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Moses - The Man We Know Too Well 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 
January 23, 19 77 

Certainly no figure is more central to our people's history than Moses. Four 

of the five bnnks nf the Torah deal with events in which Moses played a major role. It 

was Moses who brought the demand "let my people go" to Pharoah in the name of God. 

It was Moses whn held high the staff nf power over the Reed Sea so that the waters parted 

and the Exodus succeeded. It was Moses who ascended Mount Sinai to receive there the 

law of God. It was Mnses who acted as God's agent through the long years of wandering 

in the wilderness. 

It is hard to conceive of Judaism without the figure of Moses. Indeed, a century 

ago when some nf the self-hating Jews of western Europe sought to raise a high wall of 

social distance, between themselves and those they talked of as the unlettered and unwashed 

masses of Jews in eastern Europe. those known as Yiddew, Jews; these dainties began 

to call themselves Germans or Frenchmen of the Mosaic persuasion. Moses had received 

the Ten Commandments and the Ten Commandments were as significant to the non-Jew 

as to Jews. They followed Moses, not the rabbis. 

Moses is part of the inner life of the Jew. Over the long, long centuries, as we 

did this morning, Jews have read out sections of the Torah of Moses and four-fifths of 

the Torah deals with events in which Moses figures. Moreover, since the traditional 

sermon was an interpretation of text, not only did the Torah reading, but the lecture it-

s lf invariably mentioned Moses and lifted up or enlarged on the events of his life and 

th ord h had spoken. Tens of thousands of sermons have held up Moses as an ex-

mpl of virtue One perrenial favorite had to do with Moses after he had fled from Egypt 

nd on to th wilderness. Moses travels to Midian. When he enters some town or other 

h find that the daughters of the place are at work drawing water from the well, but 

om of th local bully boys push them away and begin to take the water for themselves. 
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Moses, of course, protects the women, draws water for them and drives away the bullies. 

Year after year, congregation after congregation has been reminded through this story 

that it is the Jewish way to protect the powerless and the weak as well as for men to pro

tect women. 

The Torah has been read out, interpreted and enlarged upon. Ten thousand stories 

have been invented which embellish the life of Moses. Perhaps a parent told a story about 

Moses because he was a familiar figure to their child. Then these stories were told to 

the next generation by their parents and in time they became as familiar as the written 

episodes. The midrash contains a thousand and one tales about Moses and this literature 

is ramified in every age. In the last century or century and a half, a new literature has 

developed around the figure of Moses. Our fathers were as conscious as we are about 

the separation between fact and fiction, between history and invention; but they accepted 

the piety that the Torah was the word of God. To them the Torah was true and what the 

Torah said about Moses had happened. They knew the midrash as invention, poetry, fancy; 

but the Torah was true, history. 

Ab ut a hundred years ago scholars became convinced through their critical re

s arch that the Torah was a composite work, a work which had been edited for many cen

turi s aft r the life of Moses; edited from materials, both oral and written, some quite 

old and ome not quite so old. The Torah came to be seen as an anthology and a new liter

a ur d v loped which might be called the search for the historical Moaea. Writers worked 

o pi re the veil of myth and legend and inconaiat ncy which the Torah text throws up to 

ind t what could be known aboat the man himaelf, what Moae had been a ■ an actaal person. 

Th n w sci nces of lingai tic , comparative nthropology and archeology have allowed 

u to f rm a clear image of th 13th pre-Chri1ti n c ntary Mo1e1. We know aboat the 

hi to y of th tim , aboat th r lative pow r of Egypt and the city-1tate1 of Canaan. We 
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know something about family life, tribal organization and the occupations, the economy 

and the culture of the day. We can set Moses clearly in an historical epoch, but for all 

the effort we are no closer to uncovering the man for we lack corroborating documents. 

All we have is the Bible. There is no reference to Moses outside of the Bible and lacking 

such we have no way of checking the Biblical sources. We can guess with a good deal of 

scholarly intelligence what he must have been like, but we cannot prove it. 

