to deal
in a peaceful manner with the strangers that come into the camp to sell them
various objects. He also imparted moral instructions, i.e., that they should not
become like bands of marauders who do all abominable things and have no
sense of shame...Here too the expression, [a statute and an ordinance], does not
refer to the statutes and ordinances of the Torah, but rather to the customs and
ways of civilized society... And Scripture says, and there he tried them, in order to
inform us that he [Moses] led them by such a road on which there was no water, and
he brought them to a place where the waters were bitter in order to test them, even
as Scripture says, And He afflicted thee, and suffered thee to hunger; And that He
might prove thee, to do thee good at thy latter end.
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3: Raising a people
John Adams to James Warren, April 1776:
..They are advancing by slow but sure steps, to that mighty Revolution, which You and | have
expected for Some Time. Forced Attempts to accellerate their Motions, would have been
attended with Discontent and perhaps Convulsions.... The Royal Proclamation, and the late Act
of Parliament, have convinced the doubting and confirmed the timorous and wavering. The two
Proprietary Colonies only, are still cool. But | hope a few Weeks will alter their Temper.
| think it is now the precise Point of Time for our Council and House of Representatives, either to
proceed to make such Alterations in our Constitution as they may judge proper, or to Send a
Petition to Philadelphia for the Consent of Congress to do it. It will be considered as fresh evidence
of our Spirit and Vigour, and will give Life and Activity and Energy to all the other Colonies. Four
Months ago, or indeed at any Time Since you assumed a Government, it might have been
disagreable and perhaps dangerous. But it is quite otherwise now... if you are so unanimous, in
the Measure of Independency and wish for a Declaration of it, now is the proper Time for you to
instruct your Delegates to that Effect. It would have been productive of Jealousies perhaps and
Animosities, a few Months ago, but would have a contrary Tendency now. The Colonies are
all at this Moment turning their Eyes, that Way. Vast Majorities in all the Colonies now see the
Propriety and Necessity of taking the decisive Steps, and those who are averse to it are afraid to Say
much against it. And therefore Such an Instruction at this Time would comfort and cheer the Spirits
of your Friends, and would discourage and dishearten your Enemies.

Kari Kampakis, “Prepare Your Child for the Road, Not the Road for the child”

...1t’s hard not to be a Snowplow Parent in an age of Snowplow Parenting. It’s hard not to clear
every obstacle in our children’s path so they can be happy now — getting what they want, when they
want it — and buck the current trends. But when we clear the road for a child, we make their life too
easy. We don’t allow them to build life-coping skills they’ll need down the road to handle life’s
hard realities.

Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, Bewilderments, xix — xx:

In the Book of the Wilderness, it is the people who continuously and turbulently speak. God’s
words. .. are now spoken mostly in response to the people’s speech....In the Book of the
Wilderness, yetziat Mitzraim — the issuing forth from Egypt — is registered within the subjective
consciousness of the Israelites; and within their own issues, their troubled utterances.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “Looking Up”:

A fundamental principle of leadership is being taught here. A leader must empower the team. They
cannot always do the work for the group; they must do it for themselves. But the leader must, at the
same time, give them the absolute confidence that they can do it and succeed. The leader is
responsible for their mood and morale... In today’s terminology, a leader needs emotional
intelligence. Daniel Goleman, best known for his work in this field, argues that one of the most
important tasks of a leader is to shape and lift the mood of the team: ‘Great leaders move us. They
ignite our passion and inspire the best in us. When we try to explain why they are so effective, we
speak of strategy, vision, or powerful ideas. But the reality is much more primal: Great leadership
works through the emotions.’




4. Internal distinctions
Exodus 16:1-3 A-N:TY NI
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Or HaChaim on Exodus 16:3:2

~wan 90 Yy unaws, "while we sat by the flesh-pots, etc." This verse clearly shows that the
people who uttered this slander were not the ones who had performed slave labour, but had been
overseers. The labourers had never had anything to eat but unleavened bread. Possibly the
speakers were the well known Datan and Aviram who were known for their wickedness.

5. A slave’s meal
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6: The freeman’s meal
Exodus 16:4-5 H-"T:100 Mnw
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prove to be double the amount they gather each day.” T e

Rashi on Exodus 16:4:1

112 o 727 THE THING OF THE DAY ON ITS DAY — what is needed for a day’s eating
shall they collect on its (that) day, and they shall not today collect what will be needed
tomorrow (cf. Mekhilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 16:4).

Rashi on Exodus 16:4:2

NN 7200 uoak wnb THAT | MAY TRY THEM WHETHER THEY WILL WALK IN MY
LAW — whether they will observe the commands associated with it: viz., that they should
not leave any overnight, and that they should not go out on the Sabbath to collect it.

Ibn Ezra on Exodus 16:4:3
[THAT | MAY PROVE THEM.] For they will daily need Me.

