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Mazel Tov to Mr & Mrs Michael Brandeis on the forthcoming wedding
of the granddaughter, Dina Sonnenberg to Yaakov Yitzchok Neumann
in London.

Kiddush This Shabbos
There will be a Kiddush after Davenning this Shabbos sponsored by
Mr & Mrs Nissim Hassan.

Deserting in the desert; wait for dessert!

Dani Epstein

Exodus – the word itself is so replete with meaning; it conjures up
fantastical spectacles of spectacular miracles and has made such an
impression in the wider world to such an extent that it has even spawned a
few movies for the benefit of the hoi polloi who find that books are
printed too quickly and they struggle to read fast enough.
Unfortunately much of what actually went on is relegated to the
background, and a few points are highlighted, some Rashis are blatantly
misunderstood and then end picture is a bit like ending up with a garlic
pizza when you actually ordered a chocolate eclair. Don Yitzchak
Abravanel as usual opens the sedrah with a salvo of questions which
perforce requires us to re-evaluate our comprehension of the narrative
even if we merely contemplate the questions without reading the
answers.
This week's sedrah starts with the following possuk: " ְרע ֹה אֶ ת-ח פּ- לּ-י ְהִ י בְּשׁ-ו
– הָ עָ םit was when Pharaoh send out the people”. The Torah, as always, is
picking and choosing words very, very carefully. Each word counts; each
letter and space counts; the position of each word and the order of the
sentences are there to provide us with clues and hints to try to decode the
entire picture.
The first part of this sedrah is all about a series of events that culminated in
the spectacle of Kriyas Yam Suf – the tearing open of the Reed Sea. Every
element we read about ought to be discussing this one central event, or
lead up to this event or have some direct connection to this event. This,
however, is not exactly the case.
Asks the Abravanel: why does the possuk start with Pharaoh sending out
the Bnei Yisroel? What the possuk should have said was (בצאת ישרא
“ -- ממצריםwhen Yisroel left Mitzrayim”. This was the real action, not
Pharaoh sending them out. Who cares about Pharaoh? Did he have a
choice in the matter anyway?
You might argue: well, without this how would we know that Pharaoh sent
them out willingly? After all the word ש(חimplies a participation (usually in
the form of –  (ויהaccompanying the person leaving at least a few steps)
and at the very least agreement to the departure. Without this sentence
we might assume that the Bnei Yisroel nipped off in the panic and
confusion of Makkas Bechoros – the Plague of the First Born.
Well, scroll back a few pages (Remember how old-fashioned that used to
sound when books were first invented? Plus ça change, plus c'est la même
chose...) and you will find this: “ ם ְבּנֵי- גּ, תֶּ ם-ם א- מִּ י גּ- עQוּמוּ צְּאוּ מִ תּוֹR יּ ֹאמֶ ר- ו
– ' י ִשְׂ ָראֵ ( וכוand he said get up and go from within my people; you and
also the Bnei Yisroel” (Shmos 12:31). So, we know from here that Pharaoh
sent them out altogether, and that it was done willingly, and therefore the
question still stands – why mention Pharaoh here?
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Next, we find the possuk stating a reason for the direction Hashem led
them: “ –  כִּי )ָרוֹב הוּא,שְׁתִּ ים1ִ  א ֶֶרץ ְפּ5)ים דֶּ ֶר7ֱנָחָם א-א7ְ וand Hashem did not
guide them through the Land of Plishtim, because it was near”. This implies
that the reason for leading them through the desert as opposed to the
nearest route – via Plishtim – was because of the proximity of Plishtim to
Mitzrayim. Rashi mentions members of the shevet Efraim had tried to
escape early on, and died in battle against the Plishtim, and the remains of
their bodies were strewn all over the countryside there. Had the Bnei
Yisroel encountered this scene they would have lost heart and returned to
Mitzrayim.
This begs a question, however. Surely the real reason for leading them
through the desert was to precipitate the event of kriyas Yam Suf and the
destruction of the remnants of the Egyptian army, and the reason they did
not go through Plishtim was because they did not have a Yam Suf handy?
Of course the issue with the Bnei Efraim was clearly something to be
concerned about, but surely that would be right at the bottom of the list
compared to the importance of the tearing of the sea?
This is akin to saying that the reason aircraft have wings is to store fuel. Whilst
this is technically true – fuel is commonly stored in aircraft wings – that's
probably one of the last concerns on the list. The first one generally is that
without wings, it's tricky to fly.
So why not mention the most important reason for the route they took –
the event of kriyas Yam Suf – and ignore Plishtim which is really a minor issue
here? At he very least, mention the primary reason first and then mention
the secondary reason.
Next: in the second verse, we read ” –  שִׁ ים עָ (וּ ְבנֵי־י ִשְׂ ָראֵ ( מֵ אֶ ֶרץ מִ צ ְָרי ִםJ מ4ח- ו
the Bnei Yisroel went up armed.” This really seems a little out of place and
should have appeared in the earlier chapter 12, verse 37 when the
exodus from Ramses and the journey to Succos started. Mentioning here
the fact that they were armed seems to be a bit of a non-sequitur since it
does not really appear to have any relevance to the rest of the story. After