This search for the historical Moses has occupied some of the best minds of our 

people: Martin Buber wrote an important work on Moses, The Man Of The Covenant. My 

father wrote an important work called Moses and the Original Torah. Such men were 

part of this search for the historical Moses. I am more interested in another aspect of 

the problem. I am fascinated by the legends, stories and inventions, by the way in which 

Moses was treated, not in his own generation but by subsequent generations. I am fas

cinated by the phenomenon psychologists call projection. Projection suggests that we 

are not simply creating. We see what we are capable of seeing. We do not invent out of 

whole cloth. We invent what we are capable of inventing and that capacity is determined by 

our conditioning and makeup. From this you can find out a good deal about an author 

even if he writes fiction. Each of us is limited by his experience, by the conditioning of 

his childhood and his environment. Inevitably, we reveal ourselves in what we say and 

paint and write. It has always seemed to me that the picture of Moses held by any gen-

J 

ation of Jews would help us understand something about the inner life of the times, 

bout hat Judaism felt lik to the Jew of a particular age. 

I had this point fore fully driven home to me several years ago as I prepared 

om o k on modern J wish thought. I happened to be dealing with the activities of the 

of Vi nna, particularly with Herzl and Freud. Though I wa1 not particularly interested 
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in Moses at the time, I was struck at how significant Moses was in their spiritual lives 

and by how m uch they revealed about themselves in their understanding of Moses. 

Th e odore Herzl, the founder of modern Zionism, had come from a so-called en-

lightened h ome and received a fine European education. I would have assumed that Herzl 

would have taken Moses as his prototype, nationalist and liberator. Just as Moses had de

livered the Jews from Egypt, so this Zionist would be the deliverer of the Jews from 

anti-Semitic E uro pe. Interestingly, Herzl's Diaries do not emphasize Moses in his role 

as liberator so m uch as Moses in his role as beleaguered leader. The people murmured 

constantly agains t Moses, against Korab, Datan and Abiran rebelled against Moses' au

thority. His brothe r and sister, Miriam and Aaron, criticized him for having married 

a Cushite woman and de nounced Moses as arrogant because he claimed a monopoly on the 

prophecy. The Bible calls Israel a stiff-necked people, a difficult, ungrateful group and 

that's precisely how Her z l found the Jews of his day. Most of the well-to-do Jews would 

have nothing to do with h is the ory about a Jewish stat e. Those who followed him repeatedly 

challenged him for leadersh ip and argued his policies and proved themselves in every way 

difficult p ople. We are a good people, but we don't take directions easily. And I find 

thi passage in Herzl 1s Diary fo r the year 1897: 

Kellner, my dearest, beat friend, whose via its are bright spots 

a idst all the difficultie s, reminisced the other day about achool

b y day in the heder. He was daydreaming in a class when they 

ot to th place in the Bible where Moses sings: Exodus, 15. 

I imm diat ly looked up th e passag , and it moved me. Sudden-

ly, th idea popped into m y mind to write Biblical drama, Mose ■, 

conditions in F.gypt, th 
th odua, th d rt, Mos 
vit 1, up ior m n ith 

int rnal and external atrugglea, 
' d ath. I im sine him a1 a tall, 

n of humor. 
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Herzl was fairly short and sometimes lethargic, a man who felt himself superior and 

was known for his sense of humor. To continue: 

The drama: how he is shaken inwardly and yet holds himself 

upright by his will. He is the leader, because he does not want 

to be . Everything gives way before him, because he has no 

personal des ire. He does not care about the goal, but about 

the migration. Education through migration. 

Act I: 

Herzl o utlines the play. Moses' return to Egypt, conditions, wretchedness of the Israel

ites; Mo s e s embittered, shakes them up. They are rebellious. Act II Korah, the rebellion. 

Act III, Th e Golden Calf, the rebellion. Act IV, Miriam, the rebellion. Act V, Moses' 

death. P a geantry in the desert: the Ark of the Covenant, then Joseph's bones at the head 

of the proc e ss ton . 

It i s the tragedy of the leader, of any leader of men, that he ts exhausted by 

all this, yet, he has to lead his people with unflagging vigor. 

