Freedom, Fear, and Time:

Exodus 11-13 and The Death of the Firstborn

Rachel Sharansky Danziger * March 8th 2022 * Exodus: The Ins and Outs of Liberty #4

1: The end in sight
Exodus 11:1-8
(1) And M said to Moses, “I will bring but one
more plague upon Pharaoh and upon Egypt; after
that he shall let you go from here; indeed, when he

lets you go, he will drive you out of here one and all.

(2) Tell the people to borrow, each man from his
neighbor and each woman from hers, objects of
silver and gold.” (3) mn~ disposed the Egyptians
favorably toward the people. Moreover, Moses
himself was much esteemed in the land of Egypt,
among Pharaoh’s courtiers and among the people.

(4) Moses said, “Thus says m7°: Toward midnight |
will go forth among the Egyptians, (5) and every
[male] first-born in the land of Egypt shall die, from
the first-born of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to
the first-born of the slave girl who is behind the
millstones; and all the first-born of the cattle. (6)
And there shall be a loud cry in all the land of
Egypt, such as has never been or will ever be again;
(7) but not a dog shall snarl at any of the Israelites,
at human or beast—in order that you may know that
M makes a distinction between Egypt and Israel.

(8) “Then all these courtiers of yours shall come
down to me and bow low to me, saying, ‘Depart,
you and all the people who follow you!” After that I
will depart.” And he left Pharaoh’s presence in hot
anger.
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2. The seeds of partnership

Exodus 12:1-13

(1) m said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt:
(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.

(3) Speak to the community leadership of Israel and say
that on the tenth of this month each of them shall take a
lamb to a family, a lamb to a household...(6) You shall
keep watch over it until the fourteenth day of this
month; and all the assembled congregation of the
Israelites shall slaughter it at twilight. (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.
(8) They shall eat the flesh that same night; they shall
eat it roasted over the fire, with unleavened bread and
with bitter herbs... (11) This is how you shall eat it:
your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and your
staff in your hand; and you shall eat it hurriedly: it is a
passover offering to mm.

(12) For that night I will go through the land of Egypt
and strike down every [male] first-born in the land of
Egypt, both human and beast; and | will mete out
punishments to all the gods of Egypt, | mm°. (13) And
the blood on the houses where you are staying shall be
a sign for you: when | see the blood | will pass over
you, so that no plague will destroy you when | strike
the land of Egypt.
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Natan Sharansky and Rachel Sharansky Danziger, “Joining the Exodus”:

...in reality, every single Jew who wished to make aliyah had to go through his or her own heroic
ordeal of defiance. The Soviet Union ruled millions of people by threatening and isolating them.
To apply for an emigration visa, each man and woman had to overcome this crippling fear and
publicly forsake the Soviet credo. First, applicants had to request an invitation from (real or fake)
relatives in Israel. The KGB, monitoring the Soviet mail system, knew about these invitation
letters even before their recipients saw them, and summoned the latter for interrogations.
Shaken, the would-be applicants then had to declare, repeatedly and in public, their intention to
leave for Israel...In short, every applicant had to stand in the metaphoric public square and
repudiate the Soviet gods in the name of the “imperialist Zionist” enemy.
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3: Spoilers ahead!
Exodus 12:14-20
(14) This day shall be to you one of remembrance: you
shall celebrate it as a festival to m» throughout the
ages; you shall celebrate it as an institution for all time.
(15) Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread; on the
very first day you shall remove leaven from your
houses, for whoever eats leavened bread from the first
day to the seventh day, that person shall be cut off from
Israel. (16) You shall celebrate a sacred occasion on the
first day, and a sacred occasion on the seventh day; no
work at all shall be done on them; only what every
person is to eat, that alone may be prepared for you. (17)
You shall observe the [Feast of] Unleavened Bread, for
on this very day | brought your ranks out of the land
of Egypt; you shall observe this day throughout the
ages as an institution for all time. (18) In the first
month, from the fourteenth day of the month at evening,
you shall eat unleavened bread until the twenty-first day
of the month at evening. (19) No leaven shall be found
in your houses for seven days. For whoever eats what is
leavened, that person—whether a stranger or a citizen of
the country—shall be cut off from the community of
Israel. (20) You shall eat nothing leavened; in all your
settlements you shall eat unleavened bread.

Ibn Ezra on Exodus 12:17:2
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[HAVE | BROUGHT.] Scripture reads, have | brought your hosts out of the land of Egypt
although they had not yet left Egypt. This prophecy took place at the beginning of the month.

It meaning is: you will say this in all of your generations.