all, when they were actually presented with a fight they all stood around
whining and arguing and wringing their hands. It did not enter their minds
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for one moment to rummage around in the armoury, haul out a sword and
fight. So not only is mentioning the weapons irrelevant here, they were
useless anyway since no-one used them! Does the Torah mention anything
else they took out from Mitzrayim and failed to use?
Now the Abravanel asks a more general question: why go through all the
conniving and double-backing to suck Pharaoh into chasing the Bnei
Yisroel into the Yam Suf? Hadn't the Mitzriyim been sufficiently punished?
After all, not only had they had the ten plagues inflicted upon them, but just
before they left the Bnei Yisroel took a huge stash of loot with them as well.
To cap it all, they had lost many people in the plague, Makkas Bechoros. So
by and large they had been thoroughly punished, measure for measure.
Why bother with kriyas Yam Suf? Why not just kill them in Mitzrayim if that
was the purpose of kriyas Yam Suf? What, therefore, was the purpose of
kriyas Yam Suf?
At some after the Bnei Yisroel left Mitzrayim, Pharaoh's KGB agents that he
had planted amongst the erev rav twigged that the were going a slightly
more extended holiday than the final negotiations implied, so they legged
it back to Pharaoh and informed him of their discovery. Or perhaps some
of the erev rav – the nochshleppers – were unhappy with the onboard
entertainment and realising that they had made a bit of a mistake they
jumped ship and returned to Mitzrayim.
Now the possuk describes Pharaoh's recation to this as “ ְרע ֹה-ב פּ- ְ(בQֵיֵּהָ פ-ו
–  בָ;ָ יו4ע-  וand the hearts of Pharaoh and the people were overturned”; i.e.
they changed their minds about the whole matter. Who said they changed
their minds? They initially sent out the Bnei Yisroel for a three-day festival,
they were still under the impression that this was the deal, they were
perfectly well aware of the possibility that the Bnei Yisroel would try to
make a break for it, which is exactly why they sent spies with in the first
place. This was no great surprise to them at all, so why the sudden change
of heart, or more precisely, why describe a change of heart when there
apparently was none?
There were no doubt many preparations that took place prior to leaving
Mitzrayim. Cases had to be packed, gold and silver items had to be
“borrowed” from the Mitzriyiim, sandwiches had to be made (OK, they
didn't exactly work out as intended, but hey! We invented the diet
cracker). Amongst those making preparations was Moshe who searched
for the bones of Yosef and took them with. At this point of the narrative
none of the preparations are mentioned, and it really makes one wonder
what the bones of Yosef had to do with kriyas Yam Suf? Sure, there are
various medroshim and all, and that's very nice, but there seems to be no
real explanation for the presence of Yosef's bones at this precise point. It
looks a bit like that the bones of Yosef had to mentioned somewhere so a
random location was chosen, and here we are.
When the Bnei Yisroel were confronted with the impending Mitzri attack,
the posuk describes them as: – ' אֶ ( ה,( ֵי ִשְׂ ָרא-וּ ְבנֵיR 4יִּצְע- ו,;ֹ ִיראוּ מְ א
ְ יּ- וthey
were very afraid, and the Bnei Yisroel cried out to Hashem. In one word,
why? Hashem had told Moshe to tell the Bnei Yisroel that the plan was to
lure Pharaoh out into the desert and finish him off there. So everyone in the
vast encampment knew what was on the cards, and that Pharaoh would
chase them down. Why the big suprise? Why were they crying out to
Hashem? This was simply the plan in action, that they were fully aware of!
Imagine the scene: the Bnei Yisroel have spotted the oncoming Mitzri
troops, and they are all standing around wringing their hands, frightened,
upset and doing what we do best in any situation: whining. -( ֶ א,ויּ ֹאמְ רוּ
– מִּ ;ְ ָבּ ר- חְ תָּ נוּ ָ( מוּת בּ-Rְ( ,ְרי ִם- ְ ב ִָר ים בְּמִ צR- מִ ְבּ ִ( י אֵ ין4 ה, מ ֹשֶׁ הthey said to
Moshe: “Aren't there any graves in Mitzrayim that you took us to die in the
desert?” Actually, the verse contains a double-negative:  מִ ְבּ(ִי4 הwhich
means “are there not” and אֵ יןwhich means “not”. So it reads “are there not
not graves in Mitzrayim”. This looks like a double negative which in this case
makes no difference, since the general message is that “if you took us out
to die, you could have spared us the journey and let us die in Mitzrayim”.
They don't stop there; oh no. They continue with their complaint and say:
" – זּ ֹאת עָ שִׂ יתָ לָּנוּ- ה- מwhat is this you did to us, –  (ְהוֹצִיאָנוּ מִ מִּ צ ְָרי ִםto take
us out from Mitzrayim?” All of a sudden it was Moshe, and not Hashem,
that took them out from Mitzrayim. Did they suddenly forget that it was
Hashem who personally came to redeem them during the last plague?
Are they finished? No. “ – ְרי ִם-  בְמִ צUרנוּ אֵ (ֶי-ְ  שֶׁ ר דִּ בּ4 א, דָּ בָר-זֶה ה-א84 הthis is
exactly what we told you about in Mitzrayim.” Really? Was it? Where does
the Torah mention they said anything to Moshe in Mitzrayim about not
wanting to be pitted against the Mitzri army? When exactly did they tell
Moshe they would rather stay to work in Mitzrayim than risk it in the desert?