Freud was also an enlightened Jew, a Jew who had been schooled in the gymnasium 

rather than in the h e der. As an enlightened man, Freud felt that not only had he brought 

a new science to med icine , but he was bringiJkE\iigh civilization of Europe to the Jews. 

In th hands of Freud, M o ses is transformed from Jew into Egyptian. Late in his life 

h o a book call d Mos sand Monotheism in which he claimed that Moses had not been 

J • h lav raised in Pha roah'a court, but rather a young ~yptian prince who had 

b n 

h 
hm 

h i 

nd 

h 

l 

ac d to th Israelite s and had gone out as a member of the Peace Corps to bring 

n f"t of civilization. From the Egyptian Mo■e the Israelite■ had heard mono-

, civilization. An ungrateful bunch, they turned bitterly again t thi■ tron of the ire 

n 

d r d hlm The proj ction i 

ain t Fr ud , ng r t ful for i 

of a para ion hich ccom ni 

ccount fo om of g ilt 

xt. Fr ud i from the out ide. M ny Jew■ had 

tt ntion ; nd thi• cco11nt for the guilt fe ling ■, 

r v r y r , nd not inciden lly, 

t dcr ro d him nd hich 
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show in this late work which he wrote about having abandoned in a real sense his own people 

and being abandoned by them. With the evidence of ~10 such hr illiant men of our times 

before me revealing themselves so startlingly in their projections about Moses, I became 

convinced that a useful book could be written on the way various generations of Jews had 

revealed themselves as they wrote and thought about this central hero. 

My first concern was to understand what the Bible revealed about itself when 

it wrote about Moses. If we accept what seems to be the no longer questionable proposition 

that the Torah is a composite and much edited work. Certainly, the thrust of the editing 

will tell us something both about the purpose of the writing and about the understanding of 

Moses held by the Israelites of pre-exilic times. Rereading the Exodus-Deuteronomy 

narrative from this perspective I was struck by the lack of adulation which surrounds 

Moses' biography. When we think of legend we think of a process of embellishment and ex

aggeration which, over the generations, enlarge the accomplishments of the hero until 

they assume larger than life proportions. On the contrary, as you read the Torah what you 

notice seems to be an almost conscious attempt to diminish the role of Moses rather than 

to exaggerate it. Moses is presented with all of his failings and failures. Not once is 

he described as tall with a leonine head, or as a naturally charismatic figure. Actually, 

there is not a single line of physical description about Moses in the Torah nor is there 

ny ttempt to say that Moses is sinless. He is not even presented to us as a fearless 

h ro. Aft r Moses was raised in Pharoah's court, he one day goes out and sees the af-

lic ion of th Israelites. H noticed one of the taskmasters who is whipping the Israelites 

( o it a told in religious school ). He becomes so nraged by this manifest injustice 

t t pick up a spear and lay th Egypti n in a gr tact of recommital to his people. 

T k th tim to read the actu 1 B1bl1cal narr tiv . Y , the young prince goe ■ out. Yes, 

h lav ry. Yea, he see a km t r, but h t do h do? He look■ thl way 
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and that to make sure that no one is watching and then he slays the man. Is this the way 

of the hero? Nor is this a great act of recommital. Immediately .. thereafter the Bible 

says he hid the man and went back to the castle, hoping he would not be found out. The 

next day he discovers that the matter is known. Frightened, he flees. This is hardly the 

Language in which a saga would describe a hero, a man of courage and of daring. Cer

tainly, this is not the description we would expect in a tradition set down three, four 

hundred years after the event by people to whom Moses was founding father, the hero. 

Actually, the Torah 1s description of Moses presents us a hero who is given little credit 

for initiative or for a will of his own. We think of Moses as the liberator, the lawgiver, 

the leader during the wilderness trek. The Bible looks upon Moses as the slave of God 

who does what God bids him to do and little more. He is not the liberator. "The Lord 

brought forth the children of Israel out of Egypt troop by troop. " He is not the lawgiver. 