Exodus 12:21-27

(21) Moses then summoned all the elders of Israel and
said to them, “Go, pick out lambs for your families,
and slaughter the passover offering...(25) And when
you enter the land that i will give you, as promised,
you shall observe this rite. (26) And when your
children ask you, ‘What do you mean by this rite?’
(27) you shall say, ‘It is the passover sacrifice to
77, who passed over the houses of the Israelites in
Egypt when smiting the Egyptians, but saved our
houses.””’Those assembled then bowed low in
homage.
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4. Narrative-shaping
Exodus 13:1-16
(1) mn~ spoke further to Moses, saying, (2) “Consecrate to
Me every male first-born; human and beast, the first [male]
issue of every womb among the Israelites 1s Mine.”

(3) And Moses said to the people,”Remember this day, on
which you went free from Egypt, the house of bondage,
how m7° freed you from it with a mighty hand: no leavened
bread shall be eaten. (4) You go free on this day, in the
month of Abib. (5) So, when ™7 has brought you into the
land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the
Hivites, and the Jebusites, which was sworn to your fathers
to be given you, a land flowing with milk and honey, you
shall observe in this month the following practice: (6)
“Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread, and on the
seventh day there shall be a festival of m°...(8) And you
shall explain to your child on that day, ‘It is because of
what 7> did for me when I went free from Egypt.’ (9)
“And this shall serve you as a sign on your hand and as a
reminder on your forehead —in order that the Teaching of
M may be in your mouth—that with a mighty hand mn»
freed you from Egypt. (10) You shall keep this institution at
its set time from year to year.

(11) “And when M has brought you into the land of the
Canaanites, as [God] swore to you and to your fathers, and
has given it to you, (12) you shall set apart for 717> every
first issue of the womb: every male firstling that your cattle
drop shall be mm°’s.. (14) And when, in time to come, a
child of yours asks you, saying, ‘What does this mean?’
you shall reply, ‘It was with a mighty hand that 7> brought
us out from Egypt, the house of bondage. (15) When
Pharaoh stubbornly refused to let us go, > slew every
[male] first-born in the land of Egypt, the first-born of both
human and beast. Therefore | sacrifice to m» every first
male issue of the womb, but redeem every male first-born
among my children.” (16) “And so it shall be as a sign upon
your hand and as a symbol on your forehead that with a
mighty hand =7 freed us from Egypt.”
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5: Stories and identity
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “Writing my own chapters” (https://rabbisacks.org/bo-5780/):
The Israelites had not yet left Egypt, and yet already Moses was telling them how to tell the
story. That is the extraordinary fact. Why so? Why this obsession with storytelling?

The simplest answer is that we are the story we tell about ourselves. There is an intrinsic,
perhaps necessary, link between narrative and identity. In the words of the thinker who did
more than most to place this idea at the centre of contemporary thought, Alasdair Maclintyre,
“man is in his actions and practice, as well as in his fictions, essentially a story-telling
animal.”We come to know who we are by discovering of which story or stories we are a part.

Jerome Bruner has persuasively argued that narrative is central to the construction of meaning,
and meaning is what makes the human condition human. No computer needs to be persuaded
of its purpose in life before it does what it is supposed to do. Genes need no motivational
encouragement. No virus needs a coach. We do not have to enter their mindset to understand
what they do and how they do it, because they do not have a mindset to enter. But humans do.
We act in the present because of things we did or that happened to us in the past, and in order
to realise a sought-for future. Even minimally to explain what we are doing is already to tell a
story....

Rousseau is talking about the greatest of political leaders. First of these, he says, was Moses
who “formed and executed the astonishing enterprise of instituting as a national body a swarm
of wretched fugitives who had no arts, no weapons, no talents, no virtues, no courage, and who,
since they had not an inch of territory of their own, were a troop of strangers upon the face of
the earth.”

Moses, he says, “dared to make out of this wandering and servile troop a body politic, a free
people, and while it wandered in the wilderness without so much as a stone on which to rest its
head, gave it the lasting institution, proof against time, fortune and conquerors, which 5000
years have not been able to destroy or even to weaken.” This singular nation, he says, so often
subjugated and scattered, “has nevertheless maintained itself down to our days, scattered
among the other nations without ever merging with them.”[5]

Moses’ genius, he says, lay in the nature of the laws that kept Jews as a people apart. But that
is only half the story. The other half lies in this week’s parsha, in the institution of storytelling
as a fundamental religious duty, recalling and re-enacting the events of the Exodus every year,
and in particular, making children central to the story. Noting that in three of the four
storytelling passages (three in our parsha, the fourth in Va’etchanan) children are referred to as
asking questions, the Sages held that the narrative of Seder night should be told in response to a
question asked by a child wherever possible. If we are the story we tell about ourselves, then as
long as we never lose the story, we will never lose our identity.