ָ ִאַ( תּ
So Moshe tries to calm them down and tells them “וּראוּ
ְ צְּבוּ-יראוּ הִ תְ י
– ' ת ה- אֶ ת י ְשׁוּעdon't be afraid; just stand here and see the salvation of
Hashem”. He continues to reassure them: “ יּוֹם-ְרי ִם ה- מִ צ- שֶׁ ר ְראִ יתֶ ם אֶ ת4 א,כִּי
– ;א ת ֹסִ פוּ ( ְִרא ֹתָ ם עוֹ8 since like you see Mitzrayim today you will not
continue to see them again”. One can just imagine some sarky fellow
answering back: “Yeah, sure we'll never see them again, or any other
nation, 'coz we'll be dead.” Which is a fair point. So why did Moshe try to
reassure them in this way?
Now they are standing at the edge of the Yam suf, the Reed Sea (now
known as the Red Sea, famous for it's killer sharks trained by the Mossad),
wringing their hands and whining and complaining despite Moshe's
assurances. In response, Hashem says to Moshe: “- ה-מ ֹשֶׁ ה מ-( ֶיּ ֹאמֶ ר ה' א- ו
–  אֵ (ָיR - תִּ צְעHashem said to Moshe: why are you crying to Me?” Why are
you hanging around? Nu, get going! “ - י ִשְׂ ָראֵ ( וְי ִסָּ עוּ- ְבּנֵי-( ֶ בֵּר א- דּspeak to
the Bnei Yisroel and go!”
Did Moshe cry to Hashem? Exactly the opposite was true! Moshe
reassured the Bnei Yisroel that Hashem was going to save them. He in fact
made this point in four different ways:
ָ ִתּ-(אַ
יראוּ
צְּבוּ- ת ה הִ תְ י-וּראוּ אֶ ת י ְשׁוּע
ְ
, שֶׁ ר כִּי4ְרי ִם א- מִ צ-א ְראִ יתֶ ם אֶ ת8-- יּוֹם- ה,;ת ֹסִ פוּ ( ְִרא ֹתָ ם עוֹ
'ה
יִלָּחֵ ם
, תֶּ ם-ָ(כֶם ו ְא
 ִרשׁוּן4 ח-תּ