"And the Lord said to Moses, 'Carve out two tablets of stone; and I will write upon the 

tablets'"." And the Lord said to Moses speak these commandments to the children of 

Israel"• He is not chief during the wilderness wandering. He doesn't determine the tribes 

shall go, or where they shall camp and so on, or when they are to negotiate with and whom 

they must fight. "The Lord said to Moses I will go before you in a pillar of cloud by day 

to guid along the way and in a pillar of fire by night. " Moses is not a decisive man, he 

is God I s agent. 

Th praise the Bible allows Moses does not eulogize him as liberator or lawgiver 

or 1 d r or warrior; but as eved adonai, the slave of God, the servant of God, and as 

ish ha-elohim, God's man, the prophet of God, God's ambaeaador. Why eo? The Biblical 

faith r ts in the teaching man who control ■ hietory and ehapee event■• It ie God, not 

Mo s who brought Israel out of Egypt. Th Bibl i not hietory, a eecular record of what 

happ ned, but a religious document which tt mpt to portr y the radical amazement 



8 

with which this people understood certain events which had happened to them. In ancient 

times groups of slaves simply did not make good their flight. No country would receive 

them. But, somehow, a group of Israelites did escape from Egypt. How could this be ex

plained? Only by acknowledging the escape as part of the high purpose of God. A mixed 

group without blood ties had somehow been melded into a united people and had come to 

acknowledge clan and covenant ties and the same God. How had this happened? It could 

only have happened because God was powerful and had willed it to be. Obviously, a leader 

had a major role in such events. But increasingly, religious awe had overlain popular 

memories of his activities and the more liturgists and priests wanted to impress the 

faithful with God's power the more the man had been reduced to an agency role for centuries 

after the event the tale was increasingly being shaped to express this faith in the God who 

is in control of history, in the God 1Nho redeemed and Who will redeem. Moses must be 

diminished in order to enlarge and emphasize the role of God. 

I know the many seders that you have attended. I wonder if you have ever no

ticed the fact that in the Haggadah, the great book of tellings, which was shaped about two 

thousand years ago and contains materials much older than does the history of Egypt, the 

deliverance from Egypt is told without a single mention of Moses. It's as if we told the his

tory of the founding of the republic without mentioning George Washington. This was done 

deliberately to emphasize that the Passover celebration is not a commemoration but an 

ducation. Our r telling of the Egyptian redemption is not an exercise in history, but a 

h a al of God's redemptive acts, a promise that a■ God baa redeemed ao He redeems 

nd o H will redeem. The Torah is not history in the familiar senae of the word, but it 

er d history and liturgy It is an att mpt to ander core the fact that God's nature 

to b a delivering God, the God Who r deem , "I am the Lord thy God Who brought thee 

ut of the land of Egypt, out of th hou of bondage"• A■ He redeemed oar father■ ao He 
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will redeem us . History is recast to emphasize that it is God who is the liberator and 

the lawgiver , and the leader during the wilderness trek. Inevitably, in the process of re

casting, th e role of God, the role of Moses, had to be diminished. So at the beginning of 

our history w e come across an anamolous situation in the development of national litera

ture, an attempt to reduce the significance of the founding father rather than to enlarge 

it. Perhaps this is the reason that in Jewish literature there are no heroes as such or 

infallible men. God alone is beyond sin; God alone is here. 

I wond e r what our generation will find to emphasize in the life of Moses. I have 

read a good bit of conventional sermonics and one of the things that's most striking is the 

persistent attempt to see in Moses the prototype of the modern liberationist as the model 

of the man who frees and a tendency to avoid Moses' involvement with Sinai, with law and 

order, with duty, obligat ion and responsibility. If l were to conclude this lecture sermoni

cally I would say that one of the fascinating thing s about th e Moses story is that it suggests 

that freedom itself is not e no ugh, that freedom without law is anarchy, the the Exodus 

must be compl mented by S ina i, but that when the children of Israel left Egypt they were 

a rabble who quickly mur m ure d 'take us back to the fleshpots of Egypt' and that they 

did not becom responsib le persons, a truly free community, until they accepted law and 

c v n nt. 

11, that's the beginning of a book, a book which I've not yet finiehed writing. 

i im I ill sha r e chapter■ of it with you and I hope, in a year or two, to 

V chanc pre sent th e book to you. 
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