6: Stories and freedom
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “The Story We Tell”, (https://rabbisacks.org/story-tell-bo-5778/):
Why was this the most important thing he could do in this intense moment of redemption?
Because freedom is the work of a nation, nations need identity, identity needs memory, and
memory is encoded in the stories we tell. Without narrative, there is no memory, and without
memory, we have no identity. The most powerful link between the generations is the tale of those
who came before us — a tale that becomes ours, and that we hand on as a sacred heritage to those
who will come after us. We are the story we tell ourselves about ourselves, and identity begins in
the story parents tell their children.

That narrative provides the answer to the three fundamental questions every reflective individual
must ask at some stage in their lives: Who am 1? Why am | here? How then shall | live? There are
many answers to these questions, but the Jewish ones are: | am a member of the people whom
God rescued from slavery to freedom. | am here to build a society that honors the freedom of
others, not just my own. And | must live in conscious knowledge that freedom is the gift of God,
honored by keeping His covenant of law and love.

7: Time and freedom
Robert Grudin, Time and the Art of Living:
Like a machine which sorts out a great variety of objects into individually homogeneous bundles,
time sorts and garners up our various productions. We smoke only one cigarette at a time, butin a
few years our lungs look as though we had inhaled a volcano. We experience isolated moments of
affection and delight, and find in a few weeks that we are in love... Yet we seldom think of the
specific phenomena as parts of a coherent whole. Time plays the big arpeggios of victory and
defeat, achievement, disaffection, the whole gamut; but we hear only the single tones. And in
missing the incremental structure, the temporal coherence of our lives, we miss the truth about
ourselves.
Free men and women, on the other hand, can think across time, viewing their own lives, inclusive
of past, present and future, as architectural wholes, static in mental space. They can therefore see,
as others cannot, the cracks and buttresses of repeated action, the points of stress, the
established framework. (8)
Enclosures look small until we are within them. Cottages look tiny from the outside; and newly
framed houses, in the absurdly limitless context of outdoor space, seem puny and shrunken. But
once they are properly walled in and we are properly inside them, they no longer seem small.
Through the eye, the mind has adjusted from vacant space to human space — from a context in
which human nature is meaningless to one in which it has significance; and the rooms seem large
enough. A similar metamorphosis is possible in time. If we view time as amorphous and
homogeneous, we simply swim our way through days and weeks; we barely exist in time, for our
wayfaring awareness is lost in its huge scale. But if we roof and wall time into chambers of
expectation, plan and commitment, our days become memorable. Time takes on significance
when we frame it on a human scale. (3-4)
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8: The exodus
Exodus 12:29-51
(29) In the middle of the night m:° struck down all the
[male] first-born in the land of Egypt, from the first-born
of Pharaoh who sat on the throne to the first-born of the
captive who was in the dungeon, and all the first-born of
the cattle. (30) And Pharaoh arose in the night, with all
his courtiers and all the Egyptians—~because there was a
loud cry in Egypt; for there was no house where there was
not someone dead. (31) He summoned Moses and Aaron
in the night and said, “Up, depart from among my people,
you and the Israelites with you! Go, worship m:° as you
said! (32) Take also your flocks and your herds, as you
said, and begone! And may you bring a blessing upon me
also!” (33) The Egyptians urged the people on, impatient
to have them leave the country, for they said, “We shall
all be dead.”
(34) So the people took their dough before it was
leavened, their kneading bowls wrapped in their cloaks
upon their shoulders. (35) The Israelites had done Moses’
bidding and borrowed from the Egyptians objects of
silver and gold, and clothing. (36) And i had disposed
the Egyptians favorably toward the people, and they let
them have their request; thus they stripped the Egyptians.
(37) The Israelites journeyed from Rameses to Succoth,
about six hundred thousand fighting men on foot, aside
from noncombatants. (38) Moreover, a mixed multitude
went up with them, and very much livestock, both flocks
and herds. (39) And they baked unleavened cakes of the
dough that they had taken out of Egypt, for it was not
leavened, since they had been driven out of Egypt and
could not delay; nor had they prepared any provisions for
themselves. (40) The length of time that the Israelites
lived in Egypt was four hundred and thirty years; (41) at
the end of the four hundred and thirtieth year, to the very
day, all the ranks of i departed from the land of Egypt.
(42) That was for mi3» a night of vigil to bring them out of
the land of Egypt; that same night is m:°’s, one of vigil
for all the children of Israel throughout the ages... (51)
That very day m: freed the Israelites from the land of
Egypt, troop by troop.
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