עוֹ(ָם-; -ע

Not only that, Moshe was quite well aware of what was about to happen,
and he did his best to reassure the Bnei Yisroel without giving away the
whole plot. Far from crying to Hashem, Moshe was quite clam about the
whole matter, knowing what was going to happen in any minute. So why
does Hashem say to him: “Why are you crying to me?”
There is also an implied criticism, in that it seems like Hashem is saying “Why
are you guys hanging around? You are supposed to get moving”. It just so
happens, it was Hashem who told them to camp right where they are, and
there was no instruction up until that pint to go anywhere, so the criticism
seems a bit misplaced.
At this point everyone is ready to get going, and Hashem instructs Moshe:
“ –  יָּם- ( ה- עU ְ;ָ  וּנְטֵ ה אֶ ת יUְ טּ- תָּ ה הָ ֵרם אֶ ת מ- ו ְאlift up your stick and stretch your
hand over the sea”. This instruction seems to be backwards, since first
Moshe should have been told to stretch his hand over the sea, and then
raise his stick over it, if stick-waving-over-the-sea was the order of the day.
While issuing all these instructions to Moshe, Hashem informs him of the
purpose of this dramatic event: “ –  נִי ה4א- כִּי,ְרי ִם-  וְי ָ;ְ עוּ מִ צand they will know
that I am Hashem”. There are a couple of issues with this. Surely the
purpose of all this was for the benefit of the Bnei Yisroel, not the Mitzriyim?
Who cares about the Mitzriyim at this stage? Why do the Mitzriyim need to
know anything, since they will be destroyed soon? Secondly, the
endgame was to have the Mitzriyim killed at Kriyas Yam Suf. Now, once they
were dead, how would they know of Hashem's existence altogether?
Then there is the mysterious malach – angel that makes a cameo
appearance in Chapter 14 verse 19:  נֵה4 ח- (ִפְ נֵי מQֵ(ֹ ה- ה,יםR8ֱ הָ אQ- (ְא- ע מ-יִּסּ-ו
–  ֵריהֶ ם4 מֵ אַח,Qֶ(ֵיּ- ו,( ֵ י ִשְׂ ָראthe angel of Elo-him travelled – that went before
the camp of Israel – behind them. Which malach is this? No mention of this
malach has been made thus far, and this really is the only mention it gets.
Who is this mysterious malach? What role does it play in the saga? The
Abravanel quotes unnamed sources who posit that the malach was the
pillar of cloud that led them the way. However this is not supported by the
next part of the verse: “ –  ֵריהֶ ם4 מ ֹ; מֵ אַח4ע-יּ- מּוּ; הֶ עָ נָן מִ פְּ נֵיהֶ ם ו- ע ע-יִּסּ- וthe pillar
of cloud moved from before them and stood behind them.”
The Abravanel quotes further unnamed sources that this malach was in fact
Moshe himself. This would be fine and dandy if Moshe would be referred
to as a malach somewhere else in the narrative, or any other narrative for
that matter. Since that is simply not the case, arguing that in this in stance the
malach is Moshe is a bit of a stretch, and one that the Abravalnel will not
concede to.
The restrictions of space force me to conclude with one more question,
even though this is not the last one raised by the Abravanel.
Verse 20 of chapter 14 states with regards to the pillar of cloud: יָּב ֹא בֵּין-ו
– ( ֵ נֵה י ִשְׂ ָרא4 ח-ְרי ִם וּבֵין מ-  נֵה מִ צ4 ח- מit came between the camp of Mitzrayim
and the camp of Israel – Qֶ חשׁ-י ְהִ י הֶ עָ נָן ו ְה- וthere was the cloud and
darkness – –  ָלּיְ(ָה-יָּאֶ ר אֶ ת ה- וit lit up the night –  ָלּיְ(ָה-רב זֶה אֶ ( זֶה כָּ( ה- ָR א8ְ ו
and one did not approach the other all night. If there was just a cloud and
darkness, what lit up the night?
You might have noticed that I have now run out of space for any answers; I
hope to provide one or two at seudas shlishis this week, בעזרת השם
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