Ramban on Exodus 16:4:3

..Rather, the intent [of the trial mentioned here] is as He said, Who fed thee in the wilderness
with manna, which thy fathers knew not; that He might afflict thee, and that He might try thee,
to do thee good at thy latter end. [The manna itself] was a trial to them, since they had no
food in the wilderness and were without recourse to any sustenance except the manna, which
they knew not from before and had never heard of from their fathers. Each day’s quantity
came down on its day, and they were eagerly desirous for it. Yet with all this, they hearkened
to walk after G-d to a place of no food...

Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, Bewilderments, xvi - xvii

The skeptical question Man hi? — “What is it? ” — gives its name to the manna...it is the question,
and not the answer, that names the unknowable substance. This manna, this “What-stuff,” remains
enigmatic — it may be a source of sensual variety and pleasure, but at the same time it remains
ungratifying, imaginatively indigestible.

The forty-year midbar journey was intended as a difficult odyssey of self-understanding, a
reconnaissance mission into the human heart. The manna is essential wilderness food... precisely in
its unknowability it will open a new kind of knowledge... The manna is an intimate encounter with
the otherness that issues from God’s mouth... A substance that tells of the unknown leads the
consumer to see through its flimsy appearance. This is the essential midbar experience: the
unknowable leads the traveler to an imaginative knowledge, which refigures, transfigures the world.
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7: Food and questioning

Exodus 16:11-32

(11) mm spoke to Moses: (12) “I have heard the
grumbling of the Israelites. Speak to them and
say...(14) When the fall of dew lifted, there, over the
surface of the wilderness, lay a fine and flaky substance,
as fine as frost on the ground. (15) When the Israelites
saw it, they said to one another, “What is it?” —for they
did not know what it was. And Moses said to them,
“That is the bread which M has given you to eat...(19)
And Moses said to them, “Let no one leave any of it
over until morning.” (20) But they paid no attention to
Moses; some of them left of it until morning, and it
became infested with maggots and stank. And Moses
was angry with them. (21) So they gathered it every
morning, as much as each one needed to eat; for when
the sun grew hot, it would melt. (22) On the sixth day
they gathered double the amount of food, two omers for
each; and when all the chieftains of the community
came and told Moses, (23) he said to them, “This is
what 77> meant: Tomorrow is a day of rest, a holy
sabbath of mi. Bake what you would bake and boil
what you would boil; and all that is left put aside to be
kept until morning.” (24) So they put it aside until
morning, as Moses had ordered; and it did not turn foul,
and there were no maggots in it. (25) Then Moses said,
“Eat it today, for today is a sabbath of m:7°; you will not
find it today on the plain. (26) Six days you shall gather
it; on the seventh day, the sabbath, there will be none.”
(27) Yet some of the people went out on the seventh day
to gather, but they found nothing. (28) And 7> said to
Moses, “How long will you all refuse to obey My
commandments and My teachings? (29) Mark that it is
M who, having given you the sabbath, therefore gives
you two days’ food on the sixth day. Let everyone
remain in place: let no one leave the vicinity on the
seventh day.” (30) So the people remained inactive on
the seventh day. (31) The house of Israel named it
manna; it was like coriander seed, white, and it tasted
like wafers in honey. (32) Moses said, “This is what 7
has commanded: Let one omer of it be kept throughout
the ages, in order that they may see the bread that | fed
you in the wilderness when | brought you out from the
land of Egypt.”
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8: Human concerns
Exodus 17:8-13
(8) Amalek came and fought with Israel at Rephidim. (9)
Moses said to Joshua, “Pick some troops for us, and go out
and do battle with Amalek. Tomorrow | will station myself
on the top of the hill, with the rod of God in my hand.”
(10) Joshua did as Moses told him and fought with
Amalek, while Moses, Aaron, and Hur went up to the top
of the hill. (11) Then, whenever Moses held up his hand,
Israel prevailed; but whenever he let down his hand,
Amalek prevailed. (12) But Moses’ hands grew heavy; so
they took a stone and put it under him and he sat on it,
while Aaron and Hur, one on each side, supported his
hands; thus his hands remained steady until the sun set.
(13) And Joshua overwhelmed the people of Amalek with
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the sword.

Exodus 18:13-23
(13) Next day, Moses sat as magistrate among
the people, while the people stood about Moses
from morning until evening. (14) But when
Moses’ father-in-law saw how much he had to
do for the people, he said, “What is this thing
that you are doing to the people? Why do you act
alone, while all the people stand about you from
morning until evening?” (15) Moses replied to
his father-in-law, “It is because the people come
to me to inquire of God. (16) When they have a
dispute, it comes before me, and | decide
between one party and another, and | make
known the laws and teachings of God.” (17) But
Moses’ father-in-law said to him, “The thing you
are doing is not right; (18) you will surely wear
yourself out, and these people as well. For the
task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone.
(19) Now listen to me. | will give you counsel,
and God be with you! You represent the people
before God: you bring the disputes before God,
(20) and enjoin upon them the laws and the
teachings, and make known to them the way they
are to go and the practices they are to follow.
(21) You shall also seek out, from among all the
people, capable individuals who fear God